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      “How long do you think this can continue?” Bryan asked, standing in the cabin. In his arms was the body of a mutilated girl he had tried to save from something. Then, he laid her on a table.

      Years of violence were written on his face. It was a map for those who knew how to read it. Benjamin sighed and looked at the corpse.

      “No, but what else can we do? It’s the code. We can’t save everyone, and the job always comes first. This war makes it harder.”

      “You’ve got the blood of that kid all over your uniform. They aren’t going to give you another one for two weeks. You literally need to learn to let go,” Ben replied.

      Bryan glared at him.

      “Hey, keep your head in the game,” Bryan said.

      This group of Guardians was on the southern side of the lines, and they wore the Confederate uniform.

      They didn’t fight for any side.

      They didn’t care about the Southern cause, the Union army, or anything else but the mission.

      The mother and the teenage boy—he thought that’s who it was—stared at him with their dead, frozen eyes.

      He had to ignore them for now. Despite how cold it was, the blood on the walls made this place smell horrible. Werewolves had a wicked stench, and this was where one had been living for a while. Anyone who knew the scent would know the danger they were in long before they saw anything.

      It was a smell the cold couldn’t kill.

      Ben put his hands on the grips of his pistols and pulled them out of their holsters. “This was supposed to be recon. How did a whole family get eaten and no one notice?” Ben asked.

      “War. People go missing all the time. Whole families sometimes. Gone without a trace, and no one pays attention,” Bryan replied, keeping his eyes on the door and staying away from the windows.

      “This ends now. Where was it? I’m going to kill the son of a bitch here and now,” Ben said.

      “Ben, she died in my arms,” Bryan said.

      “No, she was dead at first bite. You pulled its meal inside with us,” Ben replied.

      Bryan winced at the thought. “Why can’t we save anyone?” he asked.

      She looked as if she’d been chewed on—something a wolf might do, but not as clean. Bryan’s arms were covered in blood, and he pulled his saber from the sheath. It had a silver blade, and the firelight reflected off it.

      “It’s the job,” Ben replied. “Killing this thing is going to save a lot of people in the future. Think of it like that—not the now, but the future.”

      Bryan winced. “Yes, but there’s always another monster,” he replied.

      The pair didn’t have much time to talk before the wooden door of the cabin shook as something slammed into the other side, causing dust to fall from the rafters.

      Ben pointed at the door and fired. The bullets sailed right through the door and into whatever was on the other side. Hit or miss, it stopped the attack.

      “Nice reflexes, but when has that ever worked?” Bryan asked with a smile.

      “Hey, a man can always dream,” Ben replied and pointed his weapons at the roof, waiting in silence for any hint of a sound.

      He knew it would come, and like all the other times,

      It did. To anyone else, it would have sounded like thin branches hitting the roof in a windstorm. He never knew why these things thought coming from above was a good idea. It was like they had a hive mind. Maybe they did.

      Ben fired twice through the roof, and the thing avoided the bullets.

      “Why are you shooting at things you can’t see? Blessed silver isn’t cheap. Stop it,” Bryan said.

      “We can get more,” Ben said. “Yeah, but we’re miles away from anywhere. You’re not getting a reload, so stop wasting bullets.”

      “Fine,” Ben replied. Bryan attached the end of his blade to the chain that was there under his overcoat.

      “Where the hell is it?” Ben asked. “All these years and you’re still stupid,” Bryan replied with a smile.

      The door flew off its hinges. Ben was able to get out of the way. The thing was not far behind. It was huge, taller than either of them, and it had red eyes that burned on their own. It was covered in frozen blood, and the icy wind rushed through the door.

      Ben only had time to look at the wolf thing. All he saw were the gleaming white, blood stained fangs coming at him.

      He froze.

      Bryan threw his titanium blade. It left his hand and impaled the beast through the chest. The rush was stopped cold, and the thing fell to the side with a pathetic, almost sympathetic whine any ordinary dog might have made. Bryan had pulled his blade back out before the beast hit the ground.

      “See? I’ve always told you those revolvers of yours would let you down. Old ways are still the best ways. silver and titanium blades won’t ever let you down,” he said.

      Ben sighed and put one of his guns away. “Sure, one last thing to do.”

      Ben pointed the remaining weapon at the body on the table, aimed at the head, and fired. “It was the only way to be sure,” he said as he put his weapon away.

      “Yeah,” Bryan replied.

      “Wolf, not an alpha. Not very old either,” Bryan said, looking at the body. It was already starting to revert back to human form.

      “Any idea who it was?” Ben asked.

      “It’s the missing dentist, the father, like we figured. The curse makes people kill the ones you love the most first, then you work your way down the list until it’s random victims. Lucky for us, evil always comes home,” Bryan replied.

      “Yeah, lucky is a word for it,” Ben replied.

      Bryan looked around at the carnage and couldn’t believe this. In this day and age, things like this shouldn’t be happening. “What a goddamned waste of life,” Bryan said.

      “Yeah,” Ben said, still looking at the shifting wolf, which was looking more human by the second.

      “Is there anything we can salvage? Money, food, anything useful?” Bryan asked.

      Ben looked around.

      “Just about everything is covered in blood. Taking anything from here will get us haunted by one of the victims. The blood on your uniform might be enough,” Ben replied.

      “Alright, do it,” Bryan said.

      Ben walked to the fireplace, grabbed the iron poker, and pulled out some of the blazing logs, spilling them onto the floor.

      “Tragic accident, could have happened to anyone,” he said, tossing the poker to the floor.

      “Let’s get out of here. We have a long hike to get to the horses,” Bryan said. Walking out the door and putting on his black hat, he stepped outside. The flames were already eating the interior of the old cabin. He didn’t know who might have lived there or what purpose it used to serve.

      “Do you think we missed anyone?” Ben asked.

      “Fifteen people went missing. We only managed to find twelve, so yeah. More of these things are out there. I’m sure others will find them soon. We’re not the only ones out here,” Bryan replied.

      The two of them watched the place burn. While silver and titanium worked on these things, sometimes it didn’t do the job. It was best to be sure.

      The fire did little to ward off the biting cold outside.

      “The temps should return to normal in a couple of days,” Bryan said.

      “Yeah, evil leaves a mark,” Ben said.

