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Chapter One


The branches slapped at her pale skin, leaving red welts and deep, painful scratches. She ignored the pain and continued to blindly run through the thick foliage. She squinted her dark green eyes, trying to see in the dying light as the sun slowly slipped below the horizon, plunging the world around her into darkness.


No! It was too soon. Please, God. I am not far enough away yet.

Her eyes darted back and forth, searching the growing blackness. Every tree looked like a pursuer and every shadow a threat. The musty smell of moss and damp leaves filled her nostrils with every ragged breath she took. She stumbled blindly onward, ignoring her fatigue.


Crack. Her breath caught in her chest. Was that a branch breaking? Had they found her already? She strained to hear, but the constant thumping of her heart in her ears made it impossible.


She ignored the burning in her muscles and ran, renewed terror driving her forward. She had to escape. Had to reach freedom. They wouldn’t be far behind. She had pretended to be unconscious, and when she was sure they were asleep she had made her escape. At least, she thought they were asleep. They never came when the sun was out. She shivered, remembering those horrible nights. She had learned quickly to fear the sunset.

Her dirty t-shirt snagged on a jutting tree limb, twisting her painfully and nearly causing her to lose her footing. She grimaced at the tearing sound it made and the smoldering agony that erupted in her left bicep. Tears filled her eyes, causing them to burn from the sudden wetness, and she blinked rapidly, trying to clear her vision. She ignored the pain and blindly stumbled onward, waving her hands back and forth in front of her body, attempting to feel for obstacles.             

Pain erupted in one of her bare feet as she snagged it on a raised tree root, and she lost her balance. She fell forward, landing hard on her knees, scraping them and widening the rip in her shirt, exposing one of her breasts.

They had kept her barley clothed and shoeless, allowing her only a long t-shirt and underwear. It wasn’t sexual but rather done to keep the captives disoriented and feeling exposed and powerless. A vulnerable captive was less likely to attempt an escape.

Well, they had sorely underestimated her. She may be barely clothed and fatigued, but she would be damned if she were going to simply lie there and wait to die.

She was too exhausted and injured to care about her exposed chest, so she rolled over into a sitting position. Her back heaved as she gulped in the clean night air, sending her into a fit of coughing. She curled up into a fetal position as pain shot through her torso. Each desperate breath felt like knives being rammed into her chest. Her lungs felt like they were made of iron and each breath seemed to barely be taking in any oxygen. She felt like she was drowning.

Calm down, Sophie. You are hyperventilating and you need to slow your breathing down before you pass out.

Her heart still raced, and her lungs still felt like cement, but with each deliberate breath she took she could feel herself calming and her breathing slowly returning to normal. She sat back on her hands and continued to deliberately exhale until she felt sufficiently recovered enough to scan her surroundings.

All she saw were trees and shadows, so she closed her eyes and listened. The sounds of the forest came alive. Crickets chirped loudly and something moved just to her left, disturbing the dead leaves and branches, causing her to jump. She focused on the noise for a few seconds until she was sure it was nothing. An owl hooted in the distance, and she could hear the soft gurgling of a stream.


Her eyes popped open. What was that sound? She closed her eyes again and listened. Faintly, somewhere in the distance, she thought she heard a dog barking. Where there was a dog there had to be people, and where there were people, she could find help. Using all of the strength she had left, she slowly rose to her feet and started shuffling off in the direction of the faint barking.


As the sound of the animal grew louder, her heart began to beat faster. Waves of relief washed over her, and she began to sob softly as she hurried towards the noise. She was going to make it. She was going to find help. Thank God for upstate people who leave their dogs outside. Never again would she make fun of rednecks and good old country folk.

It was becoming harder for her to see as the faint traces of sunlight slowly lost their fight to the encroaching darkness. She squinted in the dying light and moved her hands from tree to tree, feeling her way as she inched forward. Up ahead she saw, like a lighthouse beaming faintly in a storm, a dim ray of white. It was a light. She quickened her pace, stumbling blindly through the trees towards her salvation.


Crack. Her head snapped up and her eyes went wide in terror. Something was there, just beyond her sight. Crack. Crack. Rustle. She bolted as fast as her emaciated body would allow in the direction of the light. Whatever had been watching her from the darkness gave up all pretense of stealth and charged after her, tearing through the foliage.


Her breath was ragged and coming out of her in wheezing gasps as she stumbled forward, heedless of any obstacles in her way. The dog became increasingly agitated as she drew closer, and its barking was intermingled with yelps—as if it were trying to break free of a restraint. Just a little farther.

Suddenly leaves and small branches began to rain down upon her, causing her to have to slow her pace. She heard the cracking and rustling of foliage and saw the branches bow and sway as something big tore through the trees above her.

She thought her heart was going to beat right out of her chest as the adrenalin and fear kicked in, full force. She watched in horror as the branches broke and bowed until whatever it was reached the clearing where the light and dog were. The dog let out a feral growl before yelping in pain and going silent.

She gathered her courage and gritted her teeth in frustration. “No!”

A growl of rage and impotent frustration burst out of her, scaring her with its intensity, and she ran as fast as she could in the direction of the light.

“No! No! No!”

As she drew close enough to finally see the large white farmhouse, her survival instincts to fight kicked in. She expected to see whatever had killed the dog appear at the edge of the clearing, but it didn’t. Then something far worse happened.

Her teeth began to chatter uncontrollably, and her breath condensed in the air in front of her like tiny clouds as a wave of intense cold washed over her. Her muscles twitched and contracted in response to the cold, and she stumbled and fell to the ground, unable to move.

She lay there in the fetal position, shaking violently as her body attempted to ward off the invading cold. Her jaw muscles tightened and she bared her teeth, gritting them to stop the shivering. As she lay shaking, a pale, delicate, woman’s foot appeared near her face. It was bare, and so white it was almost translucent. The nails were perfectly manicured and polished a light ice blue.

She knew those feet. Using what little strength she had left, she turned her head so she could see the thing that stood looking down at her. The eyes that looked back at her were almond-shaped and the color of the sky on a cloudless day. As beautiful as they were, they held an edge of cruelty to them like the eyes of a predator.

The woman shook her head and her long, straight, black hair fell into her face, slightly covering her delicate, angular features. She brushed it away and clicked her tongue against the roof of her mouth disapprovingly.

“Dear Sophia. You have been an awfully bad girl.”

Sophia met the woman’s gaze with defiance. She wanted to say something witty, but she was too tired and still shivering too much to speak.

The woman closed her lovely eyes, and her face was serene as she breathed in deeply through her nose and then exhaled. Her hair seemed to constantly sway in some unseen wind as it fell gracefully down to her waist. Her white dress, which was so low-cut that it barely covered her breasts, also swayed in the unseen breeze, making her look more like a wraith than a solid being. Her skin was so pale that it seemed to glow, making the effect more pronounced.

“I so love the smell of defiance. It makes everything taste so much more…delicious.”

The pungent smell of decay and death drifted in on the wind, causing the woman to scrunch up her nose. She pulled her lips into a sneer, revealing a mouth full of sharp, elongated canine-like teeth. Sophia had to fight her gag reflex as the stench almost made her vomit.

“Is the animal dead?”

A dark silhouette stepped out of the darkness and into the light. The creature was humanoid in appearance but with limbs that were too long for its frame and clothing that was torn and filthy. Its dirty, stringy hair grew out of the bulbous scalp like patches of dry grass, and its mottled grey skin clung to its frame, making it look like the starving children they show in commercials. Its beady, black eyes looked down at Sophia, showing an unabashed malice.

“Yes, my lady.”

It moved closer to them, and the smell of decay was intermingled with the distinctly sickly-sweet metallic scent of blood. It did not take its eyes off the prone girl as it spoke. It smiled, showing a mouth full of razor-sharp teeth that still had flecks of gore hanging from them. It lifted its hand, pointing one elongated clawed finger at Sophia.

“Can I eat her, Mistress?” it croaked in a dry, grating voice. “I am so hungry. Always so hungry.”

The woman’s face twisted into a mask of savage rage, and she turned on the creature. Before Sophia could register what was happening, the woman had the thing by the throat and was lifting it off the ground with one arm.

The woman was beautiful and terrible, and exuded the power and grace of an apex predator. The creature struggled in her grip, its feet flailing as it tried to free itself. The woman bared her teeth and hissed.

“Now, Nayati, do I need to repeat the lesson we went over the other night?”

Nayati stopped struggling and went limp. “No, Mistress,” he replied softly. “No lesson is needed.”

She dropped him unceremoniously and he sat on the ground, coughing and gasping for air. She dismissed him and turned to Sophia, who was still shivering uncontrollably.

“Now, where were we? Ah, yes. We were discussing your disobedience. What shall we do about that, my dear? I should just let Nayati have you and be done with you. Use you as an example for the others, but there is something in your smell that appeals to me. Any thoughts? What would you do if you were in my place?”

Before Sophia could reply, a man’s shocked cry startled them. It came from the farmhouse. Apparently, the owner of the dog had discovered its mutilated corpse. Sophia’s heart jumped with hope, and she mustered her strength and shouted.

All she managed was one word before a kick from the woman knocked the breath out of her lungs. She gasped and choked as tears filled her eyes.

