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    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    Houston, 1990 
 
      
 
   F rantic footsteps echoed down the dark alley, accompanied by labored breaths of panic. The would-be rapist’s feet worked faster than his reeling mind and he stepped into a puddle that hid a deep pothole. Trembling hands shot out to cushion my dinner’s fall, but slipped on the wet concrete. I let out an eerie giggle that reverberated off the stone walls, as I dramatically skipped like a theater student trying out for the role of the playful Victorian girl — overdoing it as much as possible. My eyes glowed a fierce red as I smiled, baring teeth with two elongated canines. Long black hair whipped around my head as I skipped, a few times getting into my eyes and prompting a quick swipe of my hand.  
 
    I did so enjoy living in a densely populated city like Houston because it afforded me with hunting grounds ripe for the picking. Whenever I was hungry, all I had to do was lurk in the shadows around high-crime neighborhoods and just… wait. This night, my preternatural ears picked up the cries from a young Latina woman whose only crime was walking on a sidewalk in a bad part of town after sunset. Following the screams which were ignored by the mortals living in the area, I came upon the crime in progress. The rapist was tearing at the young lady’s fast food uniform that had a white plastic name tag with the name, ’Anna’ stenciled upon it. 
 
    Two glowing rubies emerging from the shadows made Anna stop screaming which caught the attention of her attacker. His hungry eyes lifted from exposed skin to see a face stunned in disbelief. Following her unbelieving gaze, the rapist turned his head to bare witness to the consequences of his life choices. Without waiting for orders from the brain, his legs began pumping in an attempt to flee his fate before plunging into the pothole between buildings. The rapist quickly rolled onto his back, attempting to crabwalk away while whimpering, “No! Please don’t hurt me!” He was slipping hysterically on the wet pavement when just minutes ago, his role was reversed. 
 
    I leapt into the air, my black WWII trench coat billowing as I majestically soared, and landed on top of the naughty man. Black, steel toed Doc Marten’s crunched delicate parts between boot and concrete. The rapist’s eyes bulged to the point I thought they were about to burst from their sockets like champagne corks. He inhaled sharply, his throat whistling loud enough that I thought a train was about to come barreling out of his agony-stricken face. 
 
    I twisted my feet before lifting my boots off of his hardboiled eggs that were now scrambled, with a split sausage to complete the ensemble. I stepped to either side of his writhing torso while blood rushed to escape its phallic prison, staining his blue jeans a satisfying karmic crimson. 
 
    It was then when the once-rapist finished sucking in all the air into his lungs to the point of rupture, before unleashing a high-pitched scream that would probably be heard from the moon. At least he would have if not for a swift punch to his solar plexus that fractured his sternum like a windshield after a hail storm. Accumulated air rushed out in a single, shotgun blast that made my black hair blow back ever so slightly. His breath smelled of alcohol, cigarettes, and bad decisions. 
 
    As veins bulged and capillaries broke in the no-longer-a-rapist’s face, I leaned down until we were nose to nose. As he stared wide-eyed into my glowing ruby pupils, I whispered, “What did the vampire say to the whimpering blood-bank?” 
 
    He answered with wordless squeaks as his gaping mouth tried desperately to suck air into his collapsed lungs. 
 
    I moved my mouth close to his ear and answered the question for him, “I’d like to make a withdrawal.” As I spoke, I willed my preternatural life energy into my blood, and oozed a stream out of my palm which coagulated into a razor-sharp dagger. I plunged my manifestation into the thugs blood-soaked liver. As my blood-dagger pierced his flesh, I began to exsanguinate the crimson life energy into my being. 
 
    I moaned in purest elation as his blood flowed through my veins, tickling every nerve in my body like a lover running their fingers lightly across your skin. Over my entire being, hairs stood on end as wave after wave of unimaginable pleasure coursed through my eager flesh. My eyes rolled back into my head as my mouth hung agape in ecstasy. 
 