      In this line of work, compassion was a weakness that would get you killed—so was arrogance. You always needed to be sure of what you were doing and that the job was done. The blaze didn’t make them feel better, but when the beast didn’t get up and charge from the fire, they knew it was finally over—this one, anyway.

      Guardians knew the job was never truly over, but each mission was different. The death was always the same—so much death. They turned away from the blaze.

      The trip to town would be a quiet one with any luck, with the wind to keep them company—and the cold.

      “We should have brought the horses,” Ben said.

      “Yeah, and risk them getting killed by that thing? Regular man of genius. Shut up and walk. We’ll be back to town soon,” Bryan said.

      “Sure thing, boss,” Ben replied.

      The next three hours were spent in the cold and winding trails, but they reached the town by the light of the full moon.

      The town looked dead. The unnatural cold snap at the end of spring kept everyone inside.

      “I suppose, back to headquarters. Report in? The usual deal,” Ben said with a sigh, frustrated.

      “Unless you got a better plan, then yes,” Bryan said as they both got on their horses.

      “What if I did?” Ben asked as he stared off into the distance.

      “Yeah, and you and I both get killed by our own people because we broke the code? I’d rather face off against a vampire at night in one of those Gothic European castles armed with one of your pistols. Let’s get out of here. If we stay here, we’ll have to answer questions. You know how it is,” Bryan replied.

      The two of them got on their horses. “What about our stuff?” Ben asked.

      “Leave it, there’s a safehouse close by. We have our clothes, our weapons, the rooms are paid for,” Bryan said. Ben knew that but he hated the idea of leaving things behind, even now.

      Ben laughed a bit, and the two of them departed the town together.

      This unusual cold snap would end in a couple days since the balance would be restored soon enough.

      When Bryan said something was close by, that could have meant anything. He was of the mindset where a day-and-a-half ride was close.

      Ben always thought Bryan was a little weird like that, but the trip did what travel always did. It let him think about his life and how he got here.
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      Ben had the life.

      He grew up on the East Coast and away from all the horror stories of the outside world. Nice family, two-story house, and his whole future was practically given to him on a silver platter. Ben had it all—the life people would kill for. He was bored with all of it.

      That’s what he remembered. Endless days, seasons one after the other. Watching the ocean—the only thing that never changed.

      It was like his life.

      He was a living statue in his own home. His parents only noticed him on holidays and when he rarely did something wrong. Life seemed doomed to the same old routine that he had always known.

      Then April twelfth happened.

      Ben was oblivious to the world, sitting on the porch, thinking about next to nothing when someone ran down his road.

      Someone he knew. Not a friend, but the boy that delivered the paper. Before he could ask, his father walked out and sat next to him.

      “Those southern bastards actually did it,” he said. Ben was confused, but he didn’t want to look stupid in front of his dad.

      “They sure did,” he agreed, not knowing what he was agreeing to.

      Ben’s father stared out into the ocean.

      “I can’t believe we’re at war. At least I won’t have to worry about you getting mixed up in it,” his father said.

      This was the first time he could remember either of his parents being worried about, or caring much about, him at all.

      Ben didn’t know what to say. “Thanks.” It was the first thing that came to mind. His dad let out a disappointed sigh, stood up, and walked back inside.

      There was the father he knew.

      It was a day unlike any other he could remember in his life, when the country he knew had started to tear itself apart.

      He had never paid attention to politics. He had his own life. But war—this was something that interested him. War was always in distant lands for reasons that were unclear to him. But this, this was real. Something he could get involved in and finally give his life some meaning. Ben’s mind flooded with glory as he imagined himself charging the rebels on some battlefield, breaking the enemy line and bringing victory.

      The thought made him smile.
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      Day gave way to evening, and it was time to eat. Ben sat in the place he had his whole life. That smile he had on his face hadn’t faded. However, his parents didn’t notice.

      The war might have been the news of the day, but neither one of them felt the need to talk about it.

      “Mr. Bixby was late on the delivery again. This is the third week in a row,” Ben’s dad said, breaking the silence.

      “That man needs to find a better job,” his mother replied. The conversation had nothing to do with him. He took a bite of the meat. It was fine, but his mind was moving too fast. Thoughts of glory, over and over.

      “I’m going to join,” Ben said.

      That thick silence came back to the table.

      “Join what?” his mother asked.

      “The Army. I’m going to show the rebels they can’t do what they want,” Ben said.

      His dad started to laugh. “You, in the army? When was the last time you’ve done anything? How many miles can you walk, boy?” his dad asked.

      Ben didn’t know. Didn’t have an answer.

      “I forbid you to join. You’re going to stay here, and that’s final,” he said, raising his voice a little. Ben had always known the warnings before the temper began to flare.

      This was the first.

      Ben knew he was worthless to his parents. He wouldn’t be worthless to the world. History was about to unfold, and he could be worth something to someone.

      “Yes, sir,” he replied, and like that, the conversation was over, and Ben had made a choice.

      Idle conversation ruled the rest of the dinner table, and Ben was stuck in his own head for the rest of the time until dinner was over.

      Without another word, he moved to his bedroom and closed the door behind him. Looking out into the empty street, staring into the ocean.

      Then he waited.

      Waited for the noises of the house to quiet.

      Waited for sleep to invade.
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      Ben didn’t need anything in this house. He was sure the army would give him everything he needed. He walked to the window and pushed it open as quietly as he could. Every sound was amplified in his head. He expected his parents to burst through the door at any second, but nothing happened.

      With the window open, he made his way through and climbed down the wall using the thick ivy that grew. He was thankful that it didn’t give way. The minute he touched the grass, he looked at his house—no, his prison.

      Taking a deep breath, he turned and walked down the road, not having a clue as to where he was going. The night was young. The air was crisp.

      Without a direction, the universe gave him one. He walked in the direction of firelight in the distance, a soft glow from here. Everything looked different at night. He imagined all the ghost stories he’d read about coming to life.

      The thought encouraged him to walk a little faster.

      He saw the source of the fire. It was a mob. Dirty people. People he’d seen while at the shop sometimes, hanging around in the alleys, and they smelled bad—rotten sometimes. They were listening to someone standing in front of the fire.