“Be silent!” she snarled. “Or I will tear you apart myself.”

Muffled angry voices and more commotion could be heard as others came out to see what the man had been shouting about. Sophia whimpered and tried to drag herself in the direction of the people.

“Help me,” she wheezed softly through gritted teeth. “Please.”

Another wave of intense cold struck her, and she curled up into a ball, shaking and groaning.

“I said be quiet.”

The woman turned in the direction of the people, her face intense. She then looked down at Sophia and grinned, her eyes wild with malice.

“Nayati, dear. Are you still hungry?” She never took her eyes off the prostrate girl as she spoke.

Sophia’s eyes went wide in horror. “No. S…s…stop. I will ga…go with you, just stop. Please.”

Sophia heard the wendigo tearing through the trees before she even had time to finish her sentence. The white lady continued to look at Sophia, her face stern like that of a disapproving parent as the screaming started.

“This is what happens when you do not obey, little one. Innocent people die. And make no mistake, this tragedy is your fault. If you had simply done what you were told, these people would still be alive.”  

Sophia curled up into a ball and wept. It was her fault after all. She had tried to save herself and, in the process, had gotten an entire family brutally murdered.

The shouts turned to pleas of mercy, and then she heard a child’s scream that turned into croaks of pain. She covered her ears, trying to block out the shrieks. It didn’t work. She could still hear them. They would be burned in her mind forever.


Chapter Two


Dana awoke with a start, and immediately grimaced. She tried to move and was instantly wracked with pain. She squinted and lifted her hands to shield her eyes from the light that was streaming in from the small window across the room. Blinking in an attempt to drive away the grittiness in her eyes, she tried to sit up again. More pain shot through her, and she groaned and fell back onto the bed she was lying in.


She grimaced and shut her eyes, waiting for the pain to subside. When it did, she opened her eyes again and looked around. She was in a hospital room. If she had to guess, it was most likely Lourdes.

How had she gotten here? The last thing she could remember was…Jared. But that was impossible since he was dead. Wasn’t he? Had she imagined him?

She had shot Steve—at least, the thing that had looked like Steve—and then she had passed out. Before she had lost consciousness, however, she could have sworn she had seen Jared looking down at her.

Her mouth felt like it was stuffed with cotton, and she tried to drum up some saliva to alleviate it but found she had none. A Styrofoam cup sat on the small table next to her bed and she reached for it and felt the tug from an IV line. Her hand was shaking so much that she knocked the cup off the table instead. Her energy spent, she fell back onto her bed, gasping.

“Finally awake, huh?”

She turned her head at the voice and saw a large African American man wearing a Boston Red Sox cap sitting in a chair in the corner of the room. She snorted when she saw him and scowled.

Her eyes bore into the man as he stood up and stretched. He ignored her gaze and grunted, rubbing his neck and rotating one of his arms. She noticed his corded muscles through the white cotton fabric of his wrinkled dress shirt that was half tucked into his black trousers.

Thomas Johansson, the FBI agent who had showed up unannounced; heralding murder and death. The FBI agent who knew more than he had led on. The FBI agent who had lied to her and manipulated her. The FBI agent who was inadvertently responsible for Jared’s death. At least, she suspected that his tight lips had kept vital information from her that could have prevented his death. Either way, in her mind, he was partially responsible.

He sighed and then met her gaze. “I suppose you want answers.”

“A little late for that, don’t you think?”

He looked away and closed his eyes. “I can see why you would think that.”

She gritted her teeth and clenched her fists. “Don’t patronize me.”

He turned towards her and his eyes showed genuine shock. “I would never do that. I told you all I knew at the time.”

“Really? I find that hard to believe,” she spat.

He shook his head and set his jaw. “Dana.”

“Detective Campbell,” she scolded. “Only my friends are allowed to call me Dana, and you are not my friend.”

He glowered back at her and stiffened. “You’re being unreasonable.”


Unreasonable? Unreasonable! Really? Jared was dead, and she was fairly sure she was being more reasonable than he deserved.


She continued to scowl at him and crossed her arms. The motion released another wave of agony that made her stomach lurch and her head swoon.

Johansson took a step toward her and reached out to help her. She swatted his hand away, setting off a violent fit of coughing. More pain. She grimaced and shut her eyes again.

“Oh, God. This really hurts,” she said through gritted teeth. “I think I just tore something vital.”

He withdrew his hand and rubbed it, grumbling something under his breath. “Seriously, Dana? That was uncalled for.”

She shot him a withering look and rolled her eyes.

He stepped back from her and flopped back down in the empty chair. His mammoth frame made the chair look like a toy. It creaked in protest as he adjusted his weight, trying to get comfortable.

As she watched him, she noticed that he had a few days’ worth of stubble on his wide jaw. His eyes were bloodshot and ringed by dark circles; the clothes he wore were wrinkled, like he had been wearing them for days.

She sighed and her face softened a bit. “How long have you been here?”

He glanced up at her, “A while.”

“How long is a while?”

“Since we brought you in,” he replied wearily.

Had he been here with her the whole time? Why? The revelation caused her anger to recede a bit. Maybe she was overreacting. After all, he couldn’t have known that Steve was the killer they were looking for. Could he?

He may have been hiding things from her, but she was sure Steve’s true identity was not one of them.

She licked her dry lips and ran her hands across the sheet that covered her. She breathed in deeply and exhaled slowly, the anger she had been feeling slipping away.

“How long have I been out?” she asked.

“A few days,” he replied. “Maybe more.”

She blinked a few times and her mouth dropped open. “A few days?”

“Give or take.”


A few days? Had they found Steve’s body? Was the man he had been fighting still alive?


She was speechless. There were so many questions running through her mind, but all she could manage was stunned silence.

He continued to watch her, waiting patiently for her to speak again.

A nurse entered the room, walking between the two of them. She smiled at Dana with friendly eyes the color of emeralds. “How are we feeling today?”

Dana grimaced but smiled back, masking the pain she felt. “Like someone took a chainsaw to my insides.”

The nurse laughed a hearty laugh that caused her cherub-like features to jiggle. The woman was older, with short grey hair and a round face. She moved to the side of the bed and checked the IV, her baby-blue scrubs rustling as she moved.

“Well, dear, that is to be expected. You’re due for some more pain medication, so your morphine pump should kick in soon. Hopefully, that will help with the pain. If the discomfort gets too unbearable, I can ask the doctor if you can have something else to help take the edge off.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re very welcome, dear,” she replied cheerily, patting Dana’s leg in a grandmotherly fashion. “My name is Helen; just let me know if you need anything else. I’ll let the doctor know you are awake.”

After checking a few more things and agreeing to get Dana another drink, Helen left the room. She returned a few minutes later with a Styrofoam cup of cold water and, after asking Dana one more time if she needed anything, retreated, leaving the two of them once again alone.

Dana greedily gulped down the cool water. It tasted so good. She hadn’t realized just how parched she was. She drained the entire cup before gingerly setting it on the small table.

Johansson continued to watch her, his face a mask of concern. He said nothing, waiting for her to talk first.

She met his eyes and just observed him for a few minutes before speaking. “I assume you found Steve’s body. Was he still alive?”

Johansson furrowed his brow. “Who?”

Dana blinked. “Steve Cadrette. Jared’s younger brother. You know, the Eastside Stalker.”

Johansson looked thoroughly confused. “Dana, the only people at the scene were you, Lee, and an injured woman.”

“That can’t be,” she insisted. “I saw him standing over some guy. I emptied an entire clip into him before I collapsed.”

Johansson’s face grew dark. “Are you sure you hit him? What did the other person look like?”

“Of course I’m sure I hit him. I watched his body fall into the river. After that, I passed out.”

She omitted the part about seeing Jared. Even if it hadn’t been an hallucination, she was sure he wouldn’t have believed her anyway.

Johansson sat up straighter and glared at her. “How do you know he was the Stalker? Did you find some new evidence we missed?”

She shook her head.

“Then how do you know that this man, Steve, is the Stalker?”

“I just know.”

Johansson said nothing for a few minutes.

“He killed Jared. I’m sure of it,” she said, breaking the silence.

“Okay, I’ll let your department know that you shot a perp suspected of being the Eastside Stalker. If you truly killed him, then his body couldn’t have gone far.”

She considered her next words carefully before speaking again. “I’m hesitant to say this, since I know it will sound crazy, but Steve used some kind of strange shadow weapon to stab me. I don’t really know what I saw, but it seemed like he lifted his hand toward me and then I was impaled by something.”

This seemed to pique Johansson’s interest and he narrowed his eyes, leaning forward in his chair.

“Dana, this is important. In the fight, did either man have a sword?”

“A what?”

“A sword. Did either man have a damn sword?”

She was taken aback by his sudden intensity.

“No. Well, I’m not sure,” she replied awkwardly. “It was dark.”

He closed his eyes, sighed deeply, and rubbed his forehead with his left hand.

She remembered him asking her a similar question the day she had arrived to find Steve and the phantom stranger fighting in the city streets. Why was he so fixated on swords?

She had just revealed the name of the Stalker, that he had killed Jared, and he had just brushed it off like it was unimportant. Moreover, she had just told him she had shot him and his body was missing, and that barely seemed to register as well.

