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 CHAPTER ONE

 


I
sat in the front pew of South Side First Baptist
Church, watching my twenty-four-year-old daughter, Tara Lee, walk
up the steps to the altar. She carried a microphone in her right
hand and looked a little nervous, especially when she turned around
to face the congregation, but I flashed a reassuring smile to her.
She noticed it, because she flashed a grateful smile back and
seemed to relax a little. Tara had been singing in the church ever
since she was old enough to speak, but she still suffered from
stage fright, especially whenever she was doing a new song like she
was about to do this morning.

Sometimes I
thought her stage fright was a bit silly, given how everyone in our
congregation—ranging from ninety-year-old James McCoy to
six-year-old Reynold Jake—loved her and always loved hearing her
sing. I always told Tara that she should focus on singing to God,
not to whoever happened to be listening, though that was easier
said than done, given how you could see the people but you couldn’t
always see God.

As the
pianist shuffled through the pages of her hymnal to find the song
that Tara would sing to, I could not help but be reminded of my
vampire hunting days when I was young. Seeing Tara—all grown up and
happy, if a bit shy and timid at times—was all the confirmation I
needed that I had made the right choice to retire from vampire
hunting years ago in order to raise her. It had been a difficult
choice to make at the time, and sometimes I still missed it, but
any time I doubted the wisdom of that decision, I always looked at
Tara. I just wished that my wife and her mother, Jane, was still
alive to see Tara today. She would have been just as proud as me, I
was sure.

But just
because my vampire hunting days were long behind me did not mean I
had given up my old ways entirely. I nonchalantly felt the gun with
the silver bullet concealed under my shirt suit, where I could
easily draw it if I needed to. I wasn’t the only member of the
congregation to carry to church, but I was fairly certain I was the
only one whose gun had silver bullets capable of killing a vampire
in one hit.

Killing a
vampire in one hit … that sent my mind
back to a day twenty-four years ago, when Tara wasn’t even six
months yet and when I was still a young man in my prime, facing the
last—and most dangerous—vampire I would ever fight in a battle that
determined not just my own life, but the fate of the world itself
…

***

 



 CHAPTER TWO

 


Panting and sweating, I held my
silver sword, Domination, at my side, staring at the beheaded
vampire which lay on the ground before me. Like all vampires, it
stank of death and decay, and not just because I had cut off its
head, either. Its head lay a little off to the side, leaking the
strange black blood that all vampires had, its face frozen in an
expression of blood lust and confusion. Clearly, this particular
vampire had not known who it was attacking when it jumped me when I
entered this mansion a few minutes ago. If it had known who I
was—Richard Lee, son of the Supreme Sorcerer, better known to vamps
as the Hunter—it would have run away in terror.

Frankly,
however, I didn’t feel as badass as the title ‘Hunter’ would imply.
I glanced at my shoulder, which had a bad gash from where the
vampire’s claws had gotten in a lucky hit, and cringed. It was
bloody and open, and if I didn’t close it soon, it would attract
more of its friends. Vampires could smell fresh blood from a mile
away, sometimes even farther away in the case of particularly
strong vampires. While I wasn’t afraid of fighting multiple vamps
at once, it was never wise to fight with an open wound.

I raised my
hand and passed it over the wound. As my hand passed over the
wound, it slowly closed up, until soon my shoulder looked good as
new. I wiped the blood away with a cloth, which I then tossed away,
because the last thing I needed was something with my blood on it
on my body. Vampires relied more on their scent of smell than
humans did. If you had even just a little blood on you, they would
smell it and you would never be able to sneak up on them. You
couldn’t always avoid getting wounded by a vamp in battle, but
there was a reason why most vampire hunters usually wore some kind
of armor to protect themselves. I knew of many good hunters who got
themselves killed because of paper cuts on their pinky finger. I
would not let myself die in that same way.

Of course,
vampires were very good at sneaking up on people. Most vampires
were cowards. Instead of fighting head on, they choose to sneak
around in the shadows and strike only at the right moment, either
to kill or convert their target.

But most
vampires couldn’t sneak up on me, like this one tried to do. My
blood sense—a unique ability to sense the presence of nearby
vampires even among sorcerers—meant I could sense vampires sneaking
up on me from any direction, as this poor sap found out to his
dismay.

And right
now, my blood sense was telling me that I was about to walk into a
veritable nest of blood-thirsty vampires who would like nothing
more than to suck my body dry of every last drop of blood. And I
was going to kill every last one of these bastards before they
could reproduce.

I paused
and looked at my surroundings. I stood in the entryway of an old,
abandoned mansion on the outskirts of the small town of Paths in
east Texas. This particular mansion dated back to the 1880s,
according to some of the townsfolk I had spoken to when I arrived,
but had only gained a reputation as haunted in the last sixty years
or so, when the first young children started disappearing around
it. Most of the older residents of Paths believed that the Devil or
at least some of his demons lived in this place, dragging curious
visitors into the bowels of hell itself as soon as they crossed the
threshold. It didn’t help that the mansion was located next to a
graveyard, which itself was called the Gateway to Hell by the
people of Paths due to the rumors that it was also haunted, though
whether by demons or by the tortured souls of the people buried
there, no one could seem to agree.

There was
no doubt in my mind that the Devil and demons existed. Partly, that
was because I was a Christian, which meant I had to believe in that
stuff, but also because in my vampire hunting career, I’d seen more
than a few things that hinted at the Devil’s existence. A few
vampires I’d slain had even referred to themselves as servants of
Satan, though funnily enough, that never stopped me from beheading
them.

But this
time, I was sure that the people of Paths were wrong. This mansion
was haunted, but not by demons, but by vampires. I guess there
really wasn’t much of a difference between the two when you really
drilled down to it, but either way, I was pretty sure that I hadn’t
stepped into hell itself when I opened the door and entered the
mansion a few minutes ago. I was still very much alive and on
Earth. Good news for me, bad news for the vampires I had come to
kill.

Kneeling
over the beheaded vampire, I checked its neck and saw two
distinctive teeth marks, which looked a bit more like knife cuts
than teeth marks. That the bite marks were still visible told me
that this particular vampire must have been converted very
recently, perhaps as recently as a day ago. That would explain the
clumsy way in which it attacked me. It still wasn’t used to its new
vampire form or powers. I found it odd that a Newborn vampire would
be set to guard the front door, but that told me that the Vampire
Lord I sought was either confident that the only intruders who
might try to enter the mansion were the superstitious town
residents who didn’t even know vampires existed or was so desperate
for men that he was willing to conscript even Newborns in a
desperate bid to ensure that his plans went off without a
hitch.

Of course,
I was neither of those. I was the Hunter, and tonight, I was going
to do what I did best: Kill vampires.

Rising to
my feet, I made my way down the hallway carefully and silently. My
blood sense had not stopped going off ever since I came within a
mile of this mansion. Right now, it was more of a general warning
that there were a lot of vampires in this place rather than
focusing on any individual vamps. While my blood sense was
incredibly useful for hunting vampires, if I found myself in a
particularly thick vampire area, it would never stop going off
until they were all dead or I left the area. I could still focus it
on individual vamps if I wanted, but for now, I would just have to
trust that it would let me know if another vampire was going to get
the drop on me like the Newborn I just killed.

I remained
highly aware of my surroundings. Every open doorway could hold a
vampire waiting in the shadows, looking to strike me down as soon
as I passed their hiding place. My blood sense may have warned me
whenever a vampire was nearby, but it was up to my own reflexes and
fighting skills to save myself and kill the vamps. I had known
another vampire hunter with blood sense even stronger than mine,
but who got too careless and was killed because he didn’t bother to
train his fighting skills. There was no way I would let myself end
up that way, especially because I had a one month old daughter who
would need her daddy to protect her as she grew up.

I paused at
the foot of a set of rickety stairs leading up to the second floor.
My blood sense was telling me that there were vampires everywhere,
which didn’t help me decide if I should go up the stairs or stay on
the first floor. I focused my blood sense, trying to hone in on the
presence of the Vampire Lord I sought.

Bingo. My
blood sense told me that the Vampire Lord—Lady Hisaria, who had
been on my radar for a long time—was in the mansion’s basement.
That didn’t surprise me. Vamps loved dark places. In particular,
they loved caves and underground places. More than once, I’d had to
head into a basement or cavern to kill a vampire. It made it easier
to corner them, but at the same time, it also made them more likely
to fight back, because they had nowhere to run.

I turned to
head down the steps to the basement, but then I heard floorboards
creaking behind me. I looked over my shoulder, but did not see
anyone behind me. Perhaps I’d just heard nothing. Even without
vampires or demons, old, abandoned mansions like this had a
tendency to make strange, creepy noises that would make the hair
stand on your arms anyway.

So I turned
my head back just in time to find myself standing face to face with
a vampire.

Without
thinking, I raised my sword, but the vampire was faster. He grabbed
my wrist and twisted it, making me drop my sword as I cried out in
pain. Then he grabbed me by the throat and slammed me against the
wall, causing a nearby picture to fall off its nail onto the floor
with a dull thud.

I paid
little attention to that, however, because my eyes were focused on
the vampire before me. In particular, I was looking into its red
eyes, which were focused on mine with such powerful intensity that
I was almost literally paralyzed. I could barely
breathe.

“Tell me,
sorcerer,” said the vampire in a low voice, “tell me why I
shouldn’t kill you. And tell me quickly, because my time is
important and I would rather not waste it killing arrogant
sorcerers like yourself when I have more important things to
do.”

***

 



 CHAPTER THREE

 


Instead of answering his question, I
channeled my magic through my left hand, which exploded into a
brilliant burst of white light all of sudden. The light didn’t
cause any real damage, but it did make the vampire close his eyes
in an attempt to protect his vision. I slammed my fist into the
side of his face and he let go of my throat, staggering backwards
across the floor as he covered his eyes with his hands to protect
his vision.

I bent
over, grabbed my sword off the floor, and then slashed at the
vampire. But he melted into the shadows, causing my sword to slash
empty air harmlessly.

Pulling my
sword back close to my body, I rotated on the spot, searching for
the vampire. My blood sense was firing on all four cylinders, but
for some reason, I couldn’t sense him at all. That alarmed me far
more than the fact that he had nearly choked me to death. My blood
sense could sense all kinds of vampires, from the weakest Newborns
to the strongest Vampire Lords, just as long as they were within my
general vicinity. It was possible that this particular vampire may
have fled via the shadows, but he didn’t strike me as the kind who
would run away, not even from a vampire hunter as strong as me.
Either he was using some kind of magical talisman to mask his
presence or he was a half-vampire. I hoped he wasn’t the latter,
because if he was, this battle was going to be a
lot harder than I
hoped.

A hissing
sound above made me look up. The vampire was clinging to the
ceiling, but as soon as I looked up, he dropped toward me. He fell
fast, landing on top of me with enough weight to knock me to the
ground and knock the air out of my lungs. He immediately grabbed my
neck with both hands, but before he could squeeze, I put the tip of
Domination against his neck and he froze, as vampires always did at
the touch of silver. I would have jammed it into his throat, but he
took me by surprise and I was trying to get my breath back rather
than kill him.

“Just try
and choke me to death, you disgusting bloodsucker,” I said in a
low, dangerous voice. “Vampires don’t handle having their throats
slit any better than humans do, especially when their throat is
slit with silver. I’m not afraid to meet my maker. Are
you?”

The vampire
was very still. He didn’t breathe, but then, vampires didn’t need
to. That was one of the tricky things about them. If you buried a
vampire alive, it might inconvenience them for a few days or weeks,
but sooner or later they’d dig themselves out and come after you.
That’s why I always beheaded my targets. That was about the only
way to ensure a vampire would die and never come back.

