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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.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 outweighed her by a hundred pounds, but none of this seemed to faze 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, and there was an audible crunch as the soldier’s nose broke and blood gushed.

      Aareth’s 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 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 an identical 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 was 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 resource 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 sank 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 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 rotting from the inside out, truth be told, and 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, and 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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      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’s 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 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 devoid 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 accidentally 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, but 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 a low voice 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.
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      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 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. Wrinkles 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 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 for 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 parties, 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 for help comes our way, 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 I 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 her Queen in such a disrespectful way, he had another think 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 swishing 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      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 seems 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 symbols 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, he 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 previously. 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 linen 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 plate. 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 ever 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 live 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 had known what the next day held in store for him, he wouldn’t have slept so soundly.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Marcus, Jack?” It was Sloan knocking 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 sank 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 pants and straightened her black and grey uniform while she waited.

      “You didn’t strike me as the kind to care what she looks 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 any time, 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 inventor’s 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 handshakes.

      “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 a 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 your 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 from 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 was 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 emissaries to Queen Eleanor sat in the lounging cart as they shared a meal. Sloan was so caught up with the day’s events, she had 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 his sword inside and out. On the butt of the weapon was a small indention imprinting the initials “D.P.R.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 fat being struck by a bolt of lightning.”

      “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, rather 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 to 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 struck 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 circumstances. 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 sank 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 that 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 lying 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 zigzag 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 separately 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, and 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 no 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 upbringing 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 buttons 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 there 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 privy 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 was 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 the 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 bald head 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

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      That night, Jack was shown to a small tent he would share with his father. Any thought of food made his stomach queasy as he remembered the broken bodies and twisted faces Aareth rummaged through like junk in an old room.

      “Are you all right, son?” Marcus asked as he prepared his own cot for the night.

      “I’m fine, just tired. So much is happening. Who do you think is behind it all?”

      “There are quite a few different possibilities, so 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.”

      Jack threw himself onto his cot. He tried to go to sleep, but every time he closed his eyes, he could hear Aareth yelling at him to shoot, to kill the man that was racing towards him.

      His dreams were no different. He was on the train again as it sped through the darkness at a mind-numbing rate. He held the steel wand in his hand. Someone was screaming at him to shoot. It wasn’t Aareth’s voice this time; it was a female voice, coming from someone who he missed very much. Something was running toward him. All Jack could see in the darkness was the shape of a large bat.

      His arm holding the wand rose as the figure approached. He couldn’t fire. The imploring female voice yelled for him to take action, but it was too late. The last thing Jack remembered before he 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, who’s 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’s 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.

      “Whoa 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 ensured 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, although 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 as her ponytail whipped across Aareth’s face for the hundredth time. He grabbed on to 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 standstill, 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.”

      Although 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, he 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 walked into the clearing with arms raised. “It’s just Sloan and me.”

      “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 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 mutant 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 was 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 a 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 unicorn’s 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’s 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. The mage-powered machines were topped off with fuel 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, urging 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 to 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, as 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. Jack thought she might reach for her sword again, so 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 scornful 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 readjust 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 lesson 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.”
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      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-room 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 and sisters.” The tall man called Elijah stretched out his long arms and waited until 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 shaken 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 you feel 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 led 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 eyewitnesses. 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 afterthought, 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 waved 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.

      Jack admired how comfortable she was talking to them as strangers and how she took it upon herself to make sure they were cared for. The way her eyes twinkled when she smiled and the soft layer of freckles around her cheeks just added to her overall attractiveness.

      “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 and Jack knew he had to step in before Sloan tore her apart.

      “Maybe we should ask Elijah ourselves,” Jack said.

      Sloan only nodded.

      Jack caught Abigail looking at him and the small smile she gave him was all the thanks he needed.
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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. It’s 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The next morning Jack, Marcus, Sloan, 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’ll 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.

      Jack brought himself back to reality as his mind drifted to Abigail and the conversation he’d had with her the previous night.

      “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?”

      Jack nodded, once more aware of his surroundings. Sloan hunched over the list Elijah compiled, Aareth turned the combination of gears on his electric gauntlets, and Marcus was just finishing his meal.

      “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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “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 waved 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 but 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 wheelbarrow-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 that 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 the 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          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 whisky 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 whisky, “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 altogether.”

      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 struck 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 mountainside. 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.

      “What till 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, and 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “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 thought 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 than 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.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      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, which 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “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 marking 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 that 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 tiptoed 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 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 a 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 superpower 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 strand 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

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The noise sounded like it was coming from somewhere in town. Jack looked at Abigail, who stood pale, watching him for direction. Jack reached for the weapons that he had left inside. “Go inside your house and lock the door.”

      “But there’s something I have to tell you about my fa—”

      More screams split the sky, but now there was another sound. It was a howl of a creature Jack had never heard in all his years of tracking. “Please, Abigail, go inside. You’ll be safe.”

      Without waiting for a reply, Jack took off at a run. As he rounded the mayor’s house, the door burst open with Sloan in the lead, followed by Aareth and Marcus.

      Sloan ignored Jack as she bolted toward the sounds of chaos at a dead sprint. Sword already drawn in her left hand, she was a picture of a Valkyrie incarnate.

      “Lets go, Romeo. You’re going to miss all the action.” Aareth sprinted past next, his gauntlets on his hands.

      “Come on, Jack. Eyes open, wand ready.” Marcus skidded up to Jack and handed him his belt, the wand still secured in the holster.

      Jack followed Sloan, who, in another lifetime, could have been a professional athlete. 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 Jack saw the general unwillingness to help displayed by the people of Burrow Den was “cowards.” But he had to remind himself how much the town 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 Jack 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. Jack half expected Sloan to slow down and wait for the rest of the group. Maybe he thought she would come up with a plan for surrounding the building. Not Sloan. Jack looked on in shock as the captain of the Queen’s personal guard jump-kicked the wooden door, sending it flying inward with a shower of splinters.

      Jack, Aareth, and Marcus all arrived at the same time. Jack had his wand out, alive with dark green flames as they entered. 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, Jack would have thought an entire family had been slaughtered.

      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—it’s not here.” Sloan appeared from somewhere deeper in the house out of breath.

      “It’s Benjamin Clive.” Aareth knelt next to the bloodied body and shook his head.

      Jack looked at his father, who was already recalling the green magic from his staff and started examining the bloodied floor. Jack followed his gaze and found what caught his father’s attention. There were the same large footprints they had seen in the forest. 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 let’s 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. Jack knew whatever had stopped Sloan in her tracks couldn’t be good, and as he exited the building, he was right.

      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 Jack 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 will find it and we will 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 is 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 Jack. His father was generally a quiet man. This was a whole new side to his father Jack had never seen, a side that made him proud. Even now he could feel respect growing in his 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 and Jack caught a nod of gratitude pass from Sloan to Marcus before she started to speak.

      “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.
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Wand ready in his hand, Jack concentrated on the ground in front of him. The group started together, but as expected, they lost the creature’s path. Jack and Sloan headed deeper into the forest, while Marcus and Aareth doubled back.

      The cold steel in Jack’s hand comforted him. He had never been afraid while on a hunt and he wasn’t now, but he couldn’t shake the feeling he was being watched.

      Sloan must have felt it as well, because Jack noticed her glance over her 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 Jack was anything but average. Everything in the forest spoke to him and meant 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 and Jack looked behind him. 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.”

      Jack waited for a reply for what seemed like a full minute.

      “Yeah, I guess I kind of surprised myself too. I’m just done proving myself to anyone anymore.”

      Jack was about to speak again, when the hairs on the back of his neck stood on end. He came to a stop. He had tracked enough animals to know when the tables were turned.

      “Jack, what is it?”

      “It’s watching us.”

      “Where?”

      “I don’t know.”

      Sloan drew her sword and placed her back against Jack’s. There was a rustle in a large bush twenty yards to their right. Jack pointed his wand in the direction, ready to call and release magic in a heartbeat.

      A low whistle that didn’t sound like anything Jack 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 Jack wonder if he 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. Jack and Sloan looked at each other in disbelief.

      They searched for the rest of the night to no avail. Whatever they were tracking was the smartest creature Jack 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. Jack was exhausted. Between the lack of sleep and energy exerted, he 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 Jack and Sloan 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 of 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

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Why do you think he ran when he saw us?’ Jack asked as he entered the house with Sloan.

      “Who knows? That guy is beyond crazy. Let’s make sure he didn’t take anything.”

      Jack made his way though the large front room and up the winding staircase. Everything in his room was how he had left it. The bed welcomed him and Jack was debating whether or not he could afford a nap before his father and Aareth arrived.

      The question was answered by the sound of the front door opening and his father’s voice. “Anyone home?”

      Jack made a mental note to visit his bed very soon and walked back down the stairs. Sloan was already there briefing the men on 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,” Jack said as he joined Aareth at the table and began to eat.

      Soon Marcus and Sloan were munching along with them. Each one of the four members was beyond exhausted. Jack was forcing his brain to work and form some kind of explanation, but it just wasn’t there.

      “Do you think that them not bringing us any more 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 as he felt his face warm.

      “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 Jack would be a huge understatement. The soft mattress underneath him was amazing. Jack didn’t even bother with washing up or changing; he just took off his boots, jacket, and wand belt, and fell into bed. It was one of those sleeps where his head barely hit the pillow before he was out cold.

      “Jack. Jack, time to wake up, son.”

      Jack 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. He rubbed the sleep away as he yawned and sat up in bed. His father gained his full attention when Jack saw a wild look in his eye.

      “Dad, are you okay?”

      “I’m fine.” Marcus’ eyes were bloodshot. He looked as tired as Jack could ever remember seeing him. “I’ve read the whole journal, and Jack—son—I’m sorry for dragging you into this. I’m afraid we’re involved in something even greater than we thought.”

      “What are you talking about? It’s okay; you don’t have to apologize. I made the decision to come too. I’m not a little kid anymore.”

      “No, you are definitely not a child anymore.” Marcus placed a hand on his son’s shoulder. “You’re a man your mother would be proud of and a man I am proud to have by my side.”

      Jack wasn’t sure what to say or how to respond. A moment passed while Jack looked into his father’s eyes, a moment that told him nothing would ever be the same after this night.

      “Let’s go downstairs,” Marcus said. “It’s better if I tell you all at once. Sloan and Aareth are already awake.”

      Jack grabbed his boots, jacket, and wand belt. Jack followed his father downstairs past the wooden hall of rooms and down the spiral staircase. The large front room spread out before them, 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. Sloan paced back and forth across the carpeted wood floor. Arms crossed, she looked worried.

      “All right, sorcerer, what did you find?” Sloan asked as she looked up at Marcus and stopped pacing.

      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 Jack wondered again what could cause his father to change from the optimistic man he had known his entire life to someone so nervous and paranoid. Jack didn’t have to wait long. The light played around the room in dancing and swirling shadows as Marcus told a story Jack would have passed off as fiction if it were to come from anyone besides his own father.

      “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, Jack was struck by his father’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.”

      Jack sat stunned, trying to process all the new information. A secret order working in New Hope? Dr. Livingston is connected, there is no doubt about that now, but is he the head of this order? Who were the two human test subjects?

      Jack could have gone on and on with the list of questions that needed to be answered, but Sloan’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,” Aareth said.

      “We know who the male test subject was.” Jack nodded, staring into the past and remembering the battle on the steam locomotive. “It had to be our attacker on the traveling steam 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,” Marcus 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.”

      Jack’s heart melted in his chest as he witnessed Abigail trembling. He put a hand on her shoulder and knelt by her seat. “Abigail, it’s okay. I’m not going to let anything happen to you, I promise.”

      “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

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Me?” Jack asked. “What are you talking about?”

      “Damn it, woman!” Sloan stalked forward, looking Abigail straight in the eyes. “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; even Sloan looked to her traveling companions for direction.

      “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 a while 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, taking a hard tone. “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 did his best to give 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.”

      Jack saw his father tense and stand. His head cocked to the side. His hand reached for his staff. Jack knew the look and action like it was his own. His father heard something.

      “Let’s go kill this thing and end its bloody rampage.” Sloan looked to her comrades for consent.

      “We won’t have to go anywhere,” Marcus’ voice was low as he wrapped his hands around his brown staff.

      “Why?” Sloan 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 in to 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 on to 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’ll 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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifty-One

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Up, Jack! Get up!” Aareth yelled.

      “He’s right.” Sloan was back doing her best to hide the tears she shed. “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 got to his feet, wobbling as his eyes refused to leave the limp figure of his father for too long.

      “He’d want me to finish the assignment the Queen gave us,” Jack said, more to himself than anyone in the room.

      Jack ripped his eyes from his father and walked out the door with Aareth and Sloan. He felt numb. Aareth walked beside him on his right, his jaw set and violence in his dangerous eyes. Sloan walked on Jack’s left, her eyes set and determined, the mage sword dragging in the dirt behind her.

      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 Jack as if he were deaf. He was beyond conversation now. All he 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 Jack 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. Jack walked inside, wand at the ready.

      The church was just like Jack 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 his father.

      “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 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. Jack 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?” Jack 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. Jack 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 out 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 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.

      Jack witnessed Sloan and Elijah clash. He had to make a split second decision on who to help. Just as quickly as the question came, he knew he had to assist Aareth. Sloan could handle the preacher on her own, but ending the genetically engineered killing machine would be a hard task.

      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 creature’s 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, and the rest of the creature’s body wriggled and slithered on the ground.

      A scream so intense and full of pain filled the room that 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 uselessly 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 downstairs. 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 action 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, and 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 me 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

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      That night, Jack couldn’t sleep. Somewhere between tears and questions of what the future would bring in New Hope, sleep escaped him. Deciding against spending the next few hours in bed searching for slumber, Jack threw on his shirt and walked 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 and wrapped and prepared for transport to New Hope, where Sloan assured him he would receive a hero’s burial.

      “Can’t sleep either, huh?” Aareth coughed from Sloan’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.” Sloan 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?” Jack stood next to Sloan and Aareth. “More than we already know?”

      “Not necessarily.” Sloan 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 into his fist. “I’m fine; just something in my throat.”

      Jack thought back to Elizabeth’s confession about being the girl mentioned in the journal but decided to keep her secret. Instead, he asked what they were wondering. “What do you think is waiting for us back in New Hope?”

      “I don’t know,” Aareth frowned, “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.”

      

      
        
        End Book One
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          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “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 alley 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 irises 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 whom was anyone’s guess.

      “Truly exceptional,” Sloan’s advisory breathed. He took a step closer. The moon caught his eyes, briefly showing blood red irises. “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 now, 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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      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. I reached the point where, 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 backup 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 writer. 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/
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        “Wolves don’t concern themselves with the opinions of sheep.”

      

        

      
        -Unknown

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Cherub Eagle Eyes, you know who you are. You know my books wouldn’t be the same without you. I’m grateful to have a friend, fan and beta reader like you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      The burning in his lungs that should have brought him to a standstill was manageable. The multiple knife and gun wounds that ravaged his body should have put him in a hospital. Right now, physical pain was acceptable. Aareth Emerson, inspector to the city of New Hope, raced down its cobbled streets in a manic state.

      His current case had led him to infiltrate the largest and most dangerous gang in New Hope, the Bloodstone family. They were suspected of having their hands in everything from drugs to prostitution. There were even whispers of something more evil at work, something spoken of only at night or in the shadows, something called The Order.

      Aareth had worked for months infiltrating their ranks until he had been admitted to a meeting with the head of the family, Don Bosque. The meeting had taken place only minutes before. The events that led to Aareth running down the streets of New Hope now played back in his mind.

      “Don Bosque Bloodstone,” Aareth had said, lowering his head as was customary. The head of the Bloodstone crime syndicate demanded every courtesy. “It’s an honor.”

      “Please.” The rotund man behind the oak desk opened his arms in welcome. “one such as you, who has already done so much for the family in such little time, may address me as ‘friend.’”

      Aareth lifted his eyes. He took in every detail around him. The room lined with books and maps, the expensive liquor on the desk, the pair of armed men behind him. His mission was almost complete. He had entered the Bloodstone mansion. All that was left was to find the family ledger listing their illegal contributions to the city. Aareth probably wouldn’t get his hands on it today, but he was well on his way.

      “My men tell me, a few months back, you were a common street thug looking for work. Now here you stand, after completing job after job for the family. I applaud your ambition, Inspector Emerson.”

      Aareth’s blood turned to ice in his veins. His heart attacked his rib cage in a sharp staccato rhythm. His cover was blown.

      “I’m sorry, Don.” Aareth tried to recover from his shock. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. My name is Alan Moore, I’m—”

      “We can cut the dramatics, to save us both time.” Don Bosque waved his enormous hand as if he were shooing away a fly. He rapped three times on his oak table. The loud booms acted like a signal. The doors into his office opened. Two more men entered.

      Aareth looked over his shoulder at the hired muscle. They were all large human beings. Aareth counted a gun, a knife, and two clubs amongst the group.

      “If you already know who I am”—Aareth slowed his breathing—“then you should have known to bring more men.”

      Don Bosque’s grin went from one of evil mirth to uncertainty.

      Aareth didn’t wait for them to make the initial move. He rushed the first man, bringing his elbow up in a vicious uppercut to the underside of his jaw. The man crumpled. A gunshot rang out, and pain followed a millisecond behind the roar. The bullet lodged in Aareth’s left shoulder.

      Ignoring the pain, Aareth dodged a strike from his next attacker’s knife. The razor carved a shallow cut across his left cheek. A well-placed punch to his enemy’s throat left the thug on his knees, gasping for breath against a shattered Adam’s apple.

      There were still two left. One was desperately trying to reload his pistol, while the other was already swinging a club at Aareth’s skull.

      Aareth caught the poor excuse for a swing in both hands. He broke the man’s wrist, taking his own weapon from him. Next, Aareth slammed the club against his adversary’s temple before turning to the slow pistol loader.

      “If you’re going to choose a pistol as your main weapon, you should really work on your reload time,” Aareth said before taking the man down with a strike from the club.

      Another shot rang out. Red-hot pain erupted in Aareth’s left leg. He was lucky. Instead of the bullet burying itself in his flesh, it grazed his leg, going on to find a final resting place in the Don’s bookcase.

      A bloodstain was already seeping through Aareth’s pant leg. Aareth looked past the smoking barrel of the Don’s pistol and into the pudgy man’s beady eyes. Fear was present in the Don’s face, but not nearly as much as should be there.

      “You’re under arrest for crimes against the city of New Hope,” Aareth started.

      “And you should really get to that pretty wife of yours,” the Don said, lowering his pistol. He glanced at a clock on his desk. “I sent a group of men to take care of her, at the same time this meeting was taking place. It was insurance. You learn about insurance when you get to be a Don in New Hope.”

      “You’re bluffing.” Aareth took a few angry steps toward the Don. “You’re a liar.”

      “I never bluff, Inspector Emerson.” The Don smiled over his double chin. “And I am a liar, but not this time.”

      More than anything, Aareth wanted to write off the Don’s words as the act of a desperate man. But he couldn’t take the risk. Panic was sending another surge of adrenaline through his body. Aareth limped forward and hit the Don in the jaw with his club, the large man fell to the floor as though he’d all of a sudden forgotten how to stand.

      Now, Aareth was ignoring the pain and pushing his limits as he pounded down the city streets to his apartment. Rounding the corner to his house confirmed the worst. The windows to his ground-level flat were shattered on the street. A group of onlookers were already surrounding the scene.

      “Brenda!” Aareth screamed. He ran toward his ravaged home. Ignoring the closed door, Aareth jumped through the windows, cutting himself on the jagged glass. Every one of his senses became numb when he saw her body. Her perfect frame lay on the floor in a pool of blood.

      “No, no, no!” Tears streamed down his face. He ran to her, sliding on her blood, and fell to his knees to cradle her limp form. “Brenda, Brenda!”

      Aareth choked out sobs as he searched for the pulse he knew he would not find. The only thing on her neck was angry red marks, telling him she had been strangled.

      The blood wasn’t hers; it must have belonged to her attackers. A testament to her will to live. Screaming met Aareth’s ears as he held her close to his chest. Later, Aareth was told he’d been the one screaming. The yelling soon turned into howling. Roars of anger and rage continued from some primal part of him that had just been recently awoken.

      Aareth jolted awake from his nightmare. It was just a nightmare, a memory that had visited him over and over again through the years. Except this time, the ending had been different. This time, there had been howling and the feeling of something furious inside of him clawing to get out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      It just didn’t seem right; none of it seemed right. Through a haze of pain and sorrow, Jack looked out through the locomotive’s window at the city’s cheering population. Bands played uplifting tunes from the time they’d reached the outer walls of the city of New Hope. The music hit Jack and washed over him, doing nothing to affect his mood.

      His eyes were grim, as were those of his companions. Jack witnessed Sloan nod and wave a hand from her seat, trying to appear grateful. He couldn’t hold it against her. She was the captain of the queen’s personal guard. It was her duty to act the conquering hero, returned from a great adventure.

      A swarm of soldiers on either side of the locomotive jogged at a steady pace, accompanying them to their destination. Jack, Sloan, Aareth, Abigail, and Elizabeth all sat in the passenger car directly behind the lead steam engine.

      If his father’s lifeless body wasn’t lying in a box in the last car of the locomotive, Jack would have had a different attitude. Anything but a deep, hollow feeling was hard for him to conjure up now. He hated the emptiness he felt, but he was powerless to do anything against it.

      “A few more minutes and this will be over.” Sloan stood next to Jack. She stared out his window. “Once the queen greets us at the palace, I’ll make sure giving Marcus the hero’s burial he deserves is my top priority.”

      “Thank you.” Jack failed at a smile. “I know you will.”

      Jack was saved from having to voice any more thoughts as a shrill blast cut through the noise of the cheering crowd. Under a fog of smoke, the locomotive slowly came to a halt.

      Sloan was the first to open the door. She exited, followed by Aareth. The once-city-inspector-turned-assassin, and now something in between, looked at Jack with solemnness in his eyes. “Give me the word, and I’ll walk the other way with you. I know you’re hurting right now. Being greeted with a bunch of smiles and laughter is the last thing you want. We’ll blend into the crowd, maybe go grab a drink … or twenty.”

      “Tempting.” Jack shook his head. “But my father would want me to see this all the way through.”

      “I understand.” Aareth massaged the miraculously healed arm that had, days ago, been mangled by the Burrow Den Beast. Without another word, the large man followed Sloan outside.

      Elizabeth and Abigail came next, the first giving Jack a warm smile before leaving the car, the latter extending a hand. “Together?”

      Jack took a large breath and reached for her palm. Her warm embrace gave him strength. “Together,” he agreed.

      The smell of the acrid smoke still fuming from the many pipes on the locomotive made Jack wrinkle his nose. The roar of the crowd was even louder outside the car. The band launched themselves into yet another volley of instrumentals. Confetti fell like rain on their heads and shoulders. The group walked up a long street bordered by yet more soldiers.

      The men-at-arms in the queen’s army wore black uniforms outlined by grey thread. Each soldier carried a shiny brown rifle and stood at perfect attention. The trip to the palace steps seemed to take an eternity. Jack reminded himself over and over again who he was doing this for.

      Finally, the band music died. A hush came over those in attendance. Sloan entered the tall archway that provided an entrance into the gated citadel. She paused and knelt at the first step leading to the large palace doors. The queen stood ready to greet them at the top of the stairway, dressed in a long, light blue gown.

      Aareth, Jack, and the Ahab sisters followed Sloan’s example. One by one, they fell to a knee and lowered their heads in respect.

      “Rise, champions of New Hope,” Queen Eleanor said in a strong voice, “and approach.”

      Murmurs ran up and down the lines of gathered citizens as they craned their necks. Everyone was standing on their tiptoes to witness what would come next.

      Jack fell into a line with Sloan and Aareth, while Abigail and Elizabeth took up spots at the base of the steps. In any other occasion, Jack’s nerves would be making his heart drum, his hands clammy. Now, all he could think of as he stood in front of the queen of New Hope was the plain, wooden coffin still inside the locomotive. The coffin that held his father’s body that would need to be buried.

      “The city of New Hope, along with the village of Burrow Den, owe you all a debt of gratitude,” the queen said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. She motioned to someone beside her, who approached with long strides.

      Jack recognized the reedy face of Fenrick Trillion, New Hope’s treasurer. The man had a plastic smile plastered across his face as he came to stand next to the queen. He held a purple pillow out in front of him. Four medallions stamped with New Hope’s sigil of two steel swords crossed behind a black bat, hung on red fabric.

      “On behalf of the city of New Hope, I bestow on you the highest honor we possess, the medal of courage. For your willingness to put yourself in harm’s way for the betterment of those who could not protect themselves.” The queen placed the first medal around Sloan’s neck.

      “For rising above yourself and becoming the person you were needed to be, to save those in danger.” She placed the second medal over Aareth’s long, dark hair.

      “And for those who lost their lives in service to others, they will never be forgotten, but instead will live on throughout time as heroes, always and forever remembered.”

      The queen turned and lifted the third medal off of the pillow Fenrick held. Jack’s eyes were watering as emotions waged an unwinnable war inside of him. His father should have been there standing next to him, but he wasn’t, and he would never be again.

      Queen Eleanor Eckert gave Jack a look that said she knew, she knew, on a personal level, everything he was going through. She motioned with her head for Jack to lower his own, and a bright light reflected off of the medal and passed across Jack’s eyes, momentarily blinding him.

      Shocked, the young magician looked up and behind his left shoulder to see what had caused his temporary blindness. A figure almost too small to see stood on a rooftop no more than a block away. The person was garbed in black, and held a rifle to his shoulder.

      Without thinking, Jack launched himself at the queen. At the same time, a loud crack shattered the stillness. Jack took the queen off her feet as gently as he could manage, while screams ripped through the air. Guards were running all around, shouting orders. The queen felt so small in his arms. He rolled from on top of her. Gaining his feet, Jack looked the queen up and down for injury.

      As far as he could see, she wasn’t hurt. Confused, maybe stunned, but the hitman had missed his mark. Jack searched through the mass of churning soldiers to the rooftop where the would-be assassin had taken his shot. He was just in time to see the dark figure turn and disappear.

      Sloan was there, yelling orders, hovering over the queen with her mage sword already out, it turning a dull red. Jack fought to his feet, scanning the crowd for Abigail and Elizabeth, who were still by the steps. Abigail held close an unfazed Elizabeth.

      Aareth was already down the stairs and charging through the stampeding crowd of onlookers. There was no doubt Aareth had seen what Jack had, only moments before; he was tearing toward the building where the assassin had been seconds ago.

      Jack raced down the steps, pushing past alarmed guards as he did. Adrenaline raced through his veins with every stride he took. Questions came to his mind just as fast as he could push them to the side and concentrate on not losing Aareth in the crowd. Who was the assassin? They were trying to kill the queen and not him, weren’t they? Did it have any connection with the previous assassination attempt the queen had informed them of while they were in Burrow Den?

      Within seconds, Jack had maneuvered his way through the terrified crowd and reached Aareth’s side. The sling Aareth wore around his right arm inhibited his speed.

      “You decided to join the party.” Aareth tore the sling from his shoulder with his good arm. “Stay close.”

      Jack swallowed hard as he saw the perfect shape of Aareth’s right arm; he could see the impressive muscle definition, even under the shirt Aareth wore. Memories of the wolf attack, the horrific wound, and the miraculous recovery tried to rip Jack from the moment.

      “I saw the shooter duck behind this building here.” Aareth pointed to a tall structure. “He’ll come out of a back door or side alley.”

      “You sound so sure.” Jack gulped in large breaths of air as they rounded a corner. “How could you know that?”

      “Because”—Aareth headed into the alley—“that’s what I would have done.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Unlike most alleys, this was one of the cleanest Jack had ever seen. No refuse littered the ground, no odor made him cringe. He was reminded again of the level of care New Hope had attained compared to every other city in the Outland.

      “Here.” Aareth skidded to a stop beside a large wooden door with a sign overhead that read: Lovegood’s Fine Leathers and Hides.

      Jack took one last look around the deserted backstreet to ensure they were still the hunters and not the hunted. As he turned his eyes back to the door, Aareth flew backwards under an onslaught of wooden shards. The door had imploded under the pressure of the assassin in black.

      Aareth was thrown to the opposite alley wall, where his head hit the brick with a painful crack.

      Jack was reaching for the wand given to him by Edison Reeves, the director of the queen’s armory and head of the Department of Paranormal Study and Magic, when the assassin came for him.

      Jack had time to realize two things in the second before the attack. First, the hitman wasn’t a man at all. By the curve of her breasts and hips, and the slenderness of her stature, it was obvious a woman was attacking him. The second was the lack of face. Under the black cowl was a gunmetal mask hiding any of the assassin’s features. Two large circles covered in dark glass and a lined vent for breathing made up the unearthly helmet.

      Before Jack could even draw his weapon, she was finishing Aareth with a strike to his temple and an elbow to the base of his skull. Aareth staggered but refused to fall.

      As Jack aimed for his target, she was on him. Batting aside the hand that held his wand, she sent a strike to his throat and a kick to his stomach. At once, Jack was left gasping as he fell to his knees, both hands clutching his stomach. His wand clattered to the stone floor, useless. Eyes watering, he fought to regain his footing. He looked down the alley to see the masked figure disappear into the street. The road teamed with citizens still fleeing from the initial gunshot.

      Aareth appeared next to Jack. The large man offered Jack a hand. A moment of silence passed as their minds processed the recent events.

      “I need to find out what’s going on with me.” Aareth massaged the back of his head where the assassin’s elbow had connected. “Her blows should have been enough to knock me out. Instead, the pain is already gone.”

      “You saw that, too, right?” Jack ignored Aareth’s words. “Our assassin is a masked woman.”

      “I saw it.” A shadow of confusion crossed over Aareth’s face. “There was something familiar about her. I know I couldn’t see her face, but still. On her wrist there was a ... No, no, never mind. We have to get back to Sloan and tell her what just happened.”

      Jack decided not to push the subject. He trusted Aareth would tell him if he could put his finger on any new information. Time would prove this theory wrong.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      An hour later, Jack found himself cleaned and briefing Sloan and the queen in a large meeting room. The palace was home to dozens of different quarters, each seeming more grandiose than the next. This room was large enough to accommodate the entire locomotive they had used to return to New Hope.

      Jack stood next to Aareth as the two men relayed the events after the attempt on the queen’s life.

      “And then she took off sprinting down the alley,” Aareth finished.

      Jack was about to open his mouth, reminding Aareth of what he had said about the woman seeming somehow familiar, though stopped himself just in time. If Aareth had omitted that piece of the story, he had done so on purpose.

      “Well,” the queen said with a firm gaze. If she was rattled about having her life almost snuffed out, she didn’t show it. “Captain Sloan has briefed me in the events taking place in Burrow Den; the cave laboratory, the experiments done on both humans and animals, and, of course, the journal that was found. I dare say these actions are one of a much larger scheme. I am aware much of the evidence—the mage-powered bikes and the equipment found in the secret laboratory—points to Dr. Oliver Livingston. As he’s one of the most influential men in New Hope, we need to gather more information before making an accusation. Dr. Livingston has been nothing but helpful to the crown.

      “Captain Sloan and I are bound to see this through to the end. Aareth Emerson and Jack Walker, I can never thank you enough.” The queen hesitated looking at both Jack and Aareth with an intensity foreign to her age. Her eyes looked sad as if she were reliving a memory from her past. “And you Jack, I seem to owe you twice as much for saving my life. Both of you have risked and lost enough.”

      Jack couldn’t believe his ears. If the queen thought this is where their paths ended, she was wrong. His feelings were so strong on the issue, they surprised even him. Aareth spoke before Jack had the opportunity. “With all due respect, I’m not going anywhere. I plan on seeing Edison about whatever it is that’s healed my arm so quickly and … there’s a hitwoman on the loose I intend on finding.”

      “I’d like to stay, as well.” Jack looked from Sloan to the queen. “My father died as part of someone’s sick game. I won’t be able to live with myself until whoever’s in charge is found and pays.”

      The queen inclined her head, then looked to Sloan for consensus.

      “I could use them,” Sloan agreed, “as well as the two Ahab girls. They may have more information about the proceedings in Burrow Den. The journal makes a strong case that the younger girl, Elizabeth, may have been experimented on, as well.”

      “I agree.” The queen looked from Sloan, to Aareth and Jack. “Thank you for your willingness to assist New Hope. There is much to discuss, and leads to follow, but for now, a hero has waited long enough to rest.”

      Jack felt a lump grow in his throat, and it refused to dissolve no matter how many times he swallowed. Words were lost to him as he looked into the eyes of the queen. All he could do was nod.
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      A private cemetery was set apart from the rest. It was specifically reserved for those heroes who’d died in service to the city. Open with a long, grassy plain and thick trees, it stood as different from the rest of the city, as night from day.

      He would have liked this, Jack told himself as he stood with city officials and soldiers he didn’t know. Out of respect, hundreds were in attendance, but how many had actually known the man his father had been?

      Jack stood, Aareth on his left, Abigail and Elizabeth on his right. His father’s body was moved from the plain, wooden box used to transport it, to an elegantly carved coffin befitting a king. In his heart, Jack knew what remained of his father’s body was only an empty shell, a husk. His father’s soul was gone now; it would be waiting for him with his mother. He would see them both again one day.

      “Marcus Walker was a hero in every sense of the word.” The queen’s voice broke Jack from his thoughts as the coffin touched the rich soil at the bottom of the grave. “He was a true patriot. He came when his city needed him and laid down his life in order to protect others. I only had the privilege of meeting the man once. However, there is someone here who was fortunate enough to spend time with him. She has asked to speak to you today.”

      Jack glanced around, stunned. He hadn’t expected anyone to speak on behalf of his father. He had almost thought he should, but what would he say, even if he could choke out the words?

      Sloan walked to the front of the assembled group. She wore her uniform of grey-and-black adorned with a host of medals that spoke volumes to her decorated career in the army without saying a word. Her saber hung at her side, her blonde hair was actually styled instead of being pulled back in a ponytail.

      “Marcus Walker was a man who came from humble beginnings. He shared a part of his story with me on our journey. Although he had a normal beginning, there was nothing ordinary about the man. Even in my short time with him, he has impacted me in a way I will never forget. I think those people, like Marcus, who we are lucky to cross paths with in life, never truly die. I know I’ll always carry his words with me. He encouraged me to be happy with myself. He showed me that true self-worth comes from within, and it doesn’t matter where you were raised or what others think of you.”

      Sloan blinked back a few tears.

      “Marcus Walker was, is, and forever will be, with us.” She looked directly at Jack. “He’ll be the best part of us, and I swear to God, he will be avenged.”

      Jack found himself grateful beyond words for Sloan’s speech. It was perfect in every sense of the word. There were salutes from the army, gunshots fired on a bugle’s cue; all of the actions Jack could imagine when a hero met his final resting place. The sun was setting on a long day that had seen him through an arrival, an assassination attempt, and now a burial.

      One by one, mourners began to pass by his father’s grave. Each one grabbed a handful of dark soil and let it fall through their fingers to rest on Marcus’ casket.

      “I’ll go with you.” Abigail wiped tears from her freckled cheeks.

      Jack felt selfish for not thinking of how Abigail or Elizabeth felt. Their father had also met his death on the same night as Marcus. Even though he had been the villain in the story, Jack could imagine that, in a way, it had been almost harder for them. Abigail had saved Jack’s life by killing her father, Elijah Ahab. There had been no ceremony for him.

      “Together.” Jack reached out with his right hand and clasped her palm in his own, just as she had done for him that morning. They moved together toward the open pit. Jack reached down with his free hand and felt the cool, moist soil conform to his grip.

      He looked down on the open square of earth where his father had found his final resting place. The soft dirt fell through his fingers as he said his final goodbye: I love you, Dad. I’ll always love you. I’ll find out who was responsible and they’ll pay. I promise.
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      “I secured bedrooms for you in the palace on the same level,” Sloan explained as she showed Jack, Aareth, Abigail, and Elizabeth to three side-by-side rooms. “I hope you don’t mind. I imagined you’d want to share with your sister.”

      “No, that’s fine. Thank you, Captain Sloan,” Abigail said.

      “Of course, dinner will be served in the hall. You are free to come and go as you please.” Sloan held Jack’s and Aareth’s gazes for a moment longer. “Sleep well. I have to ensure the guard is doubled for the queen. We’ll start our investigation tomorrow morning.”

      Jack held his tongue. He wanted to start now. He knew sleep would be far from him this night; he wanted to begin searching for his father’s murderer immediately, but he held these feelings in check and gave Sloan a nod, remembering her words at the funeral.

      Aareth’s face told Jack his mind was a hundred miles away. He gave Sloan a grunt of agreement before disappearing into his room in a very unlike-Aareth way.

      “If you need anything”—Sloan began to walk down the hall—“just ask a servant or guard. They’ve been instructed to assist you.”

      “Thank you,” Jack and Abigail said together.

      A second later, Sloan was gone.

      “I’m sorry,” Elizabeth said. “I mean, about what happened to your dad.” She had been so quiet over the course of the day, Jack had wondered how she was coping with all of the events. “I know what it’s like to lose a father. You were lucky to have had him in your life. From what I saw, he was a great example of what a father should be.”

      “He was.” Jack stared down at the red carpet that lined the hall. “Thank you, Elizabeth.”

      “Are they going to experiment on me again?” she asked, changing the topic as if she were asking about his thoughts on the weather.

      “What?” Jack’s neck lifted so fast, it almost gave him whiplash.

      “Yeah, I wanted to ask before, but it seemed selfish.” Elizabeth moved a long cord of thick, red hair from her eyes to behind her ear. “So what’s it going to be? Did you bring me to New Hope because I’m a freak?”

      “Um …” Abigail motioned with her chin to a servant who had appeared down the hall. “Perhaps we should have this conversation in private.”

      Jack looked bewildered, but nodded along with her suggestion. The trio entered the girls’ room, and Abigail closed the door behind them. The floor plan was a single, large square. A window opened up to the rear garden, and two large beds stood side by side with a nightstand between. A pair of dressers and a door leading to the lavatory rounded out the room.

      Elizabeth wasted no time, running to a bed and throwing herself atop the fluffy cushions. She rolled onto her stomach, both hands supporting her chin.

      Abigail was more reserved as she stood next to her sister, her arms folded across her chest. A look of apprehension touched her eyes as Jack took turns staring at them both, wondering who was going to speak first.

      The journal they had found in the cave laboratory, the one written by the scientist named Aaron Jebson. He had referred to two experiments. Was Elizabeth one of them? Jack wondered as he waited for someone to break the silence.

      “When the memories first started coming back to her,” Abigail said, her voice shaking, “we thought they were dreams or something else. I mean, how could she not remember?”

      “The memories are like nightmares,” Elizabeth said, echoing her sister’s words. “I’ve always been a bit off, but … but it’s been getting worse. I think they found me in the woods one day. I think they experimented on me.”

      “Who?” Jack tried wrapping his mind around the idea of anyone experimenting on another person. “Who would do something like that to a young girl? How long were you gone?”

      “They were men in long, white coats.” Elizabeth shivered as she spoke. “I don’t remember much, but I remember the cave laboratory and … I remember being in pain.”

      Elizabeth paused as her skin paled. Her eyes were huge as if she were reliving the horrible events of the cave that very moment.

      “They would have had to capture her, do their experiments, and erase her memory each day.” Abigail swallowed hard. “She was never missing. We lived in Burrow Den. It was the quietest city in the Outland before … before the attacks started.”

      “In the journal we found,” Jack started, deciding to tell the sisters what he knew, “there was mention of two successful experiments outside of the ocelot. They were codenamed ‘A-10 Banshee’ and ‘A-19 Night Walker.’”
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      “Shouldn’t you be in bed?” Sloan’s eyebrow arched. It was almost midnight. After her check in with the bodyguards watching the queen and a walk-through of the palace grounds, Sloan was exhausted. She was making her way to her own quarters, when she found Aareth headed for the armory. “You should be resting that arm of yours.”

      “Arm’s fine.” Aareth glared at her through bloodshot eyes. A look of borderline panic had replaced his usual easygoing demeanor. “Can’t sleep.”

      “Is there something I should be made aware of?” Sloan caught her rough tone and decided to ease off a bit. “Are you okay, Aareth?”

      “It’s nothing.” Aareth swallowed hard, averting his gaze. “An impossible coincidence, that’s all.”

      “Well, where are you going?” Sloan decided not to push the subject. “The palace armory is the only thing down this hall.”

      “I have a meeting with Edison.” Aareth coughed so hard, it almost sounded like a bark. He massaged his miraculously healed arm. “He said he can do some tests to explain this.”

      “How is it?” Sloan felt pity for the man, and just as soon, hid the emotion. Aareth didn’t need, neither would he want, someone feeling sorry for him. “The pain’s gone. Physically, I feel stronger than I ever have. It’s just that—” Aareth shifted his gaze from Sloan to the vaulted ceiling of the palace. It wasn’t that he was trying to break eye contact with her, he was just searching for the words. “Something’s going on that I can’t explain. I’m having dreams that I’ve had a hundred times before, but they’re ending different now. I feel like something inside of me has woken and it’s pissed off.”

      “I’m not going to pretend that I know what you’re going through.” Sloan looked down at her own mending leg that still caused her to limp. Memories of the knife wound from Elijah Ahab were fresh in her mind. “My injuries are a bit more normal. If anyone has an answer as to what’s happened to you, Edison will.”

      “Why don’t you come with?” Aareth motioned with his head for her to follow as he continued his journey down the hall. “We can both see what madness Edison has been up to since our last visit.”

      Sloan fell in step with Aareth. She was far from considering him a friend, but after their experience in Burrow Den, she knew she could trust him. He had his demons like everyone else, but deep down he was faithful.

      “Where’re the gloves Edison made for you?” Sloan remembered the mage-powered gauntlets with a smile. “Decided to take a break from electrocuting yourself?”

      “Left them on the locomotive. Didn’t think I would need them in New Hope.” Aareth gave Sloan a sideways grin. It was good to see him smile again. “I know, couldn’t have been more wrong. I spoke with Edison at the funeral. He said he would collect them and design some tests to run on my arm. I was to meet him in the armory at midnight.”

      The two slowed their strides as they came to the end of the hall where a set of looming double doors stood guarding the armory. Carved on each door was an intricate design of magical symbols and runes. Each line etched into the door shone with a dull, red light.

      Aareth reached up with a tentative fist. He knocked on the door so gently, Sloan wasn’t sure his knuckles had made contact with the door at all. Despite this fact, the doors glowed even brighter, then swung open.

      The smell of grease and smoke was thick in the air as the captain and the former city inspector entered the workshop.

      Minus the bustling activity of a hundred gnomes hard at work, the room was just like Sloan remembered on her last visit. The chamber was massive with an army of machines she recognized, and even more she didn’t. Bright mage lamps were strung up overhead.

      “Are you sure he told you to visit him at midnight?” Sloan’s eyes searched the area for any threat. A feeling like they were being watched crawled across her skin.

      “That’s what he said,” Aareth answered.

      Then a noise came from somewhere close—a deep hacking, like someone was either choking or had been caught in the middle of diabolical laughter. On instinct, Sloan went for her mage sword. The pommel in her grip felt familiar, comforting.

      She felt, more than saw, Aareth tense beside her. The lights blinked, suddenly plunging them into inky blackness. Still the noise came. It was more distinct now. Was someone vomiting? In the pitch-black, what would have been a curious sound now seemed laced with danger.

      With her inability to see anything, Sloan’s remaining senses were on overdrive. Fear sought to rattle her, but courage made her stand. In one smooth motion, she pulled her mage sword free of its sheath. She switched the small button by her thumb, activating the sword’s ability. With a hiss, her blade began to warm, until it glowed a faint red.

      “Whatever this is, you stay behind me.” Sloan could barely make out Aareth’s face by the dull crimson light wafting from her saber. Before he could utter a response, she anticipated his return. “There’s clearly something out of the ordinary going on with you. It makes more sense for me to make the first attempt while you circle behind.”

      “Right,” Aareth growled. “You’re the captain.”

      As the noise grew louder, heavy stomps were added. It sounded like someone or something was dragging a dead leg in its wake. Whatever the monster was, it was something out of a child’s nightmare; a specter of a memory nervously ignored as adults.

      All at once, the lights to the workshop shone bright. Sloan winced under the pain of the illumination. She ignored anything else and gaped at the impossible man standing in front of her. There was no denying it was Edison Reeves, but only a man half his age. He held an empty vial in one hand, a shoe in the other. He let out another horrific cough before leaning down and placing his shoe on his foot.

      “Right, so there are the lights. You’d think the gnomes would make sure they’re always working, but hey, you get what you pay for. Am I right, or am I right?” Edison looked at his guests for the first time. A smile, then realization of the horror they must have felt at his approach in the dark crossed his face. “Oh, I must have made you wet your shorts.”

      Edison grimaced, taking in Sloan’s drawn sword with a single glance.

      “That must have been horrifying in the dark and all. I overloaded the circuit working on a project, but who hasn’t, right?” Edison put down the beaker, taking in their stares. “Okay, I know why you’re staring at me, and the answer is yes. I have, in fact, lost weight. I tell you, cut out those carbs and, wow, what a difference.”

      “Edison—” Aareth leaned in closer to take a look at his friend’s face. “It’s you, but you’re younger and … and energetically annoying.”

      “Oh, right, yes, thanks for the compliment.” Edison ignored the slight with a grand gesture of his hand. “This is the culmination of many years of work between the Department of Paranormal Study and Magic, and Livingston Industries. The Phoenix Serum that allows me to regain the days of my youth was actually discovered by accident. We were hard at work on the Vampire Project when I discovered this little baby.”

      “Back up.” Sloan switched off her mage sword, still in shock. Edison Reeves had been a grey-haired, soft-spoken man in his fifties. The version of him now with thick, black hair and a mustache was near impossible for her to comprehend. What was even more shocking was the term he had just used. “Did you say Vampire Project?”

      “Yes, yes, it’s all going to be unveiled at the celebration ball, but you two are trustworthy, so I thought I’d let it slip.” Edison began looking around his massive workspace as if he had misplaced something important. “Now where did I put that…”

      “First I need to know about this Phoenix Serum and then the celebration ball.” Aareth looked over to Sloan and mouthed the words, Vampire Project?

      Sloan shook her head. As much as she wanted to believe Edison was innocent, they just couldn’t take any chances. She needed to find out as much as she could about this Vampire Project and gather hard evidence before any other moves could be made. If Edison was in fact a part of this, then the less he knew of her investigation the better.

      “Ahhh … here you are.” Edison reached into a steel container no larger than a shoebox. He pulled out a chubby gnome who rubbed tiny fists at tired eyes. “No sleeping on the job, Elwood. There is work to be done, iced lattes to be drunk, and progress to be made.”

      Edison set the gnome down. The tiny worker only reached his knee. It yawned again before saying something unintelligible. The gnome’s native language sounded like a high-pitched gibberish.

      “No, it’s fine to swim after you eat. That whole waiting an hour thing is just a lie.” Edison arched an eyebrow at his tiny helper. “Why are you asking me about this right now? Are you planning another vacation?”

      “Edison.” Aareth took a step forward in a very unlike-Aareth way and violently grabbed the inventor. “Focus. What about the serum?”

      Elwood ran forward to help his employer. A stern look came over his eyes, his tiny lungs already shouting high-pitched orders to Aareth.

      Edison waved his helper away.

      “It only has temporary effect. Discovered by accident. I’m working on another batch now to try to keep the result permanent.” Edison leaned in so close to Aareth, the two were almost touching foreheads. “Are you okay? Your eyes look crazy.”

      “And we were supposed to have a ball, celebrating our victory in Burrow Den. It’s all political. I asked the queen to postpone the event for a day so Jack could have time.” Sloan stepped forward, placing a hand on one of Aareth’s quivering arms. “Edison—you mentioned something else? You discovered the Phoenix Serum while researching, what exactly?”

      “Yes, yes you’ve gotten a taste for the future and want more. I can understand that.” Edison wriggled his way out of Aareth’s grip. If he was perturbed at the rough handling, he didn’t show it. “Think of the lives that will be spared, the resources we will save.”

      “Start from the beginning. What is this Vampire Project you’ve been referencing?” Sloan finally felt comfortable enough to sheath her blade. “Don’t leave anything out.”

      “We’re so close.” Edison motioned to Elwood. “The plans, Elwood, the plans.”

      The gnome reached an empty hand behind his back. He pulled out a massive rolled-up scroll that couldn’t have been shoved down his pants.

      “Thank you.” Edison accepted the plans, spreading open the document on a steel table. He waved away their confused looks with an open hand. “Elwood’s a mage gnome. He can produce small to midsize objects. The perfect assistant for an inventor.”

      “He can conjure objects out of thin air?” Sloan fixed the gnome with a raised eyebrow. “I’ve never heard of anything like that.”

      “Yes. Of course, there’s a limit to his ability, but anything he’s able to handle he can bring forth. Watch this.” Edison looked down at Elwood, barking out items. “Espresso, screwdriver, brick, glasses, can.”

      As quickly as Edison could shout the object, Elwood was reaching behind his back, conjuring the items. A second later, he stood with his arms full of the desired objects. The espresso was balanced atop his full arms, teetering dangerously.

      “Well done.” Edison took the screwdriver, the brick, the glasses, and the can and put them on the four corners of his rolled-out schematic. The espresso, he drank in one large gulp. His face lit up like a Christmas tree. “That’s what I needed! There it is!”

      “I don’t think you needed that at all.” Sloan looked over at Aareth, who had gotten over whatever fit of anger had come over him. “You ready for this?”

      “Do we have a choice?” Aareth asked, joining them at the table. They looked down at the drawing. “Okay, tell us what this is.”

      “All right, coming at you, fast and furious.” Edison pointed to the map below them. It was the outline of a man lying on his back, notes and arrows all over the paper, pointing out enhancements and changes. “The Vampire Project is our run at creating the perfect soldier. We’ve been able to increase strength, speed, even the length of their lives. The only drawback is that they’re a bit blood-lusty. But we’re so very close to having a perfect model. Doctor Livingston says he’s had a breakthrough that will solve the blood thing, but I just don’t understand how.”

      “Blood-lusty?” Aareth joined the two looking over the schematic. He reached out with a hand and pointed to fangs sprouting from the outline man’s mouth. “What’s this?”

      “It’s an animal thing. Their fangs protrude when they’re preparing to fight. Think of Sloan pulling her saber from her sheath.” Edison crossed his arms. Deep in thought, he shook his head while he spoke. “Their bloodlust makes them too eager for combat. We’ve created warriors too eager to fight.”

      “You experimented on these people.” All Sloan could think about was the journal found in the cave laboratory that detailed experiments done on animals and human beings alike. “Why? Why would you do this?”

      “They were all willing. Each one of them understood what we were trying here.” For the first time, Edison looked hurt. “I promise you, there was nothing but complete transparency. No one was hurt while we did our testing. As to why we would do this, imagine the lives we could save if the good guys are ten times faster than the bad guys, ten times stronger and possess a fighting courage that makes them smile in the face of battle.”

      Edison’s genuinely ignorant demeanor disturbed Sloan. He was a good man she had known for years now. It was hard for her to imagine a scenario where he was involved in any of the experiments going on in Burrow Den. The way he talked sounded like he didn’t have a clue. He was either the best liar she had ever met, or he was being used as a piece in a much larger game.

      Edison motioned the group over to a chalkboard with white notes covering nearly every inch of the surface.

      “By no means is it perfection. For some reason, the vampires are sensitive to light, and we already talked about the blood lust thing.” Edison stared at the board as if he were in a trance. “If we could fix that and somehow increase their healing factor, we’d have the perfect soldier.”

      “Why are they called vampires?” Sloan asked as she studied the board. “Like the vampire bat?”

      Edison’s eyes were slowly beginning to close. It seemed the espresso had worn off. Elwood tugged at his pant leg, jolting the inventor back to the waking world.

      “Oh, yes, sorry.” Edison shook his head, rubbing at tired eyes. “I didn’t name the project, but I assume you’re right. The bat with the thirst for blood.”

      For a moment, the three humans and the gnome stood quiet. Sloan wasn’t sure what was going on in the heads of her companions, but she couldn’t stop thinking of the story Aareth and Jack had told them about fighting their attacker atop the locomotive on their way to Burrow Den. He fit all of the physical characteristics Edison had explained.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “But I forget myself.” Edison took their silence for awe instead of concern. “You’ve come for answers to Aareth’s arm. I’ve prepared some tests to help us understand what is happening.”

      Sloan heard Edison talking with Elwood. Out of her peripheral vision, she even saw him setting up a strange-looking chair, but for the moment, her attention was elsewhere: on the Vampire Project bringing super soldiers to life. Enhanced humans already completed and ready to be rolled out to the city guard. It was too much for her to comprehend. Most of all, the queen’s silence on the matter disturbed her.

      “Ahhh, here we are.” Edison patted the seat of a brown leather chair that looked like it belonged at a barber’s shop. “Take a seat, Mr. Aareth Emerson, and we’ll see what we can find.”

      Sloan watched as Aareth took off his shirt. Her mind went from worrying about the vampire threat to reminding herself not to stare. Aareth’s muscular body was enough to make anyone gawk. Not only was he the perfect male specimen, but the area on his shoulder Sloan had seen ravaged by the Burrow Den wolf creature was also completely healed. A new patch of light brown skin covered his arm. If anything, Aareth looked even better than he had before.

      “Wow, what a body.” Edison scratched the underside of his chin as Elwood whistled. “What’s your secret? Yoga, meditation, good old weight lifting? Wait, don’t tell me—a strict diet?”

      Edison turned to Elwood with an open hand. His eyes never left Aareth’s shoulder.

      “Vegetables, Elwood, on the double. I really need to clean up my diet.” Edison accepted a beet from Elwood’s outstretched hand. He took a bite, immediately spitting out the contents. “Ugh, I’m reminded of why I don’t eat healthier. Why do vegetables have to taste like a punishment?”

      “Can we start looking at my arm?” Aareth fidgeted in his seat. “I have a feeling it’s going to be a long night.”

      “Right you are. Elwood, glasses, and write the rest of this down.” Edison accepted a pair of glasses with microscopic lenses at the ends. “We’ll do an exterior exam first, then move into blood samples, x-rays, and mage testing. You know, all the fun stuff.”

      Elwood conjured a tiny pencil and notepad from behind his back. He stuck out a pink tongue from the side of his mouth as he jotted down notes.

      “It looks like you’re in—good hands.” Sloan began to make her way from the room. “I’m going to get some rest.”

      “You’re going to leave me alone with this maniac?” Aareth teased from his spot on the chair.

      “Elwood will keep him in check.” Sloan exchanged winks with the gnome before he went back to his furious scribbling.

      Edison was too intent on his work, Aareth was too focused on Edison’s poking and Elwood was much too busy jotting down notes to notice Sloan take the Vampire Project schematic with her.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      That night, Jack’s dreams were overridden by memories of a mother he had never known. All he had to hold on to was a soothing voice that sung to him when he was a baby. Emptiness accompanied the memory. A void, like he was the hollowed-out portion of a pumpkin.

      Jack woke just as tired as he had been before going to sleep. He forced the awful feeling from his mind by busying himself with the events of the day. First and foremost, he needed answers.

      A knock on the door distracted him from his thoughts.

      “Yes?” Jack grabbed his holster and wand. “Who is it?”

      “Sir,” an unfamiliar male voice spoke from the other side of the door, “my name is Sergeant Harrison. I’m here to accompany you to breakfast.”

      Jack moved toward the door. He opened it to find a huge man with bulging muscles in a New Hope uniform. Jack was sure he had seen the soldier somewhere before, but at the moment, the exact memory was out of grasp.

      “Good morning, sir.” The sergeant gave Jack a sharp salute. “Captain Sloan asked that I come and gather you. The palace can be a large place. Easy to get lost, if you’re not familiar with the grounds.”

      “Thanks.” Jack joined the sergeant, and the two men headed down the hall. He couldn’t help noticing the sergeant walk with an ever-so-slight hitch in his step. At once, Jack remembered his first trip to the palace. The wailing man he had seen supported by his comrades through the halls.

      “It’s a sparing injury. Almost healed now, but it’ll be another month or so before I’m fully recovered.” Sergeant Harrison reached down to rub his knee. “That’s not exactly the truth. It’s an injury from a lesson I needed.”

      “Oh, right.” Jack wanted answers, but he didn’t think now was the time. “We all need lessons from time to time.”

      The sergeant motioned him to a open door where voices rang from within.

      “Have a good breakfast, sir,” Harrison said with another crisp salute.

      “Yes, I will, thanks.” Jack wasn’t sure if he should salute back or not. He gave a half nod, half raised his hand, then thought better of it and ran it through his hair.

      If the sergeant noticed, he didn’t draw attention to Jack’s awkwardness.

      Jack walked into the room, astonished again by what seemed a reoccurring experience at the palace. At a circular table sat Sloan, Aareth, Abigail and Elizabeth, with a feast of breakfast foods laid out before them. Along one side of the room a buffet had been set up with servants standing behind the tables, ready to attend.

      “Grab a plate.” Aareth shoveled another fork-load of meat into his mouth. “Food’s great.”

      “Yeah, I will.” Jack ignored Aareth’s bloodshot eyes, writing it off to lack of sleep.

      Eggs, bacon, waffles, and fruit were all piled high on Jack’s china plate as he took a brief moment to be thankful for the food. When he joined the group, Sloan was outlining the plan for the day.

      “I spoke with the queen this morning. She agrees that you all should stay on until all of the questions we have from Burrow Den are answered.”

      “Even us?” Elizabeth skewered a strawberry with her fork as if she were spearing a fish.

      “Yes,” Sloan said, reaching into her breast pocket and offering black leather pocket books to each member at the table. “Aareth will resume a temporary roll as a city inspector, while the three of you will serve as advisors to the crown.”

      Jack flipped his pocket book open to see what the dark material contained. A bronze badge bearing the sigil of the city of New Hope, along with a title underneath it in clear block printing that read:

      
        
        Advisor to the Crown

        

      

      Jack exchanged wide-eyed looks with Abigail and Elizabeth. Aareth was the only one who didn’t seemed fazed by this new turn of events.

      “The servants and guards have also been notified of your stay at the palace,” Sloan said, wiping her mouth with a white napkin stitched with golden bats. “They’ve been instructed to provide you with whatever you may need during your stay.”

      “Thank you.” Elizabeth grinned as she studied her badge. “I’ve never been an advisor before.”

      “Yes, thank you,” Jack and Abigail repeated.

      “Don’t thank me too quickly.” Sloan impaled each of them with a hard stare. “Your titles come with expectations to obey my commands without hesitation. There’s no doubt we’re immersing ourselves into a thick web of manipulation and lies. It’s going to be dangerous, but we’ll make it through this, if you listen to me and we work as a unit.”

      Nothing but nods of agreement met the captain’s cold stare.

      “Good.” Sloan twisted in her chair, now addressing the staff. “Thank you for your service this morning. You’re presence is no longer requested.”

      The staff bowed their way out of the room, closing the door behind them.

      “Now”—Sloan reached into her cloak’s breast pocket and produced the journal found in the cave laboratory in Burrow Den—“down to business. I think the obvious leads will be to follow up with the clues we found in the journal. Aareth will visit the writer of the journal, a scientist named Aaron Jebson, who works here in the city. Jack and I will stop by Livingston Industries for a long overdue visit and see what we can find.”

      “Wait a minute.” Elizabeth looked to her sister for support. “What about us?”

      “Elizabeth, after what you told me this morning at breakfast about—” Sloan cleared her voice in a very unlike-Sloan fashion, actually trying to be kind. “About your possible interaction with the laboratory, I think it’s best you stay here until we can understand the repercussions of whatever they’d done to you.”

      Jack sat in his chair, surprised the girls had decided to tell Sloan everything they suspected. He admired them, especially Elizabeth who, despite her age, was choosing to come clean with everything.

      “Are … are you going to do experiments on me again?” Elizabeth asked, a hint of fear in her voice.

      “No, never,” Sloan reassured her with a smile. “But the worst thing we can do is to put you in more harm in the meantime. I’ll have the queen’s personal physician come to talk with you. She’ll know for sure whether or not there is anything to be concerned about.”

      Elizabeth nodded, content with the answer.

      “I want to go,” Abigail said as though waking from a very serious train of thought.

      “Excuse me?” Sloan asked.

      “I want to help,” Abigail sat straighter in her chair as if the action solidified her resolve. “I can’t sit here and do nothing. Not after what happened … what I did to my father. He was caught up in this conspiracy. I think we all know he wasn’t a good man, but he was my father. Now, my sister is part of this. I have to do something. Please let me help.”

      Jack could understand what Abigail was feeling. He’d go crazy if he was forced to sit on the sidelines and wait.

      “Your lack of training—” Sloan began.

      “I’m a quick learner,” Abigail interrupted before Sloan could continue. “I can be an extra pair of eyes. I can take notes. I can—”

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t be responsible for your safety.” Sloan shook her head with a heavy sigh. “I wish there was another way.”

      “She can come with me.”

      All eyes turned to Aareth.

      “You heard me.” Aareth pushed away the empty plate in front of him. “I’ll be responsible for her. I know what it’s like to try to do the right thing. I know how hard and scary it is.”

      “All right.” Sloan looked from Abigail to Aareth, shaking her head. “Be careful. If something happens, you summon the city guards. Don’t try anything dangerous.”

      “Of course not.” Aareth grinned. “You know me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Aareth, can I speak with you a moment?” Sloan asked after the rest of the group had finished breakfast and left the room. “It’ll be quick.”

      “Before you start, Edison didn’t find anything yet.” Aareth slouched in his chair. “There was a lot of oohing and awwing, even more ‘Elwood get me this’ and ‘Elwood get me that,’ but no answers.”

      “I’m sorry.” Sloan stood, trying to figure out a way to comfort Aareth. Far from the hugging type, Sloan went to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “I understand you’re going through something unprecedented.”

      “Edison did tests until just a few hours ago. He took enough blood samples to fill a small tub.” Aareth leaned over, looking at his hands. “Whatever it is that healed me wants something in return. I can feel a part of me I never knew before, and it’s angry. It wants to get out of its cage.”

      Before she could second or third guess herself, Sloan knelt down beside Aareth. She took his defeated face in her hands. The stubble on his cheeks pricked at her palms.

      “Edison will find out what’s going on with you.” Sloan looked deep into Aareth’s eyes. “You’re—we’re going to get through this.”

      Aareth held her gaze. Their lips inched toward one another as if magnets were drawing them together.

      When their lips finally met, a floating sensation filled Sloan’s head. As fast as the kiss had begun, though, Aareth broke it off, while the dozens of reasons she couldn’t be kissing him shouted in her mind. Her rank as an officer, his past as an assassin, and his present condition were all reasons for her to stay away.

      “I’m sorry.” Aareth shook his head of dark hair. “This, this isn’t the best time.”

      “Don’t be too sorry.” Sloan stood from her kneeling position and headed for the door. Her heart was beating like a war drum. “But you’re right, we’ll revisit this once things have settled down.”

      If Sloan knew what the future held, though, she would have never left that kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      An hour later, Jack found himself walking down the streets of New Hope with Captain Sloan and a dozen armed soldiers. Passersby nodded hellos to the group. The citizens of New Hope even smiled at them as they passed.

      Jack would never have thought the sighting of New Hope guards would bring smiles to civilian faces. Within their own walls, the soldiers of New Hope were loved. In the Outland, the city of New Hope and all of those inside, were viewed as elitists, too good to be bothered with the rest of the world.

      Jack walked down the street, looking inside shop windows boasting sales of expensive furniture, the latest fashion trends, and more. One shop stood out from the rest. A bright red-and-gold banner hovered over the door. It sported a sign reading:

      
        
        Weatherby Eyewear

        

      

      On the other side of the giant glass window, a multitude of eye patches, glasses, and goggles beckoned to onlookers.

      Jack had to remind himself to focus. With difficulty, he tore his eyes from the beckoning call of the store. Another few blocks down, Sloan stopped. Jack recognized the alley he had run into with Aareth the day before. He felt the bruises where the would-be assassin had struck him during her escape.

      “I thought we were going to visit Doctor Livingston?” Jack gave Sloan a sideways glance. “What are we doing here?”

      “We are.” Sloan scrunched her brow as she looked at the red-bricked store with a sign that read: Lovegood’s Fine Leathers and Hides. “I want to take a look at the spot where the assassin took her shot. I was given a report this morning on the scene and it just so happens that she left her weapon behind, as well.”

      “Do you think that will help?”

      “Maybe.” Sloan shrugged. “I don’t believe in coincidences. Somehow the assassin has to be involved with the events in Burrow Den.”

      A well-dressed man interrupted Jack and Sloan from any further conversation. He wore a gold monocle and an ebony top hat. He approached the pair with a determined stride, fury written across his aged face.

      “Captain Sloan.” He ignored Jack for the moment. “If you will kindly tell me when my store will be able to reopen? Daylight is a commodity I cannot spare to waste. Every minute that passes is a minute I’m not making money.”

      “I understand, Mr. Lovegood.” Sloan crossed her arms over her chest. “But your business was the scene of a crime, and not just any crime, an attempt on the queen’s life. I’ll be sure to tell my men to expedite the process, but even so, your store will be closed for a few days, at the minimum.”

      “Oh, very well.” Mr. Lovegood bit his lip so hard, Jack thought it would bleed. Choosing not to contend with the captain, he vented his frustration. “Arguing with the crown is pointless. It seems their only interest these days is sending our funds to the Outland and assisting communities far beneath us.”

      Before Sloan could form a rebuttal, Mr. Lovegood was off with a swoosh of his long traveling cloak. A harsh scent of soap lingered in his wake.

      “People really have no idea what’s going on outside these walls, do they?” Jack asked.

      “There’s an elitist faction that would rather count their piles of gold than to even think of offering assistance to their own family.” Sloan curled her lip in disgust. “Come on, there’s Lieutenant Baker.”

      Jack followed Sloan as she crossed the temporary barricades marking the business as a crime scene. She exchanged quick salutes with the soldiers on guard duty.

      “Any more news on our assassin?” Sloan addressed the sharply dressed lieutenant. “Tell me we have something to go on.”

      Lieutenant Baker saluted Sloan and smiled at Jack. The last time Jack had seen the lieutenant, he had been escorting him and his father to New Hope for an audience with the queen.

      “Hello, Jack.” Lieutenant Baker offered a gloved hand. “I’m sorry to hear about your father, he was a hero.”

      “Thank you.” Jack accepted the handshake. “He is.”

      “Besides the weapon and the eyewitness accounts”—Lieutenant Baker cleared his throat—“we haven’t much else to go on.”

      “Did you trace the weapon’s origin?” Sloan drummed her fingers on the hilt of her mage sword.

      “Yes. It wasn’t made or bought in New Hope, as far as we can tell.” The Lieutenant reached into his uniform pocket and brought out an aged leather notebook, flipping to a heavily marked page. He read on, “It’s primitive, probably purchased in the Outland years ago, and changed hands a dozen times since. Would you like to see it?”

      “Yes,” Sloan said.

      Jack and Sloan followed Lieutenant Baker into the building that smelled of fresh leather and tanning chemicals. The first floor was a spotless storefront with rows of leather—gloves, cloaks, hats, and clothes for any occasion. The lieutenant gave them a tour as they headed for the stairs.

      “As you can see, the first level is open to the public. The next levels are where all of the workshops that manufacture the products are located.”

      “Was the store open when the assassin broke in?” Jack wondered aloud as they entered through a door in the back corner of the room that provided a spiral stairwell to the roof.

      “No, Mr. Lovegood closed the store for an hour during the ceremony. The assassin entered the store through a first-story window.” The lieutenant jogged up the stairs, with Sloan and Jack following close behind. “Whoever she is, she’s an expert. The window she’d entered through wasn’t broken or even damaged. She picked the lock.”

      The trio climbed the remaining stairs, lost to their own thoughts. They passed door after door of work levels until they came to the top. Jack was still thinking of the assassin, if she had any connection to the other inhuman hitman he had met during their locomotive journey to Burrow Den.

      Two more soldiers saluted them as they entered the roof. Sloan and the lieutenant returned the motions; Jack gave a nod. There wasn’t much to the roof at all. A few vents allowed curling steam and smoke to escape during work hours, and a waist-high ledge bordered the square space.

      Jack walked to the edge and looked out into the city. New Hope was a bustling hive of activity. Thousands of people walked to and from stores and houses; large buildings poured smoke into the air. The noise that came with it was a mix of white sound.

      “She took her shot from right here.” The lieutenant’s voice drew Jack back to the reason for their visit. He was pointing to a section of the roof where a long rifle lay on the ground. “She must have seen Jack and Aareth spot her. That’s the only reason I can assume she left her weapon. The city inspectors have already come and gone. They’re checking leads as we speak.”

      “Curious.” Sloan walked over to the rifle. She shook her head as she lifted the weapon from its resting spot. “That a professional would leave her weapon behind, even if she was in a hurry.”

      Sloan examined the weapon from all angles before handing it off to Jack.

      Jack accepted the long instrument of death. His dealings as a mage sorcerer in the Outland had brought him across dozens of rifles. The one he held in his hands now was a model he was familiar with. It had undergone a few enhancements.

      “It’s a 1/14 Reaper.” Jack paused as he let his hands play across the smooth, wooden stock and up to the black scope resting on top of the long barrel. “But it’s been modified. This rifle usually comes with a shorter barrel, and this scope is something I’ve never seen before.”

      “Upgraded to shoot farther and more precisely,” Sloan mused as she raised an eyebrow and took another look from their vantage point to the palace steps. “Someone knew exactly what she was doing, so how did she miss?”

      Jack searched the rifle up and down. Besides what he had already pointed out, there wasn’t much else unique about the rifle. He handed the weapon back to the lieutenant, who accepted it with care.

      Jack followed Sloan’s gaze and wondered if he was thinking the same thing she was. The shot from the rooftop to the palace steps was a long distance, but not impossible. For someone with this kind of weapon and training, it would have been hard to miss. Did she mean to miss?

      “And the mask?” Sloan asked the lieutenant. “Has anything like that been manufactured in the city?”

      “The inspectors are running that lead down, as well.” Lieutenant Baker let out a heavy sigh. “But it’s a big city. Helmets like that aren’t common, but anyone with a shop and access to metal could have made one.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      Impossible. It was an impossible coincidence. Either that or he was seeing things; his mind showing him what he wanted to see rather than what was really there.

      This foreign rage he felt inside and his kiss with Sloan didn’t help bring clarity to his current situation, either. An already stressed problem was threatening to break him mentally.

      Aareth Emerson, temporarily appointed city inspector, was traversing the wide streets of New Hope in long strides. People who passed him were faceless objects he had to avoid to get to his destination.

      She’s dead, gone. I held the body. Aareth wasn’t sure if he was annoyed or grateful for Abigail’s voice breaking his train of thought.

      “Is there anything you want me to do when we get there? I want to help in anyway I can. And thank you for taking me along.” Abigail ran to keep up with his fast pace and long strides. “I know you didn’t have to take me along.”

      “It’s all right.” Aareth shortened his strides to give Abigail a chance to catch her breath. “An extra pair of eyes and ears isn’t a bad thing when you’re looking for clues.”

      “I can’t fight like you and Sloan and Jack, but I can take notes, or cover an exit, or I could—”

      “You don’t have to prove your worth.” Aareth turned down a street, taking them from the hustle and bustle of the main section of New Hope to a darker, seedier piece of the city. “As far as I’m concerned, you’d proved everything when you pulled the trigger that saved Jack’s life.”

      At once, Aareth knew he had said too much. Abigail looked down at the street in silence.

      “You did the right thing.” Aareth turned his head for the first time in their conversation to catch her eye. “Don’t ever think there was another way, or regret your decision. Things happened as they were always meant to happen.”

      “It’s not that.” Abigail turned dry eyes to meet Aareth’s stare. “I loved my father, but the man who set the wolf on Burrow Den and killed so many people, the man who killed Marcus and was about to kill Jack, that man was not my father.”

      Aareth nodded, the final events in Burrow Den coming back to him in a flash. Elijah Ahab, Abigail and Elizabeth’s father, ready to stab Jack in the back, Abigail lifting the pistol and taking the shot that would save Jack and kill her own father.

      Aareth pushed the events from his mind. He knew firsthand that dwelling too long on memories would kill a man. He directed his eyes now to the terrain and how much the landscape had changed.

      Twisting out of the center of the city was a labyrinth of commercial housing projects. The address Sloan had given him to locate Aaron Jebson was taking them deep into a poor housing development. Men and women lingered on street corners; couples and trios of shady characters examined Aareth and Abigail up and down.

      Aareth met their gazes to let them know he wasn’t intimidated, then turned back to his path, saying he didn’t want trouble. He stretched his right arm and worked it in a circle. A part of him actually welcomed a fight.

      “Here.” Aareth ignored the urge for conflict and instead pulled out a piece of paper from the inside of his black coat. The writing on the parchment matched the home they stood outside of: 114 Anderle.

      Aareth shoved the paper back into his pocket and walked up the short flight of stairs to the front door. The home was small with a black wooden door and gray cement walls. Before he could extract any other clues from the residence, wood shards on the doorstep grabbed his attention.

      Splinters lay sprinkled on the ground just under the broken lock. Someone had beaten them to their destination.

      “Abigail.” Aareth removed his jacket to ensure his movement wasn’t hindered.

      “Yes,” Abigail answered in a steady voice that told him she was ready to enter if he asked.

      “You stay put, no matter what you hear inside.” Aareth fought off a wave of heat that burned from somewhere deep in his body. “Do you understand?”

      “I understand. I’ll stay here.” Abigail re-steadied her voice. “Be careful.”

      Somehow, Aareth knew she was lying. Staying and waiting wasn’t in the Ahab girl’s wheelhouse.

      Aareth slowly pushed the door open. The broken lock gave him no trouble; the door swung inward without a squeak.

      Inside, the house opened into a living room, a kitchen to his right, and a half-open door in the rear. The window blinds were drawn, bathing the interior in darkness. The space was dusty and dank. The odor of ancient food caught in Aareth’s nose. At the same time, echoes of labored breathing caught his attention.

      The sound was coming from the room in the back. Aareth crossed through the apartment and placed a hand on the door. The noise of someone or something struggling for oxygen steadily grew. Slowly, Aareth opened the door, and it creaked forward with a groan.

      A body lay on the floor, quaking. A middle-aged man clutched at his own neck with both hands. Blood ran from a slit across his throat. In vain, he struggled to stem the tide.

      Glass had been shattered all around the room, telling Aareth everything he needed to know. He had missed the attack by a minute, maybe less. He passed the man’s body, leaning out the window to see if they were safe. Nothing. No sign of even a fleeing figure.

      Rage readying itself for a fight still flowed heavy in his veins. He knelt beside the dying man as Abigail walked into the room. Her eyes were huge.

      Aareth had seen death enough to know the man had seconds left. There was no saving him now. All Aaron Jebson could do in his last moments was help Aareth in giving him the answer he so desperately sought.

      “Who did this to you?” Aareth knelt close to the man. “Tell us! Was it a woman?”

      “Not human… A pale man…” the dying scientist rasped as his eyes rolled into the back of his head. “A scar…”

      “Were you in Burrow Den?” Aareth pushed, fearing he would lose the man before he had his answers. “Tell me.”

      “Yes.” The answer was already fading as it exited his lips.

      “Who did you work for? Was it Doctor Livingston?”

      The man gurgled something unintelligible. A new wave of blood seeped from his mouth. The last thing Aareth caught before the man’s eyes went lifeless were two words: “The Order.”

      “I need more answers,” Aareth raged as he grabbed the dead man by the shoulders. “Did you ever see a woman? Did she have a tattoo on her wrist?”

      There was no answer from the corpse.

      “I need to know, I need to know!” Reason left Aareth as frustration took over. “Tell me!”

      His wrath was all-consuming. So much so, he barely felt the gentle hand on his shoulder.

      “He’s gone,” Abigail said.

      Aareth released the body, letting it fall to the floor like a marionette with broken strings. He calmed himself, breathing in heavy droughts of air. He needed to focus. Blind rage would get him nowhere. He knew that firsthand from his time as an assassin.

      “Who are you looking for?” Abigail removed her hand from his shoulder. “A woman with a tattoo?”

      “It’s stupid, but I have to be sure. I saw her body after she died. If there’s even the slightest chance she could still be alive, then I have to find out.”

      “Who?” Abigail asked.

      Aareth gave the girl a sideways glance. It was information he hadn’t shared with Sloan or Jack. Something deep within him said Abigail could be trusted. “My wife.”
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      Livingston Industries was a massive collection of buildings occupying an entire block within the city. Smokestacks rose to the heavens, permeating the air with fumes. Workers walked in and out of a gated security checkpoint leading into the facility grounds.

      “This place looks as big as the palace,” Jack breathed as he matched strides with Sloan. “And with enough security to match.”

      “You’re probably not far from the truth, Jack.” Sloan motioned with a clenched hand for the company of city soldiers around her to halt. She walked to a security booth where a pair of armed guards stood carrying heavy barreled weapons. They wore dark brown uniforms stamped with the Livingston Industries sigil of an “L” and “I” producing fumes like smokestacks, the two letters surrounded by a gear.

      “Captain Sloan here to see Doctor Livingston,” Sloan spoke without the slightest hint of patience. “Open your gates.”

      The guards looked from one to another for a consensus.

      “Are you expected, Captain?” one of them finally asked, breaking the growing silence. “We don’t have you on the visiting manifest.”

      “I don’t have to be expected.” Sloan leaned into their booth. “I’m on the queen’s business. Now open your gates.”

      The conflict at the entrance to the grounds was drawing attention. Two more security guards walked over from the left, a woman Jack had never seen before from the right.

      She was tall with an athletic build like Sloan. She also wore a brown uniform, but hers was different. Insignias and a gold lining designated her rank. Her black boots crossed the pavement. In a few seconds, she ordered the gates open, then stood in front of Jack and Sloan.

      “Captain, you are of course welcomed inside.” She offered a gloved hand. “My name is Commander Ashley Brookhaven. I’m the head of Doctor Livingston’s security force.”

      “I’ve never seen you before.” Sloan accepted the offered hand. “Are you new?”

      “I’ve been in Doctor Livingston’s employment for some time. Only recently have I been given the authority to oversee his security team.” The commander turned to look at Jack. “And you must be Jack Walker. It’s an honor. Your father was a great man.”

      Jack exchanged a handshake with the commander. Her grip was surprisingly strong, and not because she was a woman. Her hand felt like a steel trap crushing his palm. An intensity burned in her eyes like a wild animal hunting prey. Just as quickly as the glance appeared, it was gone.

      “Thank you.” Jack shook free of her grip. His fingers felt numb. He studied the commander, noticing the hilt of a weapon poking over her right shoulder. A sword, much like Sloan’s, was sheathed in a brown covering.

      “I’ll take you to Doctor Livingston myself.” The commander looked from Sloan to her company of queen’s soldiers. “It may not be advantageous to show you around in such a large group. We aren’t exactly set up to give guided tours, with all of the workers rushing in and out and the level of dangerous material we work with here at the facility.”

      “All right.” Sloan turned to address the group of New Hope soldiers. “Private Pia?”

      “Yes, ma’am?” A dark-haired girl gave Sloan a tight salute.

      “Wait here with your company,” Sloan ordered. “We’ll be back shortly.”

      “Yes, Ma’am,” the private said.

      “This way.” The commander motioned with an outstretched arm. As the trio began walking through the facility grounds, Commander Brookhaven set her eyes forward. It was obvious this would be a quiet trip.

      The commander’s silence was fine with Jack. There was more than enough to see. Inside the main gates, the buildings were guarded like fortresses. Jack counted twenty security guards before he stopped keeping track. They were stationed on the rooftops, at every entrance, and patrolled the grounds like watchdogs.

      Apparently, Commander Brookhaven demanded respect wherever she went. Security guards walked straighter when they noticed her approach. Some offered head nods or salutes. She ignored them all.

      The group headed for the largest building on the grounds—a stronghold made of crimson red brick. On the very top of the structure were a large “L” and “I” spitting vapors into the air.

      Inside, the lobby was busy, with construction crews working on large boxes connected with cables and gears.

      “What are those?” Jack asked without taking his eyes off of the contraptions.

      “Our newest project.” The commander led them to a wide staircase on the other side of the construction zone. “When it’s completed, stairs will be an afterthought. They’re called elevators.”

      Jack’s imagination ran away with him as he looked over his shoulder at the boxes. He could only guess at how they would work. The commander wasn’t offering any further information.

      As they jogged up the stairs, it was Sloan’s turn to break the silence. “That’s a nice weapon you have there, Commander. May I see it?”

      They breached the last stair that opened up onto a long, flat level with a set of oak double doors at the end. A pair of guards stood sentry.

      “Certainly.” The commander spoke slowly as if still deciding on an answer before it came to her lips. In one smooth motion, she unsheathed her blade and passed it to Sloan.

      If there was any question whether or not the sword was a mage-powered weapon like Sloan’s, the mystery was soon solved. The main difference between the two weapons was the actual blades themselves.

      Sloan’s sword was a saber with a thick guard on the pommel to protect her hand when fighting.

      Commander Brookhaven’s weapon was a thick, two-handed one more befitting of a knight than a normal, everyday security officer.

      Jack watched as Sloan flicked the switch on the sword’s pommel with her thumb. On command, the weapon hissed to life. A tiny shot of steam escaped as the blade turned a dull blue.

      “Hmmm…” Sloan tested the weapon for balance. “And I thought I was the only one—whoops!”

      The sword fell, escaping from Sloan’s sure grip. Much too quickly, though, and much faster than Jack had ever been or could ever be, the commander’s hand shot forward and grabbed the hilt before it hit the ground.

      A moment of awkward silence passed as the commander turned off her weapon. Jack knew Sloan was thinking the same thing about the woman’s speed.

      “Nice reflexes.” Sloan held the commander’s gaze without a smile. “I’m sure those come in handy from time to time.”

      “This way.” The commander met Sloan’s gaze with a cold stare of her own. She sheathed her sword.

      Jack and Sloan followed the commander to the end of the level. The two security guards at the door stood at attention as the commander knocked.

      “Yes?” Doctor Livingston’s voice penetrated the barrier. “Come in.”

      Jack felt a wave of awe wash over him. The room was spotless, with almost everything made from or outlined with gold. The floor was made of dark wood with sparkling gold specks; the desk and chairs were cushioned and outlined with gold. The man standing behind the desk even wore gold-framed glasses.

      “Sloan, Jack.” He used their names as if they were longtime friends. Standing, he met them halfway across the room with warm handshakes. “I’ve told you you’re always welcome to visit, Captain. I’m glad you finally took me up on my offer. And Jack, I’m sorry to hear about your father. Anything you need at all, you only have to name.”

      “Thank you.” Jack stood shocked by the warm reception. He had only ever met Dr. Livingston once in passing as they were ready to depart for Burrow Den.

      “Please”—the doctor motioned them forward to two seats in front of his desk—“sit.”

      “Would you like me to stay, sir?” The commander’s cold tone contrasted Doctor Livingston’s warm one.

      “No, thank you, Commander Brookhaven. That will be all.”

      The commander give a stiff bow. She walked out of the room, closing the doors behind her.

      “Since when do you have a bodyguard?” Sloan crossed her legs in her chair. “She seems … well trained.”

      “Who? Commander Brookhaven?” The doctor sat in his high-backed chair. Through an enormous window behind him, there was a perfect view of the city. “She’s been with me for a long time. Only recently has she shown promise, thus promoted to her current rank. But let’s not talk about her. Tell me what I can do for you, Charlotte.”

      Jack could practically feel all of the joy sucked from the room as Sloan bristled at the mention of a first name she hated for a reason still unknown to him.

      Sloan cleared her throat, buying herself time to calm her temper.

      “We found some interesting clues while we were in Burrow Den,” Jack jumped in. “We thought you may be able to help.”

      “Really?” The doctor leaned forward in his chair. He looked from Jack to Sloan. “What kind of clues?”

      “We were attacked by a group of outlaws led by an assassin named Scar. They were riding some kind of mage-powered bicycles stamped with your emblem,” Sloan said, cutting straight to the point. “And he wasn’t exactly human.”

      Jack winced at her abruptness. Regardless of Sloan’s tactic, he waited eagerly to see what the doctor’s reaction would be.

      If the doctor was guilty of such a crime or knowledge of one, he showed no sign. His eyebrows rose past the frame of his glasses in shock. “My sigil was stamped on these contraptions, you say?”

      “That’s right.” Sloan’s tone was free from any emotion.

      “Well, I’m sure I don’t know of—wait, wait just a moment.” Doctor Livingston opened a drawer in his desk. He pulled out a large folder. “You can imagine with an operation as large as my own, I don’t see every project through from inception to completion. At any given time, there are dozens of inventions underway. I do, however, remember seeing a report about some stolen product from one of my warehouses.”

      Jack watched as the doctor flipped through a stack of papers and pulled one out. He turned the page upside down so both Sloan and Jack could see. It was a long list of missing products including beakers, tables, tools, ingredients Jack couldn’t even pronounce, and something marked at the end as “Project Mage Cycle.”

      “So”—Sloan picked up the paper for closer inspection—“you’re saying that all of these things were stolen from you, despite the army of a security force you have and that ice queen commander of yours?”

      “Well, no.” The doctor leaned back in his chair once more. “I increased my security because of the stolen goods. I’m happy to say that since I made the changes, nothing more has been taken or marked as missing.”

      Jack found himself wanting to believe the man. If he was in fact lying, he had chosen a means in which his story was foolproof. How could they prove either way if the items had been stolen or used by Doctor Livingston?

      “What about a scientist you have in your employment, one named Aaron Jebson?” Sloan placed the report back on the desk. “He was working on a project in Burrow Den.”

      “You’ve seen the grounds and the number of workers I employ.” Doctor Livingston swiveled in his chair to look outside. “I can’t say for sure that I’ve never met him, but the name doesn’t ring a bell. Why do you ask?”

      “He was found with a very disturbing journal.” Sloan used the pointer finger on her right hand to tap the list of missing products. “He was also working on a project that was aided by your tools. Tools that seem to be on the list you have there.”

      “Well, I don’t know anything about the goings-on in Burrow Den, besides what the city paper tells me. However, I’d be more than happy to do a full investigation into the matter.” Doctor Livingston produced a gold pen and a clean, white piece of paper from another drawer. He began writing a note. “Aaron Jebson, you said? I’ll get my people right on it.”

      “I’m sure you will.” Sloan words dripped with sarcasm.

      “Sloan,” the doctor said, feigning indignation, “I’ve been nothing but helpful to the crown. If it weren’t for your stubbornness, we could even be more than acquaintances.”

      Jack felt color creep into his face at the revelation. Not only was the doctor being incredibly forward, he also didn’t seem to care Jack was sitting in the room.

      “We’ve been through that.” Sloan rose. “I’ll expect whatever information you have on Aaron Jebson by the end of the day.”
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      The two parties exchanged notes over lunch. Jack listened, wide-eyed, at Aareth and Abigail as they retold the events of their morning. At times, he forgot to chew the food in his mouth; he paused as if frozen as he caught and clung to every word.

      While the information was being exchanged, Jack noticed Sloan and Aareth acting awkward around each other. Neither one of them made eye contact, their words brief.

      Sloan’s eyes drifted to inspect the ceiling. Aareth concentrated on the plate in front of him. Abigail, for her part, sat quietly in her chair, picking at her peas.

      “The Order,” Sloan finally said. “We should dig in there, find whatever is to be found about this mysterious group. Aaron Jebson was a dead end. We can be sure Doctor Livingston’s report on Aaron Jebson will be fruitless.”

      Aareth finally looked up. “You think he’s lying? All I need is a few undisturbed minutes with the good doctor. I’ll get the truth out of him.”

      “I wish,” Sloan chuckled. “I do think he’s hiding something. It’s hard for me to believe he’s the mastermind behind all of this, but who else is there? All signs point to Livingston and Edison working on the Vampire Project. Where this was sanctioned by the crown, it seems Livingston is taking things a step further on his own.”

      “The ball tonight will be a great opportunity to find out who the city’s elite are.” Abigail poked at the food on her plate. “In Burrow Den, gossip was always a large part of any city event. I imagine it’s going to be the same here.”

      “Good point.” Sloan pushed her chair away from the table. “We should all keep our eyes and ears open.”

      “I’ve never been great at parties.” Aareth stood. “I’m going to hit the streets. If anyone has information about this Order, I’ll find it.”

      Aareth was already heading for the door, when Jack stopped him. “You’ll need someone to go with you. I’ll just grab my stuff and—”

      “No,” Aareth said so loudly, he’d almost shouted the word. “I work better on my own.”

      “Remember who you represent,” Sloan reminded him as he reached the door. “You’re an upstanding inspector in the queen’s city.”

      “I’ve been the upstanding citizen.” Aareth didn’t turn around. “It didn’t work out too well for me the first time.”

      Before anyone could say anything else, Aareth was gone.

      Jack exchanged looks with Sloan and Abigail, the latter avoiding his questioning stare. Just by the way she ducked his gaze, Jack knew there was more to Abigail and Aareth’s day then what had been shared.

      Jack made a mental note to ask Abigail later, but he wouldn’t have to wait. Sloan had seen the same look on Abigail’s face, and she was less willing to let go of whatever it was that bothered Aareth.

      “So what’s got Aareth all riled up?” Sloan eyed Abigail with a disapproving stare. “Spill it.”

      “What?” Abigail shrugged. “What makes you think I would know anything?”

      “Oh, lets see…” Sloan raised a gloved hand and lifted fingers as she listed off the reasons. “You haven’t made eye contact with anyone, you’ve only played with your food, you let Aareth tell the story of what happened to you two today… Should I go on?”

      “I do know more. I promised Aareth I wouldn’t say.” Abigail licked her lips. As if deciding for herself what she was going to say, she eyed Jack, then moved to Sloan. “You should hear it from him. It’s not my story to tell.”

      The room was quiet. The two women stared into one another’s eyes as if the first one to look away was the loser. The tension built to the point where Jack was beginning to feel uncomfortable.

      “Why don’t we just ask Aareth today when he gets back?” Jack raised both hands in the sign of peace. Why? He didn’t know. It just seemed someone should be surrendering at this point. “There’s no reason for things to get ugly.”

      “All right.” Sloan finally broke her gaze. “I have to prepare for the ball tonight. The queen’s security has to be better than airtight.”

      “Thank you,” Abigail said.

      “You’re welcome, Abigail.” Sloan stood from the table. She walked out the door. As if in afterthought, she looked back. “If you are going to be keeping secrets, you should have some kind of training. We’ll set aside some time to familiarize you with a sword.”

      “Really?” Abigail’s green eyes brightened with excitement. “Thank you, Sloan.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Sloan said, leaving the room.

      Jack and Abigail sat at the table alone. Jack could see the joy in Abigail’s face at the thought of training with Sloan. He wanted to be happy for her, but something in the back of his mind just wouldn’t allow the emotion. He knew that with training, Abigail would be put in danger. She’d be by Sloan’s side now, out in New Hope, tracking down clues.

      “Don’t give me that look,” Abigail told Jack with a raised eyebrow. “I know that look.”

      “What?” Jack twisted the muscles in his face to relax. “What look?”

      “Like you’re the only one who’s allowed to fight and put his life in danger. I’m as much a part of this as you are now.”

      “I get that. I do. But that doesn’t mean I have to like it.”

      “I can live with that. But I made your father a promise about looking after you, and I’m going to keep that promise,” Abigail said, looking out the window to see the sun lowering behind the city wall. Something like foreboding crossed her face, a look that said she had put off the inevitable long enough.

      “What’s wrong?” Jack asked.

      “It’s time. Elizabeth has her meeting with the psychologist the queen had called for.” Abigail rubbed her eyes. “It’s silly, really. I don’t know if any news at this point would be good news. Whatever they find, it’s going to change everything for her, for us.”

      Jack stood up, walked over to Abigail, and embraced her. It wasn’t a romantic hug. It was what she needed now, just someone to be there and hold her. She allowed him to pull her into his chest. They stood quiet for a moment, both breathing as one.

      “I’ll go with you.” Jack rested his chin on top of her head. “We’re a team, and I’d rather be on your good side now that you’re going to learn how to fight.”
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      Elizabeth sat on her stool in the observation room as if she hadn’t a care in the world. The little girl pushed herself from the table in front of her and sent her seat spinning, over and over again.

      Jack and Abigail stood on the other side of the see-through glass with Fenrick Trillion and Lieutenant Baker, who had returned to the palace. With Sloan securing the grounds for the ball, the lieutenant was the officer she trusted the most. As the queen’s advisor and treasurer, Fenrick had been asked to be there in place of the queen.

      The room Elizabeth sat in was plain, with two steel chairs and a steel table. The only other piece of furniture was a large machine with wires and buttons Jack didn’t recognize.

      “The psychologist should be here any moment,” Fenrick wheezed as he produced a gold timepiece from his black vest pocket. A glance at the pocket watch told him he was correct. “She’s usually early.”

      “I’m sure your sister will be fine,” Lieutenant Baker reassured Abigail, who stood with her arms crossed, rocking back and forth from her toes to her heels. “She has the best care in New Hope now.”

      Abigail managed a smile.

      Jack was about to say something to agree with the lieutenant, when the door to Elizabeth’s room opened. A middle-aged woman stepped into the room and closed the door behind her. She wore a white lab coat and carried a clipboard in her right hand.

      “Hello, Elizabeth,” the woman said, “my name is Leah Noble. I’m a doctor here on staff with the palace.”

      “Hello,” Elizabeth said, bringing her spinning to a stop. She wobbled a bit on her seat while she regained her balance.

      “I’ve been told you are very smart for your age, so I’m going to treat you like an adult. There’s nothing worse than being talked down to.” Leah sat at the table across from Elizabeth. “I’m going to go over the information I have on my clipboard, just to confirm I have accurate material.”

      “I can live with that.” Elizabeth drummed her fingers on the table. “I can probably save us both some time just by answering everything you have on the sheet. At least, I can guess at it.”

      “Great idea.” The doctor lifted the clipboard off the table so Elizabeth couldn’t see what was written on the paper. “Go ahead, when you’re ready.”

      “My name is Elizabeth Rose Ahab. I’m ten years old. My mother left me before I can remember. I have one sister. My father was a troubled man. He became the monster he feared and was killed.” Elizabeth rattled off the information as if she were reading things from a list of someone else’s life. “We’re here because I was abducted for days, maybe weeks, and my memory was wiped. During this time, experiments that I can’t remember were done on me, and as a result, my brain power is far greater than it should be.”

      “Impressive.” Leah’s eyebrows rose. She was clearly surprised, but recovered well as she checked off boxes on her clipboard and made notes. “Well, you did a great job answering my questions before I even asked them. We can start with a few simple tests just to assess your brainpower. If you can’t complete these tests, don’t worry. They are designed to be impossible. We gage how far you get along the process.”

      “Okay.” Elizabeth rolled up her sleeve. “How much blood do you need?”

      “Blood? What?” Leah shook her head with a confused smile on her full lips. “No, it’s not that kind of exam.”

      “Oh, I thought for sure your mind was on the subject of blood.”

      “Here’s the first test.” Doctor Noble ignored Elizabeth’s words. She walked to the desk in the room and rummaged through the contents to produce a hand-sized ball with multicolored sides. She handed the object to Elizabeth. “This is called a rubix sphere. The idea is—”

      “To get all the sides of the same color together.” Elizabeth examined the ball from all directions. “I can do it.”

      “Okay.” Doctor Noble reached into her pocket. She produced a square watch she placed on the table. “Begin.”

      Elizabeth started working on the ball in silence.

      Jack took the opportunity to look at Abigail to see how she was holding up with the testing.

      “She seems to be doing well so far.” Jack placed a hand on Abigail’s shoulder. “She’s going to be fine.”

      “Yeah.” Abigail managed a smile. “She’s not the shy type. I actually think she might—”

      “Great wheel in the sky,” Fenrick whispered as he brought his face so close to the glass, his words painted steam on the panel. “She did it.”

      Jack and Abigail turned to see what had caught Fenrick’s attention. Elizabeth was holding up the multicolored sphere, having successfully placed each color together on its designated side.

      “That … that’s remarkable, Elizabeth.” Leah Noble, who had so far managed to keep her composure, was fumbling for words. “You accomplished the impossible in mere seconds.”

      Elizabeth shrugged as if she had expected nothing less. She passed the item to the doctor, who accepted it with awe.

      “Wait.” The doctor flipped papers on her clipboard until she came across a series of images. The first was a black butterfly. The drawing faced the doctor and the four silent partners on the other side of the glass. There was no way Elizabeth could have seen the picture. “I can’t believe I’m asking you this, but can you read—”

      “It’s a butterfly.” Elizabeth propped her head up on her hand. “An inky black one.”

      “How … how could you tell?” Leah Noble asked in wonder. “You can read my thoughts, can’t you?”

      “Don’t be mad at me. I didn’t want to tell you because I knew you’d worry.” Elizabeth looked to the glass and directly at Abigail. “But yes, I can read people’s thoughts.”

      Tears were welling in Abigail’s eyes. The three men in the room looked at her with worry, concern, and intrigue.

      “It’s going to be all right.” Jack tried pulling her in for a hug. “They’re going to take care of her here. She’s safe.”

      “Is she? Is she, Jack? Anything that can be used as a weapon, will be used as a weapon. You saw what happened to the wolf in Burrow Den.” Abigail pulled away from Jack’s hug. She skewered Fenrick and the lieutenant with a hard stare. “Will you guarantee me her safety?”

      “She’ll be safe,” Lieutenant Baker reassured her. “She’s only a girl. The queen would never think of using her in any kind of way.”

      Fenrick licked his lips and looked away.
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      “Last I heard, you were roaming the Outland, out for hire to the highest bidder. Then your name pops up with this Burrow Den nonsense. There were even rumors you had died. Well, what is it now? Hero working for the crown?”

      “What do you think, Gunny?” Aareth brought the mug of beer to his lips and took a long gulp. “Do I strike you as the savior type?”

      “You strike me as the dangerous type, Aareth.” Gunny stared deep into Aareth’s eyes. “Say, what’s wrong with your eyes?”

      “Would you believe me if I told you I was bitten by a genetically enhanced wolf, and now something I can’t even begin to explain is happening to me?” Aareth asked, scanning the room for anyone that might be trying to eavesdrop on their conversation. The Vixen Tavern was a seedy bar where the ale was cold and the customers even colder-hearted. Aareth had been searching for hours. A tip told him a local muscle named Gunny had information on this “Order.” Luckily for Aareth, he and Gunny went way back.

      “Genetically engineered wolf, huh?” Gunny repeated, spitting up beer into his massive beard. A laugh escaped his lips. “You always were a strange one, Aareth. Drop off the face of the planet, and now you’re back out of the blue, years later, talking about enhanced wolves.”

      Aareth scanned the room again while Gunny spoke. They were sitting at a table in the far corner of the bar. It was quiet. The locals were only now getting off work. Only a few of the most dedicated to their craft lined the barstools.

      “I need some information.” Aareth directed his attention back to Gunny. “Word on the street is you may have access to a group calling themselves The Order.”

      “Nope, sorry friend, can’t help you there.” The words were already coming out of Gunny’s mouth before Aareth finished. “You’ve heard wrong.”

      “You’re a horrible liar.” Aareth reached into his pocket. His fist came back, holding a brown leather bag of coins. “I can make it worth your while.”

      Gunny was now scanning the room to make sure no one else had heard the words come out of Aareth’s mouth. The man was a mountain of muscle, though in that moment, he looked like a terrified child.

      “I don’t want your money.” Gunny placed his beer on the table. He stood to leave. “I have to be going.”