“Tom, what is going on? What is it you’re not telling me?”

He glanced up at her, still holding his forehead. He seemed to be contemplating what he should say next.

“Tom.”

He sighed again. “I don’t know how much I can tell you. Or rather, I’m not sure you would even understand if I did.”

Dana gritted her teeth in frustration. Jared was dead, she had nearly been killed, and there were strange explosions all over her city and he was still being coy.

“You had better start talking right now, or so help me God, I am going to get up out of this bed and throttle you even if it kills me.”

He chuckled and shook his head. “You really are something, aren’t you, Detective.”

She huffed. “You have no idea.”

He smirked. “I have some.”

“Then you know that I will not let this go until I have the truth.”

His face grew solemn, and she was sure she saw a hint of fear in his eyes. She was certain it wasn’t fear of her, but rather fear of what he was unwilling to say. He fidgeted, causing his chair to creak loudly in protest.

After a few moments he seemed to come to a decision, and he looked her in the eyes as he spoke. “I’m sorry. Sorry your partner died and sorry that I have no answers for you. I wish I could tell you more, but for your own safety, I can’t.”

Her face grew dark. “Can’t or won’t?”

“Does it matter?” he replied. “I’m trying to protect you, Dana. You may not understand that now, but someday you’ll thank me for keeping you out of this.”


“Out of what?” she asked angrily. “I have no idea what this is.”


“Trust me, it’s better that way.”

“Trust you. Ha,” she spat back, looking away from him. “All you’ve done since you got here is lie to me.”

He sighed and stood, genuine regret showing on his features. “I am sorry, Dana; but for your own good, let this go.”

With that said, he turned and walked out of the room, leaving Dana to stew in her anger.

He was crazy if he thought she was going to let this go. No. She would turn over every rock in the entire Southern Tier if she had to. Jared had died, and now she was certain there was more to his death than just dumb luck and bad timing. And she would get to the truth no matter how long it took her.


Chapter Three


Jared watched the hospital from the tree line on Kneeland Ave. It was late in the day and the sun was still in the sky, but he avoided it. Its light and warmth felt somehow wrong to him now, as if he no longer belonged to the day.



​He had been standing watch over the hospital since they had brought Dana in. Tzedakah had assured him that she was okay, but he could not bring himself to leave until he knew for certain.



​What would he do when she finally woke up? He wanted to rush in and hug her. To kiss her and tell her everything was going to be fine. Of course, she would probably scream and pull her duty weapon on him and shoot him in the head like some zombie horror movie. The truth was, he had no idea what he was going to do. All he did know was that he couldn’t let her go.


He sighed and rubbed his forehead with his free hand. He was unsure why he still did that; his head didn’t hurt. Perhaps it was simply an echo of his old life. A life that he could feel slipping farther and farther away each day. Even though everything else seemed to be growing fainter, his feelings for her were still constant and strong. Would they fade in time as well?

He reached up and adjusted the cheap dollar store sunglasses he had found in some random backyard and slunk farther back into the shadows of the tree line avoiding oncoming traffic. They weren’t very stylish, but they hid the one thing that made him stand out from normal humans: his nightmare-black eyes.

“I can make something more stylish for you if you would like.”

The voice was not audible, but in his head, and came from the sentient sword that he held strapped to his hip underneath his long black trench coat.

Tzedakah, the spirit of Justice. The being who had chosen him to be his next wielder. The sword was both his benefactor and his jailor. The being whose will held him bound to the mortal world.

The sword emitted a soft blue glow from underneath his jacket; he pulled it tighter around himself, stifling the light.

Jared ignored him. He didn’t hate the blade, but he wasn’t happy with it either. It was what it was, and it did what it did. He couldn’t blame it any more than he could blame himself for breathing or eating. Well, at least if he still needed to do those things anyway. He didn’t, of course, but the comparison was still valid.

“God, I miss pizza.”

“I do not understand,” replied the sword.

Jared grunted. “You know, pizza. Dough with sauce and cheese and cooked in a big oven. What I wouldn’t give for a slice of Grande’s pepperoni.”

The sword was silent while Jared continued to watch the building.

“You do not require food for life. I do not understand why you still desire it.”

Jared groaned. “Never mind, it’s a human thing. You wouldn’t understand.”

Jared found his gaze drifting from the building to the surrounding area. People came and went. going about their daily lives.

A delivery man was unloading a truck, and nurses, maintenance men, and other workers moved in and out of the building from every entrance. No matter where he looked, however, all he saw was pain and death.

The deliveryman was an alcoholic but not abusive. He did, however, spend most of his money at the bar, so his family struggled. He could see his life unfold before his eyes. His past, his present. Every sin he had ever committed. All the pain he had inflicted.

His gaze moved to a woman who had been raped in college. He felt the fear, rage, and violation of it as if it had happened to him. She felt perpetually dirty, as if no amount of washing could make her clean again. It screamed in his mind, causing him to growl under his breath.

She flinched as the deliveryman passed her, her feelings of insecurity and wariness apparent in her body language. No matter how much time had passed, she could never bring herself to trust another man.

She left a line of broken hearts and relationships in her wake, dooming her to loneliness. She moved away from him quickly, avoiding his gaze.

He watched them all and saw everything. All the brokenness and pain. Everything that was hidden was laid bare to his eyes, and he detested it.

His eyes fell on two people in green scrubs: a young man with stylish dark hair and a pretty young woman with bright red hair and freckles. They were sitting on the grass underneath a tree, sharing lunch and enjoying each other’s company.

His heart ached when he saw them. They laughed and smiled the way only new lovers did, and he reached up and grabbed his shirt where his heart was and squeezed.

He would never feel that again. Never look into her eyes and see her smile. Never feel her touch on his skin or taste her lips. He was doomed as surely as the women who had been raped was. At least she had a chance to heal; he could never regain what he had lost. No, what was stolen from him.

He looked away as soon as the hidden sin started to be revealed. He didn’t want to taint their moment. He could feel his eyes wanting to go back. He closed them, fighting the urge. Fighting Tzedakah.

“No,” he growled.

The urge subsided. At least the sword was trying to understand him now instead of simply overriding his will. He hated it when it did that.

He blew out slowly, allowing the anger and feelings of impotence to flow out with his breath. It did not do to dwell on the things he could not change. After all, he had an eternity to master feeling sorry for himself.

“Jared!” the sword shouted into his mind. “Something is wrong.”

As soon as he snapped out of his melancholy he could feel it, too. An electricity in the air around him. A presence. It felt like Tzedakah but warped and twisted somehow. His stomach turned in revulsion, and he could feel the sword vibrating angrily underneath his coat.

Suddenly, powerful arms wrapped around his chest and he was wrenched backward. His feet dug deep gouges into the ground as he was dragged farther into the trees. He struggled against the unknown assailant, but he was strong and he could not break his grip.

With a growl, Jared snapped his head backward and was rewarded with a loud crack as the back of his head slammed into the center of the attacker’s face. The grip loosened.

He spun around, drawing Tzedakah as he did, and used his momentum to slash horizontally at the attacker. All he hit was air.

How had the attacker been able to evade his strike? It wasn’t possible for any normal human to move so fast.

Tzedakah glowed a bright, angry blue-black and the waves of hatred that were flowing from the sword pulsed up his arm, causing it to shake slightly.

Before he had time to contemplate what was happening further, he was caught once again from behind. This time, however, the attacker pulled him close so that his mouth was directly next to his right ear.


“Bonjour, mon ami. It is a pleasure to finally make your acquaintance.”


There was a flash of blinding violet-black light, and then they were gone. 


Chapter Four


Jared felt like he was being torn apart. The world appeared twisted somehow, like he was being pulled in two different directions at once. The man who had grabbed him was still clutching him and they both seemed to be extending unnaturally.


He looked down and saw his feet and legs. They were farther away than they should have been. Was he being stretched somehow? This was new. His torso seemed longer as well, and he could feel the tension of it on his internal organs, which were screaming in protest.

Flashes of brilliant blue and violet energy sparkled around them, snaking and twisting over their bodies. Each time the energy came in contact with its counterpart it erupted violently, sending them spinning out of control.

Just when he thought his body was going to be torn apart, he felt the man let go of him. There was another blinding flash of light, then he was falling.

The wind whipped against his face and his coat beat wildly as the air rushed by. Tzedakah continued to vibrate ferociously, and he held on to the blade like a life preserver.

He looked to his left and saw the other man spinning uncontrollably. He was gripping a large, brimmed hat with one hand and holding a sword in his other. His black uniform slapped loudly as it was whipped against his body. Was he laughing?

The man’s face came into view, and he winked. His long goatee fluttered violently above a wide, toothy grin. Was he insane? He certainly looked insane. Then Jared noticed his eyes. They were black, just like his.

He turned his eyes back to the earth and flinched. It was only a few yards away now. He put his hands up defensively, closed his eyes, and braced himself for the inevitable impact. Tzedakah suddenly blazed brightly, and he came to a jarring halt.

When he finally opened his eyes, the earth was about two feet away from his face. He could smell the soil and grass. It was earthy and alive with a faint musty wetness, as if it had recently rained.