      “Don’t sign up for the army. This is going to be over by the end of the week,” the man screamed. The smell of whiskey was so strong that Ben could smell it from here.

      “Those southern idiots couldn’t fight their way out of a broken outhouse,” the man screamed again, and everyone laughed. Ben understood what this was.

      He also understood the message. Everyone thought this historical event was nothing more than a joke.

      Ben felt his dreams and ideas crumble to dust. His parents turned out to be right. There wasn’t going to be anything special. He wasn’t going to be anything special.

      Useless forever.

      “Hey, boy,” a voice said, and he snapped out of the mental death spiral. “What?” He looked around but didn’t see the source.

      “Hey, over here,” the voice said, and Ben looked in that direction. A man stood there away from the crowd. He had blue eyes that seemed to glow in the firelight.

      “What in the world are you doing here?” he asked.

      “Same as everyone else, gonna go home now,” Ben replied.

      “A gift,” the man said and reached into his jacket, pulled out a book, and handed it to him. Ben reached out and took it. “Outlaws?” Ben read the title.

      “All fictional tales, of course, but yeah. You came all the way out here. Might as well have something for your trouble,” the man replied. Ben shrugged. “Well, thanks,” he said, looking at the book.

      The cover had a man on a horse, red bandana over his face, a gun Ben had never seen before in his left hand, shooting at something behind him. Ben turned the book over, and there was a police officer, of some kind, clutching a wound.

      “Hey, this is—” Ben looked up, and the man was gone. “Oh,” he said and started to walk back home.

      The trip home didn’t seem to take as long. He didn’t even think about how he was going to get back inside.

      He was sure the ivy wasn’t going to hold trying to climb back up. When he turned the corner to his house, his heart froze.

      His father was sitting on the porch in the chair Ben liked so much. His dad stood up. “What are you doing?” he asked.

      Ben didn’t have an answer. “If your mother knew what you were doing, she’d be scared to death,” he said.

      “I went to join the army,” he replied.

      “In the middle of the night?”

      Ben realized now that maybe he hadn’t thought this through. His dad’s eyes slid down and saw the book. “What’s this?” he asked and pulled the book out of his hand.

      “Outlaws? Is that what you were out there doing? Stealing things?” His voice continued to rise as he flipped through the pages.

      “Who’s Billy the Kid? Some kind of made-up garbage?” his dad asked.

      “No, I—” was all Ben was able to get out before his dad lashed out in anger. Using the book, he slammed it against the left side of Ben’s head and knocked him to the ground.

      The book landed beside his head.

      “You’ve been nothing but a disappointment, a useless eater. You wanted to leave the house so bad, then go. Don’t bother coming back,” he said.

      Ben didn’t know what to say. He glanced up and saw his mother shutting the curtain. He pulled his book close.

      “Go ahead, join the army. They won’t want you either,” his dad said, giving him one last look of disgust, then turning and walking back inside.

      Ben got to his feet, then he turned and walked back down the road.
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      Ben had never known hunger, pain, or discomfort in his whole life. Now, he was one of them. It didn’t take long for him to experience all the pain life had to offer in a few short days.

      He took his father’s words to heart. The army wouldn’t want him either. He was nothing—less than nothing.

      He’d lost track of time. One day bled into the next, and all over again. The idea of stealing was alien to him—alien until he thought he was going to die and snatched an apple off a cart on the street. He waited until a crowd had built up and managed to sneak one away.

      It might as well have been literal ambrosia at the time. Nobody noticed or cared.

      The rain was torrential, and he was taking cover next to a brick building. There were a few other people huddled there, trying to stay dry and get some sleep. Ben was no one in a different place now.

      He hadn’t spoken to anyone in days—at least, it was hard to know. Then there was a noise. The slight sound of breaking glass. The rain hid most of the noise, and the thunder did too, but he heard it. Ben crept around the corner, and he looked.

      There were two people. Just like on the cover of his book—the only thing he valued.

      “Come on, did you even check to see if the door was locked?” a man asked in a low voice.

      “Hell no,” the other said, looking at his partner—maybe friend—like he was crazy. The man who broke the glass reached inside, unlocked the door, opened it, and then the two moved inside.

      Ben wasn’t interested in staying out in the weather, so he slipped around the corner and followed the two of them inside, trying not to be noticed. It felt good to be out of the rain.

      He moved to a chair that was in the corner and sat down, hidden in the shadows. He was sure neither of the other two guys noticed him, so he watched them work.

      Well, watched them do something to what he thought was the safe.

      Then something cold and metal was pressed up against the left side of his head. “Who are you?” a deep voice asked.

      It was a gun. He didn’t have to look to be sure.

      “My name is Ben. I needed a place to rest out of the rain. I followed them in,” he replied. The man holding the gun backed off. One look at Ben told him everything he needed to know.

      “Hey, guys, you’re lucky I was watching your back. What are we gonna do with this one?” the man asked, getting the attention of the others.

      They stopped and turned around. Before anyone could say anything, they all moved into the dark. “Make a sound, and you’re dead,” a voice said.

      Seconds later, the silhouette of a man started to move past the windows. He was in a hurry because of the rain.

      The minute he was gone, they moved into the light.

      “Think he noticed?” the second man asked.

      “Yeah, we need to leave,” the first man said.

      “What about this one? Do we shoot him?”

      Ben kind of wished they would end it right here—no more hunger, pain, or anything else. It would have been easier. “What about it, kid? You want to die, or you want to learn something that’ll help you forever?” the one who had the gun to his head asked.

      Ben wanted to die. He was thinking about dying. He felt like that was the right move. He felt that book under his coat.

      “I want to be useful,” Ben replied, and the man smiled. The other two weren’t so sure about this, but it was clear the one asking was the leader.

      “Alright, let’s get the hell out of here. We have work to do. Let’s get out of here,” he said, and the four of them ran into the rain.

      Ben had no idea what happened next.
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      Three weeks later, Ben sat next to a fire, reading his book the stranger had given him.

      “Ben, if you spent half the time learning how to shoot, you’d be an expert by now.”

      Ben looked up.

      “Well, Jeff, I’m not very good with guns. Literally couldn’t shoot the broadside of a barn,” Ben replied without looking away from his book.

