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H
E WAS BEING HUNTED
.

The man sank to his knees in black water. The night air pulsed with the reverberations of a multitude of insects, punctuated by bullfrog croaks and the occasional splash of something leaving the muddy banks for the safety of the swamp water
.

Before him, two others struggled through the marsh
.

“Go!” he cried. Dragging his legs through the muck, he pulled himself up on cypress knees to the slippery embankment. Free of the mire, he ran. The palmettos and spiny bracken tore his trousers as he ripped away low-hanging limbs and spirals of Spanish moss
.

Some distance behind, a hound bayed
.

The other two stopped before a large pond. One was a girl with wide eyes as fierce as lightning flashes. Scratches
crisscrossed her pale arms, and a gash on her cheek bled freely. Her lips trembled. By her side stood a man with long dark hair streaked with silver; it fell about his face and covered his eyes. He held the girl’s arm with one hand
.

In the other he held a sparkling silver pistol
.

The girl pulled toward the pond
.

“No,” the gunman said. “We need another way
.”

“But … the hound!” she cried
.

As if in answer, a roar erupted from the dark, shaking the trees around them and silencing the buzzing chorus of insects and frogs. An icy breeze pushed back their hair as their damp clothes grew crisp
.

“Go around,” the first man said. “Follow the pond’s edge to the north and there’s a crossing
.”

The gunman nodded and urged the girl forward. As the two disappeared into the brush, another roar tore through the trees, felling limbs and flattening shrubs. The moisture in the marshy earth froze, pushing to the surface in splinters of ice. At his back, the man heard the cracking of ice forming at the edge of the pond. He removed his straw hat and dropped it to the ground
.

With a snort of cold air, an enormous muzzle broke through the trees. Slowly the hound stepped out. More massive than a bull, it was seven feet at the shoulder. Its jaws were huge. Each tooth was as long as a hunting knife. Its dark metallic eyes were set deep into bone-white fur, tufted and spiked with frost. The groaning and whining of gears churned from beneath its flesh
.

The man faced the monstrous hound as it snarled and leaped forward
.

Ray jerked awake. The voices of the other orphans chirped over the rattle of the train. He was in the passenger car, Mister Grevol’s exquisite passenger car, with his sister, Sally, napping at his side.

Ray settled back onto the soft velvet bench and opened his hand. On his sweaty palm lay the lodestone. He hadn’t meant to nod off with it in his hand. He knew better.

Pushing the lodestone into his pocket, Ray craned his neck to scan the passenger car for Miss Corey. She was still not back.

Miss Corey had given the orphans an extensive list of rules, instructions, and threats the morning before Ray and Sally and the other seventeen children boarded the beautiful, dark train with its powerful ten-wheeler locomotive:

“Mister G. Octavius Grevol is a highly respected industrialist,” Miss Corey had warbled. “He has generously allowed us passage on his personal train. I expect you”—she had looked directly at Ray, who at twelve was the oldest of the orphans—“to be well-behaved, well-mannered, and to remain at all times in the passenger car designated for our use.”

But Ray had never been very good at listening to rules, instructions, or threats. He had decisions to make and needed someplace quiet to think. As he stood, he glanced down at Sally. With her hands pillowing her dirty cheek on
the upholstered bench and her tattered boots kicked up against the lacquered black paneling, Sally—all the orphans, really—looked out of place in Mister Grevol’s princely train.

Ray started down the aisle toward the back of the passenger car. He stumbled a moment with the sway of the train but steadied himself against the back of the next bench before continuing. Some of the orphans were taking naps, but most were talking boisterously or playing with jackstraws or corn-husk dolls on the ornately quilted seats. They were excited, and they had good reason. They were traveling on a marvelous train away from the horrible city. Soon they would reach the South, where Miss Corey had arranged for them to be adopted. Wishing he could share their enthusiasm, Ray reached for the vestibule door’s polished brass handle.

As he stepped out onto the vestibule, a coal-smoke wind met him, accompanied by the noisy clatter of the train’s wheels. He quickly shut the door. Finally, he was alone.