A slight wash of blue light was reflecting in the green of the grass. He lifted his hands and saw that there was an aura of dark blue energy surrounding his entire body. He still gripped Tzedakah, which was emanating the same blue glow.

Without warning, the light suddenly winked out and he unceremoniously dropped the rest of the way to the ground.

Grunting, he turned himself over. The sun was slowly fading below the horizon, and he could just make out the faint twinkling of stars which were trying to peek through what remained of the closing day. He was lying in a field somewhere outside the city.

Something in his periphery caught his attention and he turned his head to get a better look. The man who had snatched him quietly floated into view. Violet-black energy surrounded him as he slowly descended. His strange musketeer uniform settled around him as he gently landed, the grinning skull on his chest seeming to glare directly at Jared.

The man chuckled and brushed his hat off before setting it on his head with a flourish. He surveyed the surroundings and tapped a finger to his lips. When he was finished, he turned and looked down at Jared, who was still lying on the ground.


“Well, that was humiliating.” His voice was heavily accented and tinted with a bit of sarcasm. “I see you still need time to work on your… How do you say, débarquements? Ah yes, landings.’’


Jared grunted and sat up. He eyed the man warily. Tzedakah’s vibrating was so intense now that he feared the sword would shake right out of his hand. Whoever this man was, the sword really didn’t like him.


“Take your time, mon ami. I am in no hurry.”


Jared gingerly got to his feet and turned to face the man. “Who are you?”

The man cocked his head slightly and furrowed his brow. He was quiet for a few seconds and when he finally spoke, his voice was distant. “No one.”

“No one?” Jared asked, confused.

The sound of his voice seemed to rouse the Musketeer, and the grin returned to his face. He exhaled and his posture changed back to one of confidence and motion. He radiated an almost predatory air, as if he knew that he could strike Jared down whenever he chose.

“A better question might be: what am I?”

“Destroy him!” Tzedakah screamed into his thoughts. “Destroy him now!”


Why? he thought.


Before he could react, his arm snapped up and outward in an arcing slash at the Musketeer’s midsection. With elegant grace the man deflected the blow harmlessly to the side.

Before it had time to strike again, Jared grabbed the sentient sword with both hands and held it fast. He gritted his teeth and his muscles strained against the blade as it continued to try and lash out at the man.

“Why do you fight me?” Tzedakah shouted so loudly it caused his head to hurt. “The abomination will kill you if you do not fight.”

“Just wait a minute!” he shouted back audibly.

The Musketeer actually laughed. “Well, now, this is interesting.”

Jared shot the Musketeer a dangerous look, continuing to strain against the sword, trying to hold it at bay. “He wants me to kill you. Do you know why?”

The Musketeer raised an eyebrow in response. “Very interesting indeed.”

“What is?” Jared asked through gritted teeth.

“The fact that you are fighting him instead of simply listening to him. And that he has not yet forced you to do his bidding. Curious.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

“Ah, that. Well, of course I know why.”

He suddenly jumped into motion. He was fast. So fast that Jared was sure if he were still normal, he would not be able to track his movements.

He released his two-handed grip on Tzedakah just in time to deflect a jab to his midsection. The Musketeer, however, followed up the jab with a punch to his face that struck him hard across the jaw. His head snapped forcefully to the side from the impact and his body soon followed. Before he knew it, he was tumbling through the air.

Tzedakah screamed another warning in his mind. Before he had time to react, however, he saw the Musketeer appear above him. Had he teleported?

Jared managed to put his hands up in front of his face just in time to absorb another wicked punch with both his forearms. The blow sent him careening towards the ground like a meteor. He struck the earth so hard that he almost dropped Tzedakah. Almost.

The Musketeer alighted gently on the ground next to the large crater Jared had left. Debris fell back to earth around him, and a slight cloud of dust hung in the air over the basin. He leaned down and peered into the depression.

Jared exploded out of the hole. The Musketeer reacted immediately by leaning backward, away from Jared’s rising fist. The uppercut, however, skimmed his chin, stunning him slightly. Jared used that split second of hesitation to whirl in the air and lash out at the Musketeer with a spinning kick.

He felt bones break as his foot connected with the Musketeer’s chest. A shockwave exploded outward from the point of impact and the Musketeer was launched backward.

He tumbled through the air, slamming into the soil a few times before planting his sword into the ground. It dug deeply and he used the friction to halt his backward momentum. When he finally came to a stop, he had left a twenty-yard scar in the earth.

He removed his sword from the ground and stood up, brushing small particles of stray debris from his shoulder. The two men stood staring at each other from across the expanse, their swords glowing brightly.

Jared had allowed Tzedakah partially into his consciousness, and that had saved him. He could feel the power of the sword coursing through his body. He knew he was not fighting at his full potential, but he at least could hold his own.

Why hadn’t Tzedakah simply taken over his will? He certainly had before when they had faced imminent danger. He glanced at the man turning his dark gaze upon him, and blanched.

“What the heck?”

What he saw was the man himself but engulfed by a massive shadow creature. The faces of the creature were constantly changing. It rotated from face to face in rapid succession as if he didn’t know which one to choose. There were women’s faces and men’s, and at one point even a child’s. Black, white, Asian, Arabic, and Indigenous—every race of humankind was represented.

It stopped for a second on the face of what looked like an Arabic man with a thick black beard and a brand on his right cheek. His eyes were afire with hatred and murderous rage. It glared at Jared for a few seconds before being lost in the ever-continuing rotation.

The vision ended and all that remained was the Musketeer. He was cocking his head slightly in contemplation, that mischievous grin plastered across his face.

“What the hell are you?” Jared asked quietly.

“I am you.”

“That makes no sense.”

“It is true nonetheless.”

“Do not listen to him,” Tzedakah warned.

Jared frowned. He could feel waves of malice emanating from the Musketeer. Or was it coming from the sword? He couldn’t tell where one ended and the other began. It was almost as if they were two separate entities, but one being.

He lifted Tzedakah and examined it. Two beings who were one. His eyes went wide, and he snapped his head up to stare at the Musketeer. Two beings who were one!


The Musketeer’s grin widened. “Now you begin to understand, mon ami.”


Before Jared could track his movements, the man was upon him again. He jabbed at Jared’s midsection ten times in quick succession. The movements were so fast that he didn’t register the strikes until a few seconds after they had landed.

His torso shook violently, and he doubled over. My God, he was fast. Faster than before. Had he simply been toying with him till now? He felt another blow land solidly under his chin and the force of it lifted him off of his feet.

Tzedakah screamed in his mind and he reached out for the sword, attempting to give it further control. Too slow. The Musketeer jumped and twirled in the air, mimicking the same kick he had landed earlier. Unlike his, however, the Musketeer’s struck him squarely across the side of the face instead of the chest.

He spun to the side and flipped a few times before hitting the ground hard. He was stunned and confused, but he could feel Tzedakah. Their connection was growing stronger with each passing moment. If he could just hold out for a few more minutes he might be able to regroup and merge his consciousness with the sword.

A crushing weight landed on his sword arm just below his wrist, pinning his hand to the ground. He looked over and saw a black leather boot firmly planted there.

He tried to reach up with his free hand and punch out at the Musketeer, who was standing over him. He swatted the blow away like it was nothing and stomped down hard on his stomach with his other foot.

The foot rose and fell a few more times, pummeling Jared’s midsection before he finally stopped struggling. As soon as he did, the blows stopped coming.

The Musketeer leaned down without taking his foot off his arm. That frustrating grin was still plastered on his face.

“Are you finished?”

Jared glared up at him, defiant, but lay still.

“Despite how much fun this is, I really do not have any desire to kill you just yet. You are still too…weak.”

“He lies,” Tzedakah said. “He cannot kill you yet.”

Jared stayed silent, ignoring the sword. Two things were nagging at him. One, why hadn’t Tzedakah simply overridden his will; and two, why couldn’t the man kill him? Both questions were implications that there were rules at play he didn’t yet understand, and that worried him.

He was sure Tzedakah wasn’t lying about the man not being able to kill him. The sword had not lied to him yet. Bent the truth a little, sure, but not outright lied. He wasn’t even sure it could.

The Musketeer sighed deeply and removed his foot from Jared’s arm. He stepped backward a few paces to give Jared space to rise.

“As much fun as this was, I did not come here to destroy you but rather to simply introduce myself.”

Jared sat up slightly, bracing himself with his arms. He looked up at the Musketeer and squinted his eyes warily. What madness had he landed himself in?

The Musketeer simply shook his head at Jared’s silence, that damn smile never leaving his face. He chuckled and then turned to walk away. When he had gone a few paces he turned his head slightly, so he was looking at Jared in his periphery.

“Make no mistake, Detective, I am going to destroy you, just as I did the Shogun. Not today and not tomorrow, but someday.”

Who was the Shogun?

“No one you need be concerned with,” the sword spoke into his mind.

More mysteries and questions.

The strange man turned away again and started to melt into the shadows that were now everywhere, thanks to the onset of dusk. Jared watched him and he tensed when he saw him stop and turn to face him one final time.

“Since this little encounter gave me some pleasure, I will leave you with a small reward.” He paused for a moment before speaking again. “Your brother is not dead.”