      “I need your help here, Gunny.” Aareth caught the man’s thick wrist as he prepared to leave. “You’re a friend. I’d rather not have to insist on this, but I’m prepared to do whatever I have to do to get answers. What I’m after, it’s … it’s about Brenda. ”

      The mention of her ate at Aareth’s heart. He hadn’t spoken her name in years. He had pushed her memory as far from his mind as possible during his waking hours. It was only in his dreams where he relived the events of her death that he was haunted by her.

      Gunny hesitated. The two men had come up together through the police ranks to reach the level of city inspector. Eventually, Aareth had gone his own way, as had Gunny.

      The mad look in Aareth’s eyes must have been enough. Gunny heaved a sigh. He shook off Aareth’s hold on his wrist and retook his seat.

      “Brenda, huh?” Gunny glanced nervously at the door of the bar and its other occupants. “She’s gone, Aareth. You need to let her go.”

      “I know, I know that.” Aareth felt his pulse quicken in frustration. “It’s complicated. But if I can put her memory to rest for good, I need to know what you know about The Order. Who are they? A street gang?”

      “Nothing like a street gang.” Gunny grabbed his beer mug. In one giant gulp, he drained the contents. A loud belch ensued. “Listen, I don’t know much, but I know enough not to get caught up with these guys. They’re dangerous, Aareth. They’re dangerous, like you and I, maybe worse.”

      “I need to find them, Gunny.” Aareth leaned forward. His long, black hair fell from his ponytail to cover part of his face. “I need to know for sure.”

      “You saw her body.” Gunny lowered his gaze. “We all did.”

      “I saw her body,” Aareth agreed, pushing the hair from his line of sight. “More recently, I saw something that I can’t explain.”

      Gunny looked solemnly at Aareth.

      “Okay, I don’t know much, but I’ll tell you anyway. The name started drifting around about a year ago. Nobody really knew what The Order was back then. It was talked about in whispers. It almost became a joke. When someone went missing we’d say, ‘The Order must have grabbed them.’ It was funny, until one day it wasn’t.”

      Gunny took a break to lean back in his chair. A moment of silence passed before he shook his head free from whatever sense of dread had given him pause.

      Aareth knew Gunny well. He had been fearless during their time together as inspectors. Whatever it was that now made him afraid was something to be taken seriously.

      “Urban legend became something real. Our nightmares grew legs and started walking among us. These people in masks started being sighted. Metal masks. Most people who saw them didn’t live to talk about it. Word is, they’re a sect bent on taking over New Hope from the inside, but who really knows?”

      “Where have they been sighted?” Aareth spoke so fast his sentence sounded like one word. He was finally getting the answers he so desperately needed. “Any gang or sect needs manpower. Where do they recruit?”

      “I would try to talk you out of it, if I thought there was any point to it.” Gunny ran a scarred hand over his bald head. “Rumors are, they hang out in the old manufacturing district. I heard they might be meeting tonight.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The events of the day were blurring together as Jack took a shower and ate dinner in his room. The ball was approaching quickly. Jack was expected to make an appearance as the savior of Burrow Den.

      A suit had been prepared for him. It hung off his bathroom door, ready to make its debut. Jack dressed robotically, his mind on Abigail and Elizabeth. After the tests were complete, Abigail just wanted some alone time with her sister. Jack couldn’t blame her. If Elizabeth could really read minds, what kind of life would she be able to live?

      Jack’s fingers fumbled with the clasp of his slacks and his tie. He was used to summoning magic and hunting the paranormal, not this. A mirror showed him exactly how feeble his attempts really were. The clothing fit well, but his bow tie looked like a noose. His hair wasn’t much better.

      Jack grimaced at the burning pain he felt in his scalp as he combed his hair into place. The bow tie was beyond saving. Coattails trailing behind him, Jack exited his room. A glance to his left told him Aareth wasn’t back yet. A silver platter holding dinner was still on the carpet in front of his locked door.

      Looking the other direction, Jack knew something was wrong. Two guards stood in front of Abigail and Elizabeth’s room. One he recognized as the limping Sergeant Harrison.

      “Hello, sergeant.” Jack did his best to act unconcerned. “What’s with the armed escort?”

      Sergeant Harrison shifted uncomfortably as if he wished he could do anything now except answer Jack’s question. The guard beside him did the same.

      “Hello, sir,” the sergeant said with a nod. “We’re under orders to accompany the girls … wherever they travel.”

      “Under whose orders?” Jack pressed.

      “Fenrick Trillion gave us the commands,” Sergeant Harrison answered. “They aren’t in any kind of trouble, if that’s what you think. We’re only here to accompany them. They are free to move about and attend the ball.”

      At that moment, the door to the room opened. Abigail stepped out, looking like a recently bloomed flower. Her dress was sleeveless, tight-fitting on top, and flared out at the waist. Once again, Jack felt like the bumbling idiot who’d fallen over backwards in his chair the first time he saw her.

      “I see you’ve met our new friends.” Abigail rolled her eyes, completely ignoring the guards. “I feel like I’m being babysat.”

      “I have.” Jack tore his gaze from her red ball dress and matching earrings, but not before he noticed a scratch mark on her slender neck. “Don’t worry, we’ll figure this out. Is Elizabeth coming?”

      “I’m here!” the younger Ahab sister shouted as she ran from the room. Her dress was the same style as her sister’s, but blue instead of red. Her fiery crimson hair was curled and fell behind her back like a waterfall. She looked to Abigail. “Jack thinks you look really, really nice, by the way. But he didn’t use the word ‘nice.’”

      Jack felt heat rise to his face. “We need to go over ground rules now that we know what you can do.”

      The three began to walk down the hall, followed by Sergeant Harrison and his clone.

      “Actually, we don’t know where the ball is being held.” Abigail addressed their shadows for the first time. “Would you mind showing us the way?”

      The guards complied, leading the group down the palace halls.

      “The less people who know about Elizabeth, the better,” Abigail whispered.

      “I understand.” Jack lowered his voice. “What happened to your neck?”

      “And hands.” Abigail extended her palms, showing Jack her knuckles on both hands. Angry red scratches told a story all their own. “If I’m going to be able to protect Elizabeth, I have to learn how to fight. Sloan and I had our first lesson this afternoon.”

      Elizabeth skipped next to the pair, oblivious to their conversation.

      “Protect her?” Jack repeated the words. “She’s safe here in the palace. The queen won’t let anything happen to her.”

      “Jack, I know you want to believe the queen has nothing but the best intentions at heart, and maybe she does, but not everyone will see Elizabeth’s abilities as a gift. They’ll want to use her. Look at what’s already happening,” Abigail said, motioning to the backs of the two soldiers. “We’re already being monitored.”

      “They won’t try anything,” Jack reassured her. “Nothing is going to happen to Elizabeth; we won’t let it. Sloan and Aareth will be on our side, too. And the queen, she wouldn’t allow it.”

      “I hope you’re right.” Abigail straightened her back as the group rounded a corner. “For all of our sakes.”

      The low hum of dozens of muffled voices talking at once could be heard. A set of double doors were opened for them by palace guards as they approached.

      Jack thought he was past being impressed by the city of New Hope and the palace. He was wrong. The ballroom was something out of a fairytale. The ceiling in the room was so high, Jack imagined Doctor Livingston’s entire building could fit comfortably in the chamber.

      Everywhere Jack turned there were guests, soldiers, and the wait staff walking around with silver platters of sparkling drinks. Although Jack didn’t recognize anyone in the group, the whole room seemed to know who he was.

      “There he is.” An elderly man sporting a cane approached Jack as if they were long-time friends finally reunited. “Berry Lovegood,” he said, extending a white-gloved hand. “We met briefly this morning.”

      “Oh, right.” Jack shook the man’s hand as recognition struck. The owner of the store the assassination attempt had originated from had completely ignored him earlier that day. Jack wasn’t sure why he was being so polite to him now. A moment later, he understood perfectly.

      A gaggle of middle-aged men and women approached. They all seemed to be dressed to outdo one another. The women wore obnoxiously vivid colors, their gowns ranging from bright copper bronze to deep purple. The men wore suits of black, gray, or brown.

      Jack looked for an escape route from the oncoming conversations he had no desire to partake in.

      “Good luck.” Abigail gave his hand a quick squeeze. “I think I’d rather face another mutated wolf than this group.”

      “You’re going to leave me here?” Jack whispered out of the corner of his mouth. The gathering of city elites grew around him, chattering away like that annoying bird squawking outside of your window in the mornings.

      “I want no part of this bloodbath.” Elizabeth began backing away slowly. “Good luck.”

      “I have to go watch her.” Abigail feigned a wince as if she were actually sorry to go. “Courage, Jack.”

      The next few minutes felt like hours. Jack recounted the story of what was now being called The Burrow Den Beast. The men and women looked on in awe. When the story was finished, there was no shortage of comments.

      “What a ghastly tale,” Berry Lovegood practically shouted. “It’s a shame we don’t have one of those monsters here to clean up our city.”

      “Oh, Berry, you don’t mean that,” stated an elderly woman with enough jewelry to make even the queen jealous. The proximity to which she stood next to Berry Lovegood and the familiar rebuke in her voice told Jack she was his wife. He was right.

      “My dear Daisy, you must agree, this city has been in a rut since the creation of that horrid locomotive. The need to expand past our own walls to assist the rabble in the Outland has been our downfall,” Berry Lovegood said as if it were a matter of fact rather than opinion. He looked around the group for support. “You all know it’s true. Tax the rich to feed the poor and all that nonsense.”

      “Hear, hear!” a few men in the group agreed.

      Before Jack could open his mouth and disagree with the statement, Doctor Livingston appeared, accompanied by his bodyguard, Commander Brookhaven. The doctor was dressed as smartly as ever. The thing that caught Jack’s eye was the transformation the commander had undergone. Vanished was the rough exterior of the battle-hardened soldier. She still wore her uniform with her mage sword’s hilt poking over her shoulder, but her hair was down. A lethal beauty haunted her features.

      “Now, now, ladies and gentlemen,” Doctor Livingston soothed the groups with a playful reprimand on his tongue, “let’s not immerse young Jack in our city politics just yet.”

      The group was all smiles when it came to the doctor. It was clear to see they respected the man on a deep level.

      “I was wondering if I might steal the sorcerer away from you for just a moment,” Doctor Livingston told them more than asked. “I have some news for him.”

      “Of course,” Berry Lovegood answered with a quick smile. “Come now, Daisy, friends, let’s leave the good doctor and Jack to their conversation.”

      Like magic, the groups were gone, lost in the crowd.

      “That’s better.” The doctor smiled. “I hope they weren’t too harsh with you. They can talk politics until one turns to stone, if you let them. Their views can be rather extreme.”

      “It’s okay.” Jack shrugged off the comment. “Everyone is entitled to their opinion. What do you think about the queen extending the locomotive to the Outland?”

      The doctor remained quiet for a moment. He studied Jack behind his gold-rimmed glasses. The intensity of the doctor’s stare told Jack he was in a debate with himself on how much to say.

      “I think that we have a solid economy and a city full of hardworking, good people.” The doctor spoke slowly, choosing his words carefully. “It would be a shame to see such dedication spoiled by giving handouts to those less willing to apply themselves.”

      “But what if they need help?” Images of the many dilapidated small villages outside the city of New Hope came to Jack’s mind. “What if they’re trying? What if they just need that nudge to set them on the right path?”

      “We can’t protect or provide for the entire Outland.” The doctor motioned to the silent Commander Brookhaven with an open hand. “But this is not what I wanted to speak with you about.”

      The commander reached a hand into her breast pocket and withdrew a folded piece of paper. She handed it to the doctor, looking at Jack with a blank stare.

      “I did some digging into the scientist you and Charlotte came looking for earlier today.” Doctor Livingston accepted the paper from his bodyguard and handed it to Jack. “We did, in fact, employ an Aaron Jebson a few years back. His methods, however, were not on par with Livingston Industries’ ethical standards. He was relieved of his duties ten months ago. The paperwork is stamped with dates and signatures of his hire, then eventual termination.”

      Jack opened the paperwork, examining the contents as he listened to the doctor’s explanation. Everything seemed in order. Once again, the doctor had a solid excuse as to why he had no part in the laboratory in Burrow Den.

      A grunt from beside him drew Jack’s attention from the paper to the commander. She was grimacing. A gloved hand was pressed to her right temple as if she were trying to relive the pain from an invisible attacker.

      “Are you all right?” the doctor asked.

      “I’m sorry, sir. Yes, I’m fine.” Commander Brookhaven opened her jaw wide, then closed it several times. “Just another headache.”

      “Ladies and gentlemen.” The queen’s familiar voice broke through the chatter of the crowd. “If I might have your attention for just a moment.”

      Jack turned to a raised platform where the queen stood addressing the room. Beside her, both Sloan and a much younger version of Edison Reeves stood by an intimidating man and woman. They were a pair of pale-skinned soldiers wearing the queen’s uniform of black-and-grey.

      Jack had to remind himself not to gawk as he took in Edison Reeves’ new appearance. He seemed to be the only one in shock as everyone waited to hear the queen’s next words.

      “Today is a special day as we celebrate our success in Burrow Den, marking yet another step toward uniting the Outland.” The queen paused as the room broke into polite applause. Jack couldn’t help noticing Berry Lovegood and many of his cohorts had refused to clap. “We gather today to celebrate another advancement, as well. To better explain the project, I will turn to Edison Reeves, the head of the Department of Paranormal Study and Magic.”

      The queen took a step back as another volley of applause followed. Edison was smiling wildly. He wore a black suit with long coattails and a top hat.

      “Thank you, Queen Eleanor.” Edison rocked on his feet, heels to toes. He smiled so wide, his lips showed off nearly all of his teeth. “Before I start, I see a few shocked expressions. It’s called Phoenix Serum, makes me a few years younger. It’s not on the market yet, before you ask. All right, now that that’s out of the way, I am utterly, totally, most definitely beside myself to be bringing to you the future of our great city. In collaboration with Livingston Industries, allow me to introduce to you the results of the Vampire Project.”

      Edison’s voice rose as he spoke. He threw his hands toward the pair of pale soldiers. One of them, a female with long blonde hair and sharp features stepped forward, and with a smirk, she ran to the opposite side of the ballroom faster than most eyes could track. Despite all of his training, Jack even had a hard time keeping sight of her.

      In the space of a heartbeat, she was standing next to the entrance doors, sipping on a glass of champagne. Astonished “ooohs” and “ahhhs” filled the air as attendees broke into a round of applause.

      Jack felt someone nudge his arm. Abigail and Elizabeth had returned after their mutiny to stand beside him. He wanted to say something funny to Abigail about her running off, but his attention was rapt.

      All attention was now on the man still standing next to the podium. He was muscular, with shoulders so thick, his neck disappeared in his collared uniform. One of the servants brought him a steel rod. The metal bar was at least an inch thick. The solider accepted it with another smile. He waved to the crowd before bending the metal as if it were a pair of shorts he needed to fold to fit into a drawer.

      Excited chatter ripped through the room, immediately followed by another loud round of applause.

      “Privates Scarlet and Hunter are demonstrating for you the new levels of speed and strength our vampire soldiers are able to reach,” Edison explained as Scarlet ran back to the podium and Hunter pulled the metal bar back into the shape of a rod. “Our vampire soldiers are five times faster and stronger than any street thug or threat to our great city. With these advancements, our soldiers will be better prepared and better equipped to watch over our fair city of New Hope and its citizens.”

      Applause, this time fanatic applause, covered the room. Jack couldn’t help noticing the Lovegoods and their friends all clapping wildly at the unveiling of the vampire soldiers.

      Edison continued to talk about the details of the super soldiers, but his voice was only background noise now to the whispers in Jack’s own head.

      An army of these things created to protect the city. Protect it from what?

      “This isn’t good.” Elizabeth poked him in the ribs with a bony finger. “I agree with your thoughts I’m not supposed to be reading. Bad news bears.”

      “Come on, ground rules,” Abigail reminded her sister. “It’s not polite to go into someone’s head.”

      “I know.” Elizabeth frowned. “It’s just now that you guys know, I can be myself. I don’t have to hide it anymore.”

      “It’s okay.” Jack battled the nagging idea that something very bad was about to happen. “I agree with Elizabeth. This is bad news bears. We’re building an advanced army of super soldiers for a war that doesn’t exist.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      That night, Jack was in his room, taking off the soft clothes that felt so foreign to him, when there was a knock on his door. Jack didn’t carry a watch, but the nearly full moon that shown through his bedroom window told him it was late in the night.

      “Who is it?” Jack asked through the door. “Elizabeth, if this is you again, I told you, you can’t borrow my toothbrush. Ask one of the guards. I’m sure they’ll get you one.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. It’s Aareth. Open up. We don’t have much time.”

      Jack complied, unlocking his door. It swung open for the city inspector. Aareth rushed into the room. He quickly closed the door behind him. Aareth was a mess, with wild, red eyes and long, unkempt black hair.

      “I need your help,” he said, licking his lips like a wild man. “Get your gear. We’re going on a trip.”

      “A trip?” Jack leaned in to get a better look at his friend. “Aareth, are you all right?”

      “I’m fine. I’ll explain on the way. Bring your wand. We’re going to need it.”

      “Does Sloan know about this?” Jack buckled on his belt with the holster that carried his wand. “Where are we going?”

      “I can’t tell her.” Aareth went to the door. He pressed his ear against it and waited. “I can’t risk anything. I don’t know who’s involved or how far this goes. There’s a meeting tonight in the warehouse district. The Order is looking for new followers.”

      Jack shoved his feet into his boots, pausing with the leather straps to fully digest Aareth’s words.

      “You found them? You found The Order?” Jack asked with more excitement for the discovery than he realized he had. In his mind, the mutated wolf controlled by Elijah Ahab had killed his father, but even that was just collateral damage from the master plan The Order had concocted.

      “Yes, I need someone I can trust.” Aareth moved away from the door, satisfied no one was listening in on the other side. “You lost as much as I have to this city. Tonight, we get answers, and make them pay in blood.”

      Jack trusted Aareth despite Aareth’s manic state. Still, he knew every plan needed a backup. Elizabeth, I know you can read my thoughts. I hope you’ve been listening in next door. If Aareth and I aren’t back by sunrise, tell Abigail and Sloan everything you’ve heard.

      That was the best Jack would be able to do. Aareth was eyeing him, already licking his chops.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Sneaking out of the palace was easier than Jack thought. The security force was built to watch for those making their way in, not the other way around. Those guards who did see them simply gave the two familiar men a nod.

      Jack and Aareth were out of the palace and trotting down the streets of New Hope within the hour. New Hope was in the process of converting their kerosene-powered street lamps for those made from mage light.

      The light warped shadows as the chill of the night convinced Jack to pull his brown jacket close. The cold soon left Jack, however, as he was pressed to keep up with Aareth’s long, quick strides.

      As much as Jack wanted to give Aareth his space, he also wanted answers. It was clear Aareth was eager to find The Order and those responsible for the events of Burrow Den, but something else was driving the man. Jack needed to know what he was getting himself into.

      “You know I’m with you, right?” Jack had to jog to keep up with Aareth. “No matter what.”

      “Of course.” Aareth’s fast pace halted for the briefest second before he continued. He looked at Jack as if he had forgotten the young tracker was beside him the entire time. “That’s why I came to you tonight.”

      “Then you know, no matter what’s going on with you, I won’t stop having your back. Now, what’s going on?” Jack’s words disappeared in puffs of steam as they escaped his lips. “I’ll be better prepared to help you if you tell me what we’re about to get ourselves into.”

      “I—” Aareth paused. Their pace had led them to the heart of New Hope, through the residential district and to an abandoned warehouse block filled with large, steel buildings. “I know this sounds crazy, but the wife I thought was murdered, is alive. She’s the hitman … or I guess, hitwoman, we’ve been chasing.”

      “But you said she was dead.” Jack felt his mind run a dozen different directions at once. Of all the things Aareth could have said to Jack, his current explanation was not one Jack was prepared to hear. “Why do you think she was the assassin who tried to kill the queen?”

      Aareth stopped at a corner where the streetlight was out. A giant dilapidated structure, more rust than metal, stood to their left. There was no one in sight.

      “When she slammed through the door after taking her shot at the queen, I caught a glimpse of a tattoo on her wrist. Not just any tattoo.” Aareth pulled down his jacket and shirt to reveal a tattoo of his own. The placement was over his heart. “This tattoo.”

      The ink had faded, and Jack had to squint to get a better look. It was a picture of two ancient helmets facing one another.

      “Brenda, my dead wife, and I got these tattoos together.” Aareth’s eyes glazed over as he repeated words he hadn’t uttered in years. “Brenda loved stories of quests and warriors. We got them to remind us that we would always be there for one another, fighting whatever life threw our way, together. I’ve never seen another one like it. I don’t know how, but she’s alive, and now she’s this woman we’re hunting.”

      Jack wanted to believe Aareth. The look on his friend’s face was more than desperate. Whether he knew it or not, Aareth needed someone to agree with him. He needed validation that he wasn’t losing his mind, someone to tell him he wasn’t going crazy, that his wife was, in fact, somehow, still alive.

      “And you think she’s involved in this Order?” Jack did his best to hide the skepticism he felt inside. “How can you be so sure?”

      “Listen, I think The Order is tied to it all. It could give us both answers, but don’t do me any favors if you don’t want to come—”

      “I didn’t say that.” Jack shook his head. “I meant it when I said I was with you until the end. Now that my dad’s gone, you, Sloan, Abigail, and Elizabeth are the closest things I have to family. I just don’t want you to be disappointed if we find out that it’s not your wife behind that metal mask.”

      “I don’t know how”—Aareth wiped sweat from his brow—“I saw her body. She was dead. But I’m telling you, our assassin is my wife.”

      Jack had a dozen different questions to ask about the events surrounding Brenda’s death, but this wasn’t the time. He could only go back to the palace or move on with his friend. It was clear whatever his decision, Aareth was planning to go on without him.

      “We should talk more after tonight. I have about a half-dozen questions I need to ask you.” Jack cleared his throat. “But I’m with you. If your wife is alive, I’ll help you find her. Let’s go.”

      Aareth didn’t thank him. In fact, he didn’t say a word. The look of relief on his face was enough for Jack.

      The two men turned the corner and approached the largest building on the street—a decrepit steel refinery with pipes and rods weaving in and out at sporadic angles.

      “This is one of the last pockets of New Hope that hasn’t been restored,” Aareth whispered as they approached the behemoth of rust. “Let me do the talking, but be ready for anything.”

      “You got it.” Jack flexed his right hand. The holster carrying his wand rode low on his right hip. In a heartbeat, Jack could grab his weapon and have a bolt of green magic racing toward his target.

      Aareth stopped beside a door that looked as though it would fall from its hinges with the next knock. Aareth pounded on the door three times, then two, then three more times.

      Silence, then the door swung inward. The room was so dark, it took Jack a moment to realize a man in an iron mask, covered in a dark robe, was beckoning them in. If the man wasn’t eerie enough, he was wearing the same helmet as the hitwoman when they met her in the alley. The same contract killer that, if Aareth was right, was his dead wife.

      “You may enter.” The masked man’s voice was emotionless as he made room for them to come in.

      Jack followed Aareth inside a small room. A single candle lit the dark entrance. A closed door led deeper into the structure. What looked like a bar tabletop separated the room. Another mask-wearing cloaked figure stood behind the bar.

      “Weapons,” said the man behind the counter, in the same flat tone as his clone.

      Jack looked to Aareth for consent. He had more than a few reasons why he’d rather hold on to his wand at the moment.

      Aareth, however, tilted his head forward, removing a short, double-barreled shotgun from his cloak, along with a large bowie knife. He placed the items on the bar top. All eyes turned to Jack.

      Jack’s fingers itched. It went against every fiber in his being, but he had no choice. If he wanted to gain entrance to whatever this was, surrendering his weapon was the only way. Reluctantly, Jack removed the belt holding his wand.

      It was a small comfort that Jack had the ability to channel magic without using an object. The only drawback to using this method was the level of fatigue that came with performing magic in such a way.

      Jack placed the items along with Aareth’s on the counter. The lifeless eyes behind the man’s mask looked them up and down. He gathered the offered weapons, storing them somewhere behind the booth. “You’ll get your items back after the meeting. However, you will still need to be searched. Don’t argue over such a trivial act. The Order awaits just beyond these doors.”

      As promised, the man who had opened the door for them motioned first Jack, then to Aareth to open their arms wide before he patted them down. Jack was clean. Aareth, on the other hand, gave his searcher pause when the man’s hands came into contact with something metal under Aareth’s left arm. “Must have forgotten about that,” Aareth told the masked man. He reached into his shirt and brought out a sheath filled with three throwing knives. “Just slipped my memory.”

      The man searching Aareth accepted the weapons. He finished patting down Aareth without finding anything else. Once done, the masked man turned to his counterpart behind the bar. “They’re clean, do it.”

      In turn, the man in the steel mask behind the countertop gave a slight nod. He reached under the ledge.

      Jack noticed the motion and was ready to act. His heartbeat quickened. Adrenaline flowed as he prepared to jump into action. Heat that preceded his conjuring of magic warmed his right hand. Jack’s fears would be unwarranted. Instead of a firearm in his hand, the man behind the bar stood holding two black robes and two steel helmets.
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The robe itched the back of his neck. The helmet was heavy and hot. After donning the awkward pieces of clothing, Aareth and Jack were ushered through the door on the other side of the room. The only instructions they were given were: “Follow the hall until it ends. The meeting is about to begin.”

      Now, as Jack matched steps with Aareth down the abandoned corridor, he wondered if it had been a good idea to give away their weapons. Jack would kill for the comforting feeling of his wand resting at his side.

      The hall was better lit than the room. Torchlight quivered against the dark. Jack looked at his companion, but it was useless; the cloak covered every part of a person the mask didn’t. For all Jack knew, a stranger could be underneath the costume in place of his friend.

      “If things go bad”—Aareth’s voice came out distorted behind the shield of his iron mask; it sounded alien, almost echoing—“we head back for this hall. There are only two men between us and our weapons.”

      “Sounds good to me.” Jack heard his own voice reverberate in his helmet.

      There was no more time for talk as the sorcerer and inspector reached yet another door. The door itself was unremarkable. But it wasn’t the door that stood out to Jack; it was the noise that came from the opposite side. A rumbling like a thousand people talking in low voices penetrated the barrier.

      Without pause, Aareth opened the door. A large room filled with people dressed in black cloaks and iron masks met Jack’s eyes. There had to be hundreds of them. The room was shaped in an oval with stadium seating. It looked like a hybrid between a courtroom and a coliseum. At the head of the room, a raised platform stood with an empty podium. A group of mask-wearing individuals sat apart from the rest of the crowd behind the podium.

      Jack followed Aareth to a seat with robotic-like strides. For the first time, Jack was grateful for the mask; it hid an open mouth well. Aareth chose the closest available bench to the door leading back to the hall. If anything did go bad, they were only a few yards from their exit.

      The room was too large to be lit with torches; instead, giant braziers housed flames licking skyward. Jack studied the occupants sitting beside him. He could only guess as to their gender. The ebony cloaks consumed each and everyone’s physical appearance as if tailored for them specifically. The helmets were all exact replicas of one another—two large, dark eyeglasses and an iron grate for breathing.

      Jack tapped into his other senses. If his eyes weren’t able to distinguish anything unique, perhaps his ears could. Most of the attendees around them were silent, the few voices he could pick up past their excited whispers weren’t familiar. Jack paused at a pair who sat in front of them, and listened in.

      “This is exactly what this city needs,” a large figure with a barely discernible male voice said to his companion. “Someone to bring us out of this benevolent slump we’ve been caught in.”

      “I couldn’t agree more,” said a clear, high-pitched female voice beside him. It seemed that even the helmet had its limits when masking tones. “What the queen is doing, sending all of our hard-earned money to help these animals in the Outland cities is horrendous. Survival of the fittest I say. Leave the peons to care for themselves. Those who do survive were meant to. Natural selection, my good man. What happened to natural selection?”

      Jack had to physically bite his tongue as he listened in on the conversation. Pain kept his mind busy as he reminded himself a misspoken word here could mean death. As much as Jack would have loved to give the two in front of him a piece of his mind when it came to the survival of the fittest, he had to remain quiet. They wouldn’t last more than a few days in the Outland, left to their own devices.

      Jack was grateful for the pause in conversation. But it wasn’t only their conversation that quieted; it was the entire room.

      Jack followed the angle the other helmets were directed. A figure had risen from the seats behind the podium to take the stand. A black cloak just like everyone else’s fell down its body, but instead of a steel gray helmet, a gold mask was in its place. The helmet was same in design, but shone with a bright gold plating against the flames of the braziers.

      “Friends, brothers, sisters.” The figure lifted white gloved hands in welcome. Jack could tell the voice was male. Past that, only a sense of familiarity with the syntax could aid him in identifying the figure. “Thank you for taking an interest in saving our city.”

      A cheer erupted from the stands. To avoid suspicion, Jack clapped along with everyone else.

      “Please,” the man said through his mask, “you should be applauding yourselves. It is us together who will reclaim our homes. We must stand as one united front.”

      The cheers continued until the speaker motioned them to quiet.

      “I have lived in this city my entire life. I am a son of New Hope and I love it with all my heart. However, events have begun to unfold that would hinder our progress. Recently, our elected officials have chosen to expand our borders, not in conquest, but in a plan that would empty our banks and distribute our wealth.”

      Angry shouts, crude gestures, and boos permeated the air.

      “I know my friends, I feel the same way.” The man began to pound the podium, adding strength to his words. “The Order was founded to combat the decline of our city. We have worked diligently these last years to build our ranks. Our time will come very soon. A time when you will be asked to take a stand against the crown. Will you answer that call?”

      The sound was deafening as hundreds of masked voices roared with consent.

      “It makes my heart glad to hear it,” The Order’s leader boomed. “But before our meeting can continue, I’d like to draw your attention to a pair of special guests we have with us tonight.”

      Jack’s heart caught in his throat. He couldn’t mean them. There was no way they were distinguishable from anyone else in the room.

      Jack’s mouth went as dry as the desert Outland as the man in the golden mask pointed to Aareth and himself. All heads turned in their direction. It was like a nightmare as Jack swallowed hard and stared back into the dark eyes of his accusers.

      Aareth was already on the move, grabbing Jack by the arm and rushing for the door that would lead them back into the hall.

      “Stop them!” The shout reached Jack’s ears. “At all costs, they cannot be allowed to escape.”

      Ranks upon ranks of Order members met them. They rose from their seats en masse, blocking the door. Jack ran beside Aareth into the army of ebony cloaks. With their weapons, they might have stood a chance. Outnumbered by a hundred to one was too much of a handicap to overcome. Jack knew this as he collided with the first line of Order members, but what choice did he have? If he was captured and killed, he would do so fighting every inch of the way.

      To his credit, Aareth felt the same way. With more strength than any one man should possess, Aareth tore through the line of cloaked members. Bodies flew through the air as Aareth took the lead, more animal than man.

      Jack’s approach had to be more methodical than the battering ram beside him. He sidestepped, batted fists away, and focused on knees and finishing blows.

      Hope seemed to be within their grasp, mostly due to Aareth’s unnaturally lethal onslaught. Aareth was mowing down their enemies, while Jack followed close behind and protected his back.

      Just as soon as the idea of escape became a viable option, it was ripped from their grasp. Aareth was beginning to tire. A group of Order members saw their chance and pounced on Aareth and Jack at once. There was nowhere to run; there were too many of them.

      Jack felt blows land on his face and stomach, at the same time hands grabbed at his arms and legs. His helmet was ripped off of his face, as was the cloak. Half-conscious, he was dragged down to the floor in front of the podium.

      Through a curtain of blood, Jack looked on as his hands were bound behind him with a thick cord of rope. Jack took steady, deep breaths. The first step was to regain awareness. His head was still buzzing from the blows he received. As soon as his vision cleared, he would look for an opening to use his magic. He’d only get one chance at it. As soon as they realized he could conjure magic without the use of a tool, they would kill him.

      “That one,” the man in the gold mask said. “The big one. Yes. Secure him with a double steel chain. That should hold whatever he is.”

      The metallic taste of blood was filling Jack’s mouth from a cut on his lip. He spit out the crimson liquid as he searched for the best course of action out of his current predicament.

      Aareth was kneeling on the floor beside him, unconscious. Blood mixed with his long, black hair.

      They were surrounded by what looked like the entire congregation of The Order. The man in the gold mask was looking down at them from behind his pulpit, shaking his head.

      “Wake him up.” He pointed to Aareth. “I want him coherent for this.”

      Aareth was shaken, then slapped across his face. A yearning woke deep inside Jack to protect his friend. Stronger was the urge to see both of them escape alive. Jack twisted his wrists against the ropes that bit deep into his skin. His hands were going numb from the lack of blood to his fingers. Still, Jack restrained his magic. His father would have been proud of him.

      Marcus Walker had always reminded Jack to be patient, to examine every part of the scenario before making his move.

      Another sadistic slap across Aareth’s face woke him from his unconscious state. Aareth’s blue eyes snapped open.

      “Good, good.” The man in the golden mask actually sounded happy. Redirecting his attention to the flustered throng, he addressed The Order. “This is a perfect teaching opportunity. That, brothers and sisters, there are those who will seek to prevent us from saving our city. Whatever their reason for trying to dissuade us from our goal, it is irrelevant. The only thing that matters is that they would stand against us rather than with us. Most would simply slit their throats now and be done with them.”

      The crowd roared its approval, hands clapping. Some even extended fists with their thumbs pointed to the ground as if the room were an ancient Roman coliseum.

      “But we are not animals.” The man in the golden mask shook his head. “We are upstanding citizens of New Hope.”

      The crowd hushed, mid-applause. Apparently they were under the impression they were acting in accordance with their leader’s wishes.

      “We believe in the survival of the fittest, do we not?” The leader of The Order didn’t wait for a response. “Of course we do. As such, these spies will receive a fighting chance.”

      A quick motion of the speaker’s hand brought two masked members standing in front of Aareth and Jack.

      Still wearing their masks and cloaks, it was impossible to tell who they were. One was as large as Aareth. The other was slender. Despite her cloak and mask, Jack had seen this exact individual before. It was the same woman who had defeated them both in the alley after the attempt on the queen’s life.

      Jack looked over to Aareth to see if he had also figured out who the woman was. Aareth’s face was pale. Through long, black strands of his hair and the blood that dripped into his eyes, his focus was on the woman alone.

      “The rules are simple,” the man behind the pulpit went on. “If you two kill the two members of The Order, you are free to go.”

      Jack and Aareth were roughly pulled to their feet, their bonds removed. Even some of their weapons were returned to them. Aareth’s bowie knife was dropped in front of him.

      Hitting the hard-packed sand floor in front of Jack was the case of three throwing knives Aareth had tried to sneak in. Apparently, The Order wasn’t keen on offering a magician back his wand. Little did they know Jack was capable of using the magic without it.

      “We don’t use firearms here,” the golden-masked man said. “It’s uncivilized.”

      “We aren’t doing this,” Jack said, loudly enough for everyone to hear. Secretly, he hoped Aareth would have some kind of plan and take the lead. Another look at the inspector told Jack he was on his own for the time being. Aareth was still staring at the woman, squinting, trying to wrap his mind around the impossible.

      “Yes, you are,” The Order’s leader answered. “Because if you choose not to defend yourselves, you will die where you stand. Let the contest begin!”

      A cheer rose again from those seated around them. The man in the golden mask returned to his seat on the raised podium. The guards surrounding the four combatants retreated past the flaming braziers.

      Jack reached down and picked up the case of throwing knives.

      Aareth made no move for the hilt of his own knife that rested at his feet. He was, however, whispering something over and over again: “Brenda? Brenda, how?”

      Their two adversaries began circling them. From deep within the folds of her own ebony robe, the woman pulled out a blue mage sword from a harness on her back. The blade fought against the darkness, adding its unique color to the arena floor.

      At once, lines were drawn inside Jack’s mind. He had seen that sword before. It was the weapon Commander Brookhaven had shown Sloan earlier that same day. Jack wished he had more time to think through all of the repercussions of this new development, but there was no time. While the woman circled toward Aareth, the large man moved to intercept Jack. Aareth’s attacker preferred to wait for an opening, but the man attacking Jack was more than willing to rush in.

      “Well, hello, Jack. I was hoping we would run into each other again.” The man removed his helmet, showing a pale face with a long scar. “I still owe you a fair amount of pain for the train incident.”

      Jack’s heart stopped in his chest. The man standing in front of him was the assassin leading the attack on the locomotive days before. The Scar, named so for the long mark across his face, smirked down at him. The same man code-named Night Walker who had undergone superhuman enhancements in the same cave laboratory where Elizabeth had been taken.

      “The cave laboratory.” Jack removed the throwing knives, still waiting to reveal the magic at his disposal. “It was you who was experimented on. You were part of the Vampire Project from the beginning. Specimen R-10.”

      “Well aren’t you a bright one.” The Scar smiled, showing off a set of pointed canines. A wet, pink tongue caressed his teeth. “Did you figure that out all by yourself?”

      “We can help you. I don’t know what was done to you in that cave, but the queen—”

      “Ohhhh…” The Scar laughed as confusion faded to understanding. “You think I was kidnapped or something? I volunteered for the program. And it worked. I’m stronger, faster, immune to pain, and the idea of blood really turns me on. I’m the perfect weapon now. I don’t need your help.”

      Out of the corner of his eye, Jack could see Aareth dodging sword strikes from his attacker while he tried pleading with her. The jeers and cheers from the seated mob were so loud, Jack couldn’t catch anything Aareth was saying, but Jack could make a guess he was trying to reason with the woman he was so sure was his dead wife.

      As much as Jack wanted to help Aareth, he had his own problems. The superhuman assassin was advancing. Jack took in a deep breath, pushing his earlier defeat at the assassin’s hands from his mind.

      Focus. You can beat him. He doesn’t feel pain, but that doesn’t mean he’s immortal. And he has no idea what you’re capable of.

      “Don’t think I don’t know about your magic, boy. I’m just not worried about it. By the way, it’s a shame that crazy preacher’s wolf killed your dad.” The Scar sneered. “I wanted to test myself against the famous Outland magician. Wish I could have killed him myself.”

      Without another word, the assassin charged.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure that’s what you heard?” Sloan ran to her dresser, where her uniform sat in a crumpled pile. “Tell me everything.”

      “That’s all there is to tell.” Elizabeth stood in Sloan’s doorway, tapping her chin in thought. “Jack and Aareth are off hunting down The Order by themselves. I searched Aareth’s mind and found out where they were going. Uhhh … are you really going to change right in front of me?”

      “Why? Does it make you feel uncomfortable?” Sloan dropped her shorts and pulled on her uniform pants. “Feel free to look the other way if you want.”

      “I’m not weirded out.” Elizabeth crossed her arms, but looked at the ceiling instead of Sloan. “I just thought you’d be more modest.”

      “Yeah, well, growing up in the system followed by the army doesn’t really allow for modesty.” Sloan buttoned her black cloak. She buckled on her mage sword as she exited her room. “Let’s get you back to Abigail.”

      Sloan closed the door to her room. Well aware of the escort that was supposed to follow Elizabeth without exception, she expected to see at least a pair of guards down the hall. There was no one in sight.

      A horrible thought gripped Sloan’s stomach. As much as she hated to even think of the possibility, she had to know.

      “Elizabeth, what did you do to the guards who are supposed to be following you?” Sloan knelt down to bring herself eye level with the young girl. “You didn’t—”

      “No, I didn’t kill them.” Elizabeth rolled her eyes. “They’re safe, sleeping right outside my door. I just … encouraged them to sleep.”

      “You ‘encouraged’ them, huh?” Sloan stood with a heavy sigh. She had read the report on Elizabeth done by Leah Noble. “You and I are going to have to have a long talk when I get back. I have nothing but the best intentions for you, but some things are just off-limits. I want you to read my mind so you know I’m telling the truth and that I mean business.”

      “Oh.” Elizabeth looked into Sloan’s eyes while she read her mind. A sharp inhale escaped her lips. “You shouldn’t use language like that around me. I’m still a kid.”

      “Thank you for warning me about Jack and Aareth.” Sloan was already moving down the hall. “Go back to your sister now.”

      “But I can help.” Elizabeth’s voice followed Sloan down the hall.

      “I know you can.” Sloan turned a corner, losing the small girl to sight. “But what’s going to happen tonight is no place for a kid.”

      Sloan half-expected Elizabeth to chase her down, arguing with her why she should be allowed to go. When the girl didn’t, Sloan said a silent prayer of thanks. Quickly, Sloan traveled down the palace halls to where the officers were quartered. She rapped on the door of one of the few officers she knew could be trusted.

      When no answer came from the other side, Sloan balled her hand into a fist and pounded on the door.

      “What? What time is it? Did I miss revelry? I’m coming.” A bleary-eyed Lieutenant Baker opened the door, then snapped to attention when he saw who was visiting him. “Captain Sloan, I’m sorry, I didn’t know it was you.”

      Lieutenant Baker was dressed in nothing but a short pair of boxer briefs decorated with pink unicorns.

      “I need you to marshal the first regiment. Have them ready in twenty minutes, full riot gear.” Sloan looked the lieutenant up and down with a raised eyebrow before turning to walk away. “And for God’s sake, don’t ever let anyone see you in those shorts.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” The lieutenant placed both hands over his crotch. His face visibly reddened. “I mean, yes to both orders.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      The cold caught her breath and formed puffs of steam. She stood in front of a full regiment of soldiers led by a now fully dressed Lieutenant Baker.

      Besides knowing where Aareth and Jack had gone, her intelligence was painfully lacking. She wasn’t going to let these soldiers walk into a trap. They stood tired and shivering in front of her, but well trained and ready. As instructed, they wore the normal city uniform with full riot gear: armor, batons, shields, helmets etc.

      “We’re going to the warehouse district.” Sloan walked up and down the line of soldiers, looking at as many of them in the eye as she could without stopping to pause. “There’s a group called The Order were going to be questioning. I don’t want this to turn into a front-page headline, but we have to be prepared for anything. I’ll go ahead to scout. You’ll follow Lieutenant Baker a few minutes behind me. Keep your eyes open and move quietly. Remember your training, look out for the soldier next to you, and everything will be fine.”

      One of the many things Sloan had learned in the years of being an officer was that soldiers would perform better under the command of a determined leader. Sloan gave the group one last nod before trotting down the palace’s pavement.

      Lost in her own thoughts, she jogged past the iron gates and out into the city. Her senses took in every detail of her surroundings despite her mind focusing on other things, like her last kiss.

      It didn’t mean anything. Sloan held her sheathed sword in her left hand as she ran to prevent it from slapping against her thigh. He even broke it off.

      Still, how long had it been since she’d been kissed? And although he did end the kiss sooner than Sloan would have liked, Aareth was going through something they still didn’t understand. Since his bite by the mutated wolf in Burrow Den and his run-in with the assassin who tried to kill the queen, he had been different.

      Focus. Sloan pushed herself to a faster run, hoping the physical exertion would shake away the memories of the kiss that haunted her.

      Both due to the hour and the weather, only a few New Hope citizens still walked the streets. Most didn’t even see her pass. She made no noise as her boots hit the pavement; her steps were quick and soft as she studied the surrounding area.

      Her journey took her into one of the rougher parts of the city. It was one of the last pockets of New Hope not to be touched by the advance and change of the new era. Tall warehouses rusting from the inside out covered a square mile of the city. Most of these buildings were abandoned, a few still used for storage.

      Sloan stopped two blocks from her destination, her ears picking up on something that rode on the cold wind. Cheering of some kind was coming from one of the largest warehouses on the block. For Sloan to be able to hear the applause and roars this far away, a large body of people had to be involved.

      Sloan’s chest rose and fell under the labor of her run. She was so focused on the faint uproar, she nearly missed the punch aimed at her face. Just in time, Sloan sidestepped. She felt knuckles brush past her cheek in slow motion.

      Two black-cloaked figured emerged from the shadows, both wearing matching steel masks. One held a machete in his hand, the other a steel pipe. Sloan took a step back, her right hand on her sword. They circled her, one in front the other, directly behind her.

      “I’m going to give you one opportunity to surrender.” Sloan drew her sword and flicked on the mage power. It hummed in hungry anticipation. A dull red glow emanated from the blade itself. “In the name of the queen, I order you to stand down.”

      As one the two attackers fell on her, Sloan charged forward, slicing clean through the first assailant’s machete and severing his head. In one smooth motion, Sloan turned to meet the second threat.

      He came at her with the pipe raised over his head. Before he had a chance to bring it down, Sloan skewered him through the heart with her blade. Her sword burned a hole into his body without the slightest pause. The black robes the man wore lit on fire at the prolonged touch of the mage sword.

      Sloan withdrew her weapon. The burning dead man fell to the ground in a ball of flame. Both through the machete, and bone and flesh, the sword had never hesitated. For all of the resistance she met, Sloan might as well have been slicing through paper.

      Heavy footsteps made Sloan turn to address a new threat. There was no need. Lieutenant Baker had arrived with the regiment’s vanguard. Mouths were open, eyes wide as they took in the decapitated figure along with the other burning corpse.

      “We’re in the right place,” Sloan switched off her mage sword. “Buckle up, I don’t think The Order is in a talking mood tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Anger at the mention of his father sought to unsteady Jack. The comment that proved The Scar remembered he was able to channel magic further rattled his resolve.

      Jack rolled out of the way from the first attack. His move was barely made in time. The Scar was just as fast as the soldier in the queen’s presentation earlier that day.

      The young magician recovered from his roll, throwing a knife at the assassin’s back. Much faster than any human had a right to be, the assassin turned and dodged out of the knife’s arc.

      Jack’s stomach twisted into a knot. Before The Scar could mount another attack or fear took hold of his heart, Jack rushed into action. He sent the last two knives spiraling through the air, followed by another two magical blasts of green energy. The Scar was fast enough to dodge one, but could he dodge four projectiles at once?

      Jack’s gamble paid off. The assassin ducked the first knife, but the next three projectiles hit their marks. The last blade lodged in The Scar’s left forearm. The two green blasts of magic struck him in the torso and right thigh. The scent of burned flesh filled the area with its putrid smell.

      Jack felt heat radiate from his body. Both of his hands were alive with dancing, green magic. Already he could feel the draw of energy begin to sap his strength.

      The three wounds Jack inflicted would have been enough to bring down any man. Jack’s heart caught in his throat as he watched the assassin remove the blade as if it were a splinter. The Scar ignored the magical burn marks on his body altogether.

      “Nice little trick.” The man code-named Night Walker ripped the cloak from his body, throwing it to the side. His torso was a mess of criss-crossing scars over a canvas of pale skin. Smoke still came from the wound on his torso. The gaping crater of cooked meat didn’t seem to faze The Scar in the least. The members of The Order, who were momentarily stunned by Jack’s show of magic, roared their approval. They watched on with hungry eyes as The Scar advanced yet again.

      Jack clenched his teeth, now more frustrated than afraid. He could clearly see where his attacks had landed. The pain and loss of blood, however, did nothing to hinder the advance of the assassin.

      The flames from the braziers danced around the dark room as Jack circled his opponent. The noise of the crowd was gone. All that mattered was the next few seconds of combat, the next few seconds that could mark the end for Jack.

      The Scar leaned down to pick up one of the fallen throwing knives.

      The one and only thing in Jack’s mind was to control the weapon in his attacker’s hand. If he could disarm the assassin, Jack knew his chances of survival would rise tenfold.

      When The Scar attacked, he went for a punch with his non-weapon hand to Jack’s ribcage. Pain lanced through Jack’s sternum as if something was broken. He forced his mind to focus past it. He only had eyes now for the assassin’s right hand holding the throwing knife.

      As the blade arced down toward his skull, Jack called on his magic. A bright green knife grew from his closed right fist and came to a sharp point. Jack pushed his own magical knife skyward, impaling The Scar’s hand from the edge of his palm, up through his thumb.

      The shock was enough for The Scar to lose his grip on the knife. Jack pulled back his blade, pleased with the result. The feeling of victory was short-lived as his assailant recovered with inhuman speed and caught him with an uppercut that made Jack lose concentration. His green knife dissipated. Jack saw spots of black. Pain exploded in his head. He fell to his knees.

      Jack’s mouth was filled with the metallic taste of blood. He spit out the crimson substance without thinking.

      The Scar pressed the attack. The sight of blood brought on an almost manic state as he charged once again. A manic fire burned in his eyes.

      Jack’s mind fought to stay conscious. He struggled to his feet, ignoring the pain. He felt as if his ribs and jaw were broken.

      It seemed The Scar was done with talking. His right hand was a charred mess. He was limping. A mix of dark blood and smoke rose from the wounds across his body. Still, he came forward.

      Jack did his best to channel the full force of his magic once more. Without the use of his wand, his efforts at producing a powerful attack were fruitless. He was exhausted and half delirious. He needed a moment to think and gather himself. Green light sparked across his fists, despite his weakened state. Jack landed strikes to the assassin’s neck and throat, his attempts feeble at best.

      The Scar wrapped his good hand around Jack’s throat.

      Jack felt his feet lift off the ground. He tore at the grip around his neck, but it was useless. The Scar wasn’t a man at all. Jack had been fighting him as if he were still hindered by the same limitations as a mortal. Jack gasped, air coming in short, shallow gulps. His heart pounded in his ears like the slowing beat of a drum as he died.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack heard the commotion at the same time he felt the grip on his oxygen supply slacken. Gunshots permeated the air. Jack was thrown against one of the lit braziers, sending a shower of sparks across his body.

      Jack’s oxygen-deprived mind tried to make sense of the scene developing in front of him. There was screaming and shouting from every direction. Jack scanned the benches in the stands. He tried desperately to bring some order to the chaos. Everywhere, black cloaks were either fighting or fleeing from New Hope soldiers.

      To his right, Aareth was bent over double. He was pleading with the woman who stood above him, her sword raised and ready to strike.

      “It’s you. I know it’s you,” Aareth was shouting, tearing at his shirt to reveal the tattoo over his heart. “You have the same one on your wrist. Remember, Brenda, remember! You have to fight this.”

      Jack struggled to his knees.

      Aareth was pointing from his tattoo to the mark on his executioner’s own wrist. Jack was too far away to see if she shared the same mark, but he could see dark lines etched into her skin.

      Whatever Aareth was saying to her wasn’t enough to convince the woman. With a violent strike, she struck sideways across Aareth’s neck. The heated weapon ate through Aareth’s dark hair and came to rest less than an inch from his throat.

      Sloan appeared from the chaos, bringing her own weapon down just in time to halt the deathblow. Sparks exploded into the air like fireworks at a major celebration. A shower of white hot embers fell across Aareth’s face. If the cinders burned him, the man showed no hint of pain. All sanity had left Aareth.

      “Sloan, don’t hurt her,” Aareth yelled. “Brenda, you have to stop this!”

      As fast as the assassin who grappled with Jack, the woman Aareth so desperately believed was his wife attacked Sloan. Their blades moved through the air so wildly, they became blurs of red and blue light. Over and over again the swords clashed, sending explosions of sparks into the night air.

      Jack made it to his feet, his head buzzing from a combination of pain and the sounds of chaos. He didn’t know what he was going to do to help, but he had to try.

      A hand grabbed him by the shoulder and heaved him to his feet. Jack jerked his arm back before he realized who had come to aid.

      “Take it easy. It’s me,” Abigail looked around with wild eyes. “Elizabeth read your thoughts when you left with Aareth. She told Sloan and me what was going on.”

      “Well, I guess having your mind read isn’t always a bad thing,” Jack rasped through his swollen throat. “But it’s too dangerous for you to be here. You should—”

      The look on Abigail’s face was one that would turn flesh into stone. Jack stopped halfway through his sentence.

      “If you say I should have stayed home instead of coming to help you, I’m going to kick you in the groin.” Abigail stared at Jack, leaving no room for argument. “Do you know how hard it was staying hidden while I trailed Sloan and her regiment? I’m not going to sit around while you three risk your lives. Besides, who’s the one who needs help right now?”

      Jack couldn’t argue with her. Abigail had placed one of his arms around her shoulders and was half-supporting his weight at the moment.

      “Okay, but…” Jack’s voice trailed off. His eyes moved from Abigail and caught up with the mayhem around them. Whatever Order members had decided to fight instead of run from the queen’s army were rethinking their strategy. Jack could see, in every direction, black robes and steel helmets being tackled to the ground.

      “Sloan, no, don’t!”

      Aareth’s scream brought Jack’s attention to the two women still battling with mage swords. Casting all sanity aside, Aareth stood between Sloan and the masked woman he so desperately believed was his dead wife.

      “Get back, you idiot.” Sloan bent her knees. She brought her sword high with both hands, ready to attack again. “She’ll kill you.”

      As if to punctuate her words, the masked woman lunged at Aareth. Once again, Sloan was barely in time to push Aareth to the side and parry her strike.

      Aareth fell into the woman, knocking the steel mask from her face. Abigail and Jack were still yards away, the former helping the latter walk. Jack was close enough to see the familiar face of Commander Brookhaven.

      “Brenda! Brenda!” Aareth screamed like a man possessed. “It’s me. It’s Aareth. It’s me!”

      For a brief moment, something like recognition passed over Commander Brookhaven’s face, but like a vapor against wind, it was gone.

      “There! There, help the captain.”

      Now that most of the members of The Order had been detained, soldiers were coming to aid Sloan.

      A wild gleam crossed over the commander’s face. Jack had seen the same look a hundred times before while tracking in the Outland. It was the same mad expression that came over cornered animal’s faces.

      The commander took off at a run for one of the fiery braziers.

      “Stop her!” Sloan screamed as she gave chase. “Cut her off!”

      Jack and Aareth were in no condition to race after the escaping commander. Despite his weakened state, Aareth stumbled after his wife.

      “No, no, don’t leave me again!” Aareth fell to his hands and knees. “Brenda! Don’t leave me again!”

      Abigail still supporting Jack was useless to lend aid, as well. It wouldn’t matter. In a few seconds, the commander reached the brazier, striking it with her blue mage sword. One of the metal legs supporting the large bowl of fire was severed in two.

      Red hot fire spilled forward, creating a fiery wall between the commander and Sloan. All of the exits were guarded, but that meant little to the escaping commander. Two soldiers standing sentry at a side exit abandoned their batons and reached for their sidearms. Two shots rang through the air as the escaping commander raced toward them.

      Jack couldn’t believe his eyes. The gleaming blue sword actually deflected the bullets. Two quick strikes decapitated one solider and impaled the other. Even before their bodies fell to the floor, she was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      He was going mad. He knew that. Not only was he seeing his dead wife, but an animal rage was also building inside of him, clouding his better judgment and transforming him into something terrifying. But if he knew he was going crazy, didn’t that mean he was still sane? Crazy people didn’t realize they were crazy … did they?

      Aareth remained on his knees as he watched the woman he loved, and lost, and found again, escape. He knew he should be happy she’d made it out alive. He just couldn’t lose her again. The woman he had fallen so desperately and totally in love with was still in there, somewhere. Whatever had happened to her, he would find the truth and a way to reverse what had been done.

      Rough hands violently shaking him finally brought him out of his daze.

      “Aareth, Aareth, are you all right?” Sloan looked him up and down for injuries. “Are you hurt?”

      “I’m fine,” Aareth lied. He was bruised in a dozen different places and bleeding from his left temple and lip. His long, black hair still smoked from where it was cut by Brenda’s mage sword.

      “You were going to get yourself killed,” Sloan started in on him, now sure he was physically fine. “What good is that going to do anyone else?”

      “She’s my wife, Sloan.” Aareth grimaced as he regained his feet. “Somehow she’s alive. I have to find her.”Aareth understood the second’s hesitation in Sloan’s eyes. The kiss they shared wasn’t something he had forgotten or would be able to ever forget. In a different place and time, maybe things could have worked out. But Sloan deserved to know the truth about Brenda.

      “Well, your wife is the commander of Doctor Oliver Livingston’s personal security team. She won’t be hard to find, now that we know who she is.” Sloan cleared her throat. She refused to make eye contact with Aareth. “We’ll send out a notice to the city police and have her in custody soon.”

      Aareth nodded dumbly as Sloan turned to her men to give orders and sort out the prisoner transfers.

      Jack and Abigail made their way to Aareth’s side. Lack of sleep and food made him slow to notice their approach.

      “You going to make it?” Jack rasped through his swollen throat. “I’m sorry we couldn’t stop your wife.”

      Aareth just nodded. He knew he owed more to Jack, the person who stood by his side through the events of the night. At the moment, it was all he had.

      “So your wife is alive.” Abigail tried to find a glimmer of hope in their dire situation. “That’s good, right? We’ll help you find her, Aareth. We’ll figure out what happened to her.”

      Aareth nodded again. His mind was a million miles away. Something was nagging at his thoughts. It was a legitimate concern he would have picked up on in an instant under any other circumstance. Like a lightning bolt, it hit him.

      Aareth snapped out of his trance like someone woken from a nightmare. “We have to find her before the city police or soldiers do. She won’t be taken alive. You saw her fight today.”

      “Then we’ll do what we do in the Outland when we’re tracking a target.” Jack offered Aareth a hand. “We set a trap.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      He was definitely a fool, maybe even a bit of an idiot, but he was her friend, and for a moment there had been the possibility of something more.

      Sleep wasn’t even an option that night. After ensuring the captured members of The Order had been secured and transported for interrogation, Sloan had turned the scene over to the city inspectors.

      Now, in the early hours of the morning, she was sitting with Aareth in the palace. Together they waited for the queen. Just looking at him, Sloan knew he was in no mental state to even be awake. Aareth refused medical treatment, insisting they speak with the queen immediately. Sloan had only consented because she, too, needed a conference with the queen before making a move on the most powerful man in New Hope.

      Sloan retreated into herself. It was time to be the leader both men and women respected now. Fantasizes of love, a life with someone who cared for her, were shattered like they always would be.

      “Whatever your plan is, you need rest and food.” Sloan studied Aareth with a raised eyebrow. “I could take you now with one hand tied behind my back. If Commander Brookhaven is your wife, like you say she is, she’s a force to be reckoned with. She’s good with a sword; maybe even better than good. She was prepared to kill you tonight. Whether you want to believe that or not, it’s the truth.”

      “Sloan, I don’t know what’s happening to me, but the moment we shared—” Aareth struggled for the next words. “You and I—”

      “Save it.” Sloan crossed her arms over her chest. “What matters now is that we get answers from Edison about what’s happening to you, and we find your wife.”

      “It’s not her.” Aareth slowly shook his head. “Whatever was done … has changed her. She was never even a fighter.”

      “Well, she is now. She’s an assassin.” Sloan thought back to the quick decisive killing strokes her adversary had tried using against her. The way the woman had fought, there was no room for quarter, no sympathy in her moves. “And she won’t hesitate to kill.”

      “She needs to be taken alive,” Aareth pleaded. Even past the exhaustion, his voice was firm and clear. “Please, Sloan, she needs to be taken alive. This isn’t her. She’s being controlled somehow. You’d like her if you knew her.”

      “I’m sure I would have.” Sloan stopped herself before she said something hurtful. Aareth was in no state for idle words. “I’m going to do everything in my power to bring her in alive, but not at the cost of the lives of my own men.”

      Before Aareth could form a rebuttal, the doors to the room opened. The queen entered, dressed in a white robe and slippers, followed by Fenrick Trillion.

      Immediately, Sloan bristled at the sight of the man. Fenrick was a snake looking out only for his own interests. Sloan had a deeper suspicion he was involved in more than he let on. Her own five senses wouldn’t be able to pick up the danger signs Fenrick carried; however, over the years, Sloan had developed a sixth sense that told her who could be trusted and who should be kept at arm’s length.

      For whatever reasons, the queen was choosing to employ Fenrick. He had joined her during the early years of her rule. He had been there before Sloan could counsel the queen.

      “Captain, Inspector,” Queen Eleanor addressed the two before she took a seat in a high-backed chair by the window. She took a moment to look outside at the early morning hour before she continued. “It’s almost time for the full moon.”

      The three other party members looked at one another for direction. Fenrick even seemed to be at a loss with the queen’s comment. Bags lined his eyes, and he looked as though he were annoyed to be conscious at such an hour.

      “My queen.” Sloan rose to bow. “We have urgent business that requests your attention.”

      Aareth remained motionless.

      “Of course, forgive an old woman for not staying on course.” The queen sat straight in her chair, and her eyes moved from the window to address the room. “I’ve been briefed by the messenger you sent, captain. I’m glad to see you both safe, and many members of The Order in custody.”

      “Thank you.” Sloan cleared her throat, preparing herself for what she was about to say next. “I’m afraid this is only the beginning of a very tangled web. It seems as though one of the members of The Order is Aareth’s wife. She was presumed dead over five years ago. If that wasn’t enough, this woman is also Doctor Oliver Livingston’s employee and bodyguard, Commander Brookhaven.”

      “This is preposterous.” Fenrick Trillion started with a jolt. “Are you inferring that one of the most well-established and loyal friends to the crown is involved in … in whatever this Order is?”

      “I’m not inferring anything.” Sloan clenched her jaw in an effort to keep her temper in check. She skewered the weasel-like man with a death stare. “I’m stating facts.”

      “And there is no room for error in this?” the queen asked, ignoring the tension between her treasurer and captain. “You are absolutely sure this woman is both the commander and Aareth’s wife?”

      “I saw her with my own eyes,” Aareth spoke for the first time. “It was her. I don’t know how, but it was her.”

      “I was going to order an arrest warrant for her right away,” Sloan continued. “However, I thought it prudent to check with you. Since the commander is so deeply involved with this, I’d also like to bring in Doctor Livingston for questioning.”

      “Your majesty.” Fenrick took a stance next to the queen. He began gesturing wildly with his hands. “You can’t. Livingston Industries has always been our ally. Edison Reeves has worked side by side with him on numerous projects over the years, including the Vampire Project.”

      “I am well aware of our history with Livingston Industries, Fenrick.” The queen’s eyebrow rose. Her gray eyes narrowed in thought. “You have my permission to bring in this Commander Brookhaven; however, detaining the doctor may not prove advantageous for our cause. Just because one of his staff was involved in the night’s escapades does not prove him guilty of the same crimes.”

      The look of victory on Fenrick’s face made Sloan want to tear out his throat and beat him with it. At times, keeping the rage living deep inside of her at bay was easy. This was not one of those times. She needed more energy than normal to check her temper.

      “As you command, my queen”—Sloan bowed once again—“so it will be done.”

      “I want to help bring her in alive.” Aareth stood, reminding everyone just how wild and unkempt he looked. He hadn’t changed in days, half of his hair was shorter than the rest, and his face showed every hour of sleep he had missed. “I know her. Maybe she’ll listen to me.”

      Sloan was on record pace for biting her tongue. What made Aareth think his wife would listen to him now, when she’d tried to kill him hours before, was beyond Sloan. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to voice her opinion. If she did so, she would ruin Aareth’s chances. Something like sympathy for Aareth’s position touched her conscience, and Sloan dismissed the idea.

      “Capturing her alive will be our main priority,” the queen reassured Aareth. “I want answers as much as you do.”

      “Thank you.” Aareth bowed his head.

      “Captain.” The queen stood to take her leave. “Although I refuse to arrest Doctor Livingston, you may visit him for questioning. Remember, he is innocent until proven guilty.”

      Fenrick looked as though he was about to open his mouth to protest. The expression he received from the queen was more than enough for him to remain silent. Sloan realized it was a petty victory over the man, yet she found herself hard pressed not to smile.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      It was so early in the morning, the sun was only just beginning to fight back the dark’s hold over the city. Already Sloan had ordered the capture of Commander Brookhaven. All around the city, word was being passed that she was to be detained on sight. Extreme caution was ordered upon her sighting. Even with these instructions, a sick feeling sat in the pit of Sloan’s stomach, whispering to her that many lives would be lost in the process of her capture.

      As Sloan crossed the city streets only just beginning to welcome the everyday hustle and bustle of its citizens, she scanned the case document on loan to her from the city police. The second thing she had done after ordering the warrant for Commander Brookhaven was to request to see the death certificate and file of Brenda Emerson.

      Sloan read the document slowly, ensuring she missed nothing. The report was clear. There was no emotion from whoever had penned the report. Only facts about Aareth’s dead wife covered the page.

      
        
        Brenda Emerson was pronounced dead on August 29, 1880 at 8:40 am. The cause of death was due to strangulation. She is survived by her husband, Inspector Aareth Emerson.

        

      

      The indifference of the note drastically contrasted Aareth’s emotion; the page of paper declaring his wife dead was cold and unfeeling. Aareth’s wrath and drive to find the truth was like a roaring furnace ready to consume.

      Sloan carefully folded the report and placed it gently into her pocket. She knew it was silly, but it was her way of showing respect to Aareth and the woman he had lost.

      In a few minutes, Sloan found herself once more in front of the wrought iron gates of Livingston Industries. Just as before, guards met her at the entrance. Unlike before, they waved her in without pause.

      “Doctor Livingston has been expecting you, captain.” A barrel-chested guard waved Sloan inside the compound. “He said to let you in without question.”

      Sloan’s sixth sense was working on overdrive. The chances that she was walking into a trap was building rapidly. The only way Oliver Livingston would know she was coming to see him was if he had had word from an inside source. Worse, if Commander Brookhaven had told him herself after her escape the night before.

      Sloan walked across the grounds, her right hand resting lightly on the hilt of her mage sword. Her eyes moved on instinct, scanning every inch of her surroundings. If she was being surrounded or watched, there was no sign. Most of the guards and workers arriving for their day at the factory gave her nods, some even smiles. She was never stopped.

      Regardless, Sloan readied herself for a fight. Her preparation would prove ill-conceived. She entered the building where the doctor’s office was found, with still not so much as a dirty look. She passed the construction area where a quicker means of ascent, called an “elevator,” was being assembled.

      As she began walking up the stairs, her ears picked up heavy footfalls. There were at least four separate pairs of feet, maybe more. They were coming quickly, and the sound of the heavy boots meant they were guards. Loud voices fought for precedence over their footfalls. Sloan readied herself for the conflict. One practiced move brought her sword from its sheath. A flick of her thumb produced a shot of steam from her blade as it glowed to life.

      Heat reached her hand from the weapon as it hummed ever-so-gently. The warmth emanating from her sword comforted her in a way she couldn’t describe. Sloan would give them a warning. Bloodlust was not one of the sins she suffered from, but neither was cowardice. If they refused to move aside, she would cut them down with indifference.

      The sound built in cadence until they appeared in front of her. To Sloan’s surprise, they weren’t guards at all. Four men dressed in overalls and carrying tools stopped dead in their tracks when they saw her. Their eyes widened and their mouths opened in fear. One man took a step back, another dropped the bag of tools he was carrying.

      “I’m … I’m sorry, I know we should use the front entrance like everyone else, but the back entrance was faster, I—please don’t hurt us.” The man had gone ashen. “I’m too young to die.”

      “Please, don’t let me keep you from your work.” Sloan let out a exhale, chiding herself for being so tightly wound. A second move of her thumb powered down her sword. She lowered the weapon, then moved to stand aside. “And there’s no such thing as too young to die. Death doesn’t play favorites.”

      “Of course.” The man who had spoken gulped. “Thank you.”

      The other men picked up their dropped tools and hurried down the stairs. Every single one of them refused to make eye contact with her.

      Sloan was about to apologize, but the urgency for her visit reminded her that haste was paramount. Instead of trying to engage the frightened group of workers in a conversation, Sloan sheathed her sword and continued up the stairs. The blade slid into its sheath like a hand into a perfectly fitting glove. Warmth from the blade warmed her side. When Edison had made her the sheath, he had warned her that the blade needed a few seconds to cool before it was placed in its home. Although the sheath was made from the same steel as her sword, the blade would still melt it like butter if it was placed inside while still activated.

      The massive oak doors leading into the doctor’s office opened in front of her as she crested the final step. The idea that this could still be some elaborate trap was still at the forefront of her mind.

      Sloan raised a gloved hand and firmly knocked on the door. The noise reverberated inward.

      “Captain,” the doctor’s voice answered from the opposite side. “Please enter. We have much to discuss.”

      Sloan steeled herself for what may come when she entered the room. As if her hand had a mind of its own, it strayed to her sword hilt once more. Slowly, Sloan pushed the door inward. Ready for anything, she entered the office.

      Everything was how she remembered seeing it the day before, except for the doctor himself. Oliver Livingston sat behind his desk, tired and worried. Ever since she could remember he had an air of enthusiasm around him. He was always optimistic and cheerful, but not today.

      “Why are you here?” he asked, eyeing Sloan’s hand resting on her weapon. “Are you here to kill me?”

      “Should I be?” Sloan walked into the room. With every step, she studied her surroundings for any hidden figure or traps set in place.

      “Contrary to what you believe, I am not your enemy, Charlotte Sloan.” The doctor raised both hands in surrender. “The true enemy we share is knocking at the gates of our city.”

      Finally, convinced they were alone and she was in no immediate threat, Sloan relaxed her stance. She moved to the side of the desk where the doctor sat, giving her a view of Oliver Livingston and the open doors to her left. Sloan learned a long time ago that an exposed back was an easy target for an enemy lacking morals.

      “Did you know about Commander Brookhaven?” Sloan’s question was brief and straight to the point. Like her personality, Sloan gave no merit to witty banter or verbal sparring. “Are you involved with The Order?”

      “Charlotte, you need to give me a chance to explain. I—”

      “Don’t call me Charlotte. Answers, now. No more games. Did you know about Commander Brookhaven’s involvement with The Order. Do you know who she really is?”

      “Yes, to both of your questions. But there is so much more. Please, hear me out. Give me an opportunity to explain.”

      Sloan felt anger’s familiar touch. For years, Oliver Livingston had declared himself a friend to the crown. For years, he had lied to Sloan, as well as the queen. He had betrayed the city she loved and made her a fool.

      “Get on your feet,” Sloan said through gritted teeth. “You’re under arrest for conspiracy to the crown.”

      “I am not the man you think I am.” The doctor rose, his hands still in plain sight. “There are few allies left to us, while our real enemies grow in strength. Please, if you care about this city at all, give me just a few minutes of your time. I beg of you, Sloan.”

      There were a multitude of reasons Sloan should have refused his offer and take him into custody, there and now. She owed him nothing, and neither was she curious to find out what he had to say. Still, something in his eyes made her hesitate. It was a look of sincerity. A tone in his voice told her he couldn’t care less about what happened to him but more about what was in store for her and the city of New Hope.

      “You have two minutes,” Sloan agreed against her better judgment. “Make them count.”

      “Thank you. Thank you, Sloan. The fate of our city, maybe the entire Outland, could be decided in the next few minutes. The hour is late and the wolves knock at our door.”

      “Now you have a minute and a half.” Sloan glared at him with indifference. “Start talking.”

      “It started five years ago, when Livingston Industries was just beginning to take shape. Although five years is not that long of a time, the knowledge I have gained since then has been staggering. A woman came to me and told me a story that I couldn’t believe. She told me the queen and her witch had brought her back from the dead. She told me she had no memory of her life before, but that death was coming, and with it, the end of the world as we know it.”

      Of all the things Sloan thought the doctor would tell her, lies of a queen and her witch were not among them. Sloan was trying now to discern whether or not the doctor was actually crazy, or if he was well aware he was lying.

      “I know this is hard to believe.” Apparently, Doctor Livingston mistook her silence for interest. With vigor, he continued his story. “I didn’t think it possible myself, but I have seen things with my own eyes, Sloan, things that belong in books. Things I cannot begin to explain. The queen you serve is not who you think she is. She is bent on destruction of not only our city, but also of the world as we know it. Everything you believe is a well-placed lie.”

      “You would tell me anything to be free.” Sloan spoke aloud, even as she thought the words. “It’s easy to speak excuses, but providing evidence is another matter altogether. I’m assuming you have proof for everything you’re saying?”

      “As much as I can gather,” the doctor sputtered. His face was a wreck of frustration, not at Sloan, but at his own predicament. “Tell me, how I can prove this to you? If you give me to her now, everything will be lost. There are only a handful who know the truth. How? How can I convince you of this?”

      Sloan raised an eyebrow. The doctor’s story was so unbelievable, it almost made her think it was true. But the queen? Her queen? Queen Eleanor Eckert of New Hope, the queen she had served for years? The same woman who had taken New Hope from the gutters of depravity and raised it to the now-greatest city in the Outland, an evil dictator? It was impossible.

      “I can’t take this as truth.” Sloan shook her head. “It’s time to go.”

      “Please, ask yourself.” Doctor Livingston backpedalled, his hands out in front of him. “You can’t accept this, or won’t?”

      “Choose one. Now, I can either bring you in quietly, or this can be as hard as you’d like to make it.” Sloan edged forward. “Choose wisely.”

      “Don’t you see?” the doctor said, taking a step back. “This has all been a carefully laid plan since Queen Eleanor’s rise to the crown.”

      “Unless you have evidence to back your accusations, we’re done here.” Sloan took another step forward. “Last chance to make this easy on yourself—”

      The doors to the office flew open with a bang. Sloan pivoted in time to see Commander Brookhaven rush into the room, her sword already glowing with blue intensity.

      “You’re not arresting anyone, captain.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan mentally kicked herself for not seeing the trap. Of course she was being lured into the office to be ambushed. Doctor Livingston was just buying time with his twisted tales of magic and corruption.

      These thoughts were running through her mind as she turned to meet the attack. The commander was dirty from a night on the run. Her hair was a mess of tangles, but her eyes were as trained and deadly as ever.

      Sloan heard motion behind her. Now fearing a rear attack from the doctor, Sloan instinctively sidestepped and crouched. She drew her sword at the same time, flipping the switch on her weapon. Sloan was ready to deflect a blow from either the doctor or the commander.

      Her actions would prove unnecessary.

      “Stop! Stop this madness, both of you.” The doctor rushed past Sloan. He placed himself between the two warriors, much like Aareth had the night before. “If you two are so desperate to kill someone, then kill me.”

      Commander Brookhaven lowered her blade. Looking over the doctor’s shoulder, she gave Sloan a hard stare.

      “I know you’re a good woman. I know you love this city as much as I do.” The doctor turned to look at Sloan. “Just hear her story. And now that she’s here, you can have the proof you desire.”

      “What proof?” Sloan repeated the word as if she were hearing it for the first time. Once again, she was drawn to the earnestness in the doctor’s voice. Unlike the commander, she held her sword ready. A quick slice, and the doctor would be down. Another second would allow her to hurdle over his body, and she would be in combat with the commander.

      “Listen,” the doctor pleaded, “listen to her heart. If she’s lying, if she had not been resurrected from the dead, she would have a heartbeat, like you and I. She has none.”

      Before Sloan could even think of what to say, the doctor continued. “I know this sounds impossible, but you owe your city this opportunity if there is even the slightest chance this could be true. I didn’t know what to think when she came to me, but heartbeats don’t lie, Captain Sloan.”

      Sloan debated the idea for a moment. This was insane. But the doctor was right. She had sworn to protect the city from enemies both foreign and domestic. If there was even a slight chance this could be true, she had to put aside her anger and provide a chance for the truth to be uncovered.

      “Drop your weapon, and I’ll hear your story, commander.” Sloan never took her eyes off of Commander Brookhaven.

      The commander sneered. “You’ll have a better chance of actually besting me in a fight, captain. I’m not stupid enough to trust you at your word.”

      “Ashley.” The doctor pivoted to face his commander. He was sure to stay between the two women, but from her view of the back of his head, Sloan could imagine what the doctor’s face looked like—frustrated, angry, maybe even disappointed. “We stand on the brink of losing everything we have worked so hard to attain these last five years. Both of you women are stubborn beyond comprehension. Tell her, Ashley. Tell her the truth. Captain Sloan is our last chance. She’s a good woman, maybe even a great woman. I’ve seen her lead. Let yourself believe that we still have a chance.”

      Sloan hid the shock Doctor Livingston’s words sent through her. She had no idea he’d been monitoring her so closely, much less that he believed in her abilities to this extent. Most of their encounters led to the doctor asking out her on a date. Was he ever really only asking her out on a date, or trying to get closer to information?

      Sloan didn’t have time to pursue this line of thought. The clatter of the commander’s sword being thrown to the side brought her back to the present moment.

      “Well, I guess I have nothing else to lose at the moment,” Ashley said with disgust. “I’m already dead inside anyway. If you kill me now, you’ll only be sending me back to the ground that’s claimed me once.”

      “Explain your story to the captain.” The doctor finally moved to the side, allowing the women to see eye to eye. “From the beginning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Ashley A.K.A. Brenda Emerson

        

      

    

    
      She didn’t know who she was or what had happened to her. She felt cold like a thousand ice picks were being driven beneath her skin from the inside out. She blinked her eyes in an attempt to see through the darkness. The gloom was so deep, the existence of light was a foreign idea.

      She tried to remember how she had come to be in this place, but every time she thought back, the memory escaped her like vapor she tried to grab.

      When she moved her hands to her face, she discovered she was bound—both wrists and each of her ankles chained to some kind of table. Whether it was minutes or hours she’d lain on her back in the room, she would never know.

      “Hello? Hello?” Calling out for someone seemed pointless, but she tried anyway. “Can anyone hear me?”

      Her own voice rang alien in her own ears. Her throat was hoarse and even the few words she had spoken into the inky darkness scratched with pain.

      Later rather than sooner, a door opened. Someone carrying a torch entered the room and proceeded to light large, steel braziers.

      “Hello?” she tried again. “Where am I?”

      “You are safe, and all of your questions will be answered in a moment, Ashley,” the woman’s calm voice replied just above a whisper.

      Soon, light filled the room. The woman came to stand beside her and began releasing her from her bonds. “You are a very special woman, Ashley. You have been chosen to lead our Legion when the time comes. It is not just anyone who is brought back.”

      Ashley, so that was her name? She struggled to understand what the woman was saying. Some voice in the back of her head told her that, that wasn’t her name at all, that she should be worried, even scared. It told her to flee, but above this voice was a sense of cold indifference, as though fear and panic were feelings dead to her now.

      “My name is Leah Noble,” the woman said, offering Ashley her hand, “and we have much to do in preparation for the Legion.”

      Ashley didn’t trust the woman. There was a coldness to her eyes, a hint in her voice that promised violence, but what choice did she have?

      Over the next few years, Ashley’s education would be twofold. First, she was trained in the art of war. Every kind of weapon was given to her, until she was an expert in everything from swords to firearms. Second, she was instructed in the art of magic that had brought her back from the dead.

      Her mentor, Leah Noble, explained only as much as Ashley needed to know, only when she needed to know it. “You must live in this place below the palace until our time is ready,” Leah Noble would remind her. She phrased it as a fact, but Ashley could tell it was a command. “You will be the Legion’s greatest champion when it is our time to overtake this world. Great things are meant for you, Ashley. Be patient and prepare.”

      Whenever Ashley would inquire of her past or how she came to be with Leah, the answer was always the same: “You were given a second chance by the powers of our side. You owe your life now to the magic that has called you to be its champion. Anything else is a waste of thought.”

      And Ashley accepted this truth. She was treated well enough. A fully furnished room was given to her below the palace. Servants brought her anything she desired, and after a few years, when Leah deemed her resolve to the cause unwavering, she was even allowed to walk the palace and the city.

      She was only permitted out at night, and even then, only with a chaperone. But for Ashley, it was enough. She was introduced to Leah Noble’s sister, Queen Eleanor Eckert. The queen welcomed her with open arms, and much like Leah, spoke of the great days to come in which Ashley would play a significant role as their champion. “You are a treasure, Ashley,” she remembered the queen saying during one conversation. “Grow strong and continue to prepare your body and mind. The day will soon be at hand where the Legion will rise and we will claim both city and world for the cause.”

      And life went on. Day after day, Ashley trained, and night after night, she was allowed to roam the palace and the city. She grew to love the city of New Hope, and before long, she knew the city streets like the back of her hand. All was well, until one day it wasn’t.

      She was walking the streets in the early hours of the morning. Although she was forbidden to interact with any of the city’s citizens, she would hang outside the bars and saloons, the only things open at that time. She would watch people laugh and stumble out with their friends. It was the closest she was allowed to experiencing life outside the palace, but she was happy with that.

      One night, Ashley found herself at her favorite spot. She sat on a rooftop of a two-story building overlooking a line of seedy bars. Her legs dangled over the edge. The two New Hope guards chaperoning her that night stood at attention ten yards behind her.

      Doors to a bar called The Vixen Tavern slammed open. A man was thrown out into the street. He was large with long, wild dark hair and a beard to match. Three other rough-looking men followed him out into the night. Without exchanging words, they began beating him like a dog.

      Before Ashley could remind herself that she could not be involved in any kind of altercation, let alone be seen, she rose to her feet. Even as she prepared to jump off the ledge and down to the street below, she realized there would be no need.

      By the way the man with the dark hair struggled to regain his feet, it was clear to Ashley that he was drunk. Despite his intoxicated state, he was more than a match for his assailants. The match was over, just as quickly as it had started. The outnumbered stranger was a brutal fighter, breaking jaws and crushing throats without pause.

      Something deep inside Ashley began stirring—a memory?—something warm spread through her cold body for the first time since she woke in the lab under the palace.

      As quickly as the fight had begun, it was over. The bodies of the three unlucky men lay broken and bleeding in the gutter. The few onlookers who had stumbled out of the bar to see the outcome of the fight, jeered and made their way back inside.

      The dark-haired victor stumbled to a lamppost. For the first time, Ashley was able to see an unobstructed view of his face.

      The light from the candles inside the lamppost flickered, but for the briefest moment, Ashley caught a glance of the man’s features. He was handsome, with a sorrow in his bright blue eyes that somehow she understood. Something inside of her struggling to remember told her that she, too, shared in his sadness. Just as memories were beginning to surface, a pain unlike anything she had ever experienced tore through her skull.

      The intensity was stunning, like a poker heated by a roaring fire. Ashley fell to her knees, nearly tumbling from the rooftop ledge. At once, her guards escorted her back to the palace underground.

      But Ashley would never be the same again. Over the next few years, something other than obedience to the queen and Leah Noble was beginning to grow. It was a sense that what she was involved in was wrong.

      Every night, she went out to look for the stranger with the sad blue eyes. She never found him. What she did find were questions about the cause she was being trained to defend. Soon, questions turned into discontentment, and discontentment turned into rebellion.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan stood quiet, listening to Ashley’s tale. Envy bubbled to the surface before she could push it back down. If this was Aareth’s wife and her story was truth, then they would be reunited and there would be no chance of anything in the future for Aareth and Sloan. Sloan hated herself for even thinking the thought. She bottled her own personal feelings and buried them deep. There were more important things to deal with now.

      “And then what?” Part of Sloan couldn’t believe she was accepting the story. To the other half, it seemed to make perfect sense. “Leah Noble and the queen just let you go when you decided you didn’t want a part in what they had planned?”

      “I could tell they were growing concerned about me questioning the Legion.” Ashley looked past Sloan, remembering the final act of her imprisonment. “They brought me a woman with red hair. They told me she was a spy working to undo our cause. I was ordered to kill her. And I did. The woman didn’t even try to fight back. All she asked for was her daughters be spared. I knew it was wrong. I still struck her down, because I’m a monster. I’m a monster created, not even born.

      “They told me to stay the course.” Ashley paused, furrowing her brow. If it had been anyone else, Sloan would have guessed they might cry. Ashley’s expression was rage, not sadness. “They said soon our enemies, like this woman, would see the end of our blade. They said the day of the Legion was at hand.

      “I escaped that night. Ditching the escorts following me around the city was easier than I thought. I had all the tools to do so at my disposal. The Legion had taught me everything I needed to know about survival. I wandered the streets for days, hiding from the queen and her sister. I wasn’t sure what I was going to do. I only knew I needed to stop them. I understood not a single citizen was aware of the danger they were in. I knew if I did nothing, more women and men, more mothers and fathers, would be put to the blade.”

      Ashley’s words infuriated Sloan for the simple fact that she believed them. In the wake of her current conversation, Sloan’s world was about to change forever. At the very least, she believed Ashley thought she was telling the truth.

      “I’ll need time.” Sloan still had a hard time believing her own words. “I’ll need time to check out your story.”

      “Thank you, captain, thank you.” Doctor Livingston gave an audible sigh of relief. “I know this is hard to believe—”

      “Hard to believe?” Sloan stopped Doctor Livingston mid-sentence. “This is as close to impossible as one can get.”

      “You can start believing and building your case against the queen and her sister now.” Ashley stepped forward, pointing to the area of her chest over her heart. “Whatever magic was used to resurrect me, it left me without a heartbeat.”

      Curiosity more than anything else made Sloan tilt her head and press her ear against Ashley’s chest. Her hand was still on her sword, ready to be used in the blink of an eye if the need arose. Any sense of awkwardness was dismissed with promises of the impossible. Sloan pressed her ear against Ashley’s leather shirt. The room was completely silent.

      Sloan waited with anticipation. Everything she knew about human anatomy told her she should be hearing the steady rhythmic beat of a healthy heart. She even willed herself to hear something, anything. If there was a heartbeat, she might still be able to convince herself that Ashley and the doctor were insane. But there was nothing besides silence. Ashley’s chest was as still as a tomb.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack woke in his own bed sometime during the late morning. He hurt from head to toe. His insides felt as though they had been smashed into jelly, scraped back up, and shoved back into his body.

      A grunt escaped his lips as he rose from his bed. The Order was real, there was no doubt about that. Not only were they real, but they were also large and recruiting more to their cause.

      Sloan would have her hands full. At once, memories of Aareth and his wild state resurfaced and pushed their way to the front of his mind. The man was haunted with the possibility of a wife he thought was dead, now somehow alive. Jack’s first priority that morning had to be checking on his friend.

      Jack opened the door to see Private Pia’s familiar face.

      “Good morning, Jack.” The private smiled. “I hope you rested well. I heard about the raid last night.”

      “It was definitely an experience.” Jack winced as another ache coursed through his body. “I’m just glad Sloan and Abigail arrived with the cavalry when they did. Have you seen either of them, or Aareth?”

      “Sorry, I haven’t seen Aareth at all.” The private shrugged. “Captain Sloan left early this morning. I did see Abigail training outside, however. I can take you to her, if you’d like.”

      “That would be great, thanks.” Jack decided to test a growing suspicion that had begun to nag at him, since he realized the private had been waiting for him outside of his door. “Actually, I know the way to the training grounds. I can go myself.”

      “Sorry, I know it seems like you’re under guard or something, but you, along with the Ahab sisters, have been given escorts around the palace.” Private Pia grimaced, showing all of her teeth. “I even think someone’s supposed to be with Aareth, but that’s been a tough assignment.”

      “It’s okay,” Jack lied. “I understand.”

      As the pair made their way through the palace, it was clear Private Pia still felt like she owed him an apology.

      “It’s not like the queen doesn’t trust you, but it’s better this way.” Pia walked beside Jack, talking with her hands as much as with her mouth. “If you need anything, or get lost, you’ll have someone to help you. Think of us as your personal assistants.”

      “Seriously”—Jack placed a reassuring hand on her shoulder—“its okay. I know you’re just following orders. There’s a lot going on right now, both in the city and outside of it. I understand.”

      The space between the magician and the private grew silent as they traversed the many halls and rooms of the palace. Jack took the opportunity to study his surroundings. There was a definite increase in security.

      Pairs of soldiers dressed in dark uniforms traversed the halls. Others stood sentry by closed doors, their rifles resting against their shoulders or by their sides.

      This didn’t come as too much of a shock to Jack. An attempt had been made on the queen’s life, after all.

      “Have you heard, the tracks for the locomotive has nearly been completed?”

      “What?” Jack broke his concentration on the emblem all of the soldiers wore—the black bat with steel swords crossed behind it. “It’d only just begun before our trip to Burrow Den. How is that possible?”

      “I guess the plan the queen has is working.” Pia beamed with pride. “She’s uniting the known world. Most of the cities in the Outland have begun building their own railways toward New Hope. The tracks will meet soon as the work forces build toward one other.”

      How the queen managed to convince the cities in the Outland to undertake such a task was beyond him. As a magician tracking the paranormal, Jack had lived with his father, traveling from city to city. There was no great love for the queen or New Hope. He could even think of a few cities like Azra and Term that outright detested New Hope.

      “What’s wrong?” Pia asked, slowing her strides. “Isn’t that good?”

      “Yes, I mean uniting the cities to offer aid and support is great. I’m just surprised it’s happening so soon. I thought our goodwill mission to Burrow Den would go a long way in showing the Outland cities that New Hope was their ally. I just didn’t expect it to move this fast.”

      “It’s a testament to how great our queen really is.” Pia transitioned back to her optimistic personality and wide smile. “Soon, we’ll be a united land. We’ll be able to trade with cities as far out as Burrow Den. We’ll help each other reach new heights. Who knows? One day, we might even be able to travel outside of our known lands.”

      Jack and Pia reached the outside training grounds a few seconds later. The area was built like a large oval with a dirt track along the perimeter. Inside, the dirt was a grassy area full of machines and exercise equipment, as well as sparring mats.

      The training ground was filled to capacity. Every way Jack looked, soldiers were running, executing drills, sparring, or just good old-fashioned weight lifting.

      “There. There she is.” Pia pointed to the center of the training grounds, where a man and a woman circled one another with wooden swords.

      Both combatants were heavily padded and wore mesh masks. The man dwarfed the woman, but his size did nothing to stem her courage. As Jack and Pia approached, Jack got a better look at Abigail’s progress.

      She carried two wooden swords against to her opponent’s one. Both individuals had been at the practice for quite a while, judging by the sweat stains on their pads. As Abigail ran forward to engage her rival, Jack did a double take. The amount of progress Abigail had made in just a few days was astounding. Her strikes were swift, her aim accurate.

      It was all her opponent could do to defend against the fury of her onslaught. Abigail pushed the man back so far, he tripped as he stumbled off the mat. The fall signaled the end of the round. Abigail was helping the man to his feet, when Jack and Pia caught up to them.

      “That was amazing.” Jack shook his head in wonder.

      “Jack, I didn’t know you’d be up yet.” Abigail turned, lifting the mesh mask from her face. “Are you all right? Should you be walking around after last night?”

      “I’m fine.” Jack gave her a mischievous grin. “And maybe it’s a good thing I see what you’re capable of. It’ll remind me not to mess with you in the future.”

      “That would be a wise choice.” Sergeant Harrison lifted himself up off of the floor. He removed his mask, revealing his familiar face. “Are you sure you’re not a decedent from some kind of warrior line?”

      Abigail laughed and shrugged off the question. To anyone else, it would have seemed like an appropriate response. Jack knew better. He understood Abigail was deflecting the question of a mother she never knew and a father she had killed.

      “I just thought if you were going to follow me for the day, we could do something productive.” Abigail grinned at the sergeant. “Do you mind if Jack and I have a moment?”

      Sergeant Harrison and Pia both nodded. They walked a few feet away, already talking about their new assignments inside the city.

      “Seriously, though.” Abigail exchanged her pair of wooden swords and her mask for a towel and a bottle of water. “How are you feeling after last night?”

      “I feel a lot like I’d imagine Sergeant Harrison will after sparring with you.” Jack eyed the notches in the wooden training swords. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Good.” Abigail glanced at the place the sun had chosen in the sky.

      Jack was reminded for the hundredth time of how beautiful he found her. As he got to know her on a deeper level, it wasn’t just how her smile captivated him, or the way her eyes captured the light and sparkled. Attraction had evolved past any outward desire. One of the main reasons he was falling in love with her was because of how strong Abigail was inside. It was her determination and strength that made her so much more than just “pretty” to him now.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Abigail used the towel to make a second pass around her cheeks and forehead. “Do I have blood on my face or something?”

      “No.” Jack searched in vain for a lie he couldn’t find. “It’s just, the more I get to know you … the more I—”

      Jack couldn’t get the words out before the white noise of physical exertion around them silenced. Jack and Abigail looked up to see the harbinger of quiet. Doctor Leah Noble glided toward them, nodding to soldiers who gave her salutes.

      “There you are.” Leah smiled at Abigail. “I was just about to begin the next series of examinations on your sister. I thought you would like to be present.”

      “Yes, thank you.” Abigail began rapidly removing training pads from her body.

      Jack found himself staring into the dark eyes of Leah Noble as they waited for Abigail. The woman was tall and slender. Her suit was black, with silver buttons that reminded Jack of half moons.

      “You are, of course, welcome to accompany us, Jack.” Leah let a tongue glide across her lips as she looked him up and down. “I know how close you have become to both Abigail and Elizabeth during your time in Burrow Den.”

      “Uh—thank you.” Jack looked to Abigail to see if she had caught the awkward exchange. It was obvious she hadn’t, too busy removing her gear. “I think I will come, if it’s okay with you, Abigail.”

      “I wouldn’t have it any other way.” Abigail took one last long gulp of water. “Let’s go.”

      “Good.” Leah looked over to where Sergeant Harrison and Private Pia stood. Her voice transformed from pleasant to commanding. “You’ll no longer be needed to escort our two visitors. They’ll be safe with me.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack and Abigail followed Leah Noble back into the palace, weaving their way through the gigantic building. Jack had no idea the palace had a lower level, but when Leah came to a door that swung open to reveal a spiral staircase leading down, there wasn’t a chance to ask questions.

      “Wow, how big is the palace?” Abigail’s eyes roved around the interior of the lower level. “Why is my sister down here?”

      “The palace has a long history of being the oldest structure in New Hope.” Leah looked back from her lead position. “It was built long ago by those who came before us. You can imagine lower levels in any structure come in handy for storage and extra space. Elizabeth is being entertained here because the equipment needed in her sessions is located down here. You can imagine we don’t use these tools every day. Your sister is quite special, Abigail.”

      Jack listened to Abigail and Leah’s conversation as he studied his new surroundings. The halls were brightly lit, decorated with the grey and black colors of New Hope. It was ornate and designed to be warm and inviting. Visually, everything looked in place. Despite this, Jack couldn’t help feeling they were being led into some kind of dungeon.

      “Have you been able to find anything else out about her condition?” Abigail asked in a rush of words. “Will it get better or worse? Is this just something she’ll have to live with for the rest of her life?”

      “Have to?” Leah repeated her words with a raised eyebrow. “Your sister is extremely special, Abigail. Elizabeth is destined to play a great role in the history of New Hope.”

      Just as Jack made to ask for further explanation, Leah stopped in front of a door. It was already ajar, the noise of someone talking emanating from within.

      Jack and Abigail were ushered inside. The room was expansive in every sense of the word. Instead of torches or candles, mage lights were strung up on the inside of the room, giving it the appearance of day.

      For the hundredth time, Jack marveled at the tiny, glass bulbs that were able to produce so much illumination. Two pale guards Jack didn’t recognize were standing near the door. They snapped to attention at the sight of Leah Noble.

      Elizabeth sat on the floor on a large, brown rug. She hummed quietly to herself as she colored on the inside of a book.

      “Please make yourselves at home, while I ready the machine.” Leah left them with Elizabeth as she crossed the room to a large contraption connected to a padded reclining seat.

      Jack and Abigail obeyed Leah’s request. They knelt next to Elizabeth on the stone floor. The younger Ahab sister smiled at them as she continued to color.

      “Don’t give anything away, but I think something’s wrong,” Elizabeth whispered. Her eyes remained pointed down.

      Immediately, Jack began searching the room for danger.

      “I just told you not to look,” Elizabeth growled through a wide smile. She pushed a lock of red hair from her face. “You’re a horrible listener, Jack.”

      “What’s wrong, Elizabeth?” Abigail failed to hide the concern in her voice. “Did they hurt you?”

      “No, nothing like that.” Elizabeth scraped a red crayon over and over the page she was coloring. “But something’s off. I just can’t explain it. It’s like someone farted in a room packed with people. You know, it smells bad, but you can’t tell who did it.”

      “Nothing specific, just something off?” Jack’s eyes wandered to Leah. “I can’t argue with you there.”

      “Yeah”—Elizabeth bit her lip—“and one more thing. I can’t read Leah’s mind.”

      “Well, you probably shouldn’t be going through people’s minds anyway.” Abigail crossed her arms and gave her younger sister a disapproving look. “I thought we talked about that?”

      “I know, I know.” Elizabeth sighed, finally giving up her drawing and looking into her sister’s eyes. “But I had to. She seems … she seems off somehow. She’s the only one whose mind I can’t look into. Every time I do, all I see is blackness, nothing. Maybe she’s the one who farted.”

      “Well”—Abigail placed the rogue red strands of Elizabeth’s hair behind her sister’s small ears—“maybe this is the beginning of your abilities leaving. Maybe this was temporary. Leah’s only trying to help us understand all of this.”

      Elizabeth directed her eyes to Jack for support. As much as he wanted to, it wasn’t his place to get between the Ahab sisters.

      “I think you’re both right.” Jack did his best to stay neutral. “Let’s give Leah a chance to figure all of this out, but that doesn’t mean we can’t be watchful of our surroundings.”

      Both sisters nodded.

      “Well, if you’re ready, Elizabeth,”—Leah approached the group—“we can begin.”

      Elizabeth rose, following Leah. Abigail followed next, and finally Jack. Chance, more than anything, brought his vision down to catch the open coloring book Elizabeth had been working on. She had done a horrible job coloring side by side pictures of what looked like horses.

      A closer glance brought Jack to realize that what he was looking at wasn’t a failed attempt at coloring at all. Instead, a detailed map of the Outland ran across both pages, showing the city of New Hope and each smaller city depicted by name. In the picture, a red wave was running outward from New Hope in all directions, consuming the rest of the Outland.

      On instinct, Jack reached down and collected the book, folding it into the inner pocket of his vest. He wasn’t sure why he did it, but something deep inside, something like his father’s voice, told him it would be important.

      A humming vibration that shook the very floor he was standing on awoke Jack from his trance-like state. The feeling was coming from the machine Leah had started. Bright green and blue lights blinked off and on at sporadic pulses from the machine’s control panel.

      Elizabeth sat in the raised chair. Its back was reclined, giving Elizabeth the illusion of being comfortable. Jack had a feeling that the young girl was anything but.

      “This won’t hurt at all,” Leah reassured her as she lifted a steel-domed cap connected to an array of wires. “All this machine will do is distinguish how powerful the electric waves coming from your brain are.”

      “It’s okay.” Abigail moved to stand beside her sister. “I’m here.”

      Elizabeth nodded, trying to hide the fear that had crept across her eyes.

      A sense of urgency gripped Jack. Again the voice inside him whispered there was something wrong. The thought of stopping the process altogether darted across his mind. Before he could decide whether or not to act on the feeling, Leah Noble flipped a large switch on the machine.

      The humming that had been reverberating through the room, intensified. Jack’s eyes darted to Elizabeth. The girl, although clearly frightened, didn’t seem to be in any kind of pain.

      “You’re doing wonderful,” Leah said, almost to herself. “This is exactly what we had hoped for.”

      “Are you all right?” Abigail looked on with concern. She still held onto Elizabeth’s hand. “Do you need it to stop?”

      “No, no, I’m okay.” Elizabeth shook her head. “It doesn’t hurt.”

      Just as soon as the machine had begun its savage humming, it stopped. Leah Noble wore a wild grin as she removed the apparatus from Elizabeth’s head. “You did an outstanding job, young lady. You’re going to be such a special girl in the days to come.”

      “What did you find?” Jack ignored Leah’s cryptic words. “Is Elizabeth going to be all right?”

      “She’s better than all right.” Leah assisted Elizabeth from the chair. “Her power has the potential to be something this world has never seen. She’s too important now to be let out of our sight.”

      Jack should have realized it was a trap all along. If he had been a second faster he might have been able to save them.

      The nod from Leah to the two unnaturally pale guards at the door was almost too soft to notice. Jack reached for his wand at the same time one of the guards slammed the door shut and the other rammed into him so hard there was no question that these were a pair of the new vampire soldiers.

      Jack’s body slammed into the far stone hall. His skull cracked against the wall sending a shower of bright red into his vision. Pain lanced through his entire body. A concussion made it nearly impossible for him to stumble to his feet.