      “Well, we got a job lined up. It’s going to be your first one. We’re hitting a small town, close enough to Boston. It’s holding a gold shipment with our name on it,” Jeff said.

      Ben smiled. The world hadn’t given him anything. The war that was supposed to be over in weeks seemed to escalate. The world was falling apart. It was good to take what you wanted while you were alive to take it.

      “Is this good information or another trap?” Ted asked, tossing a twig into the fire.

      “It’s good. I trust him,” Ben said.

      “The plan is simple. We’re just going to take out the wagon outside of town,” Jeff replied. “That’s so damn simple it sounds dangerous,” Ted replied.

      “I know I’m new here, but what happens when the guards show up?” Ben asked.

      “We shoot them,” Jeff replied.

      Ben didn’t like that. Sure, he’d been accepted into this group, but shooting people? He didn’t think that was the right thing to do.

      “All fifty of them? You’d better bring enough bullets,” Ted replied.

      “Don’t worry. Billy’s on the inside—got the job a week ago. All we have to do is wait, do our thing, and disappear. Easiest job ever. The guards won’t be a problem. Also, there’s only three, not fifty,” Jeff replied.

      “If you say so. Still seems too easy,” Ted replied.

      “Trust me, I have a plan,” Jeff replied.

      “And with any luck, no one even has to die,” Ben replied.

      The crackle of the fire was his only answer for a little while. “Benny, you’re not a wolf for sure, but eventually you’re going to have to learn how to bite,” Jeff replied.

      “Anyway, I’m going to get some shut-eye. Don’t stay up too late. We got a busy morning,” he said and walked away toward his tent.

      “What an odd thing to say,” Ben said.

      “Yeah, but he’s not wrong. If we need you to shoot a guard, you’re going to need to do it,” Ted said as he stood up.

      “Sure,” Ben replied, unconvincingly.

      “Put the fire out when you’re done. Remember to use the dirt like we told you,” Ted replied and moved toward his own tent.

      “Yeah.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            7

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      The sun was barely up, and Ben’s eyes snapped open. The thought of robbing something for the first time didn’t allow for much rest. He wasn’t sure if he’d slept at all. It was hard to tell. He sat up, and everything hurt.

      Everything always did—sleeping on the ground. He hadn’t earned his own tent yet. Just a blanket and a pillow, or, what they thought a pillow was anyway.

      He could smell bacon cooking. Coffee. There was something special about these campfire breakfasts. He didn’t know what it was, but he’d grown to appreciate it.

      “You awake?” Ted asked.

      “Yeah, I think so. I don’t imagine I’d be dreaming about you,” Ben replied.

      Ted laughed. “No, I suppose not. Get something to eat. We’re leaving soon,” Ted replied. Ben nodded. “Yep.”

      

      Fifteen minutes later, the three of them were mounted on their horses.

      “By tonight, we’ll be rich,” Jeff said. “Oh yeah, I can’t wait,” Ted replied, and Ben smiled.

      “Everyone loaded?” Jeff asked. Ben checked his gun again. “Yep, ready,” he replied.

      “You know I am,” Ted said.

      Jeff nodded, adjusted his hat, then pushed his horse forward. Ben and Ted followed him. It wasn’t long before they made their way down the game trail and to the main road. This early in the morning, there was no one else on the road to meet.

      The trio made it down the dusty road, and the town came into view. It was hard to imagine gold of any kind would be in a broke-down place like this.

      “Come on,” Jeff said and took a left. The other two followed.

      Once they were down the alleyway, they could see it in the distance—a wagon just like he said. There were armed guards there. In the driver’s seat, Billy. He was cool as could be, as if he really belonged there.

      “If the schedule is still on track, we got five minutes before they go. All we have to do is ride up on the sides like we talked about, take the guards out, and go. Easy,” Jeff said.

      “Like I said, that sounds too simple,” Ted replied. Anything too simple made him nervous.

      “It’ll be alright. I feel like this will go off without a hitch,” Ben said.

      “Alright, they’re leaving. Let’s give them a few minutes, then get going,” Jeff said and tightened his grip on the reins. Ben noticed this but didn’t worry about it. Ted watched the wagon roll off down the road they had taken, and as he said, three guards rode alongside the wagon.

      “Let’s go,” Jeff said.

      The three of them rode after the wagon. Ben wondered how anyone wouldn’t see them follow and be suspicious. Maybe no one would see. He didn’t know. He had to stay focused on the task at hand. Ben didn’t want to disappoint anyone else ever again.
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      Jeff gave the signal.

      Ben took a deep breath, put on his red cloth mask, and made sure it was tight so it wouldn't fall off. He pulled out his weapon, and there was a gunshot, but it wasn't from him. The drivers brought the wagon to a stop.

      “What the hell is going on?” Jeff asked.

      “That’s the sound of your simple plan going up in smoke,” Ted replied as another small group burst out of the trees.

      Jeff didn’t know who these people were, but they were going to take his score.

      "Alright, you know the drill—drop your guns, throw them that way, and get off the wagon. Let's make this quick, and no one has to die,” the other leader of the gang said, pointing a rifle at the drivers and the guards. This group had more people and guns. They surrounded the wagon from the front.

      “Damn it,” Ted said to himself.

      Everyone was doing as the other leader ordered, but not Ben. He pointed his revolver at the other gang leader.

      "No, this is our wagon. You find a new one," Ben said, and the man turned his weapon on him and the others.

      “Aw, hell,” Jeff said and drew his weapon. Ted did the same.

      The other gang didn’t seem to know what was going on.

      “Billy, what is this? Did you sell us some bad info?” the other man asked.

      The driver of the wagon lowered his head in shame. “Damn it,” Jeff said. Now he was worried about just getting out of this alive as Ben escalated the situation.

      "You'd be lucky to hit me with that thing. I bet it's not even loaded. Your arm isn’t even shaking. That gun might as well be a doorstopper," the other leader replied. The men with him laughed.

      Ben thought he heard Jeff laugh too but couldn’t be sure.

      Everyone was still.

      Any sudden movements might start a firefight by accident. The man stared Ben down in a way unlike anything he had ever seen—it was cold and unreadable.

      Ben knew this was the real deal staring him right in the face, and he was as excited as he was scared.