The last word was spoken just as the Musketeer phased out of existence, more like a whisper falling over Jared like a slight wisp of wind. To Jared, however, it hit with the force of a thunder bolt.


Steven was alive? The revelation left him with conflicting emotions. On one hand, he was happy his brother was not dead; but on the other, he was terrified of what he could and would do.


He started to sit up when a thought burst into his mind like a Mack truck, causing him to jump up. If Steven was still alive, then anyone who knew what he was would be in danger.

“Oh God, Dana.”


Chapter Five


Dana awoke to darkness. Why was her room so dark? She sat up and looked around. Everything seemed the same. Her IV was beeping away steadily, the chair was still in the corner, and her table was still cluttered with used Styrofoam cups and tissues.


The familiar smell of disinfectant permeated everything. Well except for her; she really needed a shower. She lifted her arm, sniffed her shirt, and immediately pulled away, wrinkling her nose and coughing.


Oh yeah, she was ripe all right.


All in all, everything appeared to be normal, yet something felt wrong. She couldn’t put her finger on what it was, but something was definitely off. The air felt heavy and oppressive. So much so that the lights in her room seemed to be muted and dimmed.

She sat up, squinting her eyes, trying to bring everything into better focus. A strange haze seemed to hang in the air all around her. She waved her hand back and forth, attempting to brush it away. Nothing.


Maybe she just wasn’t completely awake yet. She rubbed her eyes. Oh God, that felt good. When she was finished, it took a few minutes for her eyes to adjust back to the normal light spectrum. Nope, still there.


“What the heck?”

It had to be the pain medication making her groggy. That was the only logical explanation. She reached out and pushed the button for the nurse. No reply. The nurse usually responded pretty quickly, day or night. That was strange.

She swung her feet around and gingerly stepped out of bed. Her legs wobbled and she reached out for the IV. It clattered noisily as she all but fell into it, trying to keep her balance. The racket echoed in the oppressive silence, making it seem louder than it had been.

She froze. Her heart was suddenly beating out of her chest, and she was overcome by the sudden urge to bolt. She quickly scanned the room, her eyes frantically darting back and forth. The silence did not like being disturbed.

She shook her head, trying to clear the fog. “What the hell is going on?”

The sound of her own voice caused her to jump. It seemed to echo back at her as if the noise could not pierce the strange mist. A sudden wave of terror washed over her with such force that she fell to her knees. Something in the darkness had heard her, and it was coming for her.

Waves of fear washed over her, and the impulse to run was so unbearable she nearly did.

As quickly as the fear had come, it was gone. Replaced by a voice and an overwhelming sense of surrender.


“It is too late. You are already dead. It is too late. Eternity awaits,” a voice suddenly whispered in her mind. “Lie down and sleep, for eternity awaits.”



Her eyes suddenly felt heavy, and she sagged. She was so tired. The voice continued its mantra. So tired. With each word, her eyelids slowly began to close.


Yes, the voice was right. She was already dead. Flashes of pain from a strange shadow weapon to her stomach ran through her mind. She saw herself lying in the cool grass. Yes, she had died that day. All that was left for her was to close her eyes and go to eternity.

A flash of light so bright it hurt suddenly burst into the room. The intensity of it knocked her over and she threw one of her arms up to shield her eyes. Someone was screaming.

As quickly as the light had come, it was gone. She lay on her back, breathing heavily, her eyes closed and her arm still held over her eyes. All was quiet again. Even the strange voice she had heard in her head was gone.

After a few seconds, she dared a peek. The room was dark again. The oppression, however, was gone just like the voice. No mist either. A constant steady whine from her IV machine and her own breathing were the only noises in the room. Everything seemed to be back to normal.

She stirred and felt a slight sting in her arm. When she looked to the area of the pain, she noticed that her IV had been pulled out.

When she tried to get to her feet, she was beset by a sudden fit of coughing that sent her back to her knees.


Was her throat raw? Had the voice she heard screaming been hers?


“Good, you’re awake,” a male voice intoned from somewhere over by the door. “About time. I broke the enchantment, like, five minutes ago. Don’t think I can take them by myself.”

Dana snapped her head in the direction of the voice and her mouth instantly dropped open. Standing by her door with his back to her, peering around the door jamb into the hallway, was a man. A man dressed in a white hospital gown that barely covered bright red boxers, and a body covered in so much hair he could have been mistaken for a sasquatch.

The man turned his head, revealing clever dark brown eyes and a handsome face that looked like it hadn’t been shaved in days. He gave her a look that screamed, “What are you waiting for??” and jerked his head to one side, beckoning her towards him.

Dana just stared at him.

The man rolled his eyes. “God,” he groaned. “Are you going to come over here or not? We don’t have all night. If we don’t act soon, people are going to die.”

“Who the heck are you?”

The man put a finger to his lips and shushed her angrily. “Be quiet, for God’s sake,” he whispered harshly. “Do you want them to hear us?”

The scene was so absurd she was sure now she was dreaming. It was the only thing that made sense. She had to be dreaming. Of course, most people didn’t know they were in a dream when they were dreaming, and she was definitely aware. Or at least she thought she was.

“This is so very confusing.”

“Not really,” the man replied. “It’s pretty straightforward. We gots a vampire infestation.”

“A what?” she asked incredulously.

He shushed her again, this time more forcefully. “Keep your voice down.”

Okay, if he shushed her one more time she was going to jam her IV pole into his backside.

“There are no such things as vampires,” she replied calmly.

The man rolled his eyes again and looked up at the ceiling. “Really? This is what you give me to work with? Seriously, you should have just let them have her. Yeah, yeah, I know. Every life is important. You got a plan and all that. Yada, yada.”

Dana blinked and stared. Yup, this guy is crazy. He must have escaped from the psych ward. She should probably restrain him or something and then go get help.

She got to her feet, her own gown barley covering her toned legs, and drew it tight around herself, suddenly becoming very aware she was not wearing a bra. She walked towards the man, tying her robe closed as best she could.

The man continued to mumble to himself as she reached him and stood next to him. She was about to put her hand on his shoulder but stopped. The strange mist that had been in her room was in the hallway.

She gasped.

The man turned and clamped a hand over her mouth. It startled her and she glared up at him angrily. He met her gaze.

“Will you be quiet already?”

She mumbled indignantly and then sighed before reaching up and pulling his hand away from her mouth.

“Okay, okay,” she whispered. “I will be quiet. But, dream or not, if you put your hands on me one more time I am going to break something vital. Got it?”

He shot her a withering look before nodding and turning back to the hallway. She inched as close to him as she could without being inappropriate and followed his gaze.

Through the haze she could see the nurse’s station. It appeared to be empty. There were papers scattered everywhere and a clipboard lying on the floor directly in front of the desk. A red light was blinking on the phone, waiting to be answered. It was too quiet, and the place seemed to be completely void of life.

“Where is everyone?” she whispered. “There should be at least one nurse around.”

He pointed at the floor next to the nurse’s station. “See the hand sticking out? The nurses, along with everyone else on this floor, are most likely unconscious.”

Dana squinted in the dim light and then saw it, too. Sure enough, there was a hand peeking out from around the nurse’s station. It wasn’t far from where the clipboard lay, explaining why papers were scattered all over the floor and desk. She had most likely fallen asleep and dropped them.

“I can’t see the vamps, though, but I’m sure they’re down there. Put up a sleeping spell on this entire floor. Not their usual MO, brings too much attention. I’m guessing they’re looking for someone.”

“Who?”

“Not sure. If I had to guess, I would say you. Just my luck that I’m here when vamps decide to attack. Stupid angel. I’m going to kick him in the nuts next time I see him. Fine, it’s not his fault, but I can’t kick you in the nuts, now, can I?”

Dana closed her eyes and rubbed the bridge of her nose. She was starting to get a headache.

She took a deep breath and then interrupted his mumbling. “Why do you think it’s me they’re after?”

He shrugged. “Because you were the one God told me to break out of the spell. I figure He has a plan and all that.”


Dana was stunned. God told him? What does that mean? Is that who he thinks he’s talking to? This whole thing was getting more absurd by the minute.


She was about to ask him to clarify, when a movement at the end of the hall past the nurse’s station caught her attention. She squinted, trying to make out exactly what it was. The only light she had for illumination was a red flickering exit sign that gave the scene an eerie horror movie vibe.

There was a sudden displacement of the mist, as if some unseen force had walked through it. She gasped as the fog stirred and shifted, pulling back to reveal a tall man dressed all in black.

The swirling mist that covered the entire hallway masked the man’s features, making it impossible for her to identify him. The man turned his head slowly, scanning his surroundings, and her breath caught in her throat when she saw his dark-red-glowing eyes.

As she silently watched, he unexpectedly crouched down and lifted his head slightly, closing his eyes and sniffing the air like a predator tracking its prey.

“Mistress, our target is on this floor,” the man said softly, never rising from his crouch.

There was another slight movement just behind the crouching man and then the mist itself began to swirl and twist. It made no sound and continued spinning faster and faster until it formed into the outline of a woman.

