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This book is dedicated to the people who have had the most impact on its creation, My Armor Bearers. Steve Caponey (Flatline), Jon-Mark Menta (Hollow Point), Sean Nemi (Sgt. Edge), Jeremy Wagner (Flash), Josh Strunk (Fortress) and David Devigili (Sidewinder). The time we spent running around upstate NY creating worlds, characters and stories will always be some of my fondest memories.

Foreword

Like most things worth doing in life, this book took me a long time to write. Even though it is my first, it rises off of the backs of many failed manuscripts that have since been lost to crashing computers, the beguiling of new ideas or simply to the ever-moving sands of time and neglect.

J R R Tolkien once replied when asked why it took him so long to write the Lord of the Rings, "Life happens." I have found this to be the case. Like all humans my time is extremely limited, and the pressures of work, family, church, and much needed personal time seem to always be vying for its attention. This is still the case for me, but I decided once my kids grew up and started their own adult lives, that it was time for me to seriously pursue the one thing I had always wanted to do since childhood, become a writer.

This novel is the result of that decision. My life is still filled with many distractions, and I would like to say that I have mastered the discipline of writing every day, but that would be a lie. I have, however, found that continual small steps forward produce bigger results in the end than great leaps on occasions.

For those of you who read this book I hope you are inspired to keep moving forward in your journey no matter how small the steps may be; and you will find, as I have, that in time, you too will accomplish your dreams.

Jay


Chapter One

Binghamton New York


October 19th



It was an unusually chilly October evening, even for upstate New York. A cold front from northern Canada had blown through, bringing with it rain, a bitter wind, and temperatures that dropped into the forties. According to the radio meteorologist, this night would be the worst of it. Dismal and forbidding, the stormy evening fit the mood of the lone figure making his way down the empty streets. 


The man was hunched and weather-beaten, his long black trench coat flapping wildly in the wind. He made no attempt to draw the coat around himself, but let the wind have its way. Drenched as he was, any normal man would’ve been shivering, but he was no ordinary man. Ever since he had been chosen, his body had become impervious to the elements of the mortal world.

He was short and lithe of build, with jet-black hair pulled tight into a long ponytail. He appeared to be of Asian descent, and most people would not have given him a second glance, except for his haunting eyes. He’d once had beautiful dark brown eyes that had charmed many a young lady with a glance. Now those eyes were gone, replaced by shadowy black holes of darkness that seemed to writhe and twist with a life of their own.

He missed his old eyes, that used to see the joys of life and love. Eyes that looked on the world with such innocence. Nothing escaped his gaze now, nothing at all. It saw everything, even the hearts of men. No action escaped his notice. He saw every sin, no matter how big or small. He saw the hidden and the veiled, those things which men thought they had concealed and would never be held accountable for.

It was a dreadful power that his heart had grown weary of. He understood what that meant, and he welcomed it. The end was near; he could sense it. He would soon be free of his burden. It would pass to another.

The man turned down a narrow alleyway, leaving behind the brightly lit streets for the shelter of the shadows. He shied away from the light, preferring to travel in the darkness away from prying eyes. He missed the sun and its warmth. This nocturnal existence was poetic, he supposed, as most evil deeds did take place in the dark of night. But it grew old.

He passed a few scattered silhouettes lying on the cold, wet ground and felt a twinge of pity. It had been years since he’d felt anything at all, so the feeling came as a shock. It was nothing more than a small stirring in his heart, but to someone who had felt nothing for so long, it struck like a bolt of lightning.

A single tear tracked down his cheek. He reached up and touched it, wondering at the wetness on his fingers. He’d been incapable of crying for so long that he’d forgotten what it felt like.

The homeless man closest to him stirred and mumbled something in his sleep. He was filthy, dressed in tattered rags, his white hair gnarled and a tangled beard long. He shivered and tossed, trying in vain to shake off the chill.

The dark figure stooped and fixed his shadowy gaze upon the sleeping person. In a moment, the person’s life flashed before his eyes like a sped-up movie, and he saw everything.

Alcohol and drug abuse had brought this man to this place. Addiction had taken everything from him including his wife and children, but addiction had only been a symptom of a greater pain.

His gaze saw all. Saw the homeless man as a child watching as his father, who was unable to deal with his own failures at life, brutally beat his mother until she eventually fled. That was when his father turned his wrath upon him.

The boy eventually escaped his seemingly unending torment when his father had finally succumbed to liver failure. He watched as the boy, now a young man, dumped a full bottle of whiskey on his father’s grave before getting wasted. He watched as the young man tried to move forward from the demons that haunted him. Watched as he fell in love and built a family of his own, vowing not to follow the same path his father had. But the American dream comes at a cost. Two layoffs and no work eventually took their toll, and he heard the call of the same demons his father had. Demons that eventually changed a loving man into a monster who, in a fit of alcohol-induced rage, murdered his ten-year-old son.