“It would
appear we are at a stalemate,” said the vampire. There was no fear
in his voice, but vampires were very good at hiding their emotions.
“I thought you were just another vampire hunter with dreams of
getting glory by killing a Vampire Lord, but I see you’re much more
competent than most of the vampire hunters I’ve known.”

“Yes, I
am,” I said. I knew that was bragging, but I also knew that
vampires only respected blatant displays of strength, which was why
I bragged a lot around them. “I’m Richard Lee, but perhaps you
might know me better as the Hunter. I’ve killed a lot of your
brothers.”

The
vampire’s eyes widened in surprise. “You mean you are
the Hunter? Interesting.
I’ve heard many rumors about you, but have never actually seen you
myself, either in person or in pictures. Many Vampire Lords
consider you a thorn in their side.”

“I try to
be,” I said. “So now that you know who I am, are you going to kill
me? I’m sure you’ll get a lot of praise from your fellow vamps if
you do that. Maybe you’ll even get your own followers and become a
Vampire Lord. I understand that a lot of small fry like yourself
want to join the big leagues.”

Without
warning, the vampire let go of my throat and rolled off me. I
immediately jumped to my feet and looked in his direction, but he
had already retreated to the top of the stairs, well outside of my
reach. I could shoot a spell at him, but he’d probably dodge it, so
I settled for holding my sword before me and my glowing hand
high.

“You
should have told me who you are earlier, Richard,” said the
vampire, leaning against the staircase’s banister on one elbow.
“Otherwise, I wouldn’t have attacked you.”

“Why?” I
said. “Are you afraid of me? You had me there for a moment. You
could have killed me and gone down in vampire legend as the slayer
of the Hunter. You could have become a Vampire Lord.”

The vampire
shrugged. “I don’t want to become a Vampire Lord. Nor do I care
that you’ve killed a lot of my brothers. Truthfully, I don’t even
hate sorcerers. I only attacked you because I thought you might get
in the way of my plans, but it’s obvious to me now that you and I
could be potential allies instead of enemies.”

“Allies?”
I repeated. I spat on the floor. “I don’t ally with vampires. Ever.
And what’s up with not wanting to become a Vampire Lord and not
caring that I’ve killed your fellow vamps? Do you have a death wish
or something?”

“Hard to
have a death wish when I can’t die save by beheading,” said the
vampire. “But there’s nothing wrong with me. I’m simply a Pure.
Have you heard of us?”

I gritted
my teeth. I knew what a Pure was. They were vampires who supposedly
had their blood lust under control, drinking blood only from
animals rather than humans, and wanted to live in peace with humans
and sorcerers rather than try to kill us. There weren’t very many
of them, however, because most vamps liked drinking human blood and
didn’t care about living in peace with us.

“Yeah,
I’ve heard of your kind,” I said. “I don’t think you’re any better
than your bloodsucking brothers, though.”

“Oh? And
why is that?” asked the vampire.

“I’ve
known vampires who have identified as Pure before,” I said. “One,
in particular, tried to infiltrate the sorcerer community,
pretending to want to help us, only for us to discover that he just
wanted to get close enough to us to have a fresh supply of humans
on hand to feast on. I killed the bastard myself.”

“I take it
you don’t believe vampires can be Pure, then.”

“I
don’t believe they can’t be Pure. I know
they can’t be. From experience.”

The vampire
shrugged. “The path of the Pure doesn’t require belief from others.
It is an internal journey, one for a vampire’s own moral and
spiritual development rather than for getting praise from humans.
Similar to the religious and spiritual practices you humans
have.”

“I don’t
care how you dress it up,” I said. “The ‘Pure’ label was just
invented by vampires who wanted to get close to humans without
actually hunting us. You’re even more despicable than Vampire
Lords. At least they’re honest about their intentions.”

“Temptation waylays many on their journey to virtue,” said
the vampire. “I can’t disagree with your assessment about some of
my fellow Pures. All I can do is speak for myself and my own
journey.”

I eyed the
vampire carefully. “What’s your name, vamp? Or do you even have
one? Lots of vampires don’t.”

“Lucius
Red,” said the vampire. “Unlike you, I don’t have a nickname that I
am better known by. I am simply me, which is another part of being
a Pure. We reject nicknames and titles in order to maintain our
virtue.”

“Lucius
Red, eh?” I said. “Yeah, your name doesn’t ring any bells. How old
are you?”

“Older
than you,” said Lucius without missing a beat. “Why are you here,
by the way? Aside from the obvious.”

“I’m here
for my own reasons,” I said. “A better question to ask is
why you’re here.
Are you working for Lady Hisara?”

Lucius
suddenly scowled. “No. I’m here to kill her, with my own bare hands
if I have to.”

I didn’t
show it, but his response—and the heat with which he said
it—surprised me. “What a coincidence. I’m also here to kill Lady
Hisara, though I’ve never heard of a vampire trying to do it. Do
you want to kill her to take her place as the leader of her Horde
or do you just have a bone to pick with her?”

“As I
said, I have no interest in becoming a Vampire Lord myself,” said
Lucius. “And Vampire Lords don’t like us Pures very much, either.
We’re too stubborn, too independent-minded. Vampire Lords much
prefer normal vampires for followers, who are so consumed by their
blood lust that they can’t think straight long enough to question
their Lords’ orders or rebel against them.”

I nodded. I
had heard similar things, but I was still skeptical about Pures in
general and didn’t think that their supposed ‘independence’ meant
they could be trusted. “Then why are you even here? Going to
lecture Hisara and her followers on the virtues of
Purity?”

“I said I
want to kill her,” said Lucius. “As a Pure, I see it as my duty to
free my fellow vampires from the stranglehold their desires have
over them. Vampire Lords like Lady Hisara take advantage of our
blood lust to make us do their bidding. I’m simply going to show
her—and, by extension, all Vampire Lords—why that isn’t going to
fly anymore.”

My eyes
narrowed. Though vampires were united by their hatred of humanity
in general and sorcerers in particular, they were extremely prone
to infighting and power struggles. It wasn’t exactly uncommon for
Vampire Lords to make alliances only to break them a few days later
or for the title of Vampire Lord for a particular Horde to be
cycled through quickly as usurpers killed the last guy in charge. I
knew a few clever vampire hunters who were good at playing
different vampire factions against each other and then killing the
winners, but I was never cunning or Machiavellian enough to do
that. I just preferred to use Domination and my faith in God to
kill vampires directly. No need for complex Machiavellian
plans.

Lucius
leaned on the banister, looking at me with his blood red eyes.
“That’s why I said we could work together earlier. We both have the
same goal of killing Hisara. She’s a powerful Vampire Lord, but if
we work together, we might be able to kill her easier than if we
worked alone.”

I didn’t
say anything at first. As a rule, I didn’t trust vampires,
especially Pures. Even if I didn’t have a bias against vampires, I
had no idea if Lucius really was trying to kill Hisara or if he was
actually working for her and trying to trick me into allying with
him so he could get me later down the line.

I rested my
sword on my shoulder. “Suppose I say no. I’ve never needed a vamp’s
help to kill another vamp. I’m perfectly capable of killing vamps
all on my own. Or what if I decide this is a trap and fight
you?”

Lucius
shrugged again. “If you fight me, you risk alerting Lady Hisara and
her minions of our presence. I’m not sure if you’re aware, but Lady
Hisara has quite the Horde under her control. Unlike me, they would
all love to be the ones to be able to boast they killed the Hunter.
Do you really think you can beat me, Hisara’s Horde, and possibly
even Hisara herself all by yourself?”

I said
nothing, which Lucius must have taken as an answer, because he
simply said, “I thought so.”

“Fine,” I
snapped. “We can work together for now, but only until we kill Lady
Hisara. And if you try anything—and I mean anything—I will take your head off
like any other vamp, ‘Pure’ or otherwise. Got it?”

“Perfectly,” said Lucius. “Once this is over, we don’t even
have to see each other again.”

I nodded.
“All right. Now come down here and go down to the basement with me.
I don’t want you behind me because I don’t trust you.”

Before
Lucius could respond, something solid slammed into the back of my
head and I fell into unconsciousness well before my body hit the
floor.

***

 



 CHAPTER FOUR

 


I
was awakened by a splash of ice cold water on my
face. It was so sudden and unexpected that I cried out in pain, but
then someone slapped me and a voice hissed, “Stop screaming,
Hunter. It’s annoying.”

Panting,
with water dripping from my chin, I looked up to see a vampire
standing before me. It wasn’t Lucius. It was a different vamp, one
I had never seen before. He was shorter and skinnier than Lucius,
though his eyes were every bit as red as Lucius’ but twice as
bloodthirsty. He held an empty water bucket in his hands, but as
soon as I woke up, he tossed it to the side and stepped back, a
cruel grin revealing his sharp fangs at the corners of his
mouth.

“What …
where am I?” I said. “What happened?”

I tried to
get up, but discovered that I was tied to a chair with thick rope.
I could probably burn the rope with a simple fire spell, but for
some reason I couldn’t feel my magic at the moment. My sword was
also missing, which worried me even more, because Domination was my
main weapon for killing vamps. Even my wooden stakes were missing,
which made me wonder who had taken them.

“Sorry,
Hunter, but it wouldn’t be very wise of us to let you wander around
Lady Hisara’s mansion anymore like that,” said the vampire with a
chuckle. “Lady Hisara was already furious when you killed one of
her most recent Newborns. She didn’t want to lose
anymore.”

My hands
balled into fists and I looked around. I appeared to be in the
basement of the mansion. At least, I assumed I was, because I
hadn’t been down here before. There were no windows or doors. Just
a set of rickety stairs leading up to a door that probably led to
the first floor of the mansion.

The
basement was dimly illuminated by a few torches along the walls,
which revealed a series of strange and gruesome images of what
looked like vampires brutally murdering humans and sorcerers. Even
with the limited light provided by the torches, I could tell that
the images were not only very detailed and realistic, but also
drawn in blood. I told myself it wasn’t human blood, because they
would need to kill a lot of humans in order to get enough blood to
draw so many images, but the scent of dried blood confirmed that my
theory was wrong.

I looked at
the vampire again. “Where am I? Am I still in the mansion? Or did
you take me elsewhere?”

“You’re
still in my mansion, young Hunter,” said a seductive feminine voice
behind me. “And you won’t leave until I tell you to.”

A cold,
female finger ran along the back of my neck as a woman walked into
view from behind me. The male vampire immediately bowed in her
presence, which was how I knew that this was no mere woman, but
Lady Hisara herself.

Not that I
needed the male vamp’s groveling before her for confirmation of
that assumption, however. I had seen Lady Hisara once before in
person and also in pictures and she looked much the same as she did
in them: A thin, sexy woman with skin so pale it was nearly pure
white and long, dark hair as black as midnight. She wore a tight,
formfitting dress meant to show off her impressive figure. If I
hadn’t known how to spot the vamp tells—such as the small fangs
poking out of the corners of her mouth or her unusually sharp
fingernails—I might have thought she was an unusually beautiful
human woman.

But I
didn’t let myself get distracted by her sex appeal. I knew, from
experience, that all vampires, male and female, used their
sexuality to trick humans into lowering their guard around them.
Female vampires were especially good at it. Though I had never been
seduced by one myself, I had known more than a few vampire
hunters—usually rookies who didn’t know any better—who ended up in
bed with a female vampire who then killed them in cold blood.
Supposedly, they were really good in bed, but as tempting as it
was, I had no intention of finding out the truth behind those
rumors for myself.

“Lady
Hisara,” I said in a tense voice, practically spitting her name.
“As beautiful as everyone says, I see.”

Lady
Hisara’s mocking smile faltered slightly, probably because she
heard the sarcasm in my voice, but then she said, “And you are
quite the handsome little man, aren’t you? I usually prefer older
men, but younger men can be fun sometimes, too. Their blood is
usually fresher.”