The mist suddenly stopped its churning, but the outline of the woman remained fixed like some kind of shadowy apparition fashioned from the haze. Dana could make out the dull red glow of two eyes staring out from the specter. They seemed to bore into her from down the hallway, as if the creature knew she was watching.

Pain erupted in her mind and she gasped, doubling over and clutching at her suddenly-throbbing head.

Waves of overwhelming agony washed over her, driving her to her knees as a women’s voice echoed in her mind. “Hello, Dana. It is nice to see you again.”

The last thing she saw before blacking out from the pain was the half-dressed crazy man’s face hovering over her, mouthing words she was too disoriented to understand.


Chapter Six


Jeremy hovered over the prostrate form of Dana. What had happened? One second, she was up right and coherent and then, poof, she was flat on her back.


He bent down and whispered as loudly as he could. “Are you all right? Did they do something to you?”

No response.

He snapped his fingers in her face a few times but got no reaction. Frustrated, he contemplated slapping her to try and jolt her awake but chose to lift her head up and pry open one of her eyes instead. Her pupils constricted instantly, showing her brain was still functioning, but that was all. She gave no other response to the stimuli.

“Crap.”

A crash came from somewhere down the hall, followed by a low hiss. Jeremy whipped his head in the direction of the noise, accidentally dropping Dana in the process. Her head hit the floor with a loud thud.

He grimaced. “Double crap.”

Jeremy held his breath, listening. Had they heard him drop her? If they had, then they would most likely move in the direction of the noise. He figured he only had a few seconds to prepare before the vamps located them.

He decided getting the unconscious woman out of harm’s way was his first priority. He didn’t know who she was or why the blood-sucking candy-stripers were after her, but he wasn’t about to let them have her without a fight.

Grunting and cursing under his breath, he reached down. managing to get his arms up and under Dana’s. He straightened his back, lifting her slightly. Ignoring the excruciating pain erupting pretty much everywhere in his body, he dragged her away from the doorway and farther into the small room.

“You couldn’t just let me have one week without some kind of life-threatening situation, could you?” he managed to grunt between gasps for air.

For all his complaints, God knew him better then he knew himself. Knew that he would never look away or back down when someone, no matter how small or seemingly insignificant, needed his help. Sure, he would gripe the entire time, but deep down inside it was just who he was.

Jeremy knew what it was like to feel powerless and lost. To feel forgotten and thrown away. Unlike so many who had experienced what he had, he refused to allow his pain to make him bitter and angry. To drive him farther away from people.

One blessing that had come from all of the hardships he had encountered was the ability to truly see others. He didn’t look away and pretend not to see like most people did. No, Jeremy was the kind of man who met the ugly of life head on and refused to blink.

Just as he managed to pull Dana behind the long plastic curtain that divided the hospital room, the air suddenly seemed to get heavier. He could feel a powerful and oppressive presence quickly approaching them.

He lowered Dana to the floor as quietly and gently as he could and crouched down next to her. It was impossible to see anything in the dim light, but he knew that the malicious presence he felt wasn’t far away.

There was the slightest sound of someone’s feet shuffling just on the other side of the curtain and Jeremy stifled a curse. One of the vampires was in the room with them. Darkness fell on the screen, eclipsing what little light was coming through it as the silhouette gradually materialized on the other side of it.

The vampires were in the room, and all that separated him from them was a thin layer of plastic. Maybe if he was quiet they would get bored and just leave. Nah, no such luck. That kind of good fortune never ever happened to him. If something could go wrong, it would. That was his life.

Ready or not, he knew he was going to have to fight. Even if they managed to kill him, he still wasn’t going to let them take the woman. Who knew, maybe he’d get lucky and take a few of them out before they murdered him.

He caught some motion out of the corner of his eye and snapped his head in the direction of the movement. A clawed hand appeared on the curtain and slowly started to move it. The metal hooks that hung the fabric from the ceiling clacked softly together as the creature deliberately drew it to the side, exposing them.

All Jeremy could make out in the darkness was the shadowy silhouette of a tall man with long gangly arms and glowing red eyes. He squinted in the low light, trying to get a better look at what kind of vampire it was, and defensively moved in front of Dana, putting himself between her and it.

The creature didn’t attack, but simply stood and studied them. Its shimmering eyes moved from Jeremy to Dana and then back to Jeremy.

After a few seconds of silence, it spoke in a surprisingly human voice. “If you walk away now, I will let you live. We do not wish to kill you; all we want is the woman.”

“Oh, is that all? Just the woman. Let me get right on that.”

The creature cocked its head to one side and squinted. Apparently, it had been hunching, because it slowly rose to its full height, which was at least three inches taller than it had been a moment ago. It let out a low growl.


Jeremy grimaced. Pale skin and glowing red eyes, check. Human-looking, check. Big sharp teeth and claws, check. Oh crap, it was a strigoi. Yep, he was definitely going to die.


Well, at least lose a limb or two, but either way it wasn’t going to be pleasant. Dying with his butt showing was not the way he ever thought he would go. Well, it wasn’t one of his top ten guesses anyway.

Maybe it would bite him and try to turn him. Was that even the way it worked? It certainly worked that way in the movies. Of course this wasn’t the movies, and he really had no idea how the whole process functioned. Oh well, God would most likely not let that happen anyway. He hoped.

With a quick prayer to the Almighty Jeremy shifted his feet into a fighting stance, preparing for the inevitable skirmish and his demise. With a smile he lifted his hands up front of his face, closing them into fists and getting into a defensive stance.

He could feel divine energy rising up from within as a visible surge of pure holy power exploded forth, surrounding him with an aura of soft white light that caused the vampire to shy away from him warily.

Jeremy steadied himself. “We gonna do this, or are you just going to stand there and hope I keel over dead from staring at your ugly face?”

The creature grinned, its lips parting to reveal elongated, razor-sharp canines. It rolled its neck and rotated its arms, which made audible cracking sounds, and raised its clawed hands into a combative stance.

Jeremy grunted. “Go easy on me. I’m already a bit dinged up.”

The statement was true. For all of his bravado, Jeremy was still injured from his fight a few days earlier with an evil immortal being known as the Musketeer. This entire time he had been gritting his teeth, ignoring the constant pain he felt in torso from his not quite mended fractured ribs.

Thanks to the frequent communication with God, Jeremy mended faster than most people. It was impossible to be in contact with the power of the Almighty as much as Jeremy was and not be healed. But the process wasn’t instantaneous like a miracle, but more of a gradual progression of healing over time.

The creature studied him warily, the grin never leaving its face. With impossible speed it quickly lunged at him, claws attempting to rip into his flesh. Jeremy turned slightly, flinching away from the attack.

There was a flash of light and the creature let out a shriek of pain. It quickly jumped back, pulling its injured hand away from the burning light and clutching it against its chest protectively. Fine tendrils of smoke gently drifted upward from the creature’s injured hand and there was the distinct acrid smell of burning flesh.

Jeremy smirked. “Not so smug now, are ya?”

The creature bared its teeth and hissed.

Jeremy’s victory was short lived, however, as two more vampires stalked into the room. They moved forward and flanked their wounded companion, their shining red eyes burning with anger.

Jeremy threw his hands up in the air and dramatically rolled his eyes.

“Seriously?” he whined. “One wasn’t enough? After this is over, You and I are going to have a serious discussion, whether I live through this or not.”

Steeling himself, he readied himself to confront the two new threats, when a sudden wave of pain took his breath away. He swayed on his feet for a few seconds before reaching out and grabbing the side of the bed for support. He gritted his teeth and closed his eyes until the pain subsided.

Thankfully the vampires were still too cautious of him to take the opportunity to rush forward and disembowel him.

Thank God for small mercies.

“Well, that sucked,” he grumbled. “Don’t suppose you have an aspirin, do you?”

“Give us the girl,” demanded the first vampire again, this time with a whole lot more venom.

“What happened to the ‘and we will let you live’ part?”

It bared its fangs and growled. “The time for that has passed.”

Jeremy smirked.

“The time for that has passed,” he parroted in a deep, mocking tone. “Seriously, did you just watch a Vincent Price movie or something?”

The creature hissed and lunged at him again. There was another flash of light and more burning flesh. This time, however, the creature’s hand actually caught on fire.

It hopped around, screeching and flailing its burning appendage. Its brothers hissed furiously but stayed just out of arm’s reach of the still-glowing Jeremy.

Guess they’re smarter than their friend, the undead matchstick.

Jeremy put his finger up to his mouth and looked to the side like he was lost in deep thought. “How does the saying go again? Oh yeah, the definition of insanity is doing the same thing over and over again, expecting different results.”

The vampire let out a long, low, inhuman growl and bared its fangs again. The fire that had engulfed his hand had dissipated, and Jeremy watched in dismay as the charred flesh slowly mended itself. Within a matter of seconds, the skin had returned to its normal pale, almost porcelain, appearance.

Jeremy groaned and sighed deeply. “Great, healing factor, and it’s better than mine. This is going to take forever.”

None of the vampires dared get to close to Jeremy for fear of being burned by the holy light. It bought him some time to think. He had to get the woman out of harm’s way, but he had no idea how he was going to do that.

Maybe he could just keep goading them into attacking him. Sooner or later the light would do enough damage to destroy the creatures. Of course, that was only if it lasted long enough. He never knew with this sort of thing.