      “Jack!” Abigail screamed. She fought the other assailant like a woman possessed but against someone with super strength and speed she was doomed from the start.

      One of the guards grabbed Elizabeth, the other Abigail.

      Jack finally regained his feet. The mage power inside him flickered as he forced himself to concentrate. Dark green magic swirled at his fist. He looked up to send a bolt of the magical energy against one of the guards.

      Leah Noble appeared out of the shadows. She grabbed Jake’s fist in her own hand. Immediately, the flickering flame of green magic disappeared. Before Jack could comprehend the witch’s power, she forced him to his knees.

      Pain like the weight of a thousands pounds pressed on his shoulders drove Jack to his knees. Purple magic swirled around Leah noble’s hand and her eyes.

      “I’m sorry it has to be this way, Jack,” Although Leah’s words were soft there was nothing but evil dripping from her tone. “But Elizabeth is much too important to us to leave any loose ends. Don’t worry I’m not going to kill you. You and Abigail will be the perfect motivators to spur Elizabeth on with her work.”

      The weight from Jack’s shoulders traveled to his chest now. Every breath came slower and more labored. Within seconds the blackness of unconsciousness came for Jack.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      Sloan left without him. What did he really expect? Sloan had a job to do. He could respect that. But that didn’t mean it was going to stop him. He would search for his wife on his own. Even now, the thought of her haunted him. Although he still hadn’t actually seen her face, he had seen the tattoo again. It was her, without a doubt in his mind.

      Along with the images of her face came pain for whatever they had done to her. Something very deep, very dark had touched her to erase all memory of him from her mind.

      The pain Aareth endured from the night before was non-existent. No bruising showed on his face or his ribs, from the many strikes of The Order. If anything, Aareth felt better than before. Mentally, he was struggling to hold on to his sanity; physically, he was in peak condition.

      Aareth took the queen’s advice, allowing himself a few hours of sleep and whatever food he could shove into his mouth before he left the palace once again.

      A soldier had tried to follow him under the pretense of being his designated “escort.” Aareth had lost the man somewhere in the city streets. He had no time to be bothered, and even less patience.

      When Elwood approached him out of the teaming mass of New Hope citizens, Aareth almost walked right over him.

      The gnome was wearing a blue shirt and red pants, and he pulled on Aareth’s pant leg urgently. High-pitched gibberish followed this motion.

      “I don’t know what you’re saying.” Aareth shook his pant leg in hopes to free himself from the gnome. “Let me go, little man. You’re causing a scene.”

      Elwood gripped tighter, his knuckles turning white under the pressure.

      People were, in fact, beginning to take notice. Gnomes weren’t that out of the ordinary in New Hope, though they were, however, a minority and usually stayed in their own section of the city.

      “I’m busy.” Aareth glared at the gnome. “If you don’t let go of my leg, you’re going to make me commit a hate crime.”

      Elwood chattered again. This time, he reached behind his back with his free hand. When it came forward, it held a letter.

      Aareth accepted the folded piece of paper. It was thick, white parchment with a red wax seal. Stamped into the wax was a symbol of a bird: a phoenix.

      Without delay, Aareth ripped open the letter.

      
        
        My friend Aareth,

        If you’re reading this letter, it means Elwood has found you. Furthermore, it means that you have no idea what he is trying to tell you and hopefully you didn’t commit any kind of hate crime toward him.

        Aside from that, I have news for you concerning your condition. We need to meet, post-haste, away from the palace. If the queen knows what I know about you now, you may not be permitted to leave.

        Meet me at the Dogwood corner café. I’ll be sipping an espresso outside on the patio. Elwood can show you the way if you haven’t squished him yet. Come quickly, Aareth, the news I have for you is terrifying.

        Your best friend in the world,

        Edison Reeves the Younger

        

      

      It wasn’t finding his wife, but if Edison finally had answers to what had happened to him in Burrow Den, Aareth couldn’t pass the opportunity by.

      “Okay, lead the way, little man.” Aareth squatted down to look the gnome in the face. “Sorry about being so aggressive with you. It’s been a hard few days for me.”

      Elwood reached up and gently patted Aareth’s stubbly face. More gibberish escaped his lips, but his tone was comforting.

      Elwood turned his back, motioning Aareth to follow. The gnome and inspector traveled toward the cafe, staying on the sidewalk to avoid the bulk of the day’s traffic.

      Horses pulled carriages, vendors shouted their wares that ranged anywhere from fruit to shoes, and still Aareth’s thoughts wandered back to Brenda. Even in the face of finding answers as to what he was becoming, the image of his wife couldn’t be shaken.

      Luckily for Aareth, The Dogwood Café was only a few blocks from their current location. Elwood directed him to a brightly painted outside patio. A handful of tables and chairs made up the outside section of the café.

      Aareth searched the faces of the patrons seated at the tables, without finding the familiar face of his friend.

      Before he could ask Elwood, the gnome directed him to a table at the far end. It was in the corner, closest to café. Shade from the building’s roof draped the area in shadow.

      Aareth found himself sitting across from a woman in a light pink dress and a huge bonnet that covered her face. Two empty espresso cups sat on the table in front of her.

      “Don’t make a scene.” Edison’s voice came from somewhere deep within the bonnet. “We’re just two girls out for a morning espresso, or three.”

      “Edison, is that you?” Aareth leaned in to try to get a glimpse inside the bonnet. What he saw was horrifying.

      Edison Reeves had shaved his face and applied thick layers of makeup. Powder accented his cheekbones, bright red lipstick framed his mouth, blue eye shadow rounded out his new look. A scarf was wrapped around his Adam’s apple.

      “Yeah, great disguise, right?” Edison leaned down to Elwood. “Good job, Elwood. Mirror, if you please.”

      A moment later, Elwood conjured a mirror from behind his back.

      Edison accepted it, checking his image from all sides.

      “We’re being watched. Two meatheads by the ally across the street.” Edison handed the mirror back to Elwood. “Don’t look now. We’ll deal with them when we leave.”

      “Answers, Edison.” Aareth felt frustration build inside like a dam about to break. “You said you have answers.”

      “I do. How to say this gently…” Edison winced. “You’re screwed. Your biology is changing. The bite from the wolf has transformed you into something inhuman. The changes are already in effect; hence, your accelerated healing and the anger you feel. For some reason, the full change is still being held at bay, like it’s waiting for some trigger or signal to fully consume you.”

      Aareth sat, stunned. In all honesty, he had expected to be told something along these exact lines. It was just different now that he knew.

      Elwood shook his head in Edison’s direction.

      “What? I thought that was pretty gentle.” Edison shrugged. “He needs to know the truth.”

      “What about a cure?” Aareth asked.

      “Not that I can see, but this is all new to me. It’s not entirely out of the question.”

      “You said it was waiting inside me for something like a signal to be released?”

      “That’s right.” Edison breathed a heavy sigh. “I know that’s not helpful at all, since I can’t tell you what the trigger will be. I do know that whatever this bite changed you into is more animal than man. Until we figure this out, I think you should avoid the palace. The queen has ears everywhere. I trust her, but if she knew what you were, she’d want to hold you for observation.”

      “Thank you, Edison.” Aareth pulled himself back from being lost in his own thoughts. “I owe you one.”

      “That’s what friends are for.” Edison glanced at the two men watching them from the ally. “Elwood and I will distract our friends. I know things are rough, but on the bright side, the weather’s great, and it’s even supposed to be a full moon tonight.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Everything Sloan held dear: her morals, her mentors, her life—it was all lies. What do you do when your entire world crashes down around you?

      A numb emptiness filled Sloan from the soles of her feet to the crown of her head. Anger was definitely present, as well, but by far, she felt hollow inside. She walked from Livingston Industries with no particular path in mind.

      The midday sun shone down on her as it had thousands of times before, but this day was unlike any other. Everything was different.

      Sloan knew she should have taken both Doctor Livingston and Commander Brookhaven into custody. She hadn’t, because honestly, she didn’t even know what side she was on anymore.

      Within minutes of wandering, Sloan found herself outside of a restaurant sporting signs of grease-infused foods and salty calories. She walked into the establishment like a zombie.

      “Hello,” called an overly friendly hostess from behind her reception booth. She wore a bright red apron and tall, black heels. “Party of one?”

      Sloan nodded. She couldn’t even get a handle on her own feelings, much less summon the energy to deal with the wide-eyed hostess.

      “Follow me.”

      Sloan trailed in the wake of the worker, to a booth in the corner. She removed her sword before she sat down.

      “In the queen’s army, huh?” The girl passed her a menu. “Thank you for your service. The things the queen has done for New Hope have been amazing.”

      “Yep.” Sloan had finally found her voice. She accepted the menu, looking and wanting every single item on the list. “That’s one way to put it.”

      “Well, your server will be right with you. Can I start you off with something to drink?”

      Sloan flipped through the pages, scanning the brightly designed menu interior until her eyes landed on what she was searching for.

      “I need this.” Sloan pointed to a picture of a massive chocolate shake, complete with whipped cream and a cherry.

      “Oh … oh, okay.” The waitress nodded. “Been one of those days, huh?”

      “I need two of them, actually.” Sloan handed the waitress back the menu. “And the biggest basket of fries you have.”

      “Well, I usually just get the drinks. Your server will…”

      The girl’s words withered into oblivion under Sloan’s stare.

      “I’ll see what I can do,” she said as she turned to go.

      “Thank you.” Sloan drummed her fingers on the clean, granite tabletop.

      Her calories ordered, Sloan was already forming a plan. She wouldn’t be missed from the palace; her rank assured she answered to no one but the queen. Still, she had a day at most before the queen would request an audience to find out what she had discovered at Livingston Industries. What had she discovered? A zombie woman with an incredible story?

      Was Sloan going to throw everything away, just like that? Maybe she should talk to the queen, give her a chance to explain. Maybe she shouldn’t do anything until she had collected more information.

      “Here you go.” A young man with a name tag reading “Michael” stopped by her table with two massive chocolate shakes and a basket full of fries. He placed them down, looking sideways at Sloan. “Do you need utensils, or—”

      Sloan answered his question by grabbing a handful of the salt-laden fries, dipping them into her chocolate shake, then shoving them into her mouth.

      The flavor of salt-and-sweet exploded in her mouth like fireworks. For the briefest moment, Sloan was happy. She closed her eyes, enjoying the flavors, totally forgetting the young man was still at her table.

      “Okay, well, you enjoy. Let me know if you need anything else.” Michael began to back away slowly as if any sudden movement would disturb Sloan.

      “I need a burger,” Sloan said, shoving another handful of chocolate-laden goodness into her mouth. “Make it to-go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan’s stomach felt like it was going to burst as she turned the last corner that would lead to her final destination. The top button to her pants had been loosened, the burger she’d ordered to-go still uneaten in a bag she held in her left hand.

      She had spent so long in the restaurant, and even longer now, strolling to a place she hadn’t visited in years, that the sun was setting and the full moon was slowly drifting upward.

      A pair of soldiers Sloan didn’t recognize passed on the opposite side of the street from her. They exchanged confused looks, but still offered her crisp salutes.

      In turn, Sloan only stared at them until they looked away. The smells from her childhood overwhelmed the smell of the cold burger in her bag. A bakery stood on the corner, its owner closing up for the night. A dry cleaners on the opposite end did the same.

      The scent of the two establishments combined, to make one of the best odors Sloan had ever smelt. In a way, it was the best part of her childhood. Bouncing around from orphanage to foster home to orphanage hadn’t been easy.

      As a child, she had never known her parents much less what a family was. The idea of people being related and caring for one another was as foreign to her as flying was to a fish.

      In a way, the army had been the closest thing to a family Sloan had ever known, the queen the most similar thing to a parent. Sloan stopped in front of a massive house with peeling white paint. She leaned against the ill-kept gate. Weeds dominated the yard. Lights that would have shone in every window a few years before were now dark.

      The orphanage sign was long gone, leaving a building abandoned to only the memory of what it had once represented. Sloan’s grip on the paper bag tightened as she was transported back in time to relive her childhood, like some kind of punishment.

      “Excuse me, mum.”

      A young girl’s voice broke Sloan out of her trance-like state. Sloan wasn’t sure how long she had been standing in front of the empty building—minutes, maybe; surely not an hour—but the sky was dark. The moon was full, huge and bright.

      “Yes?” Sloan looked the girl up and down. She couldn’t have been older than eight or nine. Her clothes were worn, but she was clean. “What is it?”

      “Did you live there?” The girl pointed to the dark orphanage. “I lived there for a time before it was shut down, and I was moved the Albright Orphanage down on Thirty-second Street.”

      “I did live there.” Sloan knelt down next to the girl. “That makes you and I sisters in a way.”

      “Oh, really?” The young girl’s face lit up. She smiled, showing two rows of crooked teeth. “My name’s Cherish.”

      “Cap—” Sloan caught herself. Was she still prepared to be a captain in the queen’s army after the events of the day? “My name’s Sloan.”

      “Sloan.” Cherish repeated the word with reverence. “You’re in the queen’s army, then? You must be so brave. I don’t think I could ever do that. Everyone says I’m not worth a damn.”

      Sloan wasn’t the motherly type, but something much like motherly instinct caused her to reach forward and place a hand on Cherish’s shoulder. The young girl flinched under her touch.

      “You decide how much you’re worth, Cherish.” Sloan looked deep into the girl’s dark brown eyes. “Not your friends, not your enemies. Every day you teach people how to treat you. People want to tell you what you can and can’t do, because that’s what they’ve told themselves in the mirror every morning. It’s easier to write something off as impossible, than to actually apply yourself day after day to accomplish that goal.”

      “You’re saying I can be like one of those heroes who rescued Burrow Den from the beast?” The girl’s eyes lit up as bright as the moon. “I heard one of them was the queen’s own guard. She fights like a goddess incarnate. Fire shoots from her sword, and no one knows her true name.”

      “Yes.” Sloan gave the girl’s arm a gentle squeeze before letting go. “I’m saying you can be just like her. You can be better than her. You should be getting along now, it’s late. Do you like burgers?”

      Cherish accepted the bag, gave Sloan a quick awkward hug, then ran down the street.

      Sloan was left alone for a moment. But just as thoughts that things would be all right had entered her mind, the screaming started.
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      As the bloodcurdling noise continued, it became less of a scream and more of a howl. It was coming from somewhere close.

      Bad day to binge eat and feel like a balloon, Sloan thought as she buckled her pants. Time to let some of this frustration out.

      Sloan ran down the cobblestone street. She made two rights around a large building that looked like some kind of clothing store. Her path brought her into a wide alley.

      There, her mind processed the events unfolding in front of her as fast as it raced to come up with a solution. The manic yells were coming from Aareth, hunched over double on her side of the alley. On the opposite end, a group of darkly dressed figures advanced.

      “Aareth! Aareth, what’s happening to you?” Sloan couldn’t even glance at her friend; the group of strangers were coming at them too fast. “Are you hurt?”

      Screams—no, howls—of pain ripped from Aareth’s throat. His body heaved on all fours as if he were 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.”

      Sloan drew her saber. “What are you talking about?” She flipped the switch to begin heating the weapon’s blade and gripped the pommel so tight, her hand shook. The light from 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 to either side of the wide alley clung to the figures, as if darkness itself welcomed them. “I know who you are. You’re the assassin, The Scar. You work for Doctor Livingston.”

      “I did work for the doctor, but he has grown useless to my true master. He’s a pawn in this game, much like you. I, however, am something much more different.” The man spread his arms wide, calling a halt to the advancing figures to either side. Without so much as a look in his direction, they stopped in their tracks. “Now, thanks to the experiments done on 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 from the flow of adrenaline that proceeded every battle.

      Aareth pounded on 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 in red ribbons. And this wasn’t even the worst part. The irises of his eyes had gone yellow.

      Sloan’s heart seized as she witnessed the impossible.

      In front of her eyes, dark fur rippled across his body, while hands and feet transformed into paws. A snout sprouted from his mouth. Salivating teeth snapped an angry staccato.

      In seconds, Aareth was gone. In front of her was a half-man, half-wolf 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 shifted its weight onto its muscular hind legs, ready to spring. At who, was anyone’s guess.

      “Truly exceptional,” The Scar breathed. He took a step closer. The moon caught his eyes, briefly showing blood red irises. “Both born from experiments; both similar, yet so different. Well, that’s enough admiration. Kill them both.”

      Sloan took a step away from the monster Aareth had become to focus on the immediate threat. Two of the six still figures streaked toward Sloan, moving 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, and the sound gave her courage. Never the shy type, Sloan charged forward to meet the attack.

      They were blurs of black robes and fangs, and The Scar seemed content to let these two members of his group attack Sloan. He moved with the rest, toward the beast Aareth had become.

      Sloan slashed out with her sword, but they danced around her, laughing and sneering at her. Every time they came in for an attack, Sloan was a second too late to block or counter. They landed strikes with their knives or with their punches.

      In a matter of seconds, Sloan bled from a cut above her eye and her lip. She was brought to her knees with a shot to her kidneys and another to her left temple. Her sword clattered to the ground beside her.

      Somewhere in the background, the fight of the century was taking place between Aareth and the remaining members of the Vampire Project. In Sloan’s mind, that’s what they had to be. The queen must have sent them to collect Aareth, when Sloan had stumbled upon the group.

      Two more strikes landed across Sloan’s face. Pain exploded all over her body.

      “Look at her.” One of the vampires removed his hood. He was the same man who had been part of the exhibit in the palace when the Vampire Project was unveiled. “Captain Charlotte Sloan, too slow and too old to keep up with the new recruits.”

      “Stop talking to her, Hunter.” The other cloaked figure also removed her hood, showing her identity—the woman who had exhibited her speed for the crowd in the ballroom. “Leave her be, you know she’s the queen’s pet.”

      “I don’t think that’s going to save her this time.” Hunter squatted down beside Sloan. He grabbed a handful of her hair and pulled up so hard, Sloan thought the roots would be ripped from her head. “I think this time, she’s killed in the confusion.”

      A crack so brutal came from the conflict between Aareth and the rest of the vampires. Both Hunter and Sloan turned to look.

      Blood painted the pavement and both sides of the alley in grisly fashion. The five vampires trying to bring down Aareth were having a difficult time. Aareth was shaking one of the vampires in his jaws from side to side like a rag doll, the cracking noise coming from the body as he broke ribs.

      “Bring him down!” The Scar screamed, rushing in with the remaining four members of his group. Much as Sloan’s own attacker had done to her, they jumped in and out, slashing with knives and hammering Aareth’s body with fists and kicks.

      Aareth bled from a dozen wounds. His dark fur was matted with both his own blood and that of his enemies. It was The Scar who had landed the final blow to the underside of Aareth’s jaw. Aareth dropped the body from his jaws and stumbled back, stunned. At once, the remaining vampires dogpiled on top of him—two controlling his head, while the other two bound his legs with iron bracers they drew forth from within their cloaks.

      Sloan focused past the haze that had come with so many blows landed to her skull. She had to make the most of her enemy’s temporary lapse in attention.

      Sloan grabbed on to Hunter’s throat with her left hand, and with every ounce of strength in her body, she squeezed.

      It wasn’t enough to make her pale-skinned attacker gasp, but it was enough to make him release his hold on her hair.

      “What are you trying to do?” Hunter grinned, showing off his elongated canines. “You have no chance against us. Did you think grabbing me around the throat would do anything besides piss me off?”

      He grabbed Sloan’s wrist so hard, she thought for sure he would break her bones. With the other hand, he grabbed Sloan’s own throat.

      “I wasn’t trying to piss you off,” Sloan gasped. “I just wanted you to let go of my hair so I could reach down with my free hand to grab my sword.”

      Hunter’s expression went from one of smug pleasure, to confusion, to terror, as he realized what Sloan was implying. He looked down just in time to see the blade turn red.

      With all the strength she could muster, Sloan shoved her blade through the underside of Hunter’s jaw, through his open mouth and skull, and out the top of his head. The mage sword hummed with a hungry glee as it traveled through the vampire’s body.

      “No!” The vampire woman with Hunter ran forward, slamming into Sloan so hard, Sloan flew across the alley to crash against the brick wall.

      Sloan’s vision exploded with bright lights. She landed on her hands and knees, trying to wrestle her consciousness from the fingers of oblivion. Somewhere, she could hear Aareth being dragged off, still thrashing under his bonds.

      “You did extremely well.” The Scar came to stand beside Sloan. He lifted her up by her neck. Her feet dangled off the ground. “I’m impressed, captain. It’s too bad you weren’t selected for the Vampire Project. I have a feeling you would have made one killer vampire.”

      Sloan didn’t even see the knife in The Scar’s free hand while a piercing pain unlike anything she had ever experienced took her breath away. All of her other injuries paled in light of this new sensation. Breathing became difficult as warm blood spread over her uniform. The knife slid cleanly out from between her rib cage.

      The Scar dropped Sloan to the ground without a second thought.

      “You’ll have a few minutes to live before you bleed out.” The Scar cleaned the blade on his tongue. “More, if you try to staunch the flow. But there’s no hope for you. Your wound is life-ending. I just wanted to make sure we were on the same page. I have a wolf to skin back at the palace. Have a nice afterlife.”

      Sloan watched the back of The Scar retreat as he directed his remaining vampires to drag Aareth down the alley. Darkness came for her soon after.
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      “Wake up, wake up.”

      Sloan opened her eyes, ready to see what life after death looked like. To her wonder, it looked exactly like the life she just left.

      “We have to get you to a doctor.”

      Sloan focused on the voice. It was Cherish, the young girl she had met before the fight.

      “I saw everything.” Cherish pushed a empty paper bag against Sloan’s wound. “Come on, we have to get you help.”

      “I’m past help.” Sloan didn’t try to regain her feet. She knew what a wound like hers meant. “There’s not a doctor in New Hope who could save me now.”

      “So what, you’re just going to give up?” Anger filled Cherish’s voice. “What about all that motivating stuff you told me? Was that all lies? Do you want to live, or do you want to die? You decide that, no one else.”

      A light bulb went off in Sloan’s mind. The chances of it working were minimal, but at this point, she didn’t have a whole lot to lose.

      “Help me up.” Sloan motioned to Cherish. “Is that the hamburger bag you’re using to stop the bleeding?”

      “Yep.” Cherish herself nearly fell helping Sloan to her feet.

      The pain upon standing was the worst Sloan had ever felt. Her breathing came in short, wheezing gasps, and every second was accompanied by not only numbing agony, but also a consciousness that worked against her to drag her back into the blackness.

      “The palace.” Sloan winced, trying not to put too much of her weight on the girl. “Do you know how to get there? I mean, the back entrance through the garden.”

      “I do.” Cherish leaned down to gather Sloan’s sword. “We can stick to the shadows. Let’s go.”

      Sloan and Cherish made their way down the blood-soaked alley. Although the street on which the battle had taken place was located in the business district, a handful of people still dared to look out their windows, a few even brave enough to peek around a corner. No one besides Cherish had offered assistance.

      The next few miles were ones Sloan didn’t remember, having faded in and out of a conscious state. The only thing on her mind was putting one foot in front of the other. She knew if she could do that enough times, she had a chance of making it to the palace.

      “You’ll be all right. You’ll be all right,” Cherish repeated like a mantra. “We can get you to the palace.”

      Sloan didn’t say a word. It wasn’t that she didn’t agree with Cherish; she just couldn’t spare the extra effort without either falling over or passing out altogether.

      Time proved Cherish right. Staying in the shadows, they somehow managed to avoid running into any patrolling soldiers. Likewise, the citizens they did come cross were either too busy talking to one another or wrote Sloan off as a drunk being aided home by a younger sibling.

      Soon, the back of the palace was in front of them. A black, wrought iron gate guarded the queen’s garden before opening up to the palace itself. The same moon that had witnessed the fight earlier still shone bright, unhindered by the few clouds roaming the night sky.“You saved me tonight.” Sloan pushed herself off of Cherish. She wobbled on her feet under the pressure of the pain pouring over her body from her right side. “Cherish, thank you. I owe you my life.”

      “I can go with you,” Cherish said, trying to take Sloan’s arm again. “I can help you.”

      Sloan’s eyes wandered to the two soldiers standing guard by the gate entrance. It was impossible for Sloan to tell what they had been ordered to do once they came in contact with Sloan, if anything at all. Was it simply The Scar and his vampires who had been eager to kill Sloan in the process of capturing Aareth, or was there a standing order to kill Sloan on sight?

      Either way, there was only one way to know for sure.

      “You’ve done more than your part tonight.” Sloan winked at Cherish. “But I may call on you soon. Will you be ready?”

      “I will.” Cherish’s eyes widened in wonder. “Anything you need.”

      “Perfect. Go now. I’ll come find you when this is all over.”

      “Do you promise?”

      “You have my word, Cherish.”

      “All right, then.” Cherish turned to go. “And thanks again for the burger.”

      Cherish vanished into the night, back down the path they had taken to reach the palace. A trail of blood marked the way.

      Sloan tried not to think of how much blood she had lost in the process. One thing was certain, she felt weak and cold. If the guards on duty did not welcome her, she was out of luck.

      As she limped closer to the two guards, familiar voices drifted to her on the wind.

      “And then I told him that if he didn’t move out of his mother’s house, I was going to leave him.” Private Pia breathed a heavy sigh. “I mean, we’re not kids anymore. Is it too much to ask? I can’t support us both on a private’s salary.”

      “Hey, you’re preaching to the choir over here, girlfriend.” Sergeant Harrison shrugged his massive shoulders. “I’ve only just begun to get my life together. You can’t let people pull you down. It’s just so hard ending relationships, because you want to help them, but not at the cost of losing yourself in the process.”

      “I know, right?” Pia shook her head. “I hate adulting. Can we just go back to being kids?”

      Sergeant Harrison had his back turned to Sloan. Sloan saw Pia peek over his shoulder as she caught sight of something moving in the dark.

      “Halt! Who—Captain Sloan?” Pia dropped her rifle. She moved past Sergeant Harrison to Sloan’s side. “What happened?”

      The concern in Pia’s voice told Sloan all she needed to know. There was no hunt for her going on at the moment. The Scar and his vampires had just decided to kill her because she was there, not because the queen had ordered her death.

      “Help me.” Sloan slumped against Pia’s shoulder. Once again, she felt lightheaded. “Take me to the armory.”

      “The armory?” Sergeant Harrison limped over to her side, taking her other arm and wrapping it around his shoulder. “You need a doctor. We should take you to the infirmary.”

      “You have to trust me.” Sloan sagged between the private and the sergeant, wondering how she had ever walked without their help. “I need to see Edison at the armory as fast as you can take me there.”

      “All right.” Sergeant Harrison exchanged a nod with Pia. “The armory, it is. What happened to you?”

      Somewhere in the back of her mind, Sloan knew she had been asked a question. The loss of blood had addled her thoughts so that her focus was on Sergeant Harrison’s limp. The limp she had given him before she left to hunt the beast in Burrow Den.

      Sloan’s head sagged. She was being half-carried, half dragged. Her right arm was over Pia’s neck, her left wrapped around Sergeant Harrison’s. The scene around her changed from the outside dark to bright mage lights inside the palace.

      For whatever reason, Sloan could only think about the Sergeant’s knee.

      “I’m sorry,” Sloan mumbled. Blood poured out of her mouth.

      “What?” Pia asked.

      “I broke his knee.” The words came out of Sloan’s lips like she was drunk. “I shouldn’t have done that.”

      “I’ll be fine.” The sergeant grabbed Sloan tighter as the trio hurried forward like some kind of six-legged amoeba. “I deserved it. In a weird kind of way, it was a wakeup call for me.”

      Sloan wanted to say more, but she was fading quickly.
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      “Get her on the table.” Edison’s voice brought Sloan out of her haze-like state. “What happened?”

      “I don’t know.” Pia’s voice was on the verge of panic. “She stumbled up to the back gate. She said she only wanted to see you.”

      “I’m a inventor-slash-scientist, not a doctor.” Edison looked at the wound with a grimace. “That looks painful.”

      Sitting up on the steel table where she had been placed was out of the question. Instead, Sloan gathered herself. She opened her eyes, taking in the scene around her. On her left, Pia and Sergeant Harrison looked on, worried. On her right, Edison and Elwood did the same.

      “Sloan, are you awake?” Edison leaned toward her. “Are you alive, Sloan?”

      Sloan grabbed Edison by his shirt collar and drew him in close.

      “The Phoenix Serum … I’m past anything a doctor can do.” Sloan’s words were broken and twisted. Her heart rate slowed to a dangerous pace. “Vampires. The Vampire Project.”

      Sloan’s grip on Edison released.

      “She’s dying!” Pia yelled. “You have to do something!”

      “Okay, all right, okay.” Edison ran to a worktable, one of many in the massive warehouse-like room. “I have an idea, but it hasn’t been tested. I can’t promise anything, Sloan. I’ll need your consent.”

      Edison ran back to her side with two long needles. One was filled with amber liquid, the other with blue. Edison jumped on top of the table, looking down at Sloan. He shook his head, wearing a grimace as if thinking the outcome of his actions were not favorable.

      “Sloan, I’m going to inject you with Phoenix Serum and the elixir we used to create the vampires.” Edison swallowed hard. “It’s the only thing I can think of. We have a chance, if the healing properties of both liquids act together to heal your body.”

      “Do it,” Sloan managed.

      “I should warn you that I, in no way, can be held responsible for the outcome.” Edison shook his head again. “This is beyond my—”

      Elwood barked something in high-pitched gibberish.

      “There’s no need for that kind of language, Elwood.” Edison took a deep breath. “My God, man! Do you kiss your gnome mother with that mouth?”

      Edison leaned over Sloan. Both needles hovered over her still frame.

      “Okay. One, two…” Edison paused.

      “She’s dying!” Sergeant Harrison’s panicked voice filled the room. “She doesn’t need a countdown.”

      “I was doing it for me.” Edison plunged both needles into Sloan’s heart. Without hesitation, he pushed the plungers down with his thumbs.

      The closest way Sloan’s mind could make sense of the feeling coursing through her body was a mix between being stricken by lightning and having her blood replaced by liquid caffeine.

      “Ahhhh!” Sloan sat bolt upright on the table, throwing Edison from his squatting position above her.

      Every part of Sloan’s body vibrated with energy. She now knew how her mage sword must feel as it hummed with power. Breathing that had once come in short, painful gasps was now easy, quick, plentiful. The searing agony that had coursed over her head and torso was replaced with a sense of calm.

      Elwood was the first to break the spell of silence. He pointed a chubby finger at Sloan’s side, and something unintelligible came from his mouth, though it sounded like he was saying “loella” to Sloan.

      Sloan followed his gaze to the slash in her uniform. The black fabric was soaked in her own blood. Without hesitation, Sloan removed her top. Somehow, she already knew what she would find.

      The white tank top she wore under her uniform was painted in crimson red. A section of cloth that had been sliced open by The Scar’s knife showed new pale, pinking skin underneath.

      Sloan looked up into the wide eyes of Private Pia and Sergeant Harrison. Edison picked himself up from the spot where he had landed.

      “Well, no one rush to see if I’m all right. I’m fine.” Edison dusted himself off and walked over to Sloan. “We definitely need to do some tests to see how the Phoenix Serum in combination with our vampire super-soldier elixir is going to affect your body.”

      A howl echoed through the room from somewhere outside. Edison and Sloan exchanged a quick look.

      “You know?” Edison cocked his head to the side. “Because I know. But I was the one who ran the test. How do you know? Is it … is it Aareth?”

      Thus far, Sloan hadn’t said a word. Her mind had been racing to keep up with the changes her body had undergone. Hearing Aareth’s name wrestled her into action.

      “I don’t have time to explain any of this.” Sloan jumped off of the table. She caught sight of her sword in Sergeant Harrison’s meaty hand. “Edison, you have to destroy the rest of the vampire elixir. When you’re done, get Doctor Livingston and Commander Brookhaven. Meet me in three days, in Term. If I’m not there by then, disappear.”

      “What are you talking about?” Edison’s eyebrows shot up. “It’s possible the combination of serum and elixir could have caused you to hallucinate. Are you high?”

      “I’m fine, just trust me.” Sloan accepted her sword back from Sergeant Harrison. “I need you two to find Jack and the Ahab sisters. Tell them the same thing—Term, three days.”

      The massive armory doors opened in tandem. The queen walked in, followed by The Scar and his remaining four vampire super soldiers.

      The room fell quiet. Everyone except Sloan kneeled in the queen’s presence. Sloan almost did, as well, it so ingrained in her nature to show respect to her queen.

      The queen wore a simple white dress, her hair pulled back into a ponytail. Her face was still as Sloan remembered it: kind, sincere, and above all, trustworthy.

      “You may all rise,” the queen began. Although she spoke to everyone else, her eyes never left Sloan’s. “Captain, I understand you’re confused right now. When you didn’t return after your meeting with Doctor Livingston, I feared he had twisted your mind.”

      “Tell me it’s all a lie.” Sloan found a part of herself hoping the queen could somehow make sense of everything for her. She wanted her to say that Doctor Livingston was a liar. “Tell me it’s a lie, and then tell me why you’re working with an assassin who tried to kill me, along with the rest of your vampire soldiers.”

      “I never told them to kill you, Sloan. I only told them to bring back Aareth.” The queen gave The Scar a hard stare. “Killing you was an order they decided on their own, and trust me, there will be brutal consequences.”

      “I apologize, Your Majesty.” The Scar finally met the queen’s stare. “But as you can see, your captain is resilient. I would be interested in finding out exactly how she survived.”

      “Doctor Livingston told me Leah Noble is your sister.” Sloan ignored The Scar and instead flipped the switch on her weapon. “He told me how you’d used magic to bring Aareth’s wife back from the dead, and had planned on using her.”

      “Well, the good doctor has told you a lot, hasn’t he?” The queen pursed her lips, deep in concentration. “Okay, Sloan, I’ll tell you everything. Leah Noble is my sister. For decades, we’ve worked to clean up the streets of New Hope. Now, it’s time to do the same for the rest of the Outland. Under our rule, we’ll prosper, we’ll have order, and we’ll thrive together as one people.”

      “You mean you’ll conquer the Outland and they’ll live under your rule.”

      “If you choose to see it that way, then yes. My sister and I understand the manpower it would take to convince the Outland to join us. Where our army isn’t large enough to wage a campaign, enhanced soldiers could fill that gap.” The queen motioned to the armory. “Edison, along with Doctor Livingston, has done an outstanding job. Of course, I always knew the good doctor was working against me. I didn’t know until now that Commander Brookhaven was our escaped Ashley.”

      “You knew Doctor Livingston was heading up The Order, and you didn’t do anything?”

      “One thing you realize when you get to be queen is that it’s more beneficial to keep one’s enemies close. At any given time you know exactly what they’re doing, as opposed to leaving them to their own devices.”

      “I don’t know how I’ve been so stupid.” Sloan spat the words as if they’d come with a vile taste. “You’ve only ever had your eyes set on conquest. Everything that’s come up to this point is only a means furthering this end.”

      “Don’t do this, Sloan.” The queen opened her arms. “I love you like a daughter. I know I should have told you that sooner, but I’ve failed you in that way. Join me as the leader of my army, and we can usher in an era full of peace and prosperity for the entire known world.”

      Sloan said a silent prayer that those who had helped her so far were still on her side. If they weren’t, then her plan had already failed.

      “Edison, Elwood, you know what to do.” Sloan took a step forward, positioning herself between the vampires and her friends. “Pia, Harrison, I can buy you a few minutes.”

      “What makes you think you can even compete with us, after what we’d done to you in the alley?” laughed one of the vampires Sloan didn’t recognize. “You’re out of your league.”

      “You!” Sloan roared, pointing her sword at the vampire super soldier. “You die first.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      If the vampires had known about the transformation Sloan had undergone, they would have been less willing to meet her attack. They relied on what they thought was their superior sense of speed.

      Sloan moved like fury incarnate. Unaware of how strong or fast she was now, she pushed her new abilities to their limits. Energy like she had never known aided her movements as she cut through the queen’s vampires.

      Before they could comprehend that Sloan was moving just as fast, if not faster, than they were, two vampires lay on the floor, dead—one decapitated, the other completely cleaved in two from a combination of Sloan’s strength and her mage sword.

      Out of her peripheral vision, Sloan saw Pia and Harrison sprint through the open armory door. Edison was grabbing beakers and breaking them across the table. Elwood lit the spilled liquid on fire with a match he had summoned from his back.

      “Stop them!” the queen ordered. For the first time, something other than calm had been added to her tone.

      The last two vampires beside The Scar moved to do the queen’s bidding. Sloan cleaved through the first like her sword was passing through air. The second vampire was a bit smarter, but not by much.

      He raised his own knife to block Sloan’s sword. Either he wasn’t paying attention to the power Sloan’s weapon held, or he already knew he was dead, but he figured, what the heck.

      Sloan’s blade cut through the vampire’s knife as easily as it cut through bone and flesh. The vampire fell to the floor, never to rise again.

      Sloan positioned herself so her back was to the open door of the armory. Edison and Elwood, both carrying cases, ran through.

      “It’s over,” Sloan said from across her blade. She ignored The Scar and looked to the queen instead. “Give up.”

      “Oh, my dear, sweet Sloan.” The queen shook her head like a disappointed mother. “This story is only beginning.”

      The Scar lunged at Sloan, dodging her blade and getting close enough to strike her across the jaw. The blow brought a minimal amount of pain, causing Sloan to turn her head to the side. Sloan looked back at her attacker with a smile.

      “What are you?” The Scar said, hesitating a moment too long.

      Sloan struck him across the face with the pommel of her sword. Every ounce of strength she could channel went into her next kick. She hit The Scar in the chest with her right foot, sending him flying across the warehouse room. His body crashed against the far wall and was lost to sight.

      “How long until someone raises the alarm?” the queen asked with a sigh. “How far do you think you’ll get?”

      “I’ll get far enough.” Sloan lowered her weapon. She had already asked and answered the question. She wasn’t prepared to kill the queen. “I’ll make you see that what you’re doing is not the next step in peace. It’s conquest.”

      “Well, history is written by the victor.” The queen moved past her, toward the door. “I’m going to send the men who come after you with strict orders to bring you back alive. I’m not giving up on you, Sloan.”

      “And I’ll send them back to you in bandages.” Sloan turned to watch the back of the queen as she made her way down the hall. “I’m not giving up on you.”

      “Maybe that’s one of the reasons I like you, because we’re so much alike.” The queen disappeared around the corner. “You have minutes before the alarm sounds.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan sprinted down the hall toward the howls and the whimpering. Since the second battle with the vampires began, the noise had been in the background. Aareth was being held somewhere close. Sloan’s speed was astonishing. Even more amazing, her body had accepted her new ability with ease. Sloan rushed past servants and guards in a blur.

      She couldn’t blame them for jumping or gawking. Not only was she moving at superhuman speed, she was also a sight to behold. The sheath to her sword was long lost. She held the weapon in her right fist, the blade still humming and glowing a faint red. Her clothes were a mess of her own blood and that of the slaughtered vampires.

      The white undershirt was stained crimson and a huge slit was cut on the right side where Scar had nearly killed her. Her hair was a disaster, and she suspected her face still had caked-on blood from the wounds she had received prior to becoming whatever she was now.

      Sloan pounded down the halls toward the sound of yelps and cries. The noise was coming from the general direction of the front courtyard. It made sense; Sloan hadn’t seen Aareth during her journey from the back gate, through the garden, and to the palace.

      Sloan barreled into a side door leading out into the courtyard harder than she had meant to. The door blew off its hinges, exploding in a shower of wood splinters. Sloan came face to face with a dozen armed soldiers standing around a massive iron cage. Aareth was bound, still in his wolf form. His howls were so loud this close, they made her insides vibrate.

      No one made a move. The soldiers all stared at her, trying to make sense of the seemingly self-imploding door and her ragged, bloodied state.

      Sloan searched the soldiers for a familiar face. She caught the eye of Lieutenant Baker. His expression was worth a thousand words as he tried to make sense of what he was seeing.

      “I need you and your soldiers to stand down, lieutenant.” Sloan switched off her mage sword and lowered her weapon. “I’m taking the wolf.”

      Lieutenant Baker didn’t speak. Instead, he looked back and forth from Sloan to the cage, still trying to make sense of the situation. His breath made steaming puffs in the cold night air. The torches and flaming braziers stationed around the courtyard played with the shadows in sinister fashion.

      “Yes, of course.” The Lieutenant moved to the side. “Captain, are you injured? What happened to you?”

      Sloan forced herself into a fast walk instead of a run to the cage. If she could get away with this without violence, it would be the best option for everyone involved. These soldiers were only following their orders. They had no idea of the plans the queen had at play.

      “I’m fine.” Sloan approached the cage. It was at least ten feet tall, with thick, black reinforced iron bars. “Do you have the key?”

      “Here.” Lieutenant Baker handed her the cold, steel instrument. “Captain, are you sure you don’t need medical attention? You’re bleeding.”

      The lieutenant wasn’t the only one to catch on that something wasn’t right. All around Sloan, soldiers were whispering to one another.

      Easy, just breathe, Sloan told herself as she inserted the key and unlocked the cage. You’re their superior. They don’t know what’s going on. All you have to do is get Aareth and get out of the city.

      Sloan ignored the lieutenant as she stepped inside the cage. Her skin prickled with goosebumps, not from the cold, but from the monstrosity Aareth had turned into, the one that was lying in front of her.

      Heavy panting came from the wolf beast. Calling it a true wolf wasn’t exactly accurate. Now that Sloan had a chance to see what Aareth had become and not worry about super soldier vampires trying to kill her, she was taken back by his transformation.

      His body was covered in thick, black fur that did nothing to hide the musculature of his frame. Wounds from the fight with the vampires still criss-crossed his skin. His hind feet were that of a wolf’s, but his torso looked more like a man’s, with arms, hands, and fingers. His head was all canine, from sharp, pointed ears, to his muzzle that steamed with hot, panicked breaths.

      He had stopped howling once Sloan had entered the courtyard, but low, almost inaudible cries still escaped his lungs. The only thing that truly remained of Aareth was the intensity in his eyes. The same eyes that had joked and laughed with her before, studied her now. It was impossible for Sloan to tell if he recognized her or not, but the fact that he wasn’t straining against his bonds to attack her was a good sign.

      “I don’t know how much of you is left in there,” Sloan whispered to Aareth. “But your wife is alive. If you want to see her and get out of this cage, you have to listen to me.”

      Aareth stopped whining. Besides the heavy lift of his chest when he breathed, he lay still. Sloan examined his bonds. He was lying on his left side with a pair of steel braces connecting his hind paws to one another and anchoring them to the ground. He had another pair around his forepaws. Finally, a steel collar fit tightly around his neck. It was also chained to the ground.

      “Easy, I’m going to get you out of here.” Sloan’s heart raced. Every beat became too loud as she heard it in her head and ears. “If you bite me, I’m going to be so pissed.”

      Sloan was aware of soldiers on all sides of the cage murmuring to one another and retreating to what they deemed a safe distance.

      “Captain, Captain Sloan.” Lieutenant Baker was the only one brave enough to question her now. “Are you sure you should be doing this?”

      Like before, Sloan ignored him. She was too busy praying that the same key that unlocked the cage would also release Aareth from his bonds.

      Hindquarters first, Sloan inserted the key. With a loud click, the bonds fell away.

      Sloan let out a huge breath she hadn’t known she was holding. Aareth still didn’t move, besides his rising and lowering chest. His bright blue eyes followed her actions.

      Sloan moved to the second set of restraints on his front paws. The key did its magic. Once again, the shackles opened and released Aareth from their grasp.

      “This is going to work,” Sloan whispered to him as she gathered her courage to release the collar from his neck. “We’re going to be okay.”

      Alarms signaling a complete palace and city lockdown split the night air in a cacophony so loud it could have woken the dead. Aareth jolted in surprise. On instinct, his jaws opened, and he bit into Sloan’s right arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Aareth bit her, two things happened at once. The feeling of a dozen knives clamping down on either side of her arm shocked Sloan, and for a split second the pain was held at bay by the pure shock of the moment. Sloan screamed in agony once that half-second had passed.

      The second thing that happened was a group of guards who ran from the palace, all shouting things, trying to be heard over the loud sirens.

      Sloan had bigger problems on her hands than trying to catch what the soldiers were saying, but she caught enough to understand. There was plenty of pointing and hand waving in her direction, along with the broken, “Stop the captain,” and “Get her.”

      With Sloan’s right arm still in Aareth’s mouth, Sloan was left with only one choice. She pulled back her left fist that still held her sword and struck Aareth in the nose with all her might. The hilt made contact with the soft part of Aareth’s snout. Blood flew into the air, but brought the desired result. Aareth released his grip. Blue eyes watering, he shook his head from side to side.

      Sloan didn’t have time to think. Soldiers from all around the cage were running at her now. There were precious seconds to react.

      Sloan ignored her bleeding arm and the pain that accompanied the wound. She flipped on the switch to her mage sword, bringing the blade down on the last restraint around Aareth’s neck.

      “Don’t kill anybody,” Sloan yelled at Aareth as she exited the cage. “Follow me.”

      That’s all she could do. Hands were already reaching to tackle her to the ground. Rifles were pointed her way. The siren continued, followed by so much shouting, Sloan wondered how even the soldiers could hear one another.

      Sloan did her absolute best not to seriously injure any of the soldiers trying to grab her. But the fact was she was still getting used to her own strength. Sloan bulldozed past the first few soldiers. When a hand did grab her, it was ripped away as they lost her grip on her, thanks to her newfound speed.

      When Sloan did strike, she aimed for a stomach or a kick to a leg. She turned off her mage sword, worried she would actually kill one of the soldiers trying to grab her. As she bulldozed her way to the palace exit, the wrought iron gates began to swing closed.

      Gunshots filled the air, flying past her head or striking the cobblestone steps, sending up broken pieces of stone.

      Breathing was easy as she sprinted. Even the pain in her arm was beginning to dull. Sloan chanced a look behind her. Whether he understood what she’d said, or he was as eager as she was to escape from the cage and the bullets, Aareth ran just behind her.

      Sloan’s feet barely touched the ground before they lifted again. Still, by the time she had reached the front gates, they had just swung closed.

      What the hell, Sloan thought. I’ve already been punched, stabbed, and bitten tonight.

      Sloan slammed into the iron fence at a full sprint. Her teeth rattled as she made contact with the unforgiving frame. It sagged, bent for a moment, and Sloan thought she had broken the gate off of its hinges. But it held. Sloan stumbled back, stunned, before Aareth slammed into her from behind, sending both of them crashing into the gate.

      A rending metallic tear added to the sounds of the night. Side by side, Sloan and Aareth sprinted down the street toward the city’s main gates.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Even with their inhuman gift of speed, Sloan knew there was no way they were going to make it through the city and reach New Hope’s main entrance ahead of the alarms. Already she could imagine the massive doors being swung shut.

      All around them, people screamed or dove out of their way. Horses bucked at the sight of Sloan and Aareth pounding down the middle of the streets.

      Sloan found herself with a free moment to worry about how Pia, Harrison, Edison, and Elwood had done. Not only that, but the idea had also entered her mind that she had made a unconscious choice to send them after one another while she saved Aareth. Very easily she could have chosen to go and warn Jack and the Ahab sisters, or Doctor Livingston and Commander Brookhaven.

      Had she made the right choice? What if none of the others made it out at all? But she had made the only correct choice there was, hadn’t she? She was the only one who could have saved Aareth, right?

      The cold air that should have chilled her lungs felt refreshing on her run. Fatigue was only a memory while the burning her muscles should have experienced was nonexistent. The pain in her arm where Aareth had bitten her was not only gone, but it also felt better than normal.

      Sloan glanced down to see what had become of her wound. Just like the mortal knife she had taken to the ribs, her injury had healed. The exact science as to her new healing factor would have to wait to be explained, if it ever could be. Right now, Sloan had bigger problems to deal with.

      Sloan and Aareth ran down a slight hill in the road. When they came to the other side, it was a straight shot to New Hope’s city gates. Sloan’s worst fears were realized. The sirens had given the soldiers enough warning to not only swing the gates shut, but to also form a firing line at the front.

      No less than ten rifles were pointed in her direction at the moment.

      A plan came to mind, a plan so insane, Sloan knew she was already changing from the queen’s captain of the guard to some kind of rebel leader willing to take risks.

      “Aareth, don’t kill them.” Sloan was surprised she was able to speak loud and clear, despite her lungs working overtime to support her speed. “You owe me one for saving you. Plus, I’ll bite you if you kill them. I need you to hold them off for a few seconds. I can get us through the gate.”

      The nod from the massive wolf-creature that bounded next to her on all fours might have been Sloan’s imagination, but Aareth did look at her when she spoke.

      There was no time left to plan. Sloan took a position in front of Aareth as the gunfire from the rifles exploded into the air. Whether the soldiers were terrified or Sloan was simply moving too fast, two bullets found their mark—one in her left thigh, and the other in her right shoulder.

      Sloan felt the pain, but it seemed to have even less of an effect than Aareth’s bite. Sloan ran the last few yards to the soldiers, who were half-terrified, half-concentrating on lowering their rifles to unsheathe their swords.

      To Sloan, they moved in slow motion as she vaulted over their line. In her hand, her mage sword came to glowing red life as she swung the blade hilt deep into the massive wooden door that denied them their escape.

      Gritting her teeth, Sloan maneuvered her mage sword around in a huge circle. Slower than she would have liked, the heated metal ate through the wood, carving a path to freedom.

      Sloan could hear Aareth more than she could see him as he barked and roared at the soldiers. Out of Sloan’s peripheral vision, she could see uniformed figures flying through the air, only to come crashing down yards from their previous spots.

      Sweat formed on Sloan’s brow as she carved the blade through the wood. A dozen questions and doubts attacked her as her body strained against the task, but her mind was free to wander.

      What was she becoming? Who would make it to Term in three days? She really should have been more specific in telling them exactly where to meet.

      Sloan finished her rough circle that looked like a two-year-old had attempted to draw a sphere. With the same kick she used to dispatch The Scar, Sloan slammed her foot into the makeshift door. It flew out the other side of the gate without pause.

      “Aareth.” Sloan turned to see how her accomplice was fairing. “We’re home fr—”

      The words died in her mouth. Soldiers who were stupid enough to stay to fight had been scattered around the scene like empty beer bottles at a party. Aareth was sitting down, looking at her, a severed arm in his mouth, his tail wagging furiously. One soldier moaned beside him, holding the fresh wound.

      “Are you kidding me?” Sloan marched over to Aareth, taking the arm from his mouth with a scowl. “What happened to not permanently hurting them?”

      Sloan moved to the groaning soldier. She took off his belt and wrapped it around the wound, then placed his arm beside him.

      “Hang in there. I can already hear help on the way. They’ll be here in seconds. Your arm isn’t lost. Tell them to ice it and they’ll be able to reattach it. I’m sorry about Aareth; he’s still getting used to the whole wolf thing.”

      The soldier’s face was pale from lack of blood, but he nodded along with Sloan’s explanation. “Thank you?”

      Sloan nodded, getting back to her feet. She glared at Aareth, who lowered his head in shame.

      “Come on.” Sloan jumped through the hole in New Hope’s gate. “We have an appointment in Term to make, and a war to plan.”

      

      
        
        End Book Two

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Elizabeth

        

      

    

    
      “When can I see my sister? And Jack, you said I could see them.”

      “And you will. You know the deal. You master this first step in your journey and you’ll be allowed to visit them,” Leah Noble stood with her arms crossed over her chest. “I promise you, they are safe and close by, now focus.”

      Beads of sweat fell down Elizabeth’s brow as she concentrated on her open palms. More than anything she wanted to conjure the magical force to not only see her sister but to be done with Leah Noble at least until their next session.

      “Breath slowly,” Leah coached from the other side of Elizabeth’s new room. “Empty everything in your head and feel the power that courses through you. Don’t think you can, know you can.”

      Elizabeth closed her eyes. Frustration at not being able to bring the magic to her palms enraged her. Why couldn’t she do it? It seemed simple enough. There was no doubt she was special, so why couldn’t she touch the mage power like Jack and Leah could.

      “Your sister thinks there’s something wrong with you,” Leah’s voice penetrated Elizabeth’s concentration. “She thinks you can be fixed from what you are.”

      Elizabeth knew Leah was trying to poison her mind, she knew her sister was only trying to look out for her but there was a part of her that agreed with Leah. Since Abigail discovered that Elizabeth had been experimented on in the secret laboratory in Burrow Den she had been adamant about finding a cure. The truth was, Elizabeth liked being different. It was who she was now.

      “I say there is nothing wrong with you,” Leah coaxed on. “I say you’re as complete as you ever could be. Now, child find the flame within yourself and become what you were always meant to be.”

      Elizabeth gritted her teeth. She felt hot. Her hands started to shake. Something was happening like a piece of her that was locked away was now suddenly free.

      “Open your eyes,” Leah instructed.

      Elizabeth obeyed. What she saw scared and amazed her at the same time.

      Both her hands were alive with dancing flames of yellow magic. Not only that every piece of furniture in her luxurious new room hovered two feet above the ground. From her king sized bed to the brush on her nightstand everything floated in the air.

      “This is what you are,” Leah gave her a sly smile. “And this is only the beginning.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Special Note For You

          

        

      

    

    
      Hello friends,

      Thank you, thank you, thank you, not just for reading my work but staying interested enough to read and finish book two.

      By far this has been my most successful series. I’ve been writing for five years now with fourteen books published before I began penning The Vampire Project books. Up until that point my sales were dismal. I’ll keep my drama in check but between you and me I was disappointed. I knew that I would never stop writing but pouring hours of effort into a novel and seeing so little interest was beginning to wear on my determination.

      But then, like a surprise fart, my career took a turn. I wish I could take credit for this but honestly there were only two things that really changed. First, I started investing serious money into my books. My wife began running Facebook and Amazon ads for my books, she booked promotion sites and worked with the cover designer to create the covers you see on all The Vampire Project books.

      She’s been amazing. Not just because she believes in me to the point she’s willing to invest money into my product but because she’s taken it all on in stride. Through the process I haven’t heard her complain once. Okay, maybe she did mumble something about not sleeping anymore but other than that she’s been a trooper.

      The second major thing that saved my writing career has been the support from other authors. There are so many great writers who offered advice when I reached out or featured my book in their newsletter or blog. Everyone was willing to give me some advice and a push in the right direction.

      So here we are finishing book two and beginning book three. This is a great time to tell you that I’ve been reading your reviews on Amazon and I’ve noticed a few people say they felt mislead by the synopsis since it seems like the novel will take place completely from Sloan’s point of view. I’m listening and I agree. You may have noticed a large portion of the end of House of Blood, comes from Sloan’s point of view, that’s not a coincidence.

      I’m already working on book three in the series and I’ll be writing from Sloan’s view point for the majority of the book. I think the bulk of the tale revolves around her. I’m thinking a sixty to seventy percent split between her and the other characters would be nice. But we’ll see a lot can happen when you’re a pantser like I am. Oh, wait if you don’t know what a pantser is you might get the wrong impression of me.

      A “pantser” is a term writers use to describe someone who writes by the seat of their pants. This means I do no outlining at all. Some people call me crazy and they’d be right. I know where I want the story to go when I sit down to write and it’s more fun for me to follow the characters in their adventure letting them dictate how things happen. It’s like I’m along with them for the ride.

      I still however, have to take notes, with so many characters, backstory and terms to remember I’m having to note every time I introduce a new character or an important piece of information in a character’s back story so I can stay true to the story.

      Anyway it’s been great chatting with you but I have a gnome speaking gibberish in my head that I have to attend to.

      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 (keep reading) so we can stay in touch,

      Jonathan
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          Book Three of the Vampire Project Series

        

      

    

    
    

  


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

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

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

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

      

      

      

      
        
        -Cherokee Proverb

      

      

    

  


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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You could’ve taken them, Kade.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Kade shrugged.

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

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

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

      “Then what is it like?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Kade released his hold on the plate.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sloan sighed through her nose.

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

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

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

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

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

      Kade’s eyes flashed a dangerous shade of orange.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Jack caught her, holding her back with both arms.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Aareth slumped down again, wagging his tail.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Aareth huffed and removed his head from her lap.

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

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

      An idea struck Sloan while she batted away a fly.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

        

      

    

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

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

      Sloan lowered her weapon.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Why did you call me a tiger?”

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Edison continued to snore.

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

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

      Edison blinked a few times before realization crossed his stare.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sloan and the doctor looked at Edison with glares.

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

      

      
        
        Sloan

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

      Doctor Livingston shot Edison a dirty look.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

      “And Ashley,” Oliver chimed in.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This way.” The gargoyle motioned.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jack

      

      

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The next moment, she was gone.

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sloan looked over to find Kimberly grinning.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The bell rang.

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “How?”

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

      “What are you?”

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

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

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

      Elwood offered water and the towel to Sloan.

      Sloan squirted the cold liquid into her mouth.

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

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

      The bell ran again with two quick chimes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Sloan nodded as she forced herself to her legs and met Kimberly in the ring for what she hoped would be the last round.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      There were no words wasted between the two. Sloan was saving her breath for fighting; Kimberly was baring her teeth in rage.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “I think—”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The two guards nodded to her.

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Help! She needs help!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The sounds echoed through the hall.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Run, run while you still have legs!” Leah Noble’s voice filled the space behind them. “When I get my hands on you, I’m going to make you wish you had never been born.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “A bit overdramatic, don’t you think? I mean, the whole ‘spooky witch’ thing, really?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What is it?”

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

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

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

        

      

    

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

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

      “Help?” Kimberly looked at her confused.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The two guards looked at one another with wide eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Thank you.”

      “Do these lost souls mean something to you?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

      She looked deep into his eyes.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

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

      “Stop! You there, halt!”

      “In the name of the queen, stop!”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Leah

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      
        
        Doctor Oliver Livingston

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

        

      

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

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

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

      He waved to Sloan and motioned her over.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You were right, thank you.”

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

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

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

      “And what would that be?”

      “Leadership to finally stand up against New Hope.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yes, that sounds nice.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “What … what are you talking about?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Aareth nodded along with Sloan’s words.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Yeah, what Elwood said.” Aareth wiped his mouth with the back of his left hand and walked out of the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not going to take any sides,” Edison said as he took a third vial of blood from Sloan. “As far as I’m concerned, you were both wrong.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “This is the latest fashion in New Hope, darling,” he crooned at Jack. “Trust me, sweetheart, you’re going to be the bell of the ball, mmm-hmmm.”

      Jack turned again to look at himself in the full-length mirror. He wore a brown suit complete with a vest and a top hat. The suit coat fell down past the back of his knees in two coat tails.

      “It doesn’t seem like a bit much?” Jack looked into the flawless mirror to catch Abigail’s eyes.

      “We need to … fit in with the fashion worn here in New Hope.” Abigail looked over at the store clerk to see if he had caught any of her cryptic talk.

      It was clear the man hadn’t. He was rifling through a rack of dresses, already choosing one for Abigail.

      “Okay, I guess we’re doing this.” Jack adjusted his pants. “It just feel so weird and … uncomfortable.”

      “Welcome to the world of a woman.” Abigail accepted the clothes from the clerk. “I’ll be right back.”

      She disappeared into a changing booth. A long, dark purple curtain shielded her from the rest of the store. Jack could only see the very bottom of her feet as she changed.

      “So, are you two here visiting?” the clerk asked as he sidled up to Jack. “Where are you from?”

      Jack was sure the clerk was only trying to make polite conversation, still something in the back of his mind told him they needed to be careful.

      “We’re here visiting our family.” Jack did his best at a lie. He had never been comfortable lying, but he needed to now. Both his and Abigail’s safety depended on it. “We’re from just outside New Hope. I got a raise at my job so we thought we’d come in and buy some new clothes while we were here.”

      “Oh, how fantastic!” The clerk clapped his hands together. “You look like a go-getter. What company do you work for? Wait, let me guess, you seem like an accountant.”

      There was a snort from inside the changing area as Abigail tried to contain herself.

      “Yes, how did you know?” Jack was trying to keep track of all the lies now. His new persona was proving to be difficult and the hole he was digging for himself was only getting deeper. “I work for a firm that deals in gnome job placement. You can imagine there is a high demand for those skilled little workers.”

      “Oh, how interesting!” The clerk feigned admiration as a plastic smile twisted his face. “My brother-in-law does the same thing. What firm do you work for?”

      “What’s that?” Jack’s eyes grew to the size of dinner plates as his mind worked on overdrive.

      “I said my brother-in-law also works for a job placement company for the paranormal.” The clerk had slowed down his speaking as if it would help Jack understand. “He works for Martinez and Sons. What company do you work for?”

      “Oh, what company do I work for?” Jack repeated the clerk now. He could feel his face grow hot as panic began to set in. “Well, that’s actually a funny story. I work for Martinez and Sons, too.”

      Jack bit the inside of his mouth as he realized what he had just said. Not only had he doomed himself to be found out as a liar, but he was also sure the clerk would be able to see the sweat forming at his brow.

      “What a coincidence.” The clerk’s mouth opened in the shape of a large O. “You must know Jerry, then. The company isn’t that large. I think there’s only a handful of employees.”

      “Oh, yeah … yeah that Jerry.” Jack nodded along. His throat was so dry, it was hard to swallow. “He’s a heck of a guy. We go way back.”

      “Well, what are the odds?” the clerk asked with a high-pitched laugh. “I’m going to have to tell him I met you. What was your name again?”

      “Ja—”

      “Jeremiah, what do you think?” Abigail pulled back the curtain, revealing her new outfit. She wore a black-and-red sleeveless dress that came down to her feet. The dress billowed at the bottom, making her look as elegant as any lady of New Hope. In Jack’s eyes, she was the most beautiful thing he had ever seen.

      “You look amazing.” Jack felt a cool rush of air wash over him as he realized she had saved him just in time from putting his foot into his mouth.

      “Oh, you two just make the most amazing couple!” The clerk handed Abigail a black cloak she could wear in the evenings. “It does get chilly in New Hope at night. Be sure to also buy a cloak. Now, please allow me to ring you up at the counter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Are you kidding me?” Abigail was practically giggling as they exited Bateman’s Boutique and reentered the busy streets of New Hope. “You’re officially the worst liar I have ever heard. You were even going to give him your real name?”

      “Ugh, I know. I fold under pressure. Put me in the middle of a fight and I can keep my cool, but ask me to tell a bold-faced lie and I fold.”

      “It’s not the worst attribute.” Abigail winked.

      The two made their way through the busy city streets. The sun was still high overhead, with the buildings to either side of them rising high in the sky, creating a kind of canyon they traversed. Jack and Abigail had asked the clerk in Bateman’s Boutique where the largest pub was located. With a knowing grin, he had directed them to a place called The Wolf where the scene was always lively.

      As they were walking down the cobblestone street, Abigail bumped into a well-dressed elderly man. Although the collision wasn’t violent, Abigail stumbled and fell to her knees.

      “Oh, my.” The man reached down to lend a hand. “I’m so sorry, young lady.”

      Jack also moved to help Abigail to her feet. A twinge of regret touched at his heartstrings as he realized the man would be left a wallet short once their interaction was finished.

      “Oh, I’m fine, thank you.” Abigail accepted both men’s assistance to her feet. “I really should be careful where I walk. I’m just so clumsy.”

      “Please think nothing of it…” The man continued on, making his apology and polite chatter with Abigail.

      Jack lost interest in his words as a feeling of being watched crept up his spine. The hairs on his neck stood on end. Jack had hunted and been hunted enough times in the Outland to cultivate a kind of sixth sense when it came to these things. He was sure that they were being watched at that very moment.

      Jack turned around, but in the middle of such a busy street, there were people in all directions. A young boy stood at a corner, shouting the headline of the daily newspaper that was for sale; a gaggle of young girls strolled by, glancing in shop windows; and a horse and carriage trotted by under the direction of a tall man in a top hat.

      Jack looked all around, but there was no obvious answer to the feeling he had. Then his eye caught movement on a rooftop. A shadow ducked down behind the roof’s ledge at the last moment.

      “And to you, too, young man,” the elderly gentlemen that had bumped into Abigail addressed him. “Have a nice day.”

      “You, too.” Jack nodded in his direction. He motioned to Abigail to move down the street. “We’re being followed.”

      Her face immediately went a shade whiter. “By who? We escaped the palace dungeon. Who else would be following us?”

      “I don’t know.” Jack quickened his pace. “I caught sight of them on a rooftop. There’s one, but there could be more.”

      “Leah? Did she allow us to escape after all?”

      “Your guess is as good as mine.” Jack altered his pace again so he was just under a jog. “Come on, we’ll lose him on the way to the bar.”

      For the next few minutes, Jack and Abigail weaved in and out of traffic. They stayed away from areas easily accessible to someone who was traveling on the rooftops. They ducked in and out of alleys through side streets and even went into a few stores and out the back doors. With time, the feeling Jack had of being followed died.

      “Do you think we lost him?” Abigail finally asked as the two left out through a rear door of a building called Vivacious Luxuries.

      “I think so, I hope so.” Jack pointed down the alley to a building across the way, whose swinging sign had thick, black lettering designating it as The Wolf. “There it is.”

      “You should probably let me do the talking once we get in there.” Abigail gave Jack a playful grin, then a peck on the cheek. “If I let you do the talking, we’ll be back in the queen’s dungeon by the end of the day.”

      Jack followed Abigail across the street. The ache of hunger that had been growing in his stomach over the last few hours demanded he take action soon.

      “You can do all the talking you want, as long as we can get something to eat while we’re here.” Jack placed his left hand on his stomach. “I feel like I could eat a unicorn.”

      “Here”—Abigail pressed some stolen bills into his hand—“get us a table. I’m going to see what I can learn. Someone here knows something about what’s going on at the palace. There’s bound to be some kind of information that will be helpful to us.”

      Jack accepted the bills, once again feeling that same stab of guilt for having stolen from the old man. It would have been a lot easier to accept the idea that he was stealing from people if their targets were rude or dismissive. The old man had been neither.

      The building they approached roared with noise. Like some ancient beast of the past, it was prehistoric, with peeling paint and a sagging roof. The bar stood three stories high. Made mostly from stone, open windows provided a glimpse of the madness inside.

      Men and women ranging from Jack and Abigail’s own age, to white-haired patrons, yelled and laughed. Drinkers clashed mugs together and shouted to be heard over the cacophony of noise. Jack grabbed the wrought iron handle of the door and swung it open.

      The level of noise took on a new volume as they stepped inside the establishment. At once, Jack was hit with the smell of strong beer and liquor. The faint aroma of roasting meat was also in the air, but only as an afterthought to the hoppy smell of beer.

      Abigail peeled off into the crowd in search of answers.

      The inside of the bar was a mix of tables and chairs, a long bar top on the far end of the wall, and a lounging area with an empty fireplace. The occupants ranged from men and women dressed as elegantly as Jack and Abigail, to those wearing faded jeans and simple tops.

      “Need some help, handsome?”

      Jack turned to see a young girl about his own age. She was blonde with her hair in pigtails and a skirt so short it made Jack stutter. “I … uh, I was just looking for a table and a menu.”

      “Sure thing, doll.” The girl pointed to her nametag first, then to the tables in the room. “My name’s Amanda. It’s self-seating here. The menus are on the tables. Feel free to help yourself. I’ll give you a few minutes to check out the options, then I’ll be by to get your order.”

      “Thanks.” Jack smiled, feeling his face turn red as the girl winked at him.

      Things were definitely different in New Hope compared to his life in the Outland. Before, Jack could go weeks without seeing another person besides his father, much less an attractive girl his own age. These thoughts led to Marcus, the father he had loved and lost to the wolf-like beast in Burrow Den.

      Jack found a table near the corner of the room with a pair of stained menus. He concentrated on reading the list of offered food instead of fixating on memories of a dead father.

      Whether it was intuition once more or stupid luck, Jack looked up toward the bar just in time to see the young waitress, Amanda, who had flirted with him a moment before, talking to two soldiers. She nodded in agreement with them, pointing toward Jack.

      How Jack had missed the pair when he first entered the building was beyond him. Their faces were turned away, but they looked like they were off-duty, the normal, pristine buttoned uniforms loose at the collars and shirts untucked.

      A jolt of panic seized at Jack’s heart. It looked like his disguise had proven useless and he’d have to call on his ability over magic sooner than he’d like.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      She was really no closer to answers than she was before. The bottom line? She was still changing, and no one would really know the extent of her transformation until she was finished. It was a scary time in her life, but there was nothing to be done about it. She was angry, frustrated, and more than ready to take her vengeance on the queen. But that would have to wait. Right now, she was going on a date.

      Sloan waited on the front of the porch, a hundred different things running through her mind. She knew she should apologize to Aareth, she just wasn’t ready quite yet. She knew she should be preparing a plan to see what happened to Jack and the Ahab sisters, but how could she leave Term now? They were about to feel the wrath from a bloodbath she helped to incite.

      “You look pissed.” Kade sauntered up the long walkway with a backpack over his shoulders. “Dates are supposed to be happy, kind of exciting events. Unless you’re going on a blind date, then it’s pretty much a roll of the dice. But let’s face it, if you’re going on a blind date, you’re asking for trouble.”

      Sloan was so busy with her thoughts of the future, she had missed Kade’s arrival altogether. She noticed him now. It was hard to miss the attractive cut of his jaw and the way his golden eyes practically twinkled with mischief.

      “Sorry, I’m not pissed.” Sloan shook herself free from the many “what ifs” of the future. “I am excited to spend time with you on our non-blind date. I’m just not very good at showing emotion.”

      “It’s okay.” With a tilt of his head, Kade motioned for her to follow. “You’re allowed to be preoccupied. There’s a lot going on right now.”

      “That’s an understatement.”

      “Want to talk about it?” Kade asked as the two strolled out of the estate gates and down the dirt street. “I’ve been told I’m a great listener.”

      Sloan looked over at Kade, who winked at her with a smile.

      “I’m good, actually.” Sloan wasn’t sure where they were headed, but she kept pace with Kade as they maneuvered through Term. “It would be nice to get out of my own head for a while. Do you mind if we talk about you?”

      “Not at all.” Kade adjusted the backpack on his shoulders. “What do you want to know?”

      “Well, I know you’re a shifter by the color of your eyes, but what kind of animal do you turn into?”

      “Aw, no you don’t.” Kade shook his head, giving Sloan a rueful grin. “Not that fast. You have to at least buy a guy a drink before you start getting all intimate with me.”

      Sloan rolled her eyes and found herself actually smiling at Kade’s ridiculousness. The two had already reached the outskirts of Term. The woods bordering the city opened up around them.

      The woods here were different from any Sloan had remembered seeing before. When she and Aareth had holed up just outside of Term, she remembered feeling the same things. The trees were thick and close together, the massive canopy nearly able to block out the sky.

      Many people would be hesitant to journey through such a place, but not Sloan. She had felt a sense of wonder. Even now, something like excitement tickled her spine as she and Kade walked toward the dense woods.

      The reason Sloan was happy to smell the heavy pine scent and hear the many small animals rustling through the brush hit her like an epiphany. She had been raised in New Hope her entire life. In the queen’s army, she had run missions outside of the city, of course, but they were never long missions. They never had her gone for more than a handful of nights.

      “Come on.” Kade interrupted Sloan from her thoughts. “There’s a spot I go to be alone every once in a while, just to relax and think. It’s perfect for us. You have that really silly smile on your face again.”

      “It’s the woods, I think.” Sloan trudged alongside Kade, closing her eyes for a moment to allow her sense of smell and hearing to gain a better appreciation for her surroundings. “I never realized how much I like the woods.”

      Sloan had to bite her tongue. She did remember the last time she was in the actual woods, during the Burrow Den expedition. But it was obvious Kade had no love for the queen or anyone in her army. Was Sloan lying to him, then? He had never asked her directly if she had ever been a part of the army.

      “Well, you’ve come to the right place.” Kade smiled over at Sloan, flashing her his orange eyes that almost glowed in the dark. “The woods around Term are famous, and haunted.”

      “Haunted?” Sloan raised an eyebrow in his direction.

      “Oh, yeah, you didn’t hear?” Kade left the path and began climbing a small hill that sloped up to their left. “The woods around Term house only the scariest ghosts and ghouls in the Outland. You never know when one is going to jump out. Don’t worry, though, if one does startle you, you’re more than welcome to jump into my arms. I work out.”

      “You’re ridiculous.” Sloan chuckled, shaking her head. “Are you ever serious?”

      “I try not to be, if I can help it. Life’s too short to be all doom-and-gloom every day. We’re here for such a short time, I don’t want my days to be riddled with worry.”

      Sloan followed Kade through the underbrush, thinking on his words. He was right. Unfortunately, Sloan didn’t have the luxury not to worry. She had a whole city to protect, friends to save, and most daunting of all, a queen to overthrow.

      Within a few minutes of trudging off the road and up the sloping hill, Kade stopped at a clearing no more than twenty yards wide.

      The spot overlooked the town of Term. Torches and lanterns with flickering flames dotted the town, making it look like one giant birthday cake. It seemed the mage technology hadn’t advanced this far into the Outland quite yet.

      The town opened up below them, while the sky did the same above. Thousands of tiny stars shone their hearts out as if each one was trying its very best to stand out from the rest. Meanwhile, the moon hung in the cloudless sky, looking down on the city as if to say: “You’ve got nothing on us.”

      While Sloan was enjoying the scene, Kade went to work. Shrugging off his backpack, he removed a thick, white-and-black blanket and food items.

      “We’re having a picnic?” Sloan asked, surprised.

      “Yep.” Kade smoothed down the rumpled parts of the blanket. “I hope you like sandwiches and chips. I had our cook at The Shifter put a few options together for us.”

      Sloan found herself amused. Not only had she never had a picnic before, but she also didn’t even recognize herself anymore. Days ago, she would have been walking the palace, in command of thousands of soldiers. She would be sleeping in her king-sized bed and attending banquets and feasts.

      The strangest part was, Sloan didn’t miss that at all. As she took a seat on the blanket next to Kade, she realized at that moment there was nowhere else she would rather be.

      “All right.” Kade spread the food out in front of them. He pointed to items, some of which Sloan was familiar, others she had never seen. “You’ve got your peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, your mystery meat salad sandwich, and your turkey sandwich. There’s a ton of different chips, and I brought a bottle of wine, as well.”

      “Wine with peanut butter and jelly?” Sloan selected one of the cellophane-wrapped sandwiches that oozed with the brown-and-red of peanut butter and what she assumed was strawberry jelly.

      “Don’t judge me.” Kade reached for the wine bottle. He produced a wine key from his pocket and went to work. A few seconds later, the cork came out with a pop. “And if you haven’t tried it yet, you should give it a shot.”

      Sloan gave Kade a rueful grin as she unwrapped the sandwich. Usually, she loved food of all flavors. She couldn’t even remember the last time she had had a peanut butter and jelly sandwich. It was a favorite of hers, but for some reason it didn’t seem appetizing just now.

      Sloan tried to think back to when the last time she had eaten. Had she eaten anything at all that day? Was it the day before when she had met Kade at The Shifter? Was that the last time she had eaten?

      It was the strangest feeling Sloan had come against in the last few hours. Her mind was telling her she should like the food in her hand, and her memories and even eyes were telling her she needed to eat, but Sloan just wasn’t hungry and the otherwise delicious sandwich was somehow becoming less appetizing by the moment.

      “Something wrong?” Kade filled two glasses with the deep red wine. “There’re other options if you’re not feeling the peanut butter and jelly paired with wine goodness.”

      “No, it’s not that.” Sloan scrunched her brow, forcing herself to take a bite out of the sandwich. All of the flavors were still there; however, it wasn’t what her body was craving at the moment. “Sorry, I guess I’m not as hungry as I thought.”

      “You have, uh, here.” Kade reached over and brushed the bottom of her lip. His thumb came away with a glob of the peanut butter. He hesitated before he brought his thumb to his own mouth. “You don’t have cooties or anything I should be aware of, do you?”

      Sloan was still trying to recover from feeling his warm hand on her face. When was the last time she had been touched by a man? And not with a punch to her face? She and Aareth had kissed, but it was clear whatever Kade and she shared, it was something completely different.

      “Oh … I … uh…” Sloan was trying to come up with an excuse as to why Kade should not put the glob of peanut butter in his mouth. Until she was completely sure that whatever was going on with her anatomy was not contagious through body fluids, she couldn’t risk Kade getting the vampire elixir.

      “I was just kidding about the cooties.” Kade moved his thumb to his lips. “It’s okay. It was a joke.”

      Why hadn’t she asked Edison if what she had was transferable via saliva? Sloan panicked and did the first thing she could think of: she grabbed Kade’s hand and shoved his thumb into her own mouth.

      Sloan and Kade froze. Sloan looked at him with panicked eyes as she sucked off the peanut butter, Kade’s eyes just as large as he tried to figure out what she was doing.

      “Are you giving me some kind of not-so-subtle signal, here?” Kade laughed out loud. “I’m not really sure what’s going on. It’s weird, but I kinda like it.”

      “Sorry … no … I guess I was just hungrier than I thought. You know, don’t mess with a girl’s food.” Sloan grabbed a napkin and handed it to Kade. She motioned to his thumb. “Sorry, kinda slobbery. You should probably clean that off.”

      “Okay.” Kade had said the word so slowly, Sloan was doubting her odds of being asked out again.

      “So, tell me about you.” Sloan did her best to hide the heat she felt in her face by raising a glass of wine to her lips.

      “Not much to tell.” Kade bit into a sandwich. He chewed for a while, thinking on her request. “Actually, that’s a lie. There’s a ton to tell, but I don’t want to dump on you, this being our first date and all.

      “Seriously?” Sloan drained her wine glass. “I just sucked your thumb, you can afford to be a little dumpy on me right now.”

      “Yeah, you did just do that, didn’t you? Well, my long, sad story starts with my family being taken away from me during a raid. I couldn’t have been more than five or six. My father and mother, sister and brother and I had lived in the Outland, pretty quiet and peaceful, all things considered. Gossip was coming in about the queen’s soldiers doing raids. We didn’t believe them. It was always something that someone had heard from someone else; there was no concrete evidence that these raids were actually happening.”

      Kade reached down and drained his own glass. His bright orange eyes seemed to dim in the moon’s light, if that was even possible.

      “I didn’t believe it, either, until they came for us one night. My father and mother fought back, but couldn’t fend them off. I remember there being blood everywhere. I hid in a closet, but eventually they were killed or taken, maybe both. I screamed when I saw my mother being dragged across our tiny family room floor. I just couldn’t keep it in. They tried to grab me, too, but I ran. I don’t think they really cared about a kid when they already had the rest of my family. I ran and ran, and kept running. Over the years, I tried to find them. I even went to New Hope for help, but everyone brushed me off. The closest I ever got to finding them where just more whispers, bar talk of the queen doing experiments on residents of the Outland, but that was it. Eventually, I set up shop in Term, and here I am.”

      Sloan’s stomach twisted. Not only was she finding herself liking Kade more and more, but it was now also obvious they could never be together. Not after what had happened to his family. Not when Sloan knew exactly what had happened to his family. It was obvious the queen’s sister had been recruiting for her experiments for a very long time now.

      “Sorry.” Kade studied Sloan’s face. “I told you it was a lot.”

      “No, no.” Sloan shook her head, trying to think of the right words for the occasion. “It’s not that. I’m an orphan, as well. Your story was just bringing back memories for me.”

      “I’m sorry.” Kade refilled their glasses with the sweet wine. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Not really.” Sloan sipped at her wine. Once again, her mind was telling her she should enjoy the beverage more than her taste buds or stomach did. “I never knew my parents. I grew up in the system, bounced around from orphanage to orphanage.”

      “That must have been rough.” Kade swirled the liquid in his glass, staring at the wine as if in that small maelstrom all of his questions could be answered. “What happened to you once you were old enough to leave the orphanage?”

      Sloan knew this line of questioning was bound to happen. As much as she hated having to tell him, she understood Kade had to know about her history in the queen’s army. Holding back any further would be lying.

      “Kade, there’s something you have to know about me.” Sloan cleared her throat. She caught his penetrating gaze. “I’m not the same person I was a few days ago. My life has changed drastically.”

      “We all change.” Kade shook his head, trying to ease her troubled heart. “I’m not the same person I was last year, even last month. We’re supposed to do that, as we grow, learn, and evolve into the best interpretations of ourselves we can be.”

      “I agree with all of that, but I was in the ar—”

      Sloan didn’t get the words out. There was a deafening impact in the trees off to their right, like a meteor striking the earth. More crashing immediately followed as something large made its way toward them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Get behind me.” Kade stood, facing the oncoming sound. In one of his hands, he carried the empty bottle of wine.

      “Yeah, I’m going to pretend you didn’t say that.” Sloan stood right next to Kade. “Actually, you should probably be the one getting behind me.”

      Before the conversation could go on any longer, the stomping in the forest came closer. Whatever it was had no concept of moving quietly around the trees. Sloan squinted into the darkness the forest’s canopy provided. She was able to make out a form: massive shoulders with folded wings and greyish skin.

      “You can put down the bottle.” Sloan relaxed. “It’s Kimberly.”

      “We were kind of on a date, here.” Kade tossed the wine bottle to the side as the gargoyle exited the tree line and stood in front of them. “Can this wait?”

      Kimberly’s wounds from her fight with Sloan had been erased as if they had never happened. She wore the same brown leather skirt and sports bra as the day before. Her gaze shifted from Kade to Sloan.

      Kimberly ignored Kade’s question. “This isn’t the time for romantic excursions. I’ve arranged for a town meeting. Word of the deaths of the New Hope militia sent to Term is spreading like wildfire. We need to decide what we’re going to do when New Hope retaliates.”

      “How is news getting to New Hope so quickly?” Sloan found herself wondering. Another question immediately followed. “How do you know all of this?”

      “The queen has her spies among us.” Kimberly raised a brow to Kade.

      “Why are you looking at me like that?” Kade shook his head. “You, above all people, should know I’m no friend to the crown.”

      “Be that as it may”—Kimberly motioned for Sloan to follow—“we need to have a meeting. Half of the town leaders want to stay and fight, the others want to run to Azra. We need the opinion of someone who has been in service to the queen.”

      Sloan’s stomach went from a twisted up knot to one of ash. She felt lightheaded and sick as she looked over at Kade. His face was twisted in confusion as he looked from Sloan to Kimberly.

      “What are you talking about? Charlotte’s not a member of the queen’s army.” Kade stared at Kimberly’s raised eyebrow for a moment before turning toward Sloan. “Are you?”

      The way he asked the last question like a kid who already knew the answer but hated hearing the news, almost broke Sloan’s heart. How could she have come to care for a stranger this much in the space of a few days?

      “I’m sorry.” Sloan took a step toward Kade. “I should have told you sooner, but there was no time. I didn’t think you would understand. I didn’t think—”

      “You can just stop there.” Kade raised his hands, backing away from the picnic area. “You can just say you didn’t think, and that would sum it up perfectly.”

      “Kade.” Sloan took another step toward him. “You have to let me explain.”

      “Like you said, there’s no time.” Kade turned his back disappearing into the woods. “Your military expertise is needed.”

      Sloan felt so sick now, she thought she might vomit. Her mind was already replaying the scenarios that could have prevented what just happened if she had just been a little faster with her honesty. A part of her wanted to go after Kade, but she just wasn’t that type of girl. She wanted to explain to Kade what was going on, but she refused to chase after him.

      “You humans and your relationships.” Kimberly had plopped herself down in the middle of the picnic area as Sloan and Kade parted ways. She was shoving mystery meat sandwiches and chips into her large maw. “I’ll never understand you. Your kind is so dramatic. You should take a page out of the gargoyle handbook when it comes to relationships.”

      Sloan could hear Kimberly going on in the background, but her thoughts were still on Kade. She’d have to figure out a way to talk to him again. Give him some time, and then talk to him. If he still hated her for her past, there was nothing she could do about that.

      “You see, when a male gargoyle likes a female gargoyle”—Kimberly was tearing through the food like she hadn’t eaten in weeks—“he’s expected to present her with his proof of manhood. You see, he shows her his—”

      “You’re not being helpful at all.” Sloan screwed the gargoyle with a stare. “Let’s get to this meeting you’re talking about.”

      Sloan didn’t wait to see if Kimberly would follow. Instead, she started walking into the forest toward the path that would lead them back to town.

      “And I get that the queen has spies, so she gets her news quicker than we thought, but how do you know that she knows?” Sloan ducked under a low-hanging branch.

      Kimberly rose from her spot on the blanket and crashed through the forest behind Sloan. She talked around a mouthful of food.

      “You should really reconsider your matrimony to the shifter Kade. He has access to delicious treats.”

      “Kimberly, I need you to focus past your stomach for a moment. How do you know that the queen is aware of what happened in Term. The news should at least take another day or two to get to her.”

      “The queen is not the only one who has spies. I have a small but determined network of my own informants that let me know what goes on beyond the borders of Term.”

      “So, the queen already knows.” Sloan started strategizing already.

      “That means, if they start preparing for an attack now”—Kimberly picked up the train of thought—“they can be here at the very soonest in two days.”

      “No.” Sloan remembered the vampire super soldiers that were capable of traveling at speeds close to her own. “They’ll be here tomorrow. They’ll come with the night.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Green magical power flamed in his right hand. He held it hidden under the wooden table in the bar. Panic seized at his heart, but at least now he had access to his magical ability. As the two guards came closer, the adrenaline that coursed through his body subsided.

      The pair of soldiers making their way to him were Sergeant Harrison and Private Pia. Jack kept his guard up, but allowed the magic in his hand to die away. These two had been his friends at the palace. If they were going to turn him in, they would have had their weapons drawn and come in a larger number, not looking over their own shoulders to see if anyone was watching them.

      “What are you doing here?” Private Pia gave Jack an unexpected hug.

      Even Sergeant Harrison looked relieved to see him.

      “What do you mean?” Jack returned the private’s embrace, not quite ready to tell her everything that had happened to him. It would be better to see exactly how much they knew first.

      “When Sloan told us to warn you and we couldn’t find you”—Sergeant Harrison shook his head; his eyes looked tired—“we thought you might already be dead.”

      “Sloan?” Jack had to remind himself to keep his voice down. “What happened to Sloan and Aareth? Is the queen holding them prisoner, as well?”

      Over the next few minutes, the trio exchanged stories of what had happened to them since the night of Jack and Abigail’s capture.

      “When Harrison and I came to warn you like Sloan asked”—Pia shook her head—“you were gone. We were interrogated by some of the queen’s soldiers as to what Sloan told us, but we were able to fake ignorance. As far as we were concerned, we were following the orders of our captain.”

      Jack let out a long breath through his mouth. Sloan was gone, so were Aareth and Edison and Oliver Livingston. They were all wanted criminals, and what had happened to Aareth, who knows what kind of condition he was in now? Would he stay that violent wolf-creature that Pia had explained him to be, forever?

      “One thing’s for sure…” Harrison lowered his voice so it was barely audible above the din in the bar. “Everyone’s out looking for you. You can’t stay here in New Hope. The word has been put out to bring you back, dead or alive. The queen is supposed to formally address the army later tonight about what’s going on with Captain Sloan.”

      Jack’s mind was reeling with the new information. Should they go find Sloan and the others? But then Abigail was right. They couldn’t just up and leave Elizabeth.

      These thoughts were tearing through his mind like a mage-powered locomotive, when Abigail pushed through the crowd. She was followed by yet another soldier. Unbeknownst to them, it seemed like Jack and Abigail had found a bar that was a local hangout for the militia. Lieutenant Baker followed in her wake.

      “Well, isn’t this lucky?” Abigail smiled at the two soldiers seated with Jack. “Exactly who we needed to talk to.”

      “Jack.” The Lieutenant went over and embraced Jack’s hand with a firm grip. “You came at the perfect time. My battalion just got off duty. This is a favorite local bar we come to when we get off our rotation.”

      “Well, I’m glad we ran into you and not another group of soldiers.” Jack released the Lieutenant’s hand. He looked over his shoulder at the crowded room. He could see other off-duty soldiers now, but they were too busy with their own drinks to care much about what strangers were in the bar.

      “We need to make this quick.” Lieutenant Baker took a seat at the table. His head was on a swivel as he looked around for anyone eavesdropping or too interested in the gathered group. “This place isn’t safe. We need to talk, but not here.”

      Jack hated himself for thinking anything but the best about the three soldiers gathered at their table, but was he one hundred percent sure they could be trusted? After all, he had already been duped by the queen, which proved his trust radar was off.

      “I agree,” Sargent Harrison said, catching motion by the door. “We need to get out of here before someone spots them.”

      “Hey! Hey! Stop right there!”

      The blood in Jack’s veins turned ice cold. A group of soldiers had just entered the bar and were looking straight at Jack and Abigail. Already they were shoving their way through the crowded room, raising their rifles.

      Lieutenant Baker rose and grabbed Jack by the collar with both hands. “Twenty-nine ninety-nine Martelle Street.” His words were calm and quiet, but his face had twisted into a sneer. “You can trust the owner there. I’ll contact you when it’s safe. Now hit me and run, because your life depends on it.”

      Jack’s mind was forced to process the information in a second before his fist was sailing through the air. His right hand made contact with the Lieutenant’s left temple. Lieutenant Baker stumbled back under the weight of the blow.

      Jack could see Abigail doing the same to Sergeant Harrison and Private Pia. She threw Pia into the table and shoulder-checked Harrison as she ran toward Jack and the rear door.

      To their credit, the two soldiers did an amazing job of selling the act. Private Pia tumbled off the table, while Harrison grunted and doubled over.

      “Someone stop them!” screamed the soldiers who had just entered the bar.

      Their voices were barely audible now above the shouts from others and Jack’s own beating heart. Jack and Abigail ran as one, pushing their way to the back of the room.

      Twenty-nine ninety-nine Martelle Street, Twenty-nine ninety-nine Martelle Street, Jack repeated to himself.

      Jack and Abigail finally reached the rear exit and blew through the back door. It led into an alley where yet another handful of city guards stood smoking. Their surprised expressions told Jack the men had not been waiting there to ambush them. It was pure stupid luck.

      Jack skidded to a halt as recognition crossed the men’s faces. It was too late to try to go the other way down the alley. The guards chasing them had piled out of the bar and now blocked their escape.

      “We’re ordered to bring you in, dead or alive,” huffed the soldier leading the charge through the bar. “You have three seconds to decide.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “They’re not going to take you alive, and if they do, you’ll wish you were dead.”

      Despite the number gathered, the room was as silent as a tomb.

      Sloan understood she wasn’t doing anyone any favors by sugarcoating the truth. They needed to know what they were up against. At the very least, they needed to be informed of what was about to descend upon them.

      Sloan’s eyes made contact with every town representative in Kimberly’s office. There were business owners, heads of family, and even a few elected officials. These people weren’t fighters, and in Sloan’s opinion, they needed to run. But this wasn’t something she could come out and tell them; they had to decide for themselves.

      “And you know all of this because you were in the queen’s army up until a few days ago?” The voice came from a tall, thin man who reminded Sloan of Elijah Ahab. He had a bad comb-over and suspenders that held up his pants.

      “That’s right.” Sloan met the man’s stare head-on. “I was a captain in her army until I found out what her true purpose was for laying her locomotive tracks. She wants to invade the Outland and bring every city under her rule from Term to Azra. But that’s not the most pressing thing right now. If Kimberly’s intel is right, then the queen knows what happened to her men here. She’ll unleash a new kind of super soldier on you. With their enhanced speed, they’ll be here tomorrow night.”

      A ripple of murmurs passed through those gathered. Kimberly’s office used as a meeting room held the gathered occupants, but it was standing room only. Those who did murmur were close enough for Sloan to hear their words of doubt.

      “Can we trust her?”

      “How is she so sure of when they will come?”

      “Enhanced soldiers?”

      “Listen.” Sloan’s voice filled the room again. “I have no reason to lie to you. Frankly, I don’t even have a personal tie to Term, besides that I was fooled by the queen for far too long and now I owe her a taste of her own medicine. I’m going to be here when she sends in her first wave of super soldiers, and I strongly advise you to leave Term. We may be able to hold off the first wave, but trying to wage a war against New Hope at this point wouldn’t be smart.”

      “What she’s saying is true.” Kimberly stood next to Sloan. A full foot taller than anyone else in the room, she dwarfed her guests. “The queen does have these advanced fighters. I’ve gotten reports of them, and I was able to fight one in the ring last night before we were interrupted by the rest of queen’s soldiers.”

      There it was. If the people gathered hadn’t put two and two together yet, they sure knew what was going on now. All eyes in the room immediately fixated on Sloan. Everyone judged her based on their own predisposed assumptions.

      Sloan hated the idea of having to stand there while others made the decision. She was used to leading and being obeyed, but a lot had changed. Now, she was at the mercy of strangers as they debated amongst themselves.

      “If you don’t mind”—Kimberly leaned down to whisper into Sloan’s ear—“I think the final decision should be made by the people of Term.”

      “I can take a hint.” Sloan crossed the room and left through the large wooden door.

      She had done her part. Whether the citizens of Term decided to leave or stay was on them. Sloan was reminded of the redundant saying she had heard years before and since then had taken to heart. She could only control those things she could control.

      What she needed to focus on now was finding her mage sword taken from her by Kimberly’s men the night before. After that, she needed to scout the outskirts of Term. She understood New Hope’s battle strategy; heck, she had written half the book on it herself. She would need every advantage she could get.

      “How did it go?”

      Sloan was making her way down the stairs when she was caught off guard by Ashley Brookhaven’s question. Was she still going by Ashley, or was it Brenda now?

      The woman sat on one of the long couches. Her favored weapon, the two-handed mage sword, was out in front of her. She was staring into the steel’s shiny, mirror-like surface.

      “We’re asking a lot of them, whether they decide to stay or go.” Sloan landed on the bottom step. “The last thing I want to see is them getting slaughtered by the force the queen will send.”

      “It can never be simple.” Ashley drummed her fingers across the flat side of her blade. “I just came out of a meeting with Edison and that little gnome of his. I think they took enough blood to fill a pitcher.”

      “No results yet?” Sloan guessed.

      “Nothing I don’t already know. I don’t have a heartbeat. Whatever was used to resurrect me wasn’t science-based. I doubt Edison will find anything helpful despite how much Aareth wants him to.”

      Sloan waited for Ashley to say more, but she didn’t. The woman’s shoulder-length brown hair fell over her face, obscuring her expression.

      “Do you ever feel like you should want one thing or another, but you just don’t, maybe can’t?” Ashley asked, still looking down at her sword rather than at Sloan. “Aareth says we had this amazing life together, and part of me wants to believe it. There’s an itch in the back of my mind that can even almost remember, but every time I try to grab onto it, it escapes through my grasp. I might as well be trying to catch the morning mist in my palm.”

      Sloan took a seat next to Ashley on the couch. The woman still didn’t look up. It was as if she were mesmerized by her own reflection in the sword, or maybe she just wasn’t used to talking about the way she felt.

      That was fine for Sloan. Among the many things she hated discussing were the weather, politics, and her own feelings. But right now, the moment just felt right.

      “I don’t know if I can say I know exactly how you feel,” Sloan started, finding her own gaze on the far wall, where a stack of weapons lay piled. A pile of weapons that including her own sword. “But tonight, I knew what I should do. I know what I want to do, but it’s just not in my nature. I hurt someone tonight and I don’t even know how it happened. Things were moving so quickly, I don’t even want to feel responsible for it but I know I should.”

      “Look at us.” Ashley finally raised her gaze from her sword, an empty smile on her lips. “A heartless woman and a super soldier sharing their innermost thoughts. Is this what normal women do?”

      Sloan shrugged. She stood up from her seat and made her way to the pile of weapons. Her own sword was on top, the slightly curved blade with the pommel that guarded her hand. Her saber that she had killed dozens of men and women with. “I don’t know what normal women do. I’ve never been one. I’m going to go take a look at the town’s perimeter, though if you want to come, I—”

      The barely audible chatter that could be heard from the upstairs meeting, died. A door opened somewhere above. Heavy footfalls could be heard pounding down the steps. Kimberly’s strong grey frame appeared a moment later.

      “They’ve voted.” The gargoyle looked seriously at both women. “They’re going to leave Term. The exodus is going to take some time. They’ll need volunteers to hold off the vampire soldiers when they get here.”

      Sloan exchanged knowing glances with Ashley. Both women stood ready with their blades.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “Your Captain was misguided, fooled by those she wishes to protect. I know how popular Captain Sloan was to all of you. You all know how much I respected her, as well. That is why I am ordering you to bring her back alive, if at all possible.”

      Leah stood back inside the palace room just outside of eye range. Her sister, the queen, gave her speech to the gathered soldiers on the balcony. Her ears were taking in every word her sister spoke, while her eyes roamed around the room. Her sister was everything she wasn’t, maybe that’s why they got along so well.

      The room she sat in now was simple but ornate. There were golden chandeliers, gaudy tapestries, and thick rugs, and this was only one of the many side rooms in the palace. Leah allowed her eyes to wander to the scene outside. The queen was going on in eloquent speech to the one hundred vampire soldiers that stood below soaking in her words like thirsty sponges.

      On one side of the queen stood Fenrick Trillion. The idiot, weasel of a man that was the queen’s treasurer. He was a spy for The Order. Both the queen and Leah had known it for years now, but it was helpful to feed him what they wanted him to know, and likewise, it was nice knowing in advance what your enemies had planned.

      On the other side of the queen was The Scar, the mercenary who had been introduced to the military as an undercover operative. He was going by the name Logan Steel now. Commander Steel to his men. He would have been the one leading the charge on Term, but he was in need of some upgrades. Instead, a lower-ranking officer would lead the soldiers against Term. One was not expected to put their more powerful pieces on the board first. The pawns would go and assess the strength of Term first, and if they managed to succeed, all the better.

      The vampires that would go on the attack were second-generation experiments, after all. Commander Steel was a first-generation experiment, and was now to be Leah’s first third-generation test subject.

      “You are the first to go out and spearhead what will be a major movement in the Outland,” Queen Eleanor went on. “We will bring unity and prosperity to our neighbors. Of course, there will be those who need to be reassured. In this case, there are criminals who met our acts of kindness with violence. You have all been briefed on the slaughtering of our brothers and sisters in Term. To these we will act with swift justice. Good luck, be safe, your queen and your city thank you for your service.”

      There was a familiar sound of a crowd moving at once as the queen was saluted. She waved as the soldiers turned and made their way from the city. Their path would take them through a city cheering them on and to Term. They would reach the Outland city the following night, when their powers would be unhampered by the sun. They would be at full strength when they attacked.

      The queen entered the room, nodding to her sister. Fenrick was once more in her ear, talking about positioning and movements for the future. Commander Steel bowed his way from the two and approached Leah.

      “I hate that guy. Even when he thought I was working for The Order, I’ve hated him. Why the queen won’t let me tear his limbs off, I’ll never understand.” Commander Steel was dressed in the normal city uniform of black-and-grey, a symbol of a black bat in front of two crossed swords emblazoned on his shoulders. “Are you sure I can’t go to Term? I feel like I could use some bloodshed in my life.”

      Leah’s eyes rolled over the commander’s sharp features. Aside from the scar that ran down the side of his face, he wasn’t hard on the eyes. One thing was for certain, despite his name change, he was still the same cold-hearted killer.

      “If we’re going to expect you to lead in the army, you’re going to have to curb that tongue of yours.” Leah stood and motioned for Commander Steel to follow. “More killing will come in time. So much, I promise, you’ll get your fill.”

      “About my name change. What was wrong with The Scar, anyway? I thought it was fitting. I could have been Commander Scar.”

      “Unlikely.” Leah led as the two maneuvered through the palace to one of the many stairwells leading down to the lower levels. “I’ve been working on a potion that will give you the upper hand in turning others to your will.”

      “That sounds a bit cryptic,” Commander Steel said, following close behind. “What exactly does that mean?”

      “It means Charlotte Sloan wiped the floor with you last time you two met. This will make you as strong and as fast as she is, but not only that, with a single bite, you’ll be able to turn others into vampires.”

