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P
ROLOGUE

 

“The spikes are inside the coffin, so when the door is shut they pierce the body enough to harm–but not to kill,” Andrew said, as he gave a grunt and lifted his end of the iron maiden.

Jeremy grimaced as he grabbed his end. “And the humans torture each other . . .  why?”

Andrew slowed his pace so another group of men could move a rack, used to pull the arms and legs off men, out of the arena. He didn’t feel the need to answer Jeremy. After all, vampyres tortured one another for the same reason. Power.

The stars shone through an open ceiling, casting a glow over the blood-soaked floor. Some of the blood soaked into this dirt was his own. Andrew recalled the first time he had been punished in this room, for of all things that he had questioned the role of vampyre superiority over humans.

He glanced into the audience that had been invited to watch the upcoming fight–but only for a second. These were the high-ranking vampyres from around the globe, all come to see if a bargain could be made between the man who ultimately ruled them and the one whom Andrew wished to follow. After today, there would be hope that the days of torture might come to an end.

 

A throaty voice from among the high-ranking vampyres spoke, “How you will keep your subjects in line without fear is an amusement to me.”

The man to whom those words were spoken cringed, as he knew why he was addressed with such disdain. He ignored the man, Naztar, and vowed once more that he would return to dust before ever calling him master again. Instead, he looked out upon the gymnasium, its bleachers filled with knights of the Dark and also of the Renegades. All had come to witness what would be recorded in their history as a day that had changed the world forever.

“Naztar, once this night is over, this room will become a place where my people can come and learn. The walls will be lined with books, the floor filled with tables and chairs.”

Naztar showed no emotion, nor did he look away from the gymnasium floor. Was he imagining the room as it once was? Could he ever see this place as anything but a place for torture, where his reign could be total? No, he could not. And this is why they must now do what they must do.

Directly beneath them, the sound of metal slowly scraping against rock stole their attention. Rafgard knew that one of the gates was being opened. Half of the room cheered as a tall, broad and muscular man stepped out onto the gymnasium floor. He was dressed only in a metal breastplate and pumpkin slops. In one hand he carried a battle-ax, and in the other a long iron spike.

“My champion is called Umbra. When he wins, you will pledge your allegiance to me. This war will be over.” Naztar said this matter-of-factly, as though it were already true.

A metal gate on the other side of the gymnasium opened, and another man stepped out. Though not nearly as tall as his opponent, he was far more muscular and every bit as broad. He wore a cotton tunic and pants tucked inside low boots done up by drawstrings. In one hand he grasped a Claymore nearly as long as he was tall. His long, black hair hung loose over his shoulders, and his emerald gaze locked on the warrior before him from beneath his furrowed brow.

“If my champion wins,” Rafgard said confidently, “my people go free.”

“And what is this corpse’s name?”

Rafgard did not turn his attention from the two men squaring off when he said, “Rancor. For that is what he brings.”

Down below, Rancor and Umbra circled one another, their gazes locked.

“You are not one of us,” Umbra said, as he sniffed the air.

Rancor continued to circle. He studied his opponent–the way he took steps, gripped his ax, and where his eyes wandered. A man who has grown up with the ax as a way of life keeps his grip loose on the butt, yet this man held his weapon tightly as though afraid he might drop it. The stake that he carried in his other hand was held tip pointed up, which was another mistake that only a man poorly trained would make.

“If you are not one of us,” Umbra asked, “why do you protect vamps?”

Rancor swung his sword over his head and brought it down on an angle. Umbra raised his ax to block. At the same time he lunged with the stake. When the sword clashed with the ax, it did so hard enough that it was knocked from Umbra’s grasp. Rancor was able to grab his wrist and yank him off balance. This left Umbra’s back exposed. Moments before Rancor could plunge a stake into it, Umbra changed to fog and freed himself from Rancor.

“Why do I protect the vamps?” Rancor repeated the question. He kept his back to Umbra, his ears perked to hear every sound that the vampyre made. “Because they teach me your weaknesses.”

Umbra stayed as fog and encircled Rancor. Rancor stayed perfectly still, and the audience roared in delight as Rancor disappeared. Suddenly, part of the fog transformed into claws and lashed out. Rancor, waiting for just such a thing, leaped high out of the fog–but not before grabbing the claws. He dragged the claws, and the fog with them, so that they slammed hard into the sod. As the fog did so, it once again turned vampyre.

“Why do you fight us?” Umbra asked, as Rancor plunged downwards with a wooden stake.

“Because one of you killed the only woman I ever loved,” Rancor whispered in Umbra’s ear, as he drove the stake deep into his heart.


“
Man has tried to define good and evil since the dawn of his first sin. It seems to me that, with every definition, mankind only succeeds in furthering himself from the truth. Even after an eternity of debate the question still remains: Are good and evil a perception of the mind, the result of a single action, or a combination of the two?

“
From my experience, this is what I have learned: Mankind spends far too much time philosophizing what evil is, and far too little ending what is corrupted in himself.”

-Wulfsign


 

 

 

C
HAPTER ONE

 

A wind ripped through the town, swirling clouds of dust nearly as high as the lonely café. A bright red neon sign burned through the blustery night, adding a man-made buzz to Nature’s howl. Inside the café, Tara slaved to clean and organize in the wake of the last wave of hungry truckers. Tall, lean and not nearly as athletic as she looked, Tara bumped a table. A sugar jar knocked onto its side and rolled, making that sound, the one equal to $1.95 off her paycheck.

But when the roll ended there was no crash. Tara glanced over her shoulder and saw a teenaged boy standing behind her. She gasped and jumped, as though the soles of her shoes had suddenly turned to hot coals. The tub of dishes she carried dropped to the floor, everything within it smashing to pieces.