The man removed his trench coat and settled it over the sleeping man. His shivering subsided.

“Sleep tight, David,” he said, in a hollow voice. He watched the man a moment before continuing on into the shadows.

He moved quickly and stealthily, more shadow than man. Without his coat, the man appeared out of place here. “Out of time” might be a better description. A sheathed katana hung from his hip, and a black Japanese kimono dangled loosely on his wiry frame. Even though he did not wear the trademark armor of a samurai, he carried himself as a warrior.

Before the man reached the end of the alleyway, he crouched and sprung upward, then scaled the brick wall of the building on his right. When he reached the crest of the wall, he stood on the rooftop like a bat, peering down into the darkness below him. His black eyes pierced the thick gloom, searching for anything out of the ordinary. Not a minute went by before a slight movement caught his attention. A shadow darker than the night moved silently below him.

The figure in the alleyway snapped his head upward toward the movement just in time to catch a blur of black before the man was gone. The person chuckled to himself and stepped out of the shadows and into the center of the alley. Dressed in what looked like a black French musketeer uniform, the man wore a rapier at his side and a large brimmed black hat on his head. But where the musketeers of old wore a cross, this man wore a skull.

His long, slender mustache twitched with a smile. “Shogun, why must we continue to play this cat-and-mouse game? It is becoming very tiresome. Still, protocol requires it, so I will not begrudge you your whims. Ready or not, here I come.” He leapt up onto the rooftop in a single bound.

The Musketeer’s blade slid out with a ring as he flipped through the air and landed on the roof. He scanned the empty rooftop, then lowered his sword.

The Musketeer had the same nightmare black eyes as the Shogun and his gaze was just as keen. He saw every raindrop as it fell to the earth. Nothing escaped his penetrating eyes.

“I know you are here, mon ami. I can sense your presence. Why make this difficult? The outcome is inevitable.”

“Why must you always talk so much?” came the whispered reply from everywhere and yet nowhere at all.

“I suppose it is my nature,” the Musketeer said. “Much like your nature is to be depressed and gloomy.”

“It was not always so,” said the voice again, reverberating like an echo.

“Ah, do you find yourself longing for the past?” The Musketeer continued to search for anything that would give away his opponent’s position.

“What do you care?” came the reply. This time it seemed to be coming from directly behind him as if someone was whispering in his ear.

The Musketeer chuckled. “You hurt my feelings, Shogun! I have enjoyed our little game more than you could ever know. We are brothers, you and I!”

With lightning speed, the Musketeer dropped into a crouch and pivoted, slashing backward with his rapier at shin level. The blade sliced harmlessly through the night air, hitting nothing more than raindrops.

“It will not be so easy.”

The Musketeer’s grin faded, and his eyes glinted. “Your tricks will only prolong the inevitable. You can sense the end is near for you. Why resist it?”

“What you say may be true, and it may not. You have been known to lie.”

The Musketeer let loose a laugh. “So, you still have a sense of humor left in you after all these years? It is a pity that it only revealed itself now.”

He held his sword in front of his face with both hands. As he did, the blade glowed with an eerie violet-black light, illuminating his angular face. “I must admit this banter is quite entertaining, but like all good things, it must come to an end.”

He slashed downward and a flash of dark energy surged forward, arching right then left, as if searching for something. It finally struck an object about twenty feet off in a torrent of violet sparks.

The air around the impact shifted until the illusion the Shogun had created dissipated entirely. He stood there with his blade held up in a defensive position, his katana arcing with similar mystical energy.

The Musketeer launched forward and was upon the disoriented Shogun in a single bound. He struck with ferocity, forcing the Shogun into a corner. Again and again the Musketeer attacked, not allowing the Shogun to gain any advantage.

But the Shogun parried every deadly strike. He deflected a cut to his head and then whipped his blade back and forth, fending off two quick jabs to his midsection. Two more swift thrusts to his head forced his blade upward, and he had to shift his footing in order to keep his balance. He had to do something fast, and he knew it.

“Soon I will have you, Shogun,” said the Musketeer between strikes, his free hand edging toward his belt.

Noticing the movement, the Shogun lunged forward and struck the Musketeer with his shoulder. The maneuver caught him off guard and sent him stumbling backward. Never losing his momentum, the Shogun followed through with a quick uppercut, slamming his fist into the Musketeer’s chin. The blow sent the man flying, and he flipped twice in midair before slamming into the roof with a thud. His hand slipped out of his shirt, a dirk in his fist.

Kicking himself up, the Musketeer landed on his feet like a cat, his weapons at the ready. This time, however, it was the Shogun’s turn to go on the offensive, and he attacked his opponent with savage ferocity. The dance began again, and the night was alive with the deadly song of the clashing blades.

