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The runner ended his call and shoved the phone deep down in a pocket of his hoodie.

“I talked to his Second, Juan.  He say Pilate gonna come now,” the boy warned the dirty cop.  “And he gonna come hard.”

“Let him bring his ass down here,” bragged Theodosius, “save me a step.  He’ll get what he’s come for, on the real.  Meantime,” he continued, “Herod wants me to get hold of him.  I’ll have my boys pay his lair a visit, see what we see.”

Pilate’s runner stood and waited.  He felt regret for what he was doing, but what the hell, he thought.  It’s a dog eat dog world, you know, and it’s better to get paid then to get dead.

“Where’s his hole at, where he lay?” Theodosius asked and the boy told him.  “You sure it’s his?”

“Like I say, I followed the girl, Mary, this one time.  She’s not too bright, this chick, she never even looked for a tail.  I followed her and she led me to the old church.  I have a feeling Pilate has other places where he stay, but that’s the only one I know of for sure.”

“Alright,” Theodosius said and peeled the boy off a few hundreds.  “I want you to vanish for a week.  Then you can come back and run for me.”

“A clocker?” the boy asked, disappointed, “still?  What happened to a promotion, man?  That’s what I expected.”

“To me, to my way of thinking, you ain’t done anything.  You just jumped sides and dropped loyalty at the first chance you got.”  He grabbed the boy by his shirtfront.  “My offer’s the only one on the table right now, which makes it the best offer on the table.  And that’s better than catching a bullet in the back of your head.  Which is just what the vampire’s gonna do when he catches wind of this.  So, concerning your short-term safety, hooking up with my crew is the only choice you have.  Or am I wrong about that?”

He put his hands up in surrender.  He quickly agreed with the logic as well as his terms of employment.  His head started nodding so obsequious fast now that Theodosius thought the boy had a bobble spring in there.

“Good,” Theodosius said.  He released the boy.  “Now go, and don’t come back for a week.”

The runner nodded once and ran off.  Theodosius watched him go.  He was reveling in his new spirit of industry.  He turned and went back to his crew, where he paused to rub his hands together in greedy anticipation.

“This is going to be a night to remember,” he told them.  They all agreed.  Theodosius sent four of his big-ass, bad-ass dirty cops to the old church to see if they can locate the elusive blood drinking drug dealer.  That Pilate was a specter.  His exploits and ruthlessness were so ingrained and legendary in The Harbor, that Theodosius doubted very much he even existed.  And if Pilate did exist, he’s sure the gruesome vampire tales were way overblown.

Theodosius and his crew already were accepted as replacements for Pilate’s people by the junkies that stood restless-waiting on the corner.  The fiends lined up in a jumpy queue, anxious for their dinner.   They didn’t care who fed them, as long as they got their Plata and got high on the quick.  Or else the marching bugs will start running beneath their skin again, tickling and itching where not one of them can reach. 

Theodosius smiled.  Drugs were slung.  Customers left happy while a seemingly endless wave of Plata fiends kept coming to the corner in a steady stream.  

The sun slid silky toward the horizon.
Chapter One
The insistent noise from the intercom burns a hole in my sleep.  I press the button:  “Trouble?” I ask through the hidden speaker.

“Yeah, Pilate,” my Second tells me, “Big trouble.”  Juan relays what our runner just said.

“I’ll be right up,” I reply.

I release the intercom button and lay back on the bed.  I am ravenous and beginning to get short-tempered because of it.  I keep my eyes closed a little while longer, but the brief respite does not make me feel any better.  Now I have to go to the spot to deal with this before I can feed.  It’s been three days since I had last fed and that brings me right up to the edge.

I rise.  My cold skin is nude and beginning to prickle with hunger, my normally absent breathing is making itself known.

I dress quickly and leave the vault where I sleep my protected sleep.  I head upstairs to the kitchen and open the refrigerator door.  Inside the freezer there are a few frozen I.V. packs of consolidated red blood cells.  I put one in the microwave to defrost it.  The blood is normally used between my twice-weekly feedings.  But now I am forced to use it to stave off the need for fresh blood.  Packed cells do carry some oxygen, but there is no significant amount attached to red blood cells in this form.  It is the oxygen I so crave.

I park myself at a chair by the table.  Juan comes in and sits with me.  I remember the time Juan asked to be turned.  I told him the truth.  That there is no way to turn a human into a vampire, that vampires are born, not made.  

Vampires all house an inherited recessive genome that will spell the end of the lineage unlucky enough to sprout a nosferatu.  Vampires can’t reproduce.  It’s nature’s way of not perpetuating a genetic mistake.  Juan was greatly disappointed, as I recall.  He wanted so bad to believe the mythos and legends.  I, on the other hand, am quite glad the tales are fiction.  The human herd would thin rather quickly if there were squads of vampires out there.  Herod is trouble enough.

I put nasal prongs into my nose and turn the oxygen tank on.  The microwave beeps.  I retrieve the defrosted blood and tear open the package.  I proceed to squeeze the warmish goo into my open mouth, swallowing all 500cc of the blood at once.  

I concentrate on pulling in supplemental oxygen through my nose.  What is efficient for humans; is woefully inadequate for vampires.  The blood I consume and oxygen I inspire will increase my deficient oxygen levels a mere twenty percent.  If I relax, this treatment’s enough to quench my need for fresh blood until the following day.  Then I will have to feed.  If I find myself under extended duress, my oxygen reserves will swiftly evaporate.  This will leave me weak and vulnerable.

“I’m going to check it out,” I say at last.  I was getting so very hungry.  I turned the tank off and remove the nosepiece.  “I’ll feed before my return.”

“Okay,” replies Juan.  “Do you need us?”

“No,” I state and rise.  “I’ll return soon enough and we’ll discuss what I find when I do.  Mary will give me some rows and we’ll figure all this crazy shit out together.”

Juan nods, looking like he is feeling better with the return of our routine.  We always discuss business while Mary gives my long hair some nice tight cornrows.

I study Juan’s face, sensing his concern.  “I’ll bet it’s the quota,” Juan states.  He looks up at me.  He suggests, “Maybe we should cash some in, you know, catch us up with Herod.  Get him off us for a while, give us time to figure this out; negotiate a different price or some of the other ideas we talked about.”

I have considered dipping, but I still must decline.  I am stubborn about Herod’s quota demands.  I feel that the hit Plata is taking should be shared by all in the organization, not dumped solely at our feet.

“Don’t worry,” I reply instead, “I’m sure it’s nothing, some sort of misunderstanding.  We’re only, what – thirty grams short for this whole year?  I sincerely doubt that we can get moved without notice, without a word over an ounce.  What is it we push, forty-five, fifty zees a year?  And Herod is getting pissed off over one?”

“Doesn’t seem likely,” agrees Juan.

“Anyways as long as it isn’t approved by Herod, his flunkies will see the light.  I’ll bet they’s nothing more than a bunch of dumb cowboys playing dress-up.  We shouldn’t worry about it too much.  Herod will have to be a raving lunatic to bounce me.  Look at how much money he gets from us,” I smile, “you’d think he’d be happy.” 

I can feel from my tongue that my partially starved state is making the sharp fang tips poke out of my pink-gummed smile.  “I’m sure it’s nothing,” I repeat, then get up to leave.

Juan follows me down to the basement of our old abandoned church.  This is the place were Mary, Juan and I call both home and work and have been doing so for going on five years now.  Juan watches me as I leave out the back door.  I turn to him, smile once.  I easily leap over the tall property wall and then disappear into the mushrooming dusk.  Ready for anything and down for whatever.

Chapter Two
It is late dusk in The Harbor and the shadows are deepening quickly.  I am within the yawning gloom of a crumbling vacant building and I stare with great interest at the group manning my corner.  The drug runners, their dealer, and the cops protecting them stand my spot.  I choose with my yellow eyes the dealer.  This dirty cop will die first.  I can smell his blood.  I think he smells delicious.

I crouch in the deepening shadows and gaze in silence at the police officer and his entourage.  The mortal isn’t wearing a uniform, but I have no trouble making him.  The cop’s name is Theodosius and he’s one of Herod’s up and comers.

I begin to breathe deeper as the hunger for oxygen-rich blood grows strong.  Breathing is pain for a vampire – a not so subtle reminder of physiologic need.  My need is food and I’m going to need it real soon.

Theodosius is standing my spot, talking animatedly with other cops. He has a whole grip of his young toughs milling about and acting tough.

The cop’s crew have shut my doors and opened up their own shop.  They are taking money out of my pocket and none of my runners are anywhere to be found.  And with the presence of Theodosius, there is no doubt of Herod’s blessing.  Enraged; my jaw clenches and bites.  A thin string of brackish blood slides down my chin.

 “I’ll have Herod’s teeth for this,” I grunt, “hanging from my neck.”

It’s time to take care of this miscarriage of ghetto justice.  I yawn deeply, stretching out the stiff muscles in my back.  I step with purposeful noise from gloomy shadows to dying sunlight.

The mortals turn to look.  I listen as I pull back my tightly curled hair into one long ponytail.  I am just out of earshot, for a mortal.

Theodosius and crew catch my movement from the darkening shadows.  They could see me, but just barely.

“Who’s that?”  Theodosius asks.  I stand straight as a runner answers his boss: “That’s Pilate,” he say.

“Are you sure?” Theodosius snaps, gripping the boy’s shoulders.

The boy sneaks a quick peek over to me and I stand waiting.  My eyes, I know, are twin orbs of murky yellow.  They are backlit like a beast.

“Yeah,” little dude replies, “that’s him.”

 “Pilate,” he mutters real low, “Oh, no.”

But, vampire hearing brings it crisp to me, where I wait for more.

“Never thought I’d see him,” the runner says, “I wasn’t even sure he’s real.”

The dirty cop’s fear he cannot hide.  That, more than anything else, decides it.

“I’m gonna give him what he come for!” Theodosius declares, fear exploding.  He shoves his right hand beneath loose fitting coat, finds his weapon and pulls it.

I stare intently, sensing the group’s growing concern.  It makes my head swim.  The delicious smells of this fearful herd bombards my senses.  I can hear their hearts’ increased force and speed, the way they’re doing little trip-hammer dances in their collective chests.  The lungs suck in air to saturate hemoglobin in the blood with volumes of oxygen.  This oxygen is what makes my mouth water.  My pupils dilate.  The murky yellow surrounding the black holes grow in intensity.  

The rich, heady scent clouds my reaction and bullet-spit from the cop’s concealed auto pistol cuts a furrow through my left shoulder.  The stream of rapid fire bullets pulverizes my muscle tissue as I am already leaping backward and down into the gloom.

I then run, unseen, across the street from those shadows.  I stop and watch as a second quick spray tattoos the old brick façade of the crumbling Boys and Girls club, the one where I was standing a moment ago.

Firing stops.  I squat behind a stripped sedan, to the right of Theodosius’ crew.   They were looking left at the cement dust kicked up by bullets and still hanging as a cloud.  I lower my face and fold my hands together as if in prayer.  I welcome the exquisite pain of the lengthening fangs and the pointed growth of talons as they split my bleeding fingertips.  The blood shimmers from where I’d been shot.

Then I stand.

One of his runners spins around and beholds me.  My smile, full on, the teeth long and sharp, I display in an open mouth.  The boy’s eyes roll up in his head.  He faints dead away.  He crumples to the ground just as Theodosius turns and raises his weapon at me again.

