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To the best GM of roll playing games I ever knew. 

Erik, you inspired so many and were gone too soon.
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Prologue:

A Brewing Storm

––––––––
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A storm raged along the East Coast, thunder shaking the bones of New York City. Rain cascaded in sheets, scouring the Bronx streets of trash and debris. Outside a small Catholic parish, a mother and her son rushed for shelter from the unrelenting downpour.

“Hurry, Anthony!” Maria Carusso snapped at her nine-year-old son. “I can’t afford for you to get sick again!”

Anthony scurried beneath the awning. Now slightly protected, he stared up at the giant, dark-stained oak doors. He’d seen them many times before, whenever his mother came for confession or Sunday services. Yet tonight, a twinge of fear prickled his skin as he stood before the massive doorway. As his mother grabbed the handle, Anthony glanced behind him.

He sensed something watching. Straining to see through the downpour, he found only the blur of the storm. He closed his eyes. His mother struggled with the heavy door. A forceful gust shoved his thin body, and he caught a faint, foul scent. Rot. Like a dead animal decaying in a ditch.

“What are you doing, Anthony?! Get in now!”

Her command made him jump across the threshold. Maria Carusso was not a woman you disobeyed.

Inside, Maria peeled off Anthony’s jacket and shook the water loose. It hung from his slender frame like a sack. He had been in and out of the hospital since infancy. The doctors told Maria and her husband, John, their child had a weak immune system. They tried to keep their Bronx apartment sanitized, yet Anthony still fell ill, spending days, sometimes weeks, in a sterile bed.

The medical bills didn’t take long to pile up.

John slipped deeper into depression until, one night, Maria answered a knock at their door. Two police officers stood solemnly before her. There had been an accident, they said. It appeared John had lost control of his vehicle, crashing into a pole at high speed. He died on impact.

Maria was left with a sick child and an ever-growing mountain of bills.

She did the best she could, but every day was a grind. The pressure compressed her into a deep, uneasy sleep each night. Her life had callused her soul. She had always been short-tempered, but now she was a powder keg.

Anthony grew older and did his best to obey, but he still felt the heat of her explosions. As much as he willed himself to stay healthy, his body often betrayed him.

He recognized that the only relief his mother found from life’s drudgery was here, within these walls. In desperate times, she went to confession. Afterward, she always seemed lighter.

Tonight, Maria had marched through the storm after receiving another final notice for the rent. She needed help.

She placed their soaked jackets on the entryway hooks, then put a firm hand on his shoulder to lead him into the worship center. She wasn’t angry with Anthony; she was frustrated, hurt, and scared by the life she’d been handed. She had told herself many times she would explain this to her son someday—let him know how much she loved him, that he was a bright ray of sunshine in her cold, dreary life. One day, when he was older.

One day. But not today.

Life was gritty and tough. To succeed, a young man had to be tempered steel. She wanted Anthony to be strong. She needed him not to be sick. She needed that for him, and for her.

Maria had hidden her own pain for months. She couldn’t go to the hospital for testing—the cost was prohibitive—and fear kept her from the free clinics. A raspy cough raked the inside of her lungs during fits. Blood had been appearing in greater volume as the months trudged on—a scarlet brushstroke on the tissues that seemed to count her remaining days. She had turned to the church more and more as a storm of emotions raged inside her, mirroring the system pulverizing New York tonight.

She needed Anthony to be ready. She knew he was not.

“Wait in the pews while I go to confession,” she whispered sharply into his ear. He shyly walked to the second pew on the left of the altar and sat quietly. Maria scanned the hall. Only she and Anthony were here tonight. Only people with true emergencies would brave the storm outside.

Father Aetos walked into the worship center from a door at the back. He recognized her. “Hello, Maria. Soft evening, isn’t it?” he joked weakly.

Maria offered a polite half-smirk. “Hello, Father. I need to confess tonight. Please?”

Father Aetos sensed the desperation in her voice. He could see the weariness etched into her face. She had been to confession just two weeks before and seemed to have aged a year since. “Of course, my child. If you would wait for me in the confessional, I’ll be right there.”

Maria nodded and slumped toward the booth. Father Aetos sat on the pew in front of Anthony and smiled. “Hello, Anthony.”

“Hello, Father.”

“How are you feeling today?”

“I’m good, Father,” he said quietly.

“I would like to give you a gift. Would you like that?”

Anthony’s head popped up immediately. He nodded eagerly.

“Excellent! But first, we have to do something together, okay?”