    The big-gulps heart began to flutter erratically as his blood-tank wavered steadily from Full to Empty, relinquishing every last drop to its new master. 
 
    As the final drop crossed the threshold, I slid my blood-dagger out of his shriveled liver, and willed the manifestation to retract back into my hand. Red eyes shifted to a brilliant purple, the color of sunset, as long fangs reversed, falling back in line. 
 
    I stood, feeling the cool night caress my skin, which was warm from the fresh kill.  
 
    With perfect comedic prowess, I burped before covering my mouth and exclaiming with wide eyes, “Excuse me!” to the empty alley. “Must have been something I ate,” I said to myself, as I bent down and grabbed the husk of a corpse by the belt. Looking up to the roof line of one of the buildings we were between, I jumped up with ease to land on the ledge, some twenty feet above the ground. I scanned the horizon, found the landmarks I was searching for, bent at the knees, and launched into the darkness. We soared over several buildings, my coat flapping in the wind which sounded like a diesel engine. My cargo lost a shoe in mid-flight, which made me smile for some reason. A building rushed up to meet us and I landed in a crouch only to explode into the night again. 
 
    Within short order, I had arrived at my destination. A wide, calm river surrounded by nature on the eastern edge of the city, which hungrily awaited its prize. I walked to the edge of the embankment, lifted my offering, and tore a limb from the torso. I whistled a few times as if I were summoning a loyal dog, and threw an arm into the murky water. Within moments, a log floated from the shadows and burst from the water long enough to grab the flesh between prehistoric jaws before disappearing into the inky depths. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. 
 
    I tore another piece of meat from the socket and tossed it in, whistling a staccato to signal mealtime. Several more alligators cruised over to the floating protein and began fighting over the morsel. 
 
    “Whoa there, fellas. I brought enough for all of ya,” I exalted delightedly, as I began tearing chunks of white and pink flesh, tossing them into the bubbling fray. It was a darkly humorous twist on old people feeding bread to ducks. 
 
    As I threw the shoeless foot into the water, a smaller evidence-destroying-machine came up and jerked the meal under the surface. My slight smile became a full toothy grin as the ripples on the water expanded outward, only to diminish and become calm again. I was proud of my gator babies and felt like I was making the world a better place, one meal at a time. 
 
    Crickets chirped in chorus to the peaceful sound of the gentle, glass top water as it flowed. A bright moon illuminated the grass I knew to be green, though it was hard to distinguish without manmade lighting or my preternatural eyes. When in full predator mode, I could see in the darkness as if it were brightest day.  
 
    The wind tugged at my coat and exposed shoulder length black hair, blowing the loose strands over my face. A hand absentmindedly brushed the hair out of my eyes and back around my ears. Having preternatural hair I could never cut was tedious at times. Even if I buzzed it down to my skin, it would just instantly slither out of my skull like a Play-Doh toy and back into existence where it could continue its eternal war with the wind. 
 
    Job done, I moved my consciousness from behind my eyes and into the control room of my mind. My exact copy stood with one hand on a steering wheel that was in the center of the room. One of my hands rested on it as well, signifying a harmonious split between my Predator Self, and my…um…self-self. 
 
    Predatory Self, or PS as I uncreatively called him, was my exact clone, with a few distinct differences. His eyes were permanently red, and his skin was darker as if perpetually cast in shadow. He didn’t speak much, or at all. We communicated through a series of nods and me yelling at him.  
 
    PS was the personification of my vampiric instincts, desires, and undeniable need to feed. I wasn’t entirely sure if he was a machination my mind created after I was given the dark gift by Ulric in 1480; or if he was a metaphysical being bestowed upon me when I drank my makers blood all those centuries ago. 
 
    PS and I had a give and take relationship; if I gave him too much control over my body, he would take everything he wanted without pause to consider the consequences. I’m ashamed to admit that he has taken full control more than a few times, with me barely getting the wheel back before irreparable damage had been done. That being said, he has also saved my bootylicious body countless times over the past 500 years. When PS has full control of the wheel — which were once reins long ago— he is an unstoppable killing machine. Because of my vampiric doppelganger dwelling in my mind, we have defeated the likes of horrifying demons, vicious Fae, and even a vengeful ancient god or two (small g). 
 