I close the distance of twenty feet in the blink of an eye.  First I am beside the wrecked sedan and the next instant I’m six inches from Theodosius.  The cop’s face is vacant.  Comprehension as of yet has not set in.  The runners follow their leader’s arm as it arcs, staring where I’d been beside the car.  

Before anything registers, I sink my talons deep inside the mortal.  Theodosius glances from my yellow vampire eyes, to the already healing shoulder, to my fingers sunk in his very own belly.  

“But…” Theodosius manages.  I ignore him.  Instead, I behold the crew and pull all of their attention to me.  It is magnetic and they cannot begin to resist.  

I scan the group and glean the herd’s weakest, easiest to control.  I locate the little dude and turn to him.

“Shut your eyes,” I whisper to the young lad, not even old enough to drive, “but stay alert.”  The rest of the crew I order quiet stillness.  “You do not witness,” I tell them.

The boy’s eyes are closed as commanded and I refocus my hold on him.  The boy stands tall and rigid, at attention.

“Why are you here?” I ask him.

“Herod say you missed the quota three months in a row, so he give this spot to Theodosius.”

“Impossible,” I angrily reply, “this here my spot.  I brought it to Herod.  It belongs to me.”  My voice is getting raspy, dry and painful.  “He can’t give away what don’t belong to him.”     

The boy is shivering.  He’s so very healthy with lots of bright red life inside, sludgy-thick with oxygen.  My patience is dangerous thin.  My hunger’s getting deep, clawing at me.  Soon it will uncheck.  Heaven help the poor slob’s who’s dumb enough to still be near me when the other shoe drops.

“When this happen?”  I snap.

“Yesterday,” chokes the boy.  His tears are welling and his lips quiver.

“Be calm,” I advise and I gotta say the boy did try.  The others were nothing more than standing clay statues: ignorant, motionless and awaiting their next command.

Now I am boiling with a powerful rage.  The monthly quota the boy was talking about is missed by only a few grams of Plata.  This powerfully synthetic heroin-meth mixture makes slaves of users and normally has hordes of fans.  In the last few months, however, the trend reversed.  Now they are getting pissed because their pockets aren’t as swole as they once was.

  The missed quota does give me pause, but it’s not validation for losing The Harbor’s most lucrative spot to peddle drugs.  Even short, my crew is still pushing more cake than any, so Herod’s logic is suspect.

The boy waits silently.  Only the chattering of his teeth can be heard as the darkness snuffs out the dusk.  And what lies beyond pale streetlight glow succumbs, becoming deep shadow.

“Open your eyes and see,” I command.  All of the attention the boy can muster is aimed at me.

The boy, my captive audience, is spellbound in stunned silence as I lift the rapidly dying Theodosius, my talons seeking spine.  I find it and grasped the hard, knobby bone, lifting still.  My left hand reaches over Theodosius’ back.  I pierce his rib-cage muscle with my three-inch talons, below where the neck joins his spine.  I grab hold tightly.

I bring his torso to me.  I bite below where the left and right sides of his ribcage meet in the center.  I chew gobbets of flesh and spit them onto the cracked sidewalk at my feet.  I punctured a big artery with my pointed tongue.  I raise Theodosius above my head and I let my jaw unhinge.  I am a predatory snake.  I twist the mortal like he’s a wringing, soggy rag.  A huge bucket of blood from his ruptured abdominal aorta spews forth in an orgy of velvet fluid.  The spine pops bubble-wrap staccatos.  I twist and drain Theodosius of every last drop of his living blood.

I finish.   My breathing abates, as does the mortal I empty.  I drop the limp bag of bones to the dust and ease my lower jaw back into place.  The blood delivers oxygen to my starved body.  Subtle, steady euphoria ripples from the center of my chest and on out to every square inch of my cold, hypersensitive skin.

I calmly suck the remnants of the dead cop’s blood from my fingertips as the talons recede.  The crew waits.

I speak.  “Tell Herod,” I say, “Pilate does not get replaced.”

The boy waits.  I nod.  The boy turns and runs fast out of sight.  His untied sneeks left empty from where he jumped out of them.

This is it, the way mess like this go down.  There is nothing left for me here tonight.  I have got myself plenty of trouble now.  Shit.

I start walking away.  When I near the periphery of deep shadows, I raise a hand above my shoulder.  As if on cue, the crew scatters.  They dissolve into darkness.  They are shelter-seeking roaches escaping the instant kitchen light.

With my shoulder mostly healed and flush with blood and oxygen, my breathing is no longer required.  The carrion:  I left that Theodosius piece of shit where it fell.  

I need to return to my lair.  Juan, my Second, and Mary Magdalene await my return.  I need to confer with Juan and shed these bloody clothes.  I want Mary to braid my hair before continuing my nightly rounds.  Where I stay mostly out of site, sitting in my car, hidden from everyone I can.  Let the growing legend build itself.  Occasionally I’ve got to come out like tonight.  It will, assuredly, add another volume to my ruthless and wicked cred, but will also stir up a swirling shit-storm with the powers that be.

My runners are missing and they need locating.  Plata still has to be flipped and I need to plan.  Herod will not let this go unchallenged.  I shall have to try the Pharisees myself, go on up past Herod.  I need to see what I can salvage out of this mess.

I step over the bodies of Theodosius and his unconscious runner.  I melt into darkness.

The night is my ally.  It swallows me whole.

Chapter Three
My main lair is an abandoned church.  It is located at the very end of a trash-strewn block of one hundred fifty year old houses.  I stand in a doorway in the middle of the block and listen.  I can’t hear a thing from the church at the end of the street and that’s what’s getting me on edge.  So I listen some more.  It is fifteen minutes before I am willing to move any closer.

The old, seemingly empty church is one of two lairs for me.  I also have a couple of emergency shelters that are very temporary, but still safe.  Nobody knows the whereabouts of the emergency shelters, not even Juan or Mary.  I trust them with my business and my life, but you never really know.  Everyone has something they’re trying to hide.

I have been pursuing the drug trade for five years now.  Up until a few months ago, money flowed like a river to me.  Dope fiends used to line up around the block to get my goods.  Now the kids that clock for me have down time.  Instead of my boys vending Plata, they play video games, text their squirrels and download music.  It‘s like I’m running a summer camp.  It is all Immanuel’s fault.  Her dynamic ministry is stifling commerce and slowing the flow of The Harbor’s drug of choice.  Plata is, or I should say was a recession-proof, weather-proof drug loved by the huddled masses.  Until she came along, that is.

The people call her El Cristo.  Even though she is rumored to be a tiny, five foot nothing in height, and a maybe a buck in weight Latina in her very early 20s, they bestow upon her the greatest display of respect by referring to her in the masculine sense.  They truly believe her to be the Child of God.  They are beginning to think of themselves as Chosen People.  The young preacher girl is winning many hearts and souls in The Harbor.  She has healed hundreds of the drug I owe both my station and my clout to.  Such is my missed quotas of late.

The Pharisees, with enforcement via Herod and his cops, control all the Plata peddled in The Harbor.  For my part, I agree to purchase one hundred grams of uncut Plata from the Pharisees, through Herod, every month.  Whether or not it sells, I am committed to the monthly quota.

Normally this arrangement proves to be extremely lucrative.  I buy Plata from Herod. I meet one of Herod’s flunky cops every month and do the exchange, but I absolutely hate dealing with them.  In fact, as soon as I can manage, I will turn this responsibility over to Juan de Bautista.  Herod and his cops always got on my nerves, even before tonight’s debacle.

Once I get the pristine dope from Herod, I have Mary give it a big whack of powdered cut, maybe some ephedra or some garage speed, and break it down.  My boys then flip this stepped-on Plata for $200 for a soft teener.   I almost double my investment every month.

After five years, my two companions and I have managed to squirrel away three million dollars in washed cash.  I know that I can make the quota by dipping, but there be principles at stake.  After all the money we make for Herod and the Pharisees, I believe that I should be given some latitude.  A few grams here or there shouldn’t really matter.

It all comes down to Herod.  He’s the main one I worry about.  All the other Plata dealers under Herod’s umbrella are bent police officers.  Herod is a vampire like me.  Unlike me Herod controls the human cops completely.  The only one he can’t control is yours truly.  That, I’m thinking, is the real reason I’m being targeted.  The missed quota is merely Herod’s excuse to do the deed.

I have to find a way to unravel Herod’s control and I need to do it with a quick step.   Now, I do have $100,000 ready and waiting for me at a moment’s notice.  This info I keep to myself, an insurance policy.  The locations of the rest of our three million are kept in a small book, the contents coded.  This book is kept in an unobtrusive wall-safe in the old church I am waiting to enter.

Something is wrong.  I can feel it.  I move cautiously forward.  There is no one on the street, but the feeling persists.

I finally make it, keeping to the dark spaces.  I go alley-side and vault the solid perimeter wall.  I smell the air, tasting it, really, but fail to locate Mary or Juan.  Alarms sound in my head.  I go to the basement door at the foot of a short downward staircase.  I am not the least bit surprised to find the door splintered and cracked.  I open a lopsided shutter and note that the security system was never set.  This is more than strange.  I can’t recall Mary and Juan ever making these kinds of mistakes.

I enter the house, my yellow eyes scanning the darkened room.  My heart pounds blood in my ears.  I cross the floor and climb up a small staircase to a landing.  The door creaks open with minimal pressure.  I slip inside and close it.  A bathroom is to the left, a spare room to the right.  The hallway directly in front leads to the kitchen.

I check the room.  All windows are boarded up on the outside.  The security shutters inside are bolted and padlocked on all, save one.  I go to the largest room and look out the open shutter.  There is nothing to see.  

I turn and glance around the large room.  Fifty or sixty years ago, thick congregations shouted and stamped enthusiastic praises here.  All is quiet now.  Even echoes forget.

All of the tables, trays, scales and workbenches are overturned.  Most of the work area is destroyed beyond repair.  I go to the tall, two-door cabinet and see the lock open and hanging.  All of my drugs are gone.  Fifty grams worth of ready to wear packaged product and it is all gone.

At this point, there’s no sense in calling out for my companions.  Their remaining scent is nothing but a tiny sliver left by the lingering energy of their departure.  There was violence done here.  I go back down to the basement.

I move crates to reveal a hidden door to an old bomb shelter.  I open the well-oiled door to find a dense metal bank vault hidden behind it.

I spin the wheel, unlock the vault and open it wide.  Muted blue forty-watt bulbs come on.  I enter and survey the room.  The bed in the corner where I sleep is blocked from view by a four-paneled Chinese screen.  A small loveseat and a couple old recliners group around a nicked coffee table.  The television set, stereo and movie player sit on a table in my small lounging area.  Music, movies and other goodies are heaped in haphazard groupings.

Nearest me and to the right of the door, is a big desk.  I face it.  The desk is as neat and organized as always.  But the picture frame on the wall behind it is ever so slightly ajar.

Now I know for sure.  Realization makes my stomach tighten.  I skirt the desk and tug open the picture revealing a wall safe.  The door to the safe is open.  I confirm the worst.  The little book holding coded locations of our loot is gone.  In place of the book, there is a camera.

I scoop it up, thumbing through various heart-wrenching images.  The camera shows me all.  Herod and his dirty cops have Juan.  Judging from the images of the extensive damage they inflicted on him, I know the location codes have been compromised.

Five years and it ends in a heartbeat.  My money, drugs, my friends are all gone.