No, that wasn’t going to work again. He could already see that the vampires were done making that mistake. He didn’t know how they planned on getting past his defenses, but he could see their evil little brains working behind those beady, glowing eyes.

He had to do something and quick or they were both going to die. Well, at least undie if the legends were correct. Either way, he wasn’t drinking anyone’s blood in an erotic fashion like in the movies. No way, no how.

If any of these blood suckers even looked at him in a seductive way, he was going to shove his foot so far up their butt they would be crapping pieces of him for weeks.

The warning registered in his body before it hit his brain, and he was moving before he even knew what was happening. It was like that sometimes. Almost as if someone else was controlling his body for him.

He dove to the side just in time to avoid one of the hospital chairs. It crashed against the wall and then ricocheted to the right. Two more came hurling towards him and he felt the wind on his face as one of them missed him by mere centimeters.

He wasn’t quick enough to avoid the other, however, and it clipped him on the side of the head. Stars exploded behind his eyes, and he stumbled. He shook his head, attempting to get his eyes to work again. As soon as his vision cleared, however, he was met by the sight of something big flying towards him.


Was that a hospital bed?


“Oh, crap.”

The bed hit him square in the side of the chest, directly in his still-tender ribs, and he felt them splinter. He heard himself scream as the world around him erupted in agony.

His stomach lurched as he was launched through the air. He smashed into the far wall, leaving a deep dent in it before sliding unceremoniously to the floor.

His only thought was of the unconscious women. He had to get to her. If he didn’t, she was going to die. Or worse.

Nausea and vertigo washed over him as he tried to move, causing him to lurch to the side. His legs buckled and he fell, facing the unconscious women. He tasted blood and bile, and the fluid filled his mouth, causing him to gag and cough violently.

The pain from his hacking nearly made him black out, but he managed to stay conscious. It was no good. The damage to his body was too severe and he was unable to move. All he could do now, as the vampires closed in on the helpless women, was watch.


Chapter Seven


Tzedakah teleported them directly into Dana’s room. There was a blinding flash of light and then the room slowly materialized in front of him. It was kind of like how an old tube TV turned on. The image slowly came into focus until the complete picture was visible on the screen. With the sword, however, it was all done in three dimensions instead of two. It was very disorienting, but remarkable at the same time.


Jared watched as the hospital room manifested around him. At first everything was monotone and without form, and then splashes of color burst forth as the indistinct shapes formed into a hospital room. At least, what used to be a hospital room.

The space was in complete disarray. What lights were still functioning flickered, and there was broken furniture scattered everywhere. A fine mist of drywall dust hung in the air like fog, covering everything with tiny white particles.


Someone lay on the floor, unconscious, next to a turned over IV stand that squealed noisily. Two men dressed like bikers hovered over the prostrate form, while a third stood facing the other direction. Was he holding a hospital bed like a baseball bat?


There was a huge indentation in the wall that seemed to have been made by something large. When he saw Jeremy lying stunned on the floor, he knew what had made the dent in the wall.

What was he doing here, and where was Dana?

The vampires were so focused on their prey that they hadn’t noticed him yet, so he took the time to inspect the scene. His dark gaze showed him everything, and when he looked at the three men who had attacked his friend, what he saw shocked him.

To his eyes they looked like emaciated corpses. Not decayed and rotting like a zombie, but thin and wan like a person who was dying of starvation.

Sunken eyes darted back and forth with a look of frantic desperation driven by an all-encompassing hunger. They looked like meth addicts so far gone on drugs that they would do anything for their next fix.

To mortal eyes, the creatures appeared as perfect human specimens. But to the dark gaze, they were revealed as pathetic starving creatures who were completely enslaved to a hunger that could never be satiated.

“Ow, that hurt,” Jeremy groaned. “I can’t believe you just hit me with an actual hospital bed. You should be proud, that’s a first for me.”

The vampire tossed the bed over his shoulder and it clattered noisily, coming to rest directly on top of the other bed in the room.

“Any last words, human?” it asked.

As it spoke, Jared finally noticed just who the woman was that lay on the floor, and he gritted his teeth and growled. Tzedakah flared to life in his hands, vibrating in concert with his rising anger.

Jeremy looked past the creature and met Jared’s eyes. He grinned. “Ha. You’re all so very screwed.”

Jared moved so fast even the vampires’ supernatural eyes couldn’t follow his movements. He had cleared the distance and struck the nearest vampire three times before Jeremy had even finished speaking.

The vampire didn’t even have time to scream before Jared cut him down.

It instantly incinerated, its body turning into a smoking pile of ash. The distinct smell of charred flesh permeated the room and tiny black particles of burnt skin fluttered gently in the air where the creature had been standing.

The second vampire’s eyes went wide as the shining blue light of Tzedakah rushed at it through the floating ashes of its brother. He managed to bend backward just in time to avoid the strike. The blade cut through the creature’s shirt but missed its body.

Jared followed up his initial thrust with a sweeping kick at the creature’s legs. It anticipated the movement and fell backward, using the momentum of the fall to pull its feet up away from the strike.

It landed softly on its hands, and in one fluid movement flipped back upward to land on its feet in a fighting crouch.

Jared, however, had never stopped the momentum of his sweep, but continued to turn his body with his leg. He spun and whipped his foot around, smashing it into the center of the creature’s chest.

The impact was so loud that it sent out a mini shock wave. The sound of the creature’s bones shattering followed next like the steady rap-rap of a machine gun. It hit the far wall so hard that it actually flattened like a cartoon character.

Gore and viscera exploded out of every orifice, splattering the ceiling and the floor. It hung on the wall like some grotesque piece of modern art before igniting into flames and disintegrating like its brother.

Jared slowly turned his head to look at the third vampire. The darkness in his eyes writhed and twisted hungrily. His mouth was a thin line, and he didn’t speak. The power of Tzedakah was physically palpable, and it poured out of him in intense waves of spiritual pressure that caused ripples in the air around him.

The creature met Jared’s gaze and didn’t flinch. Apparently, his display of absolute and overwhelming force hadn’t impressed him. At least, if it did, he was doing a good job of hiding it.

The creature growled, and with blinding speed reached down and plucked Jeremy from the floor. Its strong arms wrapped around Jeremy’s throat, causing him to audibly choke as it held the wounded man in front him like a human shield.

“Destroy it!” shouted Tzedakah into his mind. “Obliterate the abomination.”

Powerful emotions rose up at Tzedakah’s words, threatening to overcome Jared’s independent rationale. He gritted his teeth and forced them and the will of the sentient sword back down.

“Destroy it!” Tzedakah’s thoughts were more insistent this time, and they physically hurt, causing him to double over.

“No,” he growled through gritted teeth. “It has Jeremy.”

“The sacrifice is acceptable,” it pushed back, even harder. “The abomination must not be allowed to continue.”

The vampire eyed him warily, unsure of what was going on. It tightened its grip on Jeremy and he gasped in pain, his eyes slightly losing focus.

Anger flared up inside Jared at the sight of his friend’s pain and he slowly rose to his feet. This thing, whatever it was, had his friend. It had also tried to hurt Dana. For that, he was going to make it pay.

“Okay,” he said, “We do this together, but Jeremy is to remain unharmed. Is that understood?”

Before he was even done speaking, the consciousness of the sentient sword flooded into him, making him gasp. Near unlimited power and a thousand lifetimes of knowledge surged through his body in an instant.

He had seen the creation of the very universe itself. He had seen mountains crumbled to dust by the ravages of time. Empires had risen and fallen, yet he remained. Nature itself changed, but he remained constant. He was Justice, and nothing could escape his judgment.

The change in Jared was instantaneous and could be felt physically. The air itself seemed to bow to him, and the floor creaked and cracked under the weight of his presence.

The vampire’s eyes darted frantically back and forth as it searched for a way of escape. It backed up until it touched the wall.

“Stay back,” it stuttered, “or I will kill the human.”

Jared said nothing in reply. His body seemed to flicker slightly, going in and out of focus and he lifted Tzedakah and casually rested it on one shoulder.

“Did you hear what I said? I will kill…” The creature’s words were cut off in midsentence as his arms suddenly slipped from his shoulders and fell to the ground.

The vampire stared at its severed limbs in horror and confusion. He stammered incoherently as Jeremy, now free from his grip, stumbled away from him and out of harm’s way.

Jared flickered again and the creature blinked twice as it began to smoke. There was a look of complete confusion on its face as its head slipped from its body, igniting into flames as it fell.

He watched the creature burn for a few seconds before slowly turning his head and fixing his gaze on Jeremy. The light from the burning creature flickered across Jared’s features, making him look like a demon from hell.

“Why does everything have to be cut so close?” Jeremy croaked, rubbing his injured throat. “You sure took your sweet time.”

His words caught in his mouth when he saw Jared’s face. He swallowed and slowly got to his feet.

“You okay?”

Jared said nothing.

“Jared?” he asked, his voice cracking a bit.

Jared didn’t reply but removed the sword from his shoulder and slowly pointed it at Jeremy. The darkness in his eyes writhed and twisted, seeming to reach out toward Jeremy.