    I nodded at PS who began loosening his grip on the wheel, releasing control back to - a blast of white, blue, and red fire enveloped me like a tidal wave. PS shoves me off the wheel as I stood, frozen in flaming agony. My hair flared and disintegrated in an instant as the flames ate at my unprotected head, melting my skin with alarming efficiency. 
 
    With PS in full control over my body, I dove head first into the murky water, extinguishing the flames. My body was wracked with pain as if every nerve in my exposed skin had been attached to a generator powerful enough to run all of Houston. 
 
    [Heal!] I cried out to PS as I writhed in anguish inside the control room of my mind. I forced myself to look at PS as he concentrated on healing the burns that brought about impossible amounts of pain. Turning to me, he shook his head frantically, signaling he could not heal the wounds from the flames. [Heaven-fire!] I screamed through gritted teeth as the realization struck. PS nodded determinedly and looked back at the windows that were my eyes, falling back into consciousness. I looked at the control room eyes and became a passenger in my own body, wracked with burning anguish. Somehow, I was always the one who experienced the pain — though we both received the elation at feeding. Explain to me how that’s fair; I’ll wait. 
 
    I moved under the water until my feet touched the bottom and sent my senses out all around me. I felt my eyes shift and fangs elongate in reaction to PS taking control. Within seconds, I found my attacker. The heat signature stood out even through the silt filled water because I was seeing it through my preternatural senses — not simply my eyes. 
 
    I oriented on my target, extended my arms to either side while still underwater, and brought my hands together in a wide clap that created a sonic boom. A tsunami of brown water fifteen feet tall rushed from the river and up the bank, with me running right behind it. 
 
    Through the massive wave, I could see the red outline of my attacker move his hands in front of him, one hand circling the other clockwise. As the wall approached, he brought his hands into his stomach and then shot them out in front of his body. 
 
    [Jump!] I yelled in my head, which PS obliged to. A wedge of invisible force cut through the water, creating a space wide enough for the skilled man to pass unharmed. The water crashed around our attacker as his head swiveled to search for me. Across the river, I was vaguely aware that trees were crashing to the ground from where they had been decimated by the spell. At the crest of my leap, I willed a blood-longsword out of my palm and held it with both hands, ready to bring it down on my targets head. 
 
    As I came within spitting distance, I brought the manifestation down in a vicious strike that would cleave entire city busses in half with ease. I pulled my lips back in a shark’s grin and realized my skin was still melting off my skull, exposing muscle and bone. This didn’t phase PS who was in complete control at the moment; and right now, I wasn’t complaining. I wanted him to have a clear head while attacking. 
 
    The mage, paladin, or warlock — or whatever the fuck he was that could use holy magic — simply lifted his arm and uttered a quick word. Blinding white light shot down the length of his arm which intercepted my blade, shattering it like an ice-sculpture that had been knocked to the ground at a friend’s wedding that you were no longer allowed to see again because his wife was mad you ruined her day — or something like that. 
 
    As the energy I had used to create the blade was destroyed, PS and I were both hit with white hot sheets of pain that completely stunned us. Physical pain was one thing, but not even PS could ignore the devastation that was the loss of life energy that we put into our manifestations. I fell limply to the ground, muscles frozen in shock as our attacker looked down on us. He was a priest, complete with black robes and the white-collar thingy that told everyone how much better than you they were. I liked him immediately for some reason. 
 
    He kicked me onto my back and extended an open hand towards my chest. An unseen elephant sat on my torso, pinning my arms and legs to the ground. Struggle as I might, I couldn’t free myself. I was vaguely aware that the skin on my skull had stopped melting; win! 
 
    The priest began chanting and I looked up to fully see his face. He was in his mid-forties, had salt and pepper hair that teased receding that sat above a worn face. He had both smile and frown lines etched into his features. Brown eyes scowled from beneath bushy eyebrows that regarded me with professional disdain.  
 