I keep flipping until I get to the last image, a picture of Mary Magdalene.  I drop the camera like it burns and race to the corner.  I toss the screen out of the way.  Mary is there.  She is splayed out on my bed.  She is very dead.  A big syringe sticks motionless out of a split, weeping eyeball.  Three empty dope sacks lay beside her bruised, violated body.

“No, not Mary,” I groan.

I go to her.

                                          * * * *

Juan’s cousin has a growing reputation for healing the sick, rumors of raising the dead.  I can think of no where else to turn.  Hospitals cannot save dead people.

I snatch her up and carry Mary to the car.  I remove the car-cover, unlock and open the door and place Mary in the passenger seat.  I back out of the yard through double gates.

I phone while driving The Harbor streets.  I call all my runners, one by one, until I glean where Juan’s cousin is.  This one is the only one not supposed to be slinging dope tonight.

I get the address and make short work of the drive and screech to a halt.  There is a wedding reception and it’s full on.  With the engine idling, I pluck Mary from the car.  I follow the nauseating smell of cooked flesh.  Then I see her.

Immanuel is standing and waits for me.  She is surrounded by nine men and three women.  They are obviously not thrilled to see me.  Her disciples bunch closer, protecting her.  They didn’t like me being there.  Not while I’m shellacked with sticky blood and staring at them with my creepy yellow eyes.  An imposing dude moves to stand right beside her, keeping a hand behind his back.  My vampire ears hear a 9mm unlock.

“Trust in the sword, Pedro,” she says in a small, still voice, “and ye shall die by it.”  She glares at the huge, chin-braid dangling dude, and she’s not kidding.  “Release the shooter, drop your hand, and do it right now,” she scolds.

Pedro instantly obeys.

I approach the group.  Just being near her makes my nerve endings tingle.  She seems to possess so much barely restrained power.  She keeps her focus played on my eyes.  While her disciples stare in abject horror at my clothes, drenched in blood, Juan’s cousin looks only at my eyes.

I gently place Mary at the bare feet of El Cristo, telling her what I know.  She kneels beside the supine body and listens for a heartbeat.  There is none.  Immanuel places her hand over Mary’s destroyed eye.  It begins to quiver.  All of the people nearby feel the tremendous heat rolling off of El Cristo.

At first the yellow waxy substance pushes out of Mary’s eye, thin as a surgeon’s thread.  It pushes out of pulpy mess and attaches itself to Immanuel’s quivering hand.  Another waxy string oozes slowly out of the eye, thicker now and darker and most vile smelling.

Six waxy strings vibrate between Immanuel’s hand and Mary’s eye.  She grabs them with her empty hand.  She tugs the ever thickening tendrils all the way out.  Immanuel releases the gooey substance and watches as it falls to the grass.  It hisses and burns.  It sinks into the earth and is gone.

Immanuel has some of her disciples fetch bandages for Mary’s eye.  It is concave, the iris obliterated.  Mary’s eye will never see again.  Immanuel put her mouth on Mary’s lips and blows air into her empty, motionless lungs.

Mary’s chest stays inflated and begins to vibrate.  Immanuel sits beside Mary and watches her quietly.  The partygoers are silent as well.  She still seems dead as shit to me, but I stay still and also watch.

Two women bring out a first-aid kit.  They bandage the eye while Mary quivers.  Then I notice Mary’s color deepening.  She takes in great, violently shaking breaths.  With that I can smell oxygen returning. Without preamble, Mary sits straight up, looking all around.  She sniffs and tells those staring she’s hungry.  They take her inside and care for her.

Once she leaves, Immanuel summons me.  “We need to talk, you and I.”

I nod, still swooning in relief from Mary being brought back to life before my stunned eyes.  I follow the tiny miracle worker to a more secluded section of the yard.  It‘s dark here.  

I can tell you I am grateful beyond words. I’m willing to wait patiently for Immanuel to get to it.  She peers at me, not speaking right away.  Just when it‘s getting painful under the microscope of her gaze, she speaks:

“I’m not afraid of you,” is what she tells me.  It stops me cold.

“Why not?” I ask, wanting to know.  “You should be,” I warn her, “everyone else in The Harbor is.  Do you not know what I am?”

She considers me, towering over her in the dark.   I still think I am master.

“I do know what you are,” she replies.  “I also know who you are and were.”

I think I don’t hear correctly, so I ask her to repeat it.

“Oh, yes, vampire, I know you,” Immanuel says instead.  She has my full attention now.  “You have trod this Earth many times, Prelate.  You have always been a part of the human herd.  They have fed you and amused you.  You have been their king and their slave.  You have even been their food.  You’ve lived many years and you have lived few.  You have seen much, bore witness to the majesty of the ages.  You’ve feasted well and you have starved.  You lived numerous lives and have died horribly, violently.”

I back an unconscious step from her.  Immanuel’s words make me feel as though scales – not felt or seen before – are falling from my eyes.  The heat boils off her and I retreat automatically and fearfully from her power.  She makes me sore afraid.

“You remember naught,” she continues, taking a tentative step toward me, the retreating vampire, “only disorganized memories you feel so intensely, but serve no meaning; a road with no signs.”

I have my back to the house.  I feel dizzy and want to run away, but cannot.

“It’s time,” she tells me, advancing.  Her tiny hand caresses my cold cheek.  “It’s time to know the truth, Pilate,” her stare captures me, “until you know all.”

I close my eyes.  I can still feel her touch.  It’s warm, a thing I can never know.  I can’t stop her.  Immanuel’s touch bores a hole through the very center of my being.  She can do anything she wants to me.  I won’t be able to defend myself against whichever attack she chooses to mount.  I am the helpless child, here.  I’m on a flimsy boat, awed by the power and greatness of the ocean.  The waves are breaking over the sides, slopping cold and wet.  I don’t know how to swim, I am going to drown, and all she does is touch me.

I feel her life force swirling all around us.  I slide down the wall.  Immanuel grabs me up by my filthy shirtfront, and stands me straight and tall, like I weigh nothing at all.  She holds me there and gives to me a command: one word.

“Remember,” she says.  Then she lets me fall.

I slide down the wall, and I just keep on falling…
Chapter Four

This vampire here needs the Pharisees.  I need to see them in order to salvage what is left of my business.  I need permission to go after Herod.  I need their blessing in order to go and get my money and my dope back.

I awake hard and slow in the late Harbor afternoon.  My eyes are shaded by dark peeps.  The shabby curtains on the thin window are closed.  My clothing is still bloody and full of filthy debris.  I push open the trapdoor and make my way up the stairs from the root cellar of this my secondary lair.  There is no bed down there in the root cellar, just hard packed earth and pitch black darkness to sleep in.

This lair’s a basement apartment with only one thin, rectangular window at eye level.  I can see through closed curtains the shadows of legs as they pass by.  I drop the trapdoor into place and straighten the rug tacked to it.  I stand and stretch.  I am pissed all off and confused.

I remove and then drop my ruined clothes on the floor and kick them out of the way into a corner.  After I treat myself to a quick shower, I don a fresh outfit, and then go to the window unit air conditioner to turn that motherfucker on.  The apartment hasn’t been used, or even visited in so long the air smells musty and close.  But the coolness that pours forth from out of the humming unit feels almost transcendental as it touches my face.  

Still standing in front of the cool canned breeze kissing my face, I open the curtain a touch and peer out.  A crowd is forming.  I can hear people’s indistinct muttering.  With a growing sense of dread I sniff at the air through the glass.  I can hear the flies buzzing.  Some bebe kids are throwing rocks.

I hear the stones strike an object that is both solid and soft, yet yielding.  I can smell Juan’s faded essence.  I can smell death.

The crowd parts enough for me to see.  When I do, I let my head slump forward, smacking the cool glass.  I put my hands up to the window.  I’m not hungry but the fangs surface, dropping long and sharp; curving slightly inward.  I squeeze shut mine eyes against the horror looming just outside the window.  The image will forever be engraved on my retinas.  I no longer care that this lair has also been compromised.  I will now be forced to go to ground, use one of my nasty emergency shelters.  I just keep my eyes closed.  I keep seeing my friend, Juan.

“Aw damn, Juan,” I murmur softly, my uncased talons chalking down the glass blackboard, “what they do to you?”

Chapter Five
I disconnect and stare at the phone.  I need to see the Pharisees and- snap- they just up and call me.  I put the phone away and continue driving and thinking.  Juan’s head is in a box in the same seat his girl sat in the day before.  Juan died thinking Mary is dead.  They put his head on a pike and stuck it in the ground.  That’s what I had to wake up to.

I come to the edge of the pier and stop.  It is empty of people.  I get out and take the box from the passenger seat.  I fill the box with fist-sized stones.  I curl duct tape around the box and walk it out to the water’s edge.  I sigh and drop the heavy box over the railing.  I watch it as it quickly disappears beneath the filmy surface of the polluted lake.  My bloody tears follow it.

“I’m sorry,” I tell my friend.

I go back to my car and start it up.  I turn it around and point the car’s nose toward Big City.  The Pharisees are waiting for me there.

                                          * * * *

Soon I exit The Harbor, pass the state line, and motor swiftly through Big City’s South Side.  I drive past the baseball stadium and the infamously looming housing projects.  I distance myself from the empty-eyed junkies, penny ante hustlas and the mentally dangerous as fast as the neglected, pot-holed streets will allow.  There are some places even we vampires steer clear of.   Normally I’ll avoid this stuff like the plague.  But there’s a pile of money on the line and that pile is mine.

I peer through dark sunglasses at the disgusting festival enacting outside.  More human flotsam, I think.  However if I play my cards right and the Pharisees listen to reason, these wrecked excuses for people might very well be future customers.  The thought makes me grin, but I sure as hell don’t slow down. Not until I reach my destination.
Chapter Six
Having arrived, I wait for the Pharisees in their penthouse.  I was summoned and, like a good boy, I wait patiently for them to arrive.


The wall slides behind me.


“Caiaphas,” I greet without turning.  I smell the horrid stench of death in the old man.  “You’ve changed.”


“Yes,” he replies, “So I have.”


I turn.  The flesh of the old human’s face quivers and moves about.  Caiaphas seems to be actually decomposing and he smells like a swamp fart.  It’s as if the old man has not realized he is dead.


I smell oxygen coursing the Pharisee’s veins.  He is definitely alive.  Caiaphas Pharisee merely appears to be dead: his body a rotting shell.  I conclude that something powerful is keeping his rotting shell and soul together.  I don’t know what sort of entity could keep the Pharisee intact, or why it would even want to.  But something is.


“Like you with us Pharisees, Pilate,” Caiaphas begins, ending the wondering, “I too have a Master to please.”  He gestures for me to sit and I take a chair.  “And our Master demands a sacrifice,” Caiaphais explains.


“What kind of sacrifice?” I ask.


“More on that in a moment,” he states with a cracked, false smile.  “Let’s discuss you and your troubles of late,” he continues, “You are having difficulties?”


I look to him direct.  “Yes,” I agree, “I’m having a great deal of trouble.”


Caiaphas reaches forward and removes a custom-made smoke from a thin titanium case.  He offers one to me and I decline.  The Pharisee puts the cigarette to the rotting, peeling parchment where his lips used to be.  I’m there with flame to kiss the tobacco.  If Caiaphas is startled by my unseen vampire movement, I can’t tell.  I return to my chair with the same speed.


There was no comment from Caiaphas, so I decide to boogie right in:  “Did Herod have your blessing to grab my spot and shut me down?” I ask one of the Caesars, “Or was Mr. Crazy acting on his own?”