I didn’t
show any fear. One thing I had learned in my years of hunting
vampires was that you never displayed fear before them. They always
took it as an invitation to attack. It sometimes seemed like vamps
liked the taste of fear rather than blood, though I thought they
liked it because they took it as a sign of easy prey.

Instead, I
said, in a calm voice, “Are you going to convert or drain me? Or
maybe just kill me outright? You know who I am, don’t
you?”

“That I
do,” said Lady Hisara, folding her arms across her chest. “You’re
Richard Lee, the famous Hunter. I’ve heard so much about you,
especially from my fellow Vampire Lords, whose servants you’ve
killed rather mercilessly.”

“And I’ll
do the same to you and your men once I free myself,” I said. I
struggled against the rope, but it still didn’t budge.

Lady Hisara
smirked. She walked up to me and stopped less than a foot away from
me. She put a finger under my chin and made me look up at her. Her
face was eerily human, save for the fangs and red eyes, and it took
a lot of willpower on my part not to feel attracted to her or let
my feelings of arousal cloud my thoughts.

“You’ll
never escape,” said Lady Hisara. “I made sure the ropes were tied
tightly enough to keep you from escaping through force. As for your
magic, forget it. I’ve cast a spell over your ropes that negates
your magic. As long as the ropes are touching your skin, you can’t
cast even the simplest of spells.”

I bit my
lower lip. I should have known. Vampire Lords, in addition to their
advanced age and physical strength, were also masters in negating
sorcerer magic. Normal vampires couldn’t use those kinds of spells
or any magic at all for that matter, but Vampire Lords could.
Vampire Lords were not as magically gifted as actual sorcerers, but
they didn’t need to be in order to negate our spells. That was the
main reason I preferred to take my targets by surprise. A skilled
Vampire Lord could cast a magic negation spell if they were given
even just a few seconds warning. And trust me, as a vampire hunter,
you didn’t want to find yourself suddenly powerless against a
Vampire Lord who could snap your bones like twigs without even
thinking about it.

To keep my
mind off Hisara’s seductive looks, I darted my eyes to the left and
to the right. “Where is Lucius? Did you kill him or is he being
held prisoner somewhere in this place as well?”

“Neither,”
came a familiar cold voice from the shadows.

Lucius
melted out of the shadows of a nearby corner. He walked over to me
and Hisara, his broad shoulders and large chest a sharp contrast to
Hisara’s slim form. The other vampire—the one who had been bowing
to Hisara—skittered backwards, eying Lucius with a mixture of
distrust, fear, and envy. Not that I could blame him for the last
part. As much as I hated vamps, even I could acknowledge that
Lucius looked like a bodybuilder.

“Ah,
Lucius,” said Hisara, standing up and taking her finger off my
chin. She turned to face Lucius, standing in a way that was clearly
meant to arouse him. “I hope you didn’t think I was flirting with
the Hunter. I just like messing with humans’ heads, particularly
male humans.”

Lucius
stopped. He didn’t seem to be impressed by Hisara’s seductive pose.
Maybe he was used to her exaggerated assets. “I’m not jealous. I
understand your methods and have zero issue with whatever you
choose to do with the Hunter. I simply ask that you don’t do it
when I’m around, that’s all.”

“Yes, of
course,” said Hisara with a slight purr in her voice. “It’s just
that you’ve been so helpful ever since you joined my Horde that I
didn’t want to anger you unnecessarily.”

I should
have been astonished that a Vampire Lord was apparently attracted
to a Pure, but instead, when I saw Lucius, my temper shot through
the roof and I shouted, “Lucius, you bastard! You really
were trying to trick me.
Traitor.”

Lucius
looked at me without moving his head. “How can I be a traitor when
we worked together for less than five minutes? You humans don’t
handle betrayal all that well.”

My hands
balled into fists. “Was the bit about being a Pure a lie as well?
Because if so—”

“I wasn’t
lying when I said that,” said Lucius quietly. “I truly am a Pure.
It’s just that I have chosen to work with the beautiful Lady Hisara
for now because of our common goals.”

Hisara put
her hands together. “Oh, Lucius isn’t one of those uptight Pures.
He’s fun and he doesn’t judge the rest of us for feasting on
humans. I normally hate Pures, but I’m always willing to make an
exception, especially for ones as … attractive as
Lucius.”

Hisara said
‘attractive’ with a voice so full of lust that I felt sinful just
listening to it. But I actually felt more like an idiot for even
trusting Lucius in the first place. I knew that vamps didn’t care
very much about trust—which was why Lucius seemed confused about my
attitude toward him—but I somehow convinced myself that Lucius was
different and wouldn’t betray me at the last moment. It was a
rookie mistake, one I was about to pay a very big price for. I was
just glad that my brother wasn’t here. Otherwise, he’d be laughing
his head off and I’d never hear the end of it.

“Where is
my sword?” I said. “My silver blade. Domination. Where is
it?”

“Still
where you dropped it when you got knocked out,” said Lucius. “You
know we vampires can’t touch silver without getting
burned.”

“As long
as you can’t get it, it is practically harmless,” said Hisara.
“Besides, even if you were in the same room as your weapon, you
wouldn’t be able to use it thanks to those ropes.”

She had a
point. Still, it was good to know where my sword was. I had been
worried that they might have stolen it or maybe even outright
destroyed it. I should have known better, however. Vamps had a huge
fear of silver and wouldn’t touch it even if they could destroy it
in a way that wouldn’t harm themselves. That was why silver was
such a useful element for a vampire hunter to have, especially if
it was forged in the shape of a weapon.

“What are
you going to do to me, then?” I said. “You still haven’t said. Are
you going to eat me? Turn me into one of your own? Or just kill me
the old-fashioned way?”

“There are
many things I’d like to do to you, Hunter,” said Hisara in a
suggestive voice. She put the back of her hand against her forehead
and sighed. “But tonight, I won’t get to do any of it. You will
neither die or be converted, at least not right away. You’re going
to stay right here, like a good little boy, while I put the final
stages of my plan into completion. After that, I can’t guarantee
your fate, though I doubt it will be particularly
pleasant.”

Hisara said
that last sentence in the same suggestive way she said everything.
Combined with what she said about wanting to ‘do’ things to me, and
I was already starting to put together a mental image of what she
would do to me once her plan was completed. It made my stomach
churn.

Nonetheless, I pushed those unpleasant thoughts out of my head
and said, “Plan? What plan?”

“You mean
you don’t know what I’m going to do here?” said Lady Hisara in
surprise. “Then why did you come here in the first
place?”

“You’re a
Vampire Lord,” I replied. “I’m a vampire hunter. Put two and two
together. I know you vampires dislike counting things, but even
this should be easy for you to figure out.”

Lady Hisara
looked at Lucius in disbelief. “Lucius, is he telling the truth? I
was certain that he had been sent by the Sorcerer Parliament to
interfere with my plans. Hell, I thought that maybe even the
Vampire Council had hired him to take me out.”

I shook my
head. “I’m not on particularly good terms with the Sorcerer
Parliament and I would never take a job from the Vampire Council,
ever. I just heard that a Vampire Lord was terrorizing a small
Texas town full of God-fearing folk and I knew I needed to be
here.”

“So
simple,” said Hisara. She licked her lips. “But at the same time,
strangely masculine. Going against a Vampire Lord all by yourself,
without even the Sorcerer Parliament to back you up … it is both
stupid and brave,
a combination only humans are known to have.”

“I see it
as just doing the right thing,” I said with a shrug. “But if you’re
so impressed, maybe you can loosen these ropes holding me to this
chair. They’re not very comfortable.”

“Just
because I am impressed by your single-minded devotion to ‘justice’
doesn’t mean I’m going to let you go,” said Hisara. “If anything,
this just confirms that I was right to have you taken down quickly.
You would have been an annoying thorn in my side for
sure.”

“I suppose
you’re not going to tell me your plan, either, then,” I said.
“Wouldn’t want me to foil it, now would you?”

“Oh,
there’s nothing you can do to foil it even if you broke out of your
ropes this very instant and attacked me,” said Hisara. She tapped
her chin. “This plan has been in the works for a long time and in
the next hour or so, it should be complete. Isn’t that right,
Lucius?”

Lucius
nodded, but said nothing. I wanted to rip his stoic expression off
his face or maybe just stab him with my sword, because at the
moment I was more upset with him than with Hisara. I made a mental
note to jab Domination down his throat as soon as I got out of this
mess.

“But
because you have managed to impress me—which isn’t easy to do,
especially for a human, given how I am Vampire Lord and all—I will
reward you by telling you about my plan,” said Hisara. “I won’t
give you all the details, of course, but I won’t omit anything
important, either.”

“Lady
Hisara,” said the smaller vampire suddenly. “Not to question your
wisdom, but do you think it wise to divulge the plan to the Hunter?
We have put so much effort into making this plan—”

Lady Hisara
whirled around and slapped the vampire across the face. He fell
flat on his back on the floor, a stunned look on his face. I
couldn’t blame him, mostly because I had barely followed her quick
movements myself.

“Silence,
worm,” said Lady Hisara. The seductiveness in her voice was gone,
replaced by the anger of a tyrant dealing with a disobedient
subject. “Newborns like you know nothing. Do only what you are told
and don’t you dare second guess or question my decisions, no matter
how foolish they may appear to you. Understood?”

The Newborn
sat up, rubbing his cheek where Hisara had slapped him. “Yes, Lady
Hisara, I understand. I won’t do it again.”

Hisara
huffed and turned around to face me again. “Newborns. What are you
going to do with them? Not strong enough to pose a threat to most
sorcerers, but not humble enough to bow to their superiors. So
frustrating, unlike older vampires like Lucius, of
course.”

I saw the
Newborn shoot Lucius a quick glare of hatred and realized that the
Newborn was jealous of Lucius. Lucius, to his credit, didn’t seem
to notice, or maybe he considered the Newborn beneath his notice,
like Hisara. Either way, it was yet another example of the
dysfunction inherent in vampire society.

“Where was
I? Oh, yes, the plan,” said Hisara. She looked at me and clasped
her hands together. “Tell me, Hunter, have you heard of the Vampire
Sword?”

I thought
about it for a second. “I’ve heard of it, but I don’t quite know
what it is. It’s supposed to be a powerful sword, isn’t
it?”

“Oh, the
Vampire Sword is more than just a powerful sword,” said Hisara.
“Legend says that it was forged over ten thousand years ago by Lord
Nizara, the first Vampire Lord. He crafted it by his own blood,
imbuing it with magical power beyond any other magical item. It
was, sadly, lost not long after Lord Nizara created it, but I have
located it.”

I raised an
eyebrow. “Isn’t the Vampire Sword just a legend, though? There’s no
proof it exists.”

“That’s
what the Vampire Council says,” said Hisara. “But as it turned out,
they were wrong. The Vampire Sword not only exists, but it is
easily attainable to those who wish to use it.”

“Easily
attainable?” I repeated. I smirked. “You don’t mean you can just go
down to the grocery store and pick it up, can you?”

“Don’t be
stupid,” said Hisara. “The Vampire Sword is available, but only to
those who are willing to pay the ultimate price. Or force others to
pay it for them.”

“You mean
a sacrifice?” I said.

“Not
just a sacrifice,
Hunter,” said Hisara. She looked me straight in the eyes. “Multiple
sacrifices. Over a thousand. And I intend to sacrifice every single
man, woman, and child in this town in order to do it.”

***

 



 CHAPTER FIVE

 


My heart fell into my stomach.
“You’re going to sacrifice the entire population of Paths in order
to get the Vampire Sword?”

Hisara
nodded. “You’ve got it. You catch on quick.”