      “Interesting, and you plan on testing this theory, how?”

      “The Legion has many enemies both within and outside of the New Hope walls. But let’s deal with one thing at a time, shall we?”

      Leah led the former mercenary down the flight of steps and to a narrow hall. This portion of the palace’s underbelly Leah had reserved for her own experiments. It had thicker walls and was located under the palace’s kitchen and washroom. There was enough noise up there to drown out any stray screams or moans that might penetrate the thick stone.

      Leah produced a key from within her dark robe. She went to a door set inside the long hall. It was like any other and would not have stood out at all, except when she placed her hand on this door and mumbled a certain phrase, intricate lines of purple magic crossed over the thick wood and metal. Ancient runes it had taken her a lifetime to learn allowed the door to be unlocked by the key she now inserted.

      “Impressive.” Commander Steel followed Leah into her laboratory.

      “Oh, you haven’t seen anything yet.” Leah motioned with an outstretched hand, sending mage light dancing around the room. The power illuminated her laboratory, giving Commander Steel his first glimpse of her work area.

      The room was gigantic, with steel holding cells to the right, and a large workspace that boasted a variety of tools and tables supporting even more tools. To the left were a dozen cylinder-like holding tubes filled with amber liquid and test subjects floating inside.

      These macabre forms ranged anywhere from a fully grown human male, to a deformed gnome. They all appeared to be sleeping in the fluid.

      Commander Steel stared open-mouthed at the scene from a nightmare. “You have issues. What have you been doing down here?”

      “Well, lucky you. You’re about to see first-hand.”

      Leah brushed by the commander. She made her way to the center of the room where an exam table stood upright. It was padded with brown leather cushioning. Straps for the occupants’ wrists, ankles, midsection, and forehead hung off the table like brown snakes.

      “You’ll need to remove your shirt.” Leah didn’t bother gauging the commander’s level of fear; she knew his kind too well. He realized he was in too deep to pull out and a part of his sick drive for power even wanted to be experimented on if it meant his evolution. “The first installment of enhancers will mean a series of injections. The straps are there to ensure you don’t break any of your own bones during the spasms.”

      “How reassuring.” Commander Steel obeyed, taking off his shirt to reveal a pale canvas of crisscrossed scars over his torso and arms. He stepped up into the standing bed.

      Leah wasted no time securing the straps. No matter how sure she was of Commander Steel’s resolve, there was something about being tied down that even the most stalwart warrior hated. She maneuvered deft fingers through the straps on Commander Steel’s wrists, ankles, midsection, and forehead.

      “Aren’t you going to buy me a drink first?” Commander Steel grinned at Leah. “What exactly are we expecting to happen from this procedure?”

      Leah worked a circular crank at the base that brought the exam table to a parallel resting position. On the table next to her was a gun-like instrument of her own making. Instead of a barrel, four needles poked out from the front. Each needle connected to a vial of different colored fluid—slime green, bright pink, faded yellow, and translucent blue.

      “Are you going to inject me with the different shades of the rainbow?” Commander Steel asked with a hint of doubt in his voice. “Seriously, what kind of results are we anticipating here?”

      Leah lifted the gun of vials and stabbed Commander Steel with the needles. The slick steel spikes ran through his pale flesh like meat skewers through a freshly slaughtered pig. Her placement was perfect, right over his heart.

      Commander Steel looked at her with eyes full of pain and regret. He couldn’t move, but Leah guessed that if he could, he would strike her across the jaw.

      Leah pulled the trigger on her gun with her left hand,  while her right hand covered Commander Steel’s mouth.

      Animal-like screams were already coming from somewhere deep inside his chest.

      “I don’t really know what to expect.” Leah smiled down at her victim. “But if you do survive, you will be something to be dreaded by the rest of the world.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      There was no time to come up with a battle plan. Jack and Abigail stood back-to-back, facing down the guards who had chased them from the inside of the bar, as well as those who had been unluckily waiting for them in the alley.

      “Take them!” ordered the soldier leading the group from inside the bar. He was young for a commanding officer, clean-shaven, a boyish look of excitement in his eyes. “Take them, now!”

      Jack could feel Abigail tense behind him. Back-to-back, her hips lowered against his, the muscles in her back tightened.

      Jack allowed the familiar magical warmth to race across his body. Green flames erupted from his hands as the first set of guards arrived.

      Jade flickering flames of magical energy hit each of his targets in the chest, sending them careening into their counterparts behind. Jack trusted Abigail to hold her own as he moved to finish off the soldiers on his side of the alley.

      He had the easier of the two tasks. The guards Jack faced were those simply out for a smoke. Four were half drunk, without weapons, and totally unprepared for a fight. He struck the two remaining guards, who struggled to their feet, across the temple and jaw. The magic covering his fists added an extra layer of toughness to his hands.

      When Jack’s blows landed, he didn’t even feel the impact. What he did feel was the familiar drain of energy. When he didn’t have an item such as a wand or a staff to channel his magic through, the act of using any magic became ten times as tiresome. How Leah Noble was so strong as to not require any kind of magical item was beyond Jack.

      A grunt from behind made him change his train of thought. Abigail was already bleeding from the right corner of her lip. The meager amount of training she had received from Sloan wasn’t enough to fend off the group of trained soldiers.

      It was only Abigail’s resolve to stay free and to find her sister that carried her through this fight. Jack raced to action. Five soldiers stood on Abigail’s side, all armed and ready to kill if need be. One of the five was already on the ground, thanks to Abigail. The other four pressed in.

      A muscular-looking guard saw Jack break off from his own fight to come and help. He raised a long-barreled rifle to his shoulder and took aim.

      There was no room to maneuver in the narrow alley. In a raging rush of energy, Jack forced the magic in him to his hands. Emerald flames shone bright as he crossed his forearms in front of him and did his best to make himself small behind this untested barrier.

      BOOM!

      The shot from the soldier’s rifle rang out loud in the alley, echoing off the brick walls. Jack felt the impact of the bullet strike the magical force around his hands and bounce off. Jack and the soldier looked at one another, each just as shocked.

      Jack was the first to recover. Pushing both hands forward, he channeled a beam of magic. It hit the soldier square in the stomach. The soldier doubled over and fell in a heap to the gravel ground.

      Jack was sweating. His heart pounded in his ears. He was testing the boundaries of his magical ability now as he prepared for the next engagement.

      To her credit, Abigail was still on her feet. She fought like a woman possessed, biting, scratching, and kicking at the last three men who had her pinned up against the alley’s far wall. Two of the soldiers held her, while the third was failing to maneuver her wrists into a set of manacles.

      Jack kept his hands burning bright with the magic. He struck the first soldier in the back of the head. The soldier crumpled. Jack brought his fist down onto the next soldier’s jaw, sending him to his knees, where he hit him once more in the nose. Blood squirted everywhere as the man rolled on the ground, both hands on his broken nose.

      Abigail had an answer to the last soldier. It was the young commanding officer. He looked at the two, taking a step back, the empty manacles swinging in his hand. “Wait just a minute now, I had the opportunity to fire on you and I didn’t. You owe me—”

      Abigail took a step forward and sent a powerful kick to the man’s nether regions. Whatever he was going to say was lost in a high-pitched gasp. He fell to his knees, grabbing at his crotch.

      “Let’s go.” Jack finally allowed the magic coursing over his hands to fade. He was exhausted, but they had to move.

      “Go where?” Abigail pressed the back of her left hand to her bleeding lip. “We don’t have any friends in New Hope.”

      “We might have more than we thought.” Jack motioned to her to follow as he made his way down the alley.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Three

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The two had managed to lose themselves among the crowded streets of New Hope. With a few directions pointed out to them by wary store owners, Jack and Abigail made their way to 2999 Martelle Street.

      While they were traveling to the address, both Jack and Abigail had done their best to straighten their clothing, but it was clear they had been part of something out of the ordinary that day. Abigail’s new dress was ripped at her right shoulder. Jack’s coat was spotted with dark dried blood.

      The whole time, Jack couldn’t shake the feeling they were being watched. Every look up to the rooftops or behind his back led to the same result: nothing. Still, Jack’s imagination ran wild with the possibility of spies lurking in the shadows. Just as he was about to suggest to Abigail that they double back, the pair of weary fugitives arrived at the address.

      Jack’s stomach did a backflip as he realized he still hadn’t eaten that day. The sun had long set, making the residence in front of them look more sinister than it should. The two were in a low-end residential area of the city. Single-story homes stood squeezed together with not so much as a walkway between the buildings.

      The mage lights that added illumination to the moon and stars overhead cast weird shadows on 2999 Martelle Street. The brick structure looked ancient with cracks spider webbing up from the overgrown yard that touched the foundation of the house, to the sagging roof that looked as though it could collapse with the next heavy rainfall.

      “Are you sure Lieutenant Baker said this was the address?” Abigail looked up and down the deserted street. “You don’t think this is a trap, do you? I mean, Lieutenant Baker wouldn’t try to trick us, would he?”

      “No.” Jack couldn’t imagine a scenario where they couldn’t trust Lieutenant Doyle Baker. “He wouldn’t have let us go at the bar, only to trap us here. He’s a good man.”

      “Well then, do we just knock?”

      Jack looked over at Abigail. Her face was in the shadow of the house, but he could imagine her determined eyes staring back at his own.

      Together, the two made their way through the shabby yard to the front door. Jack stepped over a spider as it scuttled across the cement walkway. Once, long ago, the door had at one time been painted a bright, cheerful blue. Now, the paint chipped and flaked off the pitted wood.

      There was a window on either side of the door, dirty drapes obscuring their view inside. Out of the corner of his eye, Jack caught movement from the window on his left. By the time he turned to see what it was, it was too late. The only thing there was the last sway of the stained curtain as it fell back into place.

      Had he even seen anything at all? Jack had to wonder how much his imagination was toying with him at the moment, and whether or not there was actually someone staring at them from the other side of the window.

      Abigail missed the interaction. She raised a fist, striking the door three times. The sound of her knocks reverberated inwards.

      The pair of fugitives waited. Jack looked over his shoulder. Besides a few random pedestrians crossing the street a few blocks down, there was no one.

      Abigail raised her hand again, but this time, before she could make contact with the wood, the door swung open in a rush. Two scarred hands reached out, grabbing both Jack and Abigail around their collars. In a heartbeat, they were pulled into the dark house. The door shut behind them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Four

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “When was the last time you ate or slept?” Ashley asked as the two women surveyed the perimeter of the town. “I’m only asking because I can’t remember the last time I did either.”

      “Food’s not really been my thing lately.” Sloan avoided eye contact with the woman. “I took a nap earlier today. I don’t know for how long.”

      That seemed enough for Ashley. Instead of chatter, the two warriors scoped out what would serve as their battleground.

      The town of Term was hedged in on two sides by the forest and on two sides by a kind of dead, rolling grass that eventually turned into desert. There were no natural barriers. The small town simply began where the first building started and ended where the last street came to a stop.

      It would be near impossible to fortify the town from attack. There was no time to dig ditches, no time to build walls. Even if there had been time to raise defenses, who would man them? Sloan’s objective was to buy the townsfolk time to flee to Azra.

      Already the town was alive with the hustle and bustle of packing. Lights were on inside windows, even at this time of night. Voices murmured and argued on what would be packed and what could be left behind.

      Even at this distance, Sloan could hear them. Mothers and fathers arguing, children excited and panicked. Sloan let all of the background noise drown out as she stared out into the darkness brought on by the late hours of the night. Was it the late hours of the night, or the early hours of the morning? Sloan couldn’t tell.

      “I’m not as versed in strategy as you are, but this doesn’t look like much of a defensible position.” Ashley stared out into the night. Her mage sword had been powered off. It rested comfortably across her shoulders. “If you’re just trying to buy the fleeing citizens time, you might as well try to engage them in a head-on fight instead of trying to defend anything.”

      “You should’ve been in the army.” Sloan drummed the digits of her right hand on the pommel of her own mage sword. “I need to keep them in the city for as long as possible. Every second I can give to those escaping Term might make all the difference. If I can stop the invading force here, make them lose enough men to pull back, that would be even better.”

      “Who’s staying with you?”

      Sloan didn’t think about the question for more than a second. “I can do it by myself. Edison and Elwood aren’t fighters, Kimberly and her men need to push the refugees from Term along the road as quickly as possible, and … well, you and Aareth have your own future to think about.”

      “Yeah, a future that starts with a past I can’t even remember.” Ashley let out a long sigh.

      The chatter of an excited child reached their ears. The women turned to look. One of the first houses on the way into Term was in the process of being vacated by its owners. A mother about Ashley and Sloan’s own age held a sleeping baby in her arms, while her husband corralled two giant suitcases and a rambunctious child that couldn’t have been more than three.

      “Where are we going? What are we going to do? Can I bring my stuffed animals with me?” The questions tumbled out of the child’s mouth as if each one were connected to the rest.

      “Do you ever wish your life had taken a different route?” Ashley didn’t look at Sloan while she asked the question. “I don’t mean, ‘Do you regret your past?’ but are there times you’ve wanted more for yourself?”

      “Since my fall out with the queen, so much has gone through my mind. I really don’t know any more.” Sloan thought on Kimberly’s words a bit longer. The silence lengthened between the two women as each was caught up in memories long past. “The older I get, the more I realize there’s more to life than service and duty. I understand now the truly important things I’ve missed along the way.”

      “We should help them.” Ashley nodded to the young family struggling to gather their belongings and children. “They don’t look like they’re capable of much, let alone preparing to flee their homes in the middle of the night.”

      “You’re not as heartless as you think.” Sloan smiled over at her companion as the two warriors began walking toward the family. “Maybe there’s hope for you yet.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Five

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack was so tired from the fight before, it took everything in him to again shoulder the power of magic as he focused past his roaring stomach. His eyes were still adjusting to the dark room when he once more called the green magic to his hands.

      His brain immediately registered a handful of facts: He and Abigail were in a dark room, there was a large man looking down at them, and the man had one eye glowing a strange hue of orange.

      “None of that.” The man held a pistol to Jack’s forehead. “Try one of your magic tricks, and I’ll paint the wall with what little brains you have, boy.”

      The cold metal of the gun and the intensity in the man’s single, orange eye told Jack he wasn’t bluffing. Jack’s mouth went dry as he thought about his options. The man was large and quick, even with his perceived handicap of having one of his eyes covered by a black patch. Jack couldn’t imagine his own odds were good.

      “Please, sir.” Abigail shook her head and held up her hands. “Lieutenant Doyle Baker sent us here. He said we would be safe, that you would be able to help us.”

      The man didn’t move his gun from Jack’s forehead. However, at the mention of Doyle Baker’s name, Jack felt the pressure of the cold steel barrel lessen.

      “He said all of that, did he?” the man asked. He motioned to Jack’s hands with his chin. “Lights out, Sparky. I’m not going to lower my weapon, only to have you throw a blast of magic at me as soon as I do.”

      Jack’s shoulders slumped as he allowed the magic inside to dissipate. It was already fading, anyway. Whatever reserves he had had been tapped. With the disappearance of the magic dancing over his hands came the loss of the illumination inside the room. Once more, the interior of the house went dark.

      Jack’s eyes were still adjusting as the man began to speak once again.

      “Why would Baker send you here?” the man asked, now barely visible as Jack’s and Abigail’s eyes began to adjust. “Who are you?”

      Abigail spoke first. “We’re on the run from the queen. The queen and her sister had captured us. We escaped, and now—”

      “You fools.” The man rushed to one of the front windows, barely moving aside the drape to look at what was outside. “No one ever escapes the queen.”

      As if to punctuate his words, both windows burst inward under a shower of sharp glass shards. The orange-eyed man went down under the weight of a black-clad attacker. As the two wrestled on the ground, another assailant who had entered through the opposite window moved toward Jack and Abigail.

      The man moved so fast, it was impossible for Jack to tell much more besides that it was a vampire soldier. He descended upon Jack and Abigail so quickly, Jack hadn’t even had time to try to call on his magic for assistance. In the blink of an eye, the vampire soldier slammed into Abigail, sending her flying across the room.

      Abigail’s body struck the far wall with a sick thud. She crumpled to the floor and didn’t move. As fast as Jack could process the event, he was grabbed around his throat. Panic immediately set in as the skin burned. His lungs were working overtime to try to send oxygen to his brain, but the supply was quickly fading.

      Jack was lifted into the air by the attacker in black. A pale face he didn’t recognize sneered at him. “You humans will bow under the power of The Legion, or die.”

      Jack’s vision was beginning to blur as he fought against the steel-like grip of his attacker. His magical store had been tapped dry. Bright dots were exploding across the scene in front of him as he lost consciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      All through the night and into the following day, Sloan and Ashley aided families in readying for their journey to Term. Neither woman was comfortable with the task, but both understood that right now this was where they could help the most.

      Swords sheathed, vampire super soldier and the undead woman aided residents in packing, loading, and even held children while their parents got their belongings together. The staging area for the departure was the road leading out from the west side of Term. Most of the town had accepted the call to flee. Only a few of the most stubborn remained behind.

      Sloan hadn’t eaten or slept all day, and neither had she felt the need to. The changes still happening to her body so far were ones she could live with. Sloan’s mind was already running wild with the idea of how much she could accomplish if she didn’t have to sleep.

      “Kristen! Kristen!” a man in his mid-thirties called after his young daughter as she ran over to Sloan, brown eyes large. “Leave the nice lady alone, Kristen.”

      “Are you a fighter? A real-life warrior?” The girl ignored her father, looking up at Sloan with awe. “Everyone says you’re going to protect us. Well, after they said that you’re the reason we all have to go.”

      Sloan squatted down. She still wasn’t eye level with the girl. “I’m going to make sure you and your dad have enough time to get to Azra, where you’ll be safe.”

      “I’m sorry.” Kristen’s father ran up to his daughter and lifted her into his arms. “I don’t know where she gets some of these ideas.”

      Sloan was about to respond with a sarcastic response, when Kimberly’s booming voice filled the staging area. “All right, humans, gargoyles, shifters, and other members of the paranormal race, we’re heading to Azra. I have runners already informing the city of our arrival. My men and I will act as our caravan’s guards. If we push hard, we’ll reach Azra in four, maybe five, days’ time.”

      Sloan took a moment to gauge the gathered groups’ reaction to Kimberly’s words. There were more people making the pilgrimage than Sloan had initially thought. It seemed like the city of Term was surprisingly populated. Families stood side-by-side, squinting in the day’s setting sun. Thick ropes and cords strapped overloaded carts holding everything from desks to rugs. The horses and donkeys harnessed to the carts and wagons pawed at the ground, sensing the nervous energy in the air.

      All together, Sloan guessed there were more than a thousand people making the journey to Azra. So many people forced to leave their homes. How many more would find themselves in similar positions when the queen descended on the Outland in force?

      Aareth sided up next to Sloan, wrestling her from her thoughts. “Ashley and I are leaving. You should leave, too.”

      “I can’t, but I wanted to say I’m sorry.” Sloan forced the words from her mouth. Not because she wasn’t sincere, but because it had been so long since she had apologized to anyone. “You’re right. You deserve to be happy with your wife. You’ve done and sacrificed enough in the name of the crown.”

      “You have nothing to apologize for.” Aareth held her gaze, his dark brown eyes searching her own for words that didn’t exist. “I was out of line for bringing up Oliver. I deserved that beating and more. If I thought I could talk you out of staying, I would.”

      Sloan nodded along with Aareth’s words. She extended her right hand. “Aareth Emerson, I hope you and your wife find peace.”

      Sloan felt Aareth grip her hand, strong but not crushing.

      “Edison and Elwood won’t leave with us.” Aareth released Sloan’s hand. “I know your plate is full, but if you can … ?”

      “I’ll look out for them.” Sloan nodded to Aareth’s request.

      Already a lump was forming in Sloan’s throat. She wasn’t going to cry, but neither could she deny the weight of the moment. Why did she care so much? Aareth and Ashley had done their duty. In a way, Sloan was even happy to see them go. They would be away from all of the killing, from all of the dying.

      A rogue idea entered Sloan’s mind as Aareth gave her one last smile and turned to leave. She cared, because he and Ashley were among the few people she could call friends. That was a short list, and seemed to be getting shorter by the day.

      Kimberly’s voice droned on as she gave final instructions to the caravan. The words that interrupted Sloan from her train of thought were: “Okay, everyone ready? Let’s move!”

      Sloan shook her mind free of friends, found and lost. If she was going to stand a chance against the enemy vampires who would come with the night, then she had to be of one mind, focused and ready to do whatever was needed to survive.

      She made her way back through the deserted town. The sun was just lowering past the horizon. In a few hours, night would come. Term had never been the hub of commerce, but it was especially dead now. The handful of people too stubborn to leave had barricaded themselves in their homes.

      Sloan hoped they would eventually run, as well, once they realized they had no chance against the vampire soldiers. Like her, like Aareth, that was a choice they had to make for themselves.

      Sloan positioned herself in the middle of the main street leading into Term. Her boots kicked up lonely puffs of dirt as she chose where she was going to make a stand. Whether by random coincidence or some underlying subliminal thought, the place she chose was in front of The Shifter.

      She pushed back thoughts of Kade. She had looked for him in the gathered crowd, to no avail. He had most likely gone ahead, or she had missed him in the throng. Either way, he was part of her past now, a fond memory and nothing more.

      “Well, girl,” Sloan said aloud to herself. “Here we go again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Seven

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack woke with his head throbbing. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a headache this bad. He blinked open his eyes, and the action came with another wave of pain that hammered at his skull. He found himself looking up at a ceiling. A moment later, he realized he was lying face-up on a bed.

      The ceiling was chipped and sagging. Memories of the previous night invaded his mind. He remembered the man with the golden eye, the vampire soldiers in black crash through the windows, and then … Abigail.

      Jack sat up in his bed so fast, a wave of dizziness made his head swim. While he fought off the pull back to unconsciousness, he realized he wasn’t the only one in the room.

      The same man who had dragged them into the house the day before sat in a chair, staring at him. It was the first time Jack had gotten a decent look at the man. He was in his forties, with short, black hair peppered with white and grey. His closely trimmed beard was the same, sprinkled with hints of his age. Two sword hilts the likes Jack had never seen peeked over his shoulders. A holstered pistol sat snug by his hip. He was dressed in all black.

      “You’re a tough kid,” the man spoke, still seated in the only other piece of furniture in the room. He leaned back in the chair, lifting the front two legs off the ground. “I thought you were dead by the time I got to you.”

      “Abigail?” Her name came out in a rough rasp that burned Jack’s throat. Jack lifted a hand to touch the tender flesh around his neck where he had been grabbed by the vampire soldier.

      “She’s fine. She suffered a concussion, but she’s awake and eating with the others.” The man finally stood, towering over Jack. “My name is Saber Hyde. I’m the leader of The New Order. If Lieutenant Baker sent you here, then you must be important.”

      Jack swallowed, immediately regretting the decision to do so as a fiery pain came once more from his throat. The weakness he felt from lack of food sought to reclaim his unconscious state.

      “Let’s get you downstairs.” Saber didn’t offer to help Jack. Instead, he stood next to the door, raising the eyebrow over his one good eye. “Some water, and if you can manage it, some food will do you wonders. I remember the first time I was strangled to near death.”

      Jack gathered himself for the walk. The simple move from a sitting position to his feet made his head swim again. Jack kept one hand on the uneven wall as he made his way to the door. He didn’t care what he looked like at that moment. He was just concerned about making sure Abigail was all right.

      Saber led Jack out into a hall. The two traveled toward an open room where light chatter could be heard. Jack felt a wave of relief; one of the voices was Abigail’s, and she sounded fine.

      Jack followed Saber to the end of the hall that emptied out into a large room lined with benches and tables, where a handful of people sat all eating their meals. Jack’s eyes immediately gravitated toward Abigail. She was seated, eating beside an older woman with short hair and a tight smile.

      “Jack.” Abigail rose as soon as she saw him. She ran forward and embraced him in a hug so fierce, it nearly knocked him over. “I stayed with you through the night and most of the day, but they insisted I get some food.”

      “Most of the day?” Jack cracked through his dry throat.

      “Oh, yeah, sorry. There aren’t any windows here; we’re underground at the moment.” Abigail led him to her seat at the bench. She offered Jack a steel mug holding her water. “You’ve been out all night and most of the day.”

      Jack accepted the mug, draining the water in one long gulp. The cool liquid felt heavenly. It coursed down his raw throat and splashed into his empty stomach.

      “Sasha, maybe you can get the kid some more water and something softer to eat?” Saber looked over at the woman. “Please.”

      For the first time, Jack noticed the woman’s eyes. They were also an orange gold. Not as pronounced as Saber’s, but enough to make the connection that the two were related.

      Sasha rose with a rueful grin, “All right, little brother, but only because you asked so nicely.”

      Saber seated himself on the opposite side of Jack, interlacing his hands in front of him. He skewered Jack with his one good eye. A moment passed where Jack felt like the man was measuring him up.

      “I’ve already told Abigail all of this, but I want you to hear it from me, as well,” Saber began. There was no kindness in his voice, just cold, hard facts. “Lieutenant Baker managed to get word to me today of your story and commitment to seeing the end to the queen’s reign. I’m willing to give you a chance, but be warned. If I sense anything is off about you at all, I’ll finish the job that vampire soldier started around your neck. Are we understood?”

      “Yes,” Jack croaked.

      “Good. Then rest and eat for what’s left of the day. The New Order is in need of warriors. We can use a good sorcerer for what is coming.” Saber rose, nodding to Jack. “I’m no wizard myself, but I can train you to use your mind and harness everything you have the potential to become.”

      “Thank you,” Abigail voiced what she and Jack were both thinking. “For everything.”

      “Don’t thank me yet,” Saber said over his shoulder. “Tomorrow, both of you will begin to train.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Eight

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      “We’ve been over this.” Aareth tried to control the frustration he felt inside. “She’s staying because she feels like she owes something to the town, like she owes something to herself for allowing herself to be duped by the queen for so long. We don’t owe anyone anything. The only thing we should be worried about is getting your memory back and our lives back on track.”

      Brenda gave him that stubborn look she had used so many times before. It was an expression Aareth had come to know well through their years of dating and marriage. It was going to take an act of God to get this woman to budge.

      “And your friends, Edison and Elwood?” Brenda crossed her arms over her chest. Another sign she wasn’t going to move any time soon. “You’re going to leave them, as well?”

      “I can’t force people to leave.” Aareth did his best to control the volume of his voice. Despite his efforts, the stream of travelers that flowed around them stopped to give the pair of arguing lovebirds a sideways glance. “They have to make their own decisions.”

      Aareth turned menacing eyes to the travelers, and he locked stares with a nosy woman who had nearly come to a standstill to listen to the couple. Her mouth was open, eyes large.

      “Can I help you with something?” Aareth growled.

      “Oh … oh my.” The woman shuffled along.

      “You keep telling me that we were in love.” Brenda looked at Aareth with penetrating eyes. “You keep reminding me that my name is Brenda, not Ashley. Somewhere deep I want to believe what you’re saying, but one thing keeps holding me back: How could I have fallen in love with a man so cold, so distant and selfish, he would leave his own friends behind to fight and maybe even die?”

      Aareth’s anger was melting, being replaced with confusion, even a hint of shame. Brenda was right. He wasn’t the same man she had fallen in love with so many years before. He was scarred, tainted by the world now. He had been chewed up and spit out, and he wasn’t better for it.

      The last of Term’s travelers passed by the two, chancing sideways glances at them from the corners of their eyes. The very last rays of the sun were just dying over the horizon.

      Brenda shook her head at Aareth. “I’m going back to help her. I can’t tell you what to do, just like you can’t tell them. This is my choice. I may not have a heart, but I have a head, and it’s telling me I need to go back.”

      Without another word, Brenda pivoted on her heel. She began the long walk back to Term.

      “Brenda!” Aareth called after her, feeling so many emotions he didn’t know which one to give priority to first. “Come on, don’t go. Don’t leave me. I can’t lose you again.”

      “My name’s Ashley now.” She turned back to Aareth for a brief moment before she continued to move forward. “And I’m not leaving you. I’m inviting you to come with me, back to save our friends. You’re the one leaving me this time.”

      Ashley walked on with a hint of sadness on her face.

      Aareth sunk to his knees alone on the road between Azra and Term.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Seriously, I appreciate the sentiment, but you two can’t be here.” Sloan looked over at Edison and Elwood in the last rays of the dying daylight. “They’ll be here soon. They may be here already.”

      Elwood shook his plump gnome head. Edison’s tiny helper was clad in armor—actual steel armor. Where they had found a metal suit for his small frame, Sloan had no idea. More than likely the gnome had conjured it himself using his magical abilities. Along with the armor, Elwood held a double-bladed axe that looked so large in his small hands, it might very well topple him over.

      The gnome looked at Sloan with solemn eyes and shook his head.

      “I’m sorry, I’m going to have to agree with Elwood on this one.” Edison looked at Sloan through the wire mask he wore.

      Edison, unlike Elwood, did not have the luxury of wearing a steel suit to battle. The inventor had to settle for gear he had found at Kimberly’s estate. Lucky for him, the gargoyle was a sports and fitness fanatic. Edison was wearing the mask an umpire would wear to a baseball game. Shoulder pads, kneepads, and a torso piece that covered him from neck to shins completed the outfit. The brown leather of the cushioned pad covering most of Edison’s body was ribbed, making him look like a giant roly-poly bug.

      Along with his ridiculous battle garb, Edison held a rifle the likes of which Sloan had never seen before; there was no ramrod to jam an iron ball into its barrel. There was, however, an extra lever underneath the trigger portion.

      Sloan was torn at the moment. Above anything else, she was grateful to have friends willing to stand with her at the last moment. She was also unwilling to see them in harm’s way.

      “They’re going to come fast.” Sloan smiled sadly at her friends. “You don’t have the healing ability that I do, nor the experience needed to survive what’s coming. I can’t let you do this.”

      Elwood spat out a phrase of high-pitched gibberish, placing his axe over his shoulder.

      “Elwood says that’s not your decision.” Edison looked down at his gun. “Besides, we’re more than capable of taking care of ourselves. Don’t let our stunning good looks fool you. In fact, I’m pretty sure I’m going to be able to do some damage with my latest invention. I call it a Repeating Rifle. It can hold eight rounds at once, and what’s more, it can—”

      As gently as Sloan could, she caught Edison across the jaw with a right cross. Edison stumbled, mumbling something, and fell to the ground, unconscious.

      “Come on.” Sloan grabbed a surprised Elwood by the back of his armor. With her other hand, she hefted Edison’s still form from the ground. “No one else is dying because of me.”

      Sloan ran with both the unconscious inventor and the struggling gnome back to Kimberly’s estate. The house was silent as she entered the front room and made for the cellar.

      Elwood was yammering away in his native dialect, still struggling to free himself from Sloan’s grip. It was useless. With her foot, Sloan opened the door to the cellar and placed Edison inside. She set a tearful Elwood beside the inventor.

      “I’ll come back for you when this is over.” Sloan felt her heart ache at the tears coming down Elwood’s tiny face. He reached up for her, still mumbling. “If I don’t come back, stay here until the vampires leave the city.”

      That was all the advice she could give him. She knew if she stayed any longer, her resolve would crumble. Sloan shut the cellar door behind her and ran back out of the estate to Term’s main road.

      It was completely dark now, with no one to light lanterns or posts along the city streets. The only light that came now was from the stars and the moon overhead. Sloan skidded to a halt as she reached the main road into town. She wasn’t alone. A large group of three or four dozen New Hope soldiers stood at the entrance. Even from this distance, she could see the pale nature of their skin.

      Sloan unsheathed her sword. Her thumb reached for the switch that infused her blade with the humming red mage power. She bottled her fear and embraced the rage that lay just under the surface. This time, she could feel her top canines lengthen.

      “Charlotte Sloan.” One of the vampire soldiers took a step ahead of the rest. He was still a block away, but his voice carried over the calm night air. “For treason to the queen of the city of New Hope, you are ordered to lay down your weapon and surrender yourself.”

      The voice of the commander wasn’t familiar to Sloan. But that was no real surprise; the queen’s army was massive. She would choose a leader with no personal ties to Sloan to bring her in.

      “I am not a man of patience,” the vampire leader barked again. “Lay down your weapon!”

      Her senses were on overdrive, so much so, she heard someone approaching from behind. Of course they would surround her.

      Sloan’s vision went red as she felt adrenaline soak her veins with power. “Come and take it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan adjusted her stance to provide herself a view of the main force of vampires in front of her, as well as whoever was walking up the road behind her. When Sloan caught sight of the approaching figure, she had to do a double take.

      Through the darkness, Ashley Brookhaven’s familiar form came into view. The undead woman’s two-handed sword dragged in the dirt road behind her as she approached. The blade of her weapon cut deep, leaving a waving line in her wake.

      “Thought you might want a hand.” Ashley hefted the heavy sword over her shoulder, looking from Sloan to the group of enemies in front of them. “It just didn’t seem right to leave you alone.”

      “But, Aareth?” Sloan did her best to put into words what she was feeling. A surprising amount of relief had come when she realized she would not be fighting alone. At the same time, a deep feeling of sadness penetrated through to her heart. “You two were supposed to be going to Azra.”

      Ashley shrugged. “He’s a big boy. He made his decision; I made mine.”

      While the women spoke, the leader of the vampire soldiers moved his unit closer. They now stood on one end of The Shifter; Sloan and Ashley stood at the other end.

      “Commander Ashley Brookhaven, I presume.” The leader of the vampire soldiers looked her up and down. “My name is Captain Hunt. You are ordered to lower your weapons and turn yourself in to the crown for your crimes against the queen.”

      He was close enough now that Sloan could see his face. He was middle-aged and wore the same black-and-grey uniform that all of the queen’s soldiers did, with two alterations: his uniform came with a deep-set hood to cover his head during the day, as well as thick, black gloves. This was true for all of the vampire soldiers. It seemed they were prepared for the rise of the sun while traveling in the Outland.

      Before Ashley could answer the captain, the swinging bar doors of The Shifter creaked open. Everyone was caught off guard. Sloan, Ashley, and the entire vampire contingent pivoted to brace for an attack.

      Kade walked out into the cool of the night. His orange eyes looked like tiny lamps glowing in the reflection of the bright night sky.

      No one was more surprised than Sloan to see the shifter. She was so sure he had gone with the others to Azra for the time being, she had blocked his face from her memory. Seeing him here now, and smiling at her, sent her heart racing. She couldn’t help smiling, herself.

      “Hey, beautiful.” Kade walked down the three short steps of The Shifter. He made his way to stand by Sloan’s side, opposite Ashley. “I feel like I owe you an apology. People are allowed to change. If the woman I’ve gotten to know over the last few days is the real you, then I’d like to get to know her better.”

      In that moment, Sloan felt like she could have taken on an entire army of vampire soldiers. More than anything, she wanted to lean over and kiss Kade, but their precarious position made that all but impossible. She managed a nod, and that was it.

      “Well, if you don’t have anyone else joining you”—the vampire captain rolled his red eyes—“then let’s get this over with.”

      Kade winked at Sloan before beginning his shifting process. He fell to all fours as his clothes and skin turned into short, golden fur. His body elongated; his teeth grew along with his mouth. The ears on the sides of his head transformed into short, perky triangles at the top of his head. A long, swishing tail grew out of his tight butt.

      In the space of a few seconds, a giant saber-toothed tiger took form beside her. His head came up to her breasts; he was the size of a small horse. Only one thing remained the same during Kade’s transformation: his eyes. The same orange orbs looked at her, and then to the gathered vampires. A low growl rumbled from his chest. Two giant fangs curved down from the top of his mouth, passing his lower lips and ending at two sharp points.

      “Well, you don’t see that every day.” Ashley shrugged at the massive saber-toothed tiger.

      “Second squad!” Captain Hunt shouted. It seemed the vampire leader had seen enough. “Prepare to attack!”

      All around the trio of Term defenders, black shadows separated from the dark. They emerged from behind them in the street, in alleys to either side of the main road, even on the tops of the surrounding buildings.

      Sloan’s heart sank. Not only were there dozens in front of them now, there were also at least as many to their right, left, and rear.

      Sloan gripped her mage saber tighter.

      Ashley switched on her own mage weapon, holding her broad sword with both hands. She assumed a position with elbows locked, both hands on the pommel, blade in front of her body. The blue light emanating from her weapon bathed her expressionless face in a dull glow.

      Where Sloan’s blade was meant for parlaying and quick, easy, maneuvering, Ashley’s weapon was designed for brute force and strength.

      “First Squad!” Captain Hunt barked orders to the vampires he had walked into Term with. “Present weapons!”

      The sound of swords being unsheathed peppered the air. The vampires around the captain flipped on their own mage weapons. Each blade was bathed in a faint white light.

      “Stay away from the ones with swords as much as possible,” Sloan whispered to Kade. “Let Ashley and me deal with those. You take the others behind us.”

      Kade bobbed his feline head. His body quivered with anticipation. His chest and stomach were low to the ground as he prepared to pounce. The muscles between his shoulder blades bulged.

      “Kill the other two if you have to.” Captain Hunt raised his own sword and flipped the switch at the handle, bathing his pale face in white light. “Take Sloan alive.”

      In one smooth motion, he lowered his sword, signaling the attack. What followed could only be described as bloody chaos.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-One

          

          Aareth

        

      

    

    
      As soon as Ashley left, he knew he had to go back. It was only his sense of pride that made him hesitate for the slightest bit. He couldn’t, wouldn’t, leave his wife, no matter what the cost. If she died in Term, then he would die by her side. Living life without her again was no option at all.

      The main question, as he trudged back the way he had come, was how he was going to transform back into the monster that had singlehandedly dismantled the queen’s men once before. Did he even want to turn back into that monster?

      A whoosh overhead interrupted Aareth from this internal debate, and the stars and moon were blocked out for the slightest moment by a massive figure.

      “You are going back, as well, Beast Man?” Kimberly thudded to a stop beside Aareth. Her wings folded on the back of her massive shoulders. “Although it would be better if you transformed out of your human skin for the job. I suspect there will be a fair amount of killing and dying to be had.”

      “Yeah, I’m thinking about that. Why are you here? Aren’t you supposed to be taking the citizens of Term to their new home?”

      “My men are capable of the job. Besides, I’m a warrior and a leader. I don’t send others to do my fighting.”

      “Fair enough.”

      “You, on the other hand, are going because the human you love has, are you not?” Kimberly didn’t wait for an answer. “You humans and your love. What dramatic creatures you are. You see, when a male gargoyle falls in love with a female gargoyle, the process is quite simple. He shows her his—”

      Aareth heard the sounds of conflict at the same time Kimberly did. The wolf and the gargoyle looked at one another with wide eyes.

      “Hurry, Beast Man. Change into your hideous form.” Kimberly unfurled her wings to take flight once again. “The battle has started without us.”

      “I’m trying,” Aareth grunted, contorting his face.

      Come on, Aareth thought as he tried to locate the animal that now lived within. Where are you when I need you?

      Whether it was his own voice talking back, his imagination, or the new part of him, a voice in his head growled: Oh, now you need me.

      We’re one being now. We have to learn to coexist. Help me. Please.

      “Are you having a bowel movement, Hideous Beast Man?” Kimberly took a step back, gauging Aareth’s expression. “You do not look well.”

      All right, but you owe me one, the voice grumbled.

      A howl ripped from Aareth’s throat as he transformed into the wolf for the second time. His clothes shredded around his growing body. Long, black fur rippled across his bulging muscles. Within seconds, Aareth stood looking out through yellow eyes.

      “You are an abomination.” Kimberly admired Aareth, who was now large enough to look her in the eye. “Come, horrid one. I will give you a ride into battle.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Forty-Two

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      This time, when the fog of war settled over Sloan’s senses, she was ready. Her vision was red, her fangs had already elongated, but this was now to be expected. Her transition into vampire was becoming easier and easier to accept.

      Sloan met Captain Hunt’s men head-on. Ashley kept stride with her as the two women cleaved their way through the vampire ranks. As instructed, Kade fell back to engage those vampires without mage swords.

      The two women were polar opposites when it came to fighting, but each was twice as deadly as any warrior in the queen’s service. Sloan was faster than the vampires who struck out at her with their glowing white swords. For the most part, Sloan was able to dispatch them to the afterlife with single strokes, or at least wound them badly enough to remove them from the fight. When her shimmering red sword made contact with one of her assailant’s weapons, a shower of sparks would erupt onto the battlefield.

      Sloan didn’t waste time with trying to pick apart her enemies; she went for killing strikes. Soon, blood filled the air just as much as the showering sparks of their engagement.

      Sloan could only keep track of Ashley out of the corner of her eye, but the undead woman was managing to hold her own. The upper hand in both speed and strength belonged to her opponents, but Ashley made up for her handicaps with the brute power of her weapon compared to her opponents’, and her superior fighting style.

      The swords the vampire soldiers from New Hope had been given were simple, single-handed weapons that were neither as long as Ashley’s nor as heavy. When Ashley’s weapon struck theirs, the weight of her superior blade knocked their own either out of their hands or back onto them.

      On one occasion, Sloan witnessed Ashley bring her heavy weapon down onto a vampire soldier who tried to block the weapon with his own. The two blades erupted into a shower of sparks before Ashley’s sword bore down on the vampire, sending both of their weapons into his body.

      Blood was so prevalent as Sloan fought, that the final transformation into her new identity begun to twist her desires. Sloan was drenched in red from her brow to her boots. A yearning nothing like she had ever experienced before overcame her to drink the wonderful, red liquid that oozed out of her enemies’ wounds.

      Sloan shook her head in vain, trying to ignore the need. Hunger like she had never known twisted at her stomach. Sloan parried a blow from behind and, moving to her right, she lopped off the arm of an oncoming swing. She was moving so fast, she had no time to plan her next strike; there was only time to react.

      No matter how fast she moved, there was no escaping the urge to satisfy herself on the abundant amount of blood that soaked the battlefield. Hunger turned into thirst, and thirst turned into need. Sloan honestly thought that if she didn’t drink some of the blood soon, she would die.

      Unable to stave off the desire any longer, Sloan gave into the thirst. Grabbing one of the soldiers by the neck, she swung him around and sunk her fangs into the thick part. Immediately, the soldier went slack. The red hue Sloan saw through deepened to a dark crimson as the gloriousness of hot liquid soaked her throat. Her stomach was soon satisfied with the wonderful feeling of being filled.

      What’s more, Sloan felt a burst of energy. She’d been beginning to tire, but with the introduction of the blood, Sloan felt like she could take on the queen’s entire army. It wasn’t until she had drained the unlucky soldier dry that she realized the battle had come to a standstill.

      Ashley was backed up against the side of The Shifter. She was surrounded by a group of mage sword-wielding vampires. She didn’t look like she was wounded, but her sword was sagging in her tired arms, sweat dripping off her brow.

      Kade was bleeding from a dozen different wounds, also surrounded by a group of vampires in the center of the street. The superior speed of the vampires compared to the shifter was proving to be too much for him to handle.

      Sloan sunk to her knees, the horror of what she had done finally sinking in. Despite their best actions, only a fraction of the vampire soldiers from New Hope had been dispatched. Captain Hunt stood in front of a defeated Sloan with his contingent of soldiers encircling her.

      “Surrender. You must realize now you are not the hero in this story.” Captain Hunt sneered down at her. “Your friends are wounded and exhausted. If you refuse to surrender for yourself, then do so for them.”

      A rush of wings sounded overhead. A howl Sloan had heard before ripped the temporary calm in half.

      One moment, it looked as though the soldiers from New Hope had managed a victory; the next, their smiles were torn from their faces in a flurry of teeth and claws. Aareth dropped from the sky directly on the top of those soldiers surrounding Ashley. Kimberly landed on top of Captain Hunt, folding him in on himself.

      All around, the battle raged on. Everyone besides Sloan was caught in the madness war brought. She still slumped on her knees, the withered face of the soldier she had sucked dry directly in front of her. What was she now? There was no other word for it than “monster.”

      Kade limped his way to her side. A muzzle brushed past her face as he tried to wrestle her from her daze.

      Seeing the shifter distracted, a vampire soldier, gripping a white mage sword, leapt in to deal a killing stroke to Kade.

      Sloan caught the woman’s wrist in her hand. With a simple twist, she tore the woman’s arm from the rest of her body. She brought her own red sword up and through her head. If she was a monster, then she would have to deal with that later. In the meantime, no one else she cared for would die.

      Once Aareth and Kimberly had entered the fight, also bringing about the end of Captain Hunt, the tide of the battle tipped in the opposite direction. Aareth’s hide was so thick, he could wade into the vampire ranks, slashing out with maw and paw. The only weapons able to pierce his hide were the mage swords, and there weren’t many of those left.

      Kimberly was fresh and, using her wings, fists, legs, and tail, was a maelstrom of punishment. Sloan felt like a goddess incarnate. All around the main street of Term, vampire soldiers fell under her blade. Invigorated by the human blood, she was invincible. In minutes, those soldiers who could still run retreated into the dark.

      Sloan flicked off her mage sword. The weapon dropped from her hand. Her eyes took in Aareth transitioning back to his stark naked human form and embracing Ashley. Kimberly pressed a hand to a wound on her arm and wrapped it with the cloak off a fallen soldier.

      Kade turned back to his normal human form. He was bleeding profusely from a cut over his right eye, his lip, and somewhere on his shoulder. Instead of trying to attend to his own wounds, he came to Sloan and wrapped her in a hug.

      “Don’t,” Sloan said as hot tears splashed down her cheeks. “You saw what I did. I don’t want to hurt you.”

      “You won’t,” Kade whispered into her ear. He hugged her tighter. “I’m here. Whatever’s happening to you, you’re not alone.”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to,” Sloan sputtered. “I don’t know what happened. I—”

      Kade pulled away, briefly pressing his lips to hers. He held her face in his hands, using his thumbs to brush away her tears. “It’s going to be okay. We’re going to find out what’s happening to you. I promise.”

      Sloan didn’t want to say more, even if she had the words to do so. Instead, she embraced Kade. Whatever the future had in store for her, whatever she was, would have to wait. For now, it was enough to know her friends were safe and she was in the arms of someone she cared for and who cared for her in return.

      

      
        
        End Book Three

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

          Abigail

        

      

    

    
      “Again, and like you mean it this time.”

      Sweat poured down past Abigail’s eyes. Her chest heaved at a furious pace. Her lungs burned with the fire of exertion. The worst part was there was a small bit of her that actually liked pushing her body to its breaking point.

      She lifted herself off the ground. Her hands clenched the pair of twin training swords she had been using over the last few weeks. Deep notches riddled the wooden blades, speaking volumes to her level of commitment.

      “Freeing your sister will be difficult, but not impossible.” Saber looked over at Abigail with his one good eye. “The New Order takes care of its own, but if you plan on living long enough to see this conflict through to the end, you’ll need to be much better than you are now.”

      Abigail tightened the grip on each of her swords. She maneuvered around her teacher, looking for an opening. There was no training mat to fall on if she was stricken down. The pair practiced on the hard rooftop of a four-story building on the outskirts of New Hope. It was the highest point for blocks in every direction, ensuring they were safe from prying eyes.

      “What makes you think The New Order will be any different from the old one?” Abigail continued to circle her instructor. “I thought they were just a group of the city elite who wanted to keep the wealth in New Hope. They don’t care about what happens to me or my sister.”

      “You’re wrong.” Saber’s voice was deep. It sounded like a rumbling carriage was always traveling through his lungs. “The Order was disbanded once our leader, Oliver Livingston, fled the city. Those who did remain understand the queen’s true endgame now. And we have no desire to see our city torn apart by war. Now, are you going to attack me, girl, or are we going to talk each other to death?”

      Abigail rushed forward, her head down, both arms splayed out behind her with her swords.

      I’m coming, Elizabeth, Abigail thought. I just need to be a little bit stronger, but I’m coming.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        Leah

      

      

      “What Commander Steel has become will be more than enough for Sloan.” Leah lounged in a plush leather chair in her sister’s private chambers. “It’s not her, or our failed undead experiment that bothers me any more. It’s Aareth Emerson. If we only had a sample of his blood—ugh, what I could do with a section of his bone marrow. We could create wolf soldiers; hybrids, even.”

      Queen Eleanor Eckert looked at her sister through the mirror that sat on her dresser. It was late. The light in her room came from the many mage-powered lanterns in her luxurious living quarters. She brushed her white hair with long, even strokes from her silver hairbrush.

      “I understand where your desire for this blood comes from, but Aareth Emerson was the only one bitten by the Burrow Den wolf before it was killed.” Eleanor shrugged, her mind already looking for an alternate answer. “Perhaps you can recreate the project on your own?”

      “There are too many variables to consider.” Leah prepared what she was about to say next by laying out a compliment. “But, dear sister, you’re wise enough to remember that Aareth Emerson was not the only one bitten by the Burrow Den wolf.”

      Leah looked on as realization struck her sister. The queen turned in her seat. Her face had gone a shade paler in the space of a few seconds since the words had left Leah’s mouth. “Leah, no. The cost was too great the first time we raised someone from the dead. Aareth’s wife was a failed experiment, anyway.”

      “But she was not a sorcerer like he was.” Leah rose from her seat. She went to Eleanor, placing both hands on her sister’s shoulders. “Marcus Walker was also bitten by the Burrow Den wolf. Once I raise him, his resilience as a sorcerer should bring him back, with his heart intact and his memories whole.”

      “He’ll refuse to help us.” Eleanor looked at Leah once more through the reflection of the mirror. “And the cost that is demanded when someone is brought back from the grave … Leah, I don’t—”

      “Shh…” Leah kissed the top of her sister’s head. “You let me worry about the details.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Special Note For You

          

        

      

    

    
      Hey You,

      Good to see you again. Thanks for taking the time to read my work, and even finding the time to read this author note. I woke up today just after 3 AM to write. I know, crazy right? My brain just turned on and wouldn’t let me go back to sleep, so I thought, heck, instead of just lying in bed awake, I could do something productive and write this author note to you.

      I’ve just completed House of Spells, and I’m so excited to see where the story is going. Initially, I was thinking of writing a five-book series, but with all the amazing feedback from readers like you, I’ve been throwing around the idea of seven books. I promise not to drag the story on if it’s not there, but we’ll see what happens.

      Since I don’t outline and just write by the seat of my pants, it’s been fun seeing the characters develop. Sloan in book three is already so different than the Sloan we met in book one. That can be said for a lot of characters, but she holds a special place in my heart because I’m putting her through so much! Poor kid, right?

      If you can take a minute to leave a review, Elwood and I would be forever grateful.

      This whole author thing only works because you are willing to read and support my work. I have a few options for you to stay in touch below.

      1) I have a private group on Facebook I created for all of us to hang out. There are over two hundred likeminded readers who enjoy everything you do. We’re there just sharing cool new books, movies and the occasional meme. Join The Pack here https://www.facebook.com/groups/1944447962437071/

      2) I know some readers don’t like using Facebook and/or would rather just receive an email with info when new books are out. I totally get that. If you’d like to be part of The Pack via our newsletter, you can go to www.jonathan-yanez.com and join the ranks.

      

      See you on the other side,

      Jonathan
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        “Your past doesn’t dictate who you choose to be today.”

      

      

      

      
        
        -Aareth Emerson

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To all the members in my pack. I’m here because of you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “Make sure you’re turning more than you are killing. After the events in Term, it’s clear that my dear sister’s pet will not be going quietly.”

      The body Commander Steel held in his hands was more of a husk than a human form. The man’s skin had gone from a healthy pink to a sickly grey in a matter of minutes. He stopped struggling as soon as Commander Steel sank his razor sharp teeth into him.

      “Where’re you getting all of these people anyway?” Commander Steel, the man who had once been known as the mercenary “The Scar,” threw the body he had been feeding on off to the side. Red lines flowed down his lips like tiny rivers. Small crimson drops fell from his chin to the stone floor beneath. “I can’t imagine people are lining up to become my next snack.”

      “Haven’t you heard?” Leah drummed her fingers together in front of her with a devious grin. “My sister has completed her mage-powered locomotive to every city in the Outland now besides Azra. I have vampire soldiers scouring the outlying villages and smaller towns now for our victims. But remember, we need our vampire army to—”

      “Yes, you’ve reminded me a dozen times now.” Commander Steel rolled his eyes and took a long breath. “I was experimented on to do your bidding. I’m to bite once, and only once, those soldiers we deem strong enough to join The Legion. Don’t worry, I’m turning most of them. I’m only indulging in a snack or two, or three, each day.”

      Leah Nobel nodded slowly. Things were going according to plan, despite the events in Term where most of their standing vampire soldiers had been slaughtered by former Captain Sloan and her band of misfits. When one was given unlimited funding, it made any setback no more than a bump in the road. The experiments to Commander Steel had gone better than planned. He was not only stronger and faster, but he was also now able to turn other ordinary humans into vampires with a single bite.

      Moreover, those he had turned were also able to do the same to other victims. Even now the standing army inside New Hope was more vampire than human. Soon, they would have thousands of the creatures at their disposal, willing to conquer the Outland and its many smaller cities.

      And these new vampires were different. They were as fast and as strong as Sloan. Even physically, they had changed. When they fought, their entire mouths now became lined with sharp teeth, not just with their canines like before. Their hands also became their weapons; talon-like nails sprouted out of the ends of their fingers on command.

      “What about those inside the city who are starting to ask questions?” Commander Steel asked as he sat down on one of the many cushioned seats in the room. Although Leah Noble worked in the underbelly of the palace, it didn’t mean she couldn’t make it comfortable. The room they stood in was one of her own design—hard stone floor and walls with rich tapestries on the walls, and comfortable furniture.

      “Our soldiers will obey or find themselves forced to obey.” Leah’s eyes gravitated to one of her favorite paintings: the picture of three young girls on a red hilltop. The artist had captured her and her sister perfectly—strong, determined, destined for greatness … or at least two of them were. “The populace is also beginning to ask questions about our vampire soldiers. A ragtag group of vigilantes calling themselves The New Order has begun to stir the pot. But they’re human; they’re nothing.”

      “I can take a look into it for you if you’d like.” Commander Steel slouched in his chair. His grey-and-black uniform emblazoned with the queen’s symbol of two swords crossed behind a black bat sat wrinkled on the cloth. “It’s been getting kind of boring around here, what with all of your experiments on me finished. Now I’m just biting people left and right.”

      “That is unnecessary. You’re needed here to grow our ranks. I have another asset looking into this New Order business. I trust she’ll be fine.”

      “She?”

      “That’s what I said.” Leah turned her gaze from the picture to the Commander. She found him handsome despite the scar that ran down the right side of his face. “And soon, you two will be joined by another.”

      “By ‘she,’ are you talking about that redheaded child?” Commander Steel couldn’t help a smile cross his lips. “This isn’t a game for kids to be playing at.”

      Leah felt a surge of anger push to the surface. It was a feeling she was surprised to experience when someone talked about Elizabeth Ahab. She had grown protective of the girl in the near month she had been training her.

      “Don’t concern yourself with the goings-on of witches.” Leah squinted at the Commander with a furrowed brow. “She is capable of more than you know.”

      Commander Steel shrugged. “You’re the boss. So what about this other asset you’re talking about? Another dive into the lab to experiment on the vampire elixir?”

      Leah shook her head. She hadn’t planned on inviting the commander to witness her latest experiment. Now, she thought it might be a good opportunity for him to see her actual power. It would make him think twice if he ever decided to go rogue and disobey her.

      “Actually, why don’t you come with me.” Leah motioned to the vampire to follow. “Our next experiment should be about ready to begin.”

      Commander Steel looked at her with a raised eyebrow. Leah could read his thoughts as clearly as she could read her own. He was debating on the odds of whether or not he had already outgrown his usefulness.

      “I’m not going to kill you.” Leah rolled her eyes and made for the door. “You’re much to valuable for that.”

      Leah reached the thick, wooden door and let herself out into the hall. Her facility was located underneath the palace. To anyone unfamiliar with the grounds, it was a labyrinth of twisting halls and large rooms. For Leah, it was home. She began traveling to where the latest experiment waited for her.

      A few steps from the room, she could hear Commander Steel’s boots on the stone floor behind her. They softly echoed off the walls with each one of his strides.

      Leah didn’t feel a need to turn and validate his decision. He was a dog simply following his master.

      With Leah in the lead, the two maneuvered through the turns and twists of the many halls and passages. The halls were wide, no rugs underfoot. Mage-powered lights hung from the walls or off the vaulted ceilings, providing enough light to make one think they were outside during a sunny day.

      Leah made a note to herself as they traveled down the barren halls. She would have to do something about the décor soon. More paintings would be a welcome addition to help liven up the dull scene.

      While she was debating on how many paintings to purchase, she arrived at a set of double doors at the end of one of the halls. She straightened her black robe and walked inside.

      The smell was the first thing that hit her. The stench of a decomposing body was nothing new to her. With her extensive work in the area of resurrecting the dead, she had gotten used to everything besides the initial shock of the putrid odor.

      The room they walked into now was at the very rear of the dungeon’s lower level. Stairs met her feet as she walked down into the mouth of a cave. Instead of a room greeting the witch and the vampire, a massive cavern with hundreds of stalactites and stalagmites jutted up from the ground and hung from the ceiling. The room welcomed them like some giant mythical creature’s open maw.

      Leah moved down the steps to the dirt floor below. Just past the smell of the rotting body was the deep earthy scent of the rich soil.

      “My God,” Commander Steel said, following Leah. “What are you doing down here?”

      Leah smiled at her work. It was something she had only tried successfully once before with Brenda Emerson. It was her resurrection room. It hadn’t been used in years, mostly due to the strain it put on her body and the failed outcome with Brenda’s experiment.

      A table sat in front of her with a lifeless form underneath a white sheet. Wires ran from the body to a podium with matching golden handles pointing up from the desk.

      More wires ran over to ten glass cylinders, each showing the silhouette of a sleeping person inside.

      Commander Steel moved slowly toward the cylinders. With the sleeve of his uniform, he rubbed away the condensation that had gathered on the outside of the glass holding cells. “You have people—children in these? Are they dead?”

      “Not dead. I’ve induced them into a sleep state. I’ll need each and every one of them very much alive if I’m going to bring our subject back from the dead.” Leah moved to the podium. She rolled up the long, black sleeves on each of her arms before placing her hands on the two golden grips on top of the podium. “You may want to stand back for this.”

      “Your vicious drive to harness the unknown never ceases to amaze me.” Commander Steel took a step back from the wires and cylinders. “And who are we bringing back from the dead, exactly?”

      Leah ignored the question. Already she began bending the magic inside of her to do her bidding, both hands gripping the handles on the podium. Leah let out a long, slow breath, allowing the raging magic inside of her to gather.

      Dark purple swirls of magic began oozing from her hands like a dozen tentacles, while warmth prickled over her body, the sensation promising the coming wave of sweat that would follow her struggle to channel life from one point to another.

      The wires connecting her podium to the table and the cylinders began to glow with a bright purple light. Leah’s hands shook with the amount of effort she poured into the experiment as she first pulled life itself from her victims and then pushed it into the body on the table.

      The only other time Leah had tried the experiment successfully, she had left the ten children inside the test tubes, awake. Their screams as their life was sucked out of them were too distracting. Leah preferred her new method now. Despite her own beating heart she could hear in her head and the hum of the magic as it raced across the wires, it was silent.

      Pulling the life from so many at once was more difficult than Leah remembered as she wrestled the life force away from her victims one at a time, the children desperate to hold on.

      The second part, giving the life force to her experiment, would be easy. After all, everyone wanted life, even a cold corpse that didn’t know it.

      The first step complete, Leah now channeled the power of existence into her experiment. She bore down on the podium—hard. Sweat gathered behind her neck and at her forehead as she willed life into the dead.

      As suddenly as the experiment had begun, it ended, and Leah released her hold on the podium, breathing hard. Her knees gave out, and she sunk to the floor.

      “Are you all right?” Commander Steel ran to her. “Did it work?”

      “I’ll be fine.” Leah waved the commander away. She stood on her own power and pointed an outstretched finger to the table. “Look for yourself.”

      The figure under the white sheet was stirring. Muscles that had not been used for a while began to twitch with life. At once, the figure sat bolt upright. The sheet stayed intact, still harboring the person’s identity.

      “He shouldn’t remember who he is. Brenda Emerson had no idea,” Leah whispered to Commander Steel. “If somehow he did retain his memory, be ready.”

      Commander Steel swallowed hard. His face free of any fear but awed in wonder.

      Leah walked slowly to the sitting form. With one slow motion, she pulled the sheet from her latest experiment. “Do you know who you are?”

      Underneath the sheet sat Marcus Walker still in the clothes he had been buried in. His suit was dark brown with a white shirt underneath. His wild, dark brownish-grey hair and beard were combed perfectly. His eyes roamed around the room, confused.

      “I know this is going to be a lot to take in.” Leah placed a comforting hand on his shoulder. “But you should know that you’re very special. You are among friends. Do you remember anything?”

      “No … I—” Marcus looked down at the palms of his hands, turning them over as if they had the answers to so many of the questions he searched for. “Did I die? No, I know I died. How … how am I here now? Where am I?”

      “You’re safe inside the queen’s palace in New Hope.” Leah took a step back and motioned Marcus from the table. “You did die, but I was able to bring you back. I’ll explain everything to you, but we should hurry. There is work to be done.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t help but feel like we’re prisoners.” Kade chomped down on a sandwich as he walked alongside Sloan, Kimberly, and Aareth. “I mean, have you seen the way the Azra guards have been looking at us? It’s like I ate their last sandwich.”

      “You did eat our last sandwich,” corrected one of the guards escorting them to the Azra capital building. “Along with half the cookies and fruit.”

      “You’re not going to fat shame me, if that’s what you’re trying to do.” Kade shrugged, stuffing the rest of the sandwich into his mouth. “I’m immune to bullies. It’s my secret power. Outside of shifting, that is.”

      The guard rolled his eyes at Kade.

      Usually Kade’s good nature was enough to make Sloan at least crack a smile, but she had too much on her mind at the moment to be amused by his shenanigans. Since the refugees of Term had arrived at the city of Azra a few weeks before, the city leaders had met them with anything but a warm embrace. In fact, they hadn’t met the city leaders at all. They had been placed in a large, empty apartment building at the outskirts of the city while they waited to meet with the governor of Azra.

      Their lodging was decent enough. It was an apartment structure with adequate rooms and facilities, but these were families. Families who needed to begin their lives from square one. They would need to find jobs and move out on their own to find knew homes as soon as possible, though they were being told they needed to wait to have their meeting with the governor before they were able to do so.

      On top of this, Sloan was having the urge again—that thirst that tickled the back of her throat. It reminded her of the monster she really was, told her she would need to drink again, and soon.

      “Despite our situation, the view could be worse.” Kimberly walked beside Sloan, opposite Kade. She wore a giant cloak that shielded her from the sun’s rays. “Azra is a beautiful city. Not as welcoming as Term, but nice in its own way.”

      Sloan still stayed quiet. She had taken time to notice the sea breeze as it drifted into the city. Azra was located on the water’s edge. The city sat on a hill and had an amazing view of the sea as it stretched out as far as the eye could see. But Sloan wasn’t interested in the view today. Her mind was reeling with ways to get the citizens of Term integrated into the society as soon as possible, figure out a way to curb her thirst, and above all, get back to New Hope.

      “Shaggy beast-man.” Kimberly looked over to the fourth member of their party. “You seem unnaturally quiet today. Is all well?”

      “I’m fine.” Aareth squinted over at the gargoyle. “I’ll be fine.”

      “Trouble with the woman again?” Kimberly scratched the underside of her jaw. “You know, if you want some sound gargoyle advice—”

      “No,” all three members in the party said at once.

      “Humans.” Kimberly shook her large head.

      The rest of the trip was spent in silence as the four elected leaders of Term accompanied by the contingent of city guards continued up the hill.

      The building they headed for was at the very top of the knoll, in the center of the city. A white, spiraling roof set it apart from any other inside the city borders. Compared to New Hope, Azra was just as large, though it seemed the streets weren’t as crowded—no smokestacks from refineries emptied their pollution into the air; the hustle and bustle Sloan was so used to in a city this size was nowhere to be found.

      Instead, people walked by with smiles. Others nodded at the guards, and even at the four refugees from Term. Everything seemed brighter, cleaner here. The guards wore colors of white-and-gold, their long axes hanging from their hips, swaying like tails with each stride.

      Sloan was trying to remember what she knew of the city as they reached the outside gates of the spiral-roof building. All that was coming to mind was that Azra was the largest city outside of New Hope and relations between the two had never been friendly; they were like siblings that had to put up with one another, and so they did.

      “We’re coming with the elected leaders of Term, to see Governor Theo,” the guard in lead of their party said to the guards manning the steel gate. “He’s expecting them.”

      They were waved on without further delay. The guards stationed at the capitol building gave the four hard looks through different shades of eye color. Sloan had noticed most of the inhabitants of Azra were either marked as shifters by their eyes, or were members of the paranormal, ranging from gargoyles trying to stay hidden from the sun’s ever-present light, to gnomes scurrying about their daily tasks.

      “You going to be okay?” Kade nudged Sloan with a playful punch. “You haven’t said much since we started this hike.”

      “Yeah,” Sloan lied, pushing back all of her worries and doubts. “Sorry, I’ve just got a ton on my mind. I need to focus on what’s happening in this meeting.”

      “We’ll figure out a way to curb that thirst of yours.” Kade gave her a wink from one of his bright orange eyes. “I promise.”

      Sloan found herself taking comfort in his words. Not that she believed they would actually find a cure for her, but that there was someone willing to stand with her, someone who genuinely cared for her personal interests.

      The group traveled through the outside gates and were sent inside a pair of massive double doors. The interior was exactly what Sloan would have guessed from the city’s architects: large, open windows—even portions of the ceiling open to allow in the cool sea breeze—clean, white floors and walls, and plenty of open space.

      Officials and attendants scurried about the premises. Every time they passed one of them, they were given nods or friendly smiles.

      “These people are too happy,” Aareth growled under his breath. “It’s starting to piss me off.”

      “Take it easy, Aareth.” Sloan came to a halt in front of yet another pair of double doors with the rest of the group. “The last thing we want to do is ruffle any feathers.”

      Two more guards opened the set of doors for them and ushered the group into a room with coliseum seating. There was a slight downward slope to the room. Rows and rows of seats opened up on either side as they continued down to where a large man sat behind an even larger desk.

      He was nearly as tall as Kimberly and as wide as Aareth. Where Aareth’s frame was mostly muscle, this man had his fair share of extra weight. He carried it well, however, and made for an intimidating figure.

      His clothing was simple—comfortable-looking black pants with a brown-colored shirt. His top button was open, displaying a puff of brown fur. His long hair was gathered behind him in a ponytail and his beard met in front of his chin in a similar way. His eyes were a bright brown, hinting at his shifting capabilities.

      The only other person in the room was a female gargoyle standing at his right side.

      “Awww, so here they are.” The governor of Azra rose from his desk and greeted all four of Sloan’s party with firm handshakes. “I’m sorry I couldn’t get to you sooner. You understand, a governing body rules Azra. Although I hold the title, I have to answer to a board of overseers in the city.”

      “You’ve already decided what you’re going to do with the refugees, then.” Aareth folded his arms over his chest. “Lets just cut the bul—”

      “Thank you for seeing us.” Sloan skewered Aareth with a look that would have melted ice. “I think what Aareth is trying to say is that we’re eager to get the refugees of Term integrated into their new lives.”

      “Yes, and we plan to do so.” Theo ignored Aareth, and instead, smiled at Sloan. “Azra has welcomed everyone who has decided to take up residence within its walls, and we do not intend to stop now.”

      There was a long pause as Theo rested against his desk.

      “I sense a ‘but’ coming our way.” Kade looked over to Sloan. “A big ‘but.’ Am I right?”

      “Yes, there are … complicated factors surrounding the arrival of the refugees from Term.” Theo nodded toward Kade. “We have no love for New Hope or the way Queen Eleanor Eckert treats the cities in the Outland. With that said, we can’t be harboring fugitives. Once we do so, it will escalate things with New Hope to all-out war.”

      “The Queen has already sent riders?” Sloan felt a hit of adrenaline amplify her senses. Her sword had been taken from her before they left for the capitol, but she was a living weapon now thanks to the vampire elixir and phoenix serum that had changed her. “You intend to turn us over to her?”

      “Wow, wow, wow.” Theo threw his hands up as the gargoyle next to him reached for her axe. “Everyone calm down. The queen has sent word to us asking to turn you and your friends over, but we have no intention of doing so as long as you help us.”

      “Help you do what?” Sloan allowed herself to relax for a brief moment. “What is it you want from us?”

      “Just you two.” Theo pointed to Aareth and Sloan. “Reports say that you were part of projects in New Hope. Our city has understood for a long time a conflict with New Hope has been inevitable, and we’ve been fending off the encounter for as long as we can. We could make a good showing for ourselves, but the queen’s superior numbers would eventually see to Azra’s defeat.”

      “But if you can create more like Aareth and Sloan,” Kade jumped in, picking up Theo’s train of thought, “you could make your own weapons, your own vampire and … well, whatever it is that Aareth turns into… soldiers.”

      “Right you are.” Theo gave all four members of their party a beaming smile. “And of course we’ll ask your consent every step of the way. We want to learn and to aid our city, giving it the best chance of survival, but not at the expense of compromising our morals. Everything will be carried out as efficiently and as safely as possible.”

      “No.” Sloan didn’t even have to think about the offer. “I won’t let you turn more people into whatever it is I am. They don’t deserve that.”

      “They would be volunteers.” Theo tried giving Sloan a winning smile. “We would take every precaution. There would be safety measures in pla—”

      “No,” Sloan said again.

      “The reason why you’re refusing is admirable.” Theo cleared his throat. “But there are already reports coming in from New Hope, whispers that the queen is continuing to grow her vampire soldier ranks. More than that, we have intel hinting at more experiments in the process. We need to even the playing field if we’re going to survive.”

      “I’ll do it.” Aareth took a step forward. “I’ll be your guinea pig, if it means getting these people settled faster and taking down the queen and her sister.”

      “What’re you doing?” Sloan looked past Kimberly to Aareth. “Can I talk to you for a minute?”

      “What? Here?” Aareth looked around the room to the many people staring at them. “Are you sure you want to do this now?”

      “Yeah, positive.” Sloan fought back the anger that rose in her chest. “Theo, can we have a day to think on your offer? It seems we’re all not on the same page with this.”

      “Of course.” Theo almost seemed relieved to maneuver out of the awkward situation. “We can meet again tomorrow. I understand this is a delicate situation that should be handled with care.”
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      “It’s not that big of a deal.” Aareth rolled bloodshot eyes at Sloan. “It’s simple. Azra is the best chance we have at taking down New Hope. They’re outmanned and outgunned. Maybe if they can create some vampires and werewolves of their own, they’ll have a chance.”

      “‘Werewolves’?” Sloan folded her arms over her chest. “That’s cute. When did you start calling yourself that?”

      “It’s a term Edison came up with the other day. We had to start calling it something. Kimberly’s just been referring to me as ‘the horrid beast creature.’”

      Sloan took a long breath. Talking Aareth out of anything once he had his mind set on something was never easy.

      The two stood in the small apartment designated to Sloan and Kimberly once they had entered Azra. It was a one bedroom with barely any furniture, but it would be temporary for Sloan. Right now, Kimberly was out with Edison, working on a special project they weren’t willing to share with the others just yet.

      “We don’t know these people in Azra,” Sloan began, trying to reason with Aareth. “Sure, they say all they want to do is defend themselves from the queen, but who really knows if that’s the truth? Just as easily they can start their own experiments and try to rule the Outland themselves.”

      “When are you going to start trusting people?” Aareth shook his head. “Theo’s willing to help.”

      “Oh, that’s rich, coming from someone like you.” Sloan placed closed hands by her side. “When I met you, you didn’t trust anyone.”

      “Yeah, and I was right. I didn’t trust the queen, and look where we’re at now.”

      Sloan was beginning to have flashbacks to a very similar conversation that had taken place between the two in Term. Their argument had quickly turned to blows thanks to their own new rage factors that came with being creatures of the paranormal.

      “Listen.” Sloan slowed her talking to give herself a chance to calm down. “I don’t want to argue with you. I’m just concerned what will happen if—”

      “She’s leaving me.”

      Sloan stopped mid-sentence, realizing exactly what Aareth meant. In a second, she understood why his eyes were bloodshot again. His demeanor, the hunched shoulders, the sadness—it was all there.

      “My undead wife—no, the woman who used to be my wife, the one who doesn’t even want to be called by her real name. This Ashley says she needs time to think.” Aareth had said each word as if it caused him physical pain to push past his lips. “I thought losing her was the worst thing that could ever happen to me. I never thought I’d have to experience this pain all over again.”

      “I’m so sorry, Aareth.” If it was in Sloan’s nature to give Aareth a hug to comfort him, she would. But Sloan wasn’t that motherly type. “I can talk to her, if you want. I can try to get her to stay, to give it a chance.”

      “No.” Aareth’s gaze fell to the floor. “Maybe it’s better this way. She was resurrected without a heart and no memory of her past. It’s not her fault. At first, I thought we could fall in love all over again, but it’s clear she needs time to figure out who and what she is. Isn’t there a saying? Something like: if you love someone, you’ll let them go?”

      Sloan could see the tears pool in her friend’s eyes despite his downward gaze. Without thinking, she went to him and placed a firm hand on his left shoulder. “I can’t say I know exactly what you’re going through, but I’m here for you. We’re all here for you.”

      “I know. Maybe Bren—Ashley leaving is part of why I’m so eager to join Azra.” Aareth didn’t return her gaze; he kept his head down. “I’m afraid if I’m left to my own devices, I’ll find my way back to the bottom of the bottle. I know it’s not a solution, but it helped to dull the pain.”

      Sloan removed her hand. Outside came the distant sounds of children playing in the complex. Their shouts and running feet reminded Sloan once more of the responsibility she bore to these people. They had abandoned their home in Term in a large part due to the events of her own arrival.

      “All right.” Sloan cleared her throat, not believing what she was about to say. “We’ll give Azra access to our DNA, but I want Edison there every step of the way to make sure all they’re doing is trying to figure out what makes us tick. And I want to talk to the volunteers in Azra who are willing to take on this burden.”

      Aareth just nodded. It was clear he was done with the conversation. His thoughts were once more on his wife.

      In the silence, the thirst came for Sloan again. It was more than her throat being dry, or her empty stomach rolling in protest; it was a mental game. Consciously and subconsciously, she was under attack from her own body. It was telling her she needed blood again, that the thirst was inevitable and she should just give in and get it over with.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Pounding on the door shook Sloan from thoughts of her thirst.

      Aareth’s eyes flashed yellow. He held up a hand for Sloan to wait while he positioned himself on the opposite side of the door. With one quick motion, Aareth grabbed the handle and tore the door not just open, but off its hinges.

      “Wow, take it easy, Hercules.” Kade’s eyebrows shot up as he took in Aareth’s hulking form holding the entire door by its handle. “I’m not the enemy.”

      “What’s wrong?” Sloan asked.

      Kade grinned a toothy smile. “Trouble.”
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      “How far is she?” Sloan grabbed the spyglass, training it on the unicorn and rider tearing across the land. Her gaze went from the manic rider to those following behind her. There were at least a dozen riders bearing New Hope’s colors. They rode on black horses, closing the gap behind their prey. “She’s not going to make it.”

      Sloan looked to the others gathered on the battlements. The same female gargoyle wearing the Azra uniform that Sloan had seen in Theo’s office was shouting orders to her men.

      “Open the gate! Let the rider in, but do not, under any circumstances, engage the New Hope riders following her!”

      “What are you talking about?” Sloan caught the gargoyle’s eye. “You know she’s not going to make it. We have to help her. We need to go out and meet her halfway.”

      “I’m not ordering my men to engage New Hope.” The gargoyle looked Sloan up and down. “Not yet, at least. Tensions with the queen are already at a breaking point. But if it does come to war, we’ll need all the time we can get to prepare.”

      She wasn’t saying it, but Sloan understood what the gargoyle implied. Sloan gritted her teeth, hating the idea of standing there and doing nothing. The sun was still high in the sky, forcing the Azra gargoyle to shield her skin with a long white-and-gold robe with a deep-set hood.

      “What’s your name?” Sloan asked the gargoyle, peering into the deep-set hood she wore.

      “What?”

      “It’s a simple question. What is your name?”

      “I’m Major Cherub.” Cherub straightened her shoulders, trying to determine Sloan’s intentions. “Why?”

      “Major.” For the second time that day, Sloan wished she had access to her mage sword. “I’m going out there to help your rider. Don’t try to stop me. If it makes you feel better, you can tell Theo, or whoever questions you after this, that you tried.”

      Cherub’s face broke into a small, toothy grin. “I can stop Azra guards from attacking the New Hope soldiers, but I guess you’re not officially part of Azra yet, are you?”

      “That’s right.” Sloan broke into a grin of her own, finding herself even liking the Azra major. “Keep the gates open. I’ll be back.”

      Sloan didn’t wait for more words to be exchanged before she turned to go.

      “This will probably help.” Cherub reached into the folds of her cloak and brought out Sloan’s mage sword. “I was keeping it safe for you until you decided to join us, but I think you’ve already made up your mind.”

      Sloan’s eyes grew as she accepted her weapon of choice from the Azra guard. Holding the pommel of her sword felt like a handshake from an old friend. She twisted the weapon in her hand, remembering its weight and feel.

      “Hey, are we doing this, or what?” Aareth shouted up toward the battlements from below. “Your boyfriend is trying to convince me we have time for a snack before we go.”

      Sloan jogged down the steps, feeling a rush of heat at her face. Was Kade her boyfriend? Did it just happen like that, or did they have to have a conversation about the exact titles of their relationship?

      “Oh, we’re not boyfriend and girlfriend.” Kade stuffed a handful of dried jerky into his mouth. “I mean, not that I’m opposed to the idea. I’d love … I mean, I’d like it if that were to happen, but—”

      “You should just stop there, Mr. Smooth Talker.” Sloan rolled her eyes at the shifter she had grown to care for. “We have someone who needs our help.”

      “Who is she?” Aareth asked.

      “I heard the guards talking earlier.” Kade finished his mouthful of meat. “She’s one of their spies, carrying word from New Hope.”

      The massive front gate of Azra was being lifted upward by a series of pulleys, with guards working a giant wheel enclosed in the gatehouse.

      “We have the chance to help our new allies and to take out a few New Hope Soldiers in the process.” Sloan shrugged, flipping the switch on her mage sword. The blade hummed with power as it glowed a dull red. “That’s all I need to know. Let’s go crack a few skulls. It’ll be good to stretch our legs a little.”

      No more words were passed between the trio of warriors. They all understood what needed to be done. Sloan started first, her feet taking on a slight jog before a full run. Aareth was on her left, his large form already changing into the lupine beast he was still learning to control. On her right, Kade gave her a wink before transitioning to all fours. Two thick fangs sprouted from the top of his mouth. A golden fur covered his body as he shifted into a giant sabertooth tiger.

      Through red eyes, Sloan focused on the scenario unfolding in front of them. The New Hope riders weren’t vampire soldiers. If they had been, there would be no reason for them to ride on horseback. This would be quick.

      Sloan turned her run into a sprint. The white unicorn carrying the fleeing spy was foaming at the mouth. It had been a long, hard chase. The beast was beginning to tire. Sloan targeted the closest New Hope rider bearing down on his prey. He was only a few feet back when Sloan was ready to make her move.

      With a single fluid leap, she vaulted over the unicorn and its handler. Sloan spun in the air, coming down feet first into the rider’s chest, striking the New Hope rider with a bone-shattering force. The three went down in a tangle of horse hooves, black cloak, and mage sword.

      There was no way the soldier would be in any condition to pursue the fight. Sloan untangled herself from the kicking horse and the soldier’s limp body.

      BAM! BAM!

      Shots rang in the air as the other soldiers opened fire on Sloan, Aareth, and Kade. Her two companions were already at work, each taking a rider from his seat and tackling him to the ground. Bullets bounced off Aareth’s skin. Sloan felt searing pain, and the force like someone had punched her rippled through her torso. The bullet had found a place in her abdomen, but Sloan winced past the discomfort. In seconds, her healing factor would push the bullet out and close her wound. There was no point in thinking about it further.

      Her thoughts now went to Kade. Among the three, he was the only one not equipped with a steel hide or healing factor capable of protecting him from the bullets.

      It seemed the shifter was well aware of this. He danced back and forth as the round of bullets passed through the air.

      The distraction had worked. Three of the twelve riders pursuing the spy were already on the ground. The other nine were dealing with Sloan, Aareth, and Kade. Only one of the New Hope riders seemed willing to pursue the spy further.

      Kade roared, winking to Sloan with a large orange eye as he took off after the single New Hope rider who still chased the spy. Sloan turned back to the remaining eight riders she and Aareth were dealing with. It wasn’t a fight at all.

      Sloan almost felt bad as she landed strikes from her mage sword and blows from her fist, so strong they incapacitated soldiers with a single blow.

      In seconds, the remaining eight soldiers were torn from their mounts and battered into unconsciousness. Sloan finished off her last opponent with a blow to his left temple.

      Aareth was on the other side of the battlefield, his chest heaving with the rage of battle. His body, half man and half wolf, would be terrifying to any opponent. “Kimberly was right. You are kind of a scary wolf creature.”

      Aareth grinned at her through a few dozen teeth.

      BANG!

      One last single shot rang out into the air. Sloan and Aareth turned at once to see Kade stumble, then fall.

      Sloan’s heart jumped into her throat. Panic lent speed to her legs as she tore back to where Kade’s limp body lay.

      “No, no!” In a matter of seconds, Sloan covered the distance to where Kade lay. There was no thought given to the last New Hope guard who frantically began reloading his pistol as Sloan approached. Sloan skidded to a halt on her knees beside Kade’s limp form. “You’re not dead. You can’t be dead.”

      Kade had stopped the last New Hope solider only yards from the gates of Azra. He had managed to unhorse the rider, but in doing so, he had left himself open to the gunshot.

      The scream of the New Hope solider behind her as Aareth tore his body in two was an afterthought. All Sloan could focus on now was the crimson red wave that pooled over Kade’s short golden fur. The shot had gone in one side of his chest and out the other. Kade was still breathing, but his breaths were shallow. Blood began pooling from his mouth as well as from his chest.

      “Can you hear me?” Sloan propped Kade’s massive feline head into her arms.

      There was no response.

      “Help!” Sloan screamed to no one and everyone at once. “Help, I need a doctor!”
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      “He’s a strong shifter.” The doctor exited Sloan’s apartment, wiping bloody hands on a clean, white towel. “The wound will lay him up for a few weeks, but he’ll be fine.”

      Sloan let go of a sigh she didn’t know she was holding. She wasn’t the only one. There was a noticeable sense of relief from the gathered crowd of friends. Edison and Elwood gave one another high-fives; Kimberly gave Sloan a gentle squeeze on her shoulder. Even Aareth and Ashley managed smiles.

      “Can I go in and see him?” Edison looked at the doctor with eager eyes. “I’ve gotten so close with Kade lately. I feel like if he could see anyone, he’d want it to be me.”

      The doctor looked from Edison to Sloan. His expression was worth a thousand words.

      “Oh, he’s serious.” Aareth looked over from the doctor to Edison. “I think Sloan should be the one to go in and see how he’s feeling.”

      “Yes, well, I guess that would make the most sense.” Edison and Elwood both heaved heavy sighs at the same time. “Give him our best, then.”

      “I will.” Sloan hid a grimace as her gathering thirst grabbed at her gut once more.

      “Are you all right?” Ashley asked as Sloan reached for the door handle. “You don’t look well.”

      “I’m fine.” Sloan faked a smile to her friends before opening the door. “I won’t be long. I’m sure he’s tired.”

      Sloan entered the room and closed the door behind her before anyone else could question her further. She crossed through the small apartment that Kade and Edison shared with Elwood, which was an exact duplicate of her own—a small living space to her right and an equally small kitchen area to her left, a door in front of her that led to the one room and attached bathroom.

      Sloan entered into the sparsely decorated chamber. Her eyes landed on the bed where Kade lay grinning at her.

      “Don’t look so glum, gorgeous.” Kade gave her one of his signature winks. “Doc says I’ll be up and causing trouble soon.”

      “You could’ve been killed.” Sloan sat gently on the bed next to Kade. She reached out a hand to brush back his short, golden brown hair. “The doctor didn’t say it, but I’ve seen plenty of wounds to know an inch toward your heart and you would have been dead.”

      “Could have, would have, should have.” Kade reached up to embrace Sloan’s hand in his own and brought it down to his lips. He kissed her hand gently. “But I’m alive, we saved the spy who, by the way, better have earth-shattering intel for the bullet I took for her. I swear to you, if she’s coming back with information on the best places to eat in New Hope or the queen’s latest fashion trends…”

      Kade allowed his voice to trail off.

      “You’re impossible.” Sloan rolled her eyes. “You nearly died, and here you are, cracking jokes.”

      “We all have a day set for our deaths.” Kade still held her hand. He brought it to the opposite side of his chest, away from the white gauze bandage. “Fate has made sure of that. Today isn’t my day, and no matter how much I worry about it, nothing will change.”

      “I should have guessed you’d believe in fate.”

      “Believe and embrace. After all, fate is what brought you to me.”

      “You’re not going to try to get me to join a cult now or anything, are you?”

      Kade cracked a grin and actually laughed, though his normal cheerful chuckle was cut short by a grimace of pain.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” Sloan winced. “I should know better than to make you laugh.”

      “It’s fine,” Kade said, regaining composure. “It only hurts when I breathe.”

      “The doctor said you’d be up in a few weeks.” Sloan leaned in for a kiss. “Until then, you need to rest up and not push yourself.”

      Sloan’s lips met Kade’s briefly, first brushing against his, then pressing against them more intently.

      “But what about you and your dietary needs?” Kade pulled back the tiniest bit so she could still feel his hot breath on her own lips. “We need to figure something out.”

      “I’ll figure something out.” Sloan leaned in again. “Now shut up and kiss me.”

      The door to Kade’s room swung open.

      “Oh! Oh my, this is provocative.” Edison coughed into his palm, then thought better of it and covered his eyes with both hands. “I didn’t see anything. We’re all adults here.”

      Sloan looked over to the scientist whose face was bright red past the hands that tried to hide it.

      “Button up or zip whatever needs to be put away,” Edison continued to babble. “I swear I didn’t see—”

      “Take it easy.” Kade struggled to prop himself up. “It’s your apartment, too. What’s up?”

      “The spy wants to thank you three for saving her, and Theo requests whoever is available to join in the meeting as the spy gives her report,” Edison said, still covering his eyes for some reason. “I thought Sloan would like to know, since you’re laid up, and Aareth is … going through a rough time right now.”

      “What’s wrong with Aareth?” Sloan rose from the bed.

      “He’s saying good-bye.”
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      The concern she held for her friend was something still new to Sloan. She stood on the main path in Azra, ready to go to the capitol building and listen to the spy’s report. The pain Aareth had to be going through at the moment was hard to understand. How could someone live through losing a spouse, only to find out they were alive, then lose them all over again?

      The sun in Azra was finally beginning to set. A contingent of guards was ready to walk Sloan up to the capitol building.

      “I’ll make sure the beast man doesn’t do anything stupid,” Kimberly said, exiting the apartment complex. She was finally free of the large robe she wore to protect herself from the sun’s rays. “He needs time to figure this out on his own, but I’ll be there to make sure he doesn’t do anything stupid.”

      “Thank you.” Sloan looked toward the large gates of Azra that opened down to the sloping path behind her a few hundred yards away. She could see Aareth’s large form and Ashley’s slimmer physique just under the gate arches. “I hate using the word ‘deserve,’ but he needs a break. I wish I could give him peace.”

      “We all have our burdens to bear in this life.” Kimberly followed Sloan’s gaze to the pair saying their farewells. “Aareth is a strong beast man. He’ll find his way through this.”

      “I hope so.” Sloan turned from her conversation with the gargoyle and began jogging up the city street toward the capitol building.
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      “You know I wish I could just remember, don’t you?” Ashley stood in front of Aareth with her two-handed mage sword in a sheath on her back. The pommel peeked over her right shoulder. “But ever since I was resurrected, I’ve been told what to think. From my time with Leah Noble, to my service beside Doctor Livingston and The Order, I’ve always been told what I should do.”

      “I get it.” Aareth was only rehashing a conversation they had already had. Still, he needed to try one more time. “And I can go with you while you figure this out. I can give you the time you need, just don’t ask me to stand by and do nothing.”

      “You won’t be doing nothing.” Ashley smiled, jerking her head toward Azra. “Your friends need you, and if you haven’t noticed, there’s a war brewing. I’ll try to figure this thing out as fast as I can. It would be a shame if I were to miss a perfectly good fight.”

      Aareth understood she was trying to lighten the mood, but all he felt inside was a large, black hole sucking in any joy that he could ever feel again. “And what if you don’t come back?”

      “Well, I guess you’re just going to have to trust that I will.”

      She had never looked more beautiful, standing in front of him with the open gates of Azra to their right and the sun setting behind her. His heart was tearing inside of him once more, tears of sorrow and frustration pooling in his eyes. Soon they spilled over, snaking their way down his cheeks and into the stubble on his face.

      “Before I go, I need to tell you something.” Ashley’s own brown eyes were beginning to fill with salty tears of her own. “I’ve started remembering things. Not a lot; just some memories that feel more like dreams, but I know they’re real.”

      “That’s good news.” Aareth swallowed hard. It felt like his Adam’s apple had somehow tripled in size since he had started crying. “If you can start remembering things now, even a few things, I know the rest will come.”

      Ashley nodded. She licked at her dry lips. The way her own hot tears fell from her face, Aareth knew whatever she was about to say next could not be good. What had she remembered?

      “Aareth, I know … I know that I loved you.” Ashley’s voice broke as a new wave of tears fell from her eyes and down to the ground below. “I know I was madly in love with you, because we had a baby together.”

      Confusion was followed by a pain Aareth had never felt before, like someone had ripped open his chest and removed his heart. Numbness, anger, shock were all vying for the top spot of his emotions.

      “I … I remember I found out the morning I died.” Ashley was looking at the ground once again, her voice breaking but not giving in to the tears that continued to splash at her boots. “We were parents, you and I. I thought you should know as soon as I remembered.”

      Aareth fell to his knees, while thoughts of what they could have had together as a family flashed across his mind, the ‘what could have been’s’ of sharing in the joy of raising a little life of their own. What his son or daughter could have been. What was stolen from them from the men who had killed his wife.

      Ashley joined him on her own knees. There were no words. She grabbed him around his wide shoulders and they knelt together in the dirt in the last rays of the sun.

      “I’ll come back to you. I know I will.” Ashley didn’t let him go. “I just have to do this on my own. Our story isn’t over, not by a long shot.”

      “I’ll be waiting for you.” Aareth grabbed Ashley like he never wanted to let her go. “I’ll wait for you until the end of time.”
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      “Sloan.” Theo looked her up and down before exchanging worried looks with Cherub, the female gargoyle in charge of the city guard. “I heard your man who aided in the safe return of our spy was injured but would recover. I didn’t know you were also hurt in the process.”

      “What?” Sloan looked down at her boots, darks pants, and top for any sign of injury she hadn’t noticed. “No, I’m fine.”

      “My mistake.” Theo shook his head. “You look pale. Have you had anything to eat?”

      Sloan pushed down the idea of food. Her throat was as dry as she could ever remember, and her stomach growled so loud she thought for sure everyone in the capitol building’s meeting room would be able to hear.

      “I’ll be fine,” Sloan looked over Theo’s shoulder to the other person in the room. “Is this our spy?”

      “I am.” The woman wearing the white cloak stood up and went to Sloan, extending a hand. “Thank you for your help. My name is Sasha.”

      Sloan shook the woman’s hand. Her orange eyes reminded Sloan of Kade and hinted at Sasha’s shifting heritage. She was pretty, with well-kept short, brown hair and a toned but not muscular build.

      “I hope your team wasn’t injured too badly.” Sasha released her grip on Sloan’s hand. “I was riding so hard to get to the gates, I didn’t see the fight. It killed me not to stop and join the battle, but the information I carry is more important than any of our lives.”

      “I was a soldier.” Sloan nodded along with Sasha’s explanation. “I understand there are times when our duty has to come first.”

      “Well, Sasha was just about to begin her report.” Theo waved them over to a long table set up where his desk had been the morning before. “I thought it would be important for you to hear this, Sloan. I understand the position you are in, deciding to ally with us or not. Maybe after you listen to Sasha’s debriefing, you’ll understand we are on the same side.”

      Sloan only nodded. She took a seat at the table, with Cherub at her left, Theo at her right, and Sasha directly across from her. The large, coliseum-like room was quiet as the spy began her report.

      “I have so much to say, I’ll try to keep it as brief as possible. The first thing you should know is that the queen has nearly finished laying the tracks to her mage engine, connecting New Hope to every major city in the Outland, with the exception, of course, being Azra. But intel says she has her eyes set on this next. She’s raising a new breed of vampire soldier stronger than the ones defeated at Term. The idea is to have them escort the production of the railway all the way to Azra.” Sasha paused. “That is all fact. There are also whispers that the queen’s sister is performing experiments on a new kind of soldier. Details are not forthcoming, but we can expect something large entering the battlefield very soon.”

      “The Outland cities the queen had already reached via the mage locomotive,” Sloan said, leaning forward in her seat. “What’s happened to them?”

      “Taxes, a heavy military presence.” Sasha shook her head, thinking of the words as she said them out loud. “They’re being forced into submission, all under the guise of a strong propaganda front promising unity and friendship.”

      “Will they fight with us when the time comes?” Cherub crossed her arms. “Azra is a strong city. I’d put my gargoyle and shifter warriors head to head with their vampire soldiers, but still there may not be enough of us.”

      “If they have a leader to rally behind, the other cities will follow us.” Sasha looked over to Sloan. “There’s even a growing faction in New Hope that wants to see the queen dethroned. I think you may know some of our members.”

      Sloan had been fighting a throbbing headache ever since Sasha had begun giving her report. Her acute hearing was picking up everyone’s hearts pumping blood through their bodies. Sasha’s words brought her back.

      “Who?” Sloan asked, squinting to focus past the growing hunger. “Who’s joined you?”

      “From the ranks of the soldiers themselves there’s a Sergeant Harrison, a Private Pia, and a Lieutenant Baker, although I’m not sure how much longer they will be able to inform for us. The queen is turning all of her soldiers into vampires and they’ve decided to abandon their stations before they do that.” Again Sasha paused, a twinkle in her bright eyes. “And that’s not all. There’s a Jack Walker and an Abigail Ahab who send their best.”

      “Jack and Abigail?” Sloan smiled so wide, she surprised herself. “I’ve been trying to get back to New Hope ever since we left to find them. What about Abigail’s sister, Elizabeth?”

      For a moment Sasha’s features darkened. Even before the spy opened her mouth, Sloan understood there was no good news about the younger Ahab sister.

      “We’ve lost track of her, but the last we heard, she was practicing magic under Leah Noble’s tutelage.” Sasha’s brow furrowed. “We haven’t given up hope. That’s the reason Abigail and Jack have decided to stay in New Hope. They’re holding on to the idea they can find her and bring her back from whatever darkness she’s being taught.”

      Throbbing pain hammered at Sloan’s temples. Thirst was turning into an all-consuming urge to sink her teeth into the veins of those at the table. Horrible thoughts were taking over control of her mind. She would go after Theo first; he was the largest and would have the most blood to spill.

      The familiar pounding of a rhythmic heartbeat was all Sloan could hear.

      “Sloan, are you all right?” Theo asked from somewhere that sounded far off. “Do you need a doctor?”

      Red covered her vision. Sloan ran her tongue across her top canines that had tripled in length.

      Hold it together, Sloan screamed at herself. What are you doing? You can’t!

      But she could. After denying her new body what it desired for so long, it was finding a way to fight her out of pure will.

      “Everyone get back!” A new, yet familiar female voice echoed through the room, so commanding, everyone moved to obey. “She’s not in control of herself.”

      Sloan was half grateful for the voice of reason and half mad that this person understood what she was going through. She looked up through red-hued vision to a woman cloaked in a black robe. Fiery, curly, red hair fell down her shoulders.

      Sloan understood this was the woman from her dream in Term, the woman who had warned her of what she was becoming. Instinct took over and Sloan willingly lunged at the woman. A dark bolt of yellow magic sprung from a wand in the woman’s right hand.

      The magic projectile struck Sloan in the head, harder than she could ever remember being hit before. Along with the blow came blackness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan was standing in a room—no, a plane of complete whiteness. All around her—the floor, the invisible ceiling, the walls were all so far away yet so close at the same time, and it was all a bright white.

      “We’re in your head.”

      Sloan jolted, turning to her right, where the red haired woman now stood. She had not been there a moment earlier, Sloan was sure of it.

      “Are you positive I’m just not dead?” Sloan took a deep breath, placing a hand to her head where the bolt of magic had stricken her. Her hand came away clean. “Thanks for taking me out back there. I was about to do something stupid.”

      “Well, that’s because you’re a stupid person, Charlotte Sloan.” The sorceress stood back with a raised eyebrow. “Taking care of everyone around you besides yourself, when you’re the key to the future.”

      The idea that this woman reminded her of someone stuck out again, like an itch she just couldn’t reach; teased that she knew this woman somehow, the way she carried herself with poise and power at once.

      “That’s pretty blunt,” Sloan said out loud, looking around the white room. “So this is my head, huh? I thought there would be more.”

      “No.” The woman folded her arms inside her cloak. “This is the frame I built inside your mind. Your actual consciousness is a depressing place, mostly full of regret and loss, but you have a few bright spots with your friends and a certain shifter that turns into a big kitty.”

      “I was about to get angry that you went snooping in my head.” Sloan shrugged with a exhale. “But I guess this is better than the alternative you saw. I can live in a world of white. So, who are you anyway? My fairy godmother?”

      “You wish.” The woman walked over to a white wall. She waved her hand and a plain spot on the wood revealed a door handle. “One surprise at a time. First, I want you to see what your mind really looks like.”

      “Why?” Sloan waved away the idea. “I don’t like dwelling on the past. I’m not going that way.”

      “No, you’re not.” The woman opened the door anyway. “But to harness what you are today, you’re going to have to come to terms with the person you used to be. This isn’t an option. Don’t make me knock you out again and drag you through this door.”

      “Has anyone told you that you’re not a great people person?” Sloan walked through the door. “I’m guessing your social circle is kind of small.”

      Sloan’s banter stopped as soon as she walked through the doorway. What stood in front of her now was a look at her entire life in a single view. A massive open area was set out like real, lifesized pictures in a child’s book. To her left was a baby being born to parents whose faces were masks of darkness; next, a young version of Sloan at the orphanage. Besides that was an image of her going through drills as she joined the queen’s army, and so on and so on as the years passed.

      “Look, and remember these images well,” the woman beside her said. “There are things you can never change, but there are things you can learn from.”

      Sloan’s eyes drank in the sights one after the other. Eventually, the view of her life began to catch up with present day events. There was the initial meeting with Jack, Marcus, and Aareth before they traveled to investigate the killing of the Burrow Den beast; there was the fight with the first round of vampire soldiers when Aareth made his initial transition into the werewolf; there was her meeting with Kade. This image was brighter than the rest.

      Finally, Sloan came to the last image: a picture of her looking down two roads. One path led up and was narrow, hedged in by bushes and trees. The other path was downhill, wide and easy to maneuver.

      “I get it.” Sloan turned to the woman. “I’ll take the harder path if it means controlling what I am now.”

      “Oh, you think you get it, do you?” The woman threw back her head and laughed out loud—a sound void of any true happiness. “I’ve sacrificed everything, and soon you will, too. But if you think you already know it all, why don’t I show you the future?”