Anthony’s head bobbed once again.

“Come with me to the altar.” Father Aetos stood and waited for Anthony to walk around the pew. When the boy stood beside him, they walked forward together. “Do you know what these candles represent?”

“Lights in case the electricity goes out?”

The priest laughed. “I suppose that’s a dual purpose. Each candle is a symbol of faith. Each flame represents the light of God. And each one is a prayer, asking for His help.” Anthony stared at the lit candles.

“A lot of people need God’s help.”

Father Aetos chuckled. “Actually, we all need God’s help. I want you and me to each light a candle and say a prayer. We don’t have to say it out loud. Let’s ask for God’s help for something. Then I’ll give you a surprise. Okay?”

“Okay, Father.”

Each took a taper and lit a candle. “Now we bow our heads and ask.” Anthony closed his eyes and asked for the only thing he could think of:

For my mother to be happy.

Even at nine, he could sense the tension in her body, the weight of life crushing her shoulders, threatening to collapse her at any moment. He opened his deep brown eyes and looked at Father Aetos. The priest lifted his head and made the sign of the cross. Anthony copied him.

Father Aetos turned. “Now. I have a very special gift for you, young man.” He reached into his inner jacket pocket and retrieved an ornate cross, almost spanning the palm of his hand. “This is for you.” He placed the cross into Anthony’s palm. The boy’s hand flinched under the unexpected weight. Anthony studied the gift. Intricately engraved was an image of the Crucifixion. On the four points of the cross, a design resembling hearts had been etched.

“This cross is very special. It was given to me during my studies in Rome,” Father Aetos said as Anthony looked up. “You see those hearts flowing from Christ’s hands, feet, and head?” Anthony nodded. “They represent our Lord’s love for all of us when He sacrificed Himself. The silver is special, too. It was blessed by the Church before being fashioned into this cross.” Anthony gazed back down, studying it further. “This cross was made to protect you from the evil forces in this world. I want you to have it. If you are scared or in trouble, it will help you.”

Anthony gazed at the cross. It seemed to sparkle as the candle flames danced against its bright surface. Father Aetos stood, but Anthony remained transfixed for a few moments longer.

“Why don’t you wait back in the pews? I’m going to go help your mother now, okay?” Anthony stood and nodded. The priest tussled Anthony’s hair affectionately. As the child walked back, still staring at the cross, the priest took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. He sensed difficult times lay in Anthony’s future. He knew Maria would not be here much longer. His heart filled with a helpless compassion. Sometimes he had to remind himself it was impossible to fully know God’s plan.

Father Aetos grabbed the handle to the confessional and paused, looking back at the frail nine-year-old sitting reverently in the pew. Anthony met his gaze. With a small smile and a nod, Father Aetos entered the confessional.

Anthony was alone. He inspected the gift again, tracing his thumb over the engraved image. For a reason he didn’t understand, his focus kept being drawn to the hearts pouring from the Savior’s body. It looked like love was flowing from His wounds. He turned the cross over and saw letters etched into the back. Scrawled there was the phrase: Mortem ad Malum. Anthony had no idea what it meant.

As he studied the cross, the entrance door groaned open. The bolts of the heavy door screamed into the quiet.

The trace of that rancid smell from outside flooded Anthony’s nostrils again. It was no longer a faint whiff of decay; it was as if someone had placed a decomposing animal in his lap. He grasped the cross in his left palm and turned toward the entrance.

A man stood in the archway. His head and face were buried deep under the hood of a soaked sweatshirt, over which he wore a thin, beaten leather jacket. His jeans were wet, faded, and torn in several places. His entire outfit was smeared with mud, as if he had wallowed in a park puddle on this stormy night.

Anthony stared, but the man seemed stuck in the archway. He continued to stare until he saw the man’s hands. The skin looked pale and grey, the fingers bony and sharp. Anthony ducked down between the pews when he saw the stranger’s fingers.

The tips appeared to have been filed into talons.

The small, frail boy pressed himself toward the floor instinctively. Fear washed over him, soaking him as thoroughly as the pounding rain outside. Near the floor, he looked at the man’s feet.

He wore no shoes.

His toes looked deadly as well—ten small daggers. Anthony’s body began to tremble.

The hooded man raised his head slightly and sniffed the air, searching. After a few seconds, his head turned toward the confessional. With gnarled, bony fingers, he pulled back his hood. His head was bald, the skin appearing to rot. Small patches of skull gleamed through. An open cavity sat where a nose should have been. His eyes were a milky grey. He opened his jaw slightly, revealing needle-like teeth.