      “Alright, everyone put their guns down. Let’s take out the guards, and then we can talk about this like civilized men. Whatever is in this wagon, if Billy was right, is enough for all of us twenty times over,” Jeff said.

      “My name is Frisco. You may have heard of me. If not, you have now. I don’t share with anyone but my crew, and they don’t share with anyone they don’t know,” the man said.

      Ben didn’t know the name. None of the others did either.

      “Nope, sorry, doesn’t ring a bell,” Jeff replied.

      Frisco fired one shot, and the bullet struck the metal in Ben’s hand with enough power to send the gun out of his hand and into the dirt.

      “As you can see, I’m decent with a gun. If I wanted you dead, you would be,” Frisco said, and Jeff was impressed with the shot.

      “Alright, new deal. Maybe the contents of this wagon really aren’t worth that much. We should at least have a look before we kill one another,” Jeff replied.

      Ben’s hand was numb, but he couldn’t help but notice the worried look in the eyes of the guards the second the suggestion was made. The driver was oblivious to the sudden mood swing.

      “Guys, I know you want to make a quick buck here. I’m not sure what you were told, but there is no gold in the back of this wagon. You’ve got to trust me on this one,” the guard on the left replied.

      Ben noticed the guards’ guns. They were different—fancy. Something was off about them, but he didn’t know what. There were lots of different weapons out there. Maybe this was some kind of new style.

      “No?” Frisco asked.

      “No, I promise,” the guard replied.

      Now something was wrong. Both Frisco and Jeff wanted to see what the cargo was.

      “Ted, keep an eye on these guards. The other captain and I are going to have a look in the back to see what’s going on. Ben, go get your gun back,” Jeff replied, then dismounted his horse.

      “Sounds good. A quick truce. Nobody start shooting anyone, we’ll be right back,” Frisco said and did the same.

      “Guys, come on, you really don’t want to do this. Just let us get going—it’s better for everyone,” the guard repeated. Ben was beginning to believe him but did as he was told. He quickly dismounted his horse, retrieved his weapon, then returned to his horse. If he had to make a fast getaway, he didn’t want to be unprepared.

      Something about this felt off.
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      Jeff and Frisco moved to the back of the wagon and opened it. “Smells weird,” Frisco said.

      “Yeah,” Jeff replied. Then he discovered why it was weird. Whatever the cargo was slid out. Jeff grabbed the handle and pulled the metal slab out, Frisco on the other side.

      On the metal slab was a metal box that was bigger than a person, dark green in color, and covered with strange symbols, wrapped in chains.

      “Garlic and lilac?” Jeff asked.

      “And whiskey,” Frisco added. “What in the hell is in here?” Jeff asked.

      “Please, okay, listen. There is something called a Hidebehind in that box. We’re transporting it to a storage unit. Please put it back and let us go,” the first guard said.

      “Hidebehind? Old loggers used that story to scare newbies on the job. It was my last job before finding out the government had lots of money they didn’t need. It’s all a stupid story,” Frisco replied. The elaborate metal box was covered in symbols, and even the lock on the chain had markings on it he’d never seen.

      “Maybe this isn’t gold. Maybe we should let it go this once,” Jeff replied.

      “Please, guys, there is nothing in there you want. You need to trust me,” the first guard said.

      “If that man talks again, someone put a bullet in him,” Frisco replied. “Don’t see a place for a key. I don’t think it was meant to ever be unlocked,” Jeff replied.

      Frisco rolled his eyes. “I suppose you were scared by the spook stories told around the fire as a kid, too. Back up,” he said, pointing his weapon at the lock. Jeff got a weird chill down his spine a second before Frisco pulled the trigger.

      The shot rang out, and the bullet hit the mark. The strange lock broke, and the strange chains were free.

      “Help me with this,” Frisco said and started to pull the chains off the lid. Jeff did the same. The chains were coated with some kind of oil. Jeff thought it was weird as he pulled the chains off.

      The second the chains were off, the lid rose on its own, revealing a black mist inside.

      This caused both of them to back up. The horses started to become unsettled, making all kinds of noises. Ben could only hold on tight. “Oh hell,” one of the guards said as they pulled out their weapons.

      The driver did the same, but now none of the people there were concerned with the money, as even the growing rays of the sun seemed to be swallowed up by the surrounding trees.

      “What is this?” Frisco asked.

      Before he could answer, the mist shot into the air and took a hard left into the trees.

      “What?” Jeff replied.

      “All right, you outlaw idiots, circle the wagon. Keep your eyes on the trees. If you want to live through this, you’ll do exactly as we say,” the second driver said. The guards had already taken position, no longer afraid of the outlaws’ guns.

      “No, you’re going to do what we say, and—” One of Frisco’s men was pulled right off his horse into the trees.

      “What the hell?” Ben asked, watching all this.

      “It’s an angry Leshy. A Hidebehind, you Americans call it. You want to live through this? Don’t turn your back to those trees and do what we say,” the driver said.

      “Billy, we live through this, and we’re going to have a long conversation,” Jeff said.

      Ted scanned the trees. No light streamed through anymore, as if a blanket had blocked it. “What do we do?” Ted asked, relenting to the insanity of the situation.

      “We need to get it back in the box, but it’s pissed off,” the driver said.

      “We’ll be fine,” Ben said, mostly to himself as he got off the horse and put his back against the wagon.

      The others did the same.

      “So, are we going to stand here until the end of the world?” Jeff asked.

      “No, none of us are going to last that long. Someone needs to get in the box. Bait. Whoever does is going to die. The Leshy—Hidebehind, whatever—will be drawn to it. It will attack, and we can put the lid back on and relock the chains. Then we take this to where it needs to be, and we never see one another again,” the driver said.

      “What? One of us has to get in the box and die?” Jeff asked.

      “Yes,” the driver said.

      “I vote Billy. He’s the one that got us both into this mess,” Frisco said.

      “Hey, everyone said it was gold, not a monster. My only crime was sharing the info when I had too much to drink,” Billy replied, his grip on the reins causing his knuckles to turn white.

      One by one, everyone started to voice their complaints and resistance to the situation.

      “I’ll do it,” Ben said after a few seconds of this, raising his voice to get their attention.

      The guards looked at one another.