      Before Sloan could even decide if she wanted to know what was in store for her, the sorceress moved toward her and pressed her right thumb to the middle of Sloan’s forehead. Images flashed so quickly in front of Sloan’s mind, she wasn’t sure what she was seeing. There were angels fighting demons, red-eyed humans not quite vampire or werewolf, hordes of the undead rising from their ocean floor, and some kind of knights fighting in space.

      In a flash, she was back in the white room. Sloan fell to her hands and knees, dry heaving. Her stomach was willing to give up everything inside it. Problem was, there wasn’t anything inside to throw up.

      “What … what did I just see?” Sloan spat out more saliva onto the white floor in front of her. “What was that?”

      “A future you will be part of.” The woman didn’t offer a hand. Instead, she allowed Sloan to struggle to her feet by herself. “Now I’m going to wake you up. When I do, I’ll offer you a pitcher of warm blood. It’s rabbit blood. And you will drink it, because without that, you’re going to lose yourself again. Are we understood?”

      Sloan just nodded.

      “Good. Three. Two. One.”

      Sloan sat bolt upright in a room she didn’t recognize. It was spacious, with a window overlooking the ocean and a salty breeze ruffling ceiling-high curtains.

      “Drink this.” The same woman from her dreams handed Sloan a massive clear pitcher of dark red blood. “Hurry, before you make decisions you will regret.”

      Sloan remembered her life—the images of most of it where she was alone, and now the most current ones where she was alive with friends and Kade who needed her. The memories of the impossible future that lay ahead also pushed her to drink the rabbit blood.

      Without another thought, Sloan accepted the pitcher from the woman and drank greedily. The hot liquid poured down her throat, and the feeling was like being filled both physically and mentally. With every gulp, Sloan felt more alert and energized.

      She drank so fast, the blood ran down her chin. Red drips stained her clothing. Sloan couldn’t care less. The feeling was intoxicating. Only when the pitcher was drained did Sloan bother to look up.

      “Well, we’ve bought you some more time, but you need to feed at least once a week so you don’t reach the edge.” The woman accepted the pitcher from Sloan and placed it on a white nightstand. “Animal blood will do for now, but we should be able to engineer a substitute for you sooner or later. At the very least, some  kind of appetizer for you to make the feedings less frequent.”

      “You still haven’t told me who you are.” Sloan licked at her red lips. She was full, but at the same time, she loved the taste of fresh blood on her tongue. “Why are you helping me?”

      “My name is Croft, but that will mean nothing to you. Now hurry up”—the sorceress motioned for Sloan to rise from the bed—“Theo will want to know how you are, and we have a war to plan.”

      Realization hit Sloan like a bucket of cold water. At once, she knew who the woman reminded her of, and at the same time knew she was right in making the assumption.

      “I knew you looked familiar.” Sloan rose, shaking a finger at the woman. “The red hair, the freckles, and your weird personality. You’re an Ahab. You’re Abigail and Elizabeth’s mother.”

      Croft looked Sloan up and down. For a fraction of a second, her features softened. But just as fast as they did, the scowl returned. “That bolt of magic must have hit you harder than I thought.”

      “Why did you leave them?” Sloan wiped the rest of the blood from her chin. She advanced on the sorceress. “You abandoned them to a madman.”

      “You have no idea what you’re talking about.” Croft’s eyes flashed a burning anger. “Not all of us have the luxury of changing sides in a fight and still being called a hero.”

      Sloan pressed the subject harder. “They don’t even know where you are. They lost their father. They could use a parent right about now.”

      “An orphan lecturing me on parenting? Just because you never knew yours doesn’t mean you’re an expert on the subject. You don’t even have children.” Croft moved toward the door. “Now, can we move on from the subject? We have—”

      “No, we can’t just move on.” Sloan moved next to Croft and pushed the door Croft was opening, shut again. “I want answers.”

      Croft trembled with rage under her black cloak. For a moment, Sloan thought she had pushed the sorceress too far.

      “I left because I had a duty to protect the magical world. I kept my daughters and my husband in the dark because I did not want this burden to fall on them.” Croft’s hands trembled at her sides. Yellow matter began to form around her knuckles. “But I’ve failed, haven’t I? A power-hungry witch is tutoring one of my daughters, and the other is training to fight in a war the likes this world has never seen before. Thank you for reminding me of my failures.”

      Sloan wasn’t sure what to say, so she said the only thing that came to mind: “Okay, now we can go.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eight

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “I’ll cry with you. There’s no reason to keep it in.”

      “I told you,” Aareth growled. “I’m not hugging you and crying on your shoulder.”

      Sloan walked into the apartment area where the refugees of Term had been allowed to remain. It was a tall, cream-colored building with hundreds of units. In the interim, it was working, but Sloan understood the necessity to get these people out.

      “Elwood and I are worried about you,” Edison pushed his friend. The two stood at the entrance to the apartment. “It’s not healthy to hold it all in.”

      “Go cry with Kade,” Aareth noticed Sloan, despite the darkness the late hour brought. He motioned her over.

      “I’ve already tried.” Edison kicked at the dirt ground with his shoe. “He said I should come and comfort you.”

      “How’d the meeting go?” Aareth asked. He seemed grateful to be free of the crying debate with Edison. “Sorry I couldn’t make it. I was … I was saying good-bye to Ashley.”

      “It’s all right.” Sloan waved away the apology. Feeling uncharacteristically full of energy at the moment, she was realizing she had made up her mind about the proposed alliance with Azra. “Jack and the Ahab sisters are alive. I think we can trust the people here in Azra. Well, ‘trust’ might be a strong word, but we can at least go one with them for now. We share a common goal.”

      “That’s great that the kids are safe. What brought about the change of heart?” Aareth raised a skeptical eyebrow. “Last time we talked about this, you were less than enthused.”

      “A war is coming, whether we do something about it or not.” Sloan bit her bottom lip, trying to put her feelings into words. “With the right boundaries, maybe we can give Azra and the people fighting against New Hope a chance of winning this thing.”

      Large, dark wings flapped overhead. A moment later, Kimberly came down with a heavy thud. Elwood hopped off her shoulder, waving to his friends.

      “The hour grows late, normal human.” Kimberly looked at Edison. “If we are going to finish our experiment, we should make all haste to do so.”

      “Oh, right.” Edison gave Sloan a sly glance. “The top secret experiment we’re working on.”

      When no one made a move to take the bait, Edison continued. “I said, the extra top, very secret experiment we are working on to help Sloan with her situation.”

      He paused again.

      Nothing.

      “I said, the super, extra—”

      “For all that is holy, man”—Aareth threw his large arms up into the night sky—“I’ll ask. What secret project are you working on?”

      “Well, I can’t tell you that, or it wouldn’t be a secret.” Edison’s face split into a Cheshire grin.

      Aareth moved in with open hands as if he were ready to strangle his friend.

      “Wow, well, I think we should talk about our decision for tomorrow and leave these three to work on their project.” Sloan grabbed Aareth by the arm. “Come on.”

      Aareth let himself be led away as the others headed in the opposite direction.

      Sloan and Aareth walked in silence as they headed up the long stairway toward the battlements. The sky was clear. The breeze had just picked up enough to play with Sloan’s hair as it passed.

      The wall surrounding the city of Azra wasn’t massive or impressive in size. It was meant to keep every day citizens out, not an army. If it came to defending the city, the wall would need to be raised and thickened. As it was, it was only four stories off the ground. Sloan could practically jump that now.

      Sloan and Aareth found a spot away from the Azra guards standing vigil on the wall.

      “You okay?” Sloan asked, leaning against the stones that made up the battlements. “I’m not really good with this kind of stuff, but I want you to know you’re surrounded by friends.”

      “Thanks.” Aareth wasn’t interested in making eye contact, either. He joined Sloan, resting against the chest-high railing that protected against those on the wall from falling over. “Today was rough. I feel like an emotional wreck, but somehow, along with the pain is a sense of peace I can’t explain.”

      Sloan didn’t have words. She nodded along with Aareth’s answer, listening to the flapping Azra flags. They were long triangles, all white with a gold edging. A golden square in the center of the flag with four figures represented their sigil: a bear, a lion, a gargoyle, and a human.

      “I think I know what you mean.” Sloan finally broke the silence. “It’s like things are far from being all right, but you know you’re doing what you’re supposed to be doing.”

      “That’s right.” Aareth let out a long sigh that quivered at the end. It was uncharacteristic of the former inspector-turned-assassin. Sloan had the idea that Aareth had already shed his fair share of tears that day. He talked like someone emotionally exhausted.

      “She’ll come back.” Sloan finally looked over at her friend. “Or I’ll go hunt her down myself and drag her back to you.”

      Hearing Aareth laugh was good. It had been too long since Sloan had been in the presence of his deep chuckle.

      “She’ll be back.” Aareth smiled at Sloan in the dark. “But, thanks. We’ve come a long way, haven’t we?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I remember when I first met you. You couldn’t keep your sword sheathed around me. You were always threatening to decapitate me.”

      “Oh, right.” Sloan felt a smile creep over her lips. “Well, you were kind of a drunk assassin back then.”

      “Yeah, I guess I was.”

      “How’s that werewolf been treating you?” Sloan asked, as casually as if she were asking someone how their day was. But this was the reality the two now found themselves in. “Do you think you have it under control?”

      “Control is a strong word.” Aareth shrugged his massive shoulders. “I think I have a better handle on it now. I’ve accepted what I am. How about you?”

      “Same.” Sloan moved a strand of her hair that the sea breeze had blown into her face. “I’m still learning to control the urges, but I think—I hope—I have a plan now to keep it in check.”

      “It’s good to hear.” Aareth turned to go. “I’m exhausted. I think I’m going to turn in for the night. Are you going to stay out here?”

      “Yeah, sleep really isn’t my thing anymore.”

      “Oh, right.” Aareth began his descent down his stairs. “I’ll see you tomorrow morning, to begin whatever testing Azra has in store for us. Try not to worry. Things are going to be okay.”

      Sloan remained on the Azra battlements for a few hours longer. She took comfort in Aareth’s words of the future being brighter than their past. If she really knew what the next few weeks would bring, though, she wouldn’t have been so eager to meet the future.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nine

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “This is not just all right.” Edison stood back, staring at the Azra lab that had been provided for him. “This is amazing!”

      Sloan and Aareth walked in behind Edison and Elwood. The building they entered sat right next to Azra’s capitol building. Located on the hill, it also commanded an impressive view of crashing waves on the sandy shores. The left side of the room was practically all open windows to highlight the sea.

      Inside, the building was made up of an assortment of rooms with so much testing equipment, Sloan was left to wonder what most of the tools actually did. Edison, on the other hand, seemed like a child at a chocolate factory. Elwood seemed just as excited, and chattered away in his gnomish tongue.

      “Yes, yes, Elwood, I see it.” Edison went over to pick up what looked like a giant thermometer. “The craftsmanship is exquisite. I’ve never seen one so large.”

      “Is that in case we run a fever?” Aareth went over to examine the tool his friend held. “You’d have to open up pretty wide to get that thing in.”

      “Oh, no. I mean, it is for taking someone’s temperature, but”—Edison pointed it toward Aareth’s bottom—“it goes in through the other end.”

      “Edison…” Aareth’s face went a shade darker. His voice deepened. “I don’t ever want you coming near me with that thing. Even if I’m dying, just let me die. I swear, if you stick that thermometer in my—”

      “Good morning, everyone.” Theo walked through the door, accompanied by Croft and Sasha, his bulky frame magnified by the slenderness of the two women beside him. “I don’t want to stay long and interrupt the process, but I just wanted to thank both of you for your willingness to help. I know a lot of thought went into the decision.”

      “As long as we take down the queen.” Aareth folded his arms over his chest. “That’s all I’m worried about.”

      “Of course.” Theo waved his arm in Sasha’s direction. “Sasha is on her way back to New Hope. She wanted to ask you something before she left.”

      “I wanted to know if you have anything to take back to Jack or Abigail?” Sasha produced pen and paper from the folds of her cloak. She looked expectantly at Sloan as if she were going to say something profound. “I could also take back any message you have for the soldiers still in the queen’s army, those who are on our side.”

      “Tell them all to be safe.” Sloan found herself at a loss for something more inspiring to say. “Tell the soldiers to get out of the city as soon as they feel like their position is compromised. Tell Jack and Abigail to train hard and that we’ll see them soon.”

      Sasha wrote furiously on her pad.

      “Tell them we’re with them.” Aareth scratched at the underside of his jaw. “We might be miles apart, but we’re all fighting the same battle.”

      Sasha nodded. She turned to the last members of their party. “Are you all right?”

      Everyone turned to see what she was talking about. Edison had the stupidest grin on his face, staring at Sasha with the same look he had given the Azra lab when he had first walked in.

      Elwood kicked him hard in the shin.

      “What?” Edison snapped out of his trance, blinking his eyes like he was waking up from some kind of trance. “Oh, right, yes. Tell them I think you’re beautiful. What? No. I mean, I’m beautiful. Tell them I think they’re beautiful.”

      Sasha raised an eyebrow.

      “You’ll have to excuse my friend.” Aareth coughed into his hand, trying to hide a smile. “He’s still learning how to interact with people.”

      “If we can move on from the childish antics”—Croft rolled her eyes as she pushed past Theo—“there’s a mountain of work to be done, and we have very little time.”

      “Right. We’ll leave you to it, then.” Theo ushered Sasha out the door. His bulky frame followed behind the spy.

      “So, where do we start?” Aareth looked around the wide-open room, his eyes gravitating to the giant thermometer.

      “We start at the beginning.” Croft wasn’t even looking at them. She had found a notebook and pen on one of the many tables in the room. “Edison, I need to know everything you do about the Vampire Project. Don’t leave out a single detail.”
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      “I feel like I’ve been defiled and used.” Aareth and Sloan exited the lab building together. The sun was already setting past the ocean’s horizon. “How many times did they poke you?”

      “I lost track.” Sloan looked down at her arm where her healing factor had already kicked in and covered the insertion holes from the needle. “I had it easy, though. You’re the one with the impenetrable hide. I don’t know if I could have bitten myself hard enough to draw blood.”

      “You would have.” Aareth looked down to the meaty part of his bicep, where a white bandage was taped to his arm. “All for the greater good, right?”

      “Let’s hope Edison and Croft can figure something out, and fast,” Aareth said as he and Sloan made their way to the bottom of the hill.

      On the way back to their apartment building, they passed rows of white houses with cream roofs, and people walked about, waving or nodding their hellos. Children even laughed and played in the streets.

      “Does Croft remind you of anyone?” Aareth looked over to Sloan with a scrunched brow. “I swear I know her from somewhere.”

      “Yeah, um … you should probably ask her.” Sloan looked away.

      “You know something, don’t you?” Aareth raised a brow, lowering his head to try to catch her gaze. “You can’t even look at me right now.”

      “Well, do you want me to lie to you, or do you want me to tell you I do know but that I can’t tell you?” Sloan met his gaze with a stone-cold stare. “It’s not my place. You can ask her tomorrow if you want, when we report for pin cushion duty again.”

      “I might be offended, if I didn’t know you’d do the same for me.” Aareth pointed with his chin toward the large apartment building where the refugees from Term were temporarily housed. “It looks like Theo is already making good on his promise.”

      Sloan followed Aareth’s gaze to where a group of Azra guards were helping a Term family move from the apartment. It was nice to see Theo following through on his word and helping to relocate the families of Term to more permanent residences. The bad taste in her mouth came from wondering if Theo would have done the same if they had refused Croft’s experiments.

      There was something off about Theo. What it was, though, escaped Sloan. But she knew she had to figure it out before it was too late.
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      “Again!” Saber’s shout filled the room. “This time like you mean it!”

      Jack watched as Abigail continued her sparring session with her new mentor. In the weeks that had passed since their induction to the New Order, both warrior and wizard had grown by leaps and bounds, and Jack was reminded of how daunting a figure Abigail could be.

      She launched herself at her instructor. She held two katanas out behind her as she advanced. The weapons were a work of beautiful craftsmanship. Saber was equipped with the same sword but only held one in defense of Abigail’s attack. Sparks filled the air as steel struck steel. Abigail was a fury; her attacks were so quick, Jack had a difficult time tracking their movements in real time, she was such a blur of motion.

      Abigail forced Saber back to one of the square room’s walls. Just when Jack thought there was no way for Saber to win, the single-eyed leader of the New Order sacrificed his sword to draw a pistol from his back.

      The lost katana flew through the air. It ended up quivering, blade first, into the wall on the right.

      Abigail was forced to halt her attack, both katanas posed over Saber’s head for a killing strike. The only problem was Saber held his pistol pressed against Abigail’s forehead.

      Jack had to remind himself this was only a training session since every muscle in his body told him to run to Abigail’s aid. He didn’t for more than one reason, but the reason he gave credit to was he knew she wouldn’t want him to interfere with her training.

      “Yield.” Saber pressed his pistol into her forehead. “You’ve lost.”

      “And you cheated to win.” Abigail’s chest was moving up and down in rapid succession. “That’s not fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair, girl.” Saber glared at her through his one orange eye. “Do you think fighting vampire soldiers will be fair? They’re stronger and faster than us. The only advantages we have are surprise and skill.”

      Jack’s breath held in his chest. Abigail’s hands clenched the handles of the twin swords so tight he could see the whites of her knuckles. For a split second, Jack thought he might have to intercede after all.

      “I’m going to get you next time.” Abigail slowly lowered her weapons as if the act actually caused her pain. “You know it’s only a matter of time.”

      “Maybe.” Saber smiled at his apprentice. He also lowered his weapon, then holstered it behind his back. “Time will be the judge of that.”

      “He’s all yours, Jack.” Abigail sheathed her own swords in two cases that stuck up behind each shoulder blade. “Be careful with him. He’s had a rough day of training.”

      Saber ignored Abigail’s words.

      Abigail grabbed her water bottle and towel as she joined Jack at the room’s only exit. Jack was falling in love with her deeper and deeper every day, and her transformation into a full-fledged warrior only made her more attractive.

      Jack’s heartbeat quickened as Abigail pressed her lips against his. He grabbed her sweaty body in his arms, ignoring the wetness.

      “You must really care about me.” Abigail laughed as she pulled away. “You’re covered in my sweat now.”

      “It’s a small price to pay.” Jack winked at her. “Let’s do something tonight.”

      “Don’t we do something every night?” Abigail teased. “I’ll save you a seat in the mess hall.”

      “No, I mean it.” Jack cleared his throat. “I have something to tell you.”

      “If we can break up the love fest, kids.” Saber’s gruff voice cut through the moment like a katana. “Young Jack here has a training session of his own.”

      “Okay.” Abigail gave Jack one last kiss good-bye. “Come grab me from my room when you’re done.”

      Jack nodded. He turned his attention from the girl he loved so much to the instructor he never realized he needed.

      “How are your studies coming?” Saber draped his own towel around his neck. “Have the books Sasha brought you been helpful?”

      “They have.” Jack walked back to the bench he’d sat on while watching Abigail and Saber practice. “Where did you find books on magic like this? Some of the stuff in there has to be hundreds of years old. There are spells I didn’t even know existed.”

      “Good. Read, learn as much as you can every day.” Saber nodded to the books. “The texts come from a sorceress in Azra who has been part of the New Order since the beginning. She’s foreseen the rise of the queen and what it would take to stop her, before any of us. You should really be studying under her, but she is needed in Azra for the time being. That means you’re stuck with me for now.”

      Jack ran his hand over one of the leather-bound covers. It was worn and cracked in multiple locations. Each day the books were teaching Jack more—how to channel power longer and perform different kinds of magical incantations he never before thought possible.

      “Are you ready to begin?” Saber asked, as if Jack had any other option but to say yes.

      “I’m ready.” Jack shrugged off his long, brown jacket. He rolled up the sleeves of his shirt and walked to the center of the training room with Saber standing in front of him.

      Saber began his session like he did every time. “I know nothing of the sorcerer’s order, but I know how to train a soldier to be mentally strong enough to overcome anything. Now, tell me what have you learned.”

      “I’ve been reading the Sacred Order of the Anderle Code.” Jack closed his eyes, recalling the text. “It’s a spell to hold and harness power longer than a sorcerer should be able to.”

      “And how long can you use and harness your power over magic?” Saber asked, walking around Jack in a circle, more predator than teacher at the moment. “How long, Jack?”

      Jack thought about the question for a moment. He recalled his previous battles. Without a wand or a staff to help harness and hold the magic, his best attempts at channeling the magical current that ran though him had ended after minutes of use. The weight of bearing raw magic was too heavy to hold for longer than that.

      “I’ve held it for ten, maybe fifteen minutes without an instrument to channel it through.” Jack opened his eyes to see Saber glaring at him.

      “That was the Jack from before. The Jack now will channel the magic for as long as necessary.” Saber motioned with his head to Jack’s hands. “Show me.”

      Jack swallowed hard. Saber wasn’t exactly the most understanding teacher. Jack had learned that over the past few weeks. But he couldn’t argue with the results, either. Under Saber’s tutelage, Jack had rapidly developed as a sorcerer, covering months’ worth of learning in a matter of weeks.

      Jack took a deep breath, preparing to summon and hold the drain of magic for as long as Saber asked, both hands open out in front of him. Jack forced the current of magic running through him to take physical form in his hands. At once, two flames of green magic burst to life, one in each open palm.

      “You said ten to fifteen minutes was the longest you’ve been able to maintain the magic without a way to channel it” Saber went to a locker set alongside one of the walls in the training room. He opened one of the steel doors and rummaged inside. He came back a moment later with a steel stopwatch. “I’m going to start this now. I don’t want you to shoot for a certain time. I want you to hold it and don’t give it up, no matter what. You’re not aiming for time. Your mindset right now is that you can hold this magic forever, if that’s what it takes.”

      “Understood.” Jack set his jaw, settling in for what was looking to be a long training session. He couldn’t help asking, “You sure we shouldn’t just try for a certain time? We can just aim for sixteen minutes, and then every time we train, increase the time I hold the magic by a minute.”

      Saber’s deadpan stare told Jack what he already knew.

      “I had to try.” Jack let out a deep breath as he stared at the dancing green flames in his hands.

      Saber left Jack to his thoughts.

      Telling time in such a way was beyond impossible for Jack. Had a minute already passed? Two? Ten? Or was it all in his head?

      Soon Jack’s body began to ache. It was like he was holding a small amount of weight out in front of him for a very long time. It was easy at first, even child-like. It would have been easier to use the magic in spurts to conserve his energy, just like lifting a weight as opposed to continuously holding it out would be easier. Today, that was not an option.

      Sweat began to form on Jack’s brow and in his armpits as he held the burning magic in his hands. Soon, his mind was the only thing strong enough to keep the magic going. His body was beginning to quiver. The pain that accompanied extreme exhaustion was beginning to descend. His body felt like real fire was burning across every muscle and fiber in his being.

      “What if victory depended on you using your magic for a minute, or a second, longer?” Saber leaned in close to Jack’s right ear. “What if your life, Abigail’s life, hinged on you being strong enough to channel your magic for just a moment longer?”

      Jack’s entire body was shaking now. He closed his eyes, trying to take his mind elsewhere, anywhere, but here in this room at this moment when his strength was gone and his mind was the only thing holding him together.

      AHHHHH!

      Jack’s hands and arms were numb, but he held on.

      “There it is,” Saber yelled somewhere past the pain. “This is what you are truly capable of. This is how you will grow and become stronger every time. Hold it, Jack! Hold it like your life and those you love depend on it, because one day that may very well be the case.”

      Jack was gritting down on his teeth so hard, he thought he might actually break a few. A moment later, he collapsed onto the floor. The fire in his hands went out. It already hurt to close the fingers on either palm.

      Jack brought his hands in close as if that would help ease the burning pain that lanced through his entire body but came to a head at his hands and arms.

      “Not bad, kid.” Saber squatted down next to him, showing him the timepiece. “Twenty-one minutes. And you would have settled for sixteen.”

      Jack managed to move himself into a sitting position. His breathing was coming down from a heavy pant to a controlled regiment of long breaths.

      “Don’t tire yourself out too quickly.” Saber went to the locker and brought back a bottled water. He placed it onto the floor next to Jack. “We’re going on a field trip tonight.”

      “Field trip?” Jack had repeated the words as if he’d never heard the term before. “Where?”

      “The queen’s armory.” Saber grinned. “It’s time we upgraded our weapons.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Well, so much for our special date night,” Abigail said, pulling the black cloak and hood around herself tighter. “Do you think he’s serious? You think we’re really going to the palace?”

      Abigail’s voice wasn’t nervous in the least, which scared Jack. He knew she was more than eager to see her sister and bring her back from the palace. The only thing keeping her from doing this on her own was the lack of experience she had. Her training over the last few weeks had resolved this issue, though.

      “I think he is serious.” Jack licked his lips, searching for the right words that didn’t exist. Anytime he broached the subject of Abigail’s sister, Abigail became defensive. “If she’s there, if we see her, tell me you’ll be careful.”

      “She’s my sister, Jack.” Abigail stared out into the night sky. The two stood on the roof to the hideout the New Order called home. It was one of the tallest buildings in this section of the city. This, coupled with it being dark, meant they would be free of any prying eyes.

      Jack didn’t say anything else. Instead, he stared at the partially obscured sky. Dark clouds promising rain were coming in from the east. They had a few hours, maybe less, before the downpour began.

      “What was it you were going to say to me tonight?” Abigail asked, changing the subject. “When I left the training room, it sounded like it was important.”

      Jack had imagined this conversation so differently in his mind. The many times he had played the scenario over, none of them had the two of them standing side my side in long, dark cloaks about to depart on a mission to raid the queen’s armory.

      “I … uh…” Jack bottled his courage. Somehow, these few words were just as hard to get out as holding the magic had been earlier in the day. “We’ve known each other for a few months now. I know that isn’t long in the grand scheme of things, but what we’ve been through together is … well, it’s made me appreciate our time together. I want to tell you something, because I don’t want anything to happen to us before I get the chance to. I—”

      “For crying out loud, kid!” Saber entered the rooftop from the trapdoor leading into the building. He carried two brown packages in the crook of his left arm. “I tried to give you some privacy, but you’ve got a lot of air in those lungs. Just tell her already. We’ve got to be going.”

      “I … uh—” Jack tore his eyes from Saber, back to Abigail. She was grinning from ear to ear, her own eyes catching all the illumination the moon had to give. “You’re enjoying this aren’t you?”

      “Maybe just a little bit,” Abigail teased. She closed the distance between them, rising on her tiptoes to reach Jack’s lips. “I love you, too.”

      The next instant, Jack felt lightheaded as his lips pressed against hers. In that moment, all of his worries fell away. He was lost in the feeling of love verbalized by someone he had never cared for in this way before.

      “Okay, you two.” Saber moved to join them at the edge of the rooftop. He looked them up and down. “By the looks of your dress, I’m assuming neither of you have ever been on a night op before.”

      Abigail shook her head.

      “My father and I used to hunt supernatural creatures in the Outland.” Jack looked down at his cloak. “I’d wear a coat not too different from this.”

      “Well, we aren’t in the Outland, kid.” Saber motioned with one hand for them to remove their cloaks. “Anything that could flap in the wind, get caught, or shift in a shadow should be left behind.”

      Jack compared his attire with Saber’s. The leader of the New Order wore a skin-tight black suit. He was armed to the teeth, from the handle of a combat knife sticking up from his left boot, to the single katana that peeked over his right shoulder. Not to mention the twin pistols snug on his hips, or the bandolier of throwing knives resting across his chest.

      “Here.” Saber threw one of the brown paper packages to each of his young trainees. “Dress quickly, we’re losing time.”

      Jack opened his package to reveal a black suit much like Saber’s. It would fit him tightly, with a high collar and long sleeves.

      “No peeking,” Abigail said to Saber as she began taking off her cloak.

      “Please, child”—Saber turned his back on the two—“I’m interested in one thing tonight, and that’s relieving the queen of some of her weapons. Though I’m sure Jack will be eager to sneak a quick glance or two.”

      “What?” Jack felt a rush of red burn his face as he pulled his own cloak over his head. “I wouldn’t do that.”

      “And if he did, I wouldn’t mind,” Abigail’s voice reached Jack’s ears through the fabric of the shirt he was pulling over his head. “Haven’t you heard? He loves me.”

      Jack stood on the roof, shirtless. Hearing Abigail so happy that he had proclaimed his love for her made him smile in her direction.

      She was down to her underwear when he looked over, the light of the moon painting her skin in a glow that made her look like an angel. In that moment, he knew he would die for her.

      “If he does love you, I didn’t hear him say it.” Saber still had his back turned to the pair.

      “I do—what? I did.” Jack ripped his eyes from Abigail. He took off his own boots and pants before redressing in the clothes Saber had provided. “I did, right?”

      “Actually…” Abigail sat down to lace up her black boots. “I don’t think you did, and I saw you peek over at me.”

      “Attakid,” Saber chuckled.

      “Wait, how do you know I peeked over if you weren’t looking at me?” Jack caught Abigail’s eyes now with a grin. “And I do love you.”

      “All right, pull up your pants, kids.” Saber turned around, but still didn’t look at them. “Joking is over until we get back. We move on the rooftops for as long as we can. When we can’t, Jack will lift us through the air. We’ll enter the palace through the front door. As soon as we do, we’re on the clock—in and out in three minutes. Any questions?”

      Jack looked over at Abigail, stunned. Her face was a mirror of his own.

      “Uh, yeah. A ton of questions.” Abigail raised an eyebrow as she reattached her shoulder harness with her katanas in it over her new outfit. “Jack can’t fly or hover, let alone make anyone else hover.”

      “Is that right, kid?” Saber turned his orange eye to Jack now. “You can’t?”

      “I’ve only done it to myself, and only in training.” Jack shook his head. “I don’t know if I can do it to all of us at once.”

      “How come you didn’t tell me you could fly?” Abigail was pulling her hair into a ponytail. “That’s huge.”

      “I can’t fly.” Jack shook his head again, going to the edge of the roof and looking down at the fall. “There was a chapter in one of the books I’m studying that taught me how to levitate.”

      “Well, I have faith in you, Mr. Twenty-one Minutes.” Saber jumped up onto the ledge of the roof as if it were as easy as taking a single step. “Besides, you won’t have to move us all at once. You can do it one at a time. And you won’t have to do it more than a few times. Abigail and I can make it from rooftop to rooftop most of the way.”

      “So, okay, wait a minute.” Abigail joined Saber on the roof ledge. “Even if we can get there undetected while floating, how are we going to get through the front door?”

      “We have friends willing to do one last favor for us.” Saber looked at Abigail and Jack. “Time to do or die.”

      Without another word, Saber leaped from the building. Jack’s stomach twisted into a knot as he ran to the edge and looked over. Saber had landed on the rooftop next to their own. It was a jump over a small alley and down to the building’s rooftop a story below. Saber rolled when he hit the ground to absorb the impact.

      “He taught you how to jump buildings?” Jack asked Abigail. “Am I the only one who thinks this is crazy?”

      Abigail made quite the opposing figure in her all-black, skintight clothing. She looked like an assassin ready to make her next kill.

      “Yeah, he did, actually.” Abigail shrugged. “Come on, it’ll be all right. We can do this. If not for us, then for the people who are counting on us to pull through. If not for them, then for the people we’ve lost along the way.”

      Jack just nodded. His stomach was doing backflips as he moved to stand next to Abigail on the waist-high ledge. The wind brushed against his clothing. Saber was right. His cloak would have flapped in the breeze, creating extra movement and even sound.

      “Together?” Abigail looked over at Jack.

      “Together,” Jack agreed, already channeling the magical power that set him apart as a sorcerer.

      As one, the wizard and the warrior leapt from the building.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Lifting himself and moving his own body over the rooftops wasn’t as hard as he thought. He had already grown accustomed to lifting himself off the ground thanks to the books provided by Saber, and Saber’s own mental training.

      The hard part was pushing himself through the air, and harder still, lifting someone else and maneuvering them through the sky.

      The trio, led by Saber, stuck to a long route that would lead them across multiple taller buildings while keeping them away from busier parts of the town. Even though it was in the early hours of the morning, a city like New Hope still had a nightlife. The bars would just be emptying out at this time.

      It was near one of these bars that the trio of black-clad thieves met their first major obstacle. They were on a three-story building, some kind of factory whose roof was marked by dozens of smokestacks and vents. Across the street from them was another three-level building they needed to get to. The first floor of the building was a bar called Mendoza’s, the other two stories looked like apartments, all with their windows closed and curtains drawn.

      Music from the bar permeated the air and reached Jack’s ears as he prepared himself for what he knew Saber was going to ask next.

      “I’ll go first.” Saber leapt onto the ledge of their building like it was nothing. “Keep it steady, kid. You got this.”

      Jack took a deep breath. Calling on the power that lived inside of him, he motioned upward with his right hand. Slowly, Saber lifted from the rooftop. Unlike before, this kind of magic took a great deal of strain on Jack right away. It was like he was trying to lift Saber’s actual weight, but instead of with his body, he had to use his mind.

      Jack gritted his teeth as he motioned forward with his hand. Truth be told, the hand motion wasn’t anything he actually needed to do to perform the deed, it just felt right and helped him focus.

      Slowly at first, and then picking up speed, Saber sailed over the wide street. When he was over the building with the bar on the bottom floor, Jack made a mental error: instead of lowering him to the roof, his concentration lapsed and Saber fell the five feet to the rooftop with a loud thud.

      Everyone held their breaths. This close to the palace, they couldn’t afford to be caught. Three people running around on rooftops, dressed in black, and carrying weapons would surely be reported.

      Nothing.

      Jack let out a sigh of relief. Saber was too far away to make out his expression, but Jack could guess his one good eye was not pleased.

      “It’s all right.” Abigail squeezed his hand before assuming the same position on the ledge. “Shake it off. No one heard.”

      Jack nodded, this time focusing on Abigail. She was lighter than Saber and thus easier to lift and maneuver through the air. Halfway between the buildings, the bar door banged open. A wide-eyed, middle-aged man walked out into the street with a drunken swagger.

      He stared up into the night sky to a passing Abigail that hovered in the air.

      Abigail looked down at him with a wave and a smile, then pressed her finger to her lips.

      Jack pushed harder, sending her to a soft landing beside Saber.

      The drunk’s eyes looked as though they were going to pop out of their sockets. He opened his mouth as if to scream a warning, but instead of words, vomit poured out of his mouth. He hunched down on all fours, spewing out the remnants of a night filled with alcohol.

      Jack took the opportunity to launch himself into the air and glide across the street. As soon as he landed, Saber gave the hand signal to keep moving.

      The man retching in the street could still be heard behind them as he continued to empty his stomach.

      The three thieves didn’t waste time on words. Each understood how important it was to put as much room as possible between themselves and the drunk. Hopefully, the man was too incoherent to realize what he had seen, much less put into words, to a city soldier.

      Seconds, then minutes, passed with no alarms sounding in the distance. Jack was breathing hard, a thin layer of sweat made cold by the night air gathering on his brow.

      Seven blocks later, with a series of interspersed hovering tricks by Jack, the three found themselves on a five-story building opposite the palace. Jack came to a halt beside an out-of-breath Abigail. Saber looked as though he had gone for a stroll in the park. His breathing was steady; the only thing about him that proved he had exerted any energy at all was a glistening of sweat on his forehead that ran into his one good eye.

      Jack looked down at the palace. It was a massive, multi-story structure with an outer gate made of wrought iron. Four guards were stationed at the front with at least two more Jack could see making rounds around the perimeter.

      Past the gate, a long driveway led to a water fountain, and past that, the doors to the palace itself where two other guards were stationed. Jack had no way of knowing how many of the guards, if not all of them, were vampire soldiers.

      “And we’re just going to walk in, huh?” Abigail reached behind her right shoulder and let her fingers drum on the pommel of her katana. “I don’t think they’re going to welcome us in for a sleepover.”

      “Here,” Saber reached into a pouch that was strapped to the outside of his right thigh. He produced three black bandannas. “Put these over the bottom of your faces. And don’t worry about the guards. Our friends are going to take care of them before they leave for Azra.”

      Jack accepted the dark silk bandanna. It was all black except for a design of fangs on one fourth of the fabric. Jack tied his behind the lower half of his face. He looked over to Abigail to see what she looked like.

      She was adjusting the fabric over her mouth. The design of a full set of white animal like teeth showed on the fabric over her own mouth. Abigail looked like some kind of black beast.

      “Get ready.” Saber slowly pulled his katana from its sheath on his shoulder. He placed it lengthwise across his body. A moment later, the blade caught the faint moonlight that showed through the angry clouds overhead.

      Jack followed Saber’s gaze to the soldiers below. The pair of guards patrolling the palace had just turned the corner. Their path would take them around the perimeter. Even if they jogged their entire route, it would be a while before they returned.

      A flash from one of the soldiers at the gate below caught Jack’s eye. It was too far away to make out who the soldier was, but he or she was returning Saber’s signal with what Jack guessed was a small mirror.

      “Get ready. Remember, the vampires will be faster and stronger. We have to keep the element of surprise on our side, and be smarter.” Saber climbed out onto the ledge of the roof. “Move when I move. We have a small window for this to go right.”

      Before Jack could ask his mentor any of the dozen questions he still had about their heist, Saber threw himself off the roof’s ledge.

      Abigail and Jack ran to the ledge, looking down at Saber’s dark figure descending the building’s face. The leader of the New Order let himself drop level by level in quick succession. Each time he allowed himself to plummet to the next level, he grabbed on to a window ledge to temporarily pause his fall. In seconds, he was on the ground and sprinting toward the palace gates.

      Abigail looked at Jack with a shrug. “You look ridiculous in that mask.”

      A moment later, Abigail followed Saber’s lead in vaulting over the side of the building.

      “I’m stealing into a coven of the queen’s vampires with a pair of psychos,” Jack said out loud to himself.

      Jack could feel his heart beating out of his chest. He lifted himself with his magic, positioned himself over the roof’s ledge, and allowed himself to descend. Although his concentration was on the action of lowering himself to the ground, his eyes were on the scene in front of him.

      The palace guards were just beginning to notice Saber as he came at them from the dark. There were four guards at the gate—two in front of the steel fence, and two on the inside.

      In quick succession, one of the guards on the outside knocked out his counterpart. A fraction of a second later, one of the guards on the inside followed suit. Jack squinted through the dark night to see who they were. There were mage-powered lanterns and lamps placed around the perimeter of the palace, but the night’s shadows still warped faces.

      Private Pia stood over the downed soldier on the outside of the gate. Sergeant Harrison was already opening the black iron gate to let himself out.

      Jack’s boots touched the ground in front of the palace at the same time Abigail dropped the remaining story to the ground. As one, they crossed the street. Jack picked up on the rushed conversation Saber was having with the two.

      “No time to waste,” Saber whispered to the pair of soldiers. “Get out of the city and head for Azra.”

      Pia and Harrison nodded. They ran in the opposite direction of Jack and Abigail now.

      “Be careful,” Pia said to Jack as he passed.

      Harrison gave a quick nod before the two were lost in the night.

      Jack’s breathing was beginning to pick up again as he ran in a crouched position beside Abigail. The two crossed the large palace courtyard, still following in Saber’s lead.

      Lieutenant Baker was standing over the unconscious body of his counterpart when they reached the palace’s front entrance.

      “You’re on your own from here.” Lieutenant Baker looked down at the timepiece that hung from his left pocket. “Two minutes, forty five seconds.”

      “Let’s go.” Saber looked over at Jack and Abigail.

      The wizard and the two warriors entered the palace, taking off at a sprint once again. With Saber in the lead, they ran down long hallways with thick carpets and gaudy paintings.

      Jack was trying to remember the route to the armory, but there was no need. Saber knew exactly where he was going. Things seemed too easy at first. At this late hour, there didn’t seem to be anyone patrolling the palace halls.

      It made sense for people to be sleeping at this time of night. Still, shouldn’t there be someone up? Servants, other guards—someone?

      A feeling like someone was watching them tingled at the back of Jack’s neck as the trio of thieves reached the armory doors that were already open.

      “Saber, this feels like a trap,” Jack whispered as he peered into the dark armory interior. “Everything’s wrong.”

      “I couldn’t agree more, kid.” Saber unsheathed his katana, motioning for Abigail to do the same. “At first, I thought we were just lucky. There’s no way we’re this lucky.”

      “Please, come in,” a familiar voice said from somewhere deep within the dark armory. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
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      Abigail was the first one to rush inside the dark room. The voice talking to them belonged to her sister, Elizabeth.

      “Abigail!” Jack ran in right after her. “Be careful.”

      As soon as Jack ran into the shadow-bathed room after Abigail, brilliant, white light flooded the armory. Mage lights both overhead and on the walls exploded to life, stealing away Jack’s vision for a moment.

      He blinked, bringing up an shielding arm. As he grew accustomed to the light, he could see the armory had changed since his last visit with Edison, a meeting that seemed like an eternity before. The long room was divided into aisles, with crates, tables, and shelves making up the rows.

      Brown boxes labeled with different black stamps sat next to one another. Swords rested in shelves, and firearms on tables. Whoever was running the armory now was neat and orderly to an annoying extent.

      As far as Jack could see, there was only one other person in the room with them. Elizabeth’s small frame stood on the opposite side of the room, her long, black cloak hiding most of her body. Her fiery red hair was a piled mess on top of her head. Dark bags hung under her eyes.

      “I’m glad you finally decided to come back,” Elizabeth taunted. “It’s a pity you didn’t remember to take me with you when you fled the palace.”

      “We tried,” Abigail sputtered. In one fluid movement, she sheathed her katanas back into the case on her back and tore the bandanna from her face. “We were being chased when we escaped. But we were always going to come back to find you. That’s why we never left New Hope. We’ve been training with the New Order to come back and save you.”

      “She’s telling the truth,” Jack said. He felt his hot breath against the black bandanna on his lips. He pulled it down to his neck. “We never forgot about you. We were always coming back.”

      Elizabeth looked at them with an air of indifference. Her arms were folded into her cloak, but Jack sensed movement beneath the fabric.

      “And what about you, Mr. One Eye?” Elizabeth looked over to Saber. Out of the three, he had made no move to lower his weapon or take down his bandanna. “Were you always planning on coming and rescuing me, as well?”

      “They were.” Saber never took his eye off Elizabeth. “I couldn’t care less.”

      Elizabeth erupted in a gale of laughter that held no mirth. “That’s the first honest thing that’s come out of any of your mouths!”

      “Elizabeth, no, this isn’t you.” Abigail started forward. Her arms were opening as if she were going to hug her little sister. “Leah has warped your mind. We’re here now. We can help.”

      “I don’t need your help,” Elizabeth roared. For the first time, she extended a hand from her robe. It held a back wand etched with ancient yellow runes. The runes glowed with a sick, pale light. “I don’t need any of you!”

      “Abigail, watch out!” Jack sprung into action as he witnessed Elizabeth channel a ball of energy into the tip of her hand. He flung himself at Abigail just in time to knock her out of the way of the beam’s path.

      The fireball sailed so close over Jack’s right shoulder, he felt the hair on his head singe from the heat. It struck a box behind them, turning the crate to a ball of flames.

      Jack landed on top of Abigail before rolling off.

      “No, no!” Abigail found her feet, still unwilling to draw her weapons against her sister. “Elizabeth, stop!”

      But there was no stopping the younger Ahab sister now. Saber ran to block the next blow sent from Elizabeth’s wand. He was just in time to deflect the magical projectile with his sword.

      Sparks filled the air as Saber’s katana succeeded in absorbing the magical strike, but paid for the act. The katana the one-eyed warrior held in his hand was melting. It seemed even the strongest steel had no place in a magical fight.

      Elizabeth fired at Saber over and over again. The warrior ducked and weaved, spinning through the air to avoid the onslaught. All around, the warehouse shelves toppled over and boxes burst into flames.

      BOOM! BOOM!

      A series of explosions went off somewhere behind Jack. He was just regaining his feet when the first wave of vampire soldiers flooded the room.

      Saber made use of the two pistols he carried, emptying them both toward Elizabeth.

      Abigail screamed.

      Elizabeth didn’t even move. With a flick of her wand, she stopped the bullets, mid-flight. The two steel balls fell to the stone floor.

      “Anything else?” Elizabeth smirked at Saber. With another flick of her wand, she lifted him into the air and sent him crashing against the far wall.

      Everything was happening so fast, Jack barely had time to track the movements. He was brought back to the moment with Abigail’s voice.

      “There!” Abigail pointed to a table along the far wall, where lay Jack’s own wand that had extended into a staff. “Hold off the vampire soldiers. I’ll take care of my sister.”

      Abigail didn’t wait for Jack to respond. She was already in motion. Disregarding the steel katanas that still peeked over each of her shoulders, she plucked two mage swords from the wreckage of a wooden table. They hummed to life in her hands, each glowing a faint white.

      As much as Jack wanted to help the woman he loved, he understood she needed to do this on her own. There were at least a dozen of the vampire soldiers already surrounding him. They were all pale with red eyes and mouths full of teeth all pointed into deadly angles and glistening in the light of the flames.

      “Surrender! Leah would prefer you alive, but that’s only a request, not a command.” One of the vampire soldiers, a woman wearing the black-and-grey uniform of New Hope, took a step forward. “No more warnings.”

      Jack eyed the black wand he had used during the hunt for the Burrow Den beast. He could hear the fight between Abigail and Elizabeth raging behind him. Out of the corner of his eye, he could see Saber stirring from the position where he had fallen after Elizabeth had flung him against the wall.

      Jack knew what he had to do. He would never have considered himself a hero before, but this was his chance. This was an opportunity to let go of the pain he still carried for the death of his father.

      “Come.” Jack closed his eyes for a moment, letting the fire of his magic build and burn inside of him like never before. When Jack opened his eyes, they flamed with green magic. “Come and take me.”

      The vampires grinned at one another before launching their attack. Jack noticed their lack of weapons. All they were equipped with were their fangs and unnaturally long nails that sprouted from their hands like claws. These were a new breed; creatures produced by yet more experimentation by Leah Noble.

      As they fell on Jack, Jack reached with an outstretched hand to his wand on the table. The wooden table it rested on was more than ten yards away. Using the magic he was still studying in his books, he called to the wand.

      As if it had suddenly sprung wings, his wand zipped through the air and fell into his outstretched hand; the wand that would extend with the push of a button to a staff, thanks to Edison Reeves, was his again. As the first vampire reached Jack, with outstretched claws and a mouth full of teeth, Jack activated the wand.

      Dark green magic raced across it as it transformed into a fighting staff. The rod, hot with the burning magic of his order, caught the vampire through the mouth. It entered the cave of sharp teeth, punctured the skull, and came out the back with a spray of blood and brain matter.

      Saber was right—they were faster than he was, and probably stronger, but odds were they had never faced a wizard before, and he was not the same wizard he’d been.

      With the aid of the staff, Jack was able to easily channel his magic without feeling the strain of trying to hold it in his body. The vampires came quickly, shrieking with the promise of blood. Jack struck out with his staff when he knew he had an opening. He defended himself with a circle of blazing green magic. Any time he was too slow to meet one of their attacks, the tight, circular wall around him would blaze to life and light whatever claw or mouth was about to strike.

      The hardest part of maintaining his defenses was consciously keeping his barrier up while still twirling his staff and striking out with both ends. Vampire soldiers fell around him, screaming as they held burning arms or, in some cases, even heads.

      There was no time to think for Jack; there was only instinct telling him to act as all the many hours he spent training with a staff with his father kicked in. He fought like the staff was an extension of his body, and the numerous hours with Saber helped him maintain his defenses and attack at the same time.

      Jack took another vampire through the heart with a quick thrust. Although his staff was not pointed on either end, the green fire surrounding the staff was more than capable of burning through flesh and bone.

      Soreness and the burn of overexerted muscles began to creep up Jack’s back and arms. But there was no time for rest. More vampire soldiers flooded into the room.

      Jack pressed the attack. The vampires were becoming smarter now. They were less likely to rush Jack. Instead, they circled him and waited for openings. Jack didn’t wait for them to all come at him at once. From the ends of his staff, he shot out green balls of magical fire that slammed into his targets, engulfing them in blazes of angry green flames.

      For his dead father, Jack fought. For the woman he loved, he raged on.

      The last vampire soldier came at him. It was the female who had talked to him when the fight started. Jack stood still. She screamed in fury as she launched at him with a bloodlust in her eyes. She came within inches of reaching his face with her fangs before his magical barrier burned her. When Jack was done, a pile of burning and moaning bodies surrounded him in every direction.

      He almost felt sorry for them. He might have even felt proud of himself, if screams hadn’t started filling the room.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack pivoted on his heel. It wasn’t a single scream; it was two. Furthermore, they weren’t screams of terror, they were roars of battle. Abigail and Elizabeth were locked in deadly combat. Abigail had crossed her white mage swords overhead, blocking Elizabeth’s blow.

      It seemed Jack wasn’t the only one with a wand that extended into a staff. The younger Ahab sister had the same weapon. Hers was covered in ancient runes and glowed a faint yellow.

      A crackling and sizzling fumed from the impact area where the weapons met.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” Abigail screamed at her sister. “It’s me! Wake up!”

      Elizabeth’s eyes were alive with yellow magic and madness. She pressed down with her staff, forcing Abigail to a knee. Elizabeth withdrew her attack and shot out an open hand. An invisible blow that sent her sliding backwards on the armory floor struck Abigail.

      “You won’t hurt me because you’re weak,” Elizabeth laughed as Abigail struggled to regain her feet. “You’re all weak.”

      Jack ran to place himself between Elizabeth and Abigail. “I won’t let you hurt her.”

      “’Let me?” Elizabeth repeated. She shook her head. Her yellow blazing staff shrank in her palm back to the size of a wand. “Jack, out of all of you, I feel sorry for you the most. You have no idea what’s been done to your father; how he’s been resurrected and how he still remembers who he is.”

      Jack heard her words, but his brain was still processing what she said. How could his father be alive? An empty pit swallowed Jack’s stomach. His mouth went dry.

      “You’re lying.” Jack said the words, though hating how weak they came from his mouth. “He’s dead. We all saw him die.”

      “So was Brenda Emerson.” Elizabeth smiled. She shrugged as if she didn’t care if he believed her or not. “Leah Noble has mastered the art of magic unlike anything you have ever seen. She’s brought your father back from the dead, Jack. Wizards and witches are too few in the Outland. She wants you to join us. You can be reunited with your father, all you have to do is say yes.”

      “Kid!” Saber, supported by Abigail, made his way to Jack’s side. He had also picked up a mage sword he used like a cane to help stabilize his broken gait. “She’s lying to you. Don’t believe her. She’s trying to warp your mind.”

      “Am I?” Elizabeth grinned.

      Jack’s mind was working on overdrive. He was almost sure Elizabeth was lying, but she had a point. Leah Noble had the means to bring someone back from the dead. What if she had brought his father back?

      “I’ll go with you.” Jack dropped his hands to his sides. “But Abigail and Saber go free.”

      “Hmm…” Elizabeth tilted her head from side to side in rhythm, like she was actually thinking about the offer. “No deal. They die here.”

      Elizabeth’s right hand holding the wand shot forward, and a beam of yellow magic sprung forth.

      Jack was barely in time to do the same. An emerald green beam of magic came from his and it intercepted Elizabeth’s just in time. The stench of the burned vampire soldiers filled the room now, along with the acrid smell of burning magic.

      Sparks erupted from the nexus where the two beams of magic met between the sorcerer and sorceress. A ball of yellow-green energy was beginning to grow between the wizards. Heat radiated from the point where the two streams met.

      The call of energy grew and grew into a sphere of destructive magic so powerful, Jack shuddered to think what would happen when it erupted. Hot sweat ran down his face. He held the beam in place, but even with the help of the wand, he was feeling the fatigue of using such intense magic for so long.

      BOOM!

      The sphere erupted in an explosion of brilliant light. Jack’s instincts took over, and his eyes shut. He felt his feet leave the floor as a hot wave of energy picked him up and threw him across the room.

      The next few moments felt like a nightmare. His hearing was completely gone, a low buzz the only thing that came despite his being pulled up from the ground by Abigail. He could see her mouth moving, but no noise came out.

      All around the armory, the room was on fire. A small section of the armory wall had even been blown apart. Saber appeared at his other side, his mouth moving like Abigail’s, but no words breaking through the ringing in Jack’s ears. Saber was a mess of blood and wooden shards, but he ignored that.

      As one, the three members of the New Order stumbled from the armory and out into the palace courtyard.

      Jack saw Abigail look behind her. He understood why. She still loved her sister and was searching for a sign that she, too, had survived the explosion. Jack wanted to comfort her, but at the moment, they had their own set of problems. All around the courtyard, guards and servants ran to put out the flames.

      Saber pointed with a gloved hand to a waiting carriage on the other side of the palace gates. Two horses, spooked by the explosion, bucked and pulled at their ties.

      Jack’s head drummed with pain. The worst headache he had ever had began to settle in. There was no time to check himself for wounds. The three would-be thieves were at the gate. Using the last of his strength, Jack managed to boot himself up and over.

      Saber took the reins of the carriage, leaving the inside to Jack and Abigail. Together, the wizard and the warrior fell inside. With a violent jerk, the carriage was off.

      Jack and Abigail sat in the carriage, still stunned by the night’s events, each left to his or her own thoughts about family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “You knew the attack on the armory was going to take place, and you did nothing?”

      “Well, it wasn’t an attack so much as they were trying to steal weapons for their little insurrection.” Leah gave a long sigh and shrugged. “I knew they were coming; I even let them in. It was a final test for Elizabeth. I wanted to know that, even on her own, she would still stand by our side, and she did. It also served to unravel Jack Walker. He suspects his father is alive now. He’ll be emotional. He won’t be thinking straight during the next confrontation. He’ll make a mistake, and he’ll join us for the sake of his father, or die.”

      “You’re taking risks, dear sister.” Queen Eckert sat on her throne, drumming her fingers on the massive chair where she sat. “And you’re not telling me everything. You know I trust you, but next time you have knowledge on an attack on the palace, do share.”

      “I understand.” Leah knew when to placate her older sister. “I apologize.”

      “Oh, don’t be playing that card,” her sister scolded. “I’m not angry. We’re just on the cusp of something great. The entire Outland united under one banner. When we accomplish that, we can push past the borders of our world and explore beyond.”

      Leah nodded along with her sister’s words. From the very beginning they had planned on ruling the Outland, but for very different reasons. Her sister wanted to create unity; Leah just wanted to rule.

      “How have the cities been taking to their new way of life?” Leah hid the haste in her voice. She needed to get back to work. Commander Steel and Elizabeth were solid, but there was a certain wolf-human hybrid that needed to be attended to. “Term, Burrow Den, Azra? Have you reached them with the mage locomotive yet?”

      “Term and all of the other outlying cities have been linked to New Hope via our locomotive. We’ve been shipping vampire soldiers recently turned by Commander Steel to those locations to bolster our defenses. The citizens in the cities will have to get used to a new form of government. We’ll levy our taxes on them, and our soldiers will see that they pay.”

      The queen paused. Her eyes went from clear and unwavering to worried and doubtful in a moment.

      “What is it?” Leah asked, sensing something was bothering her sister. “Burrow Den, Azra?”

      “Burrow Den is of no consequence.” The queen snapped back to their current conversation. “They’re too small and secluded. The track to that small town has just been finished. No, it’s Azra that worries me.”

      “Because she’s there?” Leah guessed. The goings-on at Term had been fully reported. It seemed all of their enemies outside of New Hope had decided to flee to Azra. “Leave her to me.”

      “You have a plan?” Queen Eckert looked at her sister with a raised eyebrow. “The latest reports say that they’re all there. She, as well as Sloan, is more than likely hiding among them.”

      “I am more than she can handle.” Leah straightened her back at the thought of the fight she always knew must come. “I can sense her. She’s powerful, but no match for me. She never was. As far as the ex-captain, let Commander Steel and his new breed of vampires accompany the construction of the mage engine to Azra.”

      “Your vampire soldiers couldn’t defeat Sloan before. What makes you think they have a chance now?”

      Leah paused, choosing her words carefully. In truth, she was wondering herself if her latest breed of vampire soldiers would be effective. The last group was such a disappointment.

      “Point taken, sister.” Leah bowed. In a swirl of her black cloak, she began heading from the throne room. “Perhaps Commander Steel is better suited to deal with the New Order here in New Hope. Marcus and his kind should accompany the mage engine to Azra.”

      “My thoughts exactly,” Queen Eckert’s voice followed Leah as she let herself out of the room.

      Leah’s footsteps moved as quickly as her thoughts. Her body maneuvered through the palace and down to the dungeon level where she performed her experiments, her mind replaying the plan in her head over and over again.

      Marcus, for whatever reason, had been resurrected without his magical ability, yet with his memory. It had been foggy at first, but soon he was fighting to be free, demanding to see his son.

      He had to be restrained. Leah was lucky he had no idea what he was yet. If he had transformed into the beast as Aareth had, he would have been much harder to maintain. But Leah had ordered him locked up and restrained. How long they would be able to contain him was another matter altogether.

      Leah had laced his chains and his cell door with magic. If this was enough to contain the beast living inside Marcus, it was yet to be seen.

      Leah walked down a long corridor in the underbelly of the palace. At the end of the hall was a thick metal door. Commander Steel sat on a wooden chair. His collar was unbuttoned, a goblet of blood in his right hand, a near-empty pitcher of the same crimson liquid in his left.

      “There she is.” Commander Steel waved to Leah with the hand holding the goblet. Blood sloshed from the rim of his cup and fell to the stone floor. “I tried talking to our Lazarus in there, but he seems more of the silent, brooding type.”

      “I think he may change his tune once he understands what’s at stake.” Leah reached the steel door. There was a sliding metal viewer eye level with Leah. She reached for the handle. The sound of metal scraping on metal filled the room. “Go and get your people, commander. I’ll explain the situation to our guest.”

      “I’m on it.” Commander Steel drained his goblet, then he stood and left the corridor the same way Leah had come.

      Leah heard the Commander’s feet echo down the hall behind her. She peered into the small cell where Marcus was imprisoned. He was in the same seat she had left him. His cell was made up of a single stool, and he was chained to the floor by both his ankles and wrists. Thick steel chains made his arms hang down close to the floor.

      As far as Marcus himself, he looked as healthy as ever. The pigmentation of his skin was brown and weathered from his life as a sorcerer in the Outland. His brown hair was streaked with grey and white, a testament to his age.

      Leah knew he had heard her conversation with Commander Steel and still he didn’t look up. His head was pointed down, his shoulder-length hair veiling his expression.

      Leah shut the door’s viewer. She disabled the spell holding the door shut and opened it.

      Still, Marcus refused to look up.

      “Marcus Walker,” Leah began again. They had already tried reasoning with him, to no avail. Leah was willing to give it one more try before blood was spilt. “You must understand—”

      “The last thing I remembered was the Burrow Den beast tearing me apart,” Marcus interrupted. He finally looked up. Through a curtain of hair, brown eyes peered at her  so intensely, Leah took a step back. “I know I died. I know I should have stayed dead. Magic always has a price. I can only imagine what you had to do to raise me back to life. What I don’t understand is how you took away my magic.”

      Leah licked dry lips. Anger filled her for allowing herself to become so distraught from a simple look. She was used to being the one filling the other with dread, not the other way around. She was the leader, and she would show Marcus who he was talking to.

      “You were bitten by the beast.” Leah took a step forward, meeting Marcus’ gaze with a look of ferocity of her own. “When I brought you back, your magic was not resurrected with you. But you are something else now. You have an animal raging inside of you. We only ask that you share this gift so we can harness it. We’re not the villains in this story. If you would just help us to understand…”

      Leah’s voice trailed off.

      Marcus was laughing. “I don’t know who you think you’re talking to. I can see your lies like I can see the hair in front of my face. Save your stories for someone naive enough to believe them. I’m not helping you, or that blood-gulping thing who was guarding me. Whatever I am now is mine to deal with on my own. I can guess why you want it. You’re looking for pawns you can use as weapons. Well, you can go somewhere else.”

      Leah could hear three pairs of footsteps traveling back down the hall, and her anger was subdued by the events the next few minutes would herald.

      “Not even for your son?” Leah grinned. “Surely, for Jack, you would do whatever we asked. All we need from you is a single bite. We’ve learned through Commander Steel’s experimentation that, a bite is the best way to transfer the power from a creature of your standing to a human.”

      “You don’t have my son, or else you would have used him against me by now.” Marcus craned his neck to look past Leah at the approaching sound. When he confirmed it was not his son, he let out a long breath and shook his head. “Whatever you think I am, you’re wrong. I’m not a creature, or an animal, or whatever you think I’ve been turned into since the Burrow Den beast bit me. Sorry to disappoint.”

      “Oh, you haven’t disappointed me yet.” Leah stepped to the side so Commander Steel and two human soldiers wearing the queen’s uniform of black-and-grey could join her. “We’re just getting started.”
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          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “Again.” Leah leaned against the inside of the cell, looking down at her nails. She brushed them on her black cloak as another wet punch echoed in the room.

      Commander Steel and his two human soldiers handpicked for the occasion had been at the torture of Marcus Walker for a full half hour. To his credit, Marcus had not turned into the monster that lived inside of him. He was tougher than Leah had expected, but everyone had their breaking point.

      The human soldiers Commander Steel had selected to undergo the transformation were both officers in the queen’s army, highly decorated and trustworthy without a shadow of doubt. One was male and the other female. The man was short with a hooked nose and an evil grin that spread over his lips every time he struck Marcus. The woman was tall and slender, serious, cold blue eyes that didn’t give any of her emotion away as she beat up her subject.

      “I don’t think this is going to work.” Commander Steel raised a hand for his subordinates to stop the interrogation. “Why is he bleeding so much? The other one’s hide is as strong as steel.”

      “He hasn’t undergone his first change yet.” Leah racked her mind for a way to coax the monster out of Marcus. He had to be feeling it already. Whether he admitted it or not, Marcus felt the animal inside. What had been different about the night Aareth Emerson changed? He had been outside when the initial transformation had taken place.

      Could it be that simple? Some animalistic call to the outside world? Leah recalled a spell that would open a small window into a memory. One was not able to travel into the past, but viewing that someone’s past memory was possible if the caster was strong enough.

      “Stand aside.” Leah waved Commander Steel and his soldiers away from Marcus.

      Marcus was a bloody mess. Multiple cuts had been opened on his face. A broken tooth hung loose from the front of his mouth. His eyes were practically swollen shut.

      Leah motioned with her hands, bringing to life purple lines into the air that floated with ethereal light. She ignored the others’ looks of wonder in the room and stayed focused on her work. It was a complicated spell that would take more energy than she would like. Still, it was worth a try.

      A moment later, a circular image swam to life in front of the group. It was a window into the past, no more than three feet in diameter. Leah motioned with her hands to link the memory to Commander Steel. Besides Aareth and Sloan, he was the only one still living who’d been there that night.

      “You may feel a bit of a headache.” Leah didn’t even bother to make eye contact with the commander. Her hands maneuvered through the air, turning the window this way, and thought to see what was unfolding in front of them. “Try to remember the events of the night Aareth transformed into the beast.”

      Leah reached out and touched the commander’s psyche. Even for a sorceress as powerful as she was, the spell she held was draining her at an alarming rate. Leah watched along with the others as figures fought in an alleyway. The familiar forms of Charlotte Sloan and Commander Steel when he was still known as The Scar swam in front of their eyes.

      The little man Commander Steel had brought in to interrogate Marcus gasped as their view rested on a creature out of a nightmare. The beast was covered in black hair, one part wolf, one part human. There was no sound from the past memory, only sights to take in.

      Leah spun the view, looking around for anything that would mark what had triggered the transformation. Her view moved from the alley floor to the brick walls that covered each side, to the sky. A brilliant full moon exploded into view.

      “Ahhhhhhhh!” Marcus didn’t scream; he roared into the room. The sounds reverberated off the stonewalls and penetrated into Leah’s very bones.

      Leah held the view, looking over at Marcus who continued to rage in pain.

      “I think we’ve found the key.” Commander Steel took a step closer to the struggling prisoner. “Are you sure your chains are going to hold him?”

      “I can’t be sure of anything.” Leah’s hands began to shake as she still held on to the vision of the past. “You know the plan—be ready when he’s turned.”

      Commander Steel nodded, unwilling to take his eyes off the beast in front of him.

      Marcus’s roars had been animalistic yet still discernible as human when he had started. Now, his bellows sounded like a wolf snarling and howling his anger. At once, Marcus’ features began to change. A ripple of grey fur spread over his body. His muscles elongated and burst through his clothing. His face sprouted a muzzle, and his brown eyes disappeared to be replaced by yellow orbs.

      Saliva fell from the razor-sharp teeth that lined his lower and upper jaws. The beast strained against the chains holding it to the ground. His roars were so loud in the room, Leah winced.

      The transformation complete, Leah released her hold on the spell. The vision into the past collapsed in a wisp of purple smoke.

      With a herculean effort, Marcus ripped his right arm free. The chain still clung to his wrist but the anchor that had been placed into the ground tore up from its hold.

      “Here we go.” Commander Steel grinned at the two human soldiers next to him. “For queen and country.”

      Without delay, he grabbed each of them around the collar and flung them at the monstrosity Marcus had become.

      Marcus tore his legs free of the chains just in time to turn his anger on the two soldiers being sacrificed to him. Neither of them had a chance. Leah watched in fascination as Marcus tore through the first man with a single swipe of his left claw. Bloody ribbons of flesh flew through the room as the man’s life was snuffed out in a single instant.

      The female soldier faired better. Marcus caught her in his jaws. Her torso disappeared in his maw as he shook her from side to side before throwing her against the wall.

      “Okay, wolf-beast!” Commander Steel grinned through a mouth of pointed teeth of his own. “Let’s see what you got.”

      Leah took the time to gather herself. If things went badly, she would need as much energy as possible to control Marcus. She watched, wide-eyed, as the vampire and beast clashed.

      Marcus used blind rage, his size, and his teeth to do most of the work. Commander Steel, on the other hand, used his speed, claw-like hands, and teeth to counter. The two creatures of the paranormal tore into one another, each inflicting serious blows. Marcus’ hide deflected most of the strikes, while Commander Steel accepted the punishment, understanding that his body would heal moments later.

      Leah sidestepped around the fight and hastened to the fallen soldiers. Her interest wasn’t in their well-being, but in the condition of their usefulness. She knelt beside the male soldier. His heart had not only stopped, but he had been useless from the start, having been killed by a swipe of Marcus’ claw and not a bite. The man couldn’t even die right.

      Leah ignored the mutilation going on around her and next went to the woman. Luckily for her, the female soldier had been caught in Marcus’ mouth, guaranteeing a bite. Now she only had to remain alive to make the transition.

      The woman’s uniform was soaked with her own blood. Leah leaned down, her ear only inches from the woman’s mouth. An ever so faint breath tickled Leah’s ear. The woman was alive. Barely, but she would make it. They had their beast.

      Leah placed a hand on the woman’s wound, using her magic to heal her. She looked over at the two combatants as she did. The warriors had taken their fight into the corridor outside the cell. They circled one another like two heavyweight boxers. Both were bloodied, both unwilling to give in to the other.

      More and more energy was being poured into the wounded soldier. As soon as Leah was content the woman was stabilized, she stood from her crouched position. A wave of fatigue blurred her vision. The spells Leah had conjured were ones that drained her more than she liked.

      As the fight continued, vampire guards from various parts of the palace’s underbelly ran to see what the commotion was. Soon, Marcus was hedged in by ten vampire soldiers.

      Marcus fell to all fours, snarling his hate.

      They had him cornered, though; there was nowhere for him to flee. The beast was four times larger then even the biggest vampire soldier but he was greatly outnumbered. For a moment the monster and the soldiers found themselves at a stalemate.

      A light bulb went off in Leah’s mind. Why were they trying so hard to reason with a human who was capable of turning into a raving beast, when the beast was all they needed? Why deal with the human side at all?

      “Do not allow him to escape.” Leah slumped on the floor exhausted. “We need him alive!”

      “Chains and mage lances!” Commander Steel yelled right after Leah gave her orders. “We’ll bring this monster down yet.”

      Leah took a long, cleansing breath. Her new plan was going to work, without a shadow of a doubt. She had all she needed now: an army of vampire soldiers, a loyal apprentice who would kill her sister, and not one but two of the monsters. It was time for her to make her move.
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      “She’s not human.” Edison rubbed at tired eyes. “Seriously, I slept here last night, so I know. She didn’t sleep a wink.”

      Sloan and Aareth looked over at Croft, who was frowning over a notepad. She had traded in her normal black cloak and boots for a white lab coat and walking shoes. Her red hair remained at bay, pinned behind her head. Outside of her intense stare, she almost looked normal.

      “Well, I’m not sleeping much these days, either.” Sloan shrugged. She scrunched her brow, cocking her head to the side. “What’s that noise?”

      Everyone, even Croft, paused for a moment. The steady cadence of a tiny snore drifted into the room from somewhere close by.

      Aareth looked around, sniffing the air. He made his way over to one of the many tables in the laboratory. A wooden box was upside down on one of the steel tables. Aareth lifted the box to reveal a slumbering Elwood. The tiny gnome had tailored a paper gown meant to fit a full-grown human, to fit his small frame.

      Elwood’s button nose and full lips made him look more like a baby in that moment than a full-grown gnome. His snores were steady. He was smiling in his sleep, mumbling something incoherent.

      “Ahhh, he’s so cute when he sleeps.” Edison leaned in to admire the tiny gnome. “I keep on telling him the paper gowns are for examinations, but he still insists they’re pajamas.”

      “Yes, well, once we’re all done gawking, we can report our findings to each of you.” Croft pursed her lips. “We’ve found something that should be helpful.”

      Aareth gently placed the box back over the gnome.

      “Croft is being polite.” Edison shrugged. “She actually discovered this.”

      “What is it?” Sloan raised an eyebrow, bracing herself for what the witch was about to say. “What have you found? A cure?”

      “To be blunt and honest with you”—Croft placed the notepad down—“I don’t think a cure will ever be fashioned for either one of you. What I have found is that a bite from either one of you should be enough to turn a victim into a member of your species. That was how Aareth was initially turned, and I see no reason why the same wouldn’t be possible for you, Sloan. All the data points to that.”

      Sloan’s heart dropped. She hadn’t even realized it, but she’d been hoping for a cure of some kind from all the testing. Her eyes gravitated to Edison. She had just met Croft and wasn’t ready to take everything the woman said on faith alone.

      “She’s right.” Edison shook his head. “I’m sorry if you were hoping for something else. Of course, the only way to know for sure is to test the bite on a subject.”

      “I won’t just bite anyone.” Sloan shook her own head. “They have to understand what they’re signing up for. They have to know about the curse this thing is. There’s more to it than healing quickly, being super strong and fast. There’s the side that yearns for blood and the fact that we’ll age so slowly.”

      “How do you know for certain that you’ll age slower?” Croft asked with a tilt of her head. “That’s something that’s impossible to tell, since all of this is so new.”

      “I can answer that.” Edison looked over at Sloan for permission to continue.

      Sloan nodded.

      “In the initial testing with the Vampire Project, Doctor Livingston and I found an extremely slow aging process was one of the side effects of administering the serum.” Edison shook his head. “We had no idea what we were doing back then.”

      “Yes.” Croft didn’t seem disturbed by Sloan’s outburst. “Theo and I have already prescreened a list of names we think will be to your liking for volunteers willing to undergo the bite. These people understand the sacrifice it will entail. They are willing to do what it takes to protect their family and homes.”

      There was Theo’s name again. Sloan had to figure out what it was she didn’t trust about the man. Thus far, it seemed he had done nothing but uphold his word and be honest with them. But looks could be deceiving.

      “Where do I know you from?” Aareth squinted at Croft. “I swear you look like someone else I know.”

      Croft exchanged quick looks with Sloan.

      Sloan shrugged.

      “She wouldn’t tell me when I asked.” Aareth sized up Croft again. “But I swear I know you from somewhere.”

      “The cat’s out of the bag, and it wasn’t really a secret to begin with.” Croft was already heading to the door. “You think you’ve seen me before because you know my daughters, Abigail and Elizabeth Ahab. I’m going to get Theo now so we can have you interview this afternoon those volunteering to undergo the bite. The faster we’re able to create our own warriors, the faster we can go to open war with New Hope.”

      “Wait a minute.” Edison stopped Croft in her tracks. “Not so fast. You can’t drop a bomb on us like that, then just walk away.”

      “What do you want to know?” Croft stood in the doorway with a look of annoyance. “I had to leave my daughters to prepare for this event that I foresaw. I didn’t want them to get dragged into this, but it seems like they have already. My dead husband wasn’t the madman you encountered when I left him. I know it’s hard to believe, but he was once a good man.”

      “Why didn’t you go back?” Aareth picked up the line of questioning. “You had to know your daughters needed you. You had to know your husband was turning into a raving lunatic.”

      “Do not think my choice was easy!” Croft had practically screamed the words. “But I had a decision to make, a responsibility to the magic order to be ready when the darkness decided to flow from New Hope. I could stay with my daughters and fight it alone one day once it reached Burrow Den, or I could help a city prepare for the war. Maybe I chose wrong, but it was my choice to make.”

      The room was quiet. Sloan, Aareth, and Edison were all asking themselves the same question. Would they, could they, leave everything they knew and loved in order to protect it?

      Croft was apparently done with the conversation. She turned on a heel and was out the door.

      “Great, even the person who’s supposed to be giving us answers is a broken mess of baggage.” Aareth huffed. “I guess we’re all damaged goods.”

      “I feel fine.” Edison shrugged. “I mean I’m tired from working most of the night, but other than that, I feel pretty good about myself.”

      “Edison.” Aareth leaned up against a table, folding his arms across his chest. “You helped create a super soldier serum that led to this whole mess.”

      “Yeah, but I didn’t know what they were going to use it for at the time.” Edison ran a hand through his black hair. “I was just doing my job. Don’t you put that on me. My conscience is clean.”

      “I’ll be right back, guys.” Sloan decided to take the opportunity to get some answers of her own. “I have to use the little girl’s room.”

      “Just say you have to pee. That sounds weird when you say it like that.” Aareth turned back to Edison to try to convince his friend he should feel guilty. “You really have no remorse over this?”

      Sloan exited the same door Croft had taken. It was a long shot, but if Croft was going to talk to Theo alone, maybe she could pick up something from their conversation that would aid in her investigation.

      Sloan caught sight of the sorceress’ back as she turned a corner and walked into the capitol building. Sloan speed walked to follow her, nodding to guards as she passed. As far as they knew, she was on her way to an appointment with Theo or some other official in the building.

      Sloan stayed just far enough back from Croft so as not to be noticed if the woman turned around. She never did. The witch was intent on where she was going. Her thoughts were probably already on the conversation she was going to have with the city’s governor.

      Sloan followed Croft into the capitol building and down a long hall. The witch made one more right turn, then chose a white door on her left. Sloan peeked over the corner to be sure she was alone. Croft had already disappeared into the room.

      Sloan tiptoed to the closed door and gently pressed her right ear to the cool wood. Inside, she could hear Theo’s and Croft’s voices.

      “There you are, governess,” Theo’s gruff voice drifted to Sloan’s ears. “How have the tests been faring?”

      “Everything’s on track,” Croft said. “The real test will be if Sloan and Aareth approve of our volunteers. By the looks of it, Sloan doesn’t trust anyone. It wouldn’t surprise me if she denies them all. Aareth, on the other hand, will be easier to convince.”

      “And what about your actual identity? Do they realize who you are?”

      “I don’t think so. They seem to have accepted that you’re the governor of Azra.” There was a pause in the conversation for a moment, where Croft took a deep breath. “I don’t know how they would react if they found out that the queen and Leah were my sisters.”

      A wave of numbness washed over Sloan as she listened to the words on the other side of the door. Her mouth dropped open like it had a mind of its own and realized that falling open was the most appropriate action for the moment. Croft, Leah, and Eleanor were all sisters? How could Sloan not have realized that before? It was all there. Sloan had been too preoccupied on Croft being Abigail and Elizabeth’s mother that she missed the truth staring her right in the face.

      “Hey, you! What are you doing over there?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Two Azra guards turned the corner to find Sloan crouched down beside the door. The game was up. Sloan had to make a lightning fast decision. Running would be pointless; they had already seen her and it wasn’t like she had anywhere to go. Fighting the guards would lead to their serious injury and shatter any alliance with the Azra people.

      So Sloan did the only thing she could think of: She grabbed the doorknob and twisted. It was locked, of course, but the bolt was no match for Sloan’s vampire strength. With a thick snap, Sloan walked into the room.

      “Hey, stop right there!” the guards shouted behind Sloan as they pounded down the hall. “You can’t go in there!”

      Sloan walked into the room where Theo stood up, brown eyes wild. His hunched form and wide mouth told Sloan he was prepared to shift at a moment’s notice. Croft leaned against a bookshelf, her yellow magic already alive and glowing in her hands.

      When she saw it was Sloan walking into the room, she allowed the magic to dissipate. For the first time she let weariness spread across her strong features. “Well, I guess our secret’s out of the bag.”

      “Why didn’t you tell me from the beginning?” Sloan looked from Theo to Croft. “I knew Theo was hiding something, but I never expected this.”

      The guards who had discovered Sloan were already in the doorway, their axes brandished in front of them. They looked from Croft to Sloan and back again, waiting for direction.

      “You can go.” Croft waved them away. “I’ll take it from here.”

      Without question, the guards turned to one another, then left the room.

      “You too, Theo.” Croft looked over at the stand-in governor. “Unless we plan to kill Sloan, there is no reason for anything but the truth, going forward. And if you turn into a bear in my office again, I’m going to kill you myself. There was so much hair last time.”

      Theo straightened his stance and closed his mouth. “Understood.”

      “In fact, if you can give us some privacy, Theo.” Croft walked over to a leather-bound chair in the corner of the room and took a seat. “I think this is going to take some time.”

      “Are you sure?” For the first time since meeting the shifter, Theo looked at Sloan with anything but kind eyes. “Maybe I should stay, too—”

      “Leave.” Croft didn’t look at him as she gave the order. Her eyes were on Sloan. “And make sure we’re not disturbed. I hate being disturbed.”

      Thus far, Sloan had remained quiet. Her mind was still reeling with the information she had discovered. If Croft was a sister to Queen Eleanor and Leah Noble, did that mean she was aligned with them as well?

      There was a dull thud as Theo closed the broken door behind him.

      “Well, you might want to take a seat for this.” Croft extended a hand as she crossed her slender legs. “It’s a long story.”

      “I’m fine standing.” Sloan raised her eyebrow. “And I like stories. Start from the beginning—the very beginning—and don’t leave anything out.”

      “Suit yourself.” Croft cleared her throat and began. “There were four of us. Born in New Hope to a wealthy family, we had everything we could have wanted. I had two older sisters and one younger brother. Eleanor and Leah were always close. My younger brother and I were more of the introverts.

      “Our parents were kind without being loving, if that makes any sense. We had everything we could ever have wanted, but at times, I wondered if we were produced to simply carry on the Eckert family name. After all, they stopped as soon as my brother was born and they had their male heir.

      “It was while we were in our teens that Leah and I discovered we had the ability over magic. We inherited it on our father’s side. He was ashamed of the trait, didn’t practice and forbade us to learn and harness our power. Well, I guess it’s safe to say Leah and I didn’t follow his advice.

      “Over the years, Leah and I both practiced our magic, mostly separately. Leah was always a cruel child and had spent her time experimenting with her magic on insects and animals. I was happy to lift myself into the air or pick flowers with my mind. I regret those years of leisure now. If I had been smart, I would have started to train then.

      “As we entered our college-age years and our twenties, we began settling into our desired roles in life. Despite my father’s and mother’s desperate attempts to get my brother to make a run at politics, he removed himself from the family. They always placed a tremendous amount of pressure on him being the only boy among us. They wanted him to one day be the King of New Hope.

      “I was the only one who saw it coming. He told me he was going to leave. He was going to pick up and just go somewhere far away where no one knew him and he could be his own man. I was sad, but I understood.

      “My parents took it hard. My father was involved in a fatal accident, and my mother drank herself to an early grave. Eleanor took it upon herself to continue the family name, so she abandoned everything from relationships to family in her quest.

      “Leah was her little sidekick. When Eleanor was running for her position as queen, Leah changed her last name. It wouldn’t do to have the sister of the soon-to-be-queen of New Hope involved with magic. Likewise, I was asked to leave or change my name.”

      “You chose to go,” Sloan said, nodding along with Croft’s words as she guessed the rest of the tale. “You left for Burrow Den, met Elijah and started a family.”

      “Well, yes, I guess that’s the simple version.” Croft was looking at Sloan, but her gaze was a million miles away. “A lot had happened to me from leaving New Hope to settling down in Burrow Den, but that’s a story for another time. What you need to know is that I was running away from a family problem, one I should have dealt with before starting a family of my own. When I found out what my sisters were up to, I knew that to save my daughters, I would have to leave them and prepare for the fight that now knocks on our door.”

      Sloan’s mind reeled with all of the implications of what Croft being an Eckert actually meant. “What about your brother?” Sloan asked.

      “I never heard from him.” Croft shrugged. “Wherever he is, I hope he’s far away from this mess, able to live his own life and start his own family in peace.”

      “Why didn’t you just tell me the truth from the beginning?” Sloan folded her arms over her chest, finding herself more upset than she thought as memories of the queen’s lies and her betrayal swam to the surface.

      “Would you have listened to me?” The left side of Croft’s mouth twitched in an almost-smile. “If I told you I was an Eckert sister and mother to Abigail and Elizabeth, you would have called me a liar. You would have walked out on my proposal to fight as allies.”

      “You have a point there.” Sloan was about to open her mouth to ask another question, when Croft interrupted.

      “No, I don’t believe Eleanor knows who my daughters are, but I have a suspicion Leah does.” Croft’s brow furrowed in a combination of worry and anger. “As part of the magical realm, those of us who have dedicated our lives to our craft can sense certain things. I believe Leah has sensed that Elizabeth is my daughter, and thus Abigail is, as well.”

      “That’s important to know.” Sloan leaned forward. “But that’s not what I was going to ask. Why did Theo call you ‘governess’?”

      “Well, I guess you heard more than I thought.” Croft stood, signaling a close to their conversation. “Theo and the council who rule the city are only a puppet government I’ve used to control things from the shadows. You can imagine what the people of Azra would think if they found out a witch was ruling the city. Too many questions would arise. Eventually, word would be out as to who my relatives are and well … people here aren’t fond of the queen, if you hadn’t noticed.”

      Sloan nodded along with all of Croft’s words. Everything she said made sense. Although Sloan hated being lied to and would have much rather the Eckert sister have been honest with her from the beginning, she understood why the witch had chosen this certain path to follow.

      “I’ll take your silence for anger.” Croft walked to the door and turned the broken handle, allowing it to swing open. The handle came off in her hand. She looked down at the brass knob with regret. “I’m assuming you’ll want to leave now. It’s a shame; we would have had a real chance with you as an ally.”

      “Who said I was going anywhere?” Sloan placed her hands on her hips. “You should have told me the truth from the beginning. But with that said, you’re right. I don’t know how I would have taken it. I may have walked out on you. But we can’t change the past. I’m here now. Look me in the eyes and tell me there will be no more lies between us.”

      Croft stood stunned. It was obvious the witch had thought Sloan would walk out on her after the conversation. Her mindset didn’t allow for such grace in the moment.

      “I swear there will be no more lies between us.” Croft looked Sloan dead in the eye. “We share a common enemy, and united, we have a chance. Not a great chance, but still a chance to take her down.”

      “Okay, then.” Sloan bit her lower lip, deciding to trust Croft at least one more time. “Let’s look at this list of soldiers you have who volunteered to be transitioned into vampires. I’ll need a strong squad if we’re going to have a chance.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Tell me you’re joking.” Sloan looked over to Kade, who stood beside Aareth in the laboratory. He still moved gingerly, the lump of white gauze showing through his cream-colored shirt. “And you should be getting some rest.”

      “He’s not joking.” Kade grimaced in discomfort as he propped himself against a stainless steel table. “And I’ve already spent a day in bed. I’m going to go crazy if you leave me alone for another twenty-four hours. I need to be out and doing something. I’m not a domesticated shifter, if you haven’t noticed.”

      Sloan rolled her eyes. She wasn’t going to get anywhere arguing with Kade. He was a grown man and would make his own decisions. Aareth, on the other hand, wasn’t thinking straight. He was still reeling from the loss of his wife and the newfound knowledge that he had lost an unborn child.

      “You’re giving every single one of them the bite?” Sloan threw her own stack of files on the table next to Aareth’s. The two had taken the afternoon to go through the recommended Azra candidates. “I haven’t found anyone in my files remotely sane. They’re all either hungry for power or driven to accept the bite out of desperation to stem the coming tide.”

      “Isn’t that enough?” Aareth crossed his arms over his chest. “You and I would do the same if it meant protecting the people we love.”

      “These people aren’t thinking straight.” Sloan shook her head. “They don’t understand the sacrifice, the consequences that will follow.”

      Sloan found herself in a familiar position. She and Aareth were at it again, both headstrong and stubborn.

      “I don’t know, this guy doesn’t look to bad.” Kade had made his way over to Aareth’s stack of files and began leafing through one. “Jaxon Alexander, spent five years in the Azra guard. Says he has a quick temper, psych evaluation on the low end of passive-aggressive. He’s in his twenties. Sounds coach-able to me.”

      Sloan raised her eyebrow, skewering Kade with a look that would have melted ice.

      “Or not.” Kade closed the folder and put it back. “What do I know? I’m just a lowly shifter, not a super soldier or beast, like you two.”

      “It’s not your decision.” Aareth shrugged toward Sloan. “They’ll be my responsibility, not yours. I’ll keep them in line.”

      “We’re going to have a pack of unruly werewolves running around Azra if this goes wrong.” Sloan shook her head, thinking of how hard it was to get Aareth to behave and what it took for him to control the animal inside. “It’ll be on your head if they kill someone while they’re learning to harness their beast within.”

      “It’ll be on my head.” Aareth nodded over to Sloan’s stack of files, making a weak attempt at changing the subject. “So you haven’t found anyone, huh? Not a single winner in the bunch?”

      “Before I let you change the subject, at least promise me you’ll actually meet them before you decide to give them the bite.” Sloan sighed, realizing she wasn’t going to win the argument, but unwilling to concede without a fight. “If you don’t do it for yourself, do it for them. They deserve that much.”

      Aareth nodded his consent.

      “So, now that that’s settled.” Kade raised his eyebrows at Sloan with an exhale of relief. “How’re you going to break it to the powers that be here in Azra that you’re not giving any of their prescreened candidates the bite?”

      “That’s simple.” Sloan shrugged. “I’m going to be honest with them. I’m going to tell them exactly what I think. If they push back, I’ll meet with a few of their candidates, but I doubt they’re going to change my mind.”

      “I’m still trying to get over the bomb you dropped on us earlier.” Kade shoved the remains of an apple pie into his mouth. He talked around the food. “Croft is the queen’s sister?”

      Sloan looked at Kade, then to the tables around him, trying to figure out where he had gotten the piece of pie.

      “Did you just pull that pie out of your pocket?” Aareth was smiling—a rare event. “I swear I just saw you take that out of your front pants pocket.”

      “What? You guys don’t have pocket pie in New Hope?” Kade took another bite of the crumbling mess in his hand. “Elwood hooks me up with his little conjuring trick whenever I’m running low. I can share if you guys want some.”

      “Did you just say ‘pocket pie’?” Sloan extended a hand, waving the offer away. “I don’t know how you stay in shape with what you eat.”

      “Oh, not you, too.” Kade shook his head. “I have a fast metabolism. All the shifting tires out a sabertooth. I need to keep up my carb intake.”

      “You know, I like you.” Sloan realized she was grinning from ear to ear. Despite how ridiculous Kade was, it was hard not to laugh. Whether he was doing it to lighten the mood or not really didn’t matter. “But that’s disgusting.”

      “If by ‘disgusting,’ you mean ‘delicious’”—Kade offered the piece of pie to Aareth—“well then, yes, it’s disgusting.”

      “Oh, what the heck.” Aareth waved over Kade. “I’m hungry and stressed. I deserve a bite.”

      “That’s a good wolf.” Kade offered his sticky mess of apple and crumb goodness to Aareth.

      Aareth took a large bite right out of Kade’s hand, laughing as he did.

      “You two belong together.” Sloan’s laughter filled the room.

      “It’s … it’s actually not that bad.” Aareth laughed out loud. “That little gnome knows how to conjure some pie.”

      “Come on.” Kade extended the last bite of mess in his hand to Sloan. “Your mouth is saying no, but your eyes are saying yes.”

      “Oh, my gosh.” Sloan was crying. “I have a feeling that’s not the first time you’ve used that on a girl.”

      “Come on, give into peer pressure. You know you want to.” Kade took a step forward, stretching his hand out toward Sloan.

      Kimberly walked in at that moment. The gargoyle looked from Aareth’s pie-stained face to Kade’s messy hand and Sloan’s hysteria.

      “You humans are morons.” Kimberly rolled her grey eyes. “I don’t even want to know what barbaric ritual is taking place here. Croft says to get ready. She’s taken the lead on scheduling a few interviews for Sloan.”
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      It was time. Leah always knew the day would come. When and how it would transpire were always thoughts better left for another time, but today was that day. No more wondering; all of the questions were answered. Before it could be done, however, loose ends had to be addressed.

      Leah found herself in front of the door of her sister’s treasurer, Fenrick Trillion. Fenrick’s true loyalties to first the Order under Doctor Livingston and then the New Order under Saber Hyde were well known to both Leah and her sister. They had decided to keep him around until they no longer needed him, and as far as Leah Noble was concerned, his usefulness had finally run its course.

      Soon events would unfold that would not hinge on any information he could give them. They’d had him followed for the last year, and now it was time for Fenrick to serve his last piece of worth to the crown.

      Leah knocked softly on his door. The hour was late, and if she’d timed it right, she would be catching him just before bed. An excited shudder ran down Leah’s spine. All of her work had led up to this night.

      The door opened a moment later and Fenrick’s weasel-like face poked out. His eyes widened as he took in Leah’s frame outside of his door.

      “Leah, to what do I owe the pleasure at this late hour?” Fenrick tried to keep his face cordial, but Leah could see the fear etched along the edges of his eyes. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yes and no.” Leah struck out with her right hand so quickly, Fenrick never saw it coming. She channeled her purple magic into her fist, creating a six-inch magical dagger. Every inch penetrated the soft part of Fenrick’s stomach. “Yes, I’m doing wonderful, and no, the future does not look so … lively for you.”

      Fenrick gasped. His gaze contorted into a mixture of horror and fear. He doubled over, both hands on Leah’s right fist still knuckle-deep in his midsection.

      Leah walked forward, forcing Fenrick into his room. She shut the door behind her.

      Fenrick opened his mouth about to scream for help, but Leah performed a quick spell that would render anything he said soundless. Fenrick’s mouth twisted in a string of screams, yet nothing came out.

      Leah swiped hard to the left, with her right hand tearing open enough of Fenrick’s stomach she was sure he would bleed out within the next few minutes.

      Fenrick fell hard onto his room’s carpeted floor. A red rush of blood seeped through his fingers as he tried in vain to hold in the vital fluid.

      “Fenrick, Fenrick, Fenrick.” Leah sat on his bed, allowing the glow of purple magic around her right hand to dissipate. She used his white sheets to clean her crimson knuckles. “You were the perfect example of keep your allies close and your enemies closer. If it weren’t for you, we’d be in the dark of the goings-on in New Hope. I just wanted you to know in your last moments of life that your work as a spy was meaningless, and now you will die alone. Well, not alone. I’m here, but you might as well be alone for all I care.”

      Fenrick was mouthing something, and his attempt at holding in his blood and intestines were failing. His face was as pale as the white sheets Leah had cleaned her hands with.

      “I’m going to allow you your last few words.” Leah waved a hand over Fenrick’s prone form. “If you scream at this point, I can’t imagine it would be very loud.”

      “You will not succeed.” The whisper had come so faint, so barely audible, Leah had to move in. “There is another.”

      “Oh, yes.” Leah rolled her eyes and stood up to go. “We are well aware of my sister, Croft, and her attempt to sway the inevitable. She won’t succeed, and you should feel no hope at her doing so.”

      “Not … Croft.” Fenrick’s eyes rolled into the back of his head, his breathing so faint now, Leah had wondered if he had already died when the next words escaped his blue lips. “Your … brother.”

      “What did you say?” Leah was already headed for the door, but stopped at the mention of her brother. She turned round and knelt next to Fenrick’s body, grabbing him by the throat. “What do you know about my brother?”

      But Fenrick was dead. Leah would get no answers from him.
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        * * *

      

      Leah hated Fenrick for what he had done. He’d made her care. Even if it was a care that would die in the next few moments, for that time, she had relieved memories of a brother who had disappeared. Not even with her powerful range of magical spells had she been able to track him down. Whether Fenrick actually had useful information about him or had used his last dying breath to torment her would be a mystery.

      Instead of fixating on the question that would have no answers, Leah focused on the next door that stood in front of her. This one, unlike Fenrick’s, had a pair of vampire soldiers standing guard.

      They twitched to attention as she approached. As one, they saluted their creator.

      Leah ignored the sign of respect and instead knocked on the door. Her blows were gentle like those before.

      A few moments passed with no response from the other side.

      Leah knocked again.

      This time, the door swung open. Eleanor was dressed in a white silk nightgown. Her hair had been braided behind her head and fell down her right shoulder. Surprise showed on her face as she ushered her sister inside.

      Leah nodded her thanks. It wasn’t completely out of the ordinary to visit her sister at this hour, but tonight wouldn’t be like any other night.

      “What’s wrong?” Eleanor closed the door behind Leah before asking her question. “Is everything going as planned with the beasts?”

      “Oh, yes.” Leah found a seat on a lush footrest. “Everything is going better than planned. I was able to trap Marcus in his beast state. He’s more raving animal than man right now. The same goes for the soldier he turned. We’ll unleash them on Azra, and they’ll tear to shreds Sloan and anyone else who stands in our way.”

      Eleanor gave Leah her trademark eyebrow lift Leah had begun to detest.

      “Remember, Charlotte Sloan should be taken alive at all costs.” Eleanor went to the far side of her bedroom where a nightstand stood with a large, circular mirror. She reached for a silver brush and began combing her long, grey hair. “Our goal should be singular in uniting the Outland under one banner, but as soon as we do, we’ll need these same people to rally behind us as we push past our own borders and explore the world beyond.”

      Leah rolled her eyes. The rehashing of this conversation was only making her decision easier. She and her sister were similar enough; they had been aligned up until this point, but every day their opinions on how to handle things were becoming more and more unique.

      “Unity will only see us so far.” Leah stood and walked over to her sister. She gently took the brush from Eleanor’s hand and began combing her sister’s hair for her. “It’s better to be feared than respected.”

      “Well, I guess that is where we will have to disagree.” Eleanor looked up at her sister through the reflection of the mirror.

      Leah’s hand began to shake. Her sister was looking at her with that same stupid, placating smile once again. The smile that said, I’ll listen to whatever you want to say, but it doesn’t matter; it will never matter as long as I am the older sister and the queen of New Hope. Leah could feel her anger swelling in her chest. All those many years she had been second to her sister, her ideas always coming in just shy of meaning anything.

      “Leah”—Eleanor winced in the mirror—“easy on the hair. I only have so much of it left.”

      Leah pressed the comb in harder, raking her sister’s skull with the grooming tool. “You could never let me win. Not even once when we were growing up, could you?

      “What? You’re hurting me.” Eleanor winced again, trying to turn in her seat, but her sister held her firm. “Guar—”

      Before Eleanor could even get the word out of her mouth, Leah channeled the same purple blade in her right fist and drove it through her sister’s back. The white hot magic blade went straight through the back of the queen’s heart and sprouted through her chest like a newly sprung flower ready to bloom.

      Blood began to seep from the corners of Eleanor’s mouth. Her struggling hands fell limp by her side as her eyes clouded over, already heralding the end of her reign.

      “New Hope deserves a queen that will rule with impunity,” Leah whispered into her sister’s ear. “And I will be that queen.”
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      Framing the New Order for the queen and Fenrick’s deaths had been too easy. Most of the vampire soldiers were loyal to her already, and those who did ask too many questions were disposed of immediately.

      Everyone understood New Hope was on the brink of war. The New Order had been a threat publicized in the paper. That’s what Leah loved most about the free media; they were willing to put almost anything into print, and people were all too eager to gobble it up like swine in their troughs.

      Leah was sure to leave a bloody katana hidden in the palace garden to solidify her claim that New Order assassins had come in the night. Was it really so hard to believe? They had attacked the palace once before, practically blowing up the armory as they made their escape.

      The day after the assassination of Fenrick and the queen, Leah was ready to give her speech to the gathered throng of mourners. It was an overcast day, perfect for the event. Leah ordered the soldiers to pack into the palace courtyard and beyond with as many New Hope citizens as possible.

      Leah wore her favorite color of black on black. Unlike her usual appearance of a plain robe, she wore a well-tailored dress with a black veil. She stayed clear of any jewelry or flashy pieces to adorn herself with. Things like this didn’t call to her anyway. Leah couldn’t care less about money; she only craved power.

      “Are you ready, Your Highness?” Commander Steel stood with one hand on the closed door that would lead her outside to make her speech. “You’ll have them eating out of her hand in no time.”

      “By the end of the day, I’ll want the names of a new treasurer, as well as someone who can handle the media.” Leah straightened her back. “Both of these should come from the ranks of the vampire soldiers. I trust them more.”

      “It’ll be done.” Commander Steel nodded.

      “Open the door.” Leah didn’t even look at the commander. Her focus was only on appearing as despondent as she could. Already she had rubbed at her eyes until they were red. She added gentle dose of water she used to splash on her eyes to fool the foolish.

      Commander Steel swung open one of the two doors leading into the palace for New Hope’s new queen. Leah walked out slowly. The light chatter that rippled through any large crowd hushed as she exited the building.

      All eyes were trained on her now. It had been a shock for most to believe that the queen had a sister in the first place. It was something always rumored, but never proven. When Leah had made her claim, it had come with a ripple of backlash. Time to solidify her place.

      Leah walked to a black podium that had been erected just outside the palace’s large double doors. She looked out into the crowd, making watery eye contact with as many of the influential citizens and politicians as she could.

      When she was satisfied she had grabbed their attention, she began. “Many of you don’t know me. Others of you know me as Leah Noble. I was an advisor to the queen, as well as her sister.”

      A few hushed whispers rose up as those who hadn’t heard of Leah Noble’s claim to the crown looked to their neighbor for direction.

      “My identity as an Eckert was kept a secret in large part by my sister, the late queen. She thought it best I change my last name to protect me from being used against her. She was the best older sister a woman could have asked for, and my personal hero.

      “Now, I realize many of you will challenge this claim and dig into my past. I welcome the endeavor. I have nothing to hide, and whoever searches for the truth will find that I am indeed the legitimate sister to our queen. I also understand that a new queen or king will have to be elected in New Hope, but for the time being, it is my place as her next of kin to maintain that mantle.”

      Leah’s plan was working perfectly. Already there were nods through the crowd. Leah searched as many faces as she could to get a temperament for the crowd. It seemed they were content to go along with her words, like sheep led by their shepherd.

      “Until an official election is put together, I plan on finding and punishing the cowards responsible for my sister’s death.”

      At this, there was a round of applause Leah had hoped for. Wondering eyes soon turned to angry words and shouts about the slaughter of their beloved queen. Leah let the people’s anger level rise before she continued.

      “We have been gathering intel since late last night when the assassins crept into your queen’s and treasurer’s rooms and stabbed them to death. Although the crimes were just committed late last night, we already have clues as to who the criminals are.”