“Quite alone, I assure you,” Caiaphas replies, smoking.


I thought for a moment, then:  “Where do you stand on this?” I ask.  “I need to know what side of the fence you’re on.”


“Well,” Caiaphas begins, “Herod was technically justified sanctioning you due to your three missed quotas.”  I try to protest, but the Pharisee stifles me with a raised hand, “But we feel he was too wanton in the implementation of said sanction.”


This shit, I tell you.  It makes me quiet.  Hell, I know bull when it’s set down in front of me.  It seems I’m to be spoon fed this rot.  But I don’t eat that kind of garbage.  It’s time to set the record straight.  I lean forward, counting off:


“Your Herod broke into my lair, he killed my Second,” I retort, counting fingers as I list, “then he stole my product and my money.”  I stop.  “Three million dollars in washed cash he stole from me and I’m gonna take it all back,” I boldly tell the Pharisee through aching, clenched jaws.  “I need you to look the other way.”


Caesar Caiaphas Pharisee considers me for a time, smoking.


“What about Herod?” Caiaphas asks next, the shadow of lipless smile showing through his collapsing face, “What do you suggest we do with him when you are finished?  Herod isn’t exactly going to be thrilled with this.  He could be a big problem for us.”


“I wouldn’t fret too much about Herod,” I assure the old man, “I don’t think there will be anything left of him to worry about.”  I lean back and cross my legs.  “It will be as if he’s never been.”


“I see,” Caiaphas replies.  “I believe you and I can come to an accommodation.”  The Pharisee squashes out his cigarette.  He leans in my direction with his folded hands on knees.  “We need to agree on terms.”


“Will you consent to look the other way?”


“Better than that, Pilate,” the old man retorts, smiling big now.  A surprise, he tells me:  “I will give to you Herod’s throne.”


Perhaps, I think, Herod has tripped once too often.  


To be sure I ask:  “The business, all of it?”


“Yes, vampire, all yours, answering to none but us,” he tells me.  “But you must do something for us first.”


Of course, I can see that coming.  Gas, grass or ass, nobody rides for free.  No matter.


“Just tell me what you need,” I reply.


“First you tell me something, Pilate,” the Pharisee counters, “What do you know of this little girl, this Immanuel?”  The Pharisee stops, lights another cigarette.  I stay put.  “You know, the one they call the Christ?”

          Chapter Seven
I’m now in the parking lot of the main building of Harborside District Hospital, watching it.  I’ve been in my car who knows how long. Dark sunglasses shade my peeps and I have the air-conditioning set on high.  I am parked in the shade and eyeing the entrance.  As soon as it gets dark, this blood drinker’s going in.


Officially, I’m on assignment.  The Pharisees made me an offer they knew I’d find hard to refuse.  Even though I’m not hungry for blood, I need fuel.  I need high octane.  I am going into Clarkston next.  And then I must do the Pharisees bidding.


While I sit there I plait myself two fat braids.  I lift sunglasses and check the muted reflection in the rearview mirror.  Stony face staring back at me is as hard-looking as my insides feel.  I am ready to kill.  Hell, I’m looking forward to it.  I kid you not.


I want to cut, slice and pull the skin from Herod’s body in one immense sheet like removing window tint.  I long to stroll about Herod’s compound, his flayed skin wrapped around my shoulders.  I will sport it as a cape.


I am going to yank free every single one of Herod’s teeth while he is still alive.  Then I will string them on a chain, and wear them around my neck.  All the while Herod’ll be screaming and begging for his miserable life.


I will sit upon the throne of Herod, claiming it.


The reflection staring back at me sprouts teeth deadly.  I never wanted to kill anyone so badly.  The thought makes me ache.


                                          * * * *


I turn off the engine and exit my car.  I walk quietly and unassuming toward the employee entrance.  I dash in through the sliding doors.


The hospital staff, patients and visitors feel a cold breeze pass and that’s it.  An unexplained sense of dread makes them frown.  No one sees a thing.


Outside, the sun falls.

           Chapter Eight
The hospital’s Intensive Care Unit has enough space and equipment for ten critically ill patients.  Four beds are occupied.  I sniff the air, locating the one I want.  The patient smells delicious.  He’s the one.

I enter the room, still slightly dizzy from my latest seizure and vision.  The patient is unconscious.  He is attached to a wide array of life support equipment and monitoring devices.  He has a tube in his nose.  A bigger one feeds his lungs with pressurized oxygen.  The oxygen is delivered by a mechanical ventilator.  The level on the overhead monitor shows a steady 100%.  The patient’s blood is completely saturated with oxygen.

I can smell it.  The patient has polycythemia.  Long-term emphysema forces the increase of a patient’s red blood cells.  This assists attracting the small amount of oxygen left from his trashed and overstretched lungs.  The ventilator fills every bit of increased capacity in the blood with blessed oxygen.

I go to the bedside and make double-damn sure I stay out of camera view.  It’s bolted like a sentry above the doorway to the patient’s room.  The video frames the patient’s torso and head.  

I turn off the heparinized pressure bag to the arterial line.  It’s secured to the femoral artery, deep in the apex of the groin.  I undo the little cap, peek at the doorway, and open the stopcock.  A hot, salty-sweet stream shoots from the port like a fountain.  I bend swift to it and sup from the stream as fast as it spurts out.

Blood pressure flat-lines on the monitor.  Vital signs dump as I feed.  The stream is thick and steady.  

I am filling up with the super-juice.  My skin is flushing, my muscles swelling, my toes curling.  The heady scent fills my sinuses.  Oxygen is pulled directly from the blood in my stomach and jejunum.  A unique form of osmosis, the swallowed blood is absorbed directly into my bloodstream.  Then it rides the crimson byways to my wretched vampire heart.

Once there, the oxygen will go up into my aorta, then pumped under pressure out of my heart, and then down and out through the various arteries to feed all my organs and tissues.

Fuck me if this isn’t such good blood!   It’s premium.  It is, hands down, some of the best I have ever had.  There’s so much oxygen in it.  Drinking this deep cherry blood makes me feel like I am swallowing sunshine.  Tasting it is waking up to Christmas morning, or the first day of vacation.  

It’s liquid power and I am lit up.

Then I hear a noise.

The ICU nurse is standing there at the doorway and he gasps.  He sees the man slurping up blood from the arterial line port and he’s in shock.  I raise my head from the blood line, and see the nurse staring back at me.  I swallow all the red salty power and then tear past the startled nurse with a whoosh of cold breeze and a splattering of bright red blood.

The nurse blinked.  The man with the yellow eyes and two long braids had vanished.  Just like that.  It was so weird, thought the nurse: a solid gone vapor, an ignored thought, gone.

A trail of blood splats dot-dot-dashed a long thin line across the stark white floor.  Then it squirted up scrub pants to the nurse’s t-shirt.  He felt dizzy, wanted to sit down.



“I know I saw,” he told himself.  He stared at the blood and knew he saw.


The nurse stayed like that, staring blankly at the tiny spots of blood.  Mumbling, he held on to the life preserver of his sanity with a death-grip.


A few moments later, the nurse snapped out of it.  The patient had slid into cardiac arrest.  The symptoms suggested a root cause of sudden, acute hypovolemia:  massive blood loss.


No one could determine where the missing blood went.  The Code Team suspected internal bleeding.  The surgeons opened him up, and an exploratory laparotomy showed not a drop puddles the abdomen.


The nurse wasn’t surprised.  He knew where the blood went.  The man with yellow eyes and long braids has got it.  And the nurse never said a word about the man with the yellow eyes and long braids to anyone.  Not once in his long, long career.


No way.

                                          * * * *


I do a tight turn-squeal out of the hospital’s parking lot.  I am heading toward Clarkston to get my emergency money-stash.  
Chapter Nine
I am moving again toward my stash of emergency money.  I am activating my contingency plan.  Dealers should always have a Plan B.


I have $100,000 in one hundred dollar bills wrapped in shrink-tite plastic.  This stash I keep in a watertight, padlocked box in Mary Magdalene’s childhood home in Clarkston.  I bought the little house years before and gave it to Mary.  I have a house key that nobody knows about.


The Pharisees made a deal with me.  I expect them to keep their word as a solemn business contract, but once again, one never knows, not in The Harbor.  And I wasn’t about to be without a quick exit.  I can always come back for Herod at a later time if things go south.


If I have to run with naught but the shirt on my back, it’s nice to know the shirt is stuffed with hundreds.  So much for the good news; the bad news is the mysterious and treacherous Clarkston itself.


The neighborhoods of Clarkston are some of the oldest in The Harbor.  It is situated in a half-square mile, all single lane roads.  It is a closed square.  There’s only one way into the square, the same way out.  Outsiders are not welcomed.  Those who stray and find themselves inside regret it with their dying breath.


Clarkston has its own gang affiliation and it is the real deal.  Nobody messes with these dudes: not even Herod’s cops.  If folks have to be dealt with, the police wait to catch them outside the square.  Even then, retaliation is to be expected, depending on the relative worth of the individual in question.


My boys sling dope on the periphery of Clarkston, but definitely not inside the square.  I, myself, am barely tolerated inside out of respect for my clout and status.  The fact that Juan has also grown up inside the square helps pave the way for tolerating my presence.


So, with Mary and Juan being from Clarkston, it seemed the perfect place to hide my last ditch emergency cash.  Except now that I need it, Mary is unavailable and Juan is dead.  My runners are gone.  Herod and I have only a shaky truce imposed by the Pharisees.  There is no more protection under Herod’s name.


Also Clarkston’s where the little Christ was raised.  The whole area knows Immanuel and I stand on opposite sides of the Plata fence.


I have no help with me and none forthcoming.  I’m going in naked, with no back-up.  Where there are gangsters with automatic weapons and Christians with shotguns.


I check the 9mm I keep in the glove box.  I have two fully loaded spare clips.  I hope it’s enough.


I park outside the square of Clarkston.  About three blocks away at a gas station I own. I carefully drive around to the back; the station is dark and closed for the night.  

The former owner became a hardcore Plata addict.  Eventually he signed the business over to me.  The man’s daughter manages the place as my employee.  The young woman’s father died soon after he graduated to the needle.  His daughter is doing much better than her father.


I sit in the close dark for a bit.  I ponder my sudden reversal.  The day before yesterday I had my whole world dangling by a string.  Now it turns on me.  It has evolved into an all or nothing proposition.  


Now that I have calmed, I realize there’s more to it than revenge on Herod.  My choices are less clear.  I can kill the innocent preacher girl and win back my world.  That is certainly what the Pharisees want from me.  Or, I can save the innocent and lose everything I ever coveted, including my own life.  I know that if the Pharisees’ protection is ever compromised – well… Herod will have his goons digging for me in every hole.  My life won’t be worth squat.


My final choice, way down on the list, is to just say forget it and run.  I can always do that.  If I can grab the money, the little bit that’s left.  And I can hardly believe that’s what it comes down to.  Here I am about to risk life and limb to get money that amounts to less than four percent of my fortune.


Not much in the way of choices and ain’t none of them easy.  But I can’t dwell on this any longer.  There’s no more time left to plan.  I’ve got to move.


The phone I’m supposed to keep on hand is left purposefully in the car.  I’ll need to be silent and deadly now.  There are thick stores of oxygen feeding and strengthening me.  My muscles are swollen, poised and on the mark.


