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This story has references to sexual assault of adults and minors; along with the sale and hunting of thinking beings. This is not a story for readers who are triggered by violence, mention of sexual assault or themes of mental health.
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This is a work of fiction. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.
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This is a work of original fiction. It was written by a real person, not an AI. Unless otherwise indicated, all the names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents in this book are either the product of the author's imagination or used in a fictitious manner. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

The author expressly prohibits any entity from using this publication for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies to generate text, including without limitation technologies that are capable of generating works in the same style or genre as this publication. The author reserves all rights to license uses of this work for generative AI training and development of machine learning language models.
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Prologue
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“I told you I didn't want him following in his father's footsteps!”

Harry winced as his aunt's voice rose higher. He understood her anger. Thomas was too much like his father in his drive to be of service. Harry had looked up to his uncle George, though the man was more like a brother to him than an uncle. They had trained together until he had taken his rites and was sent to work with his grandfather in the Gate City. Harry had taken over as the Guardian of the Gate city when his grandfather fell taking down an enemy and his uncle George had decided to be one of the floating Guardians. He would go where ever the council decided, mostly up in the mountains and the small towns that were dotted there. 

The battle at Kangamangus Pass had taken a lot of Guardians lives, his uncle was one of them. If Harry had been a bit faster he might have saved him but he had been snowed in with another of the floating Guardians. It was long enough ago that he had hoped his aunt would have forgiven him, but that was obviously not the case.

“Marjorie you know it was up to Thomas. Nothing I could say would stop him from trying.” It was true after all. Thomas was an adult, no matter what his mother thought. Young by both his bloodlines, his cousin had the right to try and fail at his chosen path.

The woman reached back, picking up a book and threw it at Harry's head. “You had to tell him stories about Guardians, about his father and grandfather who died in service. You couldn't just step back and keep your mouth shut!”

Harry sighed and dodged the book. Marjorie was justifiably upset with the Guardians right now. When he received word the his nephew would not be taking the rites he had asked why. Between the magic that Marjorie's family had and the flaw that the council saw in his nephew but would not elaborate on, they had decided that he was not suitable for the work a Guardian would do. Harry didn't understand. The young man who he had helped raise was level headed, confident and proud to follow in his father's steps. Thomas knew he was different than the others he trained with, but he persevered and was the top of his training group. He was strong, fast and focused, just as he had been when he took the rites. 

Harry looked about, expecting to see Thomas come out at the raised voice of his mother. The kid was a born peacemaker, something he learned young with his powerful and very emotional mother. It was rare for the kid not to greet him, though Harry understood if he had taken to his room and refused to come out.

“Where is he, Marjorie?” Harry had enough of her hysterics. While he thought of her as family, she should have supported her son better. Expecting him to reject his father's path, yet not offer to teach him hers for the very same reason the Guardians used was hypocritical. Something that Harry despised. Thomas was a good kid, one who needed someone who took his feelings seriously. If Harry was the only one to do so then he would stand up to those who looked down on his cousin.

She threw another book at him with a screech and then collapsed down on her heels, tears streaming down her beautiful face. Marjorie might be the mother of a man nearing thirty but she looked barely that age herself. Witches aged almost as slowly as Guardians did. When those tears didn't get the response she expected she sighed and spoke softly. “He's gone to his father's grave.”

Harry looked at her for a long moment, then turned and left the small house. His uncle was buried in the Old North Cemetery in a section that was hidden by magic. Guardians who left behind a body to be buried were interred there in full honors. It was mostly forgotten by the modern world but even a past president had been buried there. Trainees were sent there in rotation to clean and care for the graves, a lesson and a warning about the true cost of being a Guardian. 

Harry had not been there in years. The place brought back too many memories of those lost over the years. The drive gave him time to remember those who had fallen on that day so long ago. He lost more than family that day. He lost friends who understood what it meant to be a Guardian and the true loneliness that came with it. He had tried to stay in touch with the families of those fallen but the years got away from him. It was a common problem for Guardians.