      “Tell us!” a voice from someone Leah had planted in the crowd roared in righteous indignation. “We want to avenge our queen.”

      A few more shouts came from people Leah had handpicked to scream at this exact moment, and then, to her glee, shouts from the rest of the citizens as the crowd began its transformation into a mob.

      “Please, please!” It took everything in Leah to not crack a smile. This was far too easy. “Everyone, I’m not here to start a full-out war. I’m here to give you information and to mourn my sister.”

      The crowd died down, looking to one another, almost ashamed of themselves. Almost.

      “We have found that the terrorist group working inside New Hope calling themselves the New Order is conspiring directly with Azra. It was the two of them that have colluded together to form our true enemy. Trust me, there will be plans to bring those criminals to justice, but we must first attend to our dead. Then and only then will we rid the world of these pathetic cowards who strike in the night.”

      A roar echoed across the palace as the citizens of New Hope and the vampire soldiers standing at attention screamed for their new queen.

      Things could not be going any better. Leah was ready to act. Her sister’s body could wait to be buried. She would bring the full weight of New Hope down on Azra—now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Far away from the palace, on a rooftop where they could barely hear the words the new queen shouted, Jack and Saber watched.

      Jack hadn’t slept much since Elizabeth put into his mind that his father was still alive. For many reasons he’d shut down the voice in his head that told him it couldn’t be true, yet there was always some way for his mind to work around his logic and hope Elizabeth was telling the truth.

      Abigail wasn’t in much of a better place. Since their foiled run to steal weapons from the armory, Abigail hadn’t said much. She had even refused the offer to go on the reconnaissance mission Jack and Saber found themselves on now. It was unlike her, and Jack was worried.

      “She killed her own sister for power.” Saber looked across the rooftops to the tiny forms of the people all listening to Leah’s speech. “This isn’t good, kid. This isn’t good at all.”

      “How are you so sure she killed the queen?” Jack asked, following Saber’s gaze to the distant palace. “Maybe she had someone else do it.”

      “That nut did it herself.” Saber heaved a weary sigh. He rubbed his short hair with this right hand. “We’ve traded a shrewd enemy for an insane one. She’ll play to the people, giving her sister a hero’s burial tomorrow, and then she’ll come. She’ll use all of this as a reason for a full-out war with us and Azra.”

      “She’s not going to want to leave.” Jack was already thinking of where Saber was going with this conversation and what it would mean for Abigail. “I’m not sure I want to go if my father could be alive.”

      “Enough of that.” Saber glared at Jack with his one good eye. “Elizabeth was saying anything to get under your skin. Your father is dead, kid. I’m sorry to be so blunt, but that’s what you need right now. Put anything else out of your mind. If you love Abigail like you say you do, then the only thing you should be worrying about is how to get her to come with us to Azra.”

      “And if I can’t? If she won’t leave without Elizabeth?”

      “We have a day, maybe a day and a half, before Leah mobilizes the entire army and goes door by door through New Hope. When that happens, we have to be long gone. Azra is the only safe place for us now.”

      Jack just nodded. He knew Saber was right, but any scenario he came up with where Abigail willingly left New Hope and her sister behind with it seemed like a fairy tale.

      “We leave tonight, Jack.”

      Saber’s use of his actual name instead of ‘kid’ made Jack give his mentor his full attention.

      “Get her to come with us. If she doesn’t, she’s dead.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jack

      

      

      “I’m not leaving, no matter what. I’m not giving up on her.” Abigail shook her head. She turned her back on Jack. “She wouldn’t give up on me if the tables were turned.”

      Jack sat in Abigail’s room. Even with her twin bed pushed into a corner, the space still seemed small. He stared at the far wall, looking for answers, but the flaking, white paint gave him none.

      For the first time, fear crept into the pit of his stomach. What if Abigail refused to come? He wouldn’t leave her. But that meant they would face the entire New Hope army alone. They would die.

      “You’ve thought this out, then?” Jack tried using the most non-combative tone he could muster. “In a few hours, Saber’s taking the New Order with him to Azra. You and I are going to stay behind. When the vampire soldiers come knocking, it’ll be the two of us against an army.”

      Abigail turned to Jack, her face a picture of torment. “I can’t … I can’t give up on her. I’m all she’s got. She’s my little sister. No matter how lost she is, I can’t just leave her.”

      The two sat in silence for a moment.

      “You go.” Abigail walked over to Jack. She took his hands into her own and lifted him up off the bed. “I love you too much to ask you to stay here with me. I know it seems like I’m crazy, but I couldn’t live with myself if I left her.”

      “You never asked me to stay with you,” Jack corrected her. “My love means you’ll never have to ask me to stay. I’ll always be here.”

      Tears began to fill Abigail’s eyes as she pulled Jack in close for a kiss. Jack allowed himself to be led into her embrace. Alone in her room, the warrior and the wizard enjoyed a moment of peace.

      It was Jack who’d finally broken away. “I’ll tell Saber. He’s not going to like it.”

      “We’ll both tell Saber,” Abigail corrected him.

      As one, the two walked through the New Order’s secret hideout to the large mess hall where the relocation process was taking place. All around them, New Order rebels ran back and forth, some carrying items to pack, some shouting orders, all of them scared.

      Jack scanned the wide room for any sign of his mentor. He finally caught sight of Saber in one of the corners of the room, ordering what was to be taken and what could be left behind.

      “We need to pack light,” Saber was instructing a handful of new recruits from the queen’s army who had just joined the New Order. It seemed there were more than a few soldiers unwilling to go through with the transformation from human to vampire. “Make food and weapons a priority. Go, hurry. We leave within the hour.”

      The group of ex-soldiers scattered to obey.

      “I see you’ve come to your senses.” Saber looked at Abigail and then Jack. “Hurry up. We have enough mounts for all of us, but pack light. We’ll be leaving soo—”

      “We’re not going with you,” Abigail said to their mentor. “We’ve come to let you know and to thank you for everything you’ve done for us. But I can’t leave my sister.”

      Saber titled his head down, his eye still looking up at Abigail and then Jack. “And you, kid? Do you feel the same way?”

      “I can’t leave her.” Jack swallowed hard, forcing himself to meet Saber’s glare. “And there still may be a chance that Elizabeth was telling the truth about my father. I have to find out for sure.”

      “You realize you two are more valuable to our cause alive than dead, right?” Saber stood up straight. “Stay, and your fate is sealed. You’ll be dead in forty-eight hours. Come with us, and you live to fight another day. You’ll be alive and still have a chance at finding out the fate of your loved ones.”

      “I’m sorry.” Abigail shook her head. “I have to stay.”

      “Me, too,” Jack echoed her words.

      “Well then, I’m sorry.” Saber shook his head.

      “Sorry for what?” Jack asked.

      “For the headache you’re going to have when you wake up.”

      Saber was so fast, Jack was still processing his words when Saber kicked out and connected with the underside of Abigail’s jaw. Her head snapped back violently.

      Jack’s magic was already in his hand. He was raising his right fist to block the next kick coming for him, but he was too slow.

      The last thing Jack remembered was seeing the underside of Saber’s boot as it struck his right temple.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Hi, my name is Babs, and I just want to start off this interview with saying how much I support what you’re doing. I’ve been following your exploits ever since you rose to rank of captain in the queen’s army. I mean, I know she’s our enemy and all, but still, I love to see a woman rise to the position you have. I guess what I’m trying to say is that you’re my hero.”

      The woman talked so fast, it was impossible to tell if it had all come out in a single breath or if she’d continued to somehow speak while she inhaled. Sloan sat in one of the many meeting rooms in the capitol building, with Croft to her right and whatever soldier she was interviewing at the time sitting across from her at the wide table.

      Babs was the seventh soldier Sloan had interviewed in the last few hours, and she had found reasons to disqualify all of them. Croft was becoming more and more impatient every time Sloan dismissed a prospect.

      “Babs, tell me in one or two sentences exactly why you want to become a vampire soldier.” Sloan leaned in toward the desk, holding the young woman’s gaze.

      “Oh, gosh.” Babs licked her dry lips. She fidgeted, rubbing sweaty hands on her uniform pant legs.

      Sloan could hear Babs’ heart beating as fast as any galloping unicorn.

      “I … I guess it’s to protect my family and my home.” Babs swallowed hard, breaking eye contact with Sloan. “I’m not strong enough to do it as a human, but I’m willing to make a sacrifice if it means protecting the people I love. There. I think that was two sentences.”

      Sloan looked over at Croft, who was hunched in her seat, playing with a pencil.

      “Thank you for your time, Babs.” Sloan stood from her chair and extended her right hand over the table. “We’ll be in touch.”

      “That’s it?” Babs nearly tripped as she rose. She returned Sloan’s handshake with a timid, sweaty grip. “You don’t need blood samples or saliva or anything?”

      “No, you can keep all of your bodily fluids to yourself.” Sloan released the girl’s palm, wiping Babs’ perspiration from her own hand onto her shirt. “You’re dismissed.”

      Babs gave a tight salute to Sloan and Croft before she left the room.

      Sloan waited for the door to close.

      “I can already guess.” Croft huffed as she made a note on an open file in front of her. “She’s not experienced enough, too cocky, doesn’t play nice with others … what are some of the other reasons you found to disqualify everyone else?”

      “Nope. I actually like Babs.” Sloan found herself amazed by the revelation. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but she was humble, she understood the sacrifice, and she’s coach-able.”

      Croft straightened in her seat and leaned over the desk much like Sloan had when questioning Babs. “Are you messing with me on purpose?”

      “No, not at all.” Sloan shrugged. “You’re the one who set up all of these meetings.”

      “Great.” Croft lifted her head to the ceiling, letting out a loud moan. “I have a werewolf who wants to bite everyone, and a vampire who wants the least qualified person on her team.”

      “No one said it was going to be easy.” Sloan glanced out a window to the dark night beyond. “We can pick up here tomorrow and interview the rest if you want. It’s late. You should get some rest.”

      “Don’t tell me what to do.” Croft yawned. Exhaustion laced her words as she continued. “But we should probably pick up here tomorrow. We still have a dozen or so interviews to go through. Who knows? Lightning might strike twice and we could find another member to join your team.”

      “Stranger things have happened,” Sloan agreed. She watched as Croft stood up and stretched her back. “You’re not really going to let Aareth turn every single one of the soldiers you’d suggested, are you?”

      “As much as we can use everyone we can get, no.” Croft gathered the files on her desk. She kept her eyes down at her work. “We’ll start turning the chosen few tomorrow. I can’t allow Aareth to turn twenty soldiers into raging animals. We’ll do a few at a time, and once we help them transition into their new life, then we’ll turn a few more. Come on Sloan, I’m not my sisters.”

      “Just checking.” Sloan was about to say more, when the sound of racing footsteps penetrated through the door.

      A moment later, Edison opened it. His face was flushed, his words falling out as fast as Babs had spoken. “Riders … riders at the gate!”

      Sloan exchanged a look with Croft before the vampire and the witch raced from the room. Edison followed in their wake, still trying to regain his breath.

      “Ugh…” Edison panted so hard, Sloan almost slowed down for the inventor. “I’m out of shape. Too many of Elwood’s pocket pies.”

      “Who is it?” Croft ignored the inventor’s words as they pounded down the stone lane connecting the capitol building to the rest of Azra. “Have Theo and Cherub been notified?”

      “They’re at the gate.” Edison slowed down, waving the women off. “Go on without me. I’ll catch up.”

      Sloan and Croft flew down the path at a sprint. The night breeze the ocean brought felt wonderful on Sloan’s skin. Lights from the many lanterns and street lamps added their strength to the stars and moon overhead to provide illumination.

      Sloan was surprised to find the witch keeping up with her strides. It was clear she was using some kind of magic to aid her speed. If Sloan looked closely, she could see a yellow glow flash on the bottoms of Croft’s feet as the women raced to the gate.

      It was late yet still early enough for citizens to still be walking the streets. More than a few curious stares took in the vampire and the witch, but no one moved to stop or ask them questions.

      Sloan’s heart was steady, the run not even causing her to break a sweat by the time they reached the front gates at the bottom of the hill.

      “Report.” Croft, however, sounded winded as she began to crest the stairs to the top of the wall. As promised, both Theo and Cherub were waiting for them on the battlements, the latter holding a two-foot-long spyglass.

      “It looks like three New Hope riders wearing cloaks.” Cherub extended her grey wings and lifted off the wall with strong strokes. “They’re coming at a trot. I can’t see any weapons.”

      “I don’t think it’s a trap.” Theo handed Croft his own spyglass. “There’s no one else for miles around. Maybe they’re bringing a message from the queen?”

      “Unlikely.” Croft accepted the spyglass and took her time studying the trio of soldiers. Then she gave the spyglass to Sloan. “What do you think?”

      Sloan’s eyesight was already better than most—a perk of her new abilities as a vampire. The spyglass further magnified the three figures approaching Azra. Sloan felt a swell of joy rise in her chest.

      “Open your gates.” Sloan lowered the spyglass. “They’re friends.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sloan

      

      

      “Captain!” Pia dismounted her steed with no regard for anyone else who stood in the Azra courtyard. She threw her arms around Sloan with abandon. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “It’s better to see you” Sloan couldn’t help hugging the woman back.

      Sergeant Harrison and Lieutenant Baker followed Pia’s lead and climbed down from their horses.

      The square courtyard of the Azra palace was alive with activity. All around the reunited soldiers, Azra guards stood ready. No weapons were drawn, but every guard had a hand on his ax sheathed within it belt. Croft, Theo, and Cherub stood by, allowing Sloan to greet her friends.

      “Captain Sloan” Sergeant Harrison nodded. “I’d give you a hug myself, if I wasn’t afraid you’d break my kneecap again.”

      “It’s just Sloan now.” Sloan smiled at the big man. For the first time, she noticed the tense atmosphere around the courtyard.

      Sloan sidelined the greeting of her friends to address Croft.

      “These are friends.” Sloan waved an arm to the three rogue New Hope soldiers. “I can vouch for every one of them.”

      “I’m sure.” Theo took the lead in the conversation, something that shouldn’t have surprised Sloan. As far as everyone in Azra was concerned, he was the governor. “They’ll be treated as defectors and debriefed as such. You’re welcome to come with us as we perform the debriefings.”

      “We’ll be all right.” Lieutenant Baker moved forward. “There is a lot the enemies of New Hope need to know.”

      As the procession of Azra guards, the New Hope turncoats, and Croft started up the hill toward the capital building, Sloan slowed her pace to match Croft’s.

      “I’ll have to talk to them, of course.” Sloan let a mischievous smile play across her lips. “And I’ll still want Babs, but I think I found my vampire unit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The first thing Jack felt was pain—a deep throbbing, like someone was battering his skull with a steel hammer. Jack winced, realizing two things at the same time. First, he was in some kind of carriage, and the bumps had rattled him to wakefulness. Whoever was driving was in a hurry.

      Second, he wasn’t the only one in the carriage. Abigail sat across from him on a long, leather bench. She was slumped down in a sitting position, her eyes closed.

      Panic wrestled Jack’s thoughts away from the pain in his head, and he moved across the space between his carriage bench and the one upon which Abigail rested. He placed two fingers on the side of her neck.

      Immediately, he was relieved. Her skin was warm, her pulse steady. Jack let out a sigh and allowed himself to relax for a brief moment.

      Just as he let his guard down, the carriage jolted high into the air. Jack and Abigail were lifted off the ground and slammed down hard.

      Incoherent yells came from somewhere overhead where the driver and his passenger were arguing. Jack made sure Abigail was still in her seat before opening the carriage window and sticking his head outside. He had an idea as to the identity of at least one of the carriage drivers, and he was going to give his mentor a piece of his mind.

      Whatever Saber’s position was in the New Order, he had no right to knock them unconscious and take them along to Azra. He had basically kidnapped both Jack and Abigail. Jack hadn’t signed up to be a slave to anyone.

      Jack unlatched the black metal hook holding the thick window in place. As soon as he swung it open, the actual noise of the mayhem filled the carriage, along with a rush of wind.

      Shouts from multiple voices rang out, not only above Jack, but also behind and all around him. Jack’s eyes went wide as he took in the severity of their situation. Three carriages and at least a dozen riders had just exited New Hope, all riding hard as they left the city.

      Shouts echoed all around, the rushing wind playing with the voices, making them faint when they were actually only a few yards away. Jack recognized a few of the riders who made up their caravan. They were all members of the New Order.

      The stars and the moon gave Jack just enough light to also make out a rush of bodies exiting the New Hope gates behind them. Vampire soldiers—more vampires than Jack had ever seen or could imagine—poured after them.

      “I thought you said we had another day, at the very least?” Sasha’s voice reached Jack’s ears from a spot on the upper carriage bench. “I just got in from Azra. I could have just stayed there.”

      “Yeah, well, I guess our new queen gets over her grief quickly. I didn’t expect her to attack before her sister was even in the ground.” Saber leaned over from his spot next to his sister. He smiled at Jack with a surprised grin. “Glad to see you, kid. We could really use your help right about now.”

      “Are you crazy!” Jack screamed up at the grinning, one-eyed madman. “No, I can answer that myself. You are crazy. You knock us out and then expect me to help you?”

      “Just because I’m crazy doesn’t mean I wasn’t right in doing what I did.” Saber drew his pistol, pointing it at Jack’s face. He fired without hesitation.

      BAM!

      The bullet exited Saber’s pistol, whizzing so close to Jack’s ear, he could feel the wind as it passed. Jack turned just in time to see the bullet topple its target: a New Hope vampire soldier who’d managed to catch up to the fleeing carriage. Saber’s bullet took it square in its forehead.

      The vampire soldier toppled backwards. Once again, Jack’s gaze was directed behind them. The massive walls of New Hope were beginning to diminish in the distance. The vampires chasing the fleeing New Order members, on the other hand, were only growing in size.

      Jack was amazed by the vampires’ speed. Not only were they able keep pace with the fleeing horses, but they were also gaining on them little by little.

      CRACK!

      One of the other two carriages fleeing along with Jack had fallen behind. In seconds, vampire soldiers were climbing all over the outside. The sudden noise had come as one of the vampire soldiers had torn off a carriage wheel, and the horses screamed as the carriage tumbled into a pile of dirt and bodies.

      BAM! BAM!

      Gunfire tore through the air as the fleeing New Order members realized they weren’t going to escape without a fight. Hundreds of vampire soldiers still sprinted after them, looking like a black stain spreading over the landscape.

      “Kid!?”

      By the way Saber was yelling, Jack knew it wasn’t the first time he had called for him. He turned to the one-eyed leader of the New Order rebellion. Saber held out a gloved hand, offering to swing Jack up onto the top of the carriage.

      “Want to buy our friends some time to make a run for it?” Saber smiled through the dark. What little illumination there was glinted off his white teeth. “What do you say?”

      Jack accepted Saber’s hand. “I say we still need to talk about what you did.” Saber lifted Jack to an unsteady seat on the top of the carriage. “But right now, we need to save some lives.”

      “For what it’s worth, I told him he was wrong.” Sasha looked over her shoulder for a brief moment, both hands on the black leather reins. “Whether I agree with your decision or not, it’s your decision to make.”

      “Can we talk about this later?” Jack swayed on top of the carriage as they passed over an especially rocky piece of ground. He reached for the wand that stuck out of a holster on his right hip. “They’re gaining on us.”

      “Pull back a little, Sasha.” Saber barked over his shoulder. “Let’s get between our group and the vampires. We’ll be the buffer.”

      “Oh, great.” Sasha obeyed, allowing the horses to decrease their speed by just a fraction. “When you refer to us as a ‘buffer,’ I can’t wait to follow orders.”

      Keeping steady on top of a speeding carriage was harder than it sounded. Jack wobbled and fought for his footing as he channeled his magic and sent green bolts of fire into the oncoming vampire ranks.

      “There’s too many of them!” Jack fired again and again. He hit both times, striking one soldier in the chest and another in the right leg. Both erupted into balls of green flame.

      “Naw, this is just what’s called a ‘target rich environment,’ kid.” Saber produced a pistol in each hand. “But I probably don’t have enough bullets with me for all of them.”

      BAM! BAM!

      Saber emptied his pistols. Two more vampires fell. As soon as they did, two others filled the empty spots in their ranks.

      So far, their plan was working. The other remaining carriage and the horses carrying New Order rebels were ahead of Jack’s carriage. The downside to this arrangement? All of the vampire soldiers were solely focused on Jack and his friends, and they were closing in fast.

      Another bump rocked Jack as he stumbled to a knee.

      “What the f—”

      Jack missed the rest of what Abigail had said as he blasted one particularly quick vampire who reached for their carriage with an outstretched hand.

      “Oh, you’re in for it now.” With a flick of his wrist, Jack extended his wand into a staff. The ranks of vampire were within yards of their carriage now, so close, Jack could see their red eyes hungry for blood. “She’s not going to be as nice as I was.”

      Saber grunted as he unsheathed his mage sword he had held on to since their escape from the armory. The sword shone to life. Saber took a kneeling position at the edge of the carriage, swiping his blade at the oncoming vampires.

      A moment later, Abigail’s head popped up over the carriage’s edge. She looked at Jack, then at Saber. “What in the name of all that is holy is going on!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Jack wished he could take the time to appreciate the moment. There they were four people between an army of vampires and the backs of the fleeing New Order, and Abigail was screaming obscenities at Saber that would make even sailors blush in embarrassment.

      A group of vampires broke off from the main pack. They approached from Jack’s right. Jack twirled his staff, sending bolts of green magic at them as fast as he could. It seemed the vampires were learning how to deal with a wizard. They ducked and weaved around the green balls of fire like gymnasts performing the routine of a lifetime.

      “What’s a pot-licking scum kicker?” Sasha screamed from her spot at the reins. “I’ll probably agree with you, but that’s a new one on me.”

      Abigail ignored Sasha, pulling herself up onto the carriage. She picked up one of Saber’s empty pistols, barrel first, to use as a small club.

      “Guys, look out!” Jack shouted as he missed his targets again. The group of vampires to his right he had failed to take down with his magic were now close enough to jump onto the carriage.

      As one unit, the five vampire soldiers vaulted into the air and clung onto the sides and the edge of the carriage roof.

      “Get them off!” Sasha screamed as the horses added their own disapproval to the moment. “They’re weighing us down!”

      “Kid!” Saber pointed to the army of vampires behind them who had closed the distance. They were feet away. “Take the main body. Abigail and I will send these unwanted hitchhikers packing.”

      “Here!” Sasha kept her eyes on the horses in front of her, but reached toward Abigail with one of the stolen mage swords. “If you want to cut Saber, you have my permission.”

      “Don’t tempt me!” Abigail screamed as she grabbed the hilt. A second later, she was wielding a mage-heated blade, fighting off the groping vampires.

      With vampires climbing on top of the carriage, and Abigail and Saber fighting them back, the roof was getting cramped. For Jack to successfully fight back the wave of vampire soldiers, he needed room.

      An idea sprung into his mind, though untested, he had no idea how it would work. But time was short, and their lives would be as well if he didn’t find a way to stop the oncoming horde of vampire soldiers.

      What’s the worst that could happen? Jack asked himself as he drew on his magic and lifted himself into the night sky.

      Jack concentrated on tethering himself to the moving carriage so he would always be right over it. This wasn’t easy as his brain struggled to keep him hovering overhead as well as meet the first line of vampires who were preparing to launch themselves aboard the carriage.

      “I’m pretending each of these pale freaks is you!” Abigail screamed to Saber from somewhere below. “When this is all over, I’m going back!”

      Jack closed his eyes for a brief moment in order to tune everything else out except for his hold on the spell he was performing. When he opened his eyes, the front line of the main vampire horde had reached the back of the carriage. One by one, they vaulted into the air to join their brethren on board.

      Jack shot his right hand out, palm facing the vampires. A shockwave of green energy caught the vampires as they catapulted into the air. It hit them full force, redirecting their momentum and sending them flying backwards into their own ranks. Likewise, the first few lines of approaching vampires were sent sliding backwards as they tripped vampires behind them.

      Jack felt a smile spread across his lips, and then fade. He had bought them time, but hadn’t solved their problem. A gap had grown between the front ranks of the vampires and the carriage, but vampires were already regrouping and continuing to give chase.

      “Get off my carriage!” Abigail screamed.

      Jack lowered himself onto the carriage just in time to see Abigail sever the head from the last vampire’s body. The head plopped onto the carriage roof. Abigail planted a boot in the sternum of the now-headless body and pushed it over the side.

      “You think you can conjure a barrier to hold them for a few minutes?” Saber appeared at Jack’s side. Blood poured freely from his nose. “The horses can’t keep this pace all the way to Azra.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.” Jack took a deep breath and cleared his mind from anything that could cause him distraction. A spell came, one he had used when trapping creatures in the Outland with his father. It could work here, as well. He would just need to use it on a much, much larger level.

      Jack tuned out Abigail’s yelling at Saber for the time being. Words like “kidnapper” and “traitor” drifted into the background. Jack’s mind was on energy. He pressed the button on his staff to once again shrink it to wand size. The effort for something like this to work would leave him exhausted, and he only had one chance.

      Jack gritted his teeth as he extended his right hand, holding his wand. A green light shone from the tip as he ordered every bit of magical force he had into the tip of the instrument.

      Trying to recreate the explosion that had occurred when he and Elizabeth ended their fight at the armory would be impossible on his own, but maybe he didn’t need something that large. Maybe he only needed a wall of flame to burn for a few minutes.

      Jack held the energy in the tip of his wand until he couldn’t hold it any longer. His mind was fatigued with the exertion of keeping such a power contained, and his body was quickly feeling the same weight.

      Jack’s arm shook as he finally released the power in his wand. Heat erupted from it, so intense, Jack thought the wand and his fingers would burn. A brilliant green light lit up the night sky as Jack did his best at creating a line between themselves and the oncoming vampire army.

      Like a beam of green lightning, magic erupted from the point of his wand as Jack cut a path across the open space hundreds of yards wide. From the green line etched into the ground, a wall of emerald flame jumped up, creating a barrier between the carriage and the oncoming enemy forces.

      Jack slumped onto the carriage roof, exhausted. Panting, he examined his handiwork. The wall of flames was crooked and rather short, but it was already doing its job. The wave of approaching vampires were forced to stop. Not even the bravest among them dared to vault over the green tongues of magical fire.

      “Yeah!” Sasha screamed into the night. She let off the horses, cooing at them in praise.

      “You did it, kid.” Saber knelt down to rest. He placed a heavy hand onto Jack’s shoulder. “I knew you had it in you.”

      “Stop, let me off.” Abigail stood over Saber with her mage sword still lit. “I mean it.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Saber stood, his own sword still glowing in his hand. “You’ll get your chance to see your sister again. This isn’t over.”

      Jack was shelving his fatigue another time. He didn’t think Abigail would resort to violence, but the crazy gleam in her eye was new to him. There was no telling what she would be willing to do if it meant saving her sister.

      Something in the dark caught Jack’s eye. Something large neither of the two beside him had noticed, and Sasha was too busy navigating the road in front of her to see it.

      Fighting back his exhaustion, Jack struggled back to his feet. Whatever it was, it was large and long, like a snake. Jack looked over Abigail’s shoulder, trying to get a better look at it through the night.

      “Don’t try to talk me out of it, Jack.” Abigail mistook his intentions of standing across from her as taking Saber’s side. “I can’t ask you to come, but you would do the same thing if you—”

      Then Jack realized what he was seeing. At the same time, he took Abigail’s shoulders in his hands and gently tuned her around. Everyone was quiet as they took in the railroad being built to Azra.

      The track was long, and it had to be new. It ran parallel with the road they were on, a hundred yards to their left.

      “You’ll be able to see your sister soon.” Saber’s voice was devoid of any victory. “I was wrong. Leah’s not waiting to see her sister in the ground at all. Her invasion has already begun.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The four members of the New Order traveling by carriage stood stunned for a moment longer. The battle they knew was coming was much closer than anyone had thought.

      “Elizabeth is Leah’s greatest weapon.” Saber took a seat at the top of the carriage. “She’ll be coming with the mage engine.”

      Jack knew what Saber was saying was more than likely true. He just hoped that Abigail would feel the same way. If she didn’t, then it would be a long walk back to New Hope for them.

      “We have to take her alive.” Abigail didn’t merit Saber’s words with a response. Her eyes were still on the track as she, too, took a seat on top of the carriage. By the light of the stars and the moon, Jack saw her turn her eyes to his own. “Promise me you’ll do everything you can to capture her alive.”

      “You know I will.” Jack sat beside her as he turned his gaze back to the tracks.

      It was strange to think that their small worlds would be entirely connected to one another soon. If Leah was successful in bringing her mage engine to Azra, there would be no stopping her. She would be able to ship soldiers and supplies back and forth in a single day.

      “Up ahead.” Sasha’s voice reached them at the same time. “God, help us.”

      Jack looked down the black railway, where a red glow shone from somewhere up ahead.

      Sasha maneuvered their carriage farther off the path and to the right. The landscape in this stretch of land was mostly long, lonely hills full of thick grass. The carriage rolled over the terrain like a ball rolling over a stone floor.

      Jack didn’t know if he had enough strength in him, if the red light meant another fight. As the seconds ticked by, the macabre flickering red light became clearer. It wasn’t just one light; it was a city of torches. A traveling city of makeshift tents and lean-tos traveling with the construction of the mage engine tracks.

      Jack thought back to the time when he traveled to Burrow Den. They had come across something very similar, the main difference between what he was seeing now and what he saw then was this traveling tent city was three times as large.

      Sasha pulled even farther away from the tent city, allowing the horses to edge by at a comfortable pace.

      Black tents supported flapping flags too distant to see in the night. Large fires and braziers supported light for the camp. The dark shadows of men at work could be seen. The distant calls and clangs of workers under hard labor drifted to Jack’s ears. When they came parallel with the massive gathering of men and equipment, Jack saw it.

      His mind couldn’t comprehend what his eyes were seeing. The new mage engine had been painted a dull black. He didn’t know how he could have missed seeing such a massive machine, but somehow the night had camouflaged it … until now.

      Gone was the mage engine he and his father had used to travel to Burrow Den. In its place stood a weapon of warfare. A thick, iron engine pulled a single compartment behind it. The compartment was nothing special, nothing more than a plain, steel box.

      The mage engine, on the other hand, had what looked like two pointed ears sprouting from the front. Yellow magic burned somewhere deep in the engine, showing through two yellow slots that reminded Jack of eyes. A thick plume of smoke rose from a stack sprouting from the top of the quiet engine.

      It was too dark to make out what twisted face had been used as decoration at the front of the mage engine, but whatever it was, wasn’t pretty.

      “I just want to make sure everyone’s seeing what I’m seeing.” Abigail’s voice was low, still in awe at what they had just passed.

      “Did you see a traveling city of slaves working to bring that battering ram to Azra?” Saber picked up the question in stride.

      “You think they’re using slaves?” Jack looked over at Saber. “Slavery was abolished hundreds of years ago.”

      “We have a new queen now, kid.” Saber’s single orange eye seemed to glow in the darkness. “Who knows what she’s capable of? But I have a hard time imagining those men are volunteering to work through the night and bring a weapon of war to Azra’s gates.”

      Jack turned back to see the fading tent city. The last thing to be lost to sight were the two yellow eyes that decorated the front of the machine.

      “We still have a while until we reach Azra.” Sasha’s calm voice drifted over to the three warriors still riding on top of the carriage. “You should get some rest if you can, riding inside the carriage like normal people.”

      “I’m not going to be able to sleep.” Abigail stared off into the distance.

      “How long until we reach Azra?” Saber picked up a pistol and began reloading it in the dark. “Can we push the horses any faster?”

      “These poor animals have been through enough,” Sasha chided her brother. “We’ll give them a breather before we force them on again. They deserve that much. Besides, our fellow New Order members who get to Azra first will have seen the same thing we did. Those who survived the night, I mean.”

      “Sasha’s right.” Saber holstered the pistols he had finished reloading. “Let’s see if we can get some rest.”

      “Go ahead.” Abigail didn’t move from her position next to Jack.

      Saber didn’t bother asking his sister to stop the horses so he could jump off and enter the carriage. Instead, he lowered himself over the side of the carriage and through a window. In a few moments, he disappeared from sight.

      Jack moved to a lying position on the top of the carriage. His muscles were still aching, his brain exhausted. Now that he was free from having to try to rally for another fight, Jack thought he could fall asleep right there.

      “I’m sorry.” Abigail cuddled up next to him on the carriage roof’s hard wood exterior. “I’ve been so preoccupied with my sister that I haven’t been the most fun person to be around lately.”

      Jack ignored the jostling that shuddered through the carriage wheels and up through the frame of the carriage to the roof. His eyelids were so heavy. “You have nothing to apologize for. We’ll get your sister back, I promise.”

      Jack couldn’t remember falling asleep, but what he did remember was waking up. Voices woke him from his slumbering state. He blinked open tired eyes, recalling the very edges of a dream where people traveled in the sky on steel birds.

      AHHHHH!

      Jack jumped to his feet at the sight of what looked like a demon in the dark.

      “What, is it Christmas already?” Abigail jolted to wakefulness beside him.

      “Easy friends.” The gargoyle lifted her empty hands in a sign of peace. “I am not your enemy.”

      “Her name’s Cherub,” Sasha shouted from the seat at the front of the carriage. “She’s Azra’s military leader. She’s come to help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Are you all right?” Sloan looked over at Croft.

      With the debriefing of the escaped soldiers of New Hope over, everyone was getting ready for a much needed rest. Everyone, that is, besides Sloan and Croft. Where Sloan didn’t need to sleep at all, there were bags under the witch’s eyes.

      The two women sat in the same room in the capital where Croft had first revealed to Sloan she was the sister of Eleanor and Leah. The door was still broken, but Theo had managed to shut it on his way out to make sure Pia, Harrison, and Doyle were comfortable for the night.

      Croft winced, bringing a hand to her head. She addressed Sloan’s question a moment later.

      “I’ll be fine.” Croft waved Sloan away. “I’m just tired. Go. You’ve done enough for one day. Tomorrow you and Aareth both turn your soldiers, and they start their training under your instruction.”

      Sloan rose to go, the events of the day already playing back in her mind and vying for importance, from Kade’s pocket pies, to the many interviews of Azra guards wishing to become vampires, to her old comrades arriving at the gates. It had been an eventful day, to say the least.

      Sloan left the room, walking down the hall toward the exit where the night waited for her. To her surprise and delight, Kade stood waiting for her. He offered the crook of his good elbow. “Well, you look like a good time. Can I offer to walk you home?”

      “Well, you’re very attractive,” Sloan played along, biting her lower lip for added seduction. “But I’m kind of seeing someone right now.”

      “Only kind of?”

      “It’s still new, but I think I really like him and I don’t want to scare him off.”

      Kade broke character with a smile of his own. “Okay, I don’t have anything else. And that biting your lower lip thing? That was a great touch. It kinda got me all excited.”

      “Oh, good.” Sloan laughed out loud as she took Kade’s arm, and the two strolled outside. “I felt like a dork doing that. It’s new to me, but kind of fun.”

      Shifter and vampire walked down the sloping path to their quarters at the apartment provided for the refugees of Term. At this hour of the night, it was quiet. The distant slapping of the waves drifted on the wind, the clean, salty odor of the sky reminding them how close to the shore Azra actually sat.

      “How’s your arm feeling?” Sloan asked, looking over at the white gauze that poked through Kade’s loose shirt. “Any better?”

      “Well, I’m lucky to be a shifter. We heal fast. I mean not vampire fast, but it’s already feeling a lot better.” Kade’s eyes drifted to Sloan’s, looking deep. “How are you?”

      “Physically, I feel great. Mentally, I feel like I’ve been doing cartwheels the whole day. There’s still a lot to be done. I have four soldiers to turn and begin training tomorrow, and a war to prepare for.”

      “You’ll be great,” Kade said without the slightest pause. “You’re the right person for the job.”

      “I wish I had your confidence,” Sloan shook her head, thinking of everything that would need to be done in the coming days. “I’m glad I have you by my side.”

      “Always.” Kade grinned. “I’d offer to be one of your vampires myself, but I don’t know how that would work with my shifterness and all. I might be transformed into some bit cat-bat thing. I’d be Bat Cat Man.”

      Sloan burst out laughing at Kade’s remark. “No, you’ve done more than enough. I like you just the way you are.”

      “That’s good.” Kade paused their walk under an archway leading into a residential section of the city. They were alone, under the stars. The sky opened up overhead like a million witnesses to this very moment. “Because I want to ask you something.”

      “Oh?” Sloan let Kade hold her hands. Her green eyes met his orange ones. “If you get down on a knee, I’m going to have a heart attack, if vampires can even have those.”

      “You’re not going to be that lucky tonight.” Kade squeezed her hands. “Not yet at least. I want you to know how much I like you and that I don’t want to see anyone else. You’ve ruined me as far as dating any other woman in the Outland. There’s no way they could compare to you.”

      Sloan’s heart hammered in her chest. Face down a thundering army of vampire soldiers, sure. Attack a cavalry of New Hope soldiers, why not? But ask her to be open and honest with her feelings, and Sloan was a stuttering mess.

      “I, uh … that’s so nice. Thank you?”

      “You’re really horrible at this, aren’t you?” Kade caught her eyes again as they sunk to the ground in embarrassment. “It’s okay. You’re lucky you’re cute.”

      Sloan had no idea how someone could like her. She was usually a mess—dressed in dirty riding boots, with her hair in a ponytail, and not to mention her nonexistent makeup kit.

      “I like you too, Kade.” Sloan tried to think of the exact right words for the moment, but nothing seemed to fit. “You’re the best thing that’s happened to me in a very long time. Maybe ever.”

      “Well, in light of my being so great”—Kade winked at her—“I want us to be exclusive.”

      “Is that the adult way to ask me to be your official girlfriend?” Sloan could feel heat rise to her cheeks.

      “I guess so.” Kade released her hands and dug into his pants pocket with the arm on his non-injured side. He produced a folded white piece of paper and handed it to Sloan. “I was going to give you this, but it seemed a little childish.”

      Sloan accepted the piece of paper with a grin. It was folded into four perfect parts, creases where Kade had refolded the sheet to get it just right. Inside, the paper was one simple question with two options, each distinguished with a check box beside them. The question was: “Will you be my girlfriend?” and the options were: “Yes” and “Yes.”

      Sloan laughed again, shaking her head in amusement. She felt light inside like, just for that moment, she was able to forget about her duties and merely enjoy Kade’s company.

      Sloan raised a playful eyebrow. “What if my answer was no?”

      Kade cocked his head to the side. “Does that mean your answer is no?”

      “My answer’s yes.” Sloan allowed herself to be drawn into Kade’s embrace. “Now get over here and kiss me.”
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      Sloan sat alone, watching the sunrise over the ocean. Very quickly she was coming to love Azra and its place in the world. After a wonderful night spent with Kade, Sloan had left him in the early hours of the morning to be alone with her thoughts.

      She soon found herself sitting on Azra’s wall, in a nook between the watch stations. Every so often an Azra guard would pass on routine patrol, but other than that, everything was quiet, peaceful.

      “Don’t kill me, I’m not trying to sneak up on you,” Edison’s voice drifted over to Sloan.

      She had heard him coming even before she had seen him. The inventor wasn’t exactly the most stealthy person in the world.

      “Good morning, Edison.” Sloan lifted her feet off the wall’s brick surface and swung around to see her friend. “I was just admiring the view. What’s up?”

      “Well, I’m glad you asked.” Edison handed Sloan a large mug with a top on it that looked like a cap. “Kimberly and I have been experimenting on a substitute for your blood craving. Granted, I don’t think this is a cure, but maybe it will help satiate the cravings so you’ll have to indulge on animal blood less often. At the very least, you can use it if you find yourself in a bind.”

      Sloan accepted the stone mug. By her thumb was a lever that when pressed would force the top open. She thumbed it now, smelling the brew inside.

      Sloan breathed in the aromatic odor deeply. “It smells like coffee. You said Kimberly helped you with this?”

      “Yes.” Edison nodded, squinting into the distance as if he were still trying to unravel the mystery himself. “Kimberly comes from the far north, past the charted Outland where she said her people had a solution for deep cravings. She went on to explain various mating rituals and such, but I tuned her out after a while. She can be very … descriptive.”

      “I know what you mean.” Sloan breathed in the smell of the liquid again. “So, what’s in it?”

      “Well, coffee beans are the main ingredient.” Edison tapped the edge of his chin. “That’s to mask the taste. The rest is an assortment of chemicals and herbs that will hopefully work.”

      “Have you tasted it yet?” Sloan asked, bringing the mug to her lips.

      “Oh, God, no.” Edison shook his head with disgust. “Not after seeing what I put into it. The process was … I should just shut up if I want you to drink it, shouldn’t I?”

      “Yep.” Sloan brought the mug to her lips again, and this time, she let the warm liquid slide past her lips and into her mouth. The texture of the drink was light, with a hint of a coffee taste along with something else Sloan couldn’t place. It tasted like a mix of berries and vanilla.

      “Well?” Edison looked on expectantly. “What do you think?”

      “It’s not bad.” Sloan shrugged and took another gulp. “I kinda like it. What are you calling it?”

      “I let Elwood name it, and that was probably a mistake, but he insisted. He wants to call it coffee.” Edison shook his head. “I understand how that will be confusing, since that name is already taken by actual coffee, but he was insistent. Maybe we can call it vampire coffee?”

      “How will we know if it works?” Sloan looked into the mug, still holding the top open, and swirled the dark liquid inside.

      “We won’t, until you start having another craving.” Edison reached into his pocket and provided Sloan with a flask. “I’ve filled this with vampire coffee, as well. You can carry it with you wherever you go. We may have to adjust the recipe, but it’s a start.”

      “Thank you, Edison.” Sloan exchanged the mug for the flask. She put the container in her pocket. “I know this must have taken a while to make.”

      “Think nothing of it.” Edison rocked back and forth on his heels, pleased.

      A sound of rushing wings interrupted the two from any further conversation. A dot in the sky was coming toward them quickly. The dot soon turned into Cherub’s familiar form. The large grey gargoyle carried someone in her grip, her hands just under the person’s armpits to support them while she flew.

      Sloan did a double take. Cherub was carrying Jack Walker to the wall. Sloan and Edison took a step back. A gust of wind hit them full in the face as she came to rest on the wall beside them.

      Cherub released a stone-faced Jack from her grip. He was different now from when Sloan had remembered him. Despite the short passing of time since she had seen him last, he had grown. Maybe not so much in age, but in wisdom. His boyish grin was gone, his young, eager face lined with the weight of worry.

      When he regained his feet and took in his new surroundings, he managed to weak smile toward Edison and Sloan. “I’m so glad to see you two.”

      “You’re going to make me cry.” Edison flung his arms around Jack, fighting to keep his composure. “I didn’t know if I’d ever see you again.”

      Jack patted the inventor on the back.

      “He’s right.” Sloan stood by as Edison released his grip on Jack. “It’s great to see you. But how? And where’s Abigail? Is she all right?”

      “They’re fine.” Jack looked back at the path he had flown over with Cherub. “They’re coming with the rest of the New Order now. But Sloan, the queen is—”

      “If we could wait to debrief you along the proper channels, that would be best.” Cherub gave Jack a hard stare. “I understand the urgency of your news and the fact that you want to share it with you friends, but let’s do it together.”

      Jack looked over to Sloan for direction.

      Sloan nodded her agreement.

      “Thank you.” Cherub motioned over to a trio of guards who awkwardly stood by, pretending not to listen while they were doing just that. “Kyle, I need you to get Theo and Croft. Have them meet us in the capitol building. George, do the same for Aareth, Kimberly, and Kade. Justin, there’s a party of tired New Order rebels who have traveled all night on the way to Azra. Ride as fast as you can with a party and bring them back safely.”

      All three men saluted and rushed to obey.

      “I understand you want everyone to know at the same time what’s going on.” Jack’s gaze returned to his grim vigil of looking back over the wall toward the path to New Hope. “But we have to hurry. I saw the mage engine. They’ll be here soon.”
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      The trio of Edison, Jack, and Sloan followed close behind Cherub’s quick pace. The gargoyle had donned a long, white cloak to shield her from the day’s rays as they walked down the wall’s steps and up toward the capitol.

      At this early hour, most of the city of Azra was still asleep. Only the very first risers were already walking to the harbor or opening their shops along the city’s main road.

      “How did you know they were coming?” Sloan asked Cherub’s back. “How did you know to go and get Jack?”

      “I didn’t.” Cherub looked over her shoulder. Her deep hood hid every inch of her skin. “Croft had a headache last night as she felt a large use of magic close by. I can fly three times faster than a horse can run. She sent me out to take a look.”

      Jack spoke up. “Yeah, when I first saw her, I felt like I was still in a dream. We decided it was best if I came first. I can tell you whatever you need to know, including the death of—”

      “Not yet,” Cherub warned Jack with a stern scowl. “Wait until everyone is gathered.”

      During the rest of the trip, Sloan caught up with Jack’s training and his life as a member of the New Order in New Hope.

      Before they knew it, they were entering Azra’s capitol building and heading for the room with descending coliseum seating where Sloan had first met Theo.

      When they walked inside, Croft and Theo were already present, the latter rubbing sleep from his eyes. Croft didn’t look like she had ever gone to bed. She was a mess, from her disheveled red hair to her wrinkled black cloak.

      Sloan could only imagine what she had to be going through. She was about to meet her daughters for the first time in years and try to explain to them why she had abandoned them so many years before.

      “Jack.” Theo, ever the politician, was the first to grab Jack’s hand. “Thank you for your service in the New Order and now coming to aid us in our hour of need.”

      “You’re welcome.” Jack released his hand. His stare quickly turned into a gawk as he looked at Croft next. “You … you look a lot like—”

      “Yes, well, let’s just be done with all of the questions at once, shall we?” Croft looked up to where the remaining members of the meeting were piling in. Kimberly, Aareth, and Kade entered through the door. Aareth and Kade looked like they had just rolled out of bed. Kimberly was fresh and rested.

      “Jack!” Aareth quickened his pace down the stairs when he saw his friend. The hard man picked Jack up in an uncharacteristic move. “You’re all right.”

      “I can’t … I can’t breathe,” Jack gasped.

      “Oh, sorry.” Aareth dropped him, grabbing both of Jack’s shoulders in his arms and keeping him at arm’s length. “You look good. I was starting to worry. Where’s Abigail?”

      “Everyone take a seat.” Croft stood in the center of the room. “I understand there are plenty of questions, and we will have all our answers, but please, sit down so we can begin.”

      Aareth and Jack sat next to one another, whispering information. Kade found a seat next to Sloan. “I was going to make you breakfast this morning, but I woke up to an Azra guard shaking me awake, instead of your beautiful face.”

      Sloan was about to respond, when Croft’s commanding voice filled the room.

      “Let’s make this short and simple.” Croft looked each of them in the eyes before she continued. “The time for caution is over. I’m the sister of both Queen Eckert and Leah Nobel, as well as the mother to Abigail and Elizabeth Ahab. I also rule the city of Azra. All of this has been kept a secret until now, but there’s no reason to hide it any longer. An enemy is knocking on our door, and it’s time to shed blood instead of hide truths.”

      Everyone besides Sloan, Theo, and Cherub looked to one another in various levels of shock.

      “Questions can come later.” Croft motioned for Jack to take the lead. “Right now, Jack has information we all need to know. Jack, please.”

      Jack’s eyes were wide as he digested the meal of information Croft had just provided. He cleared his throat to try to buy himself time to gather his thoughts.

      “Eleanor Eckert is dead,” he said. “We suspect killed by Leah Nobel. Fenrick Trillion was murdered the same night. The New Order barely escaped the city. We were hounded by an army of Leah’s latest vampire soldiers.” Jack took a breather, letting his words sink in. “There’s also a railway being built day and night from New Hope to Azra. They have some kind of mage engine on the tracks now. It looks like it’s meant to raze Azra to the ground.”

      A rippled of murmurs echoed through those gathered.

      “We meet them with violence before they can arrive at the gates,” Kimberly said, rising from her seat next to Edison. “We don’t give them an opportunity to use their machine.”

      “Though I agree with Kimberly”—Aareth shook his head in regret—“my pack of wolves won’t be ready, and neither will Sloan’s vampire squad. We were supposed to start turning them today.”

      “So then the question becomes: do we wait and prepare our soldiers and defenses here”—Croft narrowed her eyes in thought—“or do we go now before the enemy reaches our homes?”

      Sloan had remained quiet until now. There was a piece of the puzzle no one had voiced yet. She was a military strategist, and the first rule of strategy was to anticipate your enemy’s moves. Leah would be counting on them meeting her attack, head-on. She would have to understand that as soon as the reports came back to her, the New Order militia had escaped to Azra.

      “If we do go out and fight,” Sloan said, looking to Croft and meeting her stare, “Leah will have a few surprises for us. She’s betting that we leave the safety of our walls. She knows that those escaping New Hope will have seen her mage engine.”

      “She wants us to go out and fight her?” Edison asked as though he was thinking to himself. “But why?”

      “I don’t know.” Sloan stood from her seat to be able to gauge everyone’s thoughts. “And I’m not saying because of that we stay here, but I am saying we should consider that, as well.”

      “We have to go out and fight.”

      Everyone in the room looked over at Kade. He had a faraway glimmer in his eye. As he continued, Sloan could tell he was thinking about his dead and broken family. “Allowing those monsters right outside your walls isn’t an option. Keep them as far away from your people as possible.”

      A hush crept over the room as everyone debated the pros and cons of the situation. What they decided now could very well be the beginning of a victory against New Hope, or defeat.

      Sloan finally broke the tense silence. “We do both. We meet them on the battlefield and stop their progress, while others remain here and bolster our forces. This is going to be a war, not a single battle. We have to act now but still plan for the bigger picture.”

      “I agree.” Croft once more looked at everyone in the room. “This is what we’re going to do.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty

          

          Croft

        

      

    

    
      The meeting was over; her mind was made up. So many years of preparation and it still came down to more plans. Sloan and Aareth would each turn one member of their choosing to harness the paranormal strength inside of them, and then, in turn, others. Edison would stay back and help these soldiers in their transition period. Hopefully, Sloan and Aareth would be back soon to help, but they couldn’t count on that.

      At the same time, Cherub and Kimberly would be in charge of bolstering the city for a siege in case their plan failed. Both gargoyles had voiced their opinions about being left out of the fight, but in the end, they realized they would be the last line of defense with the Azra gargoyles and human guards if they failed.

      Croft would go with Theo, Jack, Sloan, Aareth, and the rest of the Azra shifters. The anxiety she was feeling now as she dressed herself for battle had nothing to do with the battle itself. It was about seeing her daughters again. Jack had assured her Abigail was on her way, and they suspected Elizabeth would be in charge of the mage engine.

      How would they receive her? Would they hate her for what she had done? She couldn’t blame them if they did. In a way, she hated herself for the decision she had made.

      A light knock on the door interrupted her thoughts.

      “Come in.” Croft slipped her hands into her metal gauntlets.

      “I just wanted you to know everyone is ready at the gates.” Sloan stepped inside the room. She wore the white colors of Azra with silver armor, her mage sword by her side.

      “I’m ready.” Croft adjusted her black cloak. She felt for the handle of her wand by her side. The familiar shape gave her comfort. “Let’s go.”

      Witch and vampire exited the capital building. Two white unicorns stood waiting for them as soon as they exited the building on the hill. Elwood stood, holding their reins with a tiny fist.

      “Elwood.” Sloan smiled at the gnome. “Thank you. I’ve been getting tired of walking up and down this hill.”

      The gnome gave the women a beaming smile and chattered away something Croft didn’t understand.

      “Did you conjure these animals?” Sloan accepted the reins and swung up onto her mount.

      Elwood smiled furiously and shook his head.

      Croft managed a smile and did the same. Her unicorn danced underneath her weight, ready to be off.

      “Be careful and watch the city while we’re gone,” Sloan said as she kicked her unicorn to motion.

      Elwood gave the woman a salute.

      As they made their way down the street, the same feeling of dread reached out and touched her again. Croft would rather face the entire army of New Hope herself, than have to face her children. Of course she was going to apologize, but there was only so far that would take her. She didn’t know if she could handle them hating her.

      Time passed much too quickly as the women made their way to the main gate. In front of them was an army of shifters, all Azra warriors with wild-colored eyes, capable of turning into various animals within seconds. There were just over two thousand of them in all. They made quite the impressive group, all standing shoulder to shoulder in their white-and-gold uniforms.

      “You can’t come. You’re still hurt,” Sloan said to Kade. “Excuse me.”

      Croft nodded, giving the sabertooth shifter a sideways glance. He was brave, but Sloan was right. He needed to stay. He would only slow them down and prove a hazard to himself and others if he came.

      Theo walked up to Croft, pointing to Aareth and Jack, the latter on a brown unicorn of his own. “We’re ready. Everyone who needs a steed has one. The guards are waiting if you’d like to address them.”

      “Not yet.” Croft motioned to the Azra guards by the gate to open the doors. “Send the scouts ahead. When we’re about to engage the enemy, then I’ll speak to them. They’ll need their courage when we charge the mage engine.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Croft

      

      

      They rode all day with short breaks. They finally met the fleeing New Order troops as the sun sunk below the horizon. Both sides had ridden hard to reach one another. Croft rode in the front with her men, like she believed any general should. As long as she was able, she would always lead from the front.

      There were a handful of riders on horses who had survived the events of the night, along with two carriages. Croft intently searched every face for signs of her eldest daughter. Dirt billowed through the air as both forces exchanged pleasantries. Sasha’s familiar face greeted Theo. Jack was saying hello to friends he had made in the New Order.

      Then she saw her. Abigail was the most beautiful thing she had ever seen. Croft was sure of it. Her daughter was strong, tall, and wildly fierce. She was much older than the young girl who would pull on her legs to be held or carry books to her lap to be read. She exited one of the carriages, making her way to Jack.

      Croft had replayed the events surrounding the reunion with her daughter a hundred times in her head. Each time they ended in her imagination, there was a fair amount of yelling.

      Her heart beat like a war drum as Croft lowered herself from her unicorn and handed her reins to a waiting Azra guard. Abigail was now not only the most beautiful thing Croft had ever seen, but also the most frightening. Fear like she had never experienced raced down her spine. The walls of her mouth were dry.

      Abigail released her hug with Jack. Croft was close enough to hear their words around the cacophony of sounds around them.

      “You came back?” Abigail was facing Croft, but looking at Jack at the moment. “Why? What’s the plan? Are we going to fight them now? Jack, why aren’t you answering me? Why is that woman star—”

      Abigail moved her eyes from Jack, looking at Croft over his shoulder. Her face went from one of confusion, to anger, and then back to confusion again.

      “What? How?” Abigail’s  lips continued to move, but no more words came out.

      Jack moved to the side to allow Croft access to her daughter. Every step Croft took toward Abigail felt like her boots were made of lead. She finally stood in front of her, no more than two feet away.

      Croft wasn’t sure when the last time was she’d cried, but she did so now. Tears filled her eyes as all of the words she had planned on saying to her daughter died somewhere in her throat.

      What was wrong with her? She had practiced this at least a hundred times before. But now, her lips weren’t cooperating. Tears that had been held in for so many years streaked down her cheeks and plummeted to the grassy ground below.

      “I—” Croft finally managed.

      She didn’t have time to say more, even if she had been able. Abigail approached and wrapped her strong arms around her. She was her own height now. How she had grown so quickly was something Croft was still trying to figure out. Wasn’t it just last year she was learning how to tie her shoes?

      “This … this doesn’t mean it’s okay.” Abigail was crying into her mother’s shoulder. “This doesn’t mean … I forgive you.”

      Abigail’s words were angry, but Croft had expected that. Right now, just holding her daughter was enough. Croft gripped Abigail like she would never let her go again. Her daughter’s hair tickled her cheek.

      “I know,” Croft said in Abigail’s ear. “I’m so, so sorry. But I’m here now.”

      “Dad—” Abigail whispered through her sobs.

      “I know.”

      “Elizabeth—”

      “I know, we’re going to get her back.”

      “I’m sorry. I tried.” Abigail pulled away the slightest bit, shaking her head. “I tried to be strong for her, but they took her anyway. I’m sorry, I—”

      “You’ve been strong for so long. It’s not your fault what happened to your sister.” Croft cleared her throat. “I’m here now.”

      “Why? Why did you leave us?” Abigail wiped dirty hands across her eyes. “We needed you. Dad changed over the years you were gone. Where did you go?”

      “I’ll explain everything to you right now, but”—Croft motioned to the army that stood waiting for them—“I’ll have to do it as we ride. We’re going to get your sister back.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-One

          

          Croft

        

      

    

    
      Once again, Croft led at the front of her army. The only Azra guards out in front were a handful of scouts in every direction to warn them of any surprise attacks. But right now, the last thing on Croft’s mind was war. For the first time in years, she was having a conversation with her daughter.

      The two women rode side by side. Croft found it hard to take her eyes off the beautiful, strong woman Abigail had become. She couldn’t have been a prouder mother.

      “So you never told us about who your sisters were, or that you had the ability to control magic to protect us.” Abigail had restated her mother’s words, trying to wrap her head around the revelation. “You left us because you had to prepare for this war?”

      “I had to prepare for this very moment, when the forces of the Outland would engage New Hope in a conflict that would be remembered for centuries to come.” Croft shook her head, trying to fight past all of her raging emotions. It was something new for her not to be able to keep her feelings in check. “I couldn’t tell you or bring you with me, but if I wanted you to grow up in a world free of bondage, this is what I had to do.

      “Understanding the kind of women my sisters were, I knew this day would come. Leah and I share a magical link as all wizards do once they reach a certain level of power. I knew what she would eventually do. She craves control.”

      “I’m still angry at you.” Abigail looked ahead instead of making eye contact with her mother. “I understand now why you left, but that doesn’t erase all the years you were gone.”

      “I know.” Croft finally took her eyes off her daughter and looked ahead. The day’s light was dying. A faint glow was the last thing to remind them of the sun as it dipped beyond the horizon. “And I don’t expect you to forgive what I did. If you can just understand why I did it, that will have to be enough. But I love you, Abigail. I love you and your sister. I never stopped.”

      A figure approached out of the night. An Azra soldier on horseback. Croft immediately recognized her as one of the scouts.

      Theo, who had given Croft and Abigail time to speak, now spurred his unicorn beside them to hear the report.

      “Two miles, due north.” The bright-eyed Azra shifter looked to Theo and Croft. “There’s a city of tents pitched for the night. Men still working on laying the tracks. It looks too quiet. There’s the mage engine and one vessel behind it that it pulls along the track.”

      “That’s where she has to be,” Abigail breathed. “Elizabeth’s in there. I know it.”

      “It’s also a trap.” Croft drummed her fingers on the pommel of her saddle. “Theo, have the shifters dismount and change. I’ll lead them into the enemy first. When they spring whatever it is they have in store for us, I want you to bring the New Order soldiers, along with Sloan and Aareth. into the fight to give us support.”

      “Understood.” Theo dismounted from his black unicorn and rushed to obey.

      Croft caught Abigail out of the corner of her eye. Her daughter was adjusting her swords that stuck up behind each shoulder. Telling her to stay put wasn’t an option; Croft had already tried to offer the New Order rebels a spot on the bench for this fight. They were all exhausted from their trip from New Hope. But with the exception of a few injured soldiers, they refused to accept. Instead of traveling safely to Azra, they joined forces with Croft and headed right back into the fight.

      “I know you’d just disobey an order if I told you to stay behind.” Croft looked over at her daughter. “But please wait with Jack and the others in reserve. You’ll get to fight. Let me at least see what we’re dealing with first.”

      Abigail slowly nodded.

      “Thank you,” Croft said as she looked to the warriors who moved in haste behind her.

      Theo had already given the orders, and everyone was rushing to obey. There was an electricity in the air that only an impending fight could bring. Sloan, Aareth, Jack, Saber, Sasha, and the handful of New Order rebels congregated to the side with Theo.

      A dozen Azra guards lead the herd of unicorns away. Unicorns were more than reliable steeds in a fight, especially those bred and trained in Azra. These were war animals ready to skewer anyone their riders directed them toward. But these animals would be needed for a different day. Today, the Azra shifters would take the battlefield.

      “Be careful,” Croft said to Abigail as she moved to the side to join her friends. “I just found you again. I’m not going to lose you.”

      “You, too.” Abigail looked over her shoulder as her unicorn trotted toward Jack and the others. “I still need time to be angry with you. Be safe.”

      Croft’s heart was full. Her reunion with Abigail had gone better than anything she could have imagined. Her daughter’s heart was much larger than her own, and her capacity to forgive dwarfed her own. Croft couldn’t imagine what she would do if she were in her position, but it wouldn’t have been acts of kindness, that was for sure.

      Her mind needed to turn from joy at being reunited with her oldest daughter, to the fight that was at her doorstep. Her youngest daughter needed her now more than ever.

      Roars echoed through the air as the Azra guards made their change into the animals that lived just beneath their surfaces. Mouths transitioned to muzzles, and hands and feet turned into paws and hooves. Within seconds, Croft was looking at an army of animals ranging from rhinoceroses, to bears, to cheetahs and tigers.

      Not in the history of the Outland had there been an official engagement of this magnitude. Her guards were well trained, and Croft didn’t expect any of them to run, but there was still the hesitancy of the unknown.

      “We all know what’s at stake.” Croft trotted up and down the line of shifters. Her black cloak billowed out behind her. Her voice rose even louder than the roars of the shifters. “There’s an army coming for our homes, and I say let them come. I say let them try, because Azra is not a city of slaves or simple men and women. Warriors live in Azra. Free human and supernatural alike, and when tyranny comes to our door, we bury it on the battlefield!”

      The sound that came from so many shifters at once was nothing like Croft had ever heard before. Their animal shouts mixed together to form a single sound that inspired courage and heralded dread at the same time.

      “I believe in us. I believe in our cause. I believe in freedom.” Croft nudged her unicorn into a slight run as she maneuvered up and down the line of shifters. She met as many of their animal eyes as she could. “New Hope has built their railway to Term and the rest of the cities in the Outland, but they do not understand that warriors live in Azra. For your families! For your future!”

      Croft turned her back now on her guards as the shifters stomped paws and hooves on the ground. They were ready. Croft urged her unicorn to a run. They had two miles until they reached the mage engine and the encampment. Adrenaline urged Croft forward, her hand already reaching for her wand.

      “I’m coming, Elizabeth,” Croft said out loud although there was nothing but the rushing wind to catch her words. “I’m coming.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirty-Two

          

          Croft

        

      

    

    
      The sun was gone now, making it easy to see the glow of campfires and the twin lights of yellow magical light coming from the mage engine. From this distance, Croft could hear men at work. Shadow figures moved back and forth near the front of the track, laboring away to extend the railway to Azra.

      Croft brought her unicorn to a full sprint. She looked behind her one last time. Her shifter army was with her, following only a few feet in her wake.

      The sorceress channeled her magical wand into a lance of yellow magic. The lance started at her wand, but extended out in a line of yellow light, pointed at the end like a spear.

      Shouts spread across the enemy camp while she was still a hundred yards away. Dark figures ran from their tents, forming a perfect line in front of her charging shifters. Of course, they were charging into a trap; the speed at which the New Hope guards were out of their tents had proven that. Already they formed a wall of soldiers, three ranks deep.

      Adrenaline raced through Croft’s body even faster than her white unicorn sprinted over the soft grass. Right before Croft collided with the first rank of New Hope soldiers, she confirmed what she had suspected: they were all vampire soldiers.

      Croft’s unicorn took in the chest the unlucky soldier she first collided with, its razor sharp horn puncturing the vampire’s sternum and breaking through his back. Croft’s magical lance eviscerated the head of the vampire to her right. All around her, the noise of battle raged as the Azra shifters took on the New Hope vampires.

      Croft maneuvered through the battlefield, transitioning her wand from a lance to a sword. She struck out as fast as she could on both the right and left side. Her weapon flashed in the dark. Everywhere she looked, black-clad, red-eyed vampires engaged in deadly struggles with the Azra shifters.

      It was soon clear that only the most brutal wounds were capable of killing the vampires. They healed quickly from any other kind of injury. Croft severed a vampire’s arm, only to see him get back up and attack her again a moment later. They were strong, but speed was their true weapon. Their razor-sharp teeth and claw-like hands were raking through her shifters like scythes through grass.

      Croft was tackled from her mount by two vampires who struck her from behind. The air was knocked out of Croft’s lungs as she was still trying to figure out what had happened. The hard ground bruised her ribs. Her vision blurred for a moment as the sound of her unicorn’s screams tore through the rest of the noise a moment later.

      She was just fast enough to regain her feet to strike out and cleave the first vampire in two. The second vampire was tearing out the throat of the unicorn.

      “Hey!” Croft screamed to grab its attention. The vampire turned around just in time to receive Croft’s yellow sword through its mouth and out the back of its skull. “Heal from that!”

      Croft had a moment to survey the battlefield. The fight had spread into the tent city, right up to the mage engine. Croft could finally make out the shape of the face on the front of the machine. It was a wolf. A yellow-eyed monster. Croft understood at once what was about to happen.

      “Back! Regroup!” Croft shouted at her guards.

      She was too late. At once, the steel container being dragged along by the mage engine opened. Both long walls on either side of the container fell away, crashing against the ground with impunity. Elizabeth exited the compartment, along with a pack of crazed white-and-brown werewolves.

      As large as her biggest shifter, the werewolves were faster and possessed near impenetrable skin. She knew this due to her experimentation on Aareth. Ten werewolves raced toward the battlefield, howling madness as their blood craze consumed them. Each beast wore a collar Croft had never seen before. But the way they glowed a dull yellow, Croft understood what they must be: the animals were being controlled by magic.

      All of this she took in in the space of a few seconds. She would have to trust that Sloan and her reserve unit could at least hold them off for the time being. As much as she wanted to help, her youngest daughter needed her the most.

      Croft said a silent prayer as she maneuvered around the pack of snarling werewolves. Elizabeth wasn’t far behind the animals. Her red hair was pulled back and she floated forward, striking out with her own wand that shot yellow beams of light at the shifters.

      “Elizabeth!” Croft caught a werewolf with a spell and flung it high into the air. It disappeared a moment later in the dark. “Elizabeth, it’s me, your mother! Stop this!”

      Elizabeth was only a small girl when Croft had left, but as soon as her head turned toward Croft, recognition glazed over her bloodshot eyes.

      “You!” Elizabeth was immobile for a moment, stuck somewhere between disbelief and anger. “You left us!”

      Croft closed the distance between her and her daughter. All around, the battle raged between the factions of New Hope and Azra, but Croft could only focus on one thing at a time. It seemed no one else was eager to disturb the waging sorceresses as a circle opened for them on the battlefield.

      “Whatever Leah taught you”—Croft held up her hand, ready but unwilling to strike the first blow—“whatever you’re feeling, I can help. I can explain everything. I can—”

      “Why is everyone always trying to help me?” Elizabeth shrugged off her black cloak, revealing a black uniform with grey steel armor pieces covering her torso and forearms. In the center of her breastplate was a black bat. “You left us. You should be worried about helping yourself!”

      Elizabeth hurled a series of attacks at Croft, each spell more sinister than the next. Croft blocked them all, and every time she did so, loud cracks like gunshots shattered the air around them.

      Elizabeth first stalked forward, sending bolts of yellow magic, then trying a long yellow whip that reached out from the end of her wand. When that didn’t work, she shot a solid beam of magical energy at Croft.

      Instead of meeting the beam, Croft caught the power, slowly releasing the magic until it dispersed. Elizabeth’s attack was ferocious, but not well planned. Her daughter was using anger and rage as a motivator. Croft danced around her daughter’s attacks, blocking where she had to, avoiding where she could.

      Mother and daughter performed a deadly dance, each unwilling to surrender for very different reasons.

      “I hate you!” Elizabeth screamed when none of her attacks broke through Croft’s defenses. “I hate you for leaving us!”

      Elizabeth’s words were doing more pain to Croft than her attacks ever could. Mostly because her daughter was right, and Croft couldn’t blame her.

      “I’m so sorry.” Croft resisted the spell Elizabeth was trying to use to lift her off the ground and throw her across the battlefield. Croft was beginning to feel the first signs of a headache, the signal telling her that her mind was becoming weak from her use of magic. She needed to finish this confrontation soon.

      Croft rushed forward, for the first time taking the offensive. Elizabeth’s eyes went wide with surprise for a moment before a devilish grin crossed her lips. Croft closed the distance between the two, leaving herself open for an attack.

      Elizabeth waited for her until she was within arm’s reach. With one fluid movement, she activated her wand, extending it into a staff. At the same moment she channeled a magical yellow tip on the edge of the staff. It hit Croft in the left shoulder as she approached.

      Pain lanced through her shoulder, white hot magical pain that made her grit her teeth to hold back a scream. Croft struck with her right fist, catching Elizabeth with a vicious uppercut she prayed wouldn’t shatter her daughter’s jaw.

      Elizabeth crumpled. Her wand fell to the ground, dislodging itself from Croft’s arm. Immediately, Croft knelt next to her daughter, feeling for a pulse before lifting her off the ground.

      Pain from her shoulder accompanied a heavy flow of dark blood. Her wound was an afterthought compared to her daughter.

      She cuddled her as she carried her still figure. All around, the New Hope werewolves wearing the steel collars laced with yellow magical light ceased their manic struggle. Instead of tearing at whatever was in front of them, they took off in every direction, confused, looking for an escape.

      The vampire soldiers who were left, witnessing their witch and their werewolves dismantled, decided to retreat on their own.

      Everywhere on the battlefield, the Azra force gave chase. Croft couldn’t care less if they were caught or not. She hugged her daughter, close carrying Elizabeth away from the conflict and any further danger.

      Abigail came running to her from the fray, two white mage swords in her hands. She was bleeding from a cut high on her scalp. The left side of her face was covered in blood and sweat. “Is she okay?”

      “She’s going to be fine.” Croft motioned with her head to her eldest daughter. “We need to get her back to Azra. We can rehabilitate her, but it’ll take time to undo the damage.”

      Sloan ran up to the three women. She was covered in blood that didn’t belong to her. Her red mage sword was already sheathed at her side. Her eyes were red, and two fangs sprouted from her mouth.

      “Theo’s injured, but he’ll be fine. We need orders.” Sloan looked to Croft, obeying the chain of command. “Continue to pursue?”

      “No.” Croft’s thoughts went to the weight this first conflict carried. “We won the first battle, but its time to regroup and prepare for the war.”

      

      
        
        End Book Four
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      Here’s a sneak peek at the fifth and final book in The Vampire Project.
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        War’s Rage

      

      

      
        
        Ashley

      

      

      Smoke from the battlefield twisted into the sky like dark fingers groping at the air. She spurred her unicorn on, unsheathing the massive sword that rested on her back. She was still much too far away for the act to make sense, but she needed to do something.

      You’re too late. You took too much time, her internal voice of doubt poked at her. He’s dead. They’re all dead now.

      She pushed the voices out of her mind. Her unicorn galloped over the sloping terrain, every second taking her closer to the battle she didn’t know if she wanted to see. She was close enough now to hear the sounds of war.

      The screams of the dying, along with the shouts of those still struggling on both sides of the conflict, permeated through the air. Adrenaline hit her system hard as she finally crested a grassy slope that gave her a view of the battlefield.

      Both in scope and brutality, she was shocked. Thousands of men, women, shifters, gargoyles, vampires, werewolves, and gnomes eyed one another from across the blood-soaked ground. There was a lull in the battle as both sides licked their wounds and eyed their opponents.

      She rode to the white-and-gold banners of Azra, where she prayed she wasn’t already too late.

      Ashley Brookhaven brought her unicorn to the Azra ranks, frantically searching for her husband. Her eyes traveled over bone-weary soldiers of all supernatural kinds. Wounded were on the ground, a pile of dead laid out under white sheets to the rear of the army.

      Her approach had brought her to the triage section of the sprawling Outland army. What she saw did not give her hope. The Azra army was reeling. There wasn’t a white-and-gold tunic that didn’t have at least some kind of red sprayed across it.

      “Aareth! Aareth!” Ashley screamed like a woman possessed. She jumped off her unicorn, sheathing her sword as if in an afterthought. Time seemed to slow as she pushed past soldiers running every which way in the camp. Her eyes roved past every face she came in contact with. In desperation, she screamed his name again. “Aareth!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Special Note For You

          

        

      

    

    
      Hi everyone, I just wanted to say a quick thank you for continuing to read the Vampire Project Series. The series has been so much fun for me to write! We have one more book to go. I’m trying to get it out as soon as possible. If you're a fan of Sloan and hate hearing about last books, don't worry. I plan on continuing her story through her daughter and having those books take place in a current-day setting.

      But I’m getting ahead of myself. Things are going better than I could ever expect with writing. I’ve been invited to write in Justin Sloan’s expanding universe in his Syndicate Wars books. I’ll have a spin off trilogy I’ll be working on soon, with those books set to come out late November.

      Since May and the beginning of The Vampire Project, I’ve been writing a book a month. I don’t know if I’ll always be able to keep this pace, but I’ve found a wonderful editor who is as crazy as I am and we’ve been able to produce a book a month so far. I’m going to see how long I can burn the candle on both ends but I feel strong right now.

      I’m a workhorse in whatever my hands find to do, so you can imagine creating family time is hard for me. Lately, we’ve set up a new rule in our house that I don’t work once my wife gets home or on weekends. That’s our family time together.

      For those of you who don’t know, I’m married, with a sixteen-month-old named Josephine who I stay home with. I write early in the morning or while my beautiful little beast takes her naps in the afternoon.

      Having a daughter and being able to stay home with her has taught me so much about myself. Jo is awesome, and I still struggle to put into words how such a tiny smile can brighten our entire house.

      We’re in the planning stage for our next little wolf cub now. We know we want to have another little pitter-patter of feet in the house; we’re just trying to decide when would be the best time.

      As many of you know, I model part-time. I used to be a personal trainer, and I still hit the gym two to four times a week. We have a babysitter who comes twice a week to help with Jo. I use that time to unleash my own beast at the gym.

      My modeling career comes last out of all of my priorities. It’s fun going on shoots and meeting new people. It’s freeing in a way. I try to limit how many shoots I do a year to no more than six to leave time for family and writing. So far this year, I’ve done work for Kodak, Bank of America, Budweiser, and a travel company. If I get one or two more modeling jobs for the rest of the year, that would be great.

      Anyway, that’s what’s going on with me. Don’t be afraid to drop me an email or connect with me on Facebook, or join my wolf pack (newsletter). I love hearing from you. It gives me a boost of energy and helps me attack whatever book I’m working on next when I hear how much you are enjoying the story.

      Keep your heads up, wolves!

      Jonathan
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        “Throw me to the wolves and I’ll come back leading the pack.” –Unknown

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To Kimberly, these books wouldn’t be the same without you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “You want to send them all?”

      “Did I stutter?”

      “No, but leaving New Hope with a single regiment of vampire soldiers may not be enough to quell an insurrection if the people rise against us.”

      Leah looked at Commander Steel from her seat in her new throne. She had done away with the gaudy chair her sister had chosen to rule from. Leah had simpler, if not more, commanding taste than the late queen.

      She sat on her recently commissioned seat, a throne of pure obsidian stone, which glimmered in the presence of the mage lights set high overhead in the throne room. Her temper matched her dark dress. News of her mage engine and, more importantly, of Elizabeth’s defeat on the road to Azra had just reached her.

      Mage engines would come and go, but an apprentice with Elizabeth’s power came once in a lifetime. The reports were muddled, but one thing was clear: a witch was protecting Azra; a witch strong enough to defeat Elizabeth, one who’d fought with yellow magic.

      “My queen?” Commander Steel stood at attention. The way he’d said the words told Leah it wasn’t the first time he’d said her name. “We leave only one regiment in New Hope?”

      Leah’s anger broke free from her usual calm resolve. “Our enemies are in Azra! They’re out there in front of us! I want you to have the entire army ready to march by tomorrow night. Leave no one behind; take every vampire soldier with you!”

      Leah’s voice had boomed in the massive open space that made up the throne room, words echoing off the walls and reverberating back in toward the room. Although the queen and the commander were the only two in the room, it would have been a safe guess that her guards on the other side of the large doors had heard her screaming.

      “Commander, you have the most powerful army in the known world at your disposal. Use them to crush our enemies in Azra. Whatever it takes.” Leah gritted her teeth at an image of Azra in flames in her mind. She could practically hear the screams of the dying in her ears. “The wolf monsters tethered to Elizabeth will have scattered. Don’t waste your time trying to reel in the beasts. What of the mage engine itself?”

      “It’s in perfect working order.” Commander Steel met her eyes with a mischievous grin. “As soon as it released your apprentice and the monsters, the conductor reversed the unit and it rolled into New Hope without a scratch. If it’s not too forward of me to ask: Will you be joining us?”

      “I’ll be catching up with you.” Leah drummed her long, slender fingers on the cold arm of her throne. “Powerful wizards aren’t the only weapons to be had in the Outland. I’m sure the vampire army will be more than enough to overwhelm Azra, but I’d rather be safe than sorry.”

      A dark shadow loomed across Commander Steel’s face. Leah knew he would understand her meaning. Before his transformation into a vampire, before his rise to commanding the New Hope army, he had been a mercenary in the Outland, himself.

      “I know you know what you’re doing, but they can’t be trusted.” Commander Steel shook his head, trying to maneuver the conversation in such a way that came out firm yet respectful. “They’re dark, evil men and women—”

      “I understand your hesitation in using their particular skill set. But that’s for me to worry about, not you. Go”—Leah waved him away—“and do as you are ordered. If you do your job, maybe we won’t have to use them at all.”

      Commander Steel swallowed hard, then bowed at the waist and exited the room. His heavy boots made loud clicks on the marble floor.

      Leah watched his back disappear through the doors. She was alone with her thoughts again, the same thoughts that kept leading back to her younger sister. It had to be her. It could be no one else. Leah had made a point of keeping track of any witch or wizard capable of such power. When one tried to control the board, you kept track of all of the pieces.

      It was clear Croft had somehow masked her mark. The little brat had remained quiet all these years, amassing an army of her own in Azra. Leah should have guessed.

      But dwelling on these thoughts would get her nowhere. It was time to act. Leah rose and lifted her black wand from the holster she wore on the side of her right hip. Channeling her magic came as naturally to her as lifting her own hand.

      Purple light danced at the edge of her wand as she traced a large circle in the air in front of her, while an ancient spell danced across her lips. At once, the circle of magic floating in the air shimmered. A ripple of energy brought an image of darkness in front of her. Instead of seeing the rest of the throne room though the circle, she was now viewing a dark room.

      The viewing portal was large, big enough for her to see a massive bed lying against the far wall. Floor-to-ceiling curtains were closed, a pair of fluffy, blue slippers having been placed methodically by the foot of a dresser.

      “I was wondering when you’d come and ask for my help,” a male voice drifted from the bed and through Leah’s spell. “I’ve heard you’re having quite the problem in your corner of the world.”

      “‘Problem,’ is a strong word for what’s going on here, Dominic.” Leah paused, choosing her next words carefully. “I’m not much of a gambler. I’m going to crush Azra and kill every last one of them. My vampire army is strong enough to do that now.”

      “But … ?” A shadow figure sat up in the bed and swung bare legs over the side to slip naked feet into the pair of blue slippers. “Maybe they’re not? Or why would you be coming to me?”

      “I wouldn’t mind having your help and the help of those you serve in all of this.”

      “Ahhh … and there it is. You understand the Fallen have little to no interest in the dealings of your petty squabbles. What’s in it for them if they decide to help?”

      Dominic rose from the bed and sauntered over toward Leah’s spell. He was tall, good looking, with dark features and a body that would make any man envious. He reached out of sight for a moment, and the sound of liquid being poured filled Leah’s vision.

      He came forward, right up to the spell wall now, and sipped at a red wine he swirled in a golden chalice.

      “What is it that they would want?” Leah asked, already wondering if she wanted to know the answer to her question.

      “I’ll be honest with you Leah.” Dominic looked her up and down with hungry eyes. “They have their hands full battling their celestial counterparts in their shadow war here on Earth, but I might be swayed to step in and be your knight in shinning armor.”

      “And in return?”

      “Oh”—Dominic smiled at her with a mischievous grin—“I think you know what I want.”
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      “It was him. I know it was him.” With hurried abandon, Jack threw provisions into a sack. “I saw his eyes. He saw me. I just know.”

      Sloan bit her tongue. How was she supposed to tell her friend, this boy recently turned a man, that it may not be his father he’d seen on the battlefield? The last thing she wanted to do was take his hope away, but Sloan wasn’t the type to sugarcoat the truth.

      Just like Jack, she had seen the werewolves break out of the mage engine. Caught in the middle of the fight, she hadn’t seen the large, white werewolf Jack insisted was his father.

      “What if it’s not Marcus?” Sloan leaned against the doorframe, crossing her arms. “I know Leah has the ability to raise the dead; she proved that with Aareth’s wife. I can follow your logic that the Burrow Den beast biting your father would then turn him into a werewolf like Aareth, but you have to admit, this is a stretch.”

      “Elizabeth told me he was alive.” Jack picked up a large canteen from a shelf in the supply room, then his eyes searched the unfamiliar Azra larder before finding a giant, wooden barrel with a spout. “I didn’t know if I could believe her at first, but after the fight, after I saw him … it’s him Sloan, I know it is. He looked right at me and didn’t attack me, even before those yellow mage collars they wore were deactivated.”

      “And what about Abigail?” Sloan was doing her best to keep the parenting tone out of her voice. She didn’t have kids of her own or a younger brother, but if she did, she imagined this is how an older sister or a mother would feel. “How are you even going to track him? He scattered with the rest of the werewolves when Elizabeth was defeated.”

      Jack turned the spout on the barrel, testing it to see if it was indeed water before he filled up his canteen. He was silent for a moment. Sloan already knew nothing she could say would make him stay. She was only trying to have him reason out his plan. In all honesty, hearing that Jack even had a plan at this point would make her feel better.

      “Abigail will understand.” Jack closed the tap and screwed the lid onto his canteen. “She and her mother have a lot of work to do on the path to Elizabeth’s recovery. She’ll understand. I won’t be gone long.”

      “You didn’t answer my second question.”

      “What’s that?”

      “How are you going to track him? He could be halfway back to New Hope, or terrorizing Term right now.”

      “I’ll find a way.” Jack draped the canteen strap around his shoulder. He grabbed the sack of food, then thought twice about his rations and crammed in a few more packages of dried meat and fruit. “I’ll find a spell; I’ll ask people. You forget, my father and I are the very best trackers in the Outland. I’ll find him.”

      “I’d go with you if I could.” But Sloan pushed the idea from her mind. There was no way she could leave Azra now. The entire city was looking at her for help in the face of the coming war. “Maybe I can get away just for a few days.”

      Jack stopped in front of her. He looked exhausted, but he still managed a smile on his tired face. “I know you’d come if you could, but that’s not what’s going to happen. I’m going to be gone for a few days, and I’ll be back with my father.”

      “All right.” Sloan stepped to the side, admitting defeat. “Be careful. If you don’t come back in one piece, I’ll kill you.”

      “He’ll be fine.” Aareth’s strong voice interrupted the two. “I’m going with him.”

      Sloan and Jack directed their attention to the road, where a setting sun silhouetted Aareth’s large shoulders. The once-city inspector now turned werewolf wore his usual black coat, boots, and a rueful grin.

      “I don’t know if that makes me feel better or worse,” Sloan lied. A sense of gratefulness was already filling her. Jack and Aareth travelling together would tenfold lessen the burden of worry she felt.

      “You don’t have to come.” Jack shouldered his pack. “I can do this myself.”

      “Oh, I know.” Aareth shrugged. “I don’t have to do anything. I want to do this. Partly for you, partly because if it is Marcus out there, I owe him.”

      “What about training your pack of werewolves here?” Jack asked, turning to Sloan for permission. “Is he allowed to come?”

      “What? I don’t need her permission to go with you on a play date.” Aareth scowled at Jack. “I turned an Azra soldier named Jaxon before we left to fight the New Hope mage engine. Edison is helping with his transition, and Croft has to do some weird moon thing to turn him anyway.”

      “He should probably stay here.” Sloan raised her right eyebrow at her werewolf friend. “But he’s a grown man. He’ll have to make his own decisions.”

      Sloan saw Jack’s tense shoulders lower. He even gave a brief smile. As much as Jack would go alone if he had to, it was clear now that he hadn’t wanted to make the journey by himself.

      “I would tell you two to be careful,” Sloan said to Jack and Aareth, “but I know those words would be a waste of my time.”

      “We’ll back before New Hope gets here.” Aareth turned to leave, yet hesitated for a moment. “You know that has to be their next play, right? They’re coming.”

      “Yes, yes, I know that.” Sloan waved away Aareth’s words. “Get going. I’m a big girl. I can take care of my own wars.”

      Sloan stood in the road watching Jack and Aareth talking to one another as they traveled down Azra’s sloping path that led to the city gates. It seemed an eternity ago that she had met the boy and his father, and the then-shady former inspector. In reality, it hadn’t been that long at all. Sloan owned underwear she’d had longer. It was the events surrounding them that made the two men like family.

      “You look like you’re going to drill holes in their backs,” Cherub’s voice boomed behind Sloan. “Is there something wrong? Should I bar them from leaving the city?”

      “No, no.” Sloan turned to the gargoyle leader of the Azra army. “They’re going to find Jack’s father. How are preparations for the city’s defense coming?”

      “We’ll be ready.” Cherub shrugged into her long, white cloak that protected her skin from the sun’s rays. “I still hate the idea of not being in the first engagement. Theo is recovering from his wounds, but I fear Croft has lost sight of the real goal.”

      “Elizabeth.” Sloan already knew what the female gargoyle was talking about. In a way, she couldn’t blame the witch. Croft finally had her daughters with her, and they needed her, both in their own ways. “You and I are more than capable of preparing the city until Theo is healed and Croft has her head on straight again. Her entire family has been through so much.”

      “Your assistance would be helpful; however, I feel like you have your own issues to deal with at the moment.” Cherub looked behind her, back up the main road of Azra and to the capitol building. “The woman you turned before you left is a handful. You should really spend some time with her, and the other humans you plan on forming into your vampire squad.”

      “Why?” A sense of dread inked through Sloan’s veins. She was already responsible for turning an Azra guard. If anything happened to Babs, or as a result of her actions, it was on Sloan. “What’s wrong with Babs?”

      “You should really go see for yourself.” Cherub’s hard, grey eyes were too cold to read.

      Sloan took off up the hill, the worst scenario playing through her mind.
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      “I feel like a million dollars!” Babs squealed. As soon as she walked outside into the courtyard, she ran and embraced Sloan. “Thank you! I feel like I can lift a unicorn and out-race any winged creature.”

      Sloan stood rigid under the woman’s embrace. Not only was Babs invading her personal space, but sweat laced the woman’s skin in a thin layer of stickiness.

      “Okay, there’s not going to be anymore hugging while we train.” Sloan gently un-clamped herself from the woman and patted her on the arm. “How are you feeling, hunger-wise? How’s your temper?”

      “I feel great.” Babs shrugged, looking down at her toned arms and legs. “Hey, does being a vampire mean you’re all of a sudden in great shape? Because I was in decent shape before, but now, I really fill out my pants with muscle, if you know what I mean.”

      “Babs.” Sloan fought back the urge to smile. The woman was so optimistic, it was practically contagious. “Have you felt the need for blood yet?”

      “Nope, not the slightest urge.” Babs rocked back and forth on her heels and toes. “I didn’t feel the need to sleep last night, either, and I haven’t had a bite to eat today. And you know, that’s a first for me. I just love breakfast.”

      “When you do feel the thirst come on, you know what to do, right?”

      “Yes.” Babs nodded, jogging over to a bench in the outside courtyard. She picked up a brown flask with a silver cap on top. “Edison gave me this. He said Elwood named it Vampire Coffee. It’s supposed to take the edge off needing blood.”

      “That’s right.” Sloan felt for her own flask she now kept on her belt opposite her mage sword. “It’s untested. As soon as you start feeling anything, you come to me. And we’ll get you to drink your Vampire Coffee, together. I know exactly what you’re going through, and I’m here for you.”

      “Understood.” Babs licked her dry lips. For the first time in their conversation, her smile had disappeared from her face. “What … what does it feel like?”

      Sloan didn’t have to ask what Babs was talking about; she already understood. “Think of the strongest urge you’ve ever felt, then think of dying of thirst. It’s more than a craving; its an inevitability. Hopefully Edison’s concoction works. Even if it does, we’ll still need to go out and hunt. That’s something I haven’t even done yet. We’ll figure this out together.”

      “Right.”

      Sloan looked past Babs and out into the dying light of the day. The courtyard provided for the Azra guards to train in was located in the rear of the capitol building. The low walls allowed the guards a view of the massive ocean that spanned as far as the eye could see.

      “We’re stronger at night, aren’t we?” Babs sidled up next to Sloan, also staring out over the ocean to the orange orb disappearing below the sea-line. “I mean, that’s what Edison said about the vampires in New Hope, at least.”

      “No, I don’t think the darkness aids or weakens us.” Sloan turned to her trainee. “We’re a different breed from what Leah has made in New Hope.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear it.”

      “We should turn the others.” Sloan took in a deep breath of the salty ocean air. She could see the dots of tiny boats below on the dock coming into berth for the night. There was something peaceful about the scene, despite her next words. “They need to begin their transitions. As soon as we navigate all of your first cravings, the better.”

      “I can show you to their barracks,” Babs offered. She was already walking through the courtyard and to the opposite side that led down the back half of Azra. “They’re stationed together.”

      Sloan followed behind Babs. They passed through the massive training courtyard set aside for the Azra militia. There were crates of wooden practice weapons, padded equipment for sparring, and lockers for changing, all found outside.

      Babs caught Sloan’s eye. “I know it’s not much. Probably nothing like what you were used to at New Hope. Guards would be here training now, but most everyone is shoring up supplies and defenses for the attack.”

      “I’m not judging.” Sloan shook her head. “I’m just thinking of how different, in a good way, Azra is from New Hope.”

      Babs nodded.

      The Azra guard, recently turned vampire, unlocked a black iron gate that led them from the training courtyard to a row of large, square buildings that followed in line with Azra’s architecture: clean, white structures with high roofs and simple but thought-out landscaping.

      “Pia, Harrison, and Doyle were given an officer’s quarters. I moved in, too, and I thought we should get to know one another better, since we’ll be Azra’s crack squad and all,” Babs said in a gush of words. “Oh look, here they are!”

      Sloan and Babs rounded a corner of one of the larger buildings to find themselves in front of a line of smaller structures that looked like actual homes instead of military barracks. The three New Hope escapees were outside on a porch.

      As soon as they caught sight of Sloan, all three of her former soldiers snapped to attention.

      “Do we still need to salute you?” Pia grinned at her former captain. “I mean, I gave you a hug the other night when I saw you.”

      “You can all rest easy. And no more hugging,” Sloan said as she came to a stop in front of her three friends. “It’s just Sloan now, no more captain. How are you three doing? Rested?”

      “Rested and ready to go.” Harrison stretched his large arms. “It’s starting to get boring around here.”

      “We’re good. Glad to see you back safe.” Doyle walked down the few steps from the porch to close the distance with Sloan. “And we’re ready.”

      “You all understand what this means?” Sloan already new the answer, but she had to give them every chance to back out. This was a lifelong choice they would never be able to take back. “It’s not only the thirst, it’s the prolonged life, the responsibility you will have to others. It’s the self-restraint it’ll take to know when you should use your abilities and when not to.”

      “We’re ready.” Doyle looked Sloan straight in the eyes, his gaze unflinching. “We’re ready to do this.”

      As she looked all three of her friends in the eyes, Sloan made herself a promise there and then: She would never let them down. No matter what, she would be there for them, through thick and thin. They were bonded to her now in a way that Aareth’s werewolves would be part of his pack.

      “All right.” Sloan pointed to the house. “Let’s go inside. We can’t have people gawking at us while I turn you into supernatural predators.”
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      “I’ll be right back. I just want to say goodbye to him.”

      “I thought you already did?” Croft caught herself too late. Being a mother was harder than she remembered. “I mean, of course, go say goodbye to Jack. I’ll be here when you get back.”

      Abigail blinked at her mother a few times as if she were going to say something, then she thought better of it and left the room.

      Croft watched her daughter go. She had handled herself like a true warrior on the battlefield. As a mother, she couldn’t have been prouder. In a strange way, the same also went for Elizabeth. Her youngest was misguided, but she was strong and determined.

      Croft turned back to Elizabeth, and the simple motion of twisting in her seat brought a wave of sharp pain in her shoulder. The wound Elizabeth had dealt her in their battle was agonizing but not life-threatening. She would heal in a few weeks. Any injury was worth having her daughters back together again.

      “Off to say goodbye to her little Jack,” Elizabeth’s voice drifted through her cell bars. “How sweet. I hope his werewolf father eats him alive.”

      Croft realized Elizabeth was trying to start an argument between them, and she refused the bait. Instead, she stood and reexamined the magic-laced cell and wards that hampered her youngest daughter’s powers, along with keeping her contained.

      Croft had ordered a cell constructed in her own room as soon as they returned from the battle with New Hope. Normal steel, when laced with the right layers of magic, could hold a witch just as well as any normal human being.

      Elizabeth sat in her cell, staring at the floor. Her wild red hair hung down, hiding her face. She wore the same black cloak she had during the battle, the same New Hope uniform on underneath.

      “You know you won’t be able to hold me here,” Elizabeth continued when Croft didn’t return her words. “You know it’s just a matter of time before I get out, or she comes for me.”

      Croft hid her emotions, although Elizabeth’s last words sent a pang of regret down her spine. Leah had been there for her. She had filled the motherly role for a short time, but in that time, she had wreaked havoc on Elizabeth’s mind.

      “Why aren’t you talking to me?” Elizabeth finally looked up through her curtain of hair. “Are you just going to sit there and silence me to death?”

      “You’re not going to die.” Croft crossed her arms, looking through the steel bars at her younger daughter. “Neither are you going to be rescued in the way you think.”

      “Oh, really? Please, enlighten me, oh, cryptic one.”

      “You’re going to save yourself.”

      Elizabeth rocked back and forth in mirth, a light chuckle escaping her lips. “Oh, really? And I’m going to do that for you? For the mother who abandoned us so many years before?”

      “I had a choice to make.” Croft pursed her lips, reliving the day she’d left her family in Burrow Den. “I had to leave you to save you. I had to leave you to prepare for this very moment, when you, your sister, the entire Outland, would be on the brink of destruction.”

      “Whatever you have to tell yourself to sleep at night.” Elizabeth rose and walked to the bars, gripping a steel rod in each hand. “Whatever you say. I’m not going to save myself for you. Now that mommy dearest has chosen to make her presence known, all will suddenly not be right with the world.”

      “I didn’t say you were going to save yourself for me.” Croft hid her discomfort this time as she crossed the white floor in her room to the cell where Elizabeth stood. “You’re going to save yourself for your sister.”

      For the briefest moment, a look of confusion crossed Elizabeth’s face. A second later she lifted her head to the ceiling, laughing in hysteria.

      “Wait, wait—” Elizabeth lifted her hand to her mouth, trying to compose herself. “You’re telling me I’m going to save myself for the person who left me locked in the dungeon? Oh, this is getting better and better. What happens next? Do we all live happily ever after?”

      “You’re laughing now, but what do you think Leah is going to do once she arrives in Azra? She’s going to kill most of us and enslave the rest. Now, I know you couldn’t care less about me, and maybe I deserve that, but you do care about your sister as much as you’ll deny it.”

      “Oh, because you know me so well?”

      “Because she took care of you while I couldn’t be there. Because she loves you. Because when your parents made mistakes and fell apart, she never left your side.”

      “She left me in the dungeon in New Hope!” Elizabeth screamed, so loudly it filled the room. Spittle came down the right side of her lip and her hands quivered as she gripped the steel bars of her cage.

      There was a quick knock before two Azra guards robed in the white-and-gold uniforms of their city rushed in.

      “We’re fine.” Croft lifted a hand to them without even looking at them. “Leave us.”

      Without a word, the two guards obeyed, retracing their steps back out of the room. The door closed behind them.

      “Leah has twisted your mind to believe that Abigail totally up and left you behind without a thought. But really, think about that, Elizabeth. Your sister loves you and has watched over you for years. She left the dungeon that day in order to come up with a plan to save you. She’s the warrior she is today because she trained in New Hope, day and night, to become strong enough to save you. She never even left the city, Elizabeth.”

      “You won’t change my mind.” Elizabeth shook her head, spit still falling from her mouth and dripping onto the white floor below. “I won’t stop trying to escape.”

      “You’ll do what you must.” Croft walked toward the bars, now so close, she could reach out and touch her daughter. Everything in her wanted nothing more than to throw open the cell door and embrace her daughter, but doing that now would do Elizabeth no good. Inside her daughter, a war raged between light and dark, a war she and she alone would have to fight.

      “I hate you.” Elizabeth looked at her mother through the bars, grinding her teeth. Tears fell from her eyes. “I hate you for leaving us, for what it did to Dad, for all of this. I hate you.”

      “I know.” Croft swallowed hard, trying to fight the tears that came to her own eyes, not for the words of anger said against her, but for the amount her daughter was suffering. “But, I love you, Elizabeth. I always have, and I always will.”

      Indecision clouded Elizabeth’s eyes again, though she quickly recovered and started to scream. She rocked back and forth against the bars, trying to rip them from the ground itself.

      The screams were like a banshee wailing in the night; no words were audible, just high-pitched wails full of anger and confusion.

      Croft stood with her daughter, weathering the tirade of screams. She had left her once before, and no matter what the circumstance, she wasn’t going to leave her again.
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      “Are you sure you don’t want to bring anything with you?” Jack looked over to Aareth as the two men reached Azra’s gate. “I mean, I remember how much you eat.”

      “My taste seems to be on the rarer side these days.” Aareth ran a tongue over his teeth. “I’ll grab a bite on the road.”

      “That’s kind of cool and disturbing at the same time.” Jack looked Aareth up and down. “When you change, does it hurt?”

      “Every time.” Aareth avoided Jack’s line of sight.

      Jack let go of the line of questioning. The werewolf and the wizard reached the city entrance. Already the scene at the gates was vastly different from what Jack had remembered when he’d first arrived at Azra, before there had been a handful of guards patrolling the city’s defenses. Back then, there had been a large set of wooden double doors that led in and out of the city, and a guardhouse just inside the gate staffed with a pair of Azra guards.

      Now, the front of Azra looked like a military bulwark where dozens of guards stood sentry along the walls. Bright torches and braziers lit with flame cast their light on racks of arrows, crates of heavy rocks, and jars of black tar.

      Below, the scene was much the same: guards were working overtime to fortify both the city gates and the guardhouse; hammering echoed through the city as they fit steel reinforced pieces onto the city gates.

      Jack nodded to them as he passed. They nodded back, though their grim eyes weren’t directed toward the young wizard but to the harrowing future.

      Jack and Aareth walked through the city gates, though they hadn’t traveled for more than a few yards when running footsteps could be heard coming from behind.

      Aareth’s eyes flashed a menacing yellow before he realized who was chasing them.

      “Easy,” Jack said, noticing the change in Aareth’s eyes. “It’s Abigail.”

      Abigail came to a halt in front of Jack and Aareth, breathing hard. Her chest heaved up and down in a rhythmic beat.

      “Are you okay?” Jack asked, confused. He went to Abigail and placed a hand on her arm. “What’s wrong?”

      “Nothing. I know we already said goodbye, but I just wanted to see you one more time.” Abigail straightened, taking in Aareth for the first time. “Thank you for going with him.”

      Aareth nodded to Abigail. “I’ll make sure he comes back to you in once piece. I’m going to go pretend to find something interesting to look at down the path. You two take your time.”

      Jack and Abigail watched Aareth turn and walk away.