I shut the big bay door.  I look out toward Clarkston.  My fingertips tingle, the talons are pressing.  The nubs harden and sharp tips tease the soft, pink flesh.  I am all set.


I’m a blur as I travel swift and deep into Clarkston.  I know running faster than the human eye will still make some residual noise.  I prudently keep to the shadows and dark crevices.

I leap to the top of a corner house.  I soar down the block, jumping from rooftop to rooftop.  I very nearly fly.  I slow to a stop on the rooftop of an empty, darkened house.  I study the street below behind a second story chimney.  The house is directly across the lane.  My money waits for me there.  I frown as I scout the area.


Damn.  There they are and they are everywhere, celebrating.


Mary Magdalene’s tiny house is straight ahead, across the street, near ground zero.  As I watch, an automatic rifle rips the night air.  Dogs bark like Jesus is coming.  Someone gets punched in the face, and falls back into a bonfire.  A scuffle breaks out.  Hard music frames the background noise.


Big-ass guys fresh out of the joint are resplendent with prison ink. They loiter shirtless.  Nines and auto-pistols are in plain sight.  There’s so much hardware concentrated on this one block.  My money is waiting for me, but it’s through the gauntlet on the other side.

It is what it is.


Irritated, I palm my gun, snap off the safety.  I know there ain’t nothin’ easy in The Harbor but damn if this isn’t getting ridiculous.  I continue to watch the crowd below.


No mystery why no one comes here.  But money’s on the line and I don’t have time for this.  I can’t stay away from my phone too long.  The Pharisees will be calling for me at any time now.  If I don’t answer, they won’t be amused.  It will be yet another problem I will have to deal with.


I check the surrounding area.  The bulk of the fun appears to be consolidated right below me, here at party central.  Fortunately for me, at least the far periphery is quiet.  I scan the revelers one last time, jump down to the soft grass below.  I pull the slide on the nine, chamber it.  Then I melt into the night.


I am a blur as I run, still faster than any human eye can see.  But suddenly I begin to slow down, not being able to help myself.  I come to an abrupt stop while shit gets unclear.  I put my hands on my knees, trying to quell the storm raging within.  I fall back against the wall of a vacant, darkened house.  It figures.  This happens just as I am ready to give them what for.  I fall further to my hands and knees.  All I can think of is hiding. 

Remember, the little Christ tells me and this nonsense is the result. I get dizzy and have some sort of seizure. When it’s over I have a headache and confusion, but I don’t remember squat. What exactly does Immanuel want from me?

 
I’m frightened of what they will do to me if they catch me vulnerable like this.  I begin crawling toward a hedgerow of neglected bushes nearby.  I make it under and behind the bushes.  I am momentarily safe here in the dark.  I lean my back against the wall, in the dark and close my eyes. I think I blacked out again. 

When I come to, not too much time has elapsed. The party’s still on and now it’s time for Pilate to crash this shindig. 

It takes a bit, but I finally come around. I re-open my eyes. The 9mm is ready and so am I. 

I got cross-hairs on my first target. I almost feel sorry for the poor fool. Almost. 
But almost ain’t enough for the fool to see the dawn.
Chapter Ten
The first target falls before anyone in Clarkston hears the gunshots I spit out at the night.  I snap two shots from the darkness and follow those immediately by three more to the right of the first two.  Then it’s back to the left, five shots.  Two more fall.


By the time three more come in from the right, I can see their weapons are in hand.  Gangstas are running flat out, firing at the general direction of my visible muzzle flashes.


Gunfire lights up the night.  Dozens of dogs bark angrily.  Old looking young women go to the fallen and begin to resignedly wail for them.  The area blows up in chaotic violence.


I run hard and away from my last series of gunshots.  I find a deep spot beside a quiet shed.  I drop the clip and replace it with a fresh one.  I used up some of my oxygen darting faster than humans can see and shooting several houses apart.  I want to give them the impression a squad is attacking.  I’m not overly concerned about the O2 used.  The blood I supped upon is premium and I have plenty left.


I see them run past me, firing at places from which I’d shot, always a step or two behind me.  I watch them go by and turn my attention to the tiny house across the street.


                                          * * * *


I stand there, money slung over my shoulder.  I stare at her.  She sleeps on the couch.  No one else is with her.


The metal box in the attic crawl space is right where I’d left it.  When checked, the money is in there and in good shape.  I remove a few thousand, put them in my pocket.


When I went down the stairs to the ground floor, that’s when I saw her.  I wasn’t expecting to, but I should have.  It makes the most sense.  She will feel safe here while she recovers.


I have the urge to nudge her awake, I miss her.  I can’t do it.  What if she doesn’t yet know about her man?  How can I tell her Juan’s head wound up on a stick because of me?  There’s no way.  I decide to let her stay asleep.


I kneel beside the couch, lean in to kiss her goodbye.  I’m very careful not to touch her, though.  Afraid my chilly skin will rouse her from sleep.


“Love you, little one,” I whisper and am gone.


Mary Magdalene felt air displacement, heard security door shut.  She opened her remaining eye.


“And me, you,” she told the empty space.


Outside, Mary could hear neighbors returning.  They were empty handed.


I close the bay door, back in my car, money in hand.  I can leave right now.  Leave this place and start over somewhere else.  I don’t have to do the Pharisees bidding.  I still have a choice.  I don’t have to take part in this.  I still have a choice.


I coax my car to the edge of the street.  To the left; escape.  To the right is the Christ.


I stay a moment, thinking.  What’s it gonna be: left or right?  The street is empty and Clarkston still noisy.


I think of Herod and darken.  I grip the steering wheel, a growl escapes me.  It’s Herod then.


I turn right.


                                          * * * *


The phone rings.  I tell Matthias that I am ready and to call me when the little Christ has reached her destination.  I am nearby and will rendezvous without delay.  I can pick Immanuel up at the drop site of a small church she’s going to from a dude named Judas.  No problem.  I’ll grab her, put her in the car and take her silly ass to Herod.  Then it will be my turn.  I am going to make Herod beg.


I am deep within The Harbor proper.  I pull into the parking lot of a grocery store, again barely having enough time to lock the car.  My eyeballs roll up to the back of my head as another vision hits…
Chapter Eleven
With open eyes and a sharp breath, I regain consciousness.  My phone rings.  I look around at the night.  I’m still in the grocery store parking lot.  My phone is being insistent.  The new vision is still fresh in my head.

I was their food, for heaven’s sake, I’m thinking.  I reach for the resolute ringing. 
This is the first time I remember anything about the visions. I was a baby. I had tiny fangs poking out of my blue gums. I’m cold and hungry. My family tosses me into a cooking pot, while I was still alive.

I could have lived without that memory.

It’s still ringing like crazy. I answer the phone and listen to Matthias and his specific instructions on how I will recognize Immanuel.  I disconnect and drop the phone.  They are so lame.

The car starts and I shove it into gear.  The Harbor is deceptively quiet at the moment.  Out of frustration I stir the pot, squealing my tires angrily.   All the dogs in the world begin barking at once.  I wish I could join them.

“With an embrace,” I spit, quick-shifting through the column.  “What a cute bunch of idiots.”

                                          * * * *

I slow to a crawl and douse headlights as I approach the chapel.  Out of habit, I park a ways up the block and under the cover of a shot-out street lamp.

I exit the car.  I stand still and silent.  I raise my nose to the night and sniff it.  They are all present.  I walk slowly toward the rendezvous point, up around the corner ahead.

I feel strung out.  My body still holds the golden glow of rich, saturated blood, but my mind is weary.  I suppose it’s the past-life visions I’d been having since she touched me.  The seizures that are supposed to lead to some form of personal enlightenment are getting frequent. I think there were eight of them in all. It’s hard to believe it has only been a couple of days.

I want to know why she did that to me.  That’s exactly what I’m going to find out from her.  I really, really want her to tell me why.

I walk until I hear a sound coming from the chapel.  I cock my ears and listen, vampire hearing bringing it crisply to me.

“Aw, DAMN IT,” under my breath.

I am a blur as I run.

I stop at the corner.  What I see Herod’s cops doing to her there is distasteful and it’s enough.

In two heartbeats I am by her side.

                                          * * * *

I see two cops dragging an unconscious man to a car.  He isn’t undercover po-po, so the poor, passed-out guy must be Judas.  No matter, I know who the young lady is.  She’s Immanuel the little preacher girl and she is about two seconds away from getting gang raped.

I appear at her side and have taloned fingers in the cop’s mop-top of hair.  My hand is wrapped in a death grip.  I pull down hard and bring the would-be rapist bitch to the asphalt eye-blink fast.

The cop lands on the blacktop hard.  I then turn to the man who is pressing little Immanuel face-first into the cold metal trunk of the undercover car.  The cop, in shock, says nothing.

“Let go of her,” I order, but I know what they will do.  The police always follow the playbook, so I know that some inane response is coming.  So, before: ‘get on the ground!’ at full volume leaves his mouth, I slam a fist into the cop’s face, breaking everything.

I tug free my hot, wet fist from the cavern of the cop’s face.  I calmly wipe the bloody mess from my fist with the cop’s polo shirt.  I hold the man up until my fist is clean.  Then I let him drop dead to the ground.

The stopping of the rape and my exchange happen so quickly no one has time to respond.  I turn to the rest of the police when one did.

I hear the unmistakable sound of gunmetal scraping against leather.  I see the rapist/cop on the ground.  He pulls the service weapon from his shoulder holster and draws a bead on me.

Using vampire speed, I drop to one knee and grab hold of the shooter’s wrist.  I jerk the arm toward me and twist it until the pointy bone of the elbow faces up.  I then place my hand on the skyward elbow bone and apply vicious downward pressure.

The cop’s arm breaks.  It cracks like a hard nutshell and I keep pushing down on the elbow and up on the wrist until the arm folds back on itself, the gun pointing at its owner.  I make sure the gun fires.  One of the hollow point bullets wedges itself so deep in the cop’s brain you can see all of his filthy thoughts.

I snatch the gun as he falls dead to the ground.  I grab and hold another one of the cops with the smoking gun to his temple.  I am safely hidden behind the man’s bulk.  I find my own gun under my shirtfront.  I aim it over the shoulder of my cop/hostage. 

I tug the cop back so that his car is behind us.  The others try to outflank and encircle me.

“STOP!” I shout at them, “We have a truce.  I’m under the protection of the Pharisees,” I say, “You can’t touch me and I won’t let you touch her.” One of the circlers replies, stepping up to me. “You’re first,” I promise, stopping the rushing cop by sticking the 9mm in his face.  “You wanna think about this,” I advise the fuming and defenseless rusher.  His eyes cross from staring at the gun.  It’s so close it almost kisses him.  “Think about what you’re gonna lose if you make me open up your head like your buddy on the ground here,” I try, “No more wads of cash from taxing runners, how’d that be?  How about no more free bottles of scotch from the liquor stores,” then hit ‘em with the big one:  “and no more favors performed at gunpoint from high school girls.”

The police all stop where they are, contemplating and weighing options.  To their credit, they realize that they have none.

“C’mon, be smart,” I say before they have a chance to change their minds, “Give Matthias a call,” I tell them, “While you’re still only down two.”

Chapter Twelve
“You do not have to apologize for them,” she tells me as we drive.  I snap shut my mouth.  I’m just about ready to do exactly that.

“How did you know?” I ask her.  I peek at her as my car climbs the steeper street.  “How did you know I was going to apologize for Herod’s police?”