The Shogun parried a hasty jab to his midsection and slashed down at his opponent’s head. The Musketeer blocked the strike with both weapons, and the two fighters slid their swords down, their blades locked and arms straining with exertion.

“So, mon ami, where do we go from here?” the Musketeer panted.

“We finish it,” replied the Shogun, and pivoted to the side. The Musketeer stumbled forward at the sudden release of pressure, leaving him wide open. The Shogun slashed upward, cutting deeply into his stomach, doubling him over.

The rain halted in place and the clamor of the universe ceased as time itself came to a standstill. The Musketeer hung limply from the Shogun’s katana. He chuckled and his dirk dropped to the ground with a clang. Strangely, no blood flowed from the gaping wound.

“Get on with it already!” he growled through gritted teeth.

The Shogun nodded and slid his blade forward and yanked up, finishing his cut. The Musketeer fell to his knees, his hands dangling at his sides.

“Goodbye,” whispered the Shogun.

“Go to hell!” the Musketeer spat.

“Never.” The Shogun swung his blade to decapitate the injured man.

Before the blade could hit its mark, the Musketeer threw himself forward and the katana missed his head by inches. With a renewed and supernatural vigor, the Musketeer rolled to the side, away from the crouching Shogun. Holding his insides in with one arm and using his sword as a crutch, he managed to get to his feet, stumble toward the roof’s edge, and throw himself over.

The Shogun charged after the fleeing Musketeer but was not quick enough. He peered over the edge, hoping to find a broken corpse lying shattered on the street below, but his heart knew better. There was no sign of the injured Musketeer.

The universe snapped back into motion and he was buffeted by the sudden clamor of the storm. A ghostly chuckle echoed on the wind but was lost in the downpour.


Chapter Two


Not far from the supernatural conflict, a young woman jogged down the relatively quiet streets of Binghamton, New York. The storm had driven most of the city’s nocturnal inhabitants indoors for the night, so the streets were empty.


Amanda Pratt was a twenty-seven-year-old fit and attractive blonde. She had debated with herself on whether or not the exercise was worth getting wet over, but the heaping bowl of ice cream she had eaten after dinner made the decision a no-brainer. In today’s society, the cardinal sin was not murder but being fat. It didn’t matter what you did, as long as you looked good doing it.

She turned onto the street that led to Otsenango Park and picked up her pace as she crossed the bridge. Amanda was mildly afraid of heights, and her heartbeat quickened as she sprinted across the hated bridge. She slowed when she reached the other side and quickly checked her Fitbit. The rain was steadily increasing, and the wind was blowing hard, making the run uncomfortable and difficult.

Should she turn back? She sucked in deep gasps of air and shook off the rain that drenched her from head to toe.


What was I thinking coming out here this late at night and in a horrible storm no less? she thought. It’s not like anybody’s gonna notice, anyway.


Somebody had noticed her, though, and had followed her since she’d left her house. The fact was, he had come out here in this miserable weather just for her. She had been on his mind for quite some time.

Amanda noticed the man slowly approaching her as she turned to start the long run back home. He was a tall handsome man, whose long wet black hair clung to his face. The man was dressed all in black and wore a leather coat that came to his waist.

Her hand slipped up to her hair—she knew it was a matted mess after jogging—and she blushed as the handsome man approached. But as the man drew closer, a feeling of dread washed over her. The feeling was so overwhelming that it took all her willpower to keep herself from bolting in the opposite direction. She took a step back, her heartbeat quickening as she looked for a possible way of escape.

A few paces away, the man stopped to pull out a cigarette. He lit it with a Zippo lighter and took a long drag. “Hello, Amanda,” he said, blowing smoke out his nostrils as he spoke.

Blue eyes. Ice-blue eyes.

“Do I know you?” she replied. The fact that this man knew her name made her feel even more uncomfortable.

The man smirked. “I’m a bit hurt that you don’t remember me, Amanda.”

Shivering in the rain, Amanda tried to back away. She was definitely terrified now and began to think it would be best if she left at once.

“Where are you going?” the man asked casually. “Don’t you have time for an old friend?”

“I don’t know you, mister, and I don’t think I want to,” she replied as she turned and bolted toward the front gate to the park.

“Now, don’t go and make this hard on me,” he called out as she fled down the street. “Amanda, please come back. I just want to talk and catch up on old times.”

She was nearly hyperventilating by the time she reached the old creaky wrought iron gate to the park and found that it was locked with a chain. The smell of wet leaves filled her nostrils and the sound a something metal clinked somewhere in the darkness. A gust of wind rattled the large wooden sign that hung from the gate. The man called to her again and she frantically pulled on the gate, her muscles straining as she desperately tried to force it open. Her eyes darted up toward the intersection. If only she could make it to the brightly lit street.

“Amanda,” called the man, taking another drag of his cigarette. “You don’t really think you’re going to be able to break that chain, do you?”