“That’s
insane,” I said. “I know vampires are the very incarnation of evil
and that you Vampire Lords make even Satan blush with your evil,
but in all my years vampire hunting, I’ve never run into a vampire
who planned to slaughter an entire town of innocent people
before.”

“I’m not
going to kill everyone myself,” said Hisara, rolling her eyes.
“That would be impractical. I’m simply preparing a ritual in the
graveyard next to this mansion which will do all of the hard work
for me. I believe in working smart, not working hard.”

“It
doesn’t matter how you’re going to do it,” I said. “What matters is
that you’re going to do it at all. How do you know this will even
work?”

Hisara
brushed back some of her dark hair. “How do I know? I don’t. I
have, however, done a lot of in-depth research on this subject,
using my contacts in the Vampire Council Library to access ancient
or forgotten texts that normal vampires don’t have access to. It’s
how I learned the truth about the Vampire Sword. It’s also how
Lucius got involved.”

I looked at
Lucius. “You? How?”

“I used to
work for the Vampire Council,” said Lucius. “I had access to the
Library, so when I went to work for Hisara, I got her the necessary
texts about the Vampire Sword that she needed in order to make her
plan. Some of them were very ancient, but no one at the Council was
aware of what I did. I got the texts in and out of the Library
without anyone noticing.”

“Ah, now I
see,” I said. “Once a traitor, always a traitor, eh? You betrayed
the Vampire Council and then me. Can’t say I’m
surprised.”

“Only
because the Vampire Council is corrupt,” said Lucius. “They are too
narrow in their vision of how vampires should interact with humans.
When I first heard Lady Hisara’s vision, I supported it
immediately.”

“And what
is Lady Hisara’s vision?” I said. I looked at her. “What are you
trying to do?”

“That’s
easy,” said Lady Hisara. She spread her arms. “I intend to use the
Vampire Sword to conquer humanity in the name of the vampires. No
longer will we need to hide in the shadows, striking when our
enemies aren’t looking and being forced to feed quickly lest we be
discovered. A day will soon come when, under my benevolent rule,
the vampires will march on the world and turn humans into our
slaves and cattle.”

My eyes
widened. “And you think you can do that with the Vampire
Sword?”

“I don’t
merely think that, Hunter,” said Hisara. “I know that. Legend states that the
Vampire Sword has the ability to turn humans it cuts into vampires
who will mindlessly serve whoever wields the Sword. Not only that,
but the Vampire Sword can lay waste to whole armies, so even the
strongest human armies in the world will be unable to stand before
its might.”

“That’s
still crazy,” I said. “And you have no idea what you’re doing. What
if you’re wrong and sacrificing the people of Paths won’t get you
the Vampire Sword?”

Hisara
shrugged. “What do I care? If I’m wrong, there will be fewer humans
in the world than there were before. If I’m right, however, then
unlimited power will soon be mine, and there’s not a damn thing you
can do about it. Either way, it’s no skin off my nose.”

My heart
beat rapidly and my forehead started sweating, but again, I hid my
fear. It was difficult, however, because I could not help but think
about how terrible Hisara’s plan was. If her plan worked, then the
entire planet would be at her mercy, not just me or the other
sorcerers. If her plan didn’t work, tons of innocent people would
die anyway. While most Vampire Lords had dreams of glory and
conquest, Lady Hisara was the first whose plan actually seemed
possible to me.

More
importantly, however, was the knowledge that my failure to stop
Hisara would mean creating a future hell for my newborn daughter,
Tara. She was still with her mother, my wife, back home, barely a
month old, but she was one of the most important people in the
world to me. The thought that my inability to stop Hisara here and
now would mean that my daughter would have to grow up in a world
where vampires ruled filled me with even more fear—and anger—than
anything else.

“You’ll
never get away with this,” I said. “The Sorcerer Parliament will
stop you, even if I can’t, and the Vampire Hunters Guild as
well.”

Hisara
smirked. “Didn’t you just say that you weren’t with the Sorcerer
Parliament? And I also thought you said you were alone, not working
with the Guild. By the time they find out what I’ve done, it will
be too late for any of them to stop me.”

I cursed
under my breath. Hisara had a point. My own lone ranger ways had
come back to bite me in the ass at the worst possible time. It was
times like this that I wished I hadn’t rejected the Vampire Hunters
Guild’s membership offer when I first started hunting vampires five
years ago. At least I wouldn’t have been alone like I was
now.

“Threaten
me all you like, but you’re just too late,” said Hisara. “Even as
we speak, my faithful servants are putting the finishing touches on
the sacrificial ritual which will kill all the humans in this town.
Then the portal to the Vampire Sword will open and I will take it
and begin a new golden age for vampires. It will be
glorious.”

I struggled
against my ropes once again, but they were as tight as ever. So I
looked at Hisara again and said, “I’m not going to let you get away
with this. As long as I continue to draw even one breath, I will do
everything in my power to stop you. I promise.”

“Promises
are cheap,” said Hisara. “Besides, soon you won’t be in any
position to keep your promise. Newborn, come here.”

The
Newborn—who I guess didn’t have a name—stepped forward, a cautious
look on his face. “Yes, Lady Hisara?”

“Lucius
and I are leaving for the graveyard,” said Hisara without looking
at the Newborn. “I want you to torture the Hunter while we’re away.
Don’t kill him, at least not yet, and don’t bite him, either. Just
make him hurt so much that he won’t be able to think about anything
else.”

“But I
wanted to be there in the graveyard to see the ritual completed …”
said the Newborn in a disappointed tone.

Lady
Hisara shot a death glare at the Newborn. “Do what I say or
else you will be
the one being tortured.”

“Yes, Lady
Hisara,” said the Newborn, bowing again. “I will do as you
say.”

But I could
tell that the Newborn’s feelings about being left out hadn’t
changed in the slightest. Even as he stood up, he glared at Lucius,
who again did not seem to notice. I was sure at this point that
Lucius was deliberately ignoring the Newborn. It was common for
older vampires to treat Newborns as basically invisible for the
first few decades of their life, especially male vampires. No doubt
it was Lucius’ way of letting the Newborn know just how beneath his
notice he was.

“Good,”
said Hisara. She looked at Lucius. “Ready to go, Lucius, dear? I
know you are just as interested in seeing the Vampire Sword as I
am.”

Lucius
nodded. He stepped forward and held an arm out toward her. “Of
course. Allow me to take you there, my lady.”

Hisara
giggled. “Such a gentleman. You truly are a prince,
Lucius.”

Hisara took
his arm and held on tight. She looked up at Lucius admiringly, but
Lucius pretty much ignored her. He stepped backwards into the
shadows, pulling Hisara with him, and then the two vanished
completely, leaving me alone with the Newborn.

As soon as
Lucius and Hisara left, the Newborn spat on the ground. “‘Such a
gentleman.’ What garbage. Stupid Lucius.”

“I take it
you’re not his biggest fan?” I said.

The Newborn
glared at me. “Shut up, Hunter. I may hate Lucius and how he
bewitched Lady Hisara with his deceitfulness, but that doesn’t mean
I like you any better. Actually, I hate you even more, because you
would behead me if you had a chance.”

I
shrugged. “Can’t say I disagree with that assessment. I
probably would behead you, but I’d also behead Lucius.”

The Newborn
waved a finger at me warningly. “I may be a Newborn, but that
doesn’t mean I was born yesterday. I know how tricky you vampire
hunters can be. I will not let you trick me into letting you go
just so you can kill Lucius.”

This
Newborn was smarter than he looked. “All right. You got me. I was
trying to manipulate you into letting me go so I could kill Lady
Hisara, too. You’re pretty smart for a Newborn, especially one that
doesn’t even seem to have a name yet.”

“Lady
Hisara doesn’t name her Newborns,” said the Newborn sullenly. “She
just feeds us and we, in turn, obey her every whim. I have no need
of a name, anyway. I am going to torture you, just as Lady Hisara
commanded me.”

I frowned.
“You don’t sound very excited about it.”

“Because
I’d rather be at the ritual than down here with you,” said the
Newborn in annoyance. He growled softly. “But no. Instead,
Lucius—that johnny come
lately—Lucius gets to see it and, by extension, the Vampire
Sword.”

“Lucius
wasn’t there from the beginning, I assume?”

“No, he
wasn’t,” the Newborn snapped. “Came along after Lady Hisara put the
plan in motion, after I was converted. She became smitten with him
and his big biceps immediately. She doesn’t even seem to remember
me or any of her other servants, unless we get underfoot, then she
has nothing but a slap in the face for us.”

The Newborn
rubbed his cheek again where Lady Hisara had hit him. “But not
Lucius. She never gets angry at Lucius, even when he messes up.
He’s got her under a spell, I know it. It’s the only explanation
for why Lady Hisara is so crazy about him.”

“Maybe
he’s just more handsome than you,” I suggested. “I don’t know a
whole lot about vampiric attraction, but women do like tall, dark, and handsome
guys.”

“You shut
up,” said the Newborn, pointing a stick-like finger at me
threateningly. “I’m tired of hearing your voice. Time to torture
you. It will take my mind off Lucius’s stupid face.”

The Newborn
disappeared into the shadows briefly and then suddenly returned
with what looked like a rusty old toolbox in hand. He put the
toolbox on the floor, flipped open the lid, and began digging
through its contents.

“Let’s
see,” said the Newborn in the voice of a chef preparing a meal.
“What would make a good torture instrument … something that will
make him scream … I like that one, but it takes too much time to
set up … this one’s too rusty … this one might bring the whole
mansion down if I use it …”

The
Newborn’s comments went along in that vein for a while. I tuned out
his mutterings and focused on figuring out how to escape my
ropes.

I was tied
to a chair with rope that negated my natural magic. Domination was
a floor above me. I couldn’t move my hands or legs at all. And any
second now, I was about to undergo horrible torture at the hands of
a vampire with insecurity issues. I couldn’t count on anyone from
the Sorcerer Parliament or Vampire Hunters Guild to show up and
help me, either.

By all
accounts, I was stuck. I’d been in sticky situations before, but
this was the first time I wasn’t sure I could get out by
myself.

So I did
what I always did whenever I couldn’t save myself: I prayed to
God.

Most
sorcerers and vampire hunters weren’t Christian or even
particularly religious. This was mostly due to the fact that
sorcerers had been persecuted by the Church throughout history for
our magical abilities. There weren’t any atheists among
sorcerers—the existence of magic made any sort of pure scientific
rational worldview pretty much impossible—but most sorcerers tended
to believe that God, if he does exist, takes a hands-off approach
to the world and just sort of lets things work out on their own
without any direct intervention on his behalf.

Me, though,
I believed God existed, that he was active in the world, and that
he heard our prayers. I’d seen far too much examples of what could
only be described as miracles in my life to dismiss it like most
sorcerers did. And even if some Christians had persecuted us
before, that didn’t change the truth of Christianity. It was
another point of disagreement between me and my fellow vampire
hunters, but luckily, I was so effective at killing vamps that most
of my fellow vampire hunters didn’t care who I worshiped. It did
put me at odds with the Sorcerer Parliament, though, but I didn’t
care what those idiots thought anyway.

Dear
Heavenly Father, please deliver me from evil, I prayed silently. I acknowledge
that I can’t get out of this situation by myself, that I need your
help. I’ll even give up vampire hunting and become a pastor if
that’s what you—

“Ah ha!”
The Newborn stood up, a sharp, ragged knife in his hand. “This
ought to do the trick. I’ll slowly make cuts of increasing size and
depth in your skin over the next hour or so. It’s simple, but
sometimes the simplest way is the best way, don’t you
agree?”

I didn’t
say anything. I just sat in my chair, watching as the Newborn
approached me with his ragged knife in hand. I hoped that God had
heard my prayers and would rescue me, because if he didn’t, I was
completely and utterly screwed.