The vestibule was a short open-air passage between the train cars. Ray settled his elbows on the railing and looked out at the green and gold fields speckled with clusters of trees and white clapboard farmhouses. The wind batted his brown curls across his brow. Ray pushed them back as he took the lodestone from his pocket.

The lodestone began moving at once, tugging against
his grip. Ray clutched it tighter and wondered, as he had again and again over the last month: What was it pulling toward and why did it keep showing him the monstrous hound?

His father had given him the dark stone eight years ago—before Sally was born, before his father had left. Ray had only been four at the time, but he still remembered it vividly.

“I’m heading down south for a job of work, Ray,” his father had said that morning on the banks of Lake Wesserunsett in rural Maine. His father had grown up in the Blue Ridge Mountains of eastern Tennessee, and his words sometimes sounded funny compared to the way New Englanders spoke. “Might be a spell before I’m back.”

Then his father had taken out the flannel pouch he always carried in his pocket. He opened the drawstring and slowly removed a rock.

“What is it?” Ray asked.

“That’s a lodestone,” his father said, placing the stone in Ray’s hand. “They’re magnetic. Folks use them to make compasses. But this ain’t no ordinary lodestone. I want you to keep it safe while I’m gone. It’ll guide you when you have a need.” Then he added with his lopsided smile, “It’ll help me get back home, too.”

But it hadn’t. Ray’s father had never returned. Eight years had passed. Eight terrible years.

Ray looked down at his hand, feeling the lodestone pressing against his fingers as if the little stone was struggling to escape.

The door to the next car opened. Ray jumped and backed against the far side of the vestibule. Miss Corey would be furious!

Out stepped a tall, elegantly dressed gentleman. He held a gloved hand to support his silk stovepipe hat against the wind. With his fine striped suit of black and reptilian green and a curling silver mustache sprouting from his angular face, Ray had no doubt who this gentleman was: Mister G. Octavius Grevol.

This was worse than Miss Corey! Miss Corey might take a belt to Ray’s leg, but this man could have him thrown off the train.

Mister Grevol gave a slight “a-hum.” Ray took his woolen apple cap from his pocket and adjusted it tightly over his brow as he headed toward the door.

Mister Grevol clanked his ebony walking stick against the metal floor. “What do you think of my train?” he asked. His voice was smooth and refined like the purring of a cat, or possibly more like a lion, as there was an under tone of strength in that soft growl.

“It’s okay. I never cared much for trains,” Ray lied, hoping to put off the gentleman without causing offense.

Mister Grevol smirked and removed his stovepipe hat. He propped his gloved hands together on the silver cap of his walking stick, letting his gaze settle on the ribbon of
black smoke that was drifting off from the locomotive into the clear summer sky.

Ray eyed the gold chain dangling between Mister Grevol’s vest pockets. If Ray had encountered this gentleman a few months earlier on the streets of Manhattan, he might have excused himself, squeezed past the gentleman with a polite apology, and walked away with the gentleman’s gold watch. But this was not Manhattan. And he no longer needed to steal in order to keep Sally warm and fed.

“See, my parents were killed by a train,” Ray told Mister Grevol. He flicked his eyes toward the towering gentleman. A curious expression showed in Mister Grevol’s crooked black eyebrows.

“How terrible,” Mister Grevol replied, his eyes wandering to the lodestone in Ray’s hand, then following the several feet of twine attaching it to Ray’s belt. “Growing up alone can be a challenging prospect. Dangerous, I’m certain. But a boy like you is full of resources. I deduced right away that you are clever and, might I add, daring. I bet you’ve done all manner of doughty deeds. For example, may I ask, have you ever jumped from a moving train?”

Ray frowned. He had tried to rattle the old gentleman with his lie about how he had become an orphan, and now Mister Grevol was turning the trick on him.

“Lots of times, dozens of times,” Ray answered, which was in fact true. “Back in the city, I could get on a moving train and off again better than any of the other kids. They
called me Spark ’cause I could jump on and off trains and streetcars like a spark jumps from flint.”
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