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      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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      Sloan

      

      “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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      Jack

      

      “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.”
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      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!”
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      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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      “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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.
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      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?”
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      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.
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      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.
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      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.”
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      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.”
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      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.”
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      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.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      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.
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      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.
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      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.”
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      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.
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      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!”
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      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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      “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.”
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      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.
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      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.”
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      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.
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      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?”
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      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.
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      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.”
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      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.”
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      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?”
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      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!
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      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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      Sloan

      

      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

      

      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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 34

          

        

      

    

    
      Sloan

      

      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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      Croft

      

      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.
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      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.
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      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
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      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

          

        

      

    

    
      “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.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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

      

      Please feel free to join my Wolf Pack by visiting http://www.jonathan-yanez.com or just <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.
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