***

 



 CHAPTER SIX

 


The Newborn stopped in front of me.
He was even uglier up close and, like all vampires, smelled heavily
of death. He smelled even worse than the vamp I killed in the
entryway. Despite being a Newborn, it was obvious to me that he
must have been converted several months ago. His blood red eyes
looked over my body as if trying to decide the best place to start
cutting me.

“Let’s
see, let’s see,” said the Newborn. “Where to start, where to start
… ah, I know. Your face. Let’s see if Lady Hisara still thinks
you’re handsome after I cut up your face a little.”

The Newborn
slashed the knife against my right cheek. It wasn’t a very deep
cut—barely deeper than a paper cut—but I let out a small grunt of
surprise anyway.

The Newborn
must have thought it was a grunt of pain, because he said, “Looks
like the infamous Hunter isn’t as tough as he appears. A small cut
and he’s grunting like I just stabbed him in the chest.
Pathetic.”

Another
slash across my left cheek, this one deeper, though not to the
bone. Still, my grunt was louder this time and I felt hot, warm
blood leaking out of my cheek down the side of my face.

“How did
that feel?” said the Newborn. “Did it hurt even more?”

I smiled.
“Is this the best you’ve got? A few paper cuts? I see why Hisara
likes Lucius better than you. You’re pretty pathetic.”

The
Newborn’s eyes widened in anger. He raised his knife above his head
and said, “That’s it. I’m going to skip torturing you and just go
straight to cutting off body parts, starting with your eyes, which
I don’t think you’ll be needing any longer.”

Damn it. I
should have kept my mouth shut. Then again, my old man always did
say that my mouth would be the end of me one of these days. Guess
he was right about one thing, at least.

The Newborn
brought the knife down on me. At the same time, I closed my eyes
instinctively and expected to feel the knife pierce my eyelids and
tear out my eyes.

Instead, I
heard the Newborn cry out in surprise. Opening my eyes, I saw the
Newborn’s knife just a few inches from my face, close enough that
my eyes nearly went cross-eyed trying to focus on it. As for the
Newborn himself, he was looking not at his knife, but at the large
hand which had closed around his wrist, stopping his knife from
stabbing my eye out.

Confused, I
looked over to see who had caught the knife. Lucius stood there,
his expression as cold as always, his hand firmly gripped on the
Newborn’s wrist.

“Lucius?”
said the Newborn in surprise and annoyance. “What are you doing
here? And why did you stop me from killing the Hunter?”

“I’m here
to relieve you of your duties,” said Lucius in a soft
voice.

“What?”
said the Newborn, nearly shouting. “Oh, I see. You want to kill the Hunter
so you can get
more praise and attention from Lady Hisara. I’ve let you walk over
me enough times already, Lucius, so I’m not going to let
you—”

What
happened next happened too fast for me to follow. One second, the
Newborn was ranting and raving at Lucius; the next, the
now-headless Newborn lay on the floor at my feet, the expression on
his face still stuck in anger and hate. The knife lay on the floor
next to the increasingly large pool of black blood leaking out of
what was left of his neck.

Panting
hard, I looked at Lucius. Lucius held a strange black blade in his
hand, which was now dripping the Newborn’s blood onto the
floor.

“When I
said I’m here to relieve you of your duties, Newborn, I
meant permanently,” said Lucius.

He then
looked at me. I renewed my struggle against my bonds, because I
figured that Lucius was going to kill me next and I wanted to see
if I could somehow summon a burst of strength to help me free
myself. Unfortunately, I still couldn’t budge the ropes whatsoever
and my magic was still negated as always.

I looked up
at Lucius, who raised his blade above his head. I didn’t know what
it would feel like to have my head cleaved in two with a shadow
sword, but I hoped it would be an instant death. I prayed a brief
prayer to God to keep my wife and daughter safe.

Lucius
brought the sword down, but not on my head. Instead, his shadow
blade cut neatly through the ropes around my body. Then he stepped
back and said, “Stand up. We have work to do.”

Briefly
surprised by this sudden turn of events, I nonetheless tossed the
ropes off me and jumped out of the chair. I summoned a ball of
light in my hand, but before I could throw it at Lucius, the tip of
his shadow blade touched my neck and I froze.

“Don’t,”
said Lucius in a low tone. “I’m not your enemy this time and I
don’t want to fight you. We’re on the same side.”

I laughed.
“Oh, really? Is that why you betrayed me to Lady Hisara? Because
that’s what friends do, am I right?”

“I never
said we were friends,” said Lucius. “Besides, if I wanted you dead,
I would have let the Newborn continue to have his way with you.
Newborns usually don’t know how to moderate their blood lust, so he
likely would have killed you at some point.”

“How do I
know you don’t just want to kill me yourself?” I said.

“You would
already be dead if that was the case,” said Lucius. “I know you
humans have a hard time thinking beyond your emotions, but ask
yourself why I would kill the Newborn and free you if I wasn’t
trying to help you. Or are you just going to let your own hatred
against ‘vamps’ blind your reasoning skills?”

I hated to
admit it, but Lucius had a point. I didn’t know the full extent of
his power, but Lucius was certainly in a better position to kill me
than I was to kill him. If he had wanted me dead, he could have
killed me while I was tied to that chair and there wouldn’t have
been a damn thing I could have done about it.

“All
right,” I said reluctantly. “I believe you. I don’t like you, but I
believe you.”

The tip of
Lucius’s sword left my neck and Lucius said, “That’s all I needed
to hear. You are much smarter than you appear.”

“Thanks,”
I said sarcastically as I lowered my light ball to my side. “So why
did you betray Lady Hisara? Do you really like me that
much?”

Lucius’s
shadow sword dissipated back into darkness as he said, “Not
particularly. You see, I was never actually loyal to Lady Hisara in
the first place.”

I eyed
Lucius skeptically. “What do you mean?”

Lucius
folded his arms in front of his chest. “I’m not working by myself.
I’m here on orders from the Order of Vampires to take down Lady
Hisara.”

I frowned.
“Order of Vampires? Never heard of them.”

“They’re
the Vampire Council’s espionage division,” said Lucius. “We do a
variety of jobs for the Vampire Council, but we specialize in
neutralizing threats to the Council’s authority and to the vampire
community in general, such as Lady Hisara.”

“You mean
you consider Lady Hisara a threat to the vampire community?” I
said. “Wasn’t she just going on about how she was going to usher in
a new era of freedom for vamps or whatever?”

Lucius
shook his head. “Lady Hisara is an egomaniac and narcissist of the
highest order. She doesn’t care one wit about vampires. She simply
wants to increase and consolidate her own power over the others. If
she gets the Vampire Sword, she will use it to overthrow the
Vampire Council and rule over all vampires with an iron
fist.”

“Can’t say
I’m surprised to hear that,” I said. “She struck me as being a few
lights short of a full string of Christmas lights.”

“She’s
much worse than that,” said Lucius. “Lady Hisara has been on the
Council’s radar for a long time due to her interest in the Vampire
Sword, but it was only within the last few months that I was given
orders to infiltrate her group and take it down from within. I’ve
been pretending to be her loyalest supporter for several months
now, though I’ve used my position to take down her other supporters
by framing them for betrayal and planting seeds of doubt regarding
their loyalty to Hisara in her mind.”

“So you’re
a spy. Like a CIA agent, but for vampires.”

“Much more
efficient than the CIA, but yes, that’s technically what I am. It’s
why I ‘betrayed’ you, because I didn’t want her to think we were on
the same side. She’s gotten increasingly more paranoid the closer
she’s gotten to the Vampire Sword and the last thing I needed was
for her to start suspecting me of being less than loyal to the
cause. She has a tendency to kill anyone who she even suspects of
being a traitor.”

Rubbing my
wrists, I nodded. “Yeah, I get it now. So why did you come back
now?”

“Because
the ritual is nearly complete,” Lucius replied. “And I’m going to
need help to stop it and kill Lady Hisara. I sneaked away while
Lady Hisara was ordering her Newborns to finish it in order to get
your help.”

“Uh huh,”
I said, not bothering to hide the skepticism in my voice. “You’re
not just going to betray me again to Lady Hisara, are
you?”

“Of course
not,” said Lucius. “There’s no point. I just need you to do what
you do best: Kill vampires.”

“Forgive
me if I don’t believe that a vampire spy who has openly admitted to
manipulating people for his own gain isn’t going to stab me in the
back as soon as I turn around,” I said. “Maybe I’ll just go and
kill Lady Hisara myself, and then you afterward.”

“That
would be quite foolish,” said Lucius. “Kill me and you will have
the entire Order of Vampires on you. And trust me, as a Pure, none
of my fellow Order agents are as merciful as I am.”

“So you
really are a Pure, then?” I said. “That wasn’t a lie you made up
back there to get me to trust you?”

“Correct,”
said Lucius. “Lady Hisara doesn’t like Pures very much. She’s told
me more than once that she intends to kill all of us once she gets
the Vampire Sword, except for me, of course, because I’m one of the
‘good’ ones. Presumably, you can see why I don’t feel guilty about
betraying her.

“That’s
still not good enough for me,” I said. “I know from experience that
vampires are not to be trusted. And Pures are still vamps. I’ll
need more than just your word before I trust you.”

Lucius
nodded. “Then let me give you something you can trust.”

Lucius
waved his hand at the ceiling. A shadow portal appeared in the
ceiling and a second later, Domination fell through the hole. I
caught Domination by the handle before it hit the floor and looked
it over in amazement.

“Here is
your sword back,” said Lucius. “Your silver sword, the one weapon
you own that could kill me.”

I looked up
at Lucius again suspiciously. “No strings attached? You didn’t
enchant Domination with your vampire magic to make it blow up in my
face if I tried to stab you with it, did you?”

“Of course
not,” said Lucius. “Your sword is exactly the same as it was when
you dropped it earlier. I’m giving it back to you because I want
you to use it to kill Lady Hisara and her minions, even though I
know you could easily use it to kill me instead. Given that, I’m
interested in seeing if you still think I can’t be
trusted.”

Damn it,
Lucius had a point. Most vampires in his situation would never have
willingly given me my sword back or asked me to use it against
their own people. And as far as I can tell, he was telling the
truth about not enchanting it. I didn’t sense any vampire magic on
it and it didn’t feel more fragile or weaker than it normally
did.

Besides, I
had to look at the situation realistically here. Without Lucius, I
would be up against a Vampire Lord and her Horde alone. I knew
where the graveyard was, but this was not the kind of situation
where I could afford to mess up. If I had Lucius’s help, then my
chances of stopping Hisara increased considerably. I still didn’t
trust him entirely, but I realized that Lucius wasn’t the main
threat here. Hisara was.

“All
right. I believe you,” I said. “We can work together for now to
beat Hisara and stop her from killing everyone in this
town.”

Lucius
smiled in satisfaction. “I knew you would see the light eventually.
Come with me. We have no time to lose.”

***

 



 CHAPTER SEVEN

 


The graveyard was packed full of
vampires tonight. According to Lucius, there was only about a dozen
vampires overall, but it sure seemed like more to me. Crouching low
behind a particularly ancient gravestone, I peered over the top of
the tombstone at the various vampires which were patrolling the
graveyard. They didn’t have weapons, but with their fangs and their
claws, they didn’t need them. Their red eyes darted back and forth
in their heads, forcing me to lower my head behind the tombstone
and keep my breathing as quiet as I could so they wouldn’t hear
me.

Not that I
expected them to hear me, however. Prior to leaving the mansion, I
had cast an invisibility spell on myself which would make me unseen
to the vamps. I’d also a cast a spell to hide my scent, which was
the primary way that vamps would sense me. In ordinary
circumstances, that would have been more than enough to allow me
pick up my sword and go around killing random vamps.