He had hoped to find the kid at the home of his mother but when she had calmed down she called him and explained that Thomas had taken to living in the old cabin outside of town. It had been meant as a fishing cabin, a place where he took his cousin when he took time out of Nashua. There were a lot of good memories in that place, lessons that were taught to both man and boy. 

It didn't surprise Harry that Thomas had taken to living there. His mother was an intense woman, proud of her place in Concord's coven. For all her power she was as hidebound as the council though. She didn't know how to deal with the cuckoo she had in her nest. If George had lived Harry was sure that Thomas would have had it easier. He had done the best he could for the kid growing up, but while it was only thirty five miles between the Gate city and the Capital, his duty kept him from visiting as often as Thomas needed.

In retrospect he was sure that Marjorie regretted sending Thomas to him when the kid asked. It had been a way for her to get the boy out of the way of her coven duties after he had proved to not have the hoped for strong magic. She never told Thomas, or at least Harry hoped she hadn't, that she had thought bedding a Guardian would make a child that was stronger than even she was. Well she had a strong child, just not the girl she wanted to follow in her footsteps.

Turning into the gates of the old cemetery he spotted a motorcycle near the back. It was the same bike he and the kid had rebuilt when Thomas was still a teen. If he had been drinking like Marjorie said Harry could understand the concern. The old Indian was a heavy machine and you needed to be in control to ride her. 

He pulled his truck up next to it and got out. He needed to take a deep breath before he headed over to the graves. Thomas needed a level headed friend and not a man who still felt awash in grief when he walked up to him. Even though it had been decades since he lost them, it still was a fresh wound inside his chest. Of all those he lost over the years, the three in the family plot here were a part of who he was today.

He slowed his steps when he saw Thomas sitting slumped against his father's headstone. The boy had never really known his father, yet the stories told to him by himself and his mother had built an image of a glowing hero inside Thomas. One that he wanted to be. Every son of a fallen father had issues with their own self image. If their father died a hero they would forever more measure themselves against the man under the headstone. Harry himself did that with his own father. The stories told by his grandfather and his uncle had been enough to put him, if not in the same place, the same head space as his cousin. 

Marjorie was right, this was his fault. He had thought he was just ensuring that Thomas knew his father and was proud of the blood in his veins but he had done this very unique young man a disservice. He had seen his father in him instead of the man he was. Looking at him now he knew it would be a fight to bring him back to the young man who had made him so proud. There was so much potential inside Thomas Lionsey, potential to do important work, even if it wasn't Guardian work. “Hey kid.”

Thomas looked up at him with a mostly empty bottle of Jack in his hands. He looked gaunt and unshaven and Harry shook his head. In the months since he last saw him Thomas had lost weight, enough that it would take more than a few good meals to get him back into shape. “Time to go home, kid.”

“Home? I don't have a home,” he brought the bottle to his lips and Harry stepped forward, taking it from him.

“Enough of that.” Harry threw the bottle across the graveyard, the shattering of glass breaking the hushed silence of the graveyard. He reached down again and pulled Thomas to his feet. “You have a home and family who love you and are worried.”

Thomas pushed away with a growl and stumbled. “Loves me? She told me I was a waste, a failure.” His voice cracked then. “And you know what? She is right. I am a failure. I should never have been born.”

Harry grabbed his young cousin and pulled him into a tight hug, holding him as Thomas tried to fight away. “Don't you dare say that. You are worth more than you know.” Harry kept his voice level and calm, knowing instinctively that it was best to handle his cousin gently.

Thomas stiffened for a long moment and then he crumpled and cried. Harry held him and let the son that he wished was his cry out the emotions that were trying to tear him apart. Thomas had always lived his life with his heart on his sleeve. It made him a bright light to many, but there was a shadow that Harry knew lived inside the younger man, one that he helped him fight. While the Lionsey line had too many heroes, it had those who had lost the battle with themselves and he didn't want Thomas to be the most recent one to fall to the darkness that was the inverse of the light inside them. “Come on, kid. Let’s go. I have someone I want you to talk to.”