“Jeremy Wagner,” Jared intoned in a voice that was no longer his own. “You have been judged and found guilty.”

“Oh, crap,” he stammered, shying away from the glowing blade. “This is not good.”


Chapter Eight


Jeremy continued to back away from the gleaming sword until his back hit the wall. He sucked in his gut and attempted to flatten himself like a cartoon character. The eerie blue-black glow of Tzedakah illuminated his features, highlighting every crease.


There was nowhere for him to go. He had retreated as far as the little room would allow. His eyes darted past Jared. Maybe he could make a run for it. Make it past the glowing blade before it killed him.

Yeah, that would happen. He may have been fast in his youth, but time and battle had worn down his agility. Sure, he was still faster than most men his age, but even in his prime he was no match for the speed of the freaking avatar of Justice.

I mean, come on, he hadn’t even seen Jared move when he had decapitated the vampire using him as a human shield. This whole situation was so unfair, and he was going to let God know exactly what he thought about it when he saw Him. Which, it seemed, was going to be sometime in the next few seconds.

Jared pressed the glowing blade to Jeremy’s chest, the darkness in his eyes writhing and dancing, reaching out towards him. Oh God, this really was the end. Jeremy turned his head to look at the unconscious woman who lay only a few feet from him. At least he had been able to protect her. It wasn’t much, but it was enough.

He sighed slightly and smiled faintly, turning his gaze back to face Jared.

“Make it quick. I think I’ve earned that at least.”

Jared nodded slightly and then drew his hand back to strike. Jeremy closed his eyes and scrunched up his features, his head subconsciously moving to one side. He whimpered softly in anticipation.

Nothing happened.

A few more seconds passed and still nothing. No stabbing pains. No burning in his chest. No smell of blood or loss of consciousness. He risked opening one eye, his head still tilted to the side, away from the glowing sword.

Jared was still standing in front of him with the sword tip pressing against his chest. His hand, however, was trembling slightly. His brow was furrowed, and he was gritting his teeth so hard that they were making loud popping noises.

Jeremy opened up his other eye and relaxed slightly. The sword was still dangerously close to his chest, but for some reason Jared hadn’t struck. Not yet anyway.

“Jared?”

No response.

Jeremy waved one hand back and forth in front of his face. The only response he got was a slight tightening of the jaw. If he kept this up, he was going to shatter his teeth completely.

“Jared? You in there, buddy?”

Jared’s voice came out in a low growl. “I told you he wasn’t to be harmed.”

Jeremy exhaled, releasing the breath he had inadvertently been holding. His stomach extended slightly, causing Tzedakah’s blade to dig a little into the flesh of his sternum. He felt no real pain thanks to the adrenaline coursing through his veins, but he could feel a small trickle of blood start to run down his chest.

“Dang it, man. Snap out of it,” he huffed, sucking his gut in again.

Jared blinked once but his shoulders visibly relaxed, and he unclenched his jaw. The arm holding the glowing sword, however, didn’t move.

“Listen, man, I know you’re in there and that you can hear me.” He tilted his head slightly in the direction of the woman lying on the floor.


“There is a woman hurt just over there and we need to get her some help. I’m not sure how bad she is, but if we can just put this whole judgment thing on hold for a few minutes, I’m sure she would appreciate it.”


“And,” he mumbled, “so would I.”

Jared turned his head to look at the woman on the floor and the rest of his muscles visibly relaxed. He lowered his arm, gritting his teeth as he did. The arm wavered slightly at first, but it wasn’t long before Jeremy could let out the breath he’d been holding.

Before the air had finished leaving Jeremy’s lungs, Jared was at Dana’s side. He knelt down and gingerly lifted her head, resting it on his folded knees.

He watched as Jared hesitantly reached out and brushed a stray hair away from the woman’s face. She stirred slightly at his touch, and he froze in place.

“Hey, man, is something wrong?”

No response.

Jared tensed suddenly and clutched at his chest as if he was having a heart attack or something. He groaned audibly and fidgeted, gritting his teeth against whatever it was that was affecting him.

What in God’s name was going on?

“Jared, are you okay?”

He reached out to his friend and laid his hand reassuringly on his shoulder. As soon as he touched him, he instantly felt that something was wrong. Physical waves of tension pulsed out from Jared, passing through Jeremy like surges of lightning.

He gasped and instantly let go, doubling over slightly and breathing heavily.

“What in the world just happened?” he sputtered.

Jared slowly opened his eyes and gazed down at the motionless woman in his arms. Jeremy watched curiously as he stared at her. Well, this was weird. Did he know her? What was it he was seeing when he looked at her?

As if reading his thoughts, Jared spoke. “I see…nothing.”

“What do you mean by nothing?”

“I see nothing but her,” he said softly, never taking his eyes off of the unconscious woman. “No past or future, simply the present. I see her in this moment and only this moment.”

“Okay. So, is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

“I’m not sure,” he replied, “Nothing seems to be disrupting my connection to Tzedakah. I can still feel him in my head. I have defied him before, and it felt…different.”

“How so?”

“It’s hard to put into words,” he continued. “When my connection to Tzedakah is disrupted, it feels like he’s shouting at me from far away. I can hear him speaking, but I can’t understand what he’s saying. It feels like I’m slowly sinking into water and getting farther and farther away from him.”

“Kind of like drowning?”

“Exactly,” he said, nodding his head. “Like I’m drowning, and my life is slowly fading away.”

“And this time it feels different?”

“Yes, because, if anything, my feelings are stronger and more substantial. It’s almost as if Tzedakah is feeling exactly what I’m feeling, but that can’t be.”

“Why?”

“Because…” Jared said, shaking his head in frustration. “As far as I have experienced, he doesn’t feel anything at all except anger at injustice.”

“And what are you both feeling now?”

“Love,” he replied softly.

Jeremy blew out a long breath and ran a hand through his unkempt hair.

Who was this woman and who was she to Jared? God had definitely wanted him to come to her aid, and the vampires were certainly after her. Well, he may not know exactly who she was, but one thing was becoming very clear to him: this woman was important.

At least he had the answer to one question that had been nagging at him: Jared hadn’t showed up at just the right time to rescue him but had come for this woman.

He crossed his arms and snorted, glancing disapprovingly up at God. “I guess I don’t merit a superhero rescue, do I?” he mumbled.

Jared either hadn’t heard him or didn’t care and made no response. God ignored him as well.

He sighed and looked down at the woman. She was very beautiful, even haggard and bruised like she was.

“Who is she?” he asked.

It took a few seconds before Jared replied, “Dana.”

“Okay. So, who is Dana? You obviously know her.”

Jared gently brushed another stray hair away from her eyes. “My ex-partner and the love of my life.”

Jeremy sputtered incoherently for a few seconds before finding his voice again. “She’s what?”

Jared sighed and glanced up at him. “The love of our life.”

“Okay. So she is, or rather was, your girlfriend. Wait a minute, did you just say ours?”

Jared furrowed his brow and looked up at Jeremy. “Did I?”


“Yeah, man, you just said ours.”


He looked away from Jeremy and stared off into the distance.

“No,” he said, firmly shaking his head. “It’s only me.”

He paused again. “Or is it?”

Jeremy shrugged and waved a hand dismissively. “Whatever. Either way, she needs medical attention and fast. Plus, I’m pretty sure these guys were just basic henchmen.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean that these guys were lightweights compared to what I saw in the hallway before the attack.”


He ran his hands through his hair again and shuddered. “That thing, whatever it is, is no strigoi.”


Jared’s expression became vacant again and he stared off into nothing. Jeremy had seen this expression before, when Jared and the sentient sword had had conversations telepathically in the past.

The darkness in Jared’s eyes suddenly snapped to life. It writhed and twisted angrily as if the darkness were trying to claw its way free of the sockets.

His head whipped around to stare at the open door. As he did, Jeremy followed his gaze and saw the silhouette of a woman standing there. The presence of the creature radiated waves of oppression that caused the lights in the room to visibly dim.

Jeremy grimaced as he squinted in the low light. “Speak of the devil.” 


Chapter Nine


Jared was fast, at the door in the blink of an eye. The creature, however, was just as fast and was already halfway down the hallway.


He stepped out into the corridor and examined the retreating creature. It looked like a dark cloud as it flowed gracefully away from him. When it reached the end of the hallway, it stopped and formed once again into the vague shape of a woman. It just stayed there, watching him. Waiting.

“Stay with Dana,” he instructed as he turned his dark eyes on Jeremy. “Keep her safe.”

“What?” was all he heard Jeremy say before he was gone.

He flew down the hallway so fast that his passing caused the papers on the nurse’s station to scatter in his wake.

His thoughts went to the unconscious medical staff, but Tzedakah assured him that they were unharmed. Once the vampires were all destroyed, their spell would lift and all they would suffer would be headaches and an inability to remember what had happened to them while they were unconscious.

As soon as he reached where the creature was, it transformed once again into mist and flowed away from him and into the next hallway. Once in the room beyond, it passed through the opening at the bottom of a closed door and out of view.


The vampire seemed to be one step ahead of him, making it difficult for him to get a good read on it. Tzedakah was strangely silent about the creature. Of course, he was pretty sure all he would have to say about it was kill it. Or something similar.
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