But Lucius
and I had made a plan together and we were going to follow through
with it. I hated the idea of having any sort of ‘plan,’ but Lucius
had convinced me that we needed to be careful about how we attacked
Lady Hisara. Hisara may have been an insane Vampire Lord with
delusions of grandeur, but that didn’t mean she was stupid or weak
or that her minions were either of those things as well.

The plan
went like this: Lucius would return to Lady Hisara and make up
whatever excuses for his absence that Lady Hisara would buy (Lucius
had assured me that this was the easy part, because Lady Hisara
liked him a lot and so didn’t question his disappearances or
absences very much). While Lucius kept an eye on Lady Hisara, it
was my job to go around the graveyard disrupting the ritual lines
which would allow Lady Hisara to access the Vampire Sword. Then I
would make my way back to the center of the graveyard, where Hisara
and Lucius was, and Lucius and I would kill Hisara and any minions
of her who got in the way as well.

It was a
pretty simple plan altogether, but I had a hard time understanding
the ‘destroy the ritual lines’ part. Lucius had explained the
ritual to me in this way:

According
to Lucius, the ritual to open the portal to the Vampire Sword
required large concentric circles drawn within the graveyard,
connecting tombstone to tombstone with red paint. The ritual needed
seven concentric circles of increasing size in order to work
properly, which was the main reason Lady Hisara had chosen the
Paths Graveyard as the spot for the ritual, because it was the only
graveyard she had been able to find that fit that criteria. Lucius
had explained that the ritual relied upon taking the ‘death energy’
from the long-buried dead to work, but I didn’t really understand
the concept that well.

What I did
understand, however, was that if even one line was smudged, then
the entire ritual wouldn’t work. This was part of why this ritual
had never been completed before: It was easy to accidentally smudge
or even outright destroy a line, which would require redrawing the
entire circle in order to reestablish the link between the
tombstones. That was also why Lady Hisara had her minions stalking
the graveyard. It was to ensure that each line was complete and
that none of the lines had been smudged, damaged, or destroyed in
some way.

Of course,
what Hisara didn’t plan for was me and Lucius teaming up to ruin
her little ritual. I couldn’t help but smile to myself when I
thought about how simple it was to disrupt this ritual. Just smudge
a few painted lines in the dirt and voila, ritual broken. Vampire
Lords were usually of higher intelligence and cunning than your
average vamp, but I guess Lady Hisara must have missed out on that
part when she became one. Or maybe she was so caught up in dreams
of ruling the world that she didn’t think it was even possible for
anyone to stop her.

I slowly
but surely lowered the tip of my sword onto my next line. Then I
carefully dragged the tip of my sword through the dirt. It was a
subtle effort, really, but Lucius had told me to keep it subtle so
that none of Hisara’s minions would notice. The last thing we
needed was for Hisara’s minions to realize that someone was
disturbing the ritual and sound the alarm, which would likely make
Hisara retreat. He said this was our best chance at stopping Hisara
once and for all and he didn’t want her to slip away and try again
somewhere else.

I stood up
to go down to the next circle, but then paused and crouched again
when I heard voices coming down the path. Leaning against the back
of the tombstone as closely as I could, I listened to the voices as
they drew nearer. They sounded like Newborn vamps, based on their
raspy, high-pitched tones. I probably didn’t need to hide from
them, but just because they couldn’t see me didn’t mean that they
couldn’t see my efforts to disrupt the ritual.

“…
Lady Hisara told me that the trap is set,” said
one of the Newborns. “He’ll never see it coming.”

“I hope
you’re right,” said the other Newborn, whose voice sounded slightly
feminine, in contrast to the masculinity of the other’s voice. “But
that Lucius is very smart and clever. Perhaps he’s already
anticipated the trap and has figured out a way to counter
it.”

I froze.
What were they talking about Lucius and traps for? I listened
harder than ever, because I didn’t want to miss even one word of
this conversation.

“You
always worry about everything,” the male Newborn said. “Lady Hisara
is smarter than anyone. Any trap she sets is practically destined
to succeed.”

“I
suppose,” said the female Newborn doubtfully. “I shouldn’t doubt
Lady Hisara like that.”

“You
definitely shouldn’t,” said the male Newborn. “If Lady Hisara was
nearby, she might have overheard us, and then what do you think she
would have done? It’s best to keep these doubts to yourself. She
doesn’t tolerate doubt.”

“Yes, I
know,” said the female Newborn. “Still, that Lucius is strong. Even
if the trap goes well, that doesn’t mean he won’t survive it
somehow.”

“Lady
Hisara is a Vampire Lord,” said the male Newborn. “Lucius is merely
a Pure. In a straight fight, Lady Hisara would beat him easily. So
even if the trap fails, Lady Hisara will be fine. Remember, she has
bodyguards as well, so she doesn’t have to fight alone.”

“Right,”
said the female Newborn. “Sorry for doubting Lady Hisara. I’ve just
been so anxious ever since the Hunter appeared that I can’t stop
worrying about what might happen if something else went
wrong.”

“The
Hunter was subdued and imprisoned beneath the mansion,” the male
Newborn pointed out. “And right now, he’s probably being chopped up
into pieces by our fellow Newborn. A similar fate awaits Lucius
regardless of how he handles the trap.”

“All
right,” said the female Newborn, though there was still doubt in
her voice. “If you say so.”

“I do,”
said the male Newborn. “Anyway, let’s finish our route and then
return to Lady Hisara at the center of the graveyard. I want to be
there personally to see Lucius get what he deserves for being a spy
and a traitor.”

The male
Newborn started chuckling darkly when he said that. The female
Newborn didn’t make any noises, but in my mind, I could see her
(though I didn’t know how she looked) smiling at her companion’s
chuckles and thinking that maybe everything was going to be all
right after all.

That was
when I jumped out from behind my tombstone and beheaded both of
them before they even realized what happened. They didn’t even see
my sword coming. One moment, they were walking along the path. The
next, their headless corpses lay on the ground, leaking the
distinctive black blood of the vampires that was already starting
to congeal and stink.

Lowering my
sword, I looked down at the two vamps, frowning. I looked toward
the center of the graveyard, which was hidden among the tall
monuments to the dead and tombstones which dotted the graveyard. I
probably shouldn’t have killed the vamps—they could have given me
more information on the trap set for Lucius—but I couldn’t stand
listening to them talking about looking forward to Lucius’s
death.

I now faced
a choice. I could either go to the center of the graveyard and try
to save Lucius from the trap, or I could continue stalking through
the graveyard ruining the ritual lines and killing any vamps
unfortunate to walk into my line of sight. I had already ruined a
few lines, which should be more than enough to render the ritual
useless, but I always thought it best to do a thorough job and make
sure that neither Lady Hisara nor her minions would be able to
activate the ritual tonight.

On the
other hand, Lucius was my ally, however much I hated to even think
that. If he had been anyone else, I would already be running over
to the center of the graveyard to save him or warn him about the
trap.

If Lucius
walked into the trap and got killed, it wouldn’t be a very big loss
to the world. But it would mean I would be alone against Lady
Hisara and her minions, which was not something I looked forward to
doing. And if Lady Hisara was smart enough to anticipate Lucius’s
betrayal, then maybe she had a backup plan for the ritual,
too.

Gritting my
teeth, telling myself I was going to regret this for the rest of my
life, I turned and ran toward the center of the graveyard. I just
hoped I would get there in time and that Lucius wouldn’t be dead by
the time I arrived.

***

 



 CHAPTER EIGHT

 


I
reached the center of the graveyard fairly
quickly, but I didn’t barge in and show myself. I crouched behind a
tombstone with a cross on top and then peered through the hole in
the center of the cross, which afforded me a good view of the
center of the graveyard. It was even easier to see thanks to the
moonlight above, which was bright tonight and gave me enough light
by which to see.

The center
of the graveyard had, at one point, been full of tombstones and
gravestones like the rest of the graveyard, but tonight, they had
all been cleared away, leaving nothing but a barren, empty space
with only a single granite pillar rising out of the ground.
Newborns stalked on the periphery of the center, like guard dogs,
while in the center of the circle were two familiar vamps: Lady
Hisara and Lucius.

Lucius, as
usual, stood off to the side, his arms folded in front of his chest
and his expression as inscrutable as always. Lady Hisara, on the
other hand, stood in front of the granite pillar, running a finger
along its smooth surface. Looking more closely at the pillar, I
noticed that it was covered in carvings that looked extremely
ancient and remembered that Lucius told me that this pillar would
play an important role in the ritual. Supposedly, once the circles
were complete, the pillar would open a portal to the dimension
where the Vampire Sword was kept, which meant that this pillar was
vital to the success of the plan.

But I
wasn’t here to destroy it, at least not yet. With the lines
disrupted, the pillar was likely already useless anyway. I was here
to save Lucius, though at the moment he didn’t appear to be in
danger.

“Isn’t it
beautiful, Lucius?” said Lady Hisara with a sigh. “The Pillar of
Blood, one of the oldest and rarest vampire objects in the world.
In itself, it is a significant piece of vampire history. It belongs
in a museum.”

“Where did
you get it from, anyway?” said Lucius. “Last I heard, the Pillar of
Blood was thought to be missing.”

Lady Hisara
turned around to face Lucius. “Didn’t I already tell you? The
Vampire Council had it in their Vault. I stole it, just like I had
you steal those texts with information about the Vampire Sword. It
was actually rather easy to steal, so easy that Newborn could have
done it.”

“I see,”
said Lucius. “Tell me, do you think the ritual is almost ready to
be completed yet?”

“Almost,”
said Lady Hisara. She looked up at the sky. “The full moon isn’t
quite at its apex yet. Once it is, then I’ll speak the chant which
will activate the Pillar of Blood and open the gateway to the
Vampire Sword.”

“And kill
all of those humans in the process, right?” said Lucius.

“Of
course,” said Lady Hisara. She frowned. “Don’t tell me you’re
worried about them, Lucius.”

“Of course
not,” said Lucius, shaking his head. “I find humans a contemptible
species, not even useful for their blood if you ask me. If every
human in the world were to die tomorrow, I wouldn’t shed even one
tear for them.”

Lucius was
such a good actor that I had no idea if he actually hated humans
that much or if he was just hamming it up to trick Lady Hisara. I’d
heard other vamps say similar things about humans before, which was
part of what made it so hard to know if he was being serious or
not.

“Good,”
said Lady Hisara with a slight but noticeable purr. “Ah, Lucius, I
love hearing you talk about how much you hate humans. It’s so sexy,
especially coming from a man as strong as you.”

Lady Hisara
walked up to him until she was practically up against his body. She
put a hand on the back of his neck, making Lucius look down at her
with surprise in her eyes.

“Lady
Hisara, what are you doing?” said Lucius, who sounded slightly
nervous. “The ritual—”

“Won’t be
ready for a few more minutes,” said Lady Hisara, running a finger
down Lucius’s large chest. “In the meantime, perhaps you and I can
have a bit of fun.”

I grimaced.
Vampires were well-known for their incredibly strong libidos. They
weren’t averse to doing it out in the public, even in the presence
of other vamps. It was disgusting, but at the same time, also nice,
because it was always a good opportunity to kill two vamps with one
slash. I’d killed more than a few vamps in that way, though I
always felt dirty about it afterward.

“I’m not
sure,” said Lucius. “I think it would be wise to wait until after
you get the Vampire Sword. That way, it will be more … exciting. At
least, we wouldn’t have to worry about missing the timing for the
ritual.”

“Perhaps,”
said Lady Hisara, her voice as smooth and sexy as ever, “but who
said you were going to live long enough to see the ritual
completed?”