With a determination that Amanda never knew she possessed, she squeezed her way painfully through the small opening in the middle of the gate. Her coat caught on something sharp as she pushed through, preventing her from fleeing farther into the park. She screamed and pulled on the coat as the man strolled closer.

Seeing her stuck on the park gate, the man picked up his pace. Just as he was about to reach her, the coat tore free, and she fled as fast as she could into the park.

The man took one last long drag from his cigarette and flipped it away. He exhaled and pulled the torn remains of her coat off the gate and put it into his pocket.

“Well, I guess this saves me the trouble of dragging her into a dark alley kicking and screaming,” he said to no one in particular.

With fearsome strength the man tore the chain from the gate, snapping the bars completely. He threw it into the bushes and shoved open the gate with a bang.

“Oh well, more fun for me,” he said with a shrug and walked into the park, whistling as he went.

****

The Shogun leaped from rooftop to rooftop, running as fast as his legs could carry him. He’d come to this small city for a reason, and his little skirmish with the Musketeer had cost him precious time. It was strange that he should encounter his old enemy here. What possible purpose could he have for being this far upstate?

The Shogun reached the end of the row of buildings and leaped into the open air. He flipped once, then fell five stories to land lightly on his feet. The sword in his hand glowed, and he touched it lightly to his forehead.

He must hurry, the sword told him, or it would be too late for yet another innocent person. Sheathing his sword, the Shogun set off in a dead run, speeding down through the city streets like a blur, his feet barely touching the ground as he ran.

He reached the Otsenango Park gates and stopped to examine the split bars. Damage like this could only have been done by someone with immense strength. The Shogun had dealt with all manner of beings in his long years. Many possessed such power, some beings supernatural and others not. He was certain, however, that it was a human he was pursuing, but no average human possessed such strength.

The sword glowed again, and he saw what had transpired here only minutes earlier. He saw Amanda Pratt as she jogged, unaware of the evil that watched her from a distance. Likewise, he saw her flee, escaping into the deserted park. It was when he finally saw the wild eyes of the man pursuing her that he knew it that he had to move fast if he was going to stop him from killing Amanda.

Perhaps it would already be too late to stop him, but the Shogun would bring justice to the brute, regardless. He had slain many serial killers throughout the centuries, and, strong or not, this one would die just like all the others.

****

Amanda ran blindly down the dark footpaths of the park in a frantic attempt at losing her stalker. She struck her foot on a jutting tree root and painfully snagged her skin as she stumbled into a briar patch. Exhausted and out of breath, she stopped and leaned up against a small tree. She was cut and bruised from running headlong through thickets and sharp branches, and every muscle in her body ached with fatigue.

She had come here every day since she was a kid and knew that the clearing ahead led down to the river. If she continued in that direction, she would be trapped on the river’s edge with no place to run or hide.

Before she could decide on which direction she should go, she heard a faint whistle coming from behind her. Her eyes went wide with such a sudden fear that overcame her rational mind, and she took off again.

Amanda ran and ran as self-preservation overcame the burning in her muscles. But no matter how fast she ran, the whistling always seemed to be just behind her. Tears streamed down her cheeks, and she screamed for help. No one was within earshot, and she knew it. She cried out anyway, in the faint hope that someone might hear.

Her chest burned, and just when she was about to give up, she stumbled into the clearing that led to the river. She fell to her knees and gasped for air, coughing violently from exertion. When she finally managed to stop her fit of coughing, she heard the whistling again, and her heart sank.


Chapter Three


OTsenango Park was a beautiful recreational area surrounded by lush forests and small ponds. Many people spent their summer days there picnicking or competing on its many sports fields. Others came simply to walk the paved roads and enjoy the beautiful scenery of upstate New York.


The Shogun, however, was here for a different reason. He sprinted down the paved pathways past picnic tables, grills, softball fields, and playgrounds. Like watching a holographic overlay of the events that had just transpired, the Shogun saw every turn the woman made in her attempt to flee her pursuer.

He watched as Amanda ran off the paved path and into the dense woodlands that surrounded the park. He also watched as her stalker calmly mirrored her every step. The sword informed him that she was heading toward the river and that soon it would be too late. That’s when Amanda’s cries for help pierced the night air.

He gritted his teeth and a fury like he had not experienced in years welled up within him. The inferno burned like wildfire, the heat coursing through his being. He gave into the rage, willingly throwing aside all the warnings that the sword screamed into his subconscious mind.

With supernatural speed, the Shogun ran onward, the very earth itself seeming to bend and bow in an attempt at making his passage through easier. No tree branch reached out to grab at him as he ran, and every rock or obstacle appeared to roll out of his way. The wind rose to an almost gale-like force as if to push him toward his enemy.