Harry led Thomas to his truck, only stopping to put the old motorcycle in the back before heading back out. A dim form flickered by the headstone watching as they drove off before sinking into the ground.
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Twenty years later.

Thomas wiped his hands clean before leaning on the shovel. He would need to find a new place for the bodies soon. While he wished he didn't need to kill, knew that he should not, there would always be a few who just would not give up. He was just lucky that the police in Manchester weren't so good at their jobs.

He looked across the dark water of the Merrimack and sighed. He needed to talk to Harry soon. The hunters were bringing in yet more poor innocents for their canned hunts. He needed the more experienced man's opinion on what to do. It used to be enough to wrap the bodies and contact their families to give them their final rites, but now the hunters were killing whole families so they could take the kids and use them either in hunts or other ways that made him more than angry, he was finding himself at a loss. How did he give those he couldn't save the final rites of their kind when all of them that lived in the Granite state were killed by the hunters.

Rigel wasn't a hunter but he needed to be stopped. A kidnapper and a seller of the children that Thomas had vowed to find and protect, he was just barely better than the men who hunted or abused those kids. Not enough that Thomas stopped himself when he found him bragging in McNeil's about the special little girl he had chained up for discerning customers and just how much he had planned on selling her for. The smugness of his voice as he speculated just what her new owner wanted the girl for had pushed Thomas past the limits he had on himself. If the bastard had just told him where the girl was he would have just handed him over to the police, or more accurately the Council, but he refused to tell him, just bragging that the child was worth a year of sales. It didn't matter to the creep that she was just a little girl, he said she was creepy with her eyes that knew too much.

Thomas took his anger out on the simple human man. Beating him to the ground even after he finally got the information about the girl, Thomas couldn't stop himself. It wasn't a good thing he did, but removing that stain on his city was just. Sighing, he looked up at the stars. Sometimes it felt like he was no better than the men he fought. He would use whatever was at hand to get the information he needed to save the kids. They were what was important, not the stains on his already darkened soul. It was only when he found them and got them to a place where they could heal and grow up happy that things like this made sense. 

Why there were those who literally hunted thinking beings he had no idea. It was bad enough dealing with the child stealers, but men like the one he just buried, who bragged about what they did and why they did it to any and all who could hear were so far from humanity he didn't feel as bad when he used a more final way of dealing with them. If it wasn't for needing information he would have simply called his friend on the police force, but this missing one was different. Definitely a child, but not an Other in the normal sense. That might be why it was so difficult to find her. According to the corpse she was an ancient one, whatever that was.

Closing his eyes and flexing his hands, he settled inside himself and sent out his senses. The fact that the girl had not yet been picked up by the scum that bought her meant that he should be able to Find her. It was his calling to Find the missing. For more years than the humans of this city would believe looking at him he had been Finding the lost and the missing children. If they were still alive he would do everything needed to get them back to their families or to a place where they would be safe. If they weren't then he would track down those who killed them and deal with them. 

The Guardian Council may have decided he wasn't one of them, but they had given him their seal of approval to do what he had been. To use the training he had to try, if only marginally, to clean up the mess that was the Queen city. He did what needed to be done, he didn't hide it from those in the know and he wouldn't in the future. He made sure to report to the Powers that Be, that group of beings that he only ever dealt with via calls and texts. He had never seen the face of the beings who allowed him to work here. The children he brought out of danger were too important to the future for him to stop, no matter the effect it had on him.

He felt the tug and the NEED of a child. With a relieved sigh he turned, picked up the shovel and headed to his beat up Chevy. “I hear you lost one. Just stay in the shadows. I'll be there soon.” As he poured alcohol over the broken skin of his knuckles the child's name came to him, something he had not had happen before but it gave him a clear view of where he needed to go. He didn't realize then just how much finding this child would cost him. Even if he knew he it would not have stopped him. Finding was something he could not ignore.