      “He’s so different now, isn’t he?” Abigail’s eyes turned to Jack. “Still sad and just as deadly, but different somehow. I’m glad he’s going with you. I mean, I know you can handle yourself, but it’s nice to have a friend. I wish I could go, too—”

      “It’s okay.” Jack lifted Abigail’s chin with his fingertips. “You don’t have to apologize again. Your sister needs you here. Trust me, I wish I could stay.”

      “Promise me you’ll be as careful as you can be.” Abigail leaned in close for a kiss. “New Hope soldiers will be traveling this way soon. Don’t get caught in their path.”

      “You know me.”

      “Yes, that’s why I’m worried.”

      Jack grinned and pressed his lips to Abigail’s. The same lightheaded feeling he got when he kissed the woman he loved descended on him now. He pulled away, resting his forehead against her own, her hot breath still warming his lips. “If I don’t go now, I’m not going to want to leave.”

      Abigail grinned and playfully pushed him away. “Go and bring your father back.”

      “I love you.” Jack smiled as he backpedaled down the path.

      “I love you, too,” Abigail responded.

      It was nearly impossible leaving her, but Jack knew he would be back. Nothing would keep him from returning to Abigail.

      He took a mental picture of her before he turned. She was perfect in every way. Standing there in the last rays of the day’s dying light, she looked like she belonged in a painting.

      Jack heaved a heavy sigh and looked down the path for Aareth. He made out Aareth’s large form standing a half-mile down the road, looking out over the dark waves that fell on the Azra shoreline.

      As Jack got closer, he realized Aareth wasn’t alone. Another even larger form had come out of the shadows. A winged figure brought back memories of the gargoyle, Cherub, but it wasn’t her voice that reached Jack as he approached.

      “The two younglings were saying their farewells when I flew over.” The female gargoyle’s voice was stern and matter-of-fact. “I didn’t want to interrupt their ritual of their flesh saying goodbye to one another.”

      “What are you talking about?” Aareth asked the woman. “’Their flesh saying goodbye’? What does that even mean?”

      “It’s a common gargoyle custom that when two younglings ripen to maturity, they engage in a fleshly bond of—”

      “I’m just going to stop you right there.” Aareth shook his head. “I don’t want to know about your ancient gargoyle customs. They were just saying goodbye, that’s all.”

      Jack cleared his throat so the two would know he was coming.

      “Jack, have you met Kimberly yet?” Aareth motioned with a thumb to the gargoyle next to him. “She was ruling Term when we got there.”

      “‘Ruling’ is a strong word.” Kimberly extended a hand to Jack.

      Jack accepted her firm handshake with a smile he wasn’t sure she would be able to make out through the dark. She was larger than he first thought. Standing directly in front of her, Jack now understood how Elwood must feel in the presence of a human.

      “It’s great to meet you.” Jack released Kimberly’s cold hand. “We were just leaving to go track down the werewolves involved in the mage engine battle.”

      “Yes.” Kimberly nodded along with Jack’s words. “News travels fast. I’m aware that you believe one of these creatures is your father brought back from the dead. I’ve come to offer my services. I’d like to accompany you two on your quest.”

      Jack wasn’t sure what to think. On the one hand, traveling with more members in his company was a good thing for safety, but he didn’t know Kimberly at all, though she looked like she could hold her own in a fight. Still, memories of misjudging people poked holes in his logic. He had been wrong when judging numerous people: Queen Eleanor Eckert, Elijah Ahab, Fenrick Trillion, and the list went on and on.

      “I can vouch for her, if that helps.” Aareth looked into Jack’s eyes, spotting the uncertainty. “She talks a lot about weird mating rituals, but she’s all right.”

      “I’m standing right here, Beastman.” Kimberly folded her arms over her chest. “I can hear everything you’re saying.”

      “I trust her if you do,” Jack said to Aareth.

      “Yeah, God help me. I guess I do trust her.” With a shake of his head, Aareth blew air out of his mouth. He moved down the path, leaving Jack and Kimberly in his wake. “What has this world come to? I’m traveling with a wizard and a gargoyle, hunting an undead werewolf.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “So how does this work, exactly?” Harrison squirmed uncomfortably in his seat. “Does it feel like a needle? I hate needles.”

      “It’s really not that bad.” Babs gave Harrison a reassuring smile. “When Sloan bit me before she left to fight the mage engine, it was painful but quick. It felt like being drained from your life one second, then filled in a way you never thought possible the next.”

      “I’m not sure if that makes me feel better or worse.” Pia leaned against the far wall in the living room. “But I’ll go first. I want to get this over with and move on.”

      Sloan and the four members who would make up her crack squad of vampires sat in the living space of their designated house. It was a simple two-story building with the bare furnishing essentials: tables and chairs, dishes and utensils in the drawers, but no extra decoration, nothing to make the living space homey or comfortable.

      Sloan ignored the lack of décor for the time being, with more important things to worry about than nonexistent pictures on the plain, white walls or rugs over the hardwood flooring. She sat in a large, leather chair, staring at her friends. She had turned Babs before she left, but the three escaped New Hope soldiers needed to be turned next.

      Pia stood ready, but nervous. Harrison continuously wiped his sweaty hands on his pant legs, and Doyle hadn’t said a word once they had settled into the house.

      “All right, Pia.” Sloan stood. “You can go first. If anything goes wrong, I’ll need the rest of you to pull me off, especially you, Babs.”

      “What are you talking about?” Doyle asked. He’d also stood from his seat next to Harrison. “What could go wrong?”

      It was something Sloan had debated telling the others, but if they were going to survive as one unit, there couldn’t be any secrets between them. Not now, not ever.

      “When I turned Babs, I had Aareth and Croft next to me to pull me off in case I couldn’t stop. Once the blood hits your mouth, it takes a hold on you. I wasn’t sure I’d be able to bite Babs and let go.” Sloan looked down at the floor. “If anything goes wrong, you’ll need to pull me off. Babs, mostly, since she has the strength to do that now.”

      “Nothing is going to go wrong.” Babs put a hand onto Sloan’s shoulder. “You were fine when you bit me. It took a few seconds, then it was all over.”

      “I was far from fine.” Sloan looked up into Babs’ kind eyes. “But I did it. It’s not easy. Imagine finally grabbing on to the one thing your body has been craving, and then forcing yourself to let it go a few heartbeats later.”

      “My decision still hasn’t changed.” Pia walked closer to Sloan, unbuttoning the top two buttons of her shirt. She pulled down the left side, exposing the soft skin on her neck. “Let’s do this. This needs to happen if we’re going to have a fighting chance against what’s coming.”

      Sloan took a deep breath. She searched inside for that urge she was still learning to control. It was a part of her now, something like calling that extra piece of her that lived way deep down. The closest thing Sloan could compare it to was an extra urge, a driving force of determination you needed when lifting heavy weights at the gym, or forcing yourself to do something once you were incredibly tired.

      She found that power inside now. At once, her vision reddened and the canines on the top of her mouth lengthened. Strength coursed through her body.

      Harrison’s eyes widened. Doyle and Babs took steps closer to pull her away if things didn’t go as planned.

      Sloan could hear Pia’s heart pick up in tempo. The woman was scared, but to her credit, she remained still, jaw set, although the hand pulling her shirt away from her neck was trembling.

      Just a second. You need to bite her for just a second. Sloan bent her neck and opened her mouth wide. As much as she repeated the mantra in her mind, there was another voice, one just as much herself as the other.

      Drain her. Imagine how amazing all of that blood will feel sliding down your throat. Sloan did her best to drown out this voice as her razor sharp teeth sunk into Pia’s soft skin. Feast on her. There is nothing anyone can do to stop you. You need this.

      Pia nearly stumbled, but Sloan caught her. The warm blood gushed down her throat with all the blissful sensation a dying woman would feel in finding a cold spring in the middle of a desert.

      “I think she’s had enough.” Babs put her hand on Sloan’s right shoulder. She wasn’t gentle this time. “Let her go.”

      The first thing that flashed in front of Sloan’s mind was to rip Babs’ hand off her arm. The second thought was that she was right. Mustering every ounce of willpower she possessed, Sloan forced her jaws open and took a step backwards.

      Pia wobbled on unsteady feet. Doyle and Harrison guided her to a chair where she sat, eyes wide, blood still trickling down her neck.

      “You’ll feel weak and strange at first,” Babs instructed Pia. “That will pass soon as your body accepts the change, and then it’s all uphill from there.”

      “I’ll get her a cloth for her wound,” Harrison suggested. He left the room, giving Sloan an uneasy glance.

      Sloan licked her lips, reminding herself over and over again that she was done with Pia. No matter how much her body craved the blood, she was done. She had controlled herself thanks to Babs. One down, two more to go.

      “Well, I guess I’m up next,” Doyle said, unbuttoning the top of his own shirt like Pia had before.

      Harrison reappeared with an armful of white hand towels and thick tape. “I know it’s not exactly medical tape and gauze, but it’ll have to do. I’m a bleeder.”

      Turning the two men was just as difficult as turning Pia. Both times, Babs was there to remind her when to stop. By the time everyone had been turned, Sloan was mentally exhausted. Reining herself in took more out of her, psychologically, than she realized.

      The three newest members of Sloan’s vampire squad sunk in their chairs as exhausted as Sloan. Not surprisingly, Babs was the only one energetic enough to go around and make sure no one needed anything.

      BAM! BAM! BAM!

      Sloan jolted in her seat as the heavy knocks from the front door echoed into the sparse house.

      “Sloan? Sloan, are you in there?” Edison’s familiar voice came through the door. “There’s trouble!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan was on her feet and to the door, while the others were still trying to figure out how to respond. Thoughts of something somehow having happened to Kade poured from a fear she hadn’t known existed.

      Sloan reached for the door handle and tore it open. The door had been locked, but under Sloan’s aggressive strength, the frame splintered. She peered out into the darkness. Edison stood with a hand on his chest and a frightened expression on his face.

      “Wow, take it easy Hercules.” Edison was already motioning for her to follow. “Come on, I’ll explain on the way.”

      “Is Kade all right?” Sloan refused to move until she knew at least that much.

      “What? Kade?” Edison looked confused for a moment before the fog cleared from his brain. “Yes, its not Kade. It’s the new werewolf Aareth turned before he left.”

      “What’s going on?” Babs joined Sloan at the door. “Can I help?”

      “Stay here and make sure the others are recovering like they should.” Sloan chased after Edison. “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      Edison was already up the hill and traversing the training courtyard behind the capitol building when Sloan caught him. He was perspiring profusely, a worried look on his face.

      “What happened?” Sloan asked.

      “Jaxon is the werewolf Aareth had chosen to bite before the mage engine battle. He’s one of the approved Azra guards Croft and Theo had suggested. With Aareth gone, I’ve been trying to help him through the transition process.”

      “Yes, I know all of this. What’s wrong?”

      A primal howl ripped through Sloan and Edison’s conversation, the same kind of howl Sloan had heard Aareth make before he had learned to control his inner beast. It was a sound of pure rage and aggression.

      “How did he turn already?” Sloan asked as the two made it into the capitol building and ran for the lab Edison used to conduct his experiments. “It took Aareth a long time from when he was bitten to when he first made the transition.”

      “Yes, well, Croft helped with that,” Edison said.

      The vampire and the inventor finally rounded a corner and opened the door to Edison’s lab. What met her eyes terrified Sloan on numerous levels. So much was going on at once, she wasn’t sure how to react.

      In the far corner of Edison’s lab, a series of steel chains had been anchored into the floor, walls, and ground. A black beast—part man, part wolf—strained against his bonds. The werewolf was not as large as Aareth, but the way he pulled on the bonds around his wrists and legs until he started bleeding showed he was no less aggressive.

      Croft stood in front of the beast with her wand. A dull yellow light glowed from the tip. A circular mirror showing a large full moon levitated in the air above Croft. It was clear she was using some kind of spell, but exactly what kind was lost on Sloan.

      “I told her we should wait,” Edison whispered to Sloan, “but she was insistent we turn him now. She opened a window into the past. Once Jaxon saw the moon, he turned.”

      “When you’re finished tattletailing on me, you can be of some actual use,” Croft said. She brought her wand down. The spell conjuring the full moon dissipated into the air like a light mist. “I’ve done my part, and now it’s time for you two to do yours.”

      Croft turned from the raging beast. The werewolf snarled at her, lunging forward and snapping his salivating jaws inches from her face. Croft didn’t even flinch. Instead, she made her way past Edison and Sloan.

      “Easy there … easy, big guy, I know your body is going through some changes right now, but it’s expected by someone your age.” Edison ran to Jaxon, talking in a soft voice and open, nonthreatening hands. “I know your hormones are raging and you feel strange in your own skin, but this is normal.”

      Sloan couldn’t believe her eyes. Not that Croft had changed the werewolf, but that she had done so without telling Sloan, and now she was just going to leave a distressed human being in her wake.

      “Thanks for the head’s up.” Sloan clenched her fists by her hips. “You could have told me what you were planning. And what, now you’re just going to leave? You have a responsibility to Jaxon. You can’t just transform him into a werewolf and disappear.”

      “I’ve done my part.” Croft hesitated by the door leading from the laboratory. “You’re the one with all the experience with werewolves. Edison has studied them before. And he needed to be changed now. The more werewolves and vampires we have on our side when the fighting happens, the better chance we have at survival.”

      “You sound like your sister.” Sloan should have kept the words down, but it was the truth. “Leah wanted to create super soldiers to fight her war. You can throw Eleanor’s name in there, too.”

      Something like anger passed over Croft’s eyes. She shook her head, skewering Sloan with a menacing glare. For a moment, Sloan even thought the witch would reach for her wand, but she didn’t.

      “For your sake, be glad I am nothing like my sisters.” Croft paused in the harsh noise of the werewolf letting out a particularly ferocious roar. “I’m preparing to fight monsters when they come to our home. I suggest you do the same.”

      “Just, in the process, don’t become the monster you are trying to defeat.” Sloan took a deep breath, calming herself from the anger she felt. “Go and take care of your daughter. I’ll handle this.”

      Croft nodded. With a swirl of her cloak, she left.

      As Croft’s tall figure disappeared, Elwood’s stout gnomish frame appeared. His tiny legs were pumping furiously. He wore tiny boots, with blue pants and a red shirt. A red cap was placed tightly on his thick head. He stopped for a moment and gave Sloan a salute before continuing on to Edison’s side.

      “My God man, what took you so long?” Edison asked, tapping his right pointer finger to his chin. He eyed his helper with a serious stare. “Do I even want to know?”

      Elwood lost no time in chattering away in his native tongue that only Edison understood. To Sloan, it sounded like a high-pitched, excited volley of mostly short words.

      “No.” Edison cut off Elwood with an extended hand. “That’s enough. That’s also disgusting. You should go get yourself checked out. That’s not normal.”

      Elwood was pantomiming gestures that made Sloan grimace. The gnome was waving a hand back and forth behind his rear end like he was ushering away a bad smell. He continued to talk, while shaking his head and grimacing.

      “No, what?” Edison looked at Sloan with an expression like he had tasted something horrible. “You’re lucky you can’t hear this. I feel sick.”

      Elwood continued on in his high-pitched gibberish. The sound he made contrasted Jaxon’s snarls perfectly.

      “Okay, okay enough. If you haven’t noticed”—Edison pointed to Jaxon—“we have a bigger situation here. Well, maybe not bigger by the way you’re describing, it but more important. I need meat, tranquilizers, and a teddy.”

      Elwood went to work. His abilities as a conjuring gnome meant he was able to reach behind his back and create anything that would fit into one of his small hands. As quickly as Edison spoke the items, Elwood reached behind him and brought them forward.

      In a few seconds, he was holding a raw steak in his right hand, and a bottle of pills and a teddy bear in his left. The gnome looked at the teddy bear and raised an eyebrow at Edison.

      “Everybody feels better with a teddy.” Edison took the meat and tranquilizers from Elwood and began preparing the dosage. “Don’t judge me.”

      Sloan ignored the circus going on between the inventor and the gnome. While they prepared the medication, Sloan took time to think back on her dealings with Aareth when he had first turned. He had always been inside, he’d just needed time to learn how to tame his beast. He had told her the most difficult part was learning that this animal was part of him now. When he had learned to coexist with it, instead of fighting it, he was able to control it.

      “Jaxon.” Sloan stepped forward with her arms out in front of her. As she strode forth, she maintained eye contact with the beast. “I’m Sloan. I was with Aareth with when he changed. I can tell you what he would say if he was here.”

      Jaxon’s manic roars subsided for the time being. He went down on all fours, eyeing Sloan with a curious stare. The deep rumbling coming from his chest didn’t stop. He looked like he was a coiled spring ready to be released at any moment.

      “Aareth would tell you to be strong. He’d say that he understands fighting what you are now is pointless. Just accept that you’re different. It may not happen overnight, but you’ll get the hang of this. Rest in the comfort that you will be able to coexist with this gift you’ve been given. You’re among friends. The chains are only here for the time being to stop you from injuring anyone.”

      Edison handed Sloan the meat.

      She waved it away.

      Elwood handed her the teddy.

      She waved it away as well.

      Jaxon was down on all fours, still eyeing Sloan. He wasn’t taut, ready to spring anymore, and heavy breathing instead of snarls came from his maw.

      “Easy friend.” Sloan positioned herself next to Jaxon on the ground. She remembered being bitten by Aareth the first night he had transformed into the werewolf. She was faster now, though, and trusted she would be able to dodge the attack if it came. “We’re going to get through this together. Just don’t bite me.”
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          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “And you’re just going to magic yourself a pair of speed boots?” Aareth looked at him with a raised eyebrow. “You can ride on my back if you want.”

      “Or I can carry you through the air.” Kimberly extended the long, grey wings that were folded on her back. “Cherub told me she carried you to Azra when you escaped from New Hope.”

      “I’m okay, guys, really.” Jack shuddered, remembering his trip through the night air with Cherub. It had been one of the most exhilarating and frightening experiences of his life. Jack drew the wand he had holstered at his side. A green light lit up his wand and the night around them. “I’ve got this.”

      The darkness was cool. In light of the coming war, the road from Azra to New Hope had been uncharacteristically quiet. Behind them, the faint image of the Azra walls rose up from the dark like a beached whale. In front of them, the landscape started to change from sandy dunes to rolling, grassy plains.

      Jack concentrated touching his wand to each of his feet and silently reciting the spell. If all went as planned, he would be able to keep up with Aareth and Kimberly. Although Jack’s time had been brief at Azra, he had asked Croft access to her books. There, he had found what he needed, and the spell was called The Speed of Grenfell.

      Created by a sorceress long ago, it would add swiftness to the user’s boots. Jack would still exert the same amount of energy as he would when he was walking, but now his legs would be running with mage power added to his every step. He didn’t know how long he could keep up the pace, but having his father in mind would give him the strength he needed to push on.

      Jack holstered his wand and looked down at the bottoms of his glowing boots. A green light emanated from the soles of his shoes.

      “All right.” Jack shouldered his pack. He looked over at Aareth. “Your turn.”

      “He’s going to be in the nude when he reverts back to human form.” Kimberly shook her head. “Maybe you should undress yourself first and save your clothing so when you do turn back into a human, you have something to hide your shame with.”

      “Please, you love my shame.” Aareth shrugged off his long jacket and took off his boots. “Turn around, this isn’t a show.”

      Jack did as he was asked, turning forward and looking down the dirt road that would take them back to the battle of the mage engine. He had no desire to see Aareth as naked as the day he was born.

      “Why? Are you ashamed?” Kimberly asked in a tone that sounded genuinely interested.

      “It’s just chilly out here,” Aareth said.

      Jack could hear the sound of Aareth dropping his pants.

      “That sounds like an excuse.” Kimberly finally joined Jack with her back turned to Aareth. “He’s as shy as a young gargoyle maiden.”

      The next sounds were noises of moans and grunts behind Jack, soon turning into growls and heavy panting. Jack and Kimberly turned around together to see a hulking figure out of a nightmare. Aareth was standing on two legs, his body a mass of muscle under a coat of black hair. He was one part man, one part wolf.

      He grinned at the two and winked. Falling to all fours, he pushed his pile of clothing toward Kimberly.

      “Yes, yes.” Kimberly gathered the bundle of clothing and placed it into a satchel she wore around her shoulder. “Anything to cover your shame.”

      “All right.” Jack was still marveling at Aareth’s transformation, but he understood their time was short. The trail of their prey was already beyond cold. It would take a miracle to pick up the werewolves’ trail now, but pick it up they must. “Let’s go.”

      Jack started off at a light jog. The boots underneath his feet now imbued with the spell felt like springs pushing him forward; every step he took was ten times more powerful than he would have been without the aid of the magical spell that propelled him forward. The hardest part was keeping his balance as he flew across the landscape, though in the dark it was difficult to see where he was placing each foot.

      Two other noises penetrated the night around Jack: Aareth’s heavy breathing as the lupine creature bounded next to him on all fours, and the flapping of massive leathery wings as Kimberly flew overhead.

      The three unlikely traveling companions charged across the path. Those travelers they did pass were already camped for the night, their sites marked by off-road flickering fires and faint voices.

      To Jack’s knowledge, none of these travelers witnessed them pass or, if they did, they didn’t believe what they saw and chose to remain quiet. After all, if they actually had witnessed a dark wolf creature, a monster in the air, and a man with green feet traveling past them, would they say?

      Over the next few hours, fatigue began to set in. Even with the aid of the speed spell, Jack could feel his calves and legs begin to cramp. They had covered miles of the terrain and were close to reaching the site where the battle around the mage engine had taken place, when the sun began to rise.

      Kimberly came down in front of them, calling a halt to their progress. She landed heavily on the dirt path. A cloud of dust kicked up on the trail, showering Jack and Aareth.

      Jack nearly collided with her. Aareth came to a halt, his large, pink tongue lolling out from the left side of his mouth.

      “We’re nearly there.” Kimberly reached into her satchel and handed Aareth his clothing. She pulled out the long, white robe with the Azra crest on it to cover herself from the sun. “The place where the battle was fought is only a mile away. I spotted it from the sky. But I must go the rest of the way on foot.”

      “Because of the sun?” Jack wiped sweat from his face. He took out his wand and tapped the soles of his boots. The green glow around them disappeared without sound. “You’ll turn to stone?”

      “That is correct.” Kimberly draped the massive robe over her head and wings that were now folded on her back. “I’ll only turn to stone in direct sunlight. I turn back as soon as I’m in shade again. It’s not too bad if a hand or a foot touches the rays, but if I’m caught in the sun, I’m done for.”

      “Okay, I guess we can walk the last mile. It’s probably a good idea anyway to make sure we don’t pass over any clues.” Jack turned to Aareth for a consensus. As soon as his gaze shifted toward Aareth, he immediately closed his eyes. Aareth was buck naked, still transitioning from his beast form back to a man. He was in a weird phase of change now where his head was human but his chest was still black and hairy.

      “Oh, come on.” Jack shook his head, trying to forget what he had just seen. “Some kind of heads-up would be nice. “We need a safe word or something.”

      “Hide your shame, beast man.” Kimberly threw Aareth his clothes from the satchel that hung at her side. “No one wants to see that.”

      “Hold onto your pants.” Aareth grabbed the clothes Kimberly had thrown to him. “You two act like you’ve never seen anyone naked before.”

      As soon as Aareth had changed, the trio continued on their way. It was a good thing Kimberly had called a halt to their run when she did. There were already clues showing up all around them: churned dirt and broken blades of grass, discarded weapons and soldiers’ paraphernalia.

      Jack rubbed at his tired eyes. The run had taken more out of him than he realized. But he needed to push on as long as he could. His father needed him, if it was his father at all.

      The trio of trackers reached the battleground together. The scene was a mess of broken vampire bodies and destroyed tents. It seemed where the guards of Azra had taken back their dead, the New Hope regime had not felt the same need.

      The stench that wafted made Jack gag. Dead, bloated bodies stared with unseeing eyes into the morning sky.

      “The monsters don’t even bury their dead,” Kimberly said through clenched teeth. “They deserve a burial like anyone else.”

      “Why?” Aareth asked over to their left. “They’re dead, they’re gone. Life’s been taken from these men and women; their bodies are only empty husks now.”

      “It’s the honorable thing to do.” Kimberly stared at the bodies through saddened eyes. “Their families deserve to know what happened to them, where they died, that they were put into the ground instead of laid out for the birds to tear apart.”

      Jack felt torn in both directions. Once Kimberly had mentioned the birds, he started to take notice. Crows were beginning to gather, plucking at blue lips and ripe eyes.

      Jack was saved from thinking more on the dilemma by the tracks he found in front of him. As Aareth and Kimberly’s debate faded into the background, Jack concentrated on tracking. Boot prints and unicorn hooves were everywhere. Making sense of a battle like this with tracks alone would have been nearly impossible. Jack was lucky he had actually been there, to help decipher what he read on the ground.

      Out of the dozen of werewolf prints, one in particular stood out to Jack. It was only slightly larger than the rest, but it was heavier; it pressed into the ground and softened the grass with greater force. Jack leaned down and picked up a white hair from one of the heavier tracks. It had to be his father. The white wolf was the one he had been drawn to.

      The heavier tracks ran to the east and disappeared near a hard patch of ground a few hundred yards from the battlefield. Jack called on his years of experience gained while tracking in the Outland with his father. To the south lay Azra and the coast. To the west, the coastline traveled up toward New Hope and the mountains beyond. North was the way back to New Hope, but east … east led back to Term and the forests that surrounded it.
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          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “I just don’t want you to be disappointed if you’re wrong.” Sloan shook her head, trying to find the words to express her feelings. Why was this so hard for her? Why couldn’t she just say what she felt?

      “How many sabertooth shifters can there be?” Kade propped up his head with his hands, elbows on the table. He looked like he hadn’t slept all night. “But what if I’m wrong? What are the odds that my brother and sister have survived in New Hope all these years?”

      “I don’t know. I can go and find out for you, if you’d like.”

      “No, I should do it. I need to do it myself. I’m acting like such a pansy right now.”

      “You’re not. This is a big deal. I understand the letdown you’ll feel if it’s not them. I heard they’ve been meeting with Theo and Cherub since they got back. They’re sharing with the Azra leaders information they’ve gathered in New Hope.”

      “When I first heard two sabertooth shifters escaped from New Hope, I froze.” Kade ran his hands through his golden brown hair. “I just need to go see. It’s like pulling off a band aid right? The sooner I get it over with, the better.”

      “Your brother and sister were taken from you at a young age.” Sloan took his left hand in her own. “Will you remember them?”

      Kade squeezed her hand tighter.

      “I can never forget. The New Hope soldiers came into our home and slaughtered our parents. They took my sister and brother from me that day. I never saw them again.” Kade paused. He swallowed hard. “Not until today … maybe.”

      Sloan let a moment of silence settle across the small living quarters Kade shared with Edison and Elwood. The two sat in the tiny kitchen at the four-person table tucked in one of the corners.

      “How’s your injury?” Sloan knew it was a poor attempt at taking Kade’s mind off his brother and sister, but she had to try something. “Feeling any better?”

      “Yes, I’m back to one hundred percent.” Kade gave Sloan a look that said: I know what you’re doing, but I’ll let you distract me anyway. “I’m not sitting out another fight.”

      “I know,” Sloan conceded his point. “I was actually surprised you let me talk you into staying here when we battled the mage engine.”

      “I only did it because I understood you’d have a better chance at survival if you weren’t worried about your wounded boyfriend,” Kade admitted. “If it weren’t for that, I would have just disobeyed your orders and came anyway.”

      “Yeah, you never struck me as the obedient kind of kitty,” Sloan teased. “You ready to go do this?”

      “Do what?”

      “Come on, we’re going to see if those two shifters from New Hope are your brother and sister.”

      “What, now?”

      “Uh, yeah. I’m not going to let you sit here and worry yourself into an early grave. I kind of like you, if you haven’t noticed, and want to keep you around for a long while to come. Let’s go, on your feet.”

      Kade reluctantly rose from the table. “You said they were busy in meetings and stuff. Maybe we should just wait until—”

      Sloan grabbed Kade by the wrist and started to drag him out of the apartment.

      “Ugh, I hate how strong you are.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Sloan

      

      

      BOOM! BOOM!

      Sloan rapped on the thick door of the capitol building that led to the main conference room.

      “Well, looks like no one’s here.” Kade turned to leave. “They must have already gone. Too bad for us. I guess we’ll never know.”

      Sloan reached out and grabbed Kade by the back of his shirt.

      “Come in.” Theo’s deep, familiar voice reached them through the door.

      “Let’s go,” Sloan coaxed Kade, as she directed him back to the door. “I’ll be right here.”

      Sloan opened the door and pushed Kade inside.

      The shifter stumbled forward.

      Sloan followed behind. The room with descending theater seats lowered in front of them. Kade stumbled down the stairs, prodded along by Sloan who waved to the three figures below.

      Theo sat in a chair next to a pair of crutches. Bruises marked his face, along with a white bandage that wrapped around his head like a turban. His right leg was in a splint. The wound had come from a particularly large vampire soldier who had clawed into him during the mage engine battle.

      Seated on either side of Theo were Sasha and Saber, the two New Order leaders who had escaped the city with Jack and Abigail. Sloan and Sasha had officially met; Saber she had only seen in passing.

      All three of the members in the meeting were hunched over a large map of the Outland. When Sloan and Kade had walked into the room, their chatter had ceased. The two sabertoothed shifters below never took their eyes off Kade.

      As soon as they walked in, Sloan knew they were a part of Kade’s family. They had to be. They all had the same tanned skin, the same large features, and the same eye color.

      Kade walked to the bottom of the amphitheater as if he were in a trance. Saber rose, his one good eye staring at Kade as if it were never going to leave.

      “Kade?” Saber whispered in a tone so thick with emotion that if Sloan allowed herself the luxury of emotions, she may have cried. “How?”

      “Is that really you?” Sasha looked like she wanted to stand but didn’t trust her legs to support her weight at that moment.

      “You’re going to have to tell me.” Kade looked back and forth between his brother and sister. “I was so small when you were taken. My memories are like nightmares more than thoughts.”

      Saber walked around the table and grabbed his brother. Tears fell so fast from his one good eye, they streaked down his face like a river. “We looked for you. When we escaped, we tried to find you, but there was no sign. We swore to take down Leah Nobel then. That’s why we stayed in New Hope. I swear, we looked everywhere for you, little brother.”

      Saber sobbed into Kade’s shoulder a moment longer. Sloan understood what the moment meant for the reunited family. She took a seat in one of the rows of chairs, waiting for them to finish.

      Sasha finally stood and joined her brothers. Though tears found a place in her orange eyes, unlike Saber, her voice was clear and free of emotion.

      “Let me see him,” Sasha instructed Saber, who obeyed, finally letting Kade go.

      Sasha placed a hand on either side of Kade’s face. She examined him from forehead to chin the entire time, a Cheshire smile creeping across her full lips.

      “It is you, Kade.” Sasha lost control of her emotions as a fresh wave of tears cascaded down her high cheekbones. “I’ve missed you so much.”

      All three members of the Hyde family were hugging, laughing, and crying. Sloan took Theo’s lead as the bear shifter hobbled up the stairs.

      “I think they deserve a moment alone,” Theo whispered to Sloan. He put too much weight on his injured leg and almost fell.

      Sloan caught him. She grabbed the big shifter around his waist and draped his arm over her neck. In this way, she helped him the rest of the way up the stairs.

      “I think you’re right,” Sloan said with a final look behind her. Seeing Kade so happy, she knew she must love him. She’d never felt this way about a man before, and she didn’t think she would ever again. “Let’s get out of here.”

      If Sloan knew what the future had in store for the shifter family, she would have stayed and enjoyed the moment with them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Ten

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      The vampire army spread out in front of her like a sea of black. Leah stood on the high walls of the city of New Hope, watching as the future itself evolved in front of her. Her army was ten thousand strong. Only a handful of vampire soldiers had been left in the other Outland cities to maintain her rule.

      While news of restless New Hope citizens reached her ears, Leah knew their cries could do nothing to stop her. It seemed there was a large portion of the city that didn’t care for the new direction she was taking. Even with her justification for her actions pegged on the murder of her sister, some of the bleeding hearts still wanted an outside investigation to take place. Others wanted peace talks with Azra.

      Leah was lucky this wasn’t up to them. She had mobilized the army and set out before anything could dissuade her plan. Even now, in the morning sun, her army of vampire soldiers led by Commander Steel marched in unison. Across their black uniforms they carried an assortment of weapons ranging from mage swords to rifles, but the truth was, they were the real weapons.

      The experiments done to them in the palace laboratory had made them so much more than they could ever be as humans.

      Off to her left, the mage engine puffed to life. Purple smoke rose from various stacks as it prepared to join the marching army. The lead mage engine was now hooked up to a long train of cars. These cars carried slaves taken from Outland cities to finish the track once they reached the end of the line, as well as supplies for the vampire army.

      Horses attached to wagons followed on the right side of the army. They carried munitions, as well as a substantial supply of blood. More than a few throats of those who had protested Leah’s actions had been sliced in the last few days and it would have been a shame to waste all of the perfectly good blood.

      “You like looking at your little toy soldiers, do you?”

      Leah didn’t bother glancing to her right. She had heard Dominic Drencher walk up the steps to the battlements moments before.

      “I like looking at a world on the brink of my rule,” Leah agreed. “I take it your employers weren’t interested in taking my side.”

      “Like I said, they have bigger problems of their own, dealing with Nephilim and such. But if you’re still willing to have a king by your side, I’m still willing to help.”

      Leah finally turned to look at Dominic. She had suspected this would be his request all along, but it was something else to actually hear it come from his mouth. The gall he had was beyond her. Still, if she secured his help, it would be worth it.

      “I’m not looking for a king to rule beside me.” Leah looked at his perfectly combed black hair, his flawless skin and fine suit. “You don’t look like you need money. What about status, power?”

      “I’m listening.” Dominic picked off a bit of lint from his blue suit. “Go on.”

      “I’ll give you the largest piece of land inside New Hope, or wherever in the Outland you would like. You can do with it what you will. How does Duke or Count sound?”

      “Hmm … I do like the sound of Count Dominic.”

      “Does that mean I can count on you when the fighting starts?”

      “I’ll travel with you.” Dominic stared down toward the mage engine with glee. “Let’s go in your fancy new ride. It looks like fun.”

      “That can be arranged,” Leah said with a smile. She didn’t move from her spot when Dominic turned to go. “But first, I’d like a little more of a guarantee of your loyalty.”

      “Well, loyalty is a strong word. I’m just a hired gun at this point.”

      “Still, I’d like your word, and I’d like you to swear to me in the presence of a spell.”

      Dominic let a sly smile spread over his lips. He grinned deeper and deeper as thoughts flashed across his eyes. “Really? My word isn’t good enough for you?”

      “Not exactly.” Leah reached for her wand. “Do I have your permission?”

      “Do what you must, witch.” Dominic shrugged. “It must wear on you to be so distrusting of your comrades.”

      “It’s a trait that’s kept me alive for this long.” Leah traced a spell in the air in between them. The faint lines of purple magic held in the air as she outlined the points of a six-sided star. “Now repeat after me.”

      “And this spell will what?” Dominic leaned in to stare at Leah through her spell. “Kill me if I don’t follow through on what I promised?”

      “That’s the general idea.” Leah grinned, finishing her hex. “Now repeat after me.”

      Leah ignored his echo as she worded the spell as airtight as she could make it. “I, Dominic Drencher, servant of the Fallen, do swear that I will not in any way harm Queen Leah Eckert, nor do anything to lessen her chances of victory. I swear I will do all that is within my power to see her side be victorious during the coming battle with Azra.”

      Leah thought for a moment, about to finish the hex, then added one last line. “And I swear to do all I can to kill those named Charlotte Sloan, Aareth Emerson, and Jack Walker.”

      When Dominic finished repeating her words, Leah allowed the purple spell lines in front of them to dissipate.

      “All right.” Dominic let out an overly dramatic sigh. “Are you happy now? Can we get on the mage engine and go kill people already?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eleven

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “You really need to think this out.” Aareth looked over at a fidgeting Jack as the last rays of the sun died away. “You’re doing the right thing in resting. Taking the day off was smart. You couldn’t have pushed yourself all night, all day, and all night again. I know you want to see if this white werewolf is your father, but you’re not going to do anyone any good if you run yourself into the ground.”

      Jack knew Aareth was right. They had made the decision to rest once they picked up the large werewolf tracks that led toward Term. The group had found an outcropping and a copse in the otherwise rolling grassy hills of this section of the Outland.

      Between Jack and Kimberly’s extensive knowledge of the area, they were able to pick the quickest route to Term. The female gargoyle was snoring in the shade of a particularly large tree with massive branches that hung low to the ground. She sounded like a giant bear with a nasal infection.

      “I know you’re right.” Jack opened his canteen and took a long draught. “It just doesn’t make me feel any better about waiting when we have the trail. Who knows if he stopped in the wooded area around Term, or if he kept going. He could be halfway to Burrow Den by now, or one of the other dozen cities in the Outland.”

      “But say he is in Term.” Aareth got to his feet and removed his long black jacket. “Say we get there in the early hours of the morning after running all night again, and he is there. You’ll need your strength to track him, and if he’s unwilling to listen to reason, we may have to be a bit more persuasive.”

      “I’m not going to hurt him.”

      “I’m not saying that. What I am saying is that if he hasn’t changed back to his human form yet, he’s still struggling to control the animal inside himself. He may not be in full control of what he does.” Aareth took off his boots and socks. “I’m not saying we hurt him, but we may have to restrain him, at the very least, to defend ourselves. I’m not letting anything happen to you, Jack.”

      Jack only nodded. He understood Aareth was right, and he wouldn’t let anything happen to the big man, either.

      With a groan, Jack got to his feet and began stretching sore leg muscles. His quads and glutes were past the burning stage now; there was a deep ache so painful it made him want to laugh as he began to loosen worn muscles.

      “Baring your shame again, I see.” Kimberly rolled to a sitting position. She yawned, showing a mouthful of sharp teeth. “Do you have no decency, beast man?”

      “I’ve never been accused of being indecent before. Come on, let’s go. We have a long night ahead of us.” Aareth finished removing his clothing and turned into the large werewolf better suited for running.

      “I suspect you’d like me to carry your clothing once more?” Kimberly opened her satchel to place inside her own long, white robe she wore to protect her from the sun. “Come on then, put them inside.”

      Aareth grabbed his clothes in his maw and took them to Kimberly. He dropped them inside, but instead of leaving her to carry the pack, he grabbed the thick leather strap with his teeth and began to maneuver it around his own head.

      “Well, that’s a nice change.” Kimberly smiled at Aareth, then she scrunched her grey brow as if she were remembering some long-past thought. “You know, that reminds me of an ancient tradition that my people practice—”

      “So, same plan as last night?” Jack interrupted. Part of him felt bad for interrupting the gargoyle, but the other part understood that if he didn’t, they would be there for a very long while. In the short period of time Jack had known Kimberly, he could already tell she was a great friend and an honest ally, but she did love to inform others about her race. “You take to the air and tell us what you see. Aareth and I will run below.”

      “Agreed.” Kimberly opened her massive wings and began to stretch.

      Jack drew the wand from the belt at his side and summoned the same spell to its tip. Just like the previous day, a green glow encompassed the underside of his boots.

      With a rush of wings and a gallop of paws, the trio was off.

      As the hours passed, the tracking became harder. Jack would lose the trail as the terrain changed from grass or soft dirt to rock. It was harder while traveling at this speed, as well. Jack and Aareth were flying across the landscape at mind-numbing speed. Every so often, Jack would have to slow down or stop completely to make sure he was still going the right way.

      The stars and the moon gave enough light, and the dull green glow at the bottom of his boots helped. Minutes passed into hours as they ran. Every time Jack felt a need to stop to take a break, every time his muscles screamed to him in pain, he thought of his father.

      He knew without a shadow of a doubt his father would do the same thing for him if the tables were turned. Jack knew the others still debated whether Elizabeth was telling the truth and whether or not the white wolf was his father, but to Jack, it wasn’t a question anymore.

      Whether this truth was something he needed to know or he wanted to accept still remained a mystery. Somehow, Jack knew his father was out there waiting for him. As the run lengthened, all Jack could think about was putting one foot in front of the other and not losing sight of the tracks underfoot.

      Caught in the fog of weariness while trying to stay focused, Jack slammed into Kimberly. When she had landed or how far in advance she had given him to stop was lost on Jack.

      Running full-out one moment and then colliding with something that may as well have been a boulder took the wind out of Jack. He bounced backwards, slamming into the hard ground. Shock lanced through his body as he stared up into the night sky. It was beautiful, so many stars twinkling away, so many planets and galaxies out there to explore.

      “Jack, are you all right?” Kimberly knelt beside him on his left. Aareth’s massive lupine head appeared on his right. “I thought you saw me. I landed in front of you and started to talk, but you slammed right into me.”

      “Yeah, sorry about that.” Jack grimaced as he moved to a sitting position. Nothing felt broken, but his legs screamed at him once more. They felt like they were on fire. “I was so lost in tracking, I didn’t look up. What did you find?”

      Kimberly helped Jack rise to his feet. She pointed with an outstretched arm to a line of blackness on the horizon. Jack had to blink a few times to realize it was the outline of the forest, the Mirage Forest that surrounded Term. Its dense foliage and the way the trees played with the shadows had given it its name over the years.

      “We’re here already?” Jack rubbed at his eyes. He tried to take a few steps forward to get a better look, but his actions resulted in him limping forward rather than actually walking. “What time is it? It has to be nearly daybreak.”

      “It is.” Kimberly looked to the east where the sky had not changed from its dark, blackish grey to hazy orange, but soon would. “Another hour or so will see the sun in the sky.”

      A deep rumbling growl reached Jack. Aareth stood stock still, the hair on his back rigid. He squinted into the forest’s depth.

      “That’s the second thing I wanted to tell you.” Kimberly nodded toward the forest. “I think we’ve found your father. I saw motion, a lot of motion, from my vantage point.”

      Jack craned his neck forward, willing his eyes to see what he knew was there. There it was, so quick, he wasn’t sure if he had seen anything at all. Something large moving across the tree line. Whatever it was, it wasn’t his father.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twelve

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Aareth was moving forward slowly. The muscles under his ebony coat twitched with anticipation.

      “Remember, we don’t want to hurt him.” Jack moved forward on his cramping legs. “Let me try to talk to him first. I think I can get him to—”

      The air around the group was filled with a solitary howl. The noise was so deep, so mournful, it saddened Jack to such an extent, he was surprised by himself. He had heard numerous animals while acting as a tracker in the Outland, wolves included, and this was no ordinary creature. The cry it made was so human, it almost sounded like someone mourning in great torment.

      Jack and Kimberly continued to move forward. Aareth did the same, getting lower and lower to the ground as they approached the tree line.

      Chills raced up and down Jack’s spine. He reached for his wand, already summoning the magical ability within himself. The tip of his wand glowed a dull green as the instrument  held and channeled the power.

      Soon, the single howl was joined by another, and another, and another. There were too many now to tell exactly how many werewolves lifted their throats to the sky. One thing was for certain: they weren’t just tracking Jack’s father; they had been tracking an entire pack.

      “How could this be?” Kimberly didn’t take her eyes off the tree in front of them. “You didn’t mention seeing more than a single pair of tracks.”

      “I didn’t, there weren’t.” Jack swallowed hard as realization hit. “They met here somehow, all coming from different directions. He must have called them, or they knew to meet him here.”

      Aareth’s growling was low and deep compared to the army of howls that still lifted into the air. The trinity of trackers were now only a few hundred yards from the forest’s edge. More and more shapes were becoming visible through the dense foliage of the trees, shapes close enough to make out their colors: brown and grey werewolves loped here and there, all still lifting mournful cries into the sky.

      “Perhaps we should rethink our strategy,” Kimberly cautioned. “If things go bad, I can lift you into the air and escape, but there’s no way I’m going to be able to lift the beast man in his current form. Too much can go wrong here.”

      “I know. And you can turn back, I don’t blame you.” Jack bottled his fear, urging himself to take Kimberly’s advice, but for his father’s sake, he couldn’t. “I have to try.”

      It seemed Aareth had already made up his mind. His eyes still not leaving the tree line, he continued forward.

      Kimberly didn’t say a word, but she continued to keep pace with Jack. The wizard, the werewolf, and the gargoyle reached the tree line now. Jack tapped the button on his wand that extended it into a staff. Green light blazed across the instrument’s surface.

      Jack went first, raising the weapon high into the air to cast as much illumination as possible into the forest’s interior.

      At once, the howls of the werewolves in the forest stopped, as if someone or something had given the order to cease their manic bellows.

      The entire time the wolves had blared their howls into the air, Jack wanted nothing more for them but to end. Now that they had stopped and only silence filled the air, Jack was rethinking his wishes.

      “Caution,” Kimberly warned as they entered the forest. She leaned down to pick up a thick, fallen tree limb from the ground. “It’s only a matter of time before they strike.”

      Jack’s heart was beating out of his chest. The flow of adrenaline made his hands quake with anticipation. His senses were on overdrive. It was difficult to see much through the thick trees, but Jack could hear the heavy panting of those watching him.

      “I’ve come for my father,” Jack said to the nothing out in front of him. “I know you’re here. I know you’re fighting this new part of you you’re just beginning to understand. Fight, Dad, I’m here with you. Come back to me—fight!”

      Through the dark trees and silver light coming down from the sky, two yellow orbs peered out at Jack.

      Jack felt a rush of joy that gave strength to his weakened state, but the joy was short-lived. The beast that stalked forward was not the white wolf, but rather a slightly smaller brown wolf.

      A fresh cut reddened its muzzle. It opened its massive maw and barked. Saliva flew from its mouth as it eyed Jack, coming ever closer.

      Before Jack could decide what to do, Aareth moved in front of him. He was larger than the brown werewolf, and the way he bristled his hair and arched his back made him look even bigger.

      Aareth’s show of force may have been enough to make the initial werewolf rethink her actions, but she wasn’t alone. Barks and yips filled the air once more as the entire pack materialized on all sides from the forest. Various shades of brown and grey wolves hedged them in.

      “I should have stayed in Azra,” Kimberly said out loud. She placed her back to Jack’s to shield him from any attack to his rear. “What was I thinking?”

      For the first moment since the party left Azra, Jack allowed himself to consider that he had been wrong, that Elizabeth had been lying to him the entire time, and that his father was still dead. He had been holding on to the wish of a stupid little boy, a childlike faith that told him there was still hope. Well, there was no hope now, and Jack had not only led himself into this mess, but he had also brought along Aareth and Kimberly.

      “I’m sorry,” Jack whispered. Even as the words left his lips, anger replaced his sadness. “I’m sorry I dragged you two into this.”

      Aareth didn’t turn around.

      “If the monster that we call Aareth still had his tongue, he would tell you to shut up.” Kimberly pressed her back harder against Jack’s. “He’d tell you to shut up and fight.”

      As if on cue, the werewolves circling them attacked. Jack witnessed Aareth and the brown wolf in front of him collide in a thrashing mess of claws and teeth. He couldn’t see Kimberly, but he heard a roar behind him and a echoing whack from her club.

      Jack didn’t have time to process any more as a grey wolf leapt at him from his right. The creature was horrifying in the daylight, and given the dark atmosphere, it was something out of a nightmare. Jack struck out with the magical power shimmering around his staff. The steel pole caught the werewolf in the chest. The combined effort of the actual blow as well as the magic slammed into the beast and knocked it backwards.

      CRACK! CRACK!

      Jack kept his staff charged with magic as he swirled it around and threw himself into the fight. Every time his weapon came in contact with a werewolf, it sent a blast of magical energy through their bodies, sending them flying back in a spasm of pain or rendering them useless for a few moments.

      Jack called on his years of experience with the staff. Coupled with this, he used the new spells he had learned while in New Hope. Whenever he could, he caught a werewolf in midair with a thought and threw them to the side. The ability to move things with his mind and magic was still new to him and required too much energy to use lightly.

      Aareth was lost to his view. He could see Kimberly’s large frame striking out with her wings and tail as well as her club. There were just too many. These powerhouses of muscle and teeth could take a beating. Jack had already thrown down and struck the same werewolf multiple times, and they just kept getting back up.

      Then it happened. Kimberly screamed in pain as one of the werewolves found a hold on her right forearm. Jack moved to help her, but it had all been part of a trap the pack had planned. As soon as Jack’s concentration was broken, a grey wolf with wicked yellow eyes blindsided him.

      It felt like the same collision that Jack had experienced with Kimberly earlier that day, but this one came with fresh claw marks to his chest. The wolf barreled into him, sending his staff flying into the forest.

      Jack’s vision went blurry as the wolf landed on top of him. Pain exploded in his head. Breathing was impossible with the werewolf leaning on his chest. Lancing pain came from the area that had been ripped open. Through all of this, Jack looked for his hold on magic. He just needed to stay conscious enough to channel and use it.

      He couldn’t; it was too much. Darkness hedged in on his eyesight. With a final thought of how sorry he was that he had led his friends into this slaughterhouse, Jack gave in to his body’s limitations.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Thirteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Do you really think this is the best thing for your daughter?” Sloan wouldn’t let Croft’s domineering attitude intimidate her from asking the question. “She’s in a cage.”

      “And what would you have me do?” Croft looked over at Sloan with a glare. “She’s too dangerous to just let out and allow to run wild through Azra. The body count would be horrific.”

      “I understand that, but there has to be another option than this.”

      Sloan and Croft stood on the opposite side of Croft’s long room, the same room Sloan had woken up in when Croft had entered her dreams and given her the blood to quench her thirst.

      Vampire and witch stood on one side near Croft’s large bed at the opposite side of the room of Elizabeth’s steel cell. Abigail had brought a stool and sat with her sister on the opposite side of the bars.

      Sloan’s heightened hearing allowed her to listen to the one-sided conversation.

      “I don’t know how this darkness took hold of you so fast,” Abigail said in a soft calm voice, “but I’m here now. Whatever you think happened, whatever wrongs you feel I’d committed against you, I’m sorry, Liz. Please, forgive me, and give me a chance to make it up to you.”

      Elizabeth sat quietly in her cell, staring up at the ceiling. She looked horrible. A red head full of tangles, baggy eyes as though she hadn’t slept in days, and dark clothes so crumpled it was obvious she hadn’t changed for as long as she had been in Azra.

      “Do you remember when we were kids in Burrow Den?” Abigail chuckled to herself and shook her head. Her laughter was sad. “What I’m saying is we’re still kids. Do you remember when we were younger? You found that kitten in the woods. Dad hated cats and would have made you put it back where you found it, so you hid it in your room?”

      Elizabeth’s eyes drifted toward her sister for the first time. She still didn’t speak.

      “It smelled so bad in your room.” Abigail laughed again, but this time there was actual joy behind her words. “Every time it made a mew, you would cough or sneeze to hide the sound. You had Dad convinced you were coming down with a flu.”

      “He made me go to the doctor’s.” Elizabeth smiled against all odds. “I had to convince the doctor I was fine, but Dad was convinced I was coming down with black lung disease. And my room reeked of cat poop and piss.”

      Both girls talked in low whispers as they continued sharing their memories.

      “She’s close,” Croft interrupted Sloan’s eavesdropping. “She won’t be ready to fight with us for the war that’s knocking on our door, but a few more days with Abigail and I think we can take her out of her cell, under supervision, of course, and with restraints that will hamper her magic.”

      “Of course she’s not going to be ready to fight in this war.” Sloan looked over at Croft in disgust. “She’s a child and she’s been through more than both you or I. Give her a break. Let her take her time.”

      “I don’t need advice on how to raise my daughters.” Croft looked menacing in the morning light that shown through her wall-sized windows. “And you can’t tell me the thought hadn’t crossed your mind of how much of an asset she could be if she were ready to fight on our side.”

      Sloan remained quiet. The possibility had come to her, but she’d remained silent about it; as soon as the thought came about using Elizabeth as a weapon, she had silenced it. The youngest Ahab had been through enough.

      “I see.” Croft read Sloan’s silence like a book. “When Leah comes, she will be beyond any of you, even Jack. I’ll deal with her. We’ll keep Jack in reserve if I falter. He’ll be the only one with a chance of taking her down if I fail.”

      “You won’t fail.” Sloan shook her head. More than anything she understood warfare. There would be no room for doubt. “Have you heard back from the riders you sent to the other cities in the Outland?”

      “I have. They’ve taken word to the cities that Azra will soon be under siege. We sent out the call for aid to everyone we can. The message has to travel in whispers, though. Leah already has her vampire soldiers controlling Term to Burrow Den. If we can convince any of those people to come, they will have to escape their own occupied city to come to ours.”

      “And you’re still convinced that allowing them to besiege Azra is the right move?”

      “They’ll have the numbers and the weapons. We have to keep the high ground.” Croft hesitated for a moment. “What do you think? You’re the former captain. How will they come?”

      Sloan remained quiet for a moment, thinking on everything she knew of Leah Eckert. The woman was swift and decisive. She would use her new vampire army as such.

      “They’ll come quickly. Once we see them, they’ll attack at once.” Sloan remembered the mage engine and the yellow eyes of the wolf head on the front of the machine. “She still hasn’t showed us what her engine can do. I think she’ll use that against our gates first. If she breaks them down. I don’t know how long we’ll be able to survive inside the walls.”

      “Agreed. Cherub has ordered the gates reinforced and the walls raised. Still, that may not be enough, and we might not be able to get all of the work done in time.”

      A harsh knock came on the door closest to Sloan and Croft.

      “Come in.” Croft directed her attention to the door.

      “Excuse me, but you asked to be informed of any troop movements.” Sasha walked in dressed in the Azra colors of white-and-gold. Steel plating that looked like dragon scales hugged her body, with a white tunic showing off the Azra symbol in gold. “We have reports that the vampire army left New Hope this morning. They’re traveling quickly with Leah. They have the mage engine carrying a line of cars behind it this time. We guess it’s full of supplies and weapons.”

      “How many days does that give us before they’re at our walls?” Croft looked to Sasha and Sloan for the answer. “How much time do we have left?”

      While worry etched into the lines around Croft’s eyes, Sloan saw her glance at her two daughters on the opposite side of the long room. As much as this woman wanted to act like a hard case, it was clear her first concern were her daughters.

      “The vampire soldiers are capable of covering miles in minutes.” Sasha looked at Sloan for a consensus. “Two, maybe three days?”

      “I think you’re right.” Sloan shared the information she had been thinking about since she understood the attack was coming. “I’d say two days. Leah will push them hard. They’ll attack during the night when their soldiers are their strongest.”

      “How many soldiers is she bringing?” Croft had asked the question as if she actually didn’t want to know the answer at all. “Scouts say nearly ten thousand.”

      Sloan’s heart dropped in her chest. She knew Leah had been turning humans into vampires day and night; still, to turn so many in such a short amount of time was mind-boggling.

      “We’ll be outnumbered nearly three, maybe four to one.” Croft took a moment to look each woman in the eyes before she continued. “It’ll be up to us as leaders to inspire courage. Two days. Two days left to prepare for a war the likes this world has never seen. Let’s make them count.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fourteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “Are you sure we should be outside the city?” Babs looked back at the walls of Azra as they grew smaller and smaller in the distance. “I know the New Hope Army is still two days away, but still.”

      “We’ll be fine.” Sloan walked in the lead of her vampire unit made of four. “We can use the time we have left to train, become comfortable with your new abilities, and above all, hunt.”

      “Hunt?” Pia repeated the word as if she had never heard it before. “You mean drink the blood of animals?”

      “If you haven’t felt the urge yet, you will soon,” Sloan said without room for question. “I’d rather you feed now and understand what it feels like before the battle starts. Trust me, I’m speaking from experience. The last thing you want on your conscience is tearing apart someone on the battlefield and feeding on a person like he’s a juice box.”

      Talking about it made Sloan think back to the fight at Term when she had lost control of her desire to feed and cost a young soldier his life. She could still see his pale eyes, the way she drank his blood and stole the very life from him drink by drink would haunt her forever.

      “I am feeling a little thirsty, now that you mention it.” Harrison massaged his throat. “Hey, these new uniforms Edison fashioned are awesome, by the way. Remind me to thank him once we get back.”

      Sloan looked down at her own uniform. Edison and Elwood had been busy at work not only helping Jaxon through his transition, but also creating a new kind of Azra guard uniform that felt amazing.

      Much like the under-armor Sasha wore, their uniforms were a skin-tight suit of closely linked iron scales that looked like dragon scales. Over it lay a heavier layer of steel plates placed on their shoulders, shins, forearms, and chest, overlaid by a white tunic with a golden bat in the middle.

      Sloan flexed her muscles under the armor, amazed by how the tiny, steel scales stretched and allowed her to move in any way she desired.

      “We should test this armor out first, though, right?” Doyle knocked with a closed fist on his steel armor. “I mean, just to be sure?”

      Sloan unsheathed her mage sword. She didn’t turn on the switch that would channel the mage power into the blade, thus heating the weapon. For all intents and purposes it was only a sword at the moment.

      “Shall we give it a try?” Sloan sliced the air between herself and her former lieutenant. “If you’re not too scared, I mean.”

      “Let’s do it.” Doyle squared his stance and pushed out his chest. “Worst case scenario, my healing factor kicks in. I mean, if you do puncture the armor … right?”

      “We’ll see.” Sloan started a light jog toward Doyle with her sword out in front of her.

      “Wait a minute, what does ‘we’ll see’ mean?” A hint of panic laced Doyle’s words. He shifted his stance, looking for anyone else to help. “I thought for sure we heal. Maybe this isn’t such a good idea!”

      Sloan kept her slash vertical across Doyle’s breastplate. Sparks accompanied the stroke that sent tremors into her arm.

      Everyone, including Doyle, looked on, wide-eyed. The blow had cut through the white tunic, but left no more than a thin line across his dark steel breastplate.

      A collective sigh escaped the throats of Sloan’s squad.

      “Well, I guess that settles that.” Sloan sheathed her blade into the brown leather sheath that rested on her right hip. “We’ll begin with strength and speed training, and then end with our first hunt.”

      The sea breeze did its best to comfort the group of warriors, but the sun’s heat prevailed as they began their drills. Sloan walked the group over to an outcropping of trees mixed with boulders and stones. The location was just within sight of Azra’s walls to the left of the main road. Sloan studied the four members of her company still coming to grips that they were all vampires now and soon would find themselves in a war with their own kind.

      “You’re all stronger now than you know,” Sloan addressed them as they stood in a rigid line in front of her. “You won’t have the luxury of a learning curve. You’ll have to adapt on the fly and learn as you go. We’re two days away from an all-out war. Let’s make the best out of those days.”

      Sloan looked into the small, forested area behind her, eyeing a particularly large boulder. It came up to her waist and sat twice as wide. It had to weigh more than three hundred pounds.

      “Harrison.” Sloan motioned to the rock with her right hand. “I want you to lift that over your head. And give me fifty squats.”

      Harrison moved to obey, jaw set, eyes determined. Sloan realized doubt was already telling him what he could and couldn’t do. Although his training as a soldier in the New Hope army curbed any chance of him arguing a direct order, he was already doubting himself.

      “Don’t think you can.” Sloan walked up beside Harrison as he squatted down next to the rock. “Know you can, and get it done.”

      Harrison gave her a rough nod. His eyes never left the boulder. He squatted down low, then jammed his fingers into the nonexistent space between the boulder and the dirt ground.

      Harrison was a large man, over six feet tall and outweighing Sloan by a good hundred pounds of muscle. Still, the slate gray stone looked like it would be impossible to move, even to a vampire his size.

      Harrison let out a huge exhale of air as he stood up from his squatting position. The stone came off the ground. Harrison’s eyes were huge as he realized what he had done.

      “Come on!” Pia shouted her encouragement with her two other squad members. “Over your head! Don’t stop now!”

      “You can do it!” Babs shouted.

      Harrison threw the boulder up. He caught the base of the stone and lifted it over his head, despite his own amazement. The next moment he began doing the required number of squats.

      “You’re all capable of this and so much more, now that you have increased strength. The Vampire Project was created to usher in the birth of super soldiers. That’s what we are now.” Sloan motioned to the boulders strewn around the landscape. “Let’s get to work.”

      The rest of the day was spent in strength and conditioning drills. The program was more to make sure the new vampires knew what they could now do, as opposed to actually trying to build muscle or speed. The fight was on the horizon. There was no time to teach them new techniques, only time to teach them how to use their upgraded bodies.

      Sprints followed the weight lifting program, and finally the hunt. During their day outside the Azra walls, Sloan had spotted wildlife in the area consisting of squirrels, rabbits, and the occasional deer print. Although taking the lives of animals wasn’t on the top of Sloan’s to-do list, she understood the necessity. They would use the blood for nourishment, then take the rest of the animals back to Azra to be used as food and the pelts for warmth for the rest of the city.

      “So how are we going to do this?” Doyle sided up next to Sloan. “Just grab them and bite in?”

      “I guess so.” Sloan shrugged. There was no reason to lie to her squad now. They knew she had never fed from an animal before. “Let’s make their deaths quick. Come on, let’s get this over with.”

      Sloan penetrated the forest ahead of the rest of her squad. Already she saw a squirrel to her left. Before she could give any thought to her actions, instinct took over. Sloan grabbed a lower rung of the tree and vaulted skyward, then she grabbed the animal, which was actually larger than she thought. From head to tail, it was as long as her arm.

      Sloan snapped its neck and bit into the meaty part as she landed back on the ground. Her canines did her bidding, lengthening at the same time her vision turned red.

      The feeling that came with the blood was one of pure bliss, as if life itself poured down her throat. All around, her squad was following her lead; some had disappeared, tracking their prey, while others, like Babs, were still in her line of sight a dozen yards to her right.

      Babs had also caught a brown squirrel and was experiencing for the first time how important blood could be to them. Sloan thought of how much time they had left to train. The sun was already low in the sky. Maybe she could get one more drill out of them before the day ended.

      “Once you’ve caught—”

      SNAP!

      Sloan spun to her right as two figures joined her party in the woods. One was Leah Eckert, the other a well-dressed man she had never seen.

      “I’m sorry to interrupt your little feeding frenzy”—Leah smiled at Sloan—“but I was wondering if you’d just like to die now and get it over with.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Fifteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      A sound so horrific, so murderous, it couldn’t have been real reached Jack as his vision blackened.

      So this is what the afterlife sounds like, Jack thought. That’s disappointing. I thought I’d get trumpets, or angels singing, or something.

      Suddenly, the weight was gone from his chest, and the battle sounds died around him as werewolves whimpered in the presence of the terrible roar.

      Jack was able to open his eyes. He was still lying on his back, the pain in his head and chest alive with agony, and he had to blink to realize what he was seeing as his eyes told him the impossible was taking place in front of him.

      A giant, white werewolf hovered over him. It stood on two feet, roaring violence at both Aareth and Kimberly, as well as the pack of werewolves around him.

      Jack had seen enough interaction between animal packs to understand that this was the pack alpha. His heart filled with hope that the alpha was also his father, and that his actions had not been in vain.

      A moment passed where nothing happened. Jack could only see the back of the gigantic white werewolf, so it was still too soon to know for sure if it was his father or not.

      The white werewolf finally came down on all fours and the menacing sounds of destruction coming from its throat ended. Everyone else stood or crouched, unsure of what to do next.

      The werewolf who had saved Jack finally turned to face him. His eyes were yellow now, his face nothing like it had been before, but somehow, somewhere, deep down in his soul, Jack knew this was his father.

      The werewolf stared deep into Jack’s eyes before nudging him playfully with a snout as large as Jack’s foot.

      Jack winced past his pain and struggled to a seated position. Fear was a secondary thought to his relief as he extended a hand and placed an open palm on the werewolf’s long jawline.

      The white werewolf pushed into his hand, long, hot breath coming out of his mouth.

      Kimberly and Aareth joined Jack’s side, close enough to be seen out of his peripheral vision, but not so close as to disturb the moment.

      “I knew it was you,” Jack said as he finally moved to regain his feet. Tears streaked down his cheeks as he stared into his father’s eyes. “When you died, it was like losing both parents. I never knew Mom; you were all I knew, and you were always there for me. When you died, I was lost. I didn’t understand how much I loved you until you were gone. I’m sorry, Dad. I’m sorry that all of this has happened to you.”

      Jack fell to his knees. He wasn’t sure what would happen, but before he could second-guess himself, he wrapped his arms around his father’s neck. In that moment, he felt like a child again.

      His father rested his furry head on his shoulder in return.

      “I … I don’t know what you’re going through in there”—Jack pulled himself out of the hug—“but I need you, Dad. I need you to do whatever you have to, to come back to me. Fight it, come to grips with it, make peace with what you are. Whatever you have to do, do it. Please, without you, I can’t do what needs to be done.”

      Tears formed and then fell from the white werewolf’s yellow eyes. It took a step back and began to change. White hair fell in clumps around the beast as it transitioned from monster to man.

      One moment, there was a gigantic white werewolf standing in front of Jack; the next, the father he had come to love and respect slumped naked on the ground.

      Jack took off his long, brown coat and draped it over his father before wrapping him in another hug.

      “I can’t believe you’re back,” Jack repeated, over and over. “I can’t believe you’re back.”

      “I’m here.” Marcus held his son close. “I’m sorry I couldn’t control the animal inside sooner. Seeing you is exactly what I needed.”

      “I don’t want to ruin this sappy moment”—Kimberly took a step forward—“but should we be worried about the rest of the pack?”

      Jack looked up to see the rest of Marcus’ werewolf pack looking to one another in indecision. Some rested on all fours, content to let their leader make his decision, while others stood on their hindquarters, sniffing the air as if the answer was on the wind.

      “They’ll obey me for at least the time being.” Marcus rose, wrapping Jack’s coat around him. “There are those in the pack who will see this as a weakness and make a play for the alpha position, but I think we’re okay for now.”

      Jack wrestled his gaze away from the dozen werewolves who looked at him with half curiosity and half hunger. It was only then that Jack realized Aareth was lying down. He had been so fixated on his father that he hadn’t taken the time to notice that both of his friends had sustained serious injuries.

      Kimberly was a mess of scratches and cuts, and one of her wings was bent at an odd angle. Although the gargoyle hid it well, it was obvious she was in a fair amount of pain.

      As bad as Jack and Kimberly were, Aareth was worse. His black fur was a mass of crimson red, and part of his body had been completely ripped open. It seemed in the fight he had taken the brunt of the attack.

      “Aareth!” Jack ran forward and skidded to a halt beside the werewolf. The forest floor dug into his knees, but all of that was secondary to the scene in front of him. “Aareth, can you hear me?”

      Aareth didn’t say a word. Instead, he transitioned back into a human, and he lay on the forest ground, naked and covered in his own blood. Kimberly limped over, bringing his own coat from her bag and covering his wounds.

      Jack was no doctor, but life in the Outland meant you were familiar with injuries and knew life-threatening damage apart from minor cuts and scrapes.

      “Good … good to see you, Marcus.” Aareth grunted past the pain. “You … you take care of Jack now. Tell my wife—”

      “Shhh…” Marcus joined Jack at Aareth’s side as the two examined his wounds. “Save your strength. You’re going to tell her yourself.”

      Aareth was turning pale. Blood slipped down the corners of his mouth and into the short, black beard that ran over his cheeks. He was shaking now, teeth gritted to stave off a scream.

      Jack lifted the black coat covering his body. He tried in vain to mask his face, but it was impossible. Aareth was covered in angry bruises and bloody bite marks, but one in particular caught Jack’s eye: the bite mark that wrapped around Aareth’s right side—it covered his tan skin from chest to torso, and the open wound was a mess of raw meat and torn skin.

      “He needs a doctor.” Marcus motioned for Kimberly to give him the satchel of clothes she held in her hand. “First, we have to stop the bleeding to buy him some time.”

      “There’s a doctor in Term.” Kimberly grunted as she extended her arm and handed Marcus the bag of clothing. “At least there was one when we left, but that was before Term was an occupied city. There’ll be a vampire garrison there now.”

      A dozen different scenarios rushed through Jack’s mind, each one ending with Aareth dead if they decided to do nothing. A tiny voice in the back of his mind kept reminding him that this was all his fault.

      Aareth only came to help you, the voice poked at him. If it wasn’t for you, he’d be fine. Now, he’s going to die because he helped you save your father.

      “We have to try.” Marcus pressed Aareth’s shirt into the wound to stop the bleeding. “I’m sorry, Aareth. This isn’t going to feel pretty.”

      Aareth screamed in pain as the makeshift bandage was pressed into place.

      Then Aareth went limp. His chest still rising and falling, but his body finally giving in to the pain and falling unconscious.

      “We have to go into Term.” Jack looked at his father, who was already nodding along with his words. “If Aareth doesn’t get help soon, he’s going to die.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Sixteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      The blood coming from the scratches on his face, the pain throbbing from the tears on his chest were all an afterthought. What mattered most now was getting Aareth some help.

      The sun had risen while they made Aareth as comfortable as possible. He was lying under a tree, his minor cuts washed with water, the major wound on his torso bandaged as best as it could be.

      Jack now stood at a crossroads. Who was going to stay with Aareth, and who would enter the vampire-controlled town of Term to search for the doctor?

      The werewolves who were so eager to tear them to shreds not so long ago roved around the forest, licking their own wounds. The glances that some gave Marcus and Jack weren’t as heartening as Jack would have liked.

      Kimberly sat beside Aareth. Her wounds weren’t as bad as Aareth’s, but still worse than Jack’s. She had donned her white cloak and sat in the shade of a giant fir that sheltered her from the morning sun’s light.

      “Kimberly can’t go with you.” Marcus’ eyes, so full of hope a moment ago, were dark once more. “She’s hurt more than she’s letting on. She has to take her stone sleep to recover. I can’t go with you, either.”

      “The pack.” Jack looked around the clearing again. “We can’t trust them.”

      “They’ll obey me well enough while I’m around,” Marcus agreed, catching the eyes of a few of the massive creatures, who looked away under his stare. “But they’re still struggling to tame their own beasts. I can’t be sure they wouldn’t turn on Aareth and Kimberly if I left them.”

      “It’s okay.” Jack placed a hand on his father’s shoulder. “Keep Aareth alive. I’ll be back with help.”

      “Are we ready to leave yet?” Kimberly interrupted the father and son as she limped up to stand beside Jack. “Our black wolf man doesn’t have a lot of time left. We must be off.”

      Jack shook his head, admiring Kimberly’s will to go on, but unwilling to allow her to be further injured. One of her wings had obviously been broken. With the long, white cloak on her now, it was hard to say what else was wrong, but she was limping.

      “You can’t go,” Marcus told her. “I admire your strength, but—”

      “I’m not asking for your permission, Old Wrinkly Wolf Beast Man,” Kimberly growled. “I’m going. Jack needs to know the best way in and out. He’ll need to know what building the doctor is in. Term is my town. I know it better than any other.”

      Marcus and Kimberly stared at one another for a moment longer, when a third option struck Jack. It was so obvious, it had to be the answer.

      “Dad—” Jack captured his father’s attention. “There can’t be that many vampires still left in Term. I mean, the main force is with Leah Eckert about to make their assault on Azra. How many do you think she left. A dozen, maybe two?”

      Realization glazed over Marcus’ eyes.

      “You’ve raised yourself a smart man child.” Kimberly grinned. “Jack and I can carry Aareth on a stretcher. You and your pack can clear the city.”

      Marcus nodded along with the plan. He ran a hand through his once-brown hair now more of a cross between grey and white. “I think we might be able to manage that.”
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        * * *

      

      
        
        Jack

      

      

      The plan was set. Kimberly and Jack made a crude stretcher from Jack’s coat Marcus didn’t need anymore and long branches they cut off trees. Marcus had turned back into the giant, white werewolf, snapping and growling at his pack, motioning with his head and scratching the ground with his paws.

      From what Jack could tell, most of the pack seemed to be in line with his wishes. They looked attentively at him and bowed their heads. All except for one—a large, brown female that stood off to the side. Without warning, the brown female began to change. Her thick hair fell off her shoulders and head, and long, shapely legs took form leading to a thick waist and shoulders.

      Jack blinked a few times, reminding himself to focus on her face. She was breathing hard. Her first transition from werewolf to human had not been easy.

      “Why do you get to tell us what to do?” her voice was clear. The sneer on her lips spoke volumes to the way she felt about Jack and his friends. “We should have an alpha whose main priority is the pack, not his son and two friends. How does it impact the pack one way or the other if the black werewolf over there dies or not?”

      Marcus rose on his two feet, towering over the woman by nearly double her height. For a moment, Jack thought his father had given into his beast within once more. He thought for sure he was going to reach down with one massive paw and end her life. Instead, Marcus also transitioned back to human form.

      “This is my pack, and I am the leader here.” Marcus glared at her through dark brown eyes. “I am thinking about the betterment of the pack. The more allies we have, the stronger we are. There’s a war happening around us, if you haven’t noticed. There is strength in numbers. If you don’t like it, you can leave.”

      The woman let a smug smile play over her lips. She wasn’t saying anything, yet her body language told Jack she already had a plan in place. Instead of looking at Marcus, she directed her attention to the rest of the werewolves waiting to see what would happen.

      “Marcus and I were the first ones to learn how to change back into being human. I can teach you how to do the same. This cost comes with my being your alpha. We can worry about ourselves instead of these outsiders. We can join whatever side of the war we want, or let them kill themselves and be done with it. I was once an officer in the New Hope army, but things have changed. I say we look out for ourselves now.”

      There were a few scattered yips and howls of affirmation, but the majority of the pack seemed undecided. They looked from Marcus to the woman and back again.

      “Teaching you to turn back into humans is something either of us can teach you.” Marcus placed his hands on his bare hips, glaring at the woman. “Keep the rest of the pack out of this. If you want to be alpha, you know what you have to do. The strongest should lead, not the one most able to manipulate. If you want it, come and get it!”

      Brown fur sprouted across the woman’s body once more as she called on the monster that raged inside. Muscles rippled as her face changed from smug to terrifying.

      Marcus wasted no time, already lunging at her as she transitioned into the lupine monster now as much a part of him as anything else. The two werewolves crashed into one another with such ferocity Jack felt the ground tremble underneath his boots.

      Marcus was larger than the female werewolf, but she was much faster and that, in and of itself, came with its own advantages. She twisted out of his grasp, and her sharp teeth found his rear left leg. She bit down hard.

      Marcus let out a roar of pain that twisted into anger even before it died in his throat. He tore his leg out of her jaws, sending a splattering of blood through the air that painted the ground in crimson droplets.

      The combatants circled one another like a pair of heavyweight boxers in a championship fight.

      The rest of the pack howled and growled around them. The other werewolves in the pack had formed a circle around the two alphas.

      Before Jack realized what he was doing, he felt pain in his hands. He was clenching his fists so tightly, his nails were digging into his palms.

      Come on, Dad, he said to himself. Hurry, Aareth doesn’t have much time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Seventeen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      She was smug. Leah wasn’t the type of enemy to overreach. If she was confident in taking on Sloan and her squad of vampire soldiers with only her and the man beside her, then there was much more to her companion than met the eye.

      He was well-dressed, maybe even handsome, if it weren’t for the devilish grin that twisted his lips. He stood on Leah’s right-hand side; no wand that Sloan could see, just a malevolent stare in his eyes. Sloan was sure she had never seen him before, but she had a feeling that somehow he was different.

      “Oh, I’m being so rude.” Leah motioned to the man who stood beside her. “This is my friend, Dominic Drencher. I’m sure you’ve heard rumors of the Fallen? Well, this is one of the humans they’ve chosen to do their bidding on Earth.”

      Sloan had heard whispers of the Fallen but they were nothing more than bedtime stories. Tales of angels cast out of heaven to live on Earth. They chose humans to do their bidding for them and granted the abilities.

      What he was doing interfering in their war was beyond Sloan, but one thing was certain: it couldn’t have been good.

      Sloan drew her sword and flipped the switch on the handle that bathed the blade in a dull red light. Out of the corners of her vision, she saw the rest of her squad take up positions beside her. They were red-eyed and ready to charge at her command.

      It was difficult to tell who was more deadly. Should Sloan take Leah and leave the rest of her squad to handle the unknown entity Leah had brought with her, or should she attack this Dominic Drencher? At least leaving the rest of her squad facing Leah they knew what they were in store for.

      The decision was made for them a moment later as Dominic shrugged off his coat and stepped forward.

      “This would usually be the part where the villain says he’ll give you one last chance to give up. But I don’t really want you to give up, this is going to be fun.” Dominic opened his hands where balls of flashing light began to form. “I want you to think you have a chance before you die, too, so I’ll take it easy on you at first, and then I’ll kill you.”

      Sloan had seen her fair share of witches and wizards using magic, but whatever Dominic had in his hands was not anything what she was used to experiencing. Magic in their world looked like fire. Different wizards and witches used different colors of magic when they fought, but they always looked the same, like fire, maybe even energy.

      What sparked in Dominic Drencher’s hands now was something like an explosion ready to go off, a swirling mass of static and sparks that looked as unstable as a bomb.

      Sloan’s heart beat in her chest like a war drum. Years of training kept her head clear despite the adrenaline that came in the presence of a fight.

      “Let me see how he’s going to attack first,” Sloan said just loud enough for those beside her to hear. “When you understand how to best counter his form of fighting, attack him from the sides.”

      “If we can move this along?” Leah looked at the placement of the sun in the sky. “I have an army to get back to and an invasion to finish.”

      Sloan stalked forward, her sword trailing in the forest ground behind her. The mage-powered blade cut a line through the dirt in her wake. Sloan was breathing easy, her entire body like one giant spring ready to take action in any direction.

      Dominic winked at her before hurling his first attack her way. As Sloan expected, the conjured balls of energy in his hands were, in fact, explosives. Dominic hurled them at her with speed she wasn’t anticipating.

      She ducked under the first attack.

      BAM!

      The ball of explosive power blew up a tree behind Sloan. The massive oak groaned under the attack, coming down to rest on the forest floor with a massive crash that made the ground shake.

      Sloan felt tremors from the impact race up her legs.

      Another mass of energy came hurling through the air at her. Instinct made Sloan bring up her sword to block the blow. Bad idea.

      BAM!

      Sloan was lifted into the air. The next thing she remembered was fiery pain across her chest as she crashed into the ground a dozen yards from her previous position. Pain exploded across her body as light danced at the edges of her vision.

      Her hearing was gone for the moment, replaced by a loud buzzing. Her mage sword was gone, lost somewhere during her impromptu flight. Sloan winced as she propped herself up onto her elbows. She could guess at what her stomach looked like, but she didn’t want to look.

      A glance down told her what she’d expected: from the top of her chest to her stomach was a mess of bloody skin and tissue. Already her vampire DNA was mending her wound, but that didn’t mean it hurt any less.

      Her hearing gone for the time being, Sloan relied on her vision to tell her what was happening to the rest of her squad. She looked up just in time to see Pia hurling through the air and become lost in the forest.

      The rest of her squad was dancing around Dominic, dodging his attacks, all the while getting closer and closer to his position.

      Sloan struggled to her feet. All thoughts of finding her mage sword were gone. But she needed to get back into the fight. Already the pain surging around her torso was lessening, so she found the pain that remained and buried it down deep.

      BAM! BAM! BAM!

      Dominic was a madman hurling the explosions in every direction. Sloan had to duck under a few. All around the battle scene, trees fell as explosions shattered them into a mess of bark and splinters.

      Speed was the only thing saving the other three members of her squad as they ducked and weaved their way closer and closer toward Dominic.

      With a bone-breaking thud, Leah entered the fight. She moved forward and, with a flick of her wand, sent a beam of purple magic slamming into Doyle. The force lifted him from the ground and sent him head over heels, crashing into a thick tree. Doyle crumpled to the ground and didn’t move.

      Steel glinted from the sun’s rays as Sloan made her push to reenter the fight. Her hearing was back, but what she heard was the last thing she wanted. Babs and Harrison had made it within striking distance of Dominic; however, it seemed the power to conjure up explosive energy wasn’t the only trick he had up his sleeve.

      Already Harrison and Babs were trading blows with Dominic. It was clear he was the better fighter. The vampires were able to keep their edge based on the fact that it was a two-on-one fight and they were faster than their enemy.

      Sloan grabbed the hilt of her sword. She flipped on the mage blade once more, headed right for Leah.

      “Nice blindside,” Sloan shouted at the witch, more to take her attention off Harrison and Babs than to actually start a conversation. “I was wondering when you were going to throw in a cheap shot or two.”

      Sloan’s ploy worked. Leah had zeroed in on Babs and was about to send another spell toward her, but Sloan’s words caught her off guard. Instead of striking Babs down, she turned her attention to Sloan.

      “I was inspired.” Leah grinned as she began moving toward Sloan. “I didn’t want Dominic to have all the fun. Plus, five on one isn’t fair at all.”

      “Since when have you been about fairness?” Sloan was within ten yards of Leah now. She would have to choose her plan of attack carefully. The grunts from Babs and Harrison as they fought, the explosions still let loose by Dominic Drencher, would all have to be ignored for the moment. Leah demanded her full attention. “You killed your own sister.”

      “Yes, I know. You two shared something of a connection.” Leah scratched the underside of her jaw with her wand. “She still liked you for some reason. Up until she died, her order was always to take you alive.”

      “Yeah, well, I can see why, given her current company.” Sloan looked Leah up and down. She readied herself. What she was about to say was going to begin her battle with the witch. “With a sister like you, the bar was set pretty darned low.”

      Leah’s lip curled in indignation, which was ironic, because she was the one who had killed her sister in the first place. With a scream befitting of a banshee, Leah reached high over her head, and as her wand came down, a purple blast of magic followed with it.

      The blast came so quickly, Sloan barely had time to dodge the attack. Hot energy caressed the right side of her face as she sidestepped the spell just in time. Leah used her wand much like a sword of her own, but instead of striking with steel, she was striking with magic.

      Blast after blast collided with Sloan’s mage sword as Sloan blocked the attacks just like she would another physical weapon. Her mage sword was unable to absorb Dominic’s explosives; however, it was able to turn blasts from magic attacks.

      Each time Sloan deflected an attack, a loud crack accompanied an explosion of purple sparks. Sloan battled her way forward, inching closer and closer to the witch.

      Sloan gained ground, coming so close now she could almost reach out with the sword to strike Leah. It did occur to her that something was very wrong, though. The struggle with the queen of New Hope had been far too easy.

      A moment later, she found out why.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Eighteen

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan brought her blade to the right side of Leah’s smiling lips, stopping just short of taking the queen’s head off. Still, Leah smiled.

      A feeling in the pit of her stomach told Sloan something was terribly wrong.

      “I’m sorry.”

      The voice came from Harrison. Sloan had to turn slightly to get him into view. Babs was a bloody mess on the ground, struggling to regain her feet. Harrison was on his knees, with a smiling Dominic Drencher behind him.

      Dominic leaned down behind Harrison, both of his own hands pressed against either side of Harrison’s head. The explosive white energy that heralded the deadly power Dominic could conjure glowed in his palms.

      Harrison was only looking at Sloan. The bridge of his nose had been cut open, and the left side of his face was swelling at the same time his vampire DNA worked to heal him.

      Leah began to chuckle. It was the single most annoying sound Sloan had ever heard. The witch took a few steps back, folding her arms over her chest.

      “Charlotte, Charlotte, Charlotte … I hear you hate being called by your first name.” Leah shrugged as if she couldn’t care less one way or the other. “We all hate things about ourselves. Learn to live with it and move on, child.”

      “Let him go,” Sloan said, nodding toward Harrison. “You want me anyway. Take me.”

      “Oh, you are so wrong.” Leah clucked her tongue like a teacher would at a small child who just couldn’t grasp the day’s lesson. “I want you all dead. You will all die, but not yet. You, Charlotte, still serve a purpose.”

      “Yeah, and what’s that?”

      “You need to fall in front of everyone on a very large battlefield. Your death will take the fight out of the Azra army. You’re no good to me unless you die in a very open and public place. What fun is it if no one here witnesses you fall?”

      Sweat from the fight and now her panic began to pour down the back of her neck. She needed to act quickly if she was going to save Harrison’s life. She was fast, but not fast enough to travel a few dozen yards and pull Dominic off Harrison before he detonated his attack.

      “Tell your vampire minions to stand down or else his brain is going to splatter all over the ground.” Dominic motioned over his shoulder as he continued in a singsong voice, “Good vampires, easy vampires.”

      Sloan turned to see Pia and Babs back on their feet. Doyle was still crumpled on the ground where he had been knocked out by Leah’s blindside attack.

      “Wait!” Sloan looked at Babs and Pia. There was only one chance at getting Harrison out of this alive, and it would be through words, not action.

      Babs and Pia remained still, their red eyes darting back and forth from Sloan to Dominic. Both were pictures of fear and anger.

      Leah swirled her purple-tipped wand in a large circle in front of her and a doorway opened. Sloan could see thousands of black clad figures running across the landscape toward Azra.

      “Oh, I know what you’re thinking.” Leah stepped through the portal and looked back at Sloan. “Why not just create a portal into Azra and have my troops attack the city from within? Well, seems my younger sister is cleverer than I thought. She’s created wards to keep me from doing so. Plus, holding a portal open for more than a few seconds at a time is draining. Dominic, shall we?”

      Sloan had seen that look in Leah’s eyes before. When a predator was just about to send a killing strike at its victim, a glare of pure malevolence would widen its eyes. Leah had that look now.

      “No!” Sloan whipped her sword through the air, sending a prayer with her actions.

      The mage sword flew like a javelin in a perfect line toward Dominic, but it was too late. Dominic detonated both of the explosives he held in each of his hands against either side of Harrison’s head.

      White hot light seared Sloan’s eyes as the explosion went off, and instinct brought an arm up over her face. Her heart moved her feet forward, despite the cost. She had to get to Harrison as fast as she could.

      Sloan sprinted toward him, her vision dancing with white spots. When she was finally able to get a view of what had happened, her heart tore.

      Dominic was screaming in pain even as he limped his way to Leah on the other side of the portal. Sloan’s mage sword stuck out of his right shoulder like a flower springing up from rich soil. Thick red lines dampened his blue suit.

      In one motion, he ripped out the blade and threw it to the ground. Dominic peppered the air with groans of pain and promises of retribution.

      “You’ll pay for this!” He stepped through the portal. “I’ll see you dead!

      SNAP!

      The portal closed behind Leah and Dominic, leaving Sloan and her squad in the wake of the destruction. Sloan slid to a stop beside Harrison’s body. Both sides of his head were a mess of blood and skin, and his white skull was visible. Underneath cracked bone showed brain matter.

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry,” he kept mumbling, seeing without really seeing as he stared at Sloan. “I’m better than that, I’m sorry.”

      Babs and Pia joined Sloan who cradled Harrison’s frame like a child. On her knees, she looked down at the man who had been her enemy before being her friend. In a strange way, this made his passing harder.

      “Shhh…” Sloan bottled her feelings by telling herself Harrison needed her to be strong. She could be strong for him. “You did great. You have nothing to be sorry for.”

      Pia and Babs cried softly, both laying their hands on Harrison to comfort him in his last moments of life.

      For a second, Sloan held out hope that their vampire DNA would save Harrison, but it seemed even that paranormal ability had its limits.

      “Go easy,” Pia whispered to her friend. “We’ll see you one day soon.”

      “Rest now.” Babs lowered her head as if saying a prayer. “Your fight is over now.”

      “You win this.” Harrison finally closed his eyes, his last words so faint, they were barely audible despite the quiet. “You win this for me, for each other.”

      His final breath escaped his lips. Already anger was building in Sloan’s heart. How many friends would she have to lose before this was all over?

      She understood then what she needed to do.

      “I’ll carry Harrison back to Azra.” Sloan stood, lifting Harrison’s body with her. “You two see to Doyle. If you can’t wake him up, then carry him back, as well. It’s time we took this fight to Leah. She thinks she’s safe behind her army and her magic? Let’s show her she will never be safe again.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Nineteen

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Witnessing the werewolves clash was like watching two mage-powered engines going full steam at one another. Every time the beasts struck out, the ground trembled with the impact. Trees cracked and fell as the behemoths crashed into each other with abandon.

      Blood matted Marcus’ back leg and neck. The brown female werewolf was limping as the two warriors circled one another again. Her eyes were still full of hate, but she was tiring. For all the impressive speed she could summon at a moment’s notice, it didn’t seem that endurance to sustain such acts were in her wheelhouse of abilities.

      Then, it happened. Just as soon as the fight had begun, it was over.

      Marcus pretended to lunge directly at his opponent. As he anticipated, she dodged to her right where he had already moved and landed right into his jaws. Marcus would never be as quick as the female werewolf he fought, but years of combat experience had taught him that it wasn’t always the fastest unicorn in the race that won.

      With strong jaws, Marcus clamped down around the female’s throat. They both understood it was over as Marcus took a dominating stance above her. She struggled for a moment, then decided better of it and lay still. The only thing that moved now were the chests of the two giant werewolves.

      Blood trickled down the area where Marcus’ jaws began to penetrate the female werewolf’s throat. She whimpered in pain.

      Jack had seen enough. “Don’t do it!” The insanity his father battled against, the monster within he was just beginning to understand, was winning. “She was wrong to challenge you, but you’ve won. It’s over now! Stop! Dad, you need to stop!”

      For a brief moment, Jack thought his words would not be enough. The other werewolves in the pack made room for Jack as he ran forward and placed his hands on his father’s face.

      A deep growl rumbled from Marcus’ throat.

      “You don’t need to kill her.” Jack felt his father’s hot breath on his hands. Under his fingers, he could even feel the muscles of his father’s jaw trembling. “Aareth needs you. This is over.”

      With extraordinary reluctance, Marcus finally let go of the other werewolf’s throat.

      The brown werewolf scrambled up on all fours and ran to take shelter amongst the bulk of the pack.

      Jack moved to stand by his father’s side as he whispered, “I’m proud of you.”

      The large white werewolf turned to his son and winked one yellow eye. In a moment, his attention was back on the rest of the pack. He lifted his head to the sky and let out a commanding howl.

      Each one of his pack members, including the female that had just been bested, followed his lead, and the sound melded into one as the pack showed its fealty to their leader.

      Marcus took the lead a moment later, bounding into the dark forest, headed toward Term with the world’s first united werewolf pack behind him. The sound they made as they galloped through the forest was like a cavalry unit heading toward the battlefield.

      “Let’s go.” Kimberly picked up the front of the stretcher. “With each passing moment, Aareth’s chance of life lessens.”

      “Oh, please.” Aareth coughed hard, and blood dripped down the sides of his lips. “Don’t hold back. Tell me how it really is.”

      Jack ran to obey, lifting the back of the makeshift stretcher. As one, they headed into the forest, following the pack.

      “You’re dying,” Kimberly said, missing the sarcasm in Aareth’s words. “Your wounds would have killed a mortal. Still, your werewolf DNA may not be enough to see you through the end of the night.”

      “I think he was being sarcastic,” Jack shouted from his spot behind Kimberly. “He was just teasing with you.”

      The wizard, the werewolf, and the gargoyle were going through the dark forest at a light run now. Kimberly was doing her best to hide her own limp, but Jack could see that every step she took was only barely touching the ground.

      “What is this sarcasm you speak of?” Kimberly asked from her lead position. “I’m not familiar with it.”

      “It’s like if I were to say ‘This has been a great night.’” Jack thought for a moment. He’d never had to teach anyone sarcasm before. “It really hasn’t been a great night, but I’m being sarcastic.”

      “Yeah, or if I say that you’re one hell of a stretcher maker and that I’m not in pain with every step you take.” Aareth groaned. “That’s sarcasm, because you’re bouncing me around like a freaking tennis ball on a racket back here.”

      “Hmm…” Kimberly didn’t look back and neither did she slow her pace. “Sarcasm, you say?”

      Jack could only see the gargoyle’s back, but he could imagine the look of concentration on her face as she mulled over the word.

      “I would like to try.” Kimberly ducked below a low-hanging branch. How she was finding a path in the forest through the dark was beyond Jack. “Aareth, the gift you’ve been given as a werewolf is a true blessing. You have a knack for safety, and you’re one hell of a fighter.”

      Jack couldn’t help grinning. Whether Kimberly was honestly trying to be sarcastic or not was anyone’s guess, but it was making the time go by faster and hopefully taking Aareth’s mind off his pain.

      Before anyone could say another word, screams filled the air somewhere in front of them as the sounds of battle drifted through the forest. Aggressive barks and growls were followed by shrieks of pain.

      Jack was no friend of New Hope or the new queen’s vampire soldiers, but a twinge of regret, even remorse, touched him now. He could only imagine what it would be like to wake up in the jaws of a werewolf.

      The shouts were still distant, but with every step, they got closer.

      “The doctor I know lives in the center of town,” Kimberly shouted over her shoulder. “If she’s still there, she’ll help us.”

      Jack’s heart was beating out of his chest and his legs screamed with fatigue. A new rush of adrenaline was now coursing through his veins.

      “If we get stopped, you’ll have to deal with the obstacle, Jack!” Kimberly had to shout louder now as the sounds of battle grew stronger. “You don’t know where the doctor lives.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t let you get stopped!” Jack shouted past the cacophony of screams and roars coming from Term. “You just get Aareth to the doctor!”

      A moment later, the trio burst through the forest and into the outskirts of the city, and what met Jack’s eyes was something he had never seen in his life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      With supernatural beings as fast as werewolves, and especially vampires, the fighting had quickly spread to every part of the small town. In front of Jack, a grey werewolf bent over a vampire dressed in a New Hope uniform, tearing out his throat. To the left, another vampire soldier and werewolf circled one another.

      As much as Jack wanted to stop and help fight, he understood their mission was to get Aareth help. First and foremost, their friend needed medical attention.

      Jack had been to Term numerous times while working with his father in the Outland. From what he was seeing now, the town hadn’t changed much. The wood buildings that made up the city’s infrastructure were lined one right next to the other, and the dirt roads cut through the town like they always had.

      As the sky began to lighten, heralding another day, the main thing that stuck out to Jack was the lack of civilians and the amount of blood in the street.

      It shouldn’t have come as too much of a surprise that people would be in their homes behind locked doors at the moment. But the chaos that ran through the city was anything but normal.

      Jack pounded behind Kimberly as she rounded corners and sprinted past numerous confrontations. Werewolves and vampires were everywhere in various stages of battle.

      Jack searched for his father as he ran, but there was no sign of the large white werewolf. Jack was so focused on looking for his father, as well as any potential threats to their sides or behind them, that he almost toppled over Aareth as Kimberly came to a halt.

      In front of them, two vampire soldiers stood over the carcass of a werewolf. Blood fell from their mouths, canvasing their faces with brutal war paint. They spotted Jack and his friends at the same time Jack made eye contact with them.

      Kimberly’s hesitation was short-lived. She turned a corner and began an all-out sprint.

      “We’re almost there!” she shouted over the chaos. “Next block down, on the left!”

      Jack told his legs to continue to run forward as he craned his neck behind them. Sure enough, the two vampire soldiers who had spotted them had given chase. By the second, they were gaining ground on their prey.

      “You have to take him the rest of the way.” Jack was about to drop his end of the litter and reach for his wand. “I’ll hold them—”

      Jack blinked, still trying to discern what he had just seen. One moment, the two vampire soldiers were chasing after him with blood red eyes; the next, they were gone in a flash of brown fur and teeth.

      The female werewolf Jack had saved from certain death at the hands of his father had come out of a side alley. She’d stricken the two vampires with the force of a battering ram, breaking the back of the first one that took the brunt of her vicious blow. She was now on top of the other, tearing at him with knife-like claws and teeth.

      “Here,” Kimberly stopped at a house on the corner of the street and pounded on the door. “Amber! Amber, open up! It’s Kimberly!”

      Nothing.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Kimberly hit the door so hard this time, it shook like it would cave in at any moment. “Amber, if you’re in there, open up, or I’m going to break down this door.”

      More movement, this time from the corner of Jack’s eye. A female vampire covered by shadows lifted a rifle and drew a bead on Kimberly’s head.

      A dark figure leapt from the roof above her and crashed down on top of the vampire soldier, folding her in on herself. The werewolf wasn’t dark at all; it was Marcus.

      The door to the house swung open. A tall, middle-aged woman with long hair and a leather jacket had opened the door. With wide eyes, she took in the scene in the streets as she stood holding a frying pan the size of Jack’s torso in her right hand.

      “We need your help.” Kimberly pushed her way into the house, uninvited. “And for God’s sake, put down the frying pan. That’s not going to do you any good unless you plan to cook us to death.”

      Jack followed Kimberly’s lead as they bullied their way into the house. An elegantly decorated sitting room connected to a kitchen area with a long table. Kimberly and Jack placed the stretcher onto the wooden table, pushing off dishes and utensils.

      Amber locked the door behind them. “What’s happening out there?” She dropped her frying pan and ran to help. “Who is this?”

      “A war this world has never seen is happening.” Kimberly lifted Aareth’s jacket off his body. “Can you help him?”

      While Kimberly and Amber exchanged words, Jack realized that Aareth had been quiet for a long time. He looked down at his friend, and cold shock grabbed at his heart.

      Aareth wasn’t breathing.

      “No, no!” Jack ran to his still friend’s side. “Aareth, wake up! We’re here. Wake up!”

      Amber stopped asking her questions. Instead, she checked the pulse on Aareth’s neck with two fingers. She didn’t say a word to Kimberly or Jack as she cupped her hands and began administering compressions to Aareth’s chest in a steady rhythm.

      “You can save him, right?” Jack was trying to grab the Female doctor’s attention, but she was fixated on her work. “You can bring him back, right? Are you listening to me? You have to bring him back!”

      Jack felt Kimberly’s strong grip on his shoulder. She pulled him away from the table.

      “Let her work,” Kimberly said in a soft voice Jack had never heard the gargoyle use. “If it’s his time to go, there will be nothing anyone can do. If he is meant to live, he will.”

      Jack hated Kimberly’s logic. It was one he actually believed in, but hearing it while his friend lay dead on the table was something he couldn’t accept at the moment.

      Jack pushed away from Kimberly in a halfhearted attempt. His eyes never left Amber’s hands pumping up and down over Aareth’s chest. She was talking to him as she worked. “Come on, come on! This world is not done with you yet.”

      Aareth’s face was pale, his lips already turning blue. Then, out of nowhere, Aareth let out a huge gasp.

      “Aareth!” Jack wrestled himself from Kimberly’s grip and ran to the other side of the table opposite the doctor. “Aareth!”

      “I feel horrible.” Aareth swallowed hard, looking up at Jack and Amber. “I died, didn’t I? That would explain the taste in the back of my throat.”

      “You’re not out of the fight yet.” Amber winced as she lifted Aareth’s coat, examining his wound. “You two, let’s make yourselves useful. Kimberly, I’ll need hot water and towels.”

      Amber looked at Jack with an even stare.

      “The best way you can help your friend now is to do what I tell you.” She motioned with her chin to a door that led deeper into her home. “Down the hall, first door on your left is a closet. In the closet is a red medical bag. I need it—now.”

      The screaming from the battle outside was beginning to fade as Jack ran to obey. Exhaustion had started to set in, now that Aareth was in the capable hands of the doctor.

      BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

      Something hammered at the front door.

      “Just can’t catch a break,” Aareth mumbled from the kitchen table. He looked over to the door, trying his best at a yell. “Hey, can you give us some peace and quiet for a second? I’m trying to die over here!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-One

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not waiting any longer,” Sloan said, raising her voice at Croft and Theo. “She’s taken enough from me. It’s time I take something, everything, from her!”

      “I understand you’re upset at losing your friend,” Theo said from his seat in the amphitheater. “I would be upset as we—”

      “Upset?” Sloan zeroed in on Theo with a scowl. “I get upset when we’re out of coffee. I get upset when the weather sucks. I get upset…”

      Sloan took a moment to control herself. She understood she was acting out of character, but she was done sitting back and letting the enemy dictate the way things were. She was going to do something with or without Azra’s help.