****

The Stalker slipped out of the trees and into the clearing where Amanda had collapsed, still whistling. His black coat was drenched now, and his dark hair clung to his neck.

He pulled out a long curved knife. Its blade was serrated, and the black pommel fashioned into the likeness of the grim reaper’s head with two glittering rubies for eyes. Amanda began to weep uncontrollably when she saw the silver gleaming blade.

“There you are, Amanda. You gave me quite a chase.”

“What do you want from me?” she managed to ask through the heaving sobs.


“Want from you?” he responded. “I don’t really want anything from you. It’s more of what I want to do to you.”


Amanda cried so hard that she could no longer form a coherent sentence. She tried to plead with her assailant, but her pleas for mercy came out as a muddled stream of croaks and groans and sniffles.

The Stalker bent down until he was face-to-face with her. He rested his arms on his knees, the blade of his knife pointing toward the wet ground. She stared into his icy eyes and knew that this was the end for her. In her few short years of life, she had never seen such dead cruelty in a person’s eyes before.

“There, there, Amanda,” he said soothingly. “This will all be over soon, I promise.”

He stood again and lifted a pair of headphones up and placed them over his ears. Reaching into his coat with his free hand, he activated the music player on his phone, and it began to squawk loudly.

“You are just like me!” the man sang loudly, his eyes closed, rocking his head and torso violently. “You are just like me!”

When the Stalker reached his demonic state, the wind rose up suddenly. It invigorated Amanda, kindling a small spark of hope that her to find enough courage to move.

Noticing that her stalker had his eyes closed and seemed to be lost in his music, she jumped at the small window of opportunity and took off toward the river. The stalker didn’t notice her movements until it was too late. He bellowed in protest when he noticed she was gone.

****

The Shogun smiled when he heard the Stalker’s howl. He had sent hope to Amanda on that wind, and his attempt at encouraging her had worked. It was not much, but perhaps it would buy him the time he needed.


Hold on a little longer, he mentally urged her.


Pain erupted as something struck him in his back. His concentration faltered, and the wind ceased. He stumbled and fell face-first to the ground. He lay there disoriented, and a large pair of black boots appeared by his head.

He tried to push himself up, but one boot slammed down on his back, shoving him into the mud. His attacker pressed his foot down and, using all his weight, stepped over the prostrate form of the Shogun.

“I guess you forgot about me, mon ami?” the man asked in that familiar French inflection the Shogun had come to hate. “It seems my little friend kept you busy. I should have known it was he you were after and not I. I wish I could say that it did not hurt, but it does.”

Once again, the Shogun attempted to push himself upward, but the Musketeer kicked him hard in the side, sending him flying into a nearby pine tree. He hit the large trunk with a sickening crack. It split and bent from the impact, spewing pine needles everywhere.

“Obviously, I had only hoped to distract you earlier. That was my undoing. I should have endeavored to end the game once and for all. If I had, then your elementary ruse would not have worked.”

“You exaggerate your abilities, old friend,” replied the Shogun, getting to his feet. “You were never that proficient a swordsman.”

“That clever wit of yours again rears its ugly head!” the Musketeer chortled. “Oh, how I wish it had come forth sooner.”

As soon as the Shogun got to his feet, however, the Musketeer lunged, attempting to end the fight with one swift blow. The Shogun was ready for the attack, deflecting the strike and kicking the Musketeer hard in the stomach.

The Musketeer winced in pain. “You know, despite all your efforts, that girl will die.”

The Shogun struck him hard in the jaw with the pommel of his sword, and the Musketeer stumbled backward.

“Well, that was uncalled for!” he growled, caressing his injured jaw. “It is the truth, mon ami, and you know it!”

Furious, the Shogun lashed out with his sword. Their blades clashed again, as they had done countless times before.


Chapter Four


Amanda managed to reach the river, but the hope that had so recently been in her heart had faded. All that remained was an icy cold numbness. She had reached the river and had nowhere left to run. She closed her eyes and exhaled, taking in the sounds and smells around her as she resigned herself to the inevitable.


She could hear the Stalker’s heavy breathing as he drew closer. Still in his frenzied state, he tore and fumed through the trees like a wild animal. He broke through the tree line and found her quietly waiting.

He smiled, and she couldn’t help noticing that he was handsome. Why she thought of this now was a mystery to her. In a few minutes, it wouldn’t matter anyway.

It was then that it hit her. She did know him.

“Why?” she asked incredulously.

He cocked his head to the side, as if considering her question. “Because I can,” he answered.

The Shogun saw all that was happening to Amanda and hated himself for his lack of vigilance. In the past he never would have been waylaid by such an obvious trap, but for the last few years, he’d felt his connection to Tzedakah wavering. To the rest of the universe, it was imperceptible, but to him, it was glaring. It was a true sign that the end was near. Deep down, he longed for that end.