He moved slowly toward the confessional, the scent of death trailing each step. Reaching it, he paused and sniffed the air again, as if for confirmation. He set his frosted eyes on the booth, slowly raised his right arm back, flexed his fingers, and plunged his limb through the side of the confessional.

Maria was startled by the crash of splintering wood. “What was that, Father?” she asked. The answer was a wet, gurgling sound from the priest’s side. “Father Aetos? Are you okay?” she asked, panic rising. As she tried to peer through the screen, her face was splattered with liquid. Maria wiped her face and looked at her hands.

It wasn’t water.

Maria screamed, slamming her body against the confessional door. The force jarred Father Aetos’s door open as well. She saw a gruesome hand around the priest’s throat, its sharpened fingers buried in his flesh. She watched his eyes widen in shock as his body spat blood in spurts. His eyes rolled back, and he went limp.

Maria screamed again.

The sound made the creature turn its head toward her. Panic flooded her mind. “Anthony!” she whispered aloud. She turned to the pews and saw her son hiding on the floor. Maria ran to him. “Anthony, we have to run!” She struggled to get him to his feet. He was facing her when he stood. “Let’s go!” she shouted. She saw his eyes jolt wide open as she felt a sting on her right shoulder. Maria turned her head, confused, to see the creature latching its needle-sharp teeth into her. Butterflies of panic and dread fluttered in her stomach. “Run, Anthony! Run!” She reached her hands back, attempting to pry the creature off. She clawed at the cold, slimy skin. The pain settled in, growing more intense.

Maria began to cry and plead with her son. “Go, Anthony, please go!” she managed to sob. Anthony stood frozen. She tried to plead again but was stopped. The intense pain in her shoulder vanished. She looked down to see her shirt moving. Red began to bloom through the white fabric. The creature’s fingers had torn through her shirt and out the other side.

Maria looked up at Anthony. She was filled with a torrent of regret. She should have told him more often that she loved him. She should not have been so hard on him. She looked one last time into his beautiful dark eyes. She couldn’t speak, but she tried to tell him with her gaze. She hoped he understood.

Then everything went dark.

The creature retracted its claw from the boy’s mother. It made a cackling sound of joy as it licked the blood from its gory fist. Anthony stood before the monster. The cross in his left hand began to feel warm. The creature stepped over his mother’s body, inching closer. The cross grew hotter, enough to burn.

In a flash, Anthony’s fear was gone. He was filled with a sudden, profound compassion. He reached out his right hand and grasped the creature’s left arm.

It stopped, transfixed by a power it did not understand.

The monster stared into the young boy’s eyes. Those eyes began to change. Where once there was a dark, rich brown, there was now a brilliant emerald green. The color grew brighter, like twin beacons.

Anthony stared back. Images flashed in his mind—memories from the creature. They started with a teenager stealing liquor from a store. A young man pulling the trigger and killing a woman during a carjacking. Selling drugs to kids in junior high. Getting shot in the back after trying to cheat his supplier. The look on his poor mother’s face at his funeral. Clawing through dirt to reach the surface of the graveyard, and a dark figure waiting for him as he climbed out of his grave. Anthony was witnessing the monster’s life, and the monster was seeing it, too.

Anthony released his grip. The creature staggered back. Its head darted around the church, its eyes settling on the altar and the flickering candle flames. It tilted its head back and belted a guttural howl, like an animal in tremendous pain. It stomped to the altar and threw itself upon the candles. The blessed flames ignited immediately, engulfing it in a magnificent fireball.

Anthony watched the flames consume the hideous thing. He did not know why or how, but he knew he had changed. He felt no fear. He only felt an urge—a need—to put right the evil in this world.

A clamor came from the doors behind the worship center. Three priests rushed in. One held a short sword, one a crossbow, and the other vials of liquid. Their focus was the unholy bonfire sizzling on the altar.

The priest with the sword stepped toward the burning creature. “Be careful, Richard,” Father Michael Gabris whispered, his crossbow steady.

Father Richard Ignazio nodded and stepped closer, plunging his sword into the smoldering remains. There was no movement.

“Matthew, get the fire extinguisher. This one is dead,” Father Ignazio said.

“They tracked us down!” Gabris spat out angrily. He pointed to the confessional. “They got Aetos.” His voice became somber as they all made the sign of the cross.