      “All right, uh. All you have to do is lay in it and wait, and thank you,” the driver said. Billy was too scared to say anything.

      Ben started to make his way to the back of the wagon, inching his way, making sure not to turn his back to the woods as best he could despite being surrounded. He climbed back up the side of the wagon and looked in the box.

      It didn’t look comfy. “My life never amounted to much anyway,” he said and climbed in. It smelled like flowers inside.

      “Okay, I’m in. Now what?” Ben asked.

      “Now you wait,” the guard replied.

      Ben thought about everything that led him to this moment. His mind raced about everything, realizing his life up until now had meant nothing to anyone.

      Ben did his best not to think about the end and what this monster would do to him. He and the rest of them had watched it drag someone right off their horse and into the nothing. It was something he’d never even imagined.

      The silence outside of the box became heavy. The pressure changed, and he felt dizzy. The monster was on its way.

      The light around the box began to die out. This was it—the end.

      “I’m sorry. I can’t do it,” Ben screamed out to no one. He reached up and pulled the lid closed. It slammed shut with a heavy thud.

      For a few seconds, there was nothing outside.

      “You have to open the lid. Open it!” someone screamed and started to pull the lid open. Light streamed through the crack for a second, then whoever was trying to open the box disappeared.

      Something pulled him away as if he were nothing.

      There were gunshots. Some of the bullets hit the metal. Ben hated that sound. Screaming, chaos. Voices he knew, some he didn’t—all shouting. Whatever plan they had, he’d ruined it.

      Horses galloped away. The wagon shook from side to side.

      There was a violent jolt, and his head slammed into the side of the metal box. Everything went white.
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      Ben woke up to the sound of horses. He was on the ground, the strange metal box over him like a tent. It was hot. The sun was beating down.

      “What in the hell happened here?” a man asked. Ben smelled the thick scent of blood all around him.

      “I don’t know, but we do have a live one,” another man said, and Ben felt a strong hand grab his ankle and pull him out. Ben had no idea what was going on or what had happened.

      “Son, I’m going to have to ask you what in God’s name happened out here?” the sheriff asked.

      Ben still had the screams echoing in his head.

      “My fault, all my fault,” he replied. Once his eyes adjusted to the light, all he could see were bodies—several pieces of them in every direction.

      He saw Jeff’s head in the trees and closed his eyes tight.

      “Your fault? You did all this?” the sheriff asked.

      In a panic, Ben pointed his weapon at the officer, causing everyone to back off. “My fault,” Ben repeated, out of breath.

      “Put it down nice and easy now. Well, I’m sure you’ve figured out the rest if you don’t,” the man with the badge said.

      Ben knew that this was it for him. He was done. Whatever the nightmare was, it was over, along with his life.

      There was no explaining this.

      Ben was so tired. He began to lower his weapon and dropped it. The damaged weapon fired as it hit the ground.

      The bullet sped past the sheriff and into the chest of the deputy beside him. The man grunted in pain, then slumped off to the right, falling off his horse.

      “Dave!” the sheriff yelled as two more deputies rushed to him.

      “Dave’s dead,” one of the men said. Ben hardly knew what was going on.

      “You really did it now, boy. May not be responsible for this nightmare, but you’re going to pay for Dave. Gonna hang for it,” the sheriff said.

      “Get this boy on his feet. Clean this mess up. Block the road.”

      Ben was in a state of complete horror, and his face displayed that. Not only had everyone he’d come to know died, but people he didn’t know had been—God, they’d been torn to pieces.

      What happened?

      Ben was finished, and he knew it. For a minute, he was sure the man was going to shoot him right there. Ben wished he’d end it already.

      “Arrest this man. We wouldn’t want the town to be denied a good hanging. It’s been a while since we had a good show,” the sheriff said and put his gun away.

      Ben could tell he didn’t care much about this Dave or anyone else. This was a madman. The carnage in the trees didn’t bother him. The smell didn’t bother him. His eyes had never changed. None of their eyes did.

      Dave was added to the dead as if he had belonged there the whole time.

      The deputies pulled Ben off the ground. Then a sharp pain hit him in the side of the head, everything went black.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            11

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Ben woke up. The cold cot and his aching body and head made him wish he could go back into whatever nightmare he had been having.

      “I thought you were dead early,” a voice said to him. Ben looked up. “Early?” he asked.

      “You die in the morning. Hanging. Killing a lawman don’t go around here, and all those others,” the man replied.

      “Try to get some more sleep. The way you look now, you might scare some of the people watching to death. We’d offer you a last meal, but someone more deserving needs it—Dale’s wife,” the man said.

      “Thought it was Dave,” Ben replied.

      “Dale, Dave, all I know—better him than me,” the man in the dark said, then walked away.

      The silence didn’t take long to settle in, and it was oppressive.

      It was weird knowing you were living your last hours, all alone, still trying to wrap your mind around what you’d done and seen.

      Was any of it real? Ben stared into the dark, and he closed his eyes to have long-forgotten dreams.

      The next thing he knew, he was waking up to an explosion and flying face-first into the cell bars. It was a painful way to wake up but effective. He was dazed and confused, but a strong hand grabbed him by the back of the neck and pulled him toward the rubble and flames.

      “I don’t—what’s going on?” Ben managed to ask.

      Then Ben knew what had happened. He must have died, and this was the Devil. He was being dragged to Hell.

      Ben started to grab at everything he could. He knew it was wrong, and he would pay for what happened. It was an accident, and he didn’t deserve to go to Hell!

      “Boy, if you keep fighting like that, I will shoot you myself. You need to come with me, now,” the voice said.

      Ben heard the voice—it didn’t sound like any devil he had imagined.

      “What’s it going to be? Come with me or the rope?”

      Too many questions, but now wasn’t the time. He could hear gunfire in the distance. It was pure madness—sounded like a war outside. The man looked like the guy he wanted to be someday. Hat, long jacket, and a cool silhouette against the fire.

      “Let’s go,” Ben said.

      The man nodded. “Got a horse for you. Come on,” he replied, and Ben got on the horse.

      The two of them rode out of town, and as they did, the rescuer shot a bullet into the sky. It exploded with bright purple light.