He deflected a strike from the Musketeer and followed it up with a few of his own. The dance continued on with neither man able to gain an advantage over the other. The Musketeer swiftly lunged at him, and he parried the attack to the left while continuing his momentum into a downward slash. The Musketeer planted his feet and lifted his blade up, deflecting the blow.

The Shogun hacked repeatedly at the Musketeer’s blade, each blow driving his opponent farther and farther down toward the ground. He was not thinking, just reacting, and in his fury, he had left his stomach open. The Musketeer noticed his vulnerability, and before the Shogun could correct it, the Musketeer impaled him with a fierce jab from his rapier.

The Shogun, ignoring the pain, struck down, his blade cutting deeply into the Musketeer’s shoulder. Grimacing from the fiery pain in his shoulder, the Musketeer leaned into his own blade, driving it deeper into the Shogun’s stomach.

Exerting all his will, the Shogun planted his foot on the Musketeer’s chest and shoved him backward, forcefully dislodging both weapons. They both lost their balance and tumbled over.

“Why do you fight on so?” asked the Musketeer. “You are near the end. Soon none of this will matter.”

“It matters to Amanda,” replied the Shogun.

“Oh, spare me the sentimental hero nonsense!” he spat back, rising to his feet. “She is nothing but a passing flicker in the inferno of life. What does it matter how she is extinguished?”

“It matters.” The Shogun got to his feet as well.

“Not anymore.” The Musketeer smirked. “I will enjoy ending you, Shogun, but now is not the time for such diversions. I have other matters to attend to.”

With that, he walked away, melting into the waiting shadows. “Until next we meet,” came his ghostly whisper.

The Shogun could have followed him if he wanted, for there was no place the Musketeer could go that he could not follow. He just did not have the heart for it. Instead, he walked to the river and sat down on its muddy bank. The rain had stopped, and the horizon was beginning to brighten with the coming of day.

The current was strong from the storm, and the water rushed past him carrying a wet bundle on its hurried trek downstream. The river rolled it over and over, battering it cruelly. It struck a large rock not far from where the Shogun sat and hung up there.

It was the broken body of Amanda Pratt. His shoulders slumped and he bowed his head. Death was a part of life, and the Shogun had seen his share of it, innocent as well as wicked. In fact, he had grown cold to it over the years. However, something about this tragic event touched a long-forgotten chord hidden deep within his soul, and he did something he had not done for centuries. He wept.


Chapter Five


The silver Chevy Malibu sped down the highway, weaving in out of traffic like it was on the last stretch of the Indianapolis 500. The window was down, and the throb of the radio’s bass created a dissonance bubble that could be heard three cars away. The music vibrated through the driver, unlocking some primal instinct that was lying dormant. He pressed his foot down on the gas pedal harder.


Twenty-eight and already a detective on the police force, Jared Caddret had no worries of ever getting a speeding ticket. Even if some rookie didn’t recognize his car and happened to pull him over, he would just flash his badge, and all would be well. Being a cop certainly had its perks.


God, I love being a cop! Jared thought as he passed a brand spanking new BMW convertible that was going eighty. He waved to the driver and winked as he flew by. The red face of the yuppie driving the beamer gave him warm fuzzy feelings inside.


His pastor, who just happened to be his father, told him he still had “issues” which needed to be resolved. Something about harboring hatred toward those kids who used to pick on him when he was in school. Jared, after careful self-examination, came to the realization that his dad was right. He still felt like he was twelve every time he was near someone who fit that adolescent mold of popularity.


That’s probably one of the reasons why I became a police officer, he thought. Sure, he loved helping people. Always had. His friends used to say he had a hero complex. But Jared also loved the perception of power the job gave him. He felt like he was somebody whenever he flashed that badge.



All of the usual thoughts flooded into his brain, and he heard his father’s voice again. You are somebody because Jesus died for you. He knew it in his head because he had heard the sermons a thousand times, but most of the time he didn’t feel it in his heart. He loved God and believed in Him, but sometimes it was just so hard to silence the thoughts and feelings that told him he was nothing more than a loser.


Jared sighed and shoved his thoughts back into the deep recesses of his heart and gave himself over to the music and to the speed. None of that mattered right now. All was well with the world and what wasn’t, he would deal with later.

The sun was slipping below the horizon in a dazzle of brilliant colors. It seemed as if the clouds were immense puffs of rainbow cotton candy that he could reach out and pluck. He drew in a breath and drank in the crisp air. As he continued to glory in the wonders of autumn in upstate New York, he failed to see the slowed traffic up ahead.

“Oh crap!” he exclaimed when he realized how close the cars ahead of him were.

Gritting his teeth and cursing his lack of attentiveness, he slammed the breaks. They loosed a blood-curdling screech, the sound was not unlike that of a cat being tortured, or his little sister singing, either analogy would do. Thankfully, the car came to a shuddering halt one millimeter from the small red hatchback stopped in front of him.