Father Matthew Diaz saw Anthony before he turned for the extinguisher. “Ignazio! The boy!”

Anthony stood transfixed by the fire at the altar, showing no fear of what had happened or the visions he had seen. Father Ignazio and Father Gabris shouldered their weapons and approached the young boy cautiously. As they drew closer, they noted the mangled body of Maria Carusso.

“Hello, my child,” Ignazio began. “Are you alright, son?”

“I’m okay, Father.”

Ignazio glanced quickly back at Gabris and Diaz. All three were shocked by the smooth calm in the boy’s response. “Is that your mother, son?”

“Yes, Father.”

“What’s your name, little one?”

“Anthony.”

“Did you see what happened here, Anthony?” Ignazio asked caringly.

Anthony nodded. “The monster came in and went over there.” He pointed to the confessional. “My mom came out and said we had to run.” Anthony looked at his mother’s body, and tears began to well in his eyes.

Ignazio and Gabris moved closer to comfort him. “It’s okay, you’re safe now, Anthony,” Father Gabris said, placing a hand on the boy’s shoulder.

“I know, Father. I stopped the monster.”

All three priests stared at each other again in shock. They turned back to Anthony. “You... stopped it?” Ignazio asked.

Anthony nodded again. Diaz put down the fire extinguisher and approached the child. He saw the cross in Anthony’s left hand. “Anthony, where did you get that cross?” he asked kindly.

“Father Aetos gave it to me as a gift. Before...” Anthony’s eyes welled up again.

“It’s alright, child,” Ignazio said.

“Could this child have been chosen?” Gabris asked the other two.

“I’ve never seen, let alone heard of a soul being chosen at such a young age,” Diaz said. “Sixteen is the youngest I’ve read about in our history.”

“Look at his eyes,” Ignazio said. “This boy has been chosen and awakened.” The priests gazed at the shimmering emerald eyes. The supernatural glow from the encounter had faded, but Anthony’s eyes remained a piercing, unnatural green. The priests simultaneously made the sign of the cross.

Diaz began, “That cross is very special, Anthony.” He turned it over in the boy’s small hand. “You see the words on the back?” Anthony nodded. “Mortem ad Malum. It’s Latin. It means ‘Death to Evil’.”

Anthony stared at the words.

“You were given more than just this cross, Anthony,” Gabris said. “The Lord has blessed you with special powers to help do His work.”

Anthony looked at the priests. He didn’t understand what it all meant.

“Everything will be all right, Anthony. We will explain more later. We’re going to take care of you, okay?” Ignazio asked. Anthony was unsure but gave a slight nod. “Diaz, take the boy downstairs. I’ll inform Rome we need to relocate and about Father Aetos.”

As Anthony was led from the chapel, he could hear the raging storm outside beginning to fade. Yet something would rise with the coming dawn.

A boy had been chosen.

A hunter.
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The Cross and the Classroom

––––––––
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Anthony moved through the narrow corridor, his footsteps whispers against the tile. This was a test—Father Ignazio’s assessment.

The cracked plaster ceiling loomed. Ahead, two doors stood on the left, one on the right.

The foul smell seized him like a clawed hand. He paused, bracing himself.

Rotting flesh.

Zombies.

His fingers brushed the holy silver cross at his neck. It warmed against his skin. Evil was just around the corner.

His palm tightened on the hilt of his long dagger.

He inhaled.

And sprang forward.

He froze at the sight.

A woman stood before him.

His mother.

A scream strangled in her throat as a gory undead sank its teeth into her shoulder. Blood cascaded down her blouse.

Anthony stumbled back, slamming into the wall. He was no longer a grown man—he was nine years old again. He ran. Her screams chased him down the corridor.

His eyes darted into the rooms he passed.

Hunters.

The men and women he’d served with... tortured.

Each corner revealed another gallery of tormented friends. Their screams nipped at his heels, driving him forward.

He turned a final corner—and stopped.

A woman stood at the end of the hallway. Beautiful blonde hair flowed over her shoulders. Her eyes were as deep and radiant as a clear morning sky—hypnotic.

He felt drawn to her.

And also... danger.

The corridor seemed to shrink as he stepped back.

She was closer.

He turned and ran, sprinting as fast as he could. The harder he pushed, the farther the corner stretched away. His lungs burned. He stopped, bent double, gasping.

Then—a whisper in his ear sent an electric jolt up his spine.

“Why do you try to run from me?”

His stomach clenched. Her voice was silk—seduction and peril. He turned, eyes shut—



The alarm screamed at 4:05 a.m.