      Ben didn’t turn around to look, but all the gunfire came to a stop. It was some kind of signal.
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      Ben had no idea where they were going. He could hardly see anything and would have been blind if it weren’t for the moonlight. He was following the mysterious rider in black. Ben would look back once in a while, but only the dark void was behind him.

      “Where are we going?” Ben yelled.

      “Shut up and follow me! You’ve been marked—can’t explain now,” he yelled back.

      So much for answers.

      They were in the middle of nowhere, but the other one seemed to know where he was going all the same. They rode for what seemed like hours into the dark.

      Ben didn’t know what time it was, and the sun wasn’t coming up. This was weird because he felt like it should have been sunrise by now.

      “Boy, you need to keep up! You’re clumsy and slow. Move your ass like your life depended on it. It does!” Ben heard this and was distracted by the surrounding dark. It felt like it was closing in around the both of them.

      Ben had never ridden a horse this fast or long in his whole life. The horse didn’t even seem alive to him—something was weird about it.

      He had seen others do it once in a while. This was a painful experience, but the fear of death was just a bit stronger.

      The two of them rushed into the dark when suddenly, much to Ben’s amazement, the night in front of them opened up as if it were a mouth, daylight shining through—a literal light at the end of a tunnel.

      “What in the—?” Maybe he was wrong. Maybe this was Hell after all.

      Ben didn’t have time to react as they plunged through the opening and into the daylight. The horses stopped, and the man took a deep breath, then dismounted.

      “Alright, you’re safe now. They won’t find you out here. My name is Bryan. Now walk with me.” Ben was still astonished at what had happened. He looked around and didn’t see any portal as he got to the ground.

      “Where are we? What was that? What in the hell is going on?” Ben asked, still covered in dust and in pain.

      Bryan walked toward what looked to be a mine shaft.

      “Well, what are you waiting for?” he asked Ben as he walked into the entrance.

      “Answers.”

      “Well, follow me. Clearly, if I wanted you dead, I would have let you hang back there in Aody,” Bryan replied.

      Ben didn’t even know the name of the town. Aody seemed like a strange name.

      Ben followed him into the shaft and walked into his future. The place was dirty, old. Ben thought it was older than it appeared because, as he walked into it, something in his mind couldn’t get over how ancient the air felt here.

      A few feet into the place, the walls started to get smooth, and there were strange carvings on the walls. Nothing he understood.

      As if Bryan could sense another question coming, he said, “I know, right? I don’t ever get over that feeling either, but here we are. Guardian Outpost number three. Or the old Temple of Adramelech. We liberated it from necromancers fifteen years ago and kept it as our own,” Bryan said like it was common knowledge and continued, “The name means King of Fire. Or, well, close to it, I suppose,” Bryan said and walked through the wall of rock at the end of the tunnel.

      Ben paused.

      “What?” he asked, knowing what he saw but not believing it.

      Ben thought this was special, amazing, and he didn’t know what to think. He walked at, and into, the rock.

      Then he ran into it. “Ow, what the—” He was cut off as Bryan’s hand reached through and pulled him across.

      “Sorry, I couldn’t resist. That happened to me too. He was right—it was funny.”

      Ben’s anger faded as, before him, he saw a massive building made from obsidian. It had torches lighting the long stairway up to the top.

      “I don’t—” He trailed off.

      Ben imagined the things this place had seen. It was the most incredible sight he had ever seen in his life. He could see other people walking around. They must be going somewhere, he figured, but Bryan broke his thought process.

      “Come on, up the stairs. Got someone we need to talk to. Don’t slip and fall, ok?” Ben figured walking on this might be like walking on ice.

      “Someone?” he asked. Bryan ignored him and started walking up the stairs.

      “Yes.”
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      The journey was tougher than he thought it would be. Every step was tough and slick, but Bryan didn’t seem to be having any trouble at all.

      It was a long trip up those stairs. He saw others on the way up, but they didn’t seem to notice him or bother to look at him. Soon enough, the two of them got to the main chamber.

      “Well, look at that, you made it up. I am glad you didn’t look over the edge. Follow me,” he said to him and led Ben inside.

      The place felt old. There were drawings etched into the wall. Symbols he couldn’t understand seemed to glow in the firelight.

      “We don’t know what they say either, so don’t ask,” Bryan said as they got to a doorway.

      “Before you talk, look at the floor where you are standing and think. Let me do the talking, and you’ll be fine—maybe,” he said with a grim smile and put his hand on a panel.

      The door, as massive as it seemed to be, melted away and merged with the floor. “Well, come on then,” Bryan said.

      Ben was still speechless at all of this.

      There was a man sitting on a throne of black rock with flames behind it. Two guards stood on both sides, armed with two silver pistols and a rifle across their backs, dressed in black clothing. His eyes seemed to shine in the dim light.

      “So, Bryan, I see you picked up some trash along the road,” the man on the throne said. Ben didn’t like this and was going to say something, but he looked down, like Bryan said, and discovered that he was standing on a bloodstain. Now he understood why Bryan said what he did.

      “Hey, everything is useful. This reject here lived through the Leshy mistake. He was part of the gang that screwed everything up,” Bryan replied.

      “How?” the man asked.

      “Cowardice. Reconstruction said that the loser hid in the containment box to save his own life. Quick thinking. The world is rid of a bunch of criminal scum in the process. Nothing of value was lost. I think he could be useful,” Bryan replied.

      The man on the throne looked at Ben.

      The man stood up and walked into the light.

      “It’s only your third year. You’ve lasted more than the average member does, but are you sure you’re ready to be a teacher?” he asked. Bryan shook his head.

      “Yeah, I’ve had more close calls lately, and I’m gonna need a replacement. This wimp over here has potential. Worst case, he gets eaten by something. Best case, he gets to live and serve the cause. Come on, Alex, we’re dropping like flies out there. Can’t be choosy in times like these. Not to mention the new war is going to draw them like the horde they are—it’s going to be epidemic.”

      Bryan had a point Alex couldn’t deny.

      “Fine, sign him up. The kid is all yours. Try not to get him killed on his first day.”

      Then he looked at Ben and walked up to him, putting his hand on Ben’s right shoulder. “Boy, if you do anything stupid to get him killed, you’ll wish you were hanged back there in that excuse for a town. Understand?” Alex asked with a deadly serious smile.