“At least I was able to save one,” the teen said, with a voice that rasped, holding out the sugar jar he had caught.

Tara was speechless. She stared at him, looking over his short, broad-shouldered and well-muscled frame. His brow sat low over his eyes, his mouth wrinkled from what must have been a lifetime of frowns. He had high cheekbones and stubbled cheeks. Dark sunglasses hid his eyes, and when he removed them his bright emerald gaze was like casting a hot iron rod into cold water.

She forced herself to laugh in hopes of hiding her nervousness.

“I am so sorry.” Tara kneeled to clean up the mess.

“I startled you. It is I who should apologize.”

Tara shifted as she carefully picked up the shards of glass. “Can I get you anything?”

He was silent. All was silent. Even the pieces of plate that Tara moved from the floor to the tub made no noise against each other. She stared at a long, narrow shard, grabbed it like a knife, and shivered as though the room temperature had dropped twenty degrees.

“Is there a back door?” he asked.

Tara tried to stand but could not. She tried to raise her weapon but could not. She could only whisper, “Uh, yeah.”

“Then leave everything behind and follow me. Or tonight you die.”

Thoughts of the emergency buzzer flooded her mind. The fact they’d placed it behind the cash register never seemed absurd until now.

“You can take whatever you want. Please don’t hurt me,” she said.

The stranger moved with a fluidity that appeared as if he’d materialized before her. Grabbing her shoulders, he lifted her, and stared into her teary eyes.

“Please. I beg of you, follow me or tonight you will die.”

Tara stood to her full height and shook off his grasp. Throwing the tub at him, she ran for it, never looking back, not stopping to grab her purse or her jacket. She burst through the back door, leaving it helpless against the strong winds, hearing it bang against its frame. She ran into the pitch-black night, into Cotter’s field, engulfed in stalks of corn.

Never before now did it seem so hard a task to avoid tall plants and furrowed mud. She tripped, fell against several cornstalks, and landed face first in the mud. When she lifted her head, there was a tall, thin man clad in beggar’s clothes before her. Tara screamed and jumped, slipping and landing hard on her back. It had been ten degrees that day and not much less this night, yet her breath still formed tiny puffs of frozen air. She shivered, her heart beat fast, and her tears continued to flow. Muscles ached and seized.

This time it was only a scarecrow. But whoever was out there was making a noise, crashing through the crops, straight for her.

Stars and a full moon lit the sky. The wind howled. For a brief moment the bay of a wolf, carried by the cry of a man, echoed in the cornfield. Not as two cries but as one.

Tara closed her eyes and buried her face in her palms. Her body shook. Her world collapsed. If the sanctity of a manmade environment, with all its electronic surveillance, could not protect her, then how safe was she surrounded by a farmer’s crop? She had to keep moving until she found safety!

She rose. But a hand from behind thrust her back to the ground.

Tara screamed.

“I am prayer answered. I am salvation!” a man proclaimed, as he stepped in front of her and opened his arms wide.

He stood tall and displayed a bodybuilder’s physique. Wearing a Vietnam vet’s wardrobe, he had a halberd strapped on his back, and a crossbow hooked on his belt. He looked as though he were a cross between an ancient barbarian and a modern-day army brat.

Tara didn’t care. This man, whoever he might be, was her only escape from whatever was hunting her. She ran to him and wrapped her arms around his neck. As she sobbed into his chest she heard a
clickety-click
. But she did not realize what had happened until it was too late.

“What–what are you doing?”

As he handcuffed her to the scarecrow she struggled against him. He did not even seem aware of her fight as he asked, “Have you ever wished it in your power to act for the greater good?”

“What?”

“Have you ever felt powerless against evil, and wished there was something you could do?”

“Yes, but . . .”

“Your sacrifice will save hundreds.”

He cupped her chin in his palm and directed her teary gaze into his. Pulling free his survival knife, he sliced her arm, elbow to shoulder. Tara screamed. The man disappeared into the field. The wind calmed. Silence rose. The stars shone so bright it seemed they might set the world on fire. The moon glared like an ethereal Cyclops.

A wolf howled.

Tara stifled another scream. She yanked at the cuffs, then on the beam to which she was bound. Neither would give. Warm blood poured from the gash in her arm and formed a pool on the dry sod. It filled in cracks and ran towards the café. Tears fell from her chin and mixed with the crimson stream.

Heavy breathing nearby. Panting. Behind her. A man? Animal? Advancing–on
her
! Paws! Hands! Teeth!

Tara closed her eyes as the beast wrapped its jaw around her neck. She did not look to see what it was that pushed two teeth, like tiny needles, through her neck and into her flesh.

Suddenly the creature slammed its entire body into her, knocking what wind she had left from her lungs. It was the barbarian who had drop-kicked the beast with no regard for her safety. Tara struggled to get on the opposite side of the beam as the barbarian grappled with the–man? It looked human!

It stood tall and lean, with short, blond hair. It wore a long, black coat but had mist for legs.

Tara did not understand what was happening. She wondered what had become of the man in the café.

That’s when she saw it. A small, metal key reflected in the mud by the moonlight. The barbarian must have dropped it! Lying as flat as she could, Tara stretched her long legs, just managing to pull the key through the sod. When it was close enough to grab, she did. She fit it into the handcuff’s lock. The brace opened. Tara was free!

She stood. She ran like never before. Even when Tara tripped, even when her head spun from loss of blood, she continued to run. She crashed through the field. Scrambled out the other side onto the empty dirt road. And once there, she stopped, breathless and panicked.

Far off to the north, lights glowed from the small town. Tara stared at them, falling on her knees, sobbing and shivering. She could not rise, though the full extent of terror did not come to her at that moment.

But when it did, she understood, for the last few seconds of her life, what true horror was.
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