Without
warning, Lady Hisara pulled a wooden stake out of her dress and
stabbed Lucius in the chest with it. Lucius gasped in pain and
shoved her back, causing Lady Hisara to stagger and fall onto her
behind, but it did Lucius no good. The Pure grabbed his chest and
closed his hands around the stake, but then his blood red eyes
turned white and he fell over backwards onto the ground as still as
a stone.

“Lucius!”
I shouted. “No!”

I jumped
out from behind the tombstone and rushed over to Lady Hisara,
holding my sword tightly in my hands. One swing of my sword was all
it would take and then she would be dead.

But before
I could get very far, Lady Hisara stood up and whirled around,
holding out her hand all the while. A flash of red exploded from
her hand and I was briefly bathed in pure red light. In the next
instant, the red light went away … and I was now completely
visible.

“What?” I
said, looking down at my now-visible body. “What happened to my
invisibility spell? I didn’t turn it off.”

Lady Hisara
lowered her hand, a vicious smile on her face. “Magic-negation
spell. Did you think that only my ropes could do that? As a Vampire
Lord, I can cast spells which can negate those pesky spells you
sorcerers like to use to help you kill my people. When I heard you
shout poor Lucius’s name, I knew where you were and what you were
doing immediately.”

I gritted
my teeth and glanced at Lucius. A stake to the chest didn’t usually
kill a vamp unless the stake was coated with silver, which meant
that I could potentially rescue Lucius if I could just remove the
stake from his chest. Unfortunately, Lady Hisara was between me and
Lucius’s body and I didn’t think that she was going to let me past
her to help him.

“I love
the look on your face,” said Lady Hisara, putting her hands
together. “It is so typical of how you humans look whenever your
carefully laid plans are upended by your superiors. I hope you die
with that expression on your face.”

I scowled.
“How did you know that Lucius was going to betray you? He told me
you didn’t know.”

Lady
Hisara smirked. “Did you really think that I, Lady Hisara, one of
the most powerful Vampire Lords in the world, was unaware that the
Vampire Council and their little order of spies was
really unaware of my
attempt to find the Vampire Sword? Please. I used to work for the
Vampire Council myself and am aware of how they monitor any and all
potential threats to their power. When Lucius came, I did my own
research on him and discovered his connections to the
Order.”

“And then
you pretended to be enchanted by him in order to make him think
he’d tricked you,” I said. “Right?”

“Right,”
said Lady Hisara. “But I’m impressed you figured that out. Most
humans are too stupid to follow the brilliant and subtle plans
which we Vampire Lords are well-known for creating.”

I shrugged.
“I’ve been fighting vampires for five years. I understand how
vampires think. And I hate it.”

Lady Hisara
chuckled. “Inferiors always hate the way of the superior. That’s
simply the way the world works.”

“I don’t
care how you vamps treat each other,” I said. I took a fighting
stance. “But I do care how you treat humans. And I’m going to
ensure that tonight is the last night you ever harm anyone, human
or vampire.”

Lady Hisara
rolled her eyes. “Typical vampire hunter babble. Frankly, the only
thing about Lucius that surprised me was that he went back and
freed you. I didn’t think he would actually try to form an alliance
with you, but I suppose that’s a Pure for you, willing to side with
a dirty human—a vampire hunter, no less—in order to keep believing
that he’s holier than the rest of us.”

“Nah,
Lucius actually cares about his people, unlike you,” I said. “I
never have anything good to say about vamps, but one thing I can
say for Lucius is that he cares more about his fellow vamps than
you. You’re just a would-be tyrant.”

“Call me
whatever you like,” said Lady Hisara with a shrug. “I’ve been
called much worse than that. And anyway, it doesn’t matter. The
ritual is nearly complete. Once the moon is at the top of the sky,
the Pillar of Blood will open the portal and the Vampire Sword will
be mine.”

I glanced
at the moon in the sky, which was still not yet at the top of its
arc, and looked at Lady Hisara again. “Sucks to be you, then,
because I ruined all those pretty lines you and your merry band of
bloodsuckers drew on the ground. Once the moon reaches the apex of
its arc, nothing will happen, although you might not have your head
on your shoulders anymore by then.”

Lady
Hisara folded her arms over her chest. A chilling smile appeared on
her lips. “You’re assuming I don’t have other ways to open the
portal.”

I frowned.
“Other ways? What—”

A shrieking
sound behind me made me look over my shoulder. A Newborn was flying
toward me, its fangs open wide. Instinctively, I slashed
Domination, cutting its head cleanly off its body. Its head and its
body both fell to the ground, but just as I lowered my sword, I
heard movement behind me and turned around in time to find Lady
Hisara standing before me.

Lady Hisara
grabbed me by the neck and slammed me against the Pillar of Blood.
I gasped and tried to raise Domination, but Lady Hisara slapped it
out of my hand. She then increased her grip on my neck, cutting off
my oxygen and making me gasp for air more frantically.

“I was
lying earlier when I said that the portal needed a thousand human
sacrifices to open,” said Lady Hisara in a low voice, her decayed
breath washing over my face. “In truth, all it really needs is the
blood of a vampire and the blood of a sorcerer stained on the
Pillar’s surface. And yours and Lucius’s blood will do just
fine.”

***

 



 CHAPTER NINE

 


As soon as Lady Hisara said that, I
felt something sharp pierce my stomach. I glanced down and saw her
claw stabbing into my stomach. Blood was starting to leak out of my
wound, but then Lady Hisara pulled her now-bloody hand out of my
stomach and threw me aside. I landed on the ground a few feet away
from the Pillar with a groan, clutching my bleeding stomach and
trying to staunch the flow of blood, but my healing spells were
currently being negated by the same spell Lady Hisara had hit me
with earlier.

A mad laugh
caused me to look up at Lady Hisara. She was holding both of her
hands up now, her right one stained with my blood, her left one
stained with someone else’s blood.

“Thanks
for your sacrifice, Hunter,” said Lady Hisara. “With your blood and
Lucius’s blood, I will now open the portal to the Vampire Sword and
then the entire world will tremble at the name of Lady
Hisara!”

Lady Hisara
slammed both of her hands against the surface of the Pillar.
Immediately, the Pillar started glowing blood red, the same shade
as Lady Hisara’s eyes. It also started vibrating, like it was about
to explode.

I gritted
my teeth. I couldn’t let Lady Hisara get to the Vampire Sword. I
slowly rose to my feet, still clutching my stomach. I picked up
Domination on the way up, but I could only hold it one-handed as I
was clutching my bleeding stomach with my other hand.

Lady Hisara
looked at me. Her eyes were wide with insanity and triumph and she
was laughing like a mad woman as the Pillar of Blood grew brighter
and brighter with each passing second.

“Still
capable of standing? Why, you are
a stubborn little human after all,” said Lady
Hisara, her voice full of mad glee. “If only you were a vampire.
You would have made an excellent second-in-command, perhaps even a
good lover.”

“Shut up,”
I snapped. I held up my sword weakly. “I’m going to make sure that
you won’t live long enough to even see the Vampire Sword, even if
it’s the last thing I do.”

I stepped
forward, but then three Newborns suddenly burst out of the shadows
between nearby tombstones and surrounded me. They hissed and
snapped at me, forcing me to step back, but I couldn’t run because
one of them was behind me.

Lady Hisara
smiled. “You can keep telling yourself that you will defeat me in
that safe little circle that my Newborns have made. In the end, you
will die, whether by my hand, the hands of my Newborn, or by the
Vampire Sword itself.”

I gritted
my teeth, but at the same time, I didn’t see how I could stop her.
Lucius was immobilized, I had been stabbed in the stomach, and the
Pillar of Blood was already active. Not to mention the Newborns
surrounding me to make sure that I couldn’t get anywhere near their
leader, but even if I could get her, I wouldn’t last long against
her in a direct fight because of the pain in my wound slowing me
down. My magic was still negated as well, so I couldn’t even cast a
spell.

But I had
no choice. If I gave up now, Lady Hisara would get the Vampire
Sword and everyone—human, vampire, and sorcerer alike—would be in
danger. Therefore, my only chance was killing Lady Hisara with my
sword. I would just have to ignore my stomach wound and hope that I
could kill Lady Hisara before I bled out and died. I prayed to God
to give me the strength and stamina I needed for what I was about
to do next.

Then I
opened my eyes and, grabbing Domination with both hands and letting
my stomach bleed freely, I yelled and rushed toward the Newborn
standing before me. The Newborn had just enough time to look at me
in surprise before my sword slashed its head off its neck. As the
Newborn’s body collapsed, the other two Newborns jumped toward me,
hissing and screeching like bats. I beheaded one, but the other
managed to slashed at my shoulder. Its claw tore through the sleeve
of my shirt, but I managed to jerk back at the last second so I
only got a glancing wound rather than a deep gash.

Anger shot
through me and I beheaded the Newborn in one swift stroke. Then I
turned to face Lady Hisara, panting and sweating, and rushed toward
her.

But before
I could get more than a couple of steps toward her, a long beam of
red light exploded toward the sky from the Pillar of Blood. The
beam hit the clouds above and created a large portal through which
I saw some kind of endless darkness, much blacker than even the
blackness of outer space.

But the
place on the other side of the portal wasn’t merely darkness. I
also saw a sword, shining brightly in the shadows, with a blade as
red as blood and a cross guard shaped like vampire wings. That was
how I knew I was looking at it: The legendary Vampire Sword, the
weapon that Lady Hisara wanted to use to rule the world.

Lady Hisara
let out a cry of joy and two large wings materialized on her back.
She flapped them once and then shot into the air toward the open
portal, laughing all the while.

Without
thinking, I jumped into the air toward her at the same time that
she flew up. Screaming, I slashed Domination at her right wing,
cutting through only a small portion of it, but it was enough. When
my sword cut through her wing, Lady Hisara immediately crashed onto
the ground with a loud cry, while I landed on the ground opposite
her.

But I
nearly lost my balance when I did so. My blood loss must have been
great, because I could barely think straight or stand up. I briefly
felt my stomach, which was wet with my own blood, and I realized
that I didn’t have much time before I lost
consciousness.

A loud
shrieking sound behind me made me whirl around to see Lady Hisara
standing up. Her wing was still cut and her clothes were ripped and
torn from her crash, which revealed more of her beautiful body, but
I didn’t pay attention to that, because Lady Hisara was glaring at
me with more hatred than I had ever seen in the eyes of another
creature before.

“You got
lucky with that one, Hunter,” said Lady Hisara with a heavy tone.
“But luck always runs out. I would have preferred to kill you with
the Vampire Sword, but if you are just going to keep getting in the
way like this, then I have no choice but to eliminate you
myself.”

Lady Hisara
rushed toward me, her fangs bared and a sickening screeching noise
coming from her throat. But I rolled under her at the last minute,
allowing her to fly over me harmlessly. Rolling back to my feet, I
ran over to the Pillar. I didn’t know how strong it was, but I
hoped to destroy it or at least turn off the portal. I didn’t think
I could beat Lady Hisara in a fight, but if I could close the
portal, I would ruin years, maybe even decades, of her
work.

Just as I
reached the Pillar, I heard more screeching and looked over my
shoulder to see Lady Hisara sprinting toward me. I whirled around
at the last minute and held up my blade to catch her claws. Her
claws wrapped around the blade of my sword and her skin immediately
started steaming as Domination’s silver coating reacted against her
skin.

That should
have made her let go, but instead, Lady Hisara just tightened her
grip on it and drove me back. I slammed into the Pillar and put all
of my strength into holding her back. In the red light of the
Pillar, her fangs looked blood red, though I knew they would
actually be that color if I let her kill me.