Immanuel is slumped in the front seat.  The handcuffs on her wrists are now gone.  I gasp at the surprise of it.  I blink once and they are back on, her small pale hands are folded obediently in her lap.

“Are you going to answer me?”

“Yes,” she replies, “as soon as you ask real questions.”

We are getting closer to Herod’s compound and I want some hard answers from this little preacher girl.

“Immanuel,” I say, “When I brought Mary to you, remember?”

“Of course,” she answers, “you need to know why I touched you.”  That sure is it.  I nod.  “You need to know what it means, don’t you Pilate?”

“Yes,” I reply, slowing to a stop at a light, “Tell me.”

With Immanuel’s head still lowered and her body slumped, I look at her.  She reaches up with a freed, cuff-less hand and scratches her chin.  I do a double-take.  I look back and the cuffs are once more secure.  She is quiet.

I look at her and wait.  The light turns green and I speed through the intersection.

“Well,” I ask her, “are you going to tell me?”

“There were hints, of course,” she explains, “Woven throughout your past lives, a redundant thread.  It played out time and time again, you simply refused see it.”

“That’s bull and you know it,” I hiss.

“The next one,” she promises, “that is when all will be made clear to you.”

My hands begin to burn.  I remove them one at a time and rub them on the material of my pant legs.

“Perhaps they need to be washed,” Immanuel suggests while staring out her passenger side window into the night.  As soon as this is said, the burning sensation ceases and I quit rubbing them.

More games and I have had enough.  I screech a rubber laying stop in the middle of the busy street.  People begin shouting curses and they hurl rough insults at us.  I don’t care.  I have my full attention played on my prisoner, yelling at her:

“Why can’t you talk me straight?”  My eyes are yellow warning signs, but I can sense no fear from Immanuel.  “There is no common thread except I was a vampire in the visions you cursed me with.  Is that my hint?” I ask, “Because if it is I sure don’t know what it means.”  Out of pure frustration, I punch a gauge on the dashboard and crack it, bleeding my hand a moment before it begins to heal itself.  I suck a bit of hard plastic from my hand and spit it out the window.  I turn to her:  “I’m warning you,” I growl, “you had better tell me what you know.”

Immanuel throws hair out of her face and glares right back at me.  “Hold your tongue, young man,” she tells me.  I jerk away from her, recoiling in pure raw primal fear.  I begin to fumble with the door handle, aching for escape.  I’d never known such terror.  Then, as quickly as it came, the fear leaks away.  I am left breathing heavy and my heart pounding, but feeling as peaceful as if we were in grandma’s chocolate chip cookie scented kitchen.

“But I s-saved your life,” I whine without thinking.  “I just want to know what to do….”

As I trail off in a little boy voice, Immanuel smiles at me.

“You will, Pilate,” she assures me, “I promise.”  She looks away once more, stating as a mater-of-fact:  “When you experience your very last vision,” she says, “of your very first life.  Then I will keep my promise to you and ye shall know all.  You shall remember all.”  Immanuel looks up and raises her cuffed hands.  “But what will he do then, Father?” she asks the sky, “When we give to him yet another chance?”

Right now I can tell you that I am straight up losing it.  Who is she talking to, God?  Are you kidding me?  This is crazy.  I can’t seem to keep my wits around her.  To give myself a moment, I pull over to the curb.  I put the stick-shift into neutral, setting the parking brake.  I turn to her.

I ask, “You do know where I am taking you, don’t you?”

“Yes,” she replies, “now ask your real question.”

I pause, taking the sight of her in: powerful, subdued: allowing herself to remain cuffed.  I ask her: “who are you?”

Without hesitation she tells me:  “I am Truth.”

I glance out at the street, my jaw clenching from frustration.  I vividly recall the terror I felt, so no more angry shouting from this boy.  Blowing air out through my clenched teeth, I gun the engine and merge into the center lane, driving once more.  My fingers bloodless pale as I grip the wheel and crack my tense neck.

“Truth,” I mutter low, “just what the hell is that supposed to mean?”  I force myself to ignore the anger now boiling inside me.  I turn to her once more and ask:  “Truth?  Are you for real?”  The soft question opens the dam to my frustrated anger, spittle raining from my lips as I demand: “What the hell is TRUTH?”

My aggressive driving has caught us up to the thin night time traffic.  I weave in and out of it.  The Harbor’s a blur as we drive by.

She sighs and says gently to me:  “I am the Alpha and the Omega,” she explains to me, raspy and tired.  “I am the Beginning and the End.  I am,” she states firmly, “Truth.”  Immanuel let hair fall down over her face.  “I answered all your questions,” she informs me.  “Now leave me alone.”

                                                                  * * * *

Herod’s Compound looms ahead, towering over The Harbor as a plague.  Lights show, here and there, in the old refinery.  The wind howls like the unseen demons that shriek throughout the complex.  I hate this place I’ve brought the Christ to, but my masters demand such.

I look at Immanuel.  Her wrists are bare once more.  I sigh and shake my head.  I exit the car, and come round to the passenger side.  I open the door and help her out.  She seem so small to me, deflated.  I can no longer sense her abundant power.  She is drained, leeched…ordinary.

Immanuel stands beside the car, saying nothing.  Herod’s cops pull up and park behind us.  They file out of their vehicles.  I see a small glint of shiny metal, the cuffs returning to Immanuel’s wrists.  I look at her and she not back.  She’s staring out of focus at the ground.  She appears to be praying.

“Spare me this cup of suffering,” I hear her whisper.  Immanuel then says: “Not by my will, but Thine, be done.”  And then she is silent.

Herod’s cops align themselves in a concave wall in front of Immanuel and me.  They do not take eyes off me, their guns only a quick snatch away.  No matter what Matthias told the cops about the Pharisee-imposed truce, I know without a doubt that if I even so much as think about pulling more shenanigans like I did at the chapel, they are going to punch my card.  
Dear God in Heaven do the cops look like they wish I would.  The police are all smiling to themselves knowing they would get their chance to give my vampire ass what they’re sure I’ve got coming to me.

Sensing this, I grip Immanuel’s bicep.   I very carefully proceed through the hole they make in their cop wall.  I guide a subdued Immanuel toward the entrance.  The cops follow close behind us as we all enter Herod’s Compound.

Immanuel remains a passive prisoner as we make our progressive way through the layers of security to Herod’s Throne Room, deep in the sub-basement of the refinery.  I know the bastard is waiting for us there.

I am bringing the Herod of The Harbor Immanuel the Christ.  I feel as though I am drowning a puppy, but try my level best to shake it off.  Thinking like that will get me nowhere but dead.  My entire existence depends on the next few hours.  

Immanuel moves slowly, walking in her gallows gait like guilty prisoners whom have made their peace and are resigned to their fate.  But, I know she hasn’t done a single solitary thing to deserve what’s to be done to her.  The whole ordeal is making my hands burn again.  

We are nearing the Throne Room entrance.  We can hear Herod’s laughter right through the wall.  It is well-oiled, Herod’s evil.  I can feel its thickness and depth.  Herod is completely insane and his evil is true.  I can feel all of the unseen things whipping all around us, their shrieks I can plainly hear.  I do not fear the unseen, but with my crazy itchy hands being shredded by the talons that are making no difference whatsoever, I am getting scared at what I’m about to do.

It is becoming quite plain.  Immanuel leans into me, bumping me slightly.  And with that simple gesture, the burning has gone away.  I now realize that this tiny preacher has scared Herod and the Pharisees.  She means much more to them than just reversing the downward selling trend of Plata.   This is not going to be a simple execution.  It’s gone far beyond a business decision to correct an errant bottom line.  And it’s making my heart lurch.  The Pharisees are going to allow Herod to have his wicked way with her.  I remember the chapel parking lot.  The police were ordered by Herod himself to damage Immanuel.  I see that now.  If the lower ranks were ordered to put a big hurt on the little preacher, then what in holy hell does Herod have in store for her?  I wonder.  Curiosity and the cat and all, but still…  I glance over my shoulder; the cops are right behind us.

“I dare you,” one says

“Oh, yes, pretty-please,” begs another.  They all laugh.

I don’t bother checking them anymore.

Our group makes it to the Throne Room with Immanuel’s cuffs still fixed firmly in place, her head lowered.  She slumps submissively and with trapped resign.  She makes not a sound.  Wicked hatred fills the entire vicinity.  It settles into the cracks and dark corners like a steamed mist.  If the Throne Room is entered, it can not be avoided.  It seems to be waiting for us.

We stop at the threshold.  The big iron door is closed and it gives to me the impression that it is breathing.  I reach out for the long handle to slide the door open, but stop myself.

This is wrong, I think.  I’m tempted once more to turn back and check the cops behind us.  I don’t.  I know they have their hands on their guns, taking no chances.  They’re aching for an excuse to end me.  I don’t cherish giving them any.  Immanuel remains impassive.  I am suddenly filled with the almost overwhelming urge to Superman her out of here.  I can’t fly.  Maybe I can’t, I know this.  I am a villain, the bad guy, but this feels so completely wrong.

It is now, at this exact moment, while I am on the verge of handing her over to Herod, that I finally stop fixating on revenge.  I stop worrying about the business that was stolen from me.  I stop using grief as the spark for my vengeance and rage.  And I finally stop brooding about my pilfered millions.

Even though it was in my best interests, I can’t refrain from thinking how off beam this shit is.  This thing I’m helping to do to Immanuel is immoral and all the way wrong.  I cannot rationalize it away.

I remove my hand from the door.  I bend down and brush away the hair from Immanuel’s face.  She is downtrodden, appears defeated.

“Who are you, little preacher?” I ask her, “Who are you, really?”

Immanuel then raises her head, straightens to her full height.  A quick flick and hair falls behind her shoulders and down her back.  Her eyes are full and gleaming as they stare into me.  A fog forms around the two of us as her power heats the brisk, dank air.  She looks right at me, straight and eye to eye.

“Know this, vampire,” Immanuel states, “I am the Son of God.”

Her hand cuffs open and fall to the floor. 

                                                                  * * * *

Herod’s cops draw their weapons.  The guns clear leather as one and I step between them and Immanuel.  My back is fully exposed as I scoop Immanuel up and hug her tight to me.  I cover her and her heat hisses against my cold vampire flesh.

I grit my teeth as the fangs drop.  The talons burrow into my arms enveloping her.  I fully expect to be buffeted with countless bullets in the back for the tiny Christ, but they never come.

I hold on to her for a bit longer.  I am shaking with adrenaline when I finally put her down.  I turn back and see Herod’s cops.  They still have their guns tightly clenched in white-knuckled fists, fingers depressed on triggers.  No gunshots.  Thank God.

I feel an immense wave of relief, followed abruptly by confusion.  Herod’s cops are on their backs on the floor of the passageway.  They’re less than ten feet from the Throne Room door and almost posed in their positions.  The cops are a triangle of heavy pins, knocked flat by a deaf bowler.  It is a silent and deadly strike.

I look from the cops to Immanuel.  She graces me with a miniature smile.

“That,” she says, indicating the fallen pins stacked neatly on the floor, “that has not been written.”

I glance back and see that they are, all of them, dead.  I stare at her and see the hand cuffs gone again.  I look at the door that separates us from the Pharisees’ desire.  I think I see hope in her eyes.  A choice now has got to be made.  What’ll it be?  Am I in or am I out?  Make my decision and make it now.  There are only seconds left.

I made mines.