    [Oh fuck! He’s gonna exorcise us!] I screeched, on the precipice of losing my shit. [Does that even work on vampires!?] 
 
    PS slapped my face and pointed at his temple forcefully. [Right,] I started, willing myself to calm the fuck down, [think. Use my big ol’ sexy brain. Um…what about if we…]  
 
    Without warning, my skin started to heat up all over my body to the point of extreme alarm. The sensation sped past ‘uncomfortable’ at relativistic speeds and landed on ‘excruciating’ without even the tiniest bit of foreplay. PS did something then I had rarely seen in all our time together; he began squirming with pain plastered on his face. The cords on his neck stood out as eyes bulged. It was my body being exorcised, but both of our immortal essences, which were permanently intertwined, were being attacked.  
 
    I tried to scream but I couldn’t get any air into my lungs with the invisible aircraft carrier sitting on my chest — luckily, I didn’t need to breath in order to live. BUT, like most things, I did need to not conflagrate in order to survive. 
 
    PS slapped me again, and aggressively tapped his temple in pained agitation. Through a clenched jaw, I screamed, [I know I know! Think!] I let my mind flow free and latched onto the first thought that came to me like a kung-fu master snatching a fly out of the air with chopsticks. If I was honest with myself, it would be more like reaching into a raging river made entirely of salmon, missing every grab, falling in, and then climbing back out to see one of the fish had landed on the bank in sheer luck. 
 
    PS took one hand off the wheel and I took hold, throwing my consciousness back into the driver’s seat with PS sitting next to me. 
 
    As my skin began to bubble, I concentrated on the hand closest to the priest. A blood-snake slithered out and inched forward low to the ground. Once it reached his feet, it began circling the priest’s perimeter until it had wrapped around in a circle a few times. I willed the blood-snake to jump up, coil around the priest’s legs, and tighten with preternatural speed. 
 
    My attacker lost his balance as his legs were slammed together, forcing his concentration and chanting to drop as well. The invisible moon that sat on me was lifted, and I slammed my elbows into the ground, springing me up to my feet in a blur. I grabbed the priest’s elbow and sent out another blood-snake that wrapped around his torso, pinning his arms to his sides. My skin stopped bubbling, and I took a brief moment to assess my damage before dealing with this holy do-gooder.  
 
    As I looked down at my body, searching for damage, the priest started whispering. Warmth spread over my skin again which started growing in intensity. My eyes shot from my blistered body to the priest’s eyes, and I tsked him like a parent catching their kid’s hand in the cookie jar. To shut him up, I willed the snake head to slither up his chest and into his mouth. Relief washed over me when his jaws stopped moving. Not only because I was annoyed by him, but also for the fact that he nearly boiled me alive in my own skin using his stupid holy magic. 
 
    “Who…the fuck…are you?” I asked between heaving breaths of anger interlaced with exhaustion. 
 
    The priest answered in mumble. 
 
    “Oh, right,” I said as I willed the snake head just outside of his mouth. “Try anything and I’ll make this snake go all the way through until it hits moonlight. Do-you-understand-me?” I enunciated each word in the last sentence aggressively, letting my red eyes glow brighter in warning. 
 
    “I understand, my son,” the priest said all too calmly, prompting an eyebrow to climb up my face. 
 
    “Dude, I’m over 500 years old. Don’t call me son,” I instructed, annoyed. 
 
    “Simply a term of endearment, Jonathan.” 
 
    “It’s just John and I don’t give a fuc-wait, how the hell do you know my name holy-man?” My face contorted in a scowl as a seed of unease planted itself in my chest.  
 
    PS attempted to nudge me off the wheel and began squeezing the snakes still wrapped around the mortal priest. The human groaned in protest as I looked at PS inside my mind, and said, [Dude. What are you doing? He’s not a threat anymore.] 
 