Anthony’s emerald eyes snapped open—no groan, no hesitation. Just movement. Another nightmare. He could not let the terror take root.

He stood and stretched the stiffness from his joints. Today, his morning routine began with push-ups.

After finishing, he drank water at the sink of his small apartment. His naked, muscular frame glistened with sweat. The only thing he wore was the silver cross around his neck—the same cross he had received the night he lost his mother. That night, he had been imbued with power. And since then, he had never been sick.

He had learned many things from the priests who took him in. Father Ignazio led a group called Mortem ad Malum, a secret division of the Roman Catholic Church created to combat supernatural evil. The priests were charged with finding and molding young individuals given special gifts—abilities that allowed them to battle the deadly forces working to control the world. The Church called them hunters.

All of the hunters possessed enhanced strength, speed, and healing. But their true power lay in unique individual attributes. Anthony’s gift had manifested earlier than any other in the division’s 1,645-year history. It was called Redemption. By touching evil creatures, he could force them to relive their past transgressions—an experience that often shattered their minds.

Anthony moved toward the shower. Before stepping in, he grasped his cross and read the inscription on the back, as he had every day for twenty-five years.

Mortem ad Malum.

Anthony was a demon hunter.

The priests had done more than prepare him for battle. Father Gabris enrolled him in the finest Catholic schools and tutored him personally. In the evenings, Father Diaz educated him on the history of Mortem ad Malum. Father Ignazio trained him to fight. Every day included hours of combat training. The priests reported directly to Rome and received instructions on locations and targets requiring elimination.

Anthony finished drying off and slipped into khakis and a blazer. Overkill for the weather, but necessary to hide the marks from his battles with evil. He was also a professor in the Religious Studies department at Fordham University. Last semester, a freshman had gasped at the jagged scars visible at his cuffs during a lecture. The school’s Jesuit tradition and ties to the Roman Catholic Church accommodated him when he needed to take short sabbaticals to lead his demon-hunting team on missions.

All hunters maintained civilian careers to avoid detection. They were constantly reminded to stay vigilant—more than one hunter had been killed outside a mission.

Anthony stopped by his office to collect graded quizzes before heading to the lecture hall. As he entered, a soft, collective exhale rippled through the room. Ninety percent of his students were female, and almost all paid close attention to his every move.

“I have your quizzes from last week,” Anthony said, disappointment edging his voice. “It’s clear we need to review. Prior to becoming emperor, Constantine was a general under Emperor Diocletian. Does anyone know Diocletian’s significance?”

Only a few hands rose; many students sat transfixed.

“Jenny.” Anthony pointed to a young woman in the front row.

“Emperor Diocletian stabilized the empire and led the largest persecution of Christians in Roman history,” Jenny said proudly.

“Correct. Thank you, Jenny.”

She leaned forward on her desk, elbows propped, staring into her professor’s green eyes.

Anthony continued, unfazed. “Diocletian also remains the only Roman emperor to voluntarily abdicate. A remarkable feat for his time. Afterward, Rome fell into turmoil again. What happened in 312 A.D.?”

Only one hand shot up—Jenny’s, waving vigorously.

Anthony scanned the room. “Patrick.”

The young man snapped his head up; he had been leering at a woman four rows ahead. “Yes, Professor?”

“That is not the correct answer, Patrick. ‘Yes’ did not occur in 312 A.D.”

“Sorry, sir.”

“Don’t be sorry. Be better.”

Patrick nodded, chastened.

“The correct answer is the Battle of the Milvian Bridge,” Anthony continued. “That was also when Constantine received a vision from God.”

The lecture hall door opened, and an attractive woman entered, pausing at the back. She wore form-fitting jeans and a black leather halter top. Anthony glanced at her. She nodded.

“This marked the beginning of Constantine’s conversion to Christianity. Sorry, everyone—I have to cut class short today. There will be a test in two weeks. Patrick...”

Anthony let the silence linger. Patrick nodded sheepishly.

The woman descended the steps toward him. Dark hair and caramel skin radiated seduction, but her stride spoke of lethality. Several students lingered, watching.

Jenny approached Anthony. “Professor, I was hoping you could join us for a study session at Slow Drip tomorrow. I really need help,” she said, batting her eyelashes.

“That wouldn’t be appropriate, Jenny. And you have the highest grade in the class.”

“I’d love to get coffee with you, Professor,” the woman said in an exotic Brazilian accent as she stepped beside her.
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