“Give it
up, Hunter,” Lady Hisara said with slight strain in her voice.
“You’re wounded. You’re alone. You have no one and nothing to save
you. My superior physical strength will soon overwhelm you and then
the Vampire Sword will be mine.”

“I … I’m
not alone,” I said, my voice shockingly weak even to me.

Lady Hisara
looked genuinely surprised when I said that. “What do you mean? Of
course you are. Lucius is dead and you don’t have any other allies
here. Is the blood loss making you crazy?”

I shook my
head and suddenly felt Lady Hisara’s magic-negation spell go away.
“N-No. I have God on my side. God … and magic.”

I raised my
hand and unleashed a blinding light spell directly in Lady Hisara’s
eyes. Lady Hisara screeched in pain and let go of my sword,
covering her eyes with her hands. She staggered backwards a few
feet from me, cursing loudly, but I didn’t give her a chance to do
anything else. With a tight grip on my sword, I yelled and slashed
my blade—now shining with magical energy—directly through her
neck.

Lady
Hisara’s head went flying off her body into the shadows around us
as her corpse collapsed. At the same time, the Pillar of Blood
suddenly stopped glowing and the portal in the sky closed, turning
the night sky back to its original color. The only hint that the
Pillar had even been active were the blood stains—mine and
Lucius’s—on its surface.

But I
didn’t have any time to celebrate. The blood loss had finally taken
its toll. I dropped my silver sword to the ground and then fell on
my hands and knees. I gasped for breath, but I couldn’t stay
conscious for much longer.

I looked
over at Lucius’s prone body and raised a hand. I managed to cast
one last spell—a disintegration spell that would disintegrate the
stake in his chest—before I fell onto the ground and lost
consciousness entirely.

***

 



 CHAPTER TEN

 


I
woke up sometime later. At first, I thought I was
in heaven, because the sky above looked nearly as bright as the
morning sun and the air was cool and crisp, just like how I thought
heaven would feel.

But then I
felt the dried blood on my clothes and realized that I was still
lying in the Paths City Graveyard. Oddly, my stomach wound was
closed, which made no sense to me, because I hadn’t cast a healing
spell on my stomach before I fell unconscious. Had someone saved
me?

“Welcome
back to the world of the living, Richard,” said a familiar cool
voice above me. “You look better than ever.”

I abruptly
sat up and looked over my shoulder. Lucius was leaning against the
Pillar of Blood, his massive arms folded in front of his large
chest. His shirt had a hole in it—likely where the wooden stake had
been—but the hole in his chest where the stake once was was
gone.

“Lucius?”
I said. “You’re alive.”

“As alive
as an undead vampire can be, anyway,” said Lucius. He
gestured at his chest. “Thanks for removing the stake, by the way.
Had it stayed in much longer, my ‘death’ might have been
permanent.”

“Don’t
mention it,” I said. I looked down at my stomach. “But how did my
chest get healed? I didn’t heal it myself.”

“I did,”
said Lucius.

I looked
at Lucius in amazement. “You
healed it? How? Vampires can’t learn healing
spells.”

“Pures
can,” Lucius said simply. “Didn’t you know that? It’s one of the
ways we’re distinguished from our bloodthirsty peers. Refusing to
drink human blood gives you access to a variety of abilities that
your average vampire can’t do. It’s quite convenient.”

I rubbed my
closed wound. “Well, that was nice of you. What’s the
catch?”

“The
catch?”

“Yeah,” I
said, nodding. “The catch. Why did you save me? You could have
abandoned me when you woke up. Gone back to the Vampire Council to
tell them about how you defeated Hisara and saved the whole world
from her plans. Why didn’t you?”

Lucius
blinked. “Because you saved me. I felt like I needed to repay you
for your help. You removed my stake and saved me from death, so I
healed your wound and saved you from death. I think that makes us
even, don’t you think?”

I could
hardly believe my ears. A vamp that believes in returning the
favor? I had never met a vampire who did that. No vamp ever did
anything out of the goodness of its own heart, because vamps didn’t
have hearts or goodness for that matter. Yet if Lucius was telling
the truth—and I could tell that he was—then he had saved me because
he thought it was the right thing to do. Part of me still believed
this was all part of some kind of deep Machiavellian plot on
Lucius’s part to make me lower my guard so he could kill me, but at
this point, I knew that was just my own paranoia and bias against
vampires speaking, not actual reason or facts.

“I also
stayed long enough to make sure you woke up,” said Lucius. He
gestured around the seemingly empty graveyard. “I knew that some of
Lady Hisara’s Newborns were still alive and would not hesitate to
kill you if they found you in such a vulnerable state. That’s why I
stayed, although I’m glad you woke up when you did, because the sun
is rising and I was thinking about looking for shelter if you
didn’t wake up right away.”

I nodded.
Vamps didn’t mix well with sunlight. The weak ones were instantly
incinerated by direct sunlight, while the strong ones usually
suffered severe burns that would permanently scar their skin.
Lucius didn’t seem like a weak vamp to me, but I could see why he
wasn’t keen on staying around until the sun rose.

Rising to
my feet, I looked around the graveyard. Lady Hisara’s corpse had
already decayed to the point where it was nearly unrecognizable.
The only hint that it had once been the body of a powerful Vampire
Lord was the torn dress clinging loosely to what remained.
Otherwise, it wouldn’t have looked out of place as roadkill on a
busy highway.

I looked at
Lucius. “She’s dead.”

Lucius
nodded. “I know. Beheading is usually a good way to kill
us.”

“Then that
means that the Vampire Sword is safe,” I said, glancing up at the
sky where the portal had been last night. “Thank God.”

“You sound
as if stopping Hisara was more of a personal matter than a
professional one.”

“It was.”
I looked at Lucius again. “I have a wife and daughter who is barely
a month old. If I had died here, I would never have seen either of
them again, at least not on this side of heaven.”

“I see,”
said Lucius. “Perhaps you should consider whether you want to stay
in this business if you have a daughter that young. She would
likely benefit from having your presence in her life.”

I frowned.
“Are you saying that just to make life easier for your fellow
vamps? Because if so—”

“No, I’m
speaking from my human memories,” said Lucius, tapping the side of
his head. “My own father was absent from my life when I was a
human. It’s been a long time since I’ve been human, but I’ll never
forget how I felt as a young boy never knowing my own father. It’s
not a fate I would wish upon anyone else.”

My frown
deepened. “You’re a strange vamp, Lucius, perhaps the strangest
vamp I’ve ever known. And that’s saying something, given all the
freaks and monsters I’ve dealt with in this business.”

Lucius
shrugged. “Pures have always been considered strange by humans and
vampires alike. I’m used to it.”

I eyed
Lucius carefully before glancing at the Pillar behind him. “What
are you going to do with the Pillar?”

“Take it
back with me to the Vault, where it belongs,” Lucius replied. He
tapped the surface of the Pillar with one of his knuckles. “The
last thing we need is the Pillar falling into the hands of another
Vampire Lord. Best to get it back to the Vault before news of
Hisara’s death gets around and the other Lords try to get
it.”

After
seeing the power of the Pillar, I wasn’t sure I trusted the Vampire
Council with it. On the other hand, I was in no position to fight
with Lucius over it. Besides, although Lucius was a dirty vamp, he
seemed to have a sense of honesty and even honor about him. If
anyone would make sure that the Pillar of Blood wasn’t used by evil
people to get the Vampire Sword again, it would be him.

“Then I
guess this goodbye,” I said.

“It is,”
Lucius agreed. “The sun is starting to rise and soon it will be too
dangerous for me to be out any longer. Besides, the Vampire Council
will be anxious to get a status report on Lady Hisara. They
probably already know that her plan to get the Vampire Sword
failed, but they always like to hear reports from agents in the
field, so I’ll need to leave very soon.”

“All
right,” I said. “This is probably the last time we’ll see each
other again, isn’t it?”

“Most
likely,” said Lucius. “Why? Have you grown fond of me?”

I scowled.
“No. I just wanted to make it clear that we’re not going to be
working together again. And don’t tell anyone that I worked with a
vamp, except your Vampire Council. I don’t want people thinking I’m
a traitor to humanity or anything like that.”

Lucius
nodded with a slightly amused grin on his lips. “All right. I
promise not to utter a word of our alliance to anyone who doesn’t
need to know about it. But I must say, we made a rather good team,
even though we argued for half the time. Should we ever have to
work together again, I think we’d do well, don’t you?”

“Maybe,” I
said grudgingly. “Now don’t you have a report to make to the
Vampire Council or something?”

“That I
do,” said Lucius. “Good bye, Richard Lee, the Hunter of vampires.
Perhaps our paths will cross again sooner than you
think.”

Before I
could ask Lucius what he meant by that, Lucius grabbed the Pillar
and then vanished into the shadows with it. Once the Pillar was
gone, I had a clear, full view of the sun rising on the eastern
horizon, its beautiful rays spilling over the sleepy town of Paths,
Texas. The remains of Hisara’s body decomposed rapidly in the
light, until soon all that was left were the tattered remains of
her dress.

I walked
over to Domination—which still lay where I had dropped it the night
before—and picked it up. Quickly wiping the dried blood off its
blade, I sheathed Domination at my side and looked out toward the
rising sun one last time before turning around and walking onto the
path out of the graveyard.

As I
walked, I thought about what Lucius told me, about being present in
my daughter’s life. Though I was still young and energetic, I knew
that I couldn’t hunt vampires forever. Most vampire hunters retired
after they turned thirty. I was twenty-four, but I could still
retire if I wanted. I had several near-death experiences last
night, which wasn’t unusual in this line of work, but maybe I
needed to go into a more peaceful field to earn a living, one where
I would be more likely to be with my daughter and raise her and
watch her grow up.

Perhaps I
would become a pastor.

***

 



 CHAPTER ELEVEN

 


Present day
…

 


As Tara finished singing her hymn, I
started to clap. So did the rest of the congregation, along with a
few ‘Amens!’ for good measure.

Tara looked
as sheepish as she always did whenever she received praise. She
bowed a few times as I stood up and waved my hands, motioning for
the congregation to quiet down a little. The congregation stopped
clapping and looked at me.

“What a
wonderful hymn that was to hear,” I said, standing in front of the
altar and readjusting the microphone attached to the collar of my
shirt to make it easier for people to hear me. “I may be a bit
biased, but I think that was one of the most God-honoring
performances I’ve ever heard in my life. Can I get an
amen?”

“Amen!”
cried several people in the congregation.

I looked
over my shoulder at Tara and flashed her a smile. She smiled back,
which was all I needed to confirm that I had made the right choice
all those years ago to give up vampire hunting in favor of becoming
a pastor.

“Now,” I
said, turning to face the congregation again, “let’s have a quick
word of prayer before I start this morning’s sermon. Everyone, bow
with me and we will pray.”

The head of
every member in the congregation bowed. I closed my eyes, lowered
my head, and said, “Dear Heavenly Father, we gather here today to
worship you. We thank you for giving us this opportunity to come
together and fellowship, and we thank you, also, for the people in
our congregation who you have blessed with the ability to sing,
such as—”

My words
were interrupted by the sound of breaking glass, followed by a
shriek of terror behind me: Tara’s shriek.

My eyes
opened and I whirled around to stare up at the altar. Tara was
pinned against the altar by a large, pale-skinned man I had never
seen before in my life. He was huge, easily big enough to be a
bodybuilder, and based on the broken glass behind him, I guessed he
had chosen that moment to burst through the window above the
baptistery and attack Tara.

But what
caught my attention the most was not his massive body, his blood
red eyes, or even his unnaturally pale skin.

No, what
caught my attention were the fangs that had popped out of his
mouth, fangs which were currently biting into the neck of my
daughter, Tara Lee, and draining the life out of her right before
my startled eyes.

-

Continued
in The Vampire Sword, now available HERE!
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