I reach out for Immanuel’s hand.  “Let’s get the hell out of here,” I tell her with a harsh whisper.

Immanuel puts her naked wrists up before my face and the cuffs reappear.  They close on their own with a snick-snick and snap into place.  She lowers them and regards me with her gaze.

“C’mon,” I repeat in a whisper both harsh and impatient, “what the hell’s wrong with you, let’s go!”

“We stay,” she states emphatically, “The both of us.”

Immanuel’s words stun me.  She really isn’t leaving and I can’t leave her.  I can’t believe this is happening.  She really isn’t leaving.  What possible reason can she have for wanting to stay?  I am certain she knows what’s coming.  She knows full well that they are going to kill her.  Still Immanuel insists on staying.  Why?

Our window of opportunity is closing fast.

“We can make it,” I plead.  Motionless, she remains.  “Why,” I try, “won’t you let me save you?”

“Why won’t you let me,” asks the Christ, “save you?”

Before I can consider that, the door slides open with a pounding metallic bang.  There is Herod, himself.  He stands in the threshold of the open door.  

He bids us welcome.

And now we are too late.

Chapter Thirteen
I’m still poised and ready to grab Immanuel against her will.  I am more than willing to drag her silly ass down the passageway and out of this place.  Sensing this, I suppose, she steps over the threshold and enters Herod’s Throne Room of her own accord.  My hand grabs at empty air as Herod turns to me.

Herod looks at me, but I have already recovered.  I gaze impassively back at the Herod.

“What in the world happened to my boys?” he asks, smiling.

“I’m not sure,” I respond, honestly, “They were okay a minute ago.  You might want to check on them,” I add.  “I think they might be sick.”  

Herod merely shrugs his shoulders.

“Oh, well,” he shouts, “More for the Brood!”

“More for the what,” I ask.

“Never mind, not important,” Herod assures me.  Herod puts his hands on his hips. He appraises his former conduit, me.  “I hope we can put our unfortunate past behind us, let bygones be bygones.”

I stare hard daggers at Herod.  What an unbelievable ass.  Herod has stolen everything I have; my entire existence.  And yet, he’s standing here like he has done nothing more to me than quaffing my last beer, or joy-riding my car.  It is all I can do to keep from tearing out Herod’s throat right here and now.

Herod’s still smiling at me.  Behind him, his goons are coming out of the woodwork.  I can’t see them all because Herod’s in the way, but I can definitely smell them.  The men are alert and tense with wary fear.  These men all know me, apparently and there is more than a few of them.  They know the name of Pilate and I have made them afraid.  That makes them very cautious and extremely dangerous.

“I’m only here,” I tell Herod, “following orders.”

“As am I,” concurs Herod; still smiling.  I am not buying it.  The smile is completely false.  It’s both silk sweet and bitter ash.  It is nothing more than a chocolate covered rat turd.  And I am more than tired of eating this.

“The Pharisees imposed the truce between us, Herod,” I tell him.  I know full well I can’t take out Herod with all those guns.  I will have to wait for an opportunity to present itself.  The Christ is staying right here, that much is clear.  “I just wanted you to understand something,” I tell Herod.

“Yes?”

“The Pharisees’ truce is the onliest reason your bitch-ass still standing.”

I curiously observe Herod’s reaction to being dissed and threatened in front of his boys on their home court.  Herod darkens a moment then the cloud slides right past him.  Crazy, he seems to take it all in stride.  Herod holds out his hand for us to shake.

“Truce, then?” he asks.  His smile is big and vampire.  Herod’s face is melting and slick with infectious paste, just like Caiaphas Pharisee.  He looks like he was sucking face with the Devil, or something.  Whatever did happen to the crazy fuck, one thing is true: Herod is obviously beyond my attempts at intimidation.

As I look on, bugs begin mating on the hellish landscape of Herod’s diseased face.  Worms are crawling all over each other to get in and add to Herod’s rippling eyes.  It’s pretty sick.

Herod’s hand is dry except for the index and middle fingers.  Bone shows there, where it connects to the now permanently unsheathed talons.  Waxy boil juice has eaten away the flesh of Herod’s fingertips.  I notice, but Herod doesn’t seem to.

“Truce,” I agree, but I will not shake the diseased hand.  I will play along, I will protect the Christ.  Tomorrow means nothing to me now.  Tomorrow is a broken promise.  Tomorrow is gone.

Herod shrugs off my decline to shake his hand as a duck shakes off drops of water clung to its back.  He’s stepped aside to allow me entrance to his most favorite room.  I step into the big room.  I stop and peruse the chamber.  I have never seen the inside of this room, not until now.  I have no idea what’s lurking in the shadows.

The Throne Room has been cleaned recently, I notice.  The surface of it is anyway.  There’s below the natural lemon scent a deeper, frozen and more solid stink to the great room.  The walls of the Throne Room hold on to the stink; feeds on it.  Misery, I know from experience, has a stench all its own.  It flourishes here.

The stench clashes rudely with Herod’s ostentatious throne.  The thing looks like it weighs several hundred pounds.  The solid oak is gilded with gold and platinum curly-cues.  The back’s six feet tall.  Four clawed feet grip gold spheres the size of grapefruit.  The monster is placed against the inside wall in the very center on a three-stepped dais.  

I turn myself slowly around.  I note the exact number of cops in the room while doing so.  Damn!  There’s a grip of cops here.

“What do you need all them for?” I ask Herod, “Y’all havin’ a Town Meeting, or something?”

Herod chuckles.  “No,” he explains.  “My men are here to watch this:” Herod points to the wall opposite his grand throne.

The wall Herod indicates is in deep darkness.  My eyes yellow deeply and I can discern a distinct shape.  It’s something that’s familiar and always avoided.  My heart begins to chug.

“LIGHTS!” bawls Herod.  Instantly, four spotlights pop to life.  They flood the wall with their bright glow.  They are in pairs, the lights.  There are two pairs and I can now plainly see what the spotlights are glaringly illuminating.

My hands burn as if hot coals are glued to them.  I fall swift and weak to my knees when I see the object beneath the lights.  The weakness infuses me to the nucleus of my mortal coil.

Immanuel comes toward me and she kneels beside me.

“Thus it was written,” she tries to explain.  I blink and start to rise.  My talons are out.  My hands are aflame and the fangs exposed.

Herod’s men misinterpret my vampire signs as fight or flight, heavy on the former.  The cops begin moving quick toward Immanuel and me.  Herod continues doing nothing but pointing at the wall and smiling at his own private Idaho.  The police have their guns drawn and are aiming, some triggers depressing, Herod smiling still at the vicious moment the Most Vile ordered begun.

“Stop,” she mutters aloud while gazing deep into my eyes.

All Herod’s cops stop on a dime, frozen motionless in place.  Herod himself still moves freely.  But, all he does is waggle his bug-encrusted eyebrows, nod and grin like a fool some more.  Herod gestures with quick jerks of his head to the wall and the source of my collapse.  

I can feel Immanuel approach my weakness and pain.  I think that this must be what its like to be human, to be at the mercy of others.

She comes to me.  I notice for the first time Immanuel smells just like a newborn baby: innocent, unblemished and without distractions or fault.  Then the world gets hold of it and places its sticky rotting hands all over it.  It saps the Holy from the Tree, leaving the child corrupt.  It is innocent no more.

She is the Christ.  I’m seeing her clearly now and I know.  I’m thinking and I know.  This is Truth.  She is Truth.

Immanuel touches me lightly and gleans my heart, mind and soul.  She knows my intent.  She indicates the wall that torments me so.  She snatches up my cold hands.  She leans in and presses her forehead to mine, emitting a tiny quick hiss.

“Wilst thou,” Immanuel asks, “wash thy hands of me a second time?”  She pushes back a touch and makes me see her.  I try to drown in my suffering, but she will not allow it.  She makes me see her.  “Wilst thou,” she repeats, “Pontius Pilate?”

And then I fall once more.  For the last time, I tumble headlong into another vision of my past.  My first life as a human I shall revisit.

Meanwhile, a laughing Herod has his men grab hold of me and drag me to the wall.  Immanuel says nothing further.  Even as Herod’s eyes gleam at her and his robe becomes undone and drops to the floor.

Herod, heading with menace toward the Child of God, is the last bit I cling to as the world unfolds and reveals its true face to me. This one, for good or nil, I get to remember:

                                           * * * *
Pontius Pilate sat with his gloomy head in his good hand and waited for the wine to kick in.  His other hand had the three middle fingers amputated and the nubbins healed nicely.  Pilate’s ear cartilage was also removed, but there were no more bugs, thank the gods.  On that, he was grateful.

But still, it wasn’t really the pain of physical ailment that troubled Pontius Pilate so.  A life-long soldier, he was used to physical pain.  This was new and much worse than even witnessing his own fingers melt and drip flesh from the bones while he screamed in agony and terror.  No, this was worse.  His heart was sick and he felt his soul dying.  He poured himself more wine, emptying the jug, and drank it down.  The wine did not help, nothing he tried did.

Pilate aged from the stress of this past year.  Gossip and stories came to him from dozens of sources.  Terrible and miraculous things were happening all around.  Pilate tried not to pay credence to them, but some rang true.  Quickly, the Prelate found that he was unable to deny them at all.

Pilate saw fantastic things himself, so the supernatural was no longer dismissed.  He had witnessed first-hand the dead awaken.  He saw the little crook.  Barabas still harbored the archer’s arrow erupting from the back of his head. 

 Barabas appeared one evening in Pilate’s personal quarters, absolutely uninvited.  His shock and curiosity soon turned cold to irritation as the thief pestered the Prelate with inane babble for hours on end.  Finally, Pilate had to tell the bugger, rather harshly, to bugger off.  Barabas finally and thankfully did.  Pilate breathed a huge sigh of relief.  Being dead sure didn’t make Barabas smarter or any more interesting.

Reports of similar sightings from across Judea came flooding in to Pilate almost daily: the dead arising, spirits becoming manifest, mass suicides and murder.  And then there was the Christ.  Yes, Pontius Pilate thought of him as the Christ.  Not his Christ, but he did recognize that there was more to him than met his eyes.  He thought about the Rabbi daily, almost non-stop.  Nothing could remove the crucified man from the forefront of his thoughts.  Pilate feared he may be going mad.

Pilate reached for the wine jug and remembered it empty.  He shouted for servants to bring more.  Jesus of Nazareth, he thought.  Pilate heaved the empty vessel and it shattered against the wall.  He needed more wine, or else he would never be able to sleep.

Pilate drank himself unconscious most nights.  He couldn’t shake the carpenter’s face.  It was right there whenever he closed his eyes.  It haunted him.  The eyes accused him.  The Nazarene’s eyes knew Pilate had realized the Truth.  Pilate had chosen to walk the easy path, the one paved with good intentions which still led to destruction.  Pontius Pilate, and no other, allowed the torture and murder of a holy man.

Pilate yelled for wine again.

Pilate sat up bedside and cradled his alcohol addled head.  The heavy jug was placed there on the table before him, beading cool condensate.  The servant remained silent beside it.

“Took you long enough,” Pilate scolded and grabbed for the wine.  He tipped up the jug and saw him from the corner of his eye, standing impassive beside the table.  The dropped jug hit the fur beneath Pilate’s bare feet and spewed contents everywhere.

It was the glorified body of Christ, Jesus of Nazareth.  The Messiah was right in this very room.