“That was close,” he said with a long sigh to no one in particular.

The line of cars stretched as far as the eye could see. It was five o’clock traffic, after all. Jared turned his radio down, which now just seemed like noise to him, and prepared himself for the long crawl ahead.


Well, I might as well check my cell while I wait here to die of starvation, he thought.



Pulling out his phone, he slid his finger across the screen and quickly checked his text messages. It was then that his world came crashing down around him in the form of one small message: You have three missed calls.


“Oh no—Jasmine!” he said grimly. “I forgot again.”

Jasmine was his girlfriend of two years. She was twenty-three, buxom, blonde, blue-eyed, beautiful, and the former prom queen of Johnson City High School. She was everything Jared had ever wanted, or so he thought.

Six foot tall and ruggedly handsome with sharp blue eyes and dirty blond hair, Jared had high standards. All of the other women he’d dated seemed to fall short in some way. Jasmine was a bit conceited and high maintenance, but she was a Christian, and that made his parents happy.

He had to admit that he did love her, but who didn’t? She was the desire of every guy in her college and even some professors. Not a day went by where she wasn’t hit on or proposed to. It made him jealous, but Jared liked having something to be jealous about. He had all but given up hope that he would ever find the right girl, when out of nowhere, she dropped into his life like an angel from heaven. In fact, he had even contemplated asking her to marry him, but something inside always seemed to stop him before he could make that leap.

She was usually a kind person, but she was particularly annoyed by people who were always late. This was the third time this month that he’d forgotten about a dinner date and he was running out of excuses. He had used work as an excuse the other three times and doubted if she’d accept it again.

Jared pulled up her cell phone number but stopped short before hitting the send button. What would he say? He had no idea. The real reason he was late was because he had taken his partner, a woman, home after their shift was up. Jasmine hated Dana. No matter how Jared tried to explain their relationship to her, she never seemed to understand.

Dana was his best friend and his brother-, well, sister-in-arms. He put his life in her hands every day, and she did the same with him. Jasmine could never understand that; all she saw was a rival. She was unwilling, or unable, to understand that they were just friends. Because of this, every time he had tried to talk to her about it, the conversation ended up in a fight.

Jared closed his texts and put his phone back in his pocket. He was not in the mood to deal with this right now. His shift had been a hard one. Some beat cop had found a young girl’s body floating in the Chenango River last night. She’d been cut to pieces and dumped.

Murders happened all the time everywhere, even in small backwoods towns like Binghamton, but the murders in this area weren’t usually so gruesome. Most of the time they were just the usual shootings or the occasional stabbing, but nothing as disturbing as what he had encountered today. The most disquieting fact, however, was that this murder fit the MO of the New York City serial killer known as the Eastside Stalker.

It couldn’t be him of course, because up till now he had been linked to murders in the City and nowhere else. Still, it did fit his profile and that could not be ignored. His bosses had decided it was better not to speculate on the similarities for now. Besides, it was very unlikely the killer had expanded his hunting grounds this far north. Dana, however, had been quite shaken up about it and had asked if he would escort her home so they could discuss the case.

Dana had immediately recognized the girl, whom she identified as Amanda Pratt, a woman she’d known from college. She told him they’d shared a few of the same classes one semester. Dana had also gone to school with his little brother, Steve, and they’d even dated for a year. Amanda was the girl that Steve had shacked up with after he broke up with Dana, but neither of them had had any contact with her in years.

Both officers had talked as they parked in front of Dana’s house for about an hour and a half before she finally said good night and got out of his car. He knew for sure that he was going to pay dearly for being a good friend and partner, and he resented that. Sure, he didn’t have to drive her home—he could have just called later—but he cared about her too much to just ignore her when she needed him. In all the years he had known her, he had never seen her this shaken up by a crime scene. Well, it was already done and there was nothing he could do to change it now. Jared was just going to have to suck it up and face the music.

The traffic started to move. It wouldn’t take him long to reach the restaurant. He thought of all the things he would say to try to put out the inevitable fires that would spring up, and before long he reached the exit that would take him to his doom.


Chapter Six


Jasmine sat quietly scowling into her cappuccino. She had been at the Number Six restaurant for over an hour now and Jared was nowhere in sight. She reached for her cell phone for the thousandth time but then thought better of it.



No, she told herself. I’ve called him three times already and I am not going to call him again.


This was the third time in a month that he’d stood her up. It wouldn’t happen again. She turned and waved, summoning the waiter. A short, fat, balding man, the waiter rushed to her aid, as most men did when she wanted them.

“Yes, madam, is there something I can do for you?” he said with a smile.


“The check would be nice. It appears that my friend—” her tone dripped with such vehemence that the waiter winced, “—is not going to be coming after all.”


“Yes, madam, right away.” He rushed off to get her check.