      “I just buried another friend,” Sloan said as calmly as her racing heart would allow. “I’m not going to sit here and wait to bury another. I’m not asking you for your help. I’m telling you, out of respect, what I’m going to do.”

      The entire time Sloan spoke, it had only been Theo who dared to answer her wrath-laced words. Croft remained quiet. She stared at Sloan as if agreeing with her words at times.

      Finally, Croft broke her silence. “I can see that we’re not going to stop you. Part of me even agrees with you, although I understand the folly in that plan. I’m sorry for what happened to Harrison, but leaving to attack Leah in the battlefield is suicide.”

      “I’m done playing fair.” Sloan looked at Theo and Croft in turn. “She wants to ambush me and my squad, then we can do the same to her. I heard your gargoyles are yearning for a fight after being left out of the last one. Give me Cherub and her gargoyle unit. My squad and I can take care of the rest.”

      “If I say no, you’re just going to go by yourself anyway, aren’t you?” Croft asked with a look on her face that said she already knew the answer.

      “That’s right.” Sloan nodded along with Croft’s words. “This is a heads-up, not a request.”

      “We only have a day before she arrives anyway.” Theo threw his hands up in the air. “Not like talking sense into you is going to help. You can’t just wait a day to take your vengeance?”

      “Not another minute,” Sloan said.

      A wrath she hadn’t known she was capable of had built up in her chest; an anger that was her own, but had somehow been intensified with her loss. Harrison was one of her own. A soldier, a friend, and then bonded to her after she’d bitten him. This was personal on a level Sloan didn’t fully understand yet.

      “All right.” Croft stood, nodding toward Theo. “Cherub will be more than happy to help, I know.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Theo rolled his eyes, then exhaled with exasperation. “But I know you are.”

      “The city’s defenses are complete.” Croft passed Sloan on the stairs up to the exit. “Besides, I think I know what Sloan has planned.”

      Sloan followed in Croft’s wake up the stairs and out through the meeting room doors. The plan she had been contriving was at the forefront of her mind. With Cherub and her gargoyles helping, they could be out and back before the sun rose.

      “If anything happens to them because you made a decision in anger, it’s on you.” Croft stopped to look back at Sloan. “Anger can be a powerful tool, but channel and use it properly, or it will be your downfall.”

      Sloan wasn’t interested in getting into a debate with the witch. She merely nodded toward Croft before leaving the capitol building.
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        Sloan

      

      

      “I’m fine.” Doyle looked at Sloan as he pleaded his case. “It was a concussion, that’s all. I can fight.”

      “I’m sure you can.” Sloan stood at the city gates, waiting for Cherub to gather the rest of her unit. When the gargoyle was told of the plan, she had been ecstatic and rushed off to ready her men. “And you will fight them tomorrow when the bulk of the army gets here. Anything you say will be useless, so save us both some time.”

      Doyle shook his head with a heavy breath.

      “Harrison’s body was placed in a grave in Azra,” Pia chimed in. “When you’re ready, we can have the ceremony for him.”

      “And we will have a ceremony for him.” Sloan refused to think on her dead friend a moment longer. Not until he was avenged. “First, we send a few hundred of the queen’s soldiers his way.”

      A rushing sound filled the air, something like the wind during the beginning of a storm, as Cherub landed beside Sloan with a gust of breeze. All around the courtyard, Cherub’s gargoyles were landing. As requested, they wore black instead of the normal white uniforms usually sported by the city’s guards, and each held a lance twice as long as his body.

      “This looks like fun. How come we weren’t invited?”

      Sloan looked over to see Kade and Sasha walking down toward the main gate.

      “I don’t know what’s going on, but I’m in.” Kade looked over to Sloan. “I’m in this time. I’m healed and rested. Argue if you want, but I’m coming.”

      “Slade is going to be so pissed we didn’t wake him up for this.” Sasha smiled through the dark. Torchlight reflected off her large teeth. “So, what are we doing?”

      “I don’t have time to argue with anyone else.” Sloan gave Kade a look, one part pleading, one part stern.

      “Good.” Kade walked up to Sloan and planted a kiss on her cheek. “Because all I want to do is listen. What’s the plan?”

      “I’m only saying yes because we’re down two members in our squad.” Sloan had mixed feelings about being kissed in front of a war meeting, but in all honesty, she found herself liking it. “Listen up. Cherub and her gargoyles will drop us by the enemy’s supply wagons. We’ll kill the guards there and destroy any rations or equipment they’re carrying. In the meantime, Cherub’s gargoyle unit cause a distraction.”

      “And to be clear, by ‘distraction,’ she means swooping down and impaling as many of those vampire soldiers we can on the ends of our spears.” Cherub looked at her gargoyles with a grin so sadistic, it even made Sloan uncomfortable. “This is what we’ve been training for. Let’s make them pay in blood.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Two

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      The air so high was freezing, though Sloan expected it would feel a lot worse if she were still one hundred percent human. Cherub held her under her armpits as the two took the lead of the convoy and sailed through the dark air.

      The female gargoyle was stronger than she looked. She had to be to be able to support her own weight, plus Sloan’s and the heavy lance she carried on her back in a sling between her wings.

      Sloan blinked at the heavy gusts of air that wreaked havoc on her hair. For the second time she reached down by her side to make sure her mage sword was still in its sheath. The cold steel of her weapon touched her fingers.

      “There!” Cherub had to shout to be heard. “Eleven o’clock!”

      Sloan looked down to see the long trail of lights. To the left of the army was the mage engine. Dark smoke billowed from its smokestack as it travelled at the same pace as the army, which was a black snake of soldiers, some carrying torches, most just jogging along.

      Leah had pushed them like Sloan knew she would. The tyrant queen was in a hurry to reach Azra and defeat her enemies. The vampire soldiers from New Hope would be tired when they were finally asked to fight. Sloan carried no pity in her heart for them, only wrath.

      To the right of the army and to Sloan’s left was what she was looking for: a long line of wagons being pulled by teams of horses trotting along. Sloan ran the plan over and over in her mind. She, along with the members of her vampire squad and the two shifters, would be dropped onto soldiers driving the wagons. They would kill them quickly, unhitch the horses, and light the wagons on fire.

      In the interim, Cherub would lead the hundred or so gargoyles on two to three passes against the bulk of the army, then come and pick them up. If all went as planned, they would be in and out in under ten minutes, leaving bodies broken and bloodied in their wake.

      Sloan wished she could see the sky behind her. What a sight it must have been to see a hundred gargoyles flying in sync. Thoughts of this were pushed out of her mind, though, as Cherub readied her for her drop.

      “We’re going to have to go in fast!” Cherub shouted above the rush of her wings.

      “Do it!” Sloan shouted back. “Aim for the first wagon. I’m ready!”

      Time sped up as Cherub took a dive. Everything grew in size as the wind rushed past Sloan at an exhilarating pace. Sloan couldn’t stop blinking past the wind, even the air was hard to breathe as vampire and gargoyle plummeted from the sky like a fallen angel.

      When Cherub finally released Sloan, Sloan felt like a bomb being dropped from the heavens. The vampire soldier driving the first team of horses in the lead wagon didn’t even stand a chance. Sloan inverted her self in the air so she would land boots-first. She slammed into the driver, crushing his skull on impact.

      Arching pain lanced up Sloan’s legs, but pain could be put in a mental box until her body healed itself. Sloan unsheathed her weapon and drove it into the heart of the broken vampire just to be sure.

      In one movement, she flipped on the mage blade to ensure it would sear through any armor he might be wearing. The next moment, she unhitched the wagon from the straps holding prisoner the two confused horses.

      Sloan withdrew her sword and placed the mage-heated blade against the wagon’s wood frame. The board beneath her sword turned a dull red first, then sparked and caught fire.

      As she jumped off the first wagon and moved to the next, she knew they had already been found out. Screams permeated the air as the marching army came to a standstill amidst the sound of rushing wings. More than anything Sloan wanted to take a moment to look to her right and witness the gargoyles descending upon the New Hope army like Valkyries incarnate.

      She couldn’t. Speed was their ally. Surprise would only send the New Hope army reeling for so long.

      Instead of pausing to witness their plan in progress, Sloan ran to the next wagon in line. The driver of this transport was already standing up in his seat, hand resting on the butt of his rifle. He made eye contact with Sloan at the same time she hurled her mage-heated sword through the air.

      Before the guard could tell he was already dead, the blade pierced the area over his chest. While he was still falling, Sloan sprinted up the wagon and pulled the blade from his torso. She repeated the act of unhitching the panicked horses before setting the wagon on fire.

      Pure chaos reigned over the night. Sloan couldn’t help taking a moment to view the battlefield. New Hope vampire soldiers weary from travel were panicked as they ran around the open area, dodging gargoyles who swooped down from the sky spearing soldiers on the tips of their deadly lances.

      The wagons that were a perfect line a moment before began to move in different directions as their drivers tried to reign in frightened horses. The main bulk of the army, it seemed, was not worried about the burning wagons yet, still too busy trying to figure out what was happening.

      To Sloan’s approval, a dozen other wagons were already burning farther down the convoy. Kade and his sister, as well as Pia and Babs, were doing their work quickly.

      You gotta move, you gotta move, Sloan reminded herself. Cherub will be here any minute to pick you up.

      Sloan jumped off the wagon she had already lit on fire and made her way to the next in line. This wagon’s horses were rearing back, large eyes showing how scared they were of the unfolding events.

      Dodging the hooves that sought to strike her, Sloan jumped on board the wagon next to a frightened soldier who couldn’t have been more than twenty years old. His mouth dropped open.

      “Heads-up.” Sloan slammed her forehead into his nose, sending a shower of blood over his face. The boy fell backwards off the wagon.

      In two movements, Sloan unhitched the horses and lit the wagon aflame. She jumped down on top of the dazed soldier.

      “Listen, kid, this is your lucky day.” Sloan pressed her mage blade close to his throat. “I’m not going to kill you.”

      “You … you aren’t?”

      “Nope. I need you to send a message back to Leah Eckert. Do you think you can do that for me?”

      The boy swallowed hard and nodded.

      “I want to hear you say it.”

      “Ye-yes,” the boy stuttered. “I-I’ll send your message.”

      “Good. Tell Leah that Charlotte Sloan is coming for her. Tell her that she will never be safe. Tell her that the days of her closing her eyes without fear are over and that every step toward Azra is a step closer to her death. Tell her I’m coming for her.”

      Sloan was starting to feel sorry for the terrified young soldier. She flicked off her mage sword and sheathed it in her belt.

      “You … you’re … Captain Charlotte Sloan?” the soldier croaked. “You’re supposed to be seven feet tall with fangs as long as swords; more monster than human.”

      “I don’t know what propaganda you’ve been fed kid, but don’t believe everything you’ve heard.”

      BAM! BAM!

      Shots were being fired into the air now as the soldiers finally realized they were being attacked by a flying enemy.

      Sloan wrestled her view from the soldier still on the ground and looked up. A large, black form swooped down to pick her up. Cherub grabbed her just below the armpits and again lifted her into the sky. A second later, they began the trip back to Azra.

      “Casualties?” Sloan shouted to be heard over the cold wind once again.

      “Not one!” Cherub shouted back. “I estimate we killed a few hundred!”

      Sloan nodded, thinking on Cherub’s words. More importantly, they had sent a message: Kill one of ours, and hundreds of your own will die. Leah wanted a war? Well, now she had one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Three

          

          Croft

        

      

    

    
      The raiding party had just arrived, and the reports were better than she could have excepted. Sloan and her party had killed hundreds of the enemy, but more importantly, they had crippled the supply wagons.

      This new Sloan, fueled by the recent loss of her friend, was the best thing that could have happened to Azra; with war at their door, having a weapon like Sloan was invaluable.

      Croft entered her room. The cell that had been erected for her youngest daughter was still there. Elizabeth lay sleeping behind the bars, with Abigail sleeping on the other end. Her daughters were stronger than she could ever be, the bond they shared strong enough to overcome anything thrown their way.

      Croft intentionally made noise as she walked into the room—the bracelet she held clanged against the ring of keys she palmed in the same hand.

      “Good morning, girls.” Croft motioned for a sleepy Elizabeth to meet her at the cell door. An empty tray of food was at her feet. “I see you decided to eat for the first time since you’ve been to Azra.”

      “Yeah, well…” Elizabeth let out a long yawn. “I was getting hungry, and it doesn’t look like you’re going to let me out of this cage any time soon. FYI, that bucket you gave me to poop and pee in is horrible.”

      “Yes, well, I hope we can move past that soon.” Croft placed a key into the lock of Elizabeth’s cell door. “Before I let you go, I want you to put your hand through the cell and allow this bracelet to be placed on your arm.”

      “And why would I do that?” Elizabeth rose and placed her hands on her hips. “I think you’re forgetting that you and I don’t exactly have the most trusting relationship.”

      Thus far, Croft hadn’t said anything to Abigail, and neither had Abigail moved besides to stand from her sleeping position. Croft said a silent prayer that her plan would work.

      Abigail finally broke the silence. “What’s the bracelet for?” She rubbed sleep from her eyes. “It’s going to stop her from using magic, isn’t it?”

      “That’s right.” Croft directed her attention to Abigail, though she placed the bracelet into her open palm so both girls could get a good look at the piece of jewelry.

      “It will impede a witch or a wizard from being able to touch the magic inside of them. Likewise, if it’s tampered with, it only bonds stronger to the wearer. The only way to get it off at all is if it’s removed by the person who places it on.”

      “Bwahahaha!” Elizabeth shook her head so hard, her long, red hair swayed from side to side. “If you think I’m going to let you put this on me, you’re high.”

      “Not me.” Croft nodded to Abigail. “Your sister should be the one who puts it on and the one who will be able to take it off.”

      Abigail blinked, trying to understand her mother’s ploy. She looked from her sister to her mother and back again.

      “And then she can come out?” Abigail picked up the proverbial pass in conversation. “We can get her out of this cage?”

      “Yes.” Croft looked down at the bracelet like she was actually thinking of something instead of pausing for dramatic tone. “She’ll have free reign of Azra, under your supervision.”

      The silver bracelet was a band of twisted steel that ended with yellow stones on either side. The yellow stones glowed with magical power. It was easy enough for a witch of her control to craft it, but it would be ten times harder to have someone allow themselves to be fitted with it.

      “If you think I don’t know what you’re doing…” Elizabeth huffed as she put her arm through the cell door. “I know exactly what’s going on here. You forget, I have the ability to read people’s minds, and that’s not related to magic at all but to the experiments done to me in the cave laboratory in Burrow Den.”

      “If you can still read minds, then why did you believe Leah in the first place?” Abigail asked with a raised eyebrow. “Why didn’t you just read my thoughts when I was telling you the truth that I didn’t abandon you?”

      “Because she was being manipulated by the best,” Croft answered for Elizabeth. “Someone with Leah’s power, to take control over another person … to them it’s an art. Leah is the very best at manipulating people to do what she wants.”

      “So you’re going to do this?” Abigail looked over at Elizabeth for a final word. “You’re okay with this?”

      “It doesn’t look like I have much of a choice.” Elizabeth pushed her arm even farther through the cell bars. “Come on, let’s get it over with. I’ve been dying for a shower.”

      Abigail nodded, opening her hand for Croft to drop the bracelet into her palm. Croft slipped the magical bracelet into her oldest daughter’s open hand.

      “What do I do with it now?” Abigail turned the item over in her hands to examine it from every angle. “Do I need to say a special spell or do some kind of magical hand gesture as I put it on her?”

      “Um … nope, it just snaps on.” Croft smiled at her daughter who was obviously disappointed by the simple answer.

      Abigail approached Elizabeth with the open bracelet in her hands. She snapped the piece of jewelry on her sister’s left wrist. The yellow stones on each end of the bracelet gave off a bright glimmer of light before dying down once more to a steady glow. The bracelet shrank to fit Elizabeth’s wrist perfectly.

      “How does it feel?” Abigail took a step back to admire the piece of metal around her sister’s hand. “Does it hurt?”

      “Nope.” Elizabeth retracted her arm, twisting her wrist this way and that as she examined her new piece of bling. “But I can smell myself, so about that shower?”

      Croft twisted the key in the lock. A loud click filled the silence before the cell door swung open in a wide arc. She stepped to the side and waved her younger daughter forward.

      “If Leah’s hold on you is dulling now, you can read my mind and know that everything I’ve told you is the truth. You may not love me, but you know that I love you.” Croft looked over to Abigail. “I’m not going to have any guards follow you. They have all been instructed that you and Elizabeth are to have free reign over the city. As you both know, the fighting is about to start, and when it does, I think it would be best for Elizabeth to be as far away as possible from Leah’s manipulation.”

      “What are you saying?” Abigail asked, trying to piece together her mother’s words.

      “She wants us to leave the city,” Elizabeth answered her sister. “She wants you to take me away.”

      “What? No way.” Abigail looked at her mother like she was crazy. “I’m not going anywhere. We’re finally together. Elizabeth isn’t trying to kill us, and now you want us to go?”

      “I can’t make you leave, but it would be for the best for you to go,” Croft said, hating every word. As a mother, it wasn’t about her any more. From the beginning of her journey it was never about her, and it could never be about her ever again. “You and your sister have to make your own choice.”

      “Yeah, and right now, I choose to take a shower, unless you two want to smell a sweaty magic-bracelet-wearing witch for the foreseeable future.” Elizabeth took a tentative step out of her cell, expecting that she might be shocked, or somehow this had all been an elaborate trick. When nothing happened, she let out a deep sigh.

      Theo rushed into the room a moment later. The large shifter’s eyes were wide as he nearly tripped over his crutch. “Scouts are reporting that despite Sloan’s attack, the New Hope army is pushing forward. They’ll be here by nightfall.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Four

          

          Leah

        

      

    

    
      “She’s a stupid girl who thinks that a night raid that kills a fraction of our army will stop us.” Leah lounged in her seat, rolling her eyes at Commander Steel. “She’s banking on the fact that I care about the lives of our soldiers. I, unlike her, understand that in war, casualties are inevitable.”

      “She destroyed most of our blood supply and took out two hundred and forty nine soldiers in the process.” Commander Steel had said the words as if they should have meant something to Leah. “Yes, that is a drop in the bucket of our army, but the morale of the men is low.”

      Leah studied Commander Steel. Had she made a mistake promoting him to a place of such power? Had she been blinded by his good looks and toned physique from the beginning?

      “Well then, it’s your job to make sure that our army sees this night ambush against them as an act of cowardice. Spin it as a trap against us from weak, spineless enemies who attack in the dark and run in the day.”

      “I have. Your army will take Azra as soon as we get to the city, as you’ve commanded. However, may I recommend a rest before we begin the assault?”

      “Why? My vampire soldiers don’t need rest. They don’t require sleep.”

      “Sleep no, but after running two days all day and all night, giving them a moment to prepare before the invasion may be helpful.”

      “No, push them forward. You know the plan. The assault has to last long enough for the slaves to finish building the track for the mage engine. We have to get the tracks laid all the way to the gates, or else we’ll have to go with Plan B.”

      “Understood.”

      “Don’t worry, I’ll be there, and so will Dominic, to inspire and lead.”

      “He was reported injured.” Commander Steel cocked his head to the side. “I don’t see him here now.”

      “He’ll be fine.” Leah waved away the question with an open hand. “I want my armor prepared for the attack. Let the weapon smith know.”

      “Already done.”

      “Good. When we’re within sight of Azra, notify me. You are dismissed.”

      Commander Steel bowed, then left the compartment, leaving Leah alone to think.

      Leah let out a heavy sigh. She looked around the compartment, giving her eyes something to do while her brain worked on the attack strategy. The compartment she was in was just behind the mage engine and in front of the cars holding the slaves. Very soon, the mage engine would need to slow to allow the slaves off to begin work on progressing the track to Azra.

      Her compartment was plain, made up of grey carpet, black walls, and sparse furnishings. A painting of a broken city was the only thing on the walls, minus the windows that lined the sides of the cart.

      Right now, the most important thing was to rest her mind for the fight that would come against her sister. The battle with Croft would be the deciding factor in the war. There was no doubt she would be able to defeat her sister, no matter how powerful she had become.

      Dominic Drencher was the ace up her sleeve. If, for any reason, there was the slightest chance she could fail, Dominic would be there to support her.

      Leah forced herself to relax. She envisioned victory in her mind, the walls of Azra broken by her mage engine, a pile of broken bodies beneath her feet, starting with Charlotte Sloan and ending with Croft.

      The night would be a bloodbath on both sides, but there was no doubt in her mind they would prevail.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Five

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      Boom! Boom! Boom!

      The door to Amber’s house rattled so hard, it looked like it was going to break down. Jack ran to the door, already lifting the wand from the holster at his side. It glowed a dull green at the tip.

      The lupine snarls on the other side of the door told Jack he didn’t have anything to worry about, but he had to be sure. Jack cracked the door open. Marcus was on all fours. Blood dripped off his white coat, too much of it to be his own and still be standing.

      “You’re going to let that monster in?” Amber looked up from Aareth’s body, past Jack, toward Marcus’ massive frame.

      “He’s a puppy when you get to know him.” Aareth smiled with a wince. “Ugh … I need a drink.”

      Marcus shifted in front of Jack. His impressive height shrank, his shoulders narrowed, and his canines disappeared. Blood now dripped off his skin instead of off his fur.

      Jack took off his brown coat and wrapped it around his father’s shoulders.

      “The city is clear,” Marcus reported. “The last of the vampires holding Term ran. I let them go. I lost two wolves and have another six injured. Enough blood has been spilled for one day.”

      “Did he just turn from a monster to a man?” Amber looked over Jack’s shoulder to Marcus. “What the hell is going on? Why is he naked? Better yet, why did you cover him up?”

      Kimberly came from the back of the room, carrying the medical bag Jack had been on his way to retrieve when the knock had come at the door.

      Amber accepted her bag from Kimberly. Her eyes never left Marcus.

      “I’m going to tend to the pack.” Marcus ignored Amber’s words, but couldn’t help letting a smile play at his lips. “They need to rest and prepare for what comes next.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Jack offered. More than anything, he wanted to spend time with the father he had lost and found, then lost and found again. “If you want, I mean.”

      A loud crash reverberated from inside the house. Everyone looked to where Kimberly lay on the ground. The gargoyle had been strong and hidden the true extent of her wounds for as long as she could.

      “Kimberly!” Jack raced to her side and knelt down next to the gargoyle, cradling her giant frame as best he could. “Are you all right?”

      “What the heck is going on here?” Amber was elbows-deep in Aareth’s wound as she looked over to Kimberly. “Why are all of you people so injured?”

      “What do you mean ‘you people’?” Kimberly coughed from her position on the floor.

      “Oh, you know what I meant.” Amber pressed a white gauze pad to Aareth’s side. “I didn’t mean to be racist. Stop giving me a hard time. I’m saving your friend over here.”

      “She needs to take the stone sleep.” Marcus lifted one of Kimberly’s arms and motioned for Jack to take the other. “We need to get her outside.”

      “If my ancestors could see me now.…” Kimberly winced in pain as the werewolf and the wizard helped her to her feet and led her outside into the sun. “Aided by a beast creature and a wizard child. They’re rolling in their graves right now.”

      Jack and Marcus led Kimberly outside. The morning sun was just up. As soon as they exited the house, Kimberly looked over to Jack. “I’ll be powerless while I sleep.”

      Jack understood this was the best the gargoyle could do when faced with asking a favor.

      “I’ll make sure nothing happens to you.” Jack smiled with a wink. “I mean, I can’t help if a bird or two lands on you, but I’ll make sure you’re not too bothered.”

      Kimberly’s skin was already changing, her body transitioning from dark grey to a lighter stone color. Her body went from toned muscle to rock in a matter of seconds.

      “I swear, if you let even one bird poop on me, just one bird…” Kimberly glared at Jack even as her eyes turned to stone. “I’m going to—”

      “Aaaaaand she’s out.” Marcus smiled at the stone gargoyle and patted her on the shoulder. “Rest well.”

      “I guess I’d better stay here, then.” Jack looked at his father for consensus. “Just in case anything could happen to her while she sleeps.”

      “I won’t take long,” Marcus encouraged his son. “I’ll be back just as soon as I can with the pack.”

      “I know.” Then Jack remembered something his father had said earlier about losing his ability over magic. “Is it really gone? I mean, your magic. You can’t feel it at all?”

      “It’s gone, but in its place is the beast.” Marcus pushed back his long, greyish white hair as he thought. “I do miss it, but it’s been replaced in a different way. It’s like being emptied and refilled. I don’t know if that makes sense.”

      “Do you miss it?”

      “It was a part of me that I’ll always miss.”

      “I’m sorry. We’ll make Leah pay. She’s coming with an army against New Hope now. They might even be there already. As soon as Aareth is able to travel, when Kimberly wakes up, we’ll have to go back.”

      Marcus nodded along with his son’s words. “We’ll go with you. Most of the members in the pack—in fact, all of the members in the pack, minus the brown female you saw—have no love for the queen. She wasn’t honest with them. Instead, she gave them an ability that turned them into monsters and chained them with magic.”

      “Good.” Jack thought about what it would mean for an entire pack of werewolves to join Azra’s side. “We’ll have to find a way to heal them along with Aareth. If we can bring them all back to fighting condition, it could mean the difference between victory and defeat.”

      “Werewolves heal fast, but not that fast.” Marcus pursed his lips. “See what you can find out from Amber. Perhaps she has a way to accelerate their healing.”

      “I will, and Dad? … The brown female who challenged you for power over the pack … she saved us while we were carrying Aareth. If it wasn’t for her, we wouldn’t have made it.”

      “I understand.” Marcus reached out and squeezed his son’s shoulder. “I’ll bring the wolves here. Find out what you can from Amber.”

      With that, Marcus walked away, barefoot in Jack’s long, brown coat. His feet made indentions in the dirt roads of Term. Now that the fighting was over, the few residents of the town were peeking out of their doors or windows with fearful intrigue.

      Jack spotted an elderly woman who saw him looking at her. He waved, but she shut her window the next instant and drew the blinds.

      Really, what could Jack expect? Term was a town that had been attacked by New Hope soldiers when Sloan arrived. Since then, the bulk of the citizens had migrated to Azra while the city was occupied by vampire soldiers, only to be the site of another battle between werewolves and vampires.

      Sadness for those forced to leave their homes mixed with the need to take action and find a cure for Aareth and the wounded werewolves in his father’s pack.

      “Amber,” Jack called into the house. “What do you know about accelerated healing techniques?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Six

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “To the gates! To the gates!”

      The shouting started from a dozen different throats, then multiplied as the warning was picked up from the rest of the guards inside the Azra walls.

      “Wait just a moment longer.” Edison fitted a fabric breastplate over Sloan’s chest. He brushed against her body, slightly looking at her with fear in his eyes. “Sorry, I didn’t meant to touch your— I mean, I’m not trying to be inappropriate—”

      “You’re fine.” Sloan looked over to the three other members in her vampire squad who strapped the heavier armor over the skin-tight compression suits Edison had already made for them. “We need to get going soon. Hurry.”

      Sloan looked down at her suit, admiring the body armor Edison had come up with. The black scales they wore as a first layer allowed them to move any way they wanted to, while still offering protection. Over this, Edison had fitted a new type of cloth armor he had weaved into breastplates, shoulder pads, shin and knee guards and gauntlets.

      Their uniforms were still black, but now a blood-red bat stood front and center in the middle of their breastplates.

      “Don’t forget your helmets.” Edison looked around the room, searching for his assistant. “Elwood? Elwood, where are you?”

      There was a loud crash from somewhere deep in the room, and a moment later, Elwood came from around a corner, carrying three black helmets with pointed bat ears on the top. He wore the fourth one on his head, a huge smile plastered across his lips as he stumbled forward.

      He chattered away in his native gnome tongue, looking at Edison with a silly smile.

      “No, you don’t look like a superhero. That would be ridiculous. What kind of a hero goes around dressing like a bat?” Edison shook his head, motioning from Elwood to the four members of the vampire unit who stood ready. “Give them their helmets. They have to be going.”

      Elwood obeyed, going around doling out the helmets.

      “As for weapons, you have your mage sword.” Edison looked over to Sloan. He drummed the finger on his right hand over the top of his chin as he took in the three other vampire warriors. “Unfortunately, I didn’t have time to fashion weapons for the three of you, but perhaps a more traditional approach will do?”

      Edison walked over to the side of his laboratory where he opened up a huge wardrobe, displaying a variety of weapons from maces to sabers and crossbows.

      “Harrison would have chosen this one.” Doyle walked over and lifted the largest mace off the wall. It was more of a metal club than anything else. “This is for him.”

      Pia picked up a pair of knives and placed them in a holder that rested on her lower back. She lifted the crossbow and a quiver full of bolts, as well.

      Babs was next. She immediately went to a silver shield and an axe that sported a menacing half-moon blade on one end and a hammer point on the other.

      Bells were clanging in the distance as the alarms went off all around the city. Shouts were being drowned out by the noise.

      “We need to go—now,” Sloan ordered before she looked over to Edison and Elwood. “Thank you both for all the work you’ve put into our armor.”

      Elwood beamed, chirping away in a high-speed tongue that sounded like a squirrel hyped up on caffeine.

      “Let’s move ou—”

      The door to Edison’s laboratory banged open, and Jaxon, the young werewolf, walked into the room. Just recently having learned how to change into his human form, he was a wild card, to say the least.

      “I want to go,” he shouted over the clanging of the bells. He looked at Sloan for her answer. “I have a stake in this, just like all of you. I have a family to protect. I have more to lose than any of you.”

      He’s young and ready to fight and die. He’s so young. Sloan breathed out through her teeth. So young.

      Jaxon was young enough to be in his early twenties, tall with dark hair and brown eyes. His muscular physique was tense and ready.

      “You have a family, you said?” Sloan asked.

      “A wife, Debbie, and a son named Kadryn. I have a responsibility, now that I have the werewolf DNA inside of me. I can help. I’m going to help. Edison even made me armor to wear in my werewolf form.”

      “Wow, wow, wow.” Edison ducked around Sloan’s vicious glare. “You have to get the okay from Sloan first. Don’t put me in the middle of this.”

      Sloan rolled her eyes. “You would get along great with a shifter I know named Kade. Gear up, and meet us at the wall.”

      “Thank you!” A huge grin spread over Jaxon’s lips. “You won’t regret this!”

      “I’m already regretting this,” Sloan walked past him and out the door, followed by her squad. “Let’s go. We have a war to fight.”

      Sloan turned her walk into a jog. Pia, Babs, and Doyle followed close behind. The city of Azra was in turmoil. The streets were packed with citizens who were instructed by Croft and the city officials to move into the capitol building and the back side of Azra where the guards’ barracks were normally found.

      The sun was just beginning to rest behind the ocean to Sloan’s right. Leah had pushed her army even harder after the attack the night before. She had made better time than anyone expected.

      Sloan ran down the hill with her squad and found the bulk of the Azra guards at the front gate. Cherub was there, barking out orders to the men and women under her command.

      “We’re ready for this. Our city is ready for this. Our bodies are ready for this. Do your jobs and we will not be broken!”

      A massive roar of approval erupted from the throats of the Azra guards around them. Shifters, humans, gargoyles, and even the few gnome guards, all shouted in unison.

      “You all know your jobs,” Cherub continued. “Now do your job!”

      At once, the courtyard was a maelstrom of churning boots and running bodies. The Azra guards with their silver under-armor and the white-and-gold tunics that swirled around their bodies ran to obey their commander.

      “Croft and Theo?” Sloan went up to Cherub as she finished instructing a small group of gargoyles. “What’s the latest report?”

      “Theo’s still too injured to fight. He’s taken a unit of shifters to guard the rear door to Azra. It’s small and easily defended by a handful of warriors. Croft is on the wall.” Cherub threw a thumb behind her to a wall that had been raised in preparation for the invasion. “Last report has Leah and her army only a few miles out. You should be able to see them now.”

      Sloan nodded. She extended her right arm forward to shake Cherub’s. The gargoyle caught her forearm in her hand, leaving Sloan to do the same.

      “Make them pay,” Cherub growled. “If I don’t see you in this world again, I’ll see you in the next.”

      “We’ll make them pay,” Sloan agreed, giving the gargoyle one last squeeze from her hand. “We’ll make them regret the day they arrived at Azra’s gates.”

      The sounds of the clanging alarm had died down now. Shouts and the movement of so many soldiers at once was the white background noise that now existed. From nowhere, a rumbling filled the air, like the heavy footfalls of a machine’s heartbeat.

      The mage engine had arrived at Azra.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Seven

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      Sloan ran up the Azra steps two at a time. The wall had been raised and now stood five stories above ground level. Sloan made the trip in under a minute. What greeted her eyes as she glanced over the stone battlements would have tested the resolve of the most stalwart warrior.

      Out down the road that led to New Hope, the first signs of the New Hope army could be seen, a swirling mob of black uniforms in the lead. To Sloan’s right and to the army’s left was the mage engine, a throbbing sound coming from the machine. Purple smoke muddied the sky above the mage engine as it pumped from the smokestacks.

      The face hammered into the front of the steel machine was still in the form of the wolf, but instead of yellow light, a purple illumination now shone out through the eyes.

      An army of what Sloan guessed were slaves labored to lay track and rails in front of the massive machine as it chugged along. They were still too far away to tell for sure, but the workers used heavy pieces of machinery to complete in the space of seconds the task that should have taken hours.

      The heavy breathing from the army of soldiers drifted on the wind as they moved forward at a trot—a deep, unified grunt like an ancient military unit from the times of Roman soldiers long past.

      Sloan took all this in before looking for Croft. The witch wasn’t hard to find. She wore her own armor: silver metal pieces with a white flowing cloak emblazoned with the Azra symbol.

      Her hair was tied in a tight braid that fell over her back like a line of fire.

      “Archers and rifles first.” Croft looked to either side where soldiers lined the walls. “Wait until they’re in range. Don’t waste your time trying to take down the mage engine that is beyond any of you. Focus your fire on what you can hit. Strikes to the body will be useless. These are vampire soldiers who will heal faster than you can reload. Our best bet is to hit them in the head and hope that kills or at the very least stuns them.”

      A grunt of approval told Croft the men and women on the wall heard and understood her orders.

      As soon as Croft was finished doling out commands, she turned to Sloan. “What do you think?”

      “I think she’ll hit us now.” Sloan eyed the mage engine and the tiny ant-sized men and women scurrying in front of it to lay the track and allow it to make progress. “She didn’t march non-stop from New Hope to suddenly arrive and wait.”

      “I agree.” Croft rested both hands on the stone wall that came level with her chest. “But there’s another angle to this we haven’t considered. She’ll use those slave workers as shields. She’s going to lay the track all the way to the Azra gates, betting on the fact we won’t kill her slaves.”

      A hollow feeling twisted the pit of Sloan’s stomach. As soon as Croft mentioned the tactic, she understood she was exactly right. Not only that, but Sloan could also tell what Croft’s answer to this tactic would be. She wouldn’t hesitate to kill the slaves laying the track if it meant protecting her city.

      “You can’t.” Sloan looked over to Croft, trying to come up with a way for the leader of Azra to see the reason in her argument. “They’re being forced to lay the track. We can’t kill them.”

      “We can and we will.” Croft turned to fix Sloan with a stare so menacing, Sloan almost looked away. “I’ll watch the world burn before I let Leah take Azra. We’re it, Sloan. If they take this city, the Outland will belong to her, and everything I’ve worked for over the last decade will be for nothing.”

      “If you kill those slaves being forced to work, then you’ve already lost.” Sloan’s mind raced overtime, trying to think of a way that would pacify Croft without slaughtering the slaves. “You have to see that. You can’t become the monster you’re fighting.”

      Croft held her gaze for a moment longer. She didn’t say anything, but she didn’t have to. Her eyes said it all. Past the intensity was an internal struggle, one Sloan understood all too well. It was the choice she had made many times as a soldier. How far did you go? Where did you draw the line in war? Was there a line?

      “Then give me an option—quickly.” Croft wrestled her gaze away from Sloan and set her jaw as she viewed the progress the mage engine had already made. “You have a good half hour before they will be in range.”

      “In range for what?”

      Kade’s voice interrupted the woman. Croft didn’t bother turning around.

      Sloan turned to give the shifter her full attention. He was dressed in boots, heavy pants, and a white shirt, and he carried a massive backpack on his shoulders.

      “The slave contingent laying the track has to be dealt with without killing them.” Sloan raised an eyebrow in Croft’s direction. “We’re coming up with a plan.”

      “Count me in.” Kade shrugged off his backpack and it fell on the stone floor with a loud clang.

      “What’s in the bag?” Sloan asked.

      “Apparently, Edison and Elwood are on an armor-building spree. They’re giving out protection like candy.” Kade motioned to the bag on the ground beside him. “I’ll need some help getting into my armor when the time comes. So, we’re going to swoop in and kidnap the slaves?”

      “What?” Sloan asked, shaking her head at the same time. Kade was more than a boyfriend—she was pretty sure she was in love with the shifter—but at times, his teasing nature popped up during less than appropriate times. “Kade, I need you to be serious. We have a narrow window of opportunity here.”

      “I am being serious.” Kade scowled in mock indignation. “Let’s pull a massive kidnapping. We go in under the cover of Croft and her guards—in and out just like last night. The gargoyles can drop us in to wreak havoc while they pick up the slaves and carry them back over the wall.”

      “That’s insane,” Croft said, finally speaking to the shifter for the first time. She turned to him shaking her head. “While the gargoyles bring back the slaves, you’ll be out there alone until they can get back. Alone, with an army of vampire soldiers.”

      “That’s why you’ll be covering us with your men on the wall.” Kade pointed to the long line of archers and riflemen. “And you can use your magic wand to send yellow bolts at them and all that good stuff.”

      The more Kade talked, the more Sloan was beginning to understand his plan. With such a short time and no other options on the table, she was beginning to wonder if she was going crazy for giving Kade’s plan actual thought.

      “It’s the only plan we’ve got.” Croft shook her head as though the words left a bad taste in her mouth. “God help us, are we actually considering this suicide mission?”

      “Aww, come on.” Kade leaned down to unzip his bag. He began taking out various pieces of armor. “Now come on, girls. I can’t put this on while in my shifter form. I’ll need an adult.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Eight

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “You’re a sorceress, too?” Jack stood back, shocked. He looked at Amber with new eyes. “Why didn’t you say anything before?”

      “Oh, when would that be?” Amber looked at Jack with a raised eyebrow. “When you were pounding at my door? When you dragged in your dead friend? Or maybe when Kimberly fell to the ground from her wounds?”

      “Okay, okay, point taken.”

      “I’m a sorceress of healing. I’ve seen and done enough killing to last me a lifetime. I promised myself I’d work to save life now instead of taking it, so I’m not exactly your traditional sorceress.”

      “You can heal him using magic?” Jack motioned to Aareth’s sleeping form. The big man was still on the kitchen table, his wounds cleaned and covered. “Why didn’t you just do that instead of wrapping him in gauze?”

      “You understand how magic works; it drains you physically, but more so mentally. If I can get your friend to heal naturally, I will. Better yet, if I can do part of the mending process without magic, I can save my ability to help him the rest of the way.”

      “I think I get it.” Jack nodded along with Amber’s words. “The more you can do with traditional medicine, the less of the lifting you have to do with your magic.”

      “Yep, that’s right.” Amber reached for a white towel and began cleaning her bloody hands. “He’s infection free and clean now. This will only take a moment.”

      Jack watched, wide-eyed, as Amber placed her clean hands gently on Aareth’s wounds. She closed her eyes, taking a deep breath in through her nose and letting it out through her mouth.

      Slowly at first, but then beginning to grow in intensity, a dark purple light came from the bottom of her hands. Her mouth moved, chanting words that made no sense to Jack.

      Aareth was still. Except for the rise and fall of his chest, he could have been dead all over again.

      “Wait a minute. When you were pumping his chest before, when he had died, you were using your magic then, weren’t you?” Jack asked with a sudden realization.

      “Shhh…” Amber didn’t open her eyes. “I’m working.”

      Jack watched, enraptured, at the work the sorceress was able to call forward. The level of practice and energy it took to heal a body was far beyond Jack. He was still impressed with his ability to levitate and run in speed boots. He was years, maybe decades, away from manipulating life itself.

      A moment later, the royal purple light coming from the bottom of Amber’s hands died. She opened her eyes, stretched her arms and neck.

      “Did it work?” Jack asked, leaning forward on his tiptoes to get a better vantage point of Aareth. “Is he healed?”

      “Look for yourself.” Amber stepped to the side. “Be quiet, though. He still needs his rest.”

      Jack maneuvered around to the side of the table Amber had just left and looked down at his friend. Eyes closed, chest moving ever so slightly, Aareth looked like he was in a coma.

      He was bare-chested, minus the large gauze pad Amber had placed over the wound that took up a large section of his torso. Jack touched the edges of the pad with his fingertips and lifted the gauze off Aareth’s chest to get a better look.

      He couldn’t help a sharp inhale as he witnessed soft, new skin underneath. What before had been an open wound seeping blood and providing a view of tissue and bone was now completely gone.

      Jack found himself in awe of Amber’s work. He would give his left hand to be able to perform such strong magic.

      “How…?” Jack looked over at Amber, forgetting to lower his voice for his sleeping friend. “You’re amazing! How did you do that?”

      “No, Brenda, come back,” Aareth murmured in his sleep. “Don’t leave me again.”

      “Shhh…” Amber chided Jack. She motioned for him to follow her outside.

      Jack obeyed, still amazed by the level of skill and the use of magic Amber had used in healing Aareth.

      When the two walked outside they were greeted by various members of Marcus’ pack. Marcus himself wasn’t there yet, but the brown werewolf who had saved Jack on his run to Amber’s house sat waiting.

      When she saw Jack and Amber exit the house, the werewolf female changed her stance from all fours to two feet. Hair fell in clumps around her as she made the move from beast to woman.

      In a few seconds, she stood completely naked in front of Jack and Amber.

      “Do they all get naked like that when they change?” Amber asked with raised eyebrows. “I’ll go inside and get her something to cover herself with.”

      “Thank you.” The woman who had just transitioned from monster to human nodded toward Amber. “It’s kind of breezy out here.”

      Amber disappeared into the house, leaving a red-faced Jack trying to look anywhere besides at the naked woman. Jack directed his eyes down, finding the dirt ground under his feet suddenly very interesting.

      “Uh, thanks … thanks for saving me back there,” Jack said, still looking down at the ground. “You saved all of us, really.”

      “I was just returning the favor.” The woman laughed as though she were aware of Jack’s awkwardness and was actually enjoying the conversation. “You saved me from your father. I don’t know what I was thinking challenging him anyway.”

      “N-no problem.” Jack lifted his gaze, doing his best to ignore the curves of her body. He found her eyes. “We’re all in this together now. We need everyone on the same page if we’re going to have a chance at defeating the vampire army that’s marching on Azra.”

      “I agree,” the werewolf female said, taking a step forward. She winced in pain.

      “Come on.” Amber reappeared from her home and draped a robe over the naked woman’s shoulders. “Let’s get you inside and healed.”

      As the women walked into the house, more and more of the wolves joined Jack next to Kimberly’s statue. They nodded to him, licking their wounds, lounging in the shade of the midday sun and resting.

      “Jack.”

      Marcus’ voice reached his ears and it brought a smile to his face. Jack looked up to see his father walking toward him still wearing his brown coat. Marcus looked as strong as ever despite the blood that trickled down his leg and dripped onto the dirt ground.

      “Jack, how’s Aareth?” Marcus asked as he stood next to his son.

      “Amber’s amazing.” Jack shook his head, trying to put what he had seen into words. Any explanation he came up with didn’t seem to do justice to what he had seen. “She’s able to heal through magic.”

      Marcus slowly nodded, understanding his son’s awe.

      “There are so many avenues, so many disciplines for wizards to follow, it would be impossible to master them all. Unfortunately, side by side with other disciplines like fighting, healing comes in near the bottom of the list.”

      “Are you hurt?” Jack asked his father, trying to gauge if he was fine or, like Kimberly, he was hiding his true health. “You’re covered in blood.”

      “I’ll be fine.” Marcus shook his head, looking around at the werewolves who had gathered in front of the home. “I need to see to the health of the pack. I need to teach them to harness their own beasts so they can make the change.”

      “You are most definitely not fine.” Amber came out of the house again, strain on her face now. She looked around at the group of gathered werewolves, shaking her head. “I’m not going to be able to completely heal all of you. The best I can do is patch you up. Jack, I can use your help, if you’re willing.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Jack said, practically jumping at the opportunity. “Let’s do it!”

      “Don’t be so eager,” Amber warned him. For a moment a very serious, almost haunting, look shadowed her eyes. “Like every magic, there is a cost associated with the act, and the cost for healing is high.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Twenty-Nine

          

          Abigail

        

      

    

    
      “I’m not leaving, Mom.” Abigail walked alongside her newly showered sister as they heard the first rings of the alarm bells echo through Azra. “I don’t think you want to, either.”

      “Oh, really?” Elizabeth said, looking at her with a mischievous grin. “And how do you know what I want and I don’t want? I’m the one who can read minds, remember?”

      Abigail laughed out loud for the first time in a very long time. She could see the subtle changes in her sister—the way she smiled, the dark lines under her eyes that were slowly fading, even the way she smiled and looked. After her shower she had been willing to wear a white dress with a gold cloak. Despite their being the colors of Azra, Elizabeth had put them on without a second thought.

      “You’re not supposed to read my mind, though.” Abigail stifled another laugh. Somehow it didn’t seem right to laugh while the alarm bells were going off around them. Men and women were running to get to their battle stations, preparing to put their lives on the line. “You remember the rules.”

      “Yeah, yeah, I remember.” Elizabeth waved away the warning. “So Jack, huh?”

      “You said you wouldn’t!” Abigail smiled in mock shock.

      “I don’t have to read your mind to tell there’s something different about you.” Elizabeth strolled along the training area at the rear of the capitol building. They had the place to themselves; every able warrior was manning the gates.

      “Yeah, me and Jack.” Abigail nodded along with her own words. She said a silent prayer for him now. She hoped he was safe somewhere far away from the bloody conflict at their doorstep. With any luck, he was days away and had found his father. “Wait a minute, were you lying about Marcus being alive?”

      “I wish I was.” Elizabeth frowned, choosing a stone bench that looked out toward the ocean and the setting sun behind the waters. “Leah brought him back from the dead. She took his mage power and made him into a monster instead.”

      “He was one of the first, then.” Abigail thought to Burrow Den when the creature created there had bitten Aareth and killed Marcus. “Tell me you didn’t help her do it.”

      “What, help Leah raise Marcus from the dead?” Elizabeth shook her head violently. “No way. Leah manipulated me, but she wasn’t controlling me. I would never be able to do that.”

      “Good.” Abigail took a seat next to her sister to look out past the ocean. “So, what are we going to do now?”

      “Not much I can do with this bracelet on, but I don’t want to run, either.”

      “No, I don’t think running is an option.”

      Before Abigail could say more, a figure exited the back of the capitol building. Whoever it was was tall with broad shoulders, and carried a package in the crook of their arm.

      As the outline came closer, Abigail recognized Saber’s familiar face with the eye patch. He was wearing battle armor made of dull black steel and chain mail.

      Elizabeth tensed at Abigail’s side.

      “He’s a friend,” Abigail said, remembering how angry she had been at her mentor for taking her from New Hope against her will. “Well … ‘friend’ is a strong word at the moment.”

      “I brought a make up gift.” Saber presented the brown wrapped parcel he carried in his arms. “I fashioned them myself so they can fit in your sheaths.”

      Abigail looked sideways at Saber. She was giving him a hard time more than anything else now. She’d already forgiven the shifter in her heart. She just wanted to make him sweat it out a little longer.

      “If you take off this bracelet, I can throw him past the Azra walls and into the ocean.” Elizabeth blinked innocent eyes. “I mean, it’s just a thought.”

      Saber looked at Elizabeth with alarm. “It’s as though she was on our side now.”

      “Who really knows.” Elizabeth shrugged. “I haven’t decided myself.”

      “No, it’s fine.” Abigail waved down her sister. “Saber’s heart is in the right place. Plus, had I been faster, I would have been able to block the blow that knocked me out to begin with. Just promise me no more kidnapping.”

      “Scout’s honor.” Saber handed Abigail the package. “For you.”

      Abigail accepted the present wrapped in simple brown paper with a rough cord instead of a bow.

      Feeling the gift was enough for Abigail to already know what was inside. The weight was perfect for two katanas. With eager fingers, Abigail unwrapped the present.

      She was correct in her guess—two katanas perfectly mirrored one another. But these weren’t just any katanas, these were mage katanas. Abigail’s mind was already at work as she figured out how Saber had fashioned them. They had started off as mage swords, and Saber had grinded down the blade to form the slightly curved weapons he had trained her with.

      The handles had also been refitted. They were narrow, wrapped in white cloth with perfect precision and care. It was clear from the craftsmanship that Saber knew what he was doing.

      Abigail let the brown paper packaging drift to the ground. Her thumbs hit the buttons on the hilts of the weapons that brought the dull white glow to the blades. She swung them around, testing their weight.

      In the light of the dying sun, the swords left a faint trace of light behind as she arced them through the air.

      “They’re perfect.” Abigail turned off the blades and smiled at Saber. “Your apology is accepted. Next time, bring swords and chocolate.”

      “Mmm…” Elizabeth smiled mischievously. “I love chocolate.”

      The shifter, witch, and warrior shared a chuckle before more shouting from the Azra guards killed their short-lived mirth.

      “Are you two going to join the fight?” Saber asked the girls, looking from sister to sister with his one good eye. “I’m sure they can use the help.”

      Abigail took a moment to study her sister. “I think we’re still deciding that right now.”

      Saber nodded as if he understood the situation.

      “As a child, I would judge my parents unfairly, and they ended up dying for me without a second’s hesitation. We’re all capable of making mistakes. If the two of you are lucky enough to have children, you’ll make mistakes with them, as well. But love brings grace, and grace is capable of forgiving broken people for making broken decisions.”

      The three sat for a moment in the white noise of shouts and alarm bells still going off in the distance.

      “Well”—Saber nodded toward the katanas in Abigail’s hands—“I have vampires to slaughter. Whether I see you two out there or not I’ll respect your decision. Be well.”

      Saber turned and left without another word.

      “What are we going to do?” Abigail said, barely loud enough for her sister to hear.

      “Yes,” Elizabeth said just as quietly. “What are we going to do?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 30

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “You’re crazy.” Sloan looked at Kade first, then to Croft. “And you’re crazier for listening to him. This was going to be hard enough when we planned on being dropped outside by the gargoyles.”

      “It’s a better plan.” Kade motioned to his armor still in the bag by Sloan’s feet. “Once you put it over all these muscles I’m carrying, jump on my back. I can outrun any unicorn over a short distance.”

      “What? This is getting out of control. I’m not riding you into battle.” Sloan held her helmet in her left hand, her right hand already unzipping Kade’s bag full of armor.

      “Come on! It’ll be so much fun! I promise.” Kade leaned in and gave Sloan a kiss on the cheek before making his shift into the golden sabertoothed tiger.

      “As much as I have come to hate agreeing with Kade”—Croft looked over at Sloan—“he’s probably right. He’ll be faster in the short sprint to the enemy.”

      “In what world are you two coming up with the plans?” Sloan groaned as she secured brown leather straps connected to dull grey armor pieces on Kade’s arms and back. “I can’t believe we’re about to do this.”

      After Kade had joined the women on the wall, his plan had been adopted, then evolved into an all-out frontal assault on the New Hope army. The cavalry, along with the shifters, would attack the New Hope army head on while the gargoyle units swooped in to rescue the slaves furthering the track the mage engine traveled on.

      The rest of the militia, armed with bows and rifles, stood ready in the wall and would cover their retreat back into Azra. If all went well—and that was a big “if”—they would be in and out of the gates in twenty minutes.

      Croft backed away from Sloan toward her cavalry unit readying their unicorns for war. Each Azra guard lifted a lance in his right hand and a shield in his left. Every Azra shifter who was able to turn into an animal stood side by side with their brothers and sisters. Cheetahs, rhinoceroses, lions, and bears stood hungry and ready.

      “Captain Sloan.” Croft looked over to Sloan as she placed a helmet of silver-and-gold on her head. The symbol of a phoenix crested its brow. “If you would say a few words.”

      “I’m not a captain anymore,” Sloan responded, pulling the last strap tight over Kade’s back. “That part of me died in New Hope.”

      “You’re right.” Croft mounted her white unicorn, accepting a shield and drawing her wand that mirrored a lance with yellow magic as she formed the weapon. “You’re not a captain of New Hope anymore. What do you say to being a major in the Azra army?”

      Everyone in the courtyard quieted to hear Sloan’s response.

      Sloan took her time in responding. She wasn’t going to be peer pressured into a decision she didn’t fully stand behind; she wouldn’t say yes for the sake of saying yes.

      “I say that I stand with you and the people of Azra until our enemy is defeated or the last breath in my lungs is spent killing as many of our enemy as I can.”

      RAAA!

      A massive cheer broke across the courtyard.

      Kade pawed the ground, then nudged Sloan to go on.

      Sloan understood she needed to say more. All eyes were on her now. Word had spread of the battle that had taken place the night before, how Sloan had led a small number of warriors against the much larger New Hope army and had prevailed.

      “Our first objective is to create a distraction for Cherub and her unit to free the slaves being used to lay the track,” Sloan shouted in the light of the moon and stars against the torches. “But while we do it, I say we take their fighting spirit while we’re at it.”

      RAAA!

      “I say we break them now!”

      RAAA!

      “I say we make those who live through the night—if any of them live at all—remember forever the day they marched on Azra.”

      RAAA!

      “Let history remember for the end of time what happened here. How the last free city in the Outland screamed in one voice: ENOUGH!”

      The roars of approval were deafening. They were ready now. No more needed to be said.

      Kade winked at her and motioned with his head for her to jump on his back.

      “You’re ridiculous.” Sloan clipped on her helmet. There was a space for her eyes to see, and her mouth was covered by dark mesh that masked the area but allowed her to breath easily. She mounted Kade, accepting a lance and a shield brought to her.

      If she was being completely honest with herself, Kade’s muscular frame felt good between her legs. Although she was lower to the ground than she would have been on the back of a unicorn, her feet didn’t touch the ground. But there was something different, some sense of safety she felt on Kade’s back.

      His frame was solid with muscle as he inched forward, and he practically vibrated with anticipation as the gates opened.

      “Hey, how come we didn’t get armor?” Saber and Sasha joined the line of shifters and unicorns behind Kade.

      “Open the gates!” Croft ordered.

      Immediately, soldiers ran to obey, lifting first the giant crossbeam off the inside of the gate. Others then used a pulley system in the gatehouse to slowly open the massive wooden-and-steel doors to Azra.

      The doors slowly swung outward. The distant thrum of the mage engine, the grunts of the army could be heard, now that the cheers from the Azra army were silenced.

      “Follow me,” Sloan gave the command as Kade began to slowly trot forward.

      The mile that separated the New Hope army from the walls of Azra seemed like the shortest Sloan had ever traveled. Her senses were on overdrive as she sought to pick up every single detail before the forces clashed.

      It was dark, but her eyes still saw enough in the light the night sky provided. Slaves maneuvered heavy mage-powered machines to even the ground, while another slave force-pulled along yet another machine that laid wooden pieces and metal bars across them, forming the track.

      Next to them, the New Hope vampire army dressed in their black-and-greys prepared for the assault. What worried Sloan the most was that the enemy army didn’t look terrified as they bore down on them.

      Sloan leaned down and shouted in Kade’s ear, “Let’s get there quickly!”

      Kade’s golden-haired pointed ears twitched as he heard her words, and the shifter doubled his speed, increasing his trot to a run and a moment later, to a full-out sprint.

      Sloan braced the lance under the armpit of her right shoulder. She gripped the large square shield in her left hand tightly around the leather straps. Holding on to both weapons while balancing on Kade’s back was a skillset all its own. With no reins to hold, Sloan hunched low and used her legs to hold Kade’s sides.

      Yards from their target and closing fast, Sloan realized why the army wasn’t panicking. The New Hope vampire soldiers had formed three lines of rifles: the first line of soldiers had lain down onto their stomachs, the second line knelt just behind them, and the last line stood. All in all, over a hundred rifles were pointed at Sloan and the charging Azra guards.

      It was too late to stop now. All Sloan could do was to protect the man she loved with her shield and body. She would be able to heal quickly, whereas he could possibly die in the oncoming volley.

      Sloan maneuvered the shield in front of Kade. She did her best to lie on his back as flat as possible to also take advantage of the cover.

      BLAM!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 31

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      “Free your mind,” Amber coached Jack as he placed his hands on his father’s shoulders. “Nothing else matters now besides you channeling your power over magic. Feel the force flow from you, to your hands, and into your father.”

      Jack visualized the wound on his father’s leg, the bite the brown wolf had inflicted when they were engaged in their struggle.

      A sudden wave of heat coursed over Jack’s body as he concentrated harder than he ever had before. The strain was nothing like he had ever felt, like the very life force itself was being taken from him and sent through his hands to his father.

      The feeling was terrifying. When Jack didn’t think he could take it any longer, he opened his eyes. His father was looking down at his own leg with a smile on his face. The area where the wound had shown through his skin a moment before was closed now and covered by a thin layer of scabbing.

      “How do you feel?” Marcus looked up from his wound and searched his son’s eyes. “Are you all right?”

      “I feel…” Jack licked his lips looking for the right word to use. “I feel … empty, tired.”

      “Now you understand why it’s useful to do as much as we can to heal them outside of magic before we employ that tactic?” Amber looked over to Jack with a knowing smile. “It’s heavy price to pay, but one that, if you master it, it will become easier over time. Rest now. I’ll do what I can for the rest of the pack.”

      Amber spent the remaining day and into the night tending the wounds inflicted on Marcus’s pack. True to her word, she employed traditional medicine first and only used her magic ability to heal wounds that were the most vicious.

      Marcus and his wolves who were feeling up to the task scavenged for food, and in this way the day passed into night once more.

      “What did I miss?” Aareth stepped out of Amber’s house as the sun dipped past the horizon. He stretched and yawned, showing all of his teeth. “I had the craziest dream that we were being healed by some sorceress in Term and—”

      Aareth looked over from Jack to Amber with wide eyes. His pause was short-lived as more memories came back. “And I was torn up from our fight with the same pack that’s just hanging around us now, and Marcus showed up at the door naked and now there’s another chick lying in the house, and I’m pretty sure she’s naked but she had a blanket over her. Yeah, I think that’s it.”

      “AHHH!” Kimberly shook herself free from the stone sleep that had covered her skin, healing her wounds.

      Everyone, including Marcus, jumped as the large gargoyle shook free from the stone layer that had encompassed her during the day.

      “I am reborn more powerful than ever and twice as deadly! Come, you savages of the Outland, and feast your eyes on greatness!” Kimberly rolled her shoulders. The muscles on her back and arms rippled. Her wing was in working order, and no sign of the wounds she had received before were part of her skin. “I’m ready! To battle, beast people, and Jack and Amber! To battle!”

      Everyone looked around at one another, trying to figure out if Kimberly was trying to be funny or if she was serious. Aareth who knew her best decided to speak up.

      “Oh, she’s serious, people.” Aareth nodded toward everyone with a look that said he meant every word. “This is probably the morning mantra she goes through every day.”

      “It’s good to see you, as well.” Kimberly strutted around the group, testing her limbs. “I’m glad your death day has not come.”

      “Thanks.” Aareth looked to Jack, then Amber. “But I think I owe my life to something more than traditional healing.”

      “You have to say thank you to Amber for that.” Jack pointed to the sorceress. “She’s mastered the art of healing in a way I didn’t know was possible.”

      “Thank you.” Aareth looked over to Amber with a wide grin on his lips. “It seems I’d be in the ground without you.”

      “You’re welcome.” Amber stood up from a position next to a werewolf who she had finished healing. “Now try to keep yourself alive. I know I make healing look easy, but I could sleep for a month right now.”

      “So what’s the plan?” Kimberly looked around to Jack and the others gathered in the clearing. “I think we have a war to get to.”

      Jack let out a big breath. It pushed past his lips and into the cool night air. This was only the first obstacle that needed to be resolved. Yes, he had found his father, but now the woman he loved was in danger’s path.

      Abigail was as much, maybe even more, of a warrior than he was. She would be in the middle of the fight as soon as it started. The problem now was, it was at least two days back to joining the fight at Azra’s gates.

      “We’d better get going soon, then.” Aareth stretched and began taking off his clothing in front of everyone. “We have a long run back to Azra.”

      “Maybe not as long as you think.” Marcus looked over to Amber with a raised eyebrow. “Traveling through portals is not a skill that I was able to master while I was still a wizard, but something tells me that you may be able to open a portal near Azra.”

      All eyes turned to Amber as they waited for her answer.

      “You’re lucky I’m the giving type.” Amber shook her head, trying to summon the strength for a task as large as the one Marcus had requested. “I can open a portal back for you, but I think you forget what I’m all about. Healing, not killing, remember?”

      “You’ve seen what the vampire soldiers can do,” Jack pleaded with her. “There’s an army descending on Azra now, full of these monsters. The last reports were they’re ten thousand strong. We’re going to fight, but you have to understand that we’re fighting so this all comes to an end. We’re fighting now so that others won’t have to fight this same fight in the future.”

      “There will always be these fights in the future,” Amber said quietly. “As long as greed and power exist, so will death at their hands.”

      The way Amber spoke, the sadness in her eyes, the expression on her face told Jack all he needed to know. Amber had lost someone long ago. Someone who had meant more to her than he could imagine.

      “There’s a woman I love who’s waiting for me.” Jack took a step forward, catching Amber’s eye. “I’m going to get back to her, no matter if you help us or not, but I can do it so much faster with your help. You can save us days of traveling. Please help us.”

      “We’ve all lost loved ones,” Aareth said more to the sky than to anyone in the gathered circle, “but maybe Jack doesn’t have to lose someone, again.”

      Amber slowly lifted her head. Her sadness was only overpowered by the determination in her eyes.

      “All right.” Amber cleared her thoughts and rolled her tired shoulders. “Stand back, this is going to take some doing. I haven’t opened a portal in years, much less one that will be large enough and stay open long enough to accommodate an entire pack of wolves.”

      Amber reached into her right pocket and produced a curved wand that looked more like a knife. Etched in the wood were runes Jack could only guess at. She lifted the wand in a large circle. A dark purple light grew at the wand’s tip and penetrated the night’s darkness.

      With long movements, she drew a circle in the air in front of her, and the doorway she created began to take form—a circular space of air as tall as Kimberly and as wide as a werewolf. A shimmer began, then turned into a different scene all together.

      One moment, Jack was standing across from Amber, watching her create the doorway; the next moment, she had disappeared behind the portal she had opened. In front of Jack was a doorway to a long patch of waving grass and a dark sky beyond.

      “Let’s get this done,” Kimberly growled as she strode through the doorway and to the death that waited on the other side.
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      The bullets hit Sloan’s shield like a peppering of rocks. Her strength as a vampire kept the shield in place over Kade. Two bullets ricocheted off Sloan’s helmet. It felt like someone punching her in the head, but the steel helmet stood solid.

      Sloan looked up at the last second before impact. She aimed her lance at a pair of soldiers, one kneeling and the other standing behind him. At the moment of impact, she took the kneeling vampire through his right eye. Kade’s forward moment pushed the lance completely through his skull, and into and out of the back end of the stomach of the vampire who knelt behind him.

      After that, there was no time to plan, no time to process what was happening, only time to react. Kade plowed through the first line of vampire soldiers, finally launching himself into the air and coming to a stop atop a mound of soldiers.

      Sloan felt a shudder through her shoulder as her lance snapped in two. She leapt off Kade, hurling her broken lance at a vampire solider like a spear. It punctured the vampire’s light armor in the area over his chest.

      Sloan drew her mage sword with her right hand and flipped the switch. Her left hand still holding the large square shield, Sloan went to work. She was a maelstrom of wrath as she cut down her enemies left and right, and adrenaline pumped through Sloan’s veins so quickly, it threatened to overwhelm her senses.

      As if her vampire part understood what was going on, her vision reddened and her canines elongated. Out of the corner of her eye, she tried as much as she could to be aware of what was happening around her. The white colors the Azra guards used, compared to the black the New Hope soldiers wore helped in cutting down on the confusion of who was fighting whom.

      Sloan severed the head of a vampire soldier in front of her, while taking a bullet to the front of her right shoulder from another vampire soldier to her right. The bullet lodged in her scale armor, making the skin underneath sizzle with the heat of the round.

      Hurling her shield at the vampire who had fired on her, Sloan severed his body in two with the force of her throw.

      All around her, shifters grappled with vampires, and vampires bit into Azra guards in return. Sloan’s vampire unit was fighting as bravely as she could ask for. To her right, Pia and Babs were back to back. Doyle had made his way near Kade and the two were fighting a large group of vampire soldiers who were trying to reload their weapons.

      For the moment it seemed like their plan was working, but for how long their much smaller force would manage to keep the New Hope soldiers at bay was anyone’s guess.

      A blow struck Sloan from her left, so hard, it made her head ring. Her helmet flew through the air as she struggled to see past the bright stars that exploded across her vision.

      Without warning, a white mage sword came down toward her neck, hoping to relieve her from her head. Sloan managed to get her own sword up just in time to block the blow, and sparks erupted with an angry sizzling as the weapons met.

      Sloan went down on one knee under the immense pressure applied to her blade. Her eyes searched past the bright light of the two weapons to find Commander Steel on the other side. His black eyes were alive with bloodlust. Not only his canines, but also his entire mouth had filled with jagged teeth.

      Sloan rolled out from under his blade, coming up to find her feet. For the moment, those fighting around the two military leaders decided to mind their own business and find others to engage with in battle. A small circle opened up for the two warriors.

      “You’ve already lost and you don’t even know it,” mocked Commander Steel, who Sloan also knew as the mercenary The Scar. “It’s over.”

      “Nothing’s over!” Sloan yelled back over the raging war.

      Horns sounded from the Azra walls, signaling that the gargoyle had swooped in and rescued the slaves working on laying the track.

      “You hear that sound?” Sloan bared her teeth at her enemy. “That’s your slaves making it to the safety of the Azra walls.”

      Commander Steel lifted his head high and barked laughter into the sky. “You think we didn’t anticipate your sense of morality leading you to this point? We wanted you to open your gates, you idiot.”

      A pit of doubt filled Sloan’s stomach. Fear raced down her spine in a way the promise of battle never could. For some reason, Sloan understood Commander Steel wasn’t bluffing; he meant every word he said.

      Shouts of panic began to fill the battlefield. Before Sloan could look around to gauge what was happening, Commander Steel came at her again.

      He was just as fast and as strong as Sloan. With previous opponents, Sloan would rely on her years of fighting experience to best them. This wasn’t the case with her enemy now. He matched her, stroke for stroke. The combatants circled each other, weaving in and out of one another’s strikes. When their blades did hit, they sent showers of sparks over the battlefield.

      Deep groaning so loud Sloan thought the earth itself was tearing open interrupted the battle and the ground shook with tremors akin to an earthquake. Sloan wiped the sweat from her face, and her hand came back red with her own blood, blood she hadn’t even felt in the heat of battle from a wound that had opened on the side of her head and had already healed.

      The groan came again, like a hundred metal rods being twisted against their will.

      The retreat horn sounded somewhere from the Azra gates. Yells from Azra guards warned their brothers and sisters to make it back to the gates with all haste.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Sloan witnessed the impossible. The giant mage engine was alive.
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      Sloan couldn’t believe her eyes. She understood the information her brain was relating to her, but somehow she was refusing to believe it. The mage engine that had only been a steel cart infused with mage power to pull the rest of the cars behind it along the track, was somehow now alive.

      The groaning came from the weapon standing on two metal legs that opened from its underbelly and two arms unhinging from its sides. The snarling wolf head once in front of the mage engine had transitioned to the top of its body. A massive metal monster with a purple wolf eyes now stood, marching its way to the Azra walls.

      “Hahaha!” Commander Steel motioned with an open hand for Sloan to travel with the rest of her fleeing soldiers. “Go, run, back to the safety of your walls. They won’t be standing much longer.”

      More than anything, Sloan wanted to end the commander there and then, but if she stayed to fight, she knew her vampire unit and Kade would do the same. Against an entire army, they had no hope.

      Sloan buried her anger deep and began to run back to the open gates of Azra. Kade fell in line beside her. His silver armor was bloody, but he moved as though he wasn’t injured. To her right, Pia, Babs, and Doyle had joined her run for the gates. Just like Kade, they were bloody but able to run as fast as Sloan.

      “What is that?” Pia yelled as they ran back to the supposed safety of Azra.

      “I don’t know,” Sloan shouted back.

      As they ran, two things became obvious: first, the main group of Azra guards who were not shifters nor equipped with the speed of Sloan’s vampire unit wouldn’t make it to the gates before the mechanical monster.

      Second, if Azra was breached, they wouldn’t stand a chance. Containing the horde of New Hope vampires had to be part of their strategy. Sloan and the Azra guards were strongest if they attacked the larger unit together. A battle that spread to every part of Azra’s interior would be a battle they would not be able to win.

      The ground shuddered with every step of the mechanical mage monster. Its long strides meant within seconds it would reach the Azra walls. Already those guards in the walls tasked with covering the escape of the main group were firing arrows and lead rounds at the approaching behemoth. Every projectile that struck the iron beast’s hide fell off like water droplets from a steel breastplate.

      Sloan and her group skidded to a halt at the open Azra gates. Cherub stood ready with the gargoyle unit.

      “We need to close the gates!” a scream from an Azra guard reached their ears. “We need to close the gates!”

      “Not until everyone’s inside!” Cherub roared over the sounds of battle.

      Sloan had seconds to make a decision. The metal monster that stood just as tall as the Azra wall would arrive in seconds, followed by the fleeing Azra guards that included Croft, Slade, and Sasha, and finally the bulk of the New Hope army would come seconds after that.

      “We have to—” But Sloan didn’t get her thought out before she was interrupted.

      “Look!” Babs shouted, pointing to a blue blur that raced toward the iron machine. “Who is that?”

      Sloan squinted, trying to figure out what she was seeing. A solitary rider came from the south as if she had risen from the ocean itself. A great blue sword stretched out to one side. She rode a black unicorn.

      “Kimberly,” Sloan said, more to herself than to anyone at the gates. It was like nothing she had ever seen before. Kimberly raced with abandon straight at the iron giant. “We need to help her! Let’s go!”

      Sloan didn’t wait for an answer or a consensus from Cherub. She was about to take her first step forward, when the gargoyle commander reached out and grabbed her roughly by the shoulders.

      “Wait. She knows what she’s doing.” Cherub struggled to hold Sloan. “She’s already bought us the time we need.”

      Cherub was right. The monster only a few hundred yards away now hesitated as Kimberly made first contact. She dragged her blue made sword across the beast’s right metal leg as she passed. It reached down to swat her, but missed. Seemed speed was one of the monster’s weaknesses.

      Kimberly’s act had already bought Azra the time it needed. Croft and the remaining fleeing Azra unit were reaching the gates, with the New Hope vampire army now only seconds behind.

      “Inside! Inside!” Croft screamed to the soldiers around her. She bled from a wound on her right eyebrow. Dark crimson red pooled from yet another wound on her left leg. “Close the gates!”

      BOOM!

      Lightning split the sky. A dozen Azra soldiers’ just feet from the safety of the walls light up in a ball of fire.

      “Let’s leave the gates open a moment longer, shall we?” Leah descended from the sky, levitating overhead. The few Azra soldiers fast enough to shoot at her with arrows or bullets were skewered with purple lightning coming from Leah’s wand before they could fire. “Croft, sister, it’s so good to see you.”

      “Sloan, Cherub, the mage engine must be stopped.” Croft lifted into the air, ignoring her wounds. “I’ll deal with Leah. She’s beyond any of you now.”

      “Deal with me?” Leah gave everyone in the area a wicked look. “How are you going to deal with me, when you can’t even protect your own shifters?”

      Sloan’s heart broke into a million pieces as the witch took aim at Kade. Time stopped then sped up so fast Sloan didn’t have time to react. Luckily for her, Saber didn’t have the same problem.

      The one-eyed shifter understood what was about to happen. With no regard for his own life, he tackled his little brother, shielding him with his own body. Leah’s lightning strike caught Saber in his back, frying skin and hair alike.

      Kade let out a scream that sounded half human from his sabertooth throat. The two brothers fell to the ground in a heap.

      The events unfolding in front of Sloan had torn her attention from the advancing New Hope army. They were yards away and sprinting quickly. They were so close now Sloan could see their black eyes thirsting with blood lust.

      Leah and Croft battled overhead in the sky with a shower of purple-and-yellow magic.

      Sloan allowed herself the space of a heartbeat to be overwhelmed. That was all she got; that was all she could be given. Leaders didn’t have the option to be weak.

      “Get them inside!” Sloan screamed to Sasha who hovered over her brothers protectively. Kade shifted back to his human form, his large sabertooth armor falling around him in pieces. “Get them inside!”

      “Guards of Azra!” Cherub’s voice somehow boomed above the cracking magic taking place over head. “Shield wall! Defend your home! For your families, for your lives, for your future!”

      ARRROO!

      Immediately, a line of white-cloaked Azra guards lined up in front of Sloan. It was too late to close the slow moving gates. The New Hope vampire soldiers were upon them.

      The sick sound of bodies slamming into bodies, shields striking flesh, and weapons cutting into one another permeated the battle. The vampires with their superior speed were only matched by the gargoyles’ strength. Like the ebb and flow of the ocean, the two forces fought in the space of the open gates. The Azra gates themselves afforded a dozen soldiers to stand shoulder to shoulder.

      Sloan stood just behind the line, looking to Kade and Sasha who cried over Saber’s smoking body.

      She had lost another friend. Although she had just met Saber, he’d already meant something to her being Kade’s brother. A brother he had only just been reunited with.

      Somewhere past the confrontation at the gates, past the sizzling magical fight taking place in the sky overhead, the thumb of the steel mage engine hummed.

      “With me!” Sloan yelled to Pia, Babs, and Doyle. “To the wall!”

      Sloan sprinted up the steps. When she reached the top of the battlements and looked out to the scene in front of her, her heart dropped in her chest.
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      The New Hope vampire army swirled at the gates like a ocean of ebony. The Azra guards on the wall were doing their best to repel them, firing everything they had, even hurling rocks and black pitch followed by fire.

      For all of the vampires they struck, in seconds, they were back on their feet, their healing factor mending them in minutes. It seemed the only way they stayed down was with the fire or extreme trauma to their heads.

      Past the army, still confronting the mage engine by herself, Kimberly weaved in and out from between its steel legs. Her blue sword cut through the metal beast like butter, but had no apparent effect on the monster.

      “We’re not going to do anyone any good from here!” Sloan yelled to her vampire squad. “Kimberly needs the most help now. If that monster makes it to the Azra walls, it’s all over for us!”

      “Yeah, but how are we going to get through the army between us and them?” Doyle shouted back.

      “Hold on!”

      Sloan recognized the voice, but didn’t believe who she was hearing. She turned to see Elizabeth and Abigail standing at the gates. Abigail reached over and tore a metal bracelet off her sister.

      “Elizabeth! Abigail!” Sloan looked to each, grateful to have them enter the fight. “Are you two sure about this?”

      Before they could answer, there was a boom in the sky and a massive wave of purple magic tore over Croft’s body. The witch was hurled to the ground under the torrent of Leah’s attack.

      “I’ve got to stop them.” Elizabeth rose into the air. “The rest of you, hold on.”

      “Hold on?” Pia looked to the other members of the squad on the wall. “What does she mean ‘ho—’”

      Sloan, her vampire squad, and Abigail were lifted into the air one moment, and hurled off the wall and toward the mage engine the next.

      The sensation of flying enveloped Sloan once more. Unlike being lifted into the air by Cherub, this time it felt oddly horrifying. One moment, a sense of elation enveloped her, only to be replaced by the thought of having to land. In seconds, the group traveled over the New Hope army. To Sloan and everyone else’s relief, instead of plummeting to the ground, they were lowered.

      “Aareth?” Ashley reigned in the unicorn she rode. The beast foamed at the mouth. “Is he all right?”

      “It’s good to see you, too.” Sloan drew her sword and flicked on her heated blade. “As far as I know, he’s fine. He left with Jack to go look for his father a few days ago.”

      Ashley’s tired, sweaty face somehow seemed to brighten with the knowledge. Despite their dire situation, the thought of her loved one safe and far away from the events unfolding around them now gave her a sense of peace.

      BOOM! BOOM!

      The mage engine with the glowing wolf head looked down at them. If its metal face was capable of expression, Sloan imagined it would be angry right about now.

      “Its legs are too thick!” Kimberly prepared herself for another assault. “We need to bring it down and sever its limbs somehow.”

      The ground shuddered under its heavy footfalls as it got closer to Sloan and her group.

      “One leg at a time, then.” Sloan looked over to Abigail, who had taken her pair of mage katanas from their sheaths on her back. Her blades shown with bright white light. “We have four mage swords instead of one.”

      Sloan looked over to her vampire squad. She hated having to ask them, but she knew they wouldn’t hesitate to follow her orders if she marched them into Hell itself.

      “We’re going to relieve that beast of its legs.” Sloan nodded to Ashley on her right and Abigail on her left. Then she turned her attention to the three members of her squad in front of her. “Buy us some time.”

      Hard stares of pure determination looked back at her. With head nods and grunts, her three vampires were off, already racing to put themselves in the way of danger.

      “Go for its right leg.” Kimberly reached down to offer Abigail a hand onto her unicorn. “That’s where I’ve done the most damage already.”

      “Don’t stop until it’s down.” Sloan began her run. “If it reaches Azra’s walls, we’ve lost the war.”

      This is insane, a voice inside Sloan’s head told her. You’re racing toward a metal mage monster a hundred times your size, with a dead woman and a kid.

      The idea was so insane, it even brought a brief smile to Sloan’s lips. But the smile was short-lived. Babs, Pia, and Doyle had already reached the beast. With weapons they knew couldn’t injure it, they put their bodies on the line so Sloan and her group could have a chance. That took guts. No, more than guts. It took a courage Sloan admired.

      The metal beast leaned down, swiping with powerful steel claws the size of swords. It lifted its feet, trying to stomp them down. Just as Sloan reached the steel beast’s right leg, Doyle got too close, and with a sound of cracking bones, he was caught by a backhand from the mage engine’s right paw.

      Doyle lifted off the ground, flying so far out of view, Sloan wondered if he would land in the ocean itself. The cover of night hid his exact landing spot, but the morning sun would not be far off.

      As Sloan began hacking away at the monster’s leg, a horrible thought emerged: What if the gates weren’t closed by the time the sun rose? Morning was less than an hour away. Without Cherub’s gargoyles able to defend the open gate, the battle would be over.

      This thought gave power to Sloan as she hacked away at the steel appendage in front of her. Ashley was right. Each leg was like a massive steel tree trunk. Abigail joined her, jumping off Ashley’s unicorn. Together, the women sunk their mage blades deep into the steel mass over and over again.

      Kimberly joined them a moment later, allowing her unicorn to flee the deadly scene. Red, white, and blue mage swords sunk deep into the metal, turning the material to molten gashes.

      “Don’t give up!” Sloan screamed as the monster took a wobbling step forward. “We’ve almost got it!”

      Sloan was right. With the three impromptu lumberjacks hacking away at the section of the mage engine’s leg just above his foot, they had already cleaved halfway through its leg.

      As soon as hope emerged, though, it was taken back. The mage engine ignored Pia and Babs, deciding to focus on the women at its legs. Sloan didn’t even see the blow that sent her sailing through the air toward the New Hope army. One moment, she was rearing back to send her mage sword at the mage engine’s leg again; the next, her entire body felt numb.

      She flew through the air, head over heels, her sword lost some time during her flight, and she fell in a heap in the middle of the vampire army. All the soldiers looked stunned for a moment.

      Sloan was still trying to figure out what was going on when a voice she recognized yelled through the black uniforms about to descend on her, “Get back! She’s mine!”

      Sloan struggled to her feet past the pain. She was sure she had broken bones upon landing, but she had to trust that her vampire DNA would heal her.

      As soon as she stood, Commander Steel hammered her with a blow across her temple, and the pommel of his mage sword sent a wave of blood over her eyes. Sloan tried wiping the sticky red substance from her vision, when a boot caught her in the stomach a moment later. Sloan doubled over.

      Searing pain like she had never experienced in her life cut through her shoulder. A scream so loud, so unlike her, burst from her lungs, it took her a moment to realize she was the one doing the screaming.

      Commander Steel had pinned her to the ground with his white mage sword. The weapon stuck out of the front of her left shoulder. With a smile, the scarred commander looked down at his pinned prey.

      “Hope is lost to you and the city you fight for.” Commander Steel sneered, twisting his mage sword deeper into Sloan’s shoulder. “The sun’s almost up, the mage engine is nearly to your walls, and you are about to die.”

      Sloan was doing everything she could to not lose concentration. She focused on controlling her breathing and coming up with a plan, any plan.

      A howl—no, an army of howls—found their way to her and Commander Steel’s ears. A moment later, a massive rumble that could only be the mage engine crashing to the ground shook the earth beneath them.

      “You’re wrong!” Sloan screamed at the commander who looked around in confusion even as the werewolf howls gained velocity. “That’s the sound of hope!”

      Sloan reached up, grabbing Commander Steel’s hands that rested on the hilt of his sword and, with a scream of rage, drove the blade deeper through her own body. The act took Commander Steel off guard and off balance and he stumbled forward on top of her.

      Sloan grabbed his neck with her right hand. In one motion, she tore out his throat, leaving him gagging, blood pouring from the wound, eyes wide as he died.

      Complete and utter chaos took over the next moment as a dozen giant werewolves hammered into the ranks of the vampire army.
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      Leah was more powerful than Croft could ever have imagined. Again and again, the witches clashed in the sky, but from the beginning, Croft understood she didn’t have a chance. Leah was too strong.

      Croft picked herself up from the ground once more and lifted into the night air. She spat blood from her mouth, the metallic taste an afterthought as she looked over the battlefield. Cherub held the gates of Azra, where men and women from both sides died by the second. It was only a matter of time before the superior numbers of the vampire army won out.

      A lone figure with a giant blue mage sword had captured the mage engine’s interest, but for how long?

      “You have to realize by now that this will all be over very soon,” Leah taunted from her position in the night sky only a few dozen yards in front of Croft. “You can’t compete with me, and neither can your forces stop my own. It’s over, dear sister. If you bend the knee now, I might be persuaded to take mercy on you.”

      “So you can stab me in the back like you did to Eleanor?” Croft gathered herself for another attack. She channeled the yellow power of her magic into her hands. Soon, they both glowed with an impressive yellow fire. “No thanks. I’d rather die on my feet than live on my knees.”

      “Then die you shall!” Leah screamed. She pulled back her lips and her eyes glowed with the purple color of her magic.

      Once more, the witches clashed. Croft sent bolts of yellow magic at Leah, to no avail. Leah allowed the bolts of magic to reach her, striking them with her own hands that pulsed with purple light. Every time both witches’ magic met one another, a loud cracking sound shocked the night sky.

      Leah deflected the attacks, striking out with an assault of her own. A mass of bright purple tentacles exploded from her right hand.

      Croft braced herself, crossing her forearms in front of her and summoning a shield. When the attack hit her, her shield held, but she was slammed down to the ground by its sheer force.

      Croft grunted as the air escaped her lungs. She hit the ground inside the Azra walls so hard, her teeth chattered. Leah’s attack never stopped, the force of the writhing magical tentacles pressing down on her.

      Summoning all of her reserve strength, Croft forced herself to her knees and then to her feet, trying to combat the magic with a burst of yellow magic of her own. It was a short-lived victory. Croft rose, meeting Leah’s channeled energy with a beam of her own. Her magic pushed Leah’s from her body, but only succeeded temporarily.

      Croft’s entire body fought fatigue. Her muscles screamed as if they were on fire. Sweat obscured her vision as her attack broke. Leah hammered her again with the blast coming from her hand, and Croft fell to her knees.

      This is it, Croft thought. She had always imagined the seconds before her death would end in fear. All she could think about now as her last reserves left her and her defenses broke, was how she hoped her daughters were far away from Azra.

      CRACK!

      Croft looked up from her kneeling position in the stone street of Azra. Her body was steaming from the intensity of Leah’s attack, but she wasn’t dead. Croft glanced at her sister, confused.

      Hope, joy, fear, and a sense of pride and worry all hit her all at once as she saw Elizabeth floating in the air in front of her, the bracelet around her wrist gone.

      “What are you doing?” Leah scowled at her. “I’ve come here to free you. Now move aside so I can finish this.”

      “No.” Elizabeth shook her head. “I’m free of what you did to me now. I’m thinking clearly for the first time in a very long time. You get one chance to walk away.”

      “Move, you idiot child!” Leah roared. Her hands met in front of her, forming a black sphere of energy. “I will not tell you again.”

      “No!” Elizabeth screamed.

      “Elizabeth, get back!” Croft struggled to her feet, her mind willing a battered and fatigued body past its physical limitations.

      “So be it,” Leah roared, and she hurled the ball of black magic at Elizabeth without another second of hesitation.

      Croft’s heart skipped a beat.

      Her daughter didn’t move. Instead of dodging the attack, she caught it.

      Croft had to do a double take. She blinked, trying to understand what she was seeing. The power Elizabeth had to have to be able to control a ball of magical energy that size was extraordinary.

      The ball of magic grew in Elizabeth’s hands now as a layer of yellow magic coursed over the initial ball of black matter.

      “What are you doing?” Leah looked on at Elizabeth, baffled. “How did you do that?”

      Elizabeth ignored Leah’s question, instead concentrating on building her attack. Leah took the opportunity to strike again. This time both hands pushed away from her body, palms first. Purple lightning raced from her hands toward Elizabeth.

      “Not my daughter, you bit—” Croft’s words were lost in the crackling noise as their attacks met. Her maternal instinct and love for her daughter giving her strength she didn’t know she had, Croft lifted into the air once more and mirrored Leah’s attack. Yellow and purple lightning met in the space between the witches, and a brilliant white light exploded to life.

      Croft remembered what happened next in a series of brief scenes as she fell into unconsciousness.

      BOOM!

      Elizabeth threw the ball of black-and-yellow magic at Leah. The ball was so large now, it encompassed Leah’s entire body. One second, the witch was trapped in it; the next, she began to melt. Through the translucent yellow-and-black bubble, her skin slipped off her face. Like something out of a child’s nightmare, Leah’s skin, muscles, and finally bones were stripped away in the magical cell. An ear-shattering explosion rocked Croft backwards, sending her once more to the hard Azra ground and into unconsciousness.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 36

          

          Jack

        

      

    

    
      There was no time to think, and even less time to come up with a plan. As soon as Jack and the others stepped through the portal Amber had made, they were greeted by scene after scene of madness.

      To their left, an impossible steel monster swatted Sloan through the air, leaving her to land amidst an ocean of black-clad New Hope vampires. Witches battled in the sky, while a female warrior wielding a large, blue blade cut down the metal beast.

      Jack’s heart caught in his chest as his mind registered who was with her. Abigail cleaved at the right leg of the beast with a white mage sword in each hand. Already the gigantic monster was stumbling.

      “They’ve got things handled!” Marcus’ shout brought Jack back to their present dilemma. “Sloan’s in trouble right now. On my back! Follow me!”

      Marcus went to all fours, transitioning into his lupine form. Jack jumped onto his back before considering what he was doing.

      Marcus let out a wild howl and charged. Followed by the rest of his pack, they sprinted over the short distance toward the rear of the vampire army, their battle cries lifting to the heavens and drowning out the clamor of war.

      They struck the rear of the unsuspecting vampire army with such brutality, Jack almost felt sorry for the surprised soldiers from New Hope. Almost. Werewolves tore into the vampire soldiers with precise killing moves. It seemed in Term they had realized the best way to deal with their enemies, and now they went for their heads, and in some cases even completely severing their skulls from the rest of their bodies.

      Jack jumped off his father’s back when he saw Sloan, who was pulling a white mage sword from her shoulder with a grimace of pain. Commander Steel’s body lay broken beside her. He was missing his throat.

      Jack extended the wand in his hand into a staff. Green light blazed from his weapon as he struck out left and right, fighting his way to Sloan’s side.

      “Look out!” Sloan pointed over Jack’s shoulder.

      A blue-suited man with dark hair and a strangely sincere smile held a ball of energy in each hand. The sparking power he held wasn’t exactly magic; it was something else altogether.

      BOOM!

      An explosion from the sky caught the attention of nearly every single warrior on both sides of the conflict. Jack looked up to see Leah Eckert caught in a magic orb of yellow-and-black. A moment later, she was melted from the outside in and disappeared in another blast of magical power.

      “Oh, that sucks.” The man in front of Jack allowed the power in each of his hands to dissolve. “There’s nothing for me to gain from being here now. A different time and a different hero, maybe.”

      Jack was so confused, he wasn’t sure what to think. On his part, the man winked at Jack and retreated into the maelstrom of war that had renewed around the battlefield.

      “Where did he go?” Sloan severed the head of a vampire to her left. Another soldier came at her with an overhead swing. She sidestepped it before planting her white mage sword into his chest. She moved the blade down and then up, separating her opponent into two parts. “Where’s Dominic?”

      “I’m not sure. He’s gone.” Jack sent two balls of green magical fire from his staff and lit a pair of charging vampire soldiers on fire.

      Sloan let out a roar of anger as she threw herself into the fight once more.

      But it was already over, whether or not the New Hope army understood that—leaderless, with their will broken at the sight of the mage engine now lying like a useless pile of scrap metal, its head cut from its steel body, courtesy of Abigail Ahab.

      Hundreds of vampires died by the second as the Azra guards shouted in victory, pushing through the gates. Jack and Elizabeth joined the fight, cutting down vampires. As the sun rose over the horizon, the day brought the surrender of the New Hope army and the victory the city of Azra had so desperately fought for through the night.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 37

          

          Sloan

        

      

    

    
      “He was a hero, and he will always be remembered that way.” Sloan rested her head on Kade’s shoulder. “Your brother was a great man.”

      “He was.” Kade leaned over and kissed Sloan on the head. “I just wish I’d had more time to get to know him.”

      In the days after The Battle of The Mage Engine, as people were starting to call it, the dead had been buried and the survivors had begun putting back together their broken lives.

      Jack had his father back and had summoned the courage to ask Abigail to marry him. The woman who had helped defeat the mage engine had said yes, and Sloan couldn’t have been happier for them.

      Kimberly, Sasha, and Cherub were seeing to the imprisonment of the surrendered vampire soldiers, trying to figure out what to do with them next.

      “They look so happy, don’t they?” Kade asked, wrestling Sloan from her thoughts. The two were on the Azra battlements, the sun high overhead, the ocean to their right.

      Sloan followed his gaze to where Aareth and Ashley strode hand in hand on the beach.

      “They look great together.” Sloan breathed a deep sigh, so happy for her friends. “I’m glad Ashley remembered her past with Aareth. Maybe now they can pick up where they left off.”

      “Speaking of picking up where we left off.” Kade turned to Sloan and wrapped his arms around her. “I think I love you.”

      Sloan felt a rush of heat burn her face. Her mouth went dry.

      “This is the part where you say it back, or else it gets awkward.” Kade smiled down at her. “Any time now.”

      “I’ve never said those words to anyone before.” Sloan leaned in and kissed Kade so hard, it almost hurt. “But I do, I love you, Kade Hyde.”

      An awkward coughing from behind ruined the moment. Croft stood with her arm in a sling and an amused expression on her face. “May I have a quick word with the woman you love, Kade? It will only take a moment.”

      “We have the rest of our lives together, so I guess you have my permission. But do hurry.” Kade winked at Sloan. “Go ahead, I’ll wait here.”

      Sloan walked down the battlements on the Azra wall, trying to stop, but not succeeding in completely harnessing a silly smile playing across her lips.

      “I’ll make this short.” Croft began to walk back the way she’d come. “You’ve earned some time to rest.”

      Sloan followed by her side.

      “New Hope needs a team of people to help rebuild their leadership. I can think of no one better than you and your vampire squad to go and maintain the peace while they elect their new leader. Edison and Elwood have volunteered to go with you.”

      “How about you?”

      “I have no desire to rule. I need to stay here. I have so much lost time to make up to my daughters. Plus, Jack brought a witch back with him from Term, one who is proficient in the healing arts. Maybe it’s time for me to pursue a different aspect of the magical realm.”

      Sloan slowly nodded. In all honesty, she had no desire to go back to New Hope, but the people there would need stability while they got back on their feet. Plus, if Kade came, it wouldn’t be so bad after all.

      “Take time to think about it.” Croft stopped and motioned back to Kade. “Talk with him and let me know what you’ve decided.”

      “I will.” Sloan took a deep breath, thinking of all the possibilities the future could bring. “It will always be something, right?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, we’ll always have some kind of obstacle to climb.”

      Croft thought for a moment, her lips pursing in concentration. “Yes, but that’s life, and with the right people beside us, it can be an adventure where we learn to grow instead of it being a lonely journey. Now, go back to Kade. He’s starting to give me dirty looks because I’m keeping you too long.”

      

      
        
        The End

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Epilogue

          

        

      

    

    
      Even though Sloan’s story is over there are other adventures to explore in the Shared Universe. Dominic Drencher pops up again in The Archangel Wars. Here’s sample of book one in The Archangel Wars, Of Angels and Men…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Of Angels and Men

          

          Chapter 1

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A Quick Look at Book One of the Archangel Wars Series

      

      

      “Another drink, sir?”

      “Yes. In fact, can you just bring the bottle? I think that’ll be easier for both of us.”

      “I certainly can, sir. Would you like to be informed of the price? I mean, before I go get it.”

      He knew she was trying to be polite. Deep down, he understood what was going through her head. She was doing the calculations on how much he’d already drunk, in addition to the cost of the bottle. “No, I don’t need to know the price. Just bring the bottle, please.”

      He caught the surprise in her eyes even as she turned to go. The server bobbed with a bounce of her blonde curls, and was gone.

      He smirked and brushed a dark blond strand of his own hair behind his ear. The expensive fabric of his tailored shirt pressed against his muscular chest and arms as he reached across the table for the book that lay face up in front of him.

      Reading the book alone looked out of place in such a high-end bar. Even he realized that. The book reminded him of how he’d felt as he made his own transition from plain and forgettable to something else entirely. Something he was still trying to understand. All eyes were on him, from the female patrons in the bar to the staff. He witnessed his server murmuring to her coworkers while grabbing the requested bottle of 1939 Macallan.

      The sheets in his book gently ruffled; his fingers touched familiar passages. The pages were like old friends. He couldn’t help smiling as he remembered exactly how many times he’d read the book.

      The lighting in the bar was dim, which would have posed a problem to anyone else but him. The words were so familiar, he could see the print on the page as clearly as if he were sitting on a park bench during a bright midday.

      He heard her before he saw her. “Here you are, sir. The most expensive bottle we have. I had to convince my manager that this wasn’t a joke, but when I told him who ordered it, he practically ran to fill the request.” She placed the newly dusted bottle of whiskey onto the table. “Do you come here often?”

      He put the book down, his blue eyes making contact with hers. “From time to time. Usually there’s a different waitress working.”

      “Oh, I’m part of the day shift. I’m just picking up extra hours.” Her gaze fell from his, hesitating too long on his muscular torso, then finally rested on the book he’d placed back onto the table. “Spartans, huh?”

      He nodded. “Spartans.”

      An awkward silence followed as the attractive young woman grasped for a follow-up line, a line she’d never had to use before. Men had always felt obligated to fill the silence in an attempt to please her. “Um… can I pour the whiskey for you?”

      “No, that’s fine. You can leave the bottle.”

      She cleared her throat, once again at a loss for words. “If you don’t mind my asking: Who are you? I mean, the entire night staff seems to know you, and I think every woman in here has inquired about you since you sat down.” Her face reddened, even as she asked the question.

      He looked at her—really looked at her. She was pretty, young, and carried herself like a woman rather than a girl. High energy and a steady smile made her not only attractive, but also approachable. He couldn’t blame her for the question. In all fairness, it was one he’d been trying to answer for the past four years. “I don’t know. I don’t know if I’ll ever know. The last few years have been a blur of temporary happiness.”

      This was clearly not the answer she was expecting. “Oh, okay. Well, let me know if you need anything. My name’s Sophia.”

      He nodded as she turned and left. Part of him wished he’d been nicer, but it was the truth. Alan Price opened the costly bottle of whiskey as nonchalantly as someone would open a bottle of water and poured himself a generous portion. As the glass traveled from the tabletop to his lips, he thought back to the first night he realized life would be more of a mystery than he’d ever thought possible.
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        * * *

      

      Buy Of Angels and Men on Amazon now to continue reading…

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Special Note For You

          

        

      

    

    
      You. Yes, I’m talking to you. You’re amazing! Thank you from the bottom of my black heart for following Sloan’s story all the way through to completion. It’s always hard to say goodbye to a group of characters. The only thing that takes the edge of the pain is the next cast of characters I plan on writing for my next series.

      I’ll miss Elwood’s unintelligible yammering, mage swords, and vampire coffee, but there are so many stories that need to be told, I feel confident pieces of these characters will bleed into others.

      There has been so much great stuff going on in my career, I wanted to share some of it with you before you go. I know that none of this would be possible without you awesome readers. I signed contracts with a foreign rights agent to take my book and to get it translated into various languages around the world. This same agent is handling audio book rights for my Vampire Project Series.

      Outside of this, I’ve been asked by two different authors who are doing extremely well to write stories in their universes. Needless to say, I’ve jumped at the opportunity. The thought that I’ll be able to learn from these authors as I shape stories in their worlds has me up at night, I’m so excited.

      That’s what you can expect to see from me in the next few months. The genre will be a little different from what my main fan base is used to seeing me write, but my writing style and the characters who appear in the stories will be the same. I’ve found out over the years that it’s in my nature to write character-driven stories rather than plot-driven narratives.

      In other news outside of writing, I was elected as the president of the California Writers Club, and I went up north to receive the Jack London award, which was awesome, and the bookstore I helped open in Orange, CA had its official grand opening. If you’re ever in the Southern California area, check out a little bookstore called 1888. It will be well worth your time, I promise.

      Well, books don’t write themselves, and Elwood isn’t here to conjure me one, so I’d better get going. Again, thank you so much for reading my work. As always, I’d love to connect with you. I’ll add some links below, so please stop by and say hello!

      See you on the other side,

      Jonathan
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        * * *

      

      Please feel free to join my Wolf Pack by visiting http://www.jonathan-yanez.com or

      
        
        CLICK HERE

      

      

      

      My Wolf Pack will keep you updated on release dates for upcoming projects, give you access to exclusive excerpts and provide you with free and discounted ebooks.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Stay Informed

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Get A Free Book by visiting Jonathan Yanez’ website. You can email him at jonathan.alan.yanez@gmail.com or find him on Amazon, and Instagram. He also created a special Facebook group called “Jonathan’s Reading Wolves” specifically for readers, where he shows new cover art, does giveaways, and runs contests. Please check it out and join whenever you get the chance!

      

        

      
        For updates about new releases, as well as exclusive promotions, visit the author’s website and sign up for the VIP mailing list. Head there now to receive a free copy of Shall We Begin.

      

        

      
        CLICK HERE

      

        

      
        Enjoying the series? Help others discover The Vampire Project series by leaving a review on Amazon.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Jonathan Yanez is also the author of The Elite Series, The Archangel Wars and Gateway to the Galaxy. His books have been optioned for film and are available in ebook, print, and audio book. He would love you to leave a review after you finish reading Hunter’s Call. You can find out more about him and his work by visiting http://www.jonathan-yanez.com
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