*****
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IN THE SHADOWS OF AN abandoned store a delicate child with eyes that had seen too much, sighed. The chains had been simple to get out of. Why big people thought they would hold her she had no idea. She wrapped the tarp on the floor around her thin shoulders and tried not to shiver. It was cold here, so different from where she had lived with her momma.

The bad men had come and taken her from her room in their most recent home, telling her momma that she was unfit to be her mother. Momma had tried to fight them, but the biggest of the men just hit her and hit her until she wasn't a voice in her head any more. Then they dragged her out of the closet where momma had told her to hide. At least they let her keep Reggie with her. Her best friend and the only comfort she had once Momma was gone.

Tina knew that it was going to happen, but it didn't mean it didn't hurt. Momma was not her real mother but she had taken care of her for most of her life. She had moved her from city to town to village, all in an attempt to let Tina have a normal life. Tina could have told her that it wouldn't matter but when Momma had taken her from her dying birth mother she had been too little to talk.

“Hurry Thomas, it's so cold here. Come find me soon.” The spirits of the city crowded around her, whispering that she was loved and she would be protected, that the Guardian was coming for her. She smiled at them knowing that Thomas would protect her with all he was. After all a Guardian protected people and no matter what the people of the Council thought, Thomas was a Guardian, if a different kind; one that shone in the night if you knew how to look. She knew what would happen once Thomas found her and while it would be hard, very hard on the nice man, it was something that had to happen.

She waited as shadows walked past the windows, clutching the raggedy stuffed dog to her little chest and counting those shadows. When she got to twenty five she smiled and waited for the door to open. She stood up when the man with the white glow in his eyes stepped inside whispering her name. 

“Tina little one, are you here?”

She ran from the shadows to wrap her arm around his leg. “You found me Thomas. I knew you would.”

Thomas was surprised but he gently picked the child up. “You are safe now.”

“Of course I am. You found me.” She smiled up at him, her eyes glowing to match his and then snuggled down. She would only get to be with him for a short time, but Thomas felt like the father that she never got to meet. When she grew up she would come back to live with him, if he made it through the days to come.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



Chapter two 
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A few weeks later Thomas was running toward the tug he felt; it wasn't just a single child in danger this time and he heard the popping sounds of hunting rifles being used in the park. The hunters were getting bolder, not caring that they might be caught by the human police forces. They were having fun and that was all that mattered to them. After all they were just shooting birds right? Pests who made a mess in the perfectly groomed parkland would be overlooked by police.

It was night time and the usual day trippers who would come there with their picnic baskets, dogs and children had all gone home. At this time of night it was usually only drug dealers and drug seekers. The Other life that lived here usually waited till the park was cleared of humans before coming out. He ran fast toward the tug he felt, his boots kicking through the fallen leaves. There were dozens of lives in need of his help. But the intensity of the pull told him that if he didn't move faster it would be too late.

He had just reached the edge of the tree line when he heard a squawk and put out his hands instinctively. A small, feathered form handed in his hands and he cradled it to him. When it fluttered about, trying to get free he sent soothing calm through his hands and into the small creature. “Easy there, I won't hurt you.” This was the child that his senses had sent him to find, yet he knew there were others who needed help if he moved fast enough.

“Finder?” a little voice came from the bird as it calmed down. “Finder, help my flock. The hunters, they are killing them!”

Thomas tucked the young Corbie into his jacket and started running again. The pull he had been following had stopped when the child had landed in his hands, but it was possible that others were still alive. By the time he broke through the brush into the clearing all he found was a pile of bloody bodies, all with a wing torn off.

He turned, pulling his jacket shut so that the child inside it would not see what was left of his flock. “I'm sorry. I didn't move fast enough.” His eyes darted about but the hunters were nowhere to be seen. He was too late to save more than this one boy. There were quiet sobs and he cradled the child closer. He needed to get him to safety before coming back and burying the bodies. He only hoped that no one found them first.
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