Jasmine fumbled with her purse, trying, without success, to free her lipstick. Just when she had managed to get hold of it, she lost her grip on the purse. It fell to the floor, spilling its contents everywhere.

She swore and bent down to gather her belongings. Tears formed in her eyes. Jasmine was upset, more upset than she had been in a long time.

Bending down, she rummaged around, trying to catch her runaway cosmetics and an especially crafty pack of gum that seemed to elude her every attempt to capture it. On one particularly remarkable attempt that had her contorted in a manner not even a world-class yoga instructor could have duplicated, a man’s hand suddenly appeared, catching the packet of gum before it could escape her again.

She followed the arm to a very handsome face with mesmerizing blue eyes. He was smiling at her and she grinned sheepishly back. Trying her best to avoid his eyes, she quickly gathered the rest of her things and jammed them into her purse.

“Thank you,” she said, self-consciously fixing her hair. “You are a savior.”

“You’re very welcome,” replied the man in a deep, heavily accented voice.


Jasmine’s savior was tall, dark, and handsome. The kind of handsome you only find on Instagram feeds and GQ covers. He was toned and athletic with long, flowing black hair that hung down to his shoulders. He wore khaki pants, Dockers she guessed, and a baby-blue polo shirt.


“Nice,” she whispered under her breath. “Very nice!”

“Excuse me? I did not catch what you said,” the man said in that glorious accent—Romanian, maybe? She’d had a crush on a Romanian guy in her first year of college, mainly for his accent.

“Nothing,” she said with a timid smile.

“I am sorry to intrude, but I could not help but notice your plight.” He smiled at her and handed her the stray pack of gum. “I could not stand by while such a beautiful woman was in need.”

Jasmine blushed at the compliment. “Thanks again, sir. I really appreciate your help.”

“Please, you may call me Vladimir,” he said with a bow. “Vladimir Durgala.”

“Jasmine,” she replied with a giggle. “Jasmine Lassiter.”

Vladimir reached out, and before she could protest, took her hand in his. He lifted it to his mouth and kissed it, giving Jasmine goosebumps. “It is my pleasure to make your acquaintance, Miss Lassiter.”

Dumbfounded for a moment, she regained her composure. “How did you know I wasn’t married?” She flashed him a cheeky smile.

Vladimir’s blue eyes sparkled. “No man, who has the favor of such a beautiful woman like you, would ever allow her the disrespect of having to dine alone. So you must be single. And being the gentleman that I am, I would be lacking in my duty if I did not extend the invitation for you to join me at my table.”

“You are quite the charmer, aren’t you, Vladimir?” She removed her hand from his. “But I am waiting for my boyfriend.”

Vladimir’s smiled again and glanced at the table where Jasmine had been sitting. There were two menus but only half-drunk cappuccino. Jasmine realized then that he’d probably been sitting at the table next to hers for quite some time. It would not have taken a rocket scientist to conclude that she’d been stood up.

“Yes, as I said before, I could not help but notice your situation.” He glanced back at her and his blue eyes seemed to look right through her. “I am not usually so forward, but it seems to me that you have been here for quite some time with no sign of your absent friend. I am not familiar with your relationship, but it’s too bad that he has allowed other priorities to take precedence over you.”

Ouch. That hurt. A moment before, she’d decided to turn away, but what Vladimir said struck a chord inside her. He was right, of course. Something was always coming up for Jared. Usually, it was his partner Dana, and Jasmine hated her for it. They could pretend all they wanted, but Jasmine knew the truth.

Dana had become a cop because of Jared. Jared didn’t know this of course, and Dana would never admit it, but Jasmine knew better. She’d overheard Dana talking to Jared’s dad one Sunday afternoon at a family picnic. She had confessed it all, blubbering the whole time like a five-year-old.

Jared’s “friendship” with Dana always seemed to override his confessed love for her. If Jared truly loved her like he said he did, then why did he always seem to choose Dana over her? The reason was obvious for anyone to see, and Jasmine kicked herself for not having seen it before. Jared loved Dana too. In fact, he loved Dana more than he loved Jasmine. There was no other explanation.

Her heart sank, and she thought she would break apart standing right there in the Number Six restaurant. She looked around at the happy couples scattered about the large dining room. Some were laughing, while others just sat together in the quiet familiarity that comes over a lifetime together. All of the restaurant’s patrons were sharing moments, moments that would shape the rest of their lives together. Moments that would become memories and memories that would become bonds of love and friendship.

She ached deep inside and it was at that moment that she finally realized how truly alone she was. Jared was the one who was supposed to be there to fill that ache, and he wasn’t. She had given her heart to him, had let him into the deepest parts of her soul, and she was still alone. Why was that? It was because he had not let her into his heart, not completely. He’d let someone else in instead. She blinked back tears of anger.
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