He stood before a quaking Pilate, his robe pure white and radiant.  He raised his hands and showed Pilate the scars in the center of his wrists, beneath the big bone.  The nails bit him as he hung from the cross.

“Know that I am He,” said Jesus Christ.

Pilate blubbered and breathed in painful gasps.  Jesus stood before him and the Roman was immobile with fear.  It clenched his heart like a miser.  The manifestations of Pilate’s fear were the only sounds heard.  Time seemed to slow for Pilate, almost stop.  The moment before the presence of the Risen felt an eternity.  All that he saw was brightened and sharpened in detailed clarity.

The moment was meant to be remembered, the curtain drawn back.  The Truth bathed in harsh light.

The Christ placed his hands upon Pontius Pilate.  He felt the heat acutely and he couldn’t catch his breath.  The radiant light issuing forth from the Christ bothered Pilate’s eyes.  He watched in horror as his amputated fingers grew back and then split at the tips.

Jesus released him.  Pilate fell to his hands and knees and uncontrollably voided all bodily wastes, violently retching and soiling himself until he was dry.

“You washed your hands of me,” Jesus accused him.  Pilate’s hands began to burn.  The talons sprung instant from torn finger tips and shred flesh, but the burning pain persisted.  “Your soul shall now be cursed,” the Christ judged, “with eternal earthbound life.”

Pontius Pilate cried out in agony and despair.  He knew what was coming.  Pilate was cursed with earthly damnation.  He rejected the Blood of Christ, so shall he now survive, instead, on the blood of man.

Until he remembers, Pontius Pilate cannot change his fate.  

A vampire was he.

                                          * * * *

Pontius Pilate came to with a start.  He looked all around.  Jesus of Nazareth was gone.  Pilate heard dark laughter faintly and fading.

A servant entered the room behind Pilate.  She was trying to be as quiet as a mouse.  So quiet as to make no discernable noise, but he knew it was his servant.  He even knew which one she was.

Pontius Pilate could now smell her blood as if it was bread rising.  The vampire thought his servant smelled delicious.  She tip-toed ever so slowly and carefully toward Pilate, but he could hear even her fears.

Drool slopped down Pilate’s chin and his night vision sharpened.  The torches that clung to the sconces on the walls became as the midday sun.  He closed his eyes and could still see the brightness from behind closed lids.

Pilate heard her heart speed along now, the heady scent enrapturing.  She was right behind him.  She reached her hand out to him and he opened his yellowing eyes.

The fangs dropped and he turned to her.  Vampire speed and the servant fell beneath him.  He went for the strongest scent: the blood closest to the skin.  He pierced her neck with his fangs and fed on her until nothing was left of the fruit save the peel.  He dropped her empty and dry to the floor.

Pilate vacated the building flush and ready.  He entered the darkened city of Jerusalem, still hungry.  With the greed of a spoiled child let loose among the honey hives, the newborn vampire wanted more.

He hunted from the dark corners; the inky spaces.

The night was his ally.

It swallowed Pontius Pilate whole.

Chapter Fourteen
I awake and open my eyes.  I am numb and long past feeling any physical pain.  I remember the torture and Herod’s maniacal laughter.  They used railway ties in my wrists and one through my crossed ankles.  I am naked and I just want to die, but my mind is clear.  I know who I am.  I look to my right and I see the Christ.

She smiles at me, I can’t believe it.  She is here with me.  The two of us are in this together.  The wrists of Immanuel freely bleed.

“I know you,” I tell her.  “You are Jesus of Nazareth.”

“Yes,” she says.

“You are the Christ,” I testify.

“Truly,” she agrees, “And you are Pontius Pilate.”

She is nude.  They stripped the Christ and made her nude.  They hung her from a tree and are torturing her like a criminal.  The sorrow I feel for Immanuel knows no limit; it has no bottom.  I wish God will change His mind about all of this.  I wish God will ask Holy Mother to wash it all away.  If she is allowed to be hurt, then nothing deserves to live.

I ache to help Immanuel, but I am bound and nailed.  I am worthless to her.  Like the two thieves being crucified on either side of Jesus on Golgotha, I am impotent and useless.  I cannot even save myself.  My frustration is agony. 

I turn back to her:  “I know who I am,” I state.  “I am nobody.  No one, I am nothing but garbage, that’s what I am.  I turned my back on you.  I knew you were innocent and I washed my hands of it.”

She nods, “Go on,” she says, “my child.”

“I brought you here,” he continues.  “I knew they wanted you dead and I brought you here.  I delivered you unto them so I could save my drug dealing business.  I did it for the love of money.   And the power that goes with it.”

“Yes, you did,” agrees the Christ.

“You are innocent and I helped them do this to you,” I tell her.  I begin to cry.  “I am ashamed of what I’ve done.”  I am weeping now, the bloody saline spilling, trying to hide my shameful nakedness.  “You gave me so many lives,” I cry, “So many chances!”

Herod stands before us his pungent lit opium pipe curls tiny seductive fingers toward the inky black ceiling.  He smiles at Immanuel and I his penis stained deep with the same shade of blood that is leaking out of her bottom.  It drips like holy paint down the rough wood of her cross.  I dangle from its twin.

 “I’ve sinned Lord, and have the blood of countless innocents staining my hands,” I confess to Immanuel.  “More than I can ever atone for.  I deserve punishment,” I say, “I deserve Damnation.”

Herod orders his albino circus-geek Ovid to get his machete.  They are right.  It is time to end this madness.  The albino goes around the corner to pry it from the wall.

“I know I deserve no mercy from you,” I cry out, trying to move closer to her.  The distance between us remains.  A few scant feet that’s a gulf, it seems to me.  I wish I can make the Savior understand how horrified I am at myself.  How disgusted it makes me feel.  Mostly, I wish I can touch her one last time, to hold her and beg her for forgiveness.

Ovid is tugging on it.  His decades’ worth of homemade tattoos wiggle and strain as he struggles with the giant blade.  He makes a satisfied grunt when he pulls it free from the wall.  He straps it on.

Immanuel is looking at me lovingly.  She makes me believe that I am the prodigal son.  I have been away for a very long time.  I, she knows, feel completely different.  I feel that I deserve punishment.  How many have I had to kill in the last two millennia so that I may live?  Too many to count, I believe.  Can I even count how many have been slaughtered by me, just in this lifetime alone?  And they were not all for food.  I have acres and acres of blood-stain on my accounts payable sheet.  It is a debt too high for me to ever pay.

I believe my fate ends with a one-way hand stamp to Hell.  I accept it.  An image of the Diabolous, two thousand years before, licking my ear and encouraging the washing of my hands is born whole in my mind: the dark fading laughter.  Hell is where I deserve to do my Time.  Eternity, I feel, might just be long enough to make amends.

“Roman,” she says to me, hearing clearly my thoughts and fears, “Look at me and heareth these words: all have sinned and fallen short of the Glory of God.”

I shake my head.  No.  The damage is done and there’s no going Home.  Not for me.

Old Herod nods at Ovid.  He turns his dumb face toward the wall.

“The Father has sent me to wash away the sins of the world,” Immanuel tells me.

“But the wages of sin is Death,” from me.

“And through my suffering and death is forgiveness and Life everlasting.”

Herod hits his pipe again and watches the two of us as we hang and speak to each other in tongues that he has never heard before.  Herod asks his men, many now covered from head to toe in our blood and pain, what it was we are saying.  They didn’t understand what we were saying.  They don’t know anything.  Regardless, Herod has had enough of this.

“Kill the vampire,” he states flatly, “First.”

Ovid nods and starts for the wall on which we hang and speak in new tongues to one another.

“Can you ever forgive me?” I finally ask out loud.  My head drops then, the will to live long gone.  “Is it even possible?” I wonder, heart-broken and Hell-bound.

Ovid tramples over to us, the machete clanging as he comes.

“Verily, verily, I say unto thee,” she tells me as I despair, “Before today is done, we shall be together in Paradise.”

Ovid draws nigh.  I know what he is going to do.  I am ready for it.  I raise my head to him, offering my neck.  The machete is slung back, high behind Ovid’s ear.  The blade reaches its peak and hangs, for the tiniest of moments, suspended in air.  I await them.  Do it.

“I am forgiven,” I, Pontius Pilate, state.

Ovid swings the machete and the blade flashes.

“My beloved child,” Immanuel says, “it is time for you to come Home.”

Ovid’s swing is true.  The blade slices through my exposed neck; the eyes of the Roman locked with his Christ.  My head falls to the plastic sheeting.  Great gouts of blood are an explosive torrent from my rent neck.  It smothers Ovid and he has to wipe it stinging from his eyes.  He tugs on the blade until it is loose from the thick wood.  Ovid turns and regards Herod.

“Her next,” he orders around a plume of opium haze.  

Immanuel gazes up at the ceiling.  Above her she sees all those in Heaven that await her.  They all love her so, she knows.  They always hate this part, no matter how many times through the Ages she has done this, they hate it.  But God so loved the world…

Michael the Archangel stands nearby, also dreading the next.  He waits for her, too.  He waits for it to end.  She did what she came to do and he waits impatiently to collect her Spirit. 

 Ovid steps up to the tiny Christ.  With a wicked-wide smile, Herod watches.  His men line up behind him to get a good view to the kill.  They are watching with interest the executions.  Immanuel considers them.  She raises her head toward the Heavens.

“Forgive them,” she tells those who wait for her, “for they know not what they do.”  Then Immanuel looks next at Herod who blows her a kiss.  “Except for him,” she amends, glancing back to Michael.  He nods.  It will be no problem.  It shall be the angel’s pleasure.

Ovid pulls the machete back again, his wide face expressionless.  Michael snorts with a fury that is unseen by the humans.  Oh, what he wants to do to these filthy, conniving little monkeys.  He grabs the hilt of his sword.  He can lay such waste to these wretches.  The angel can turn them all to nothing but dust.  Ashes to ashes, dust to dust.  He can conjure up a howling wind and blow all the ashes and dust away.  But it had already been written.

The machete swings forward, blade singing.  “It is finished!” Immanuel cries.

Michael releases the grip on the handle of his mighty sword as Ovid’s machete strikes home.  The blade buries itself in the wood of Immanuel’s cross.  Her decapitated head drops unceremoniously to the floor.  Ovid scoops up both of our severed heads.  He approaches the throne.  With head bowed in supplication, Ovid kneels before the Herod.  He lifts us up by our hair to him.

A beastly happy Herod is presented with the severed heads of Pontius Pilate and Immanuel Christ.  But he doesn’t see Michael as he stalks toward him with a purposeful grimace and a terrible sound.  He grips the hilt of his fiery sword and pulls it free, still moving.  Herod looks up and sees a pissed off archangel bulling through his china shop.  Herod’s smile fades into confusion as Michael raises his sword.  The archangel slices a downward arc at him.  Herod is still trying to gauge the level of danger as his torso is split from right neck to left waist.  He separates top from bottom, slides apart and drops dead to the floor with two separate thuds.

The blood and filth-stained cops stand dumbfounded.  Pleading silent, they stare fearfully at Michael.  He sheaths his Retribution, the flame dying as he does so.  Michael notices the men.  They are quaking now as children that are being taunted by bullies.  The angel lets loose the hilt of his sword and points to both pieces of Herod, bleeding all over the Compound floor.

“Repeat Offender,” he tells them.

And then Michael winks out, just as She instructed.  Leaving the cops unmolested, forgiven and unharmed.

For God still loves this world.  Inexplicably, She does.

                                                                                             …… END
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