      “I’ll do my best,” Ben replied.

      “See that you do,” Alex said and looked into Ben’s eyes. It sent chills down his spine, and it was only for a second before Alex turned and walked away.

      “Come on. We start now,” Bryan said as he quickly led Ben out of the chamber.

      “My name is Ben, and what the hell is wrong with you two?”

      “Don’t worry. He needs to test your self-control. If you had talked out of turn, you would have been killed on sight. It happened to my last two prospects, so I felt the need to warn you this time. Thanks for paying attention,” Bryan said and walked.

      Ben understood more, but still understood nothing.

      “Talk and walk at the same time. I hope you can multitask,” Bryan replied.
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      “Alright, Ben. Time for a quick history lesson. We are called Black Guardians. We don’t exist, and we’ve been around for thousands of years. Yeah, I know, crazy. Our founder’s name is Darius. We are named after his weapon.”

      “Legend says he’s the son of the Abyss, an all-powerful darkness that seeks entry into our world constantly. Its darkness is one of the sources of all the unnatural things in this world. We fight what is evil, but only evil. There are exceptions to the rules, of course, and we protect those who ask for it. We are not hunters. We are protectors. We keep the world sane. There are only about three thousand of us worldwide at any given time. Four of us die daily—on a good day.”

      “This is a violent life, and there is no way around it. Most of us are only human. The things we face outmatch us most of the time. It’s not fair, but we do what we can. We know their weaknesses. We know their habits. Knowledge is power, and we have a whole lot of it.”

      “We have embraced the mystic and the mechanical in this war. You will too. Welcome to a new hell,” Bryan said and sighed.

      It was nearly the same speech his teacher had given him on his first day, and now Bryan felt old and worn down.

      “You could have said monsters are real and we fight them,” Ben replied.

      Bryan rolled his eyes.

      “So, I like to be dramatic,” Bryan replied as they walked. It was then Ben realized he didn’t know where they were going.

      “We are going to get your aura tuned. Come on. She should be free about now to get the job done.”

      “What’s an aura, and why does it need to be tuned?” Ben asked.

      “Just— you’ll see,” Bryan replied.

      The trip was short, and soon they were at another chamber. They both walked in, Ben following along.

      This chamber didn’t look how he imagined it, compared to the rest of this temple. It was colorful. There were drapes, bright on the walls, and the floor was covered with equally bright rugs yellow, red, green, and bright blue.

      “Okay?” Ben asked.

      From behind the green drape, a woman in a bone-white, almost see-through dress pushed it aside and walked out.

      “Well, hello there. I’m Ariana. You must be the new guy,” she said and seemed way too happy for the kind of place she lived in.

      “Oh, the colors? Well, you know how it is. Too much dark makes one depressed. So, if it’s dark in here, I’ve got to keep the balance by being happy. In this world, nothing is more important than balance. Without it, we are all lost to the winds of chaos,” she said.

      Bryan’s eye twitched a little bit.

      Ben felt like his mind had been read because he was wondering about all of these things.

      “Yeah, I’m the new guy, and—” Ariana lunged and grabbed his arms. Her white dress reflected the little light in this dark place.

      “Hush now and don’t move. Be prepared to see things in a whole new light. It might sting a bit, but you’re tough. I can tell.” She put her left hand over his eyes, and instead of the black he expected, his eyes were blinded with a burning white.

      For about six seconds, it was nothing but searing pain.

      When he could see again, he noticed a slight purple glow around her body.

      “By the way you are looking at me, I can tell it worked. The purple means I am infused with mystic energies. Each color has its own meaning, and the attunement will take some time to settle in for good. The only thing you need to know right now is that humans—run-of-the-mill Joe Average—are going to have a slight blue aura, like you. You’re average.”

      “Anything else is obviously different, and if there is none at all, it means undead, or a construct of some kind. You’ll get it soon enough. Good luck out there, Ben.” She smiled at him.

      If this were a different situation, he would have hit on her in a second. She was pretty to look at, and that smile said more to him. But knowing this place, she would have turned him into dust at the attempt, so he didn’t bother.

      “Thanks,” was all he managed to say. She giggled.

      Bryan nodded his appreciation. “Time for our next stop,” he said and motioned to the door, and the two of them left.

      “Well, that was the easy part. Now we have to get you into fighting condition. Tricks of the trade and all that good stuff. But first, here.” Bryan reached into his overcoat and pulled out two silver pistols, handing them to him. Ben recognized them—they were the same kind of weapons the wagon guards had earlier, with the same markings and everything.

      Ben blinked. “How many guns do you carry?” he asked.

      “Not enough. Take them,” Bryan said.

      “Don’t worry, it’s all real. It’s coated in silver and made special for people like us. I thought it was time you got some real weapons. We know silver causes these things all kinds of headaches, iron too on some of them. Lead, not so much.”

      Ben took the weapons in his hands. They were heavy, made well. They felt expensive.

      “Until you get to be a better shot, normal bullets only for you. Don’t worry—they’re all blessed. Blessings are free, we think. We don’t waste iron, titanium or silver rounds on a rookie. Stuff isn’t cheap,” Bryan smiled.

      “Now the training begins. Let’s go. The more time we waste, the more people get turned into some monster’s lunch, and all that blood is on our hands. Always remember that, no matter what the future brings. Everything you do from this day forward can make the difference between life and death,” Bryan said.

      The two went off to the training grounds.

      “Hey, buddy, are you alright?” Ben was shaken out of his trip down memory lane.

      “We’re here already. This time was harsh, but we did save the town. They will recover,” Bryan said.

      “Yeah, but the war will wipe it out. It will kill everyone there.”

      Ben had been frustrated with this for a while.

      “Not our call. We protect against the unnatural, the outsiders. We don’t get involved in history’s affairs. We don’t get involved. That’s the way it is and will always be. Now let’s go report already and get this over with,” Bryan said, and Ben agreed.

      He was sure the Guardians had the power to do more, even stop the war with all the power they held.

      The two of them walked inside the mine shaft, even though they had walked among the shadows many times to travel great distances.

      Ben had never seen the portal close behind them after all this time, and it bugged him.
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      It was creeping behind the bar, silent, unseen by everyone.
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