    Predatory Self ignored the question and leaned forward, baring teeth in a sneer of unbridled rage. 
 
    [PS! He is an innocent! He’s a fucking priest for Lilith’s sake!] I yelled at him. Then, I changed tactics. [He can’t hurt us anymore, man. Ease up and let’s get some answers. Okay?] 
 
     PS gave me a cursory glance before yanking his hands off the wheel in frustration and walking away to sulk in a dark corner of my mind. 
 
    Grabbing the wheel, I took full control of my body and loosened my grip on the priest. “Sorry about that,” I said, slightly embarrassed. I found it odd that I remotely cared what this mortal thought. Maybe it was my Irish Catholic upbringing that instilled a sense of respect for priests. 
 
    The priest stared at me in wonder before he said, “I had heard there was a vampire that wrestled with his infernal tendencies; and here you are.” 
 
    “Who told?” I asked with almost full sincerity. I don’t mind others knowing I try my darndest to use my special set of skills to hurt bad guys; but how the hell did a priest catch wind. Is it that big of a deal? 
 
    “All it takes is an open mind and the right… contacts,” the priest said all to calmly and with emphasis on the last word. 
 
    “Who are you?” I asked, pulling him closer and peering at him using all my preternatural senses. He was just a mortal that had an aura of — what I assumed to be — holy essence.  
 
    “My name is Father Thomes Philseep, and I am a warrior for the Light.” His steady heartbeat tugged at my attention like a child pulling on his parents pant leg. The flies stuck in my web usually aren’t this calm. It was unnerving.  
 
    Peering closer at the man, I asked, “You could get out of this if you wanted, couldn’t you Father?” I questioned hesitantly. 
 
    “Would it make you feel better if I did not answer the question?” His tranquil heartbeat told me all I needed to know. With a sigh of wariness, I released the blood-snakes and let them retract back into my palms. If he could escape from my manifestations, and he had not yet done so, then there was a purpose for his visit. Father Thomes casually brushed his black robes before straightening his collar, and then looked me straight in the eyes. He smiled, extended his hand, and said, “It’s a pleasure to meet you, my son. I’ve been looking for someone like you for many years.” 
 
    I hesitantly extended my hand, grabbed his firmly without being overbearing, and shook. It bothered me less that he referred to me as his son, like I was already apart of his flock. 
 
    “Cook. John Cook.” 
 
    “So I’ve been told,” Father Thomes said while maintaining his smile and returning the firmness of the shake. The hint was subtle. 
 
    “Yeah, so, purely out of curiosity, who flapped their jaws and spilled the beans?” I asked, releasing my grip and dropping my hand to my side. 
 
    “You will find that I am resourceful, John Cook.” 
 
    “Okay then,” I said somewhat annoyed. “What did you mean by looking for someone like me?” 
 
    “I was told there was a vampire that wanted to perform good deeds with his unholy powers. Though I attacked you first, I am still here, alive and well. For all you knew you could have ended my life once defeated. Why didn’t you?” He tilted his head as he spoke curious as to my answer. 
 
    “Oh, ah - because I didn’t want to hurt an innocent,” I stammered. 
 
    “You’ll find that honesty is the key to opening the door of trust, my son,” Father Thomes said patiently before asking again, “Why do you want to fight your vampiric nature and do righteous deeds?” 
 
    I looked at the ground and thought about what he said. Honesty is the key… maybe I should start by being honest with myself. “I-I don’t want to go to Hell, Father,” I said just above a whisper while keeping my unfocused gaze on the ground, unable to look him in the eyes. The words were heavy as they came out, leaving behind a lump in my throat. I answered a tremendous question that I had never truly asked myself before. 
 
    “You think doing good deeds will erase your past transgressions against God’s children?” Though the words themselves were harsh, there was no judgement in the question, only legitimate curiosity. 
 
    My mind flashed with countless vivid memories like a flip book that was a mile long. Each page of the thick, flowing tome showed inexcusable horrors I had personally committed over the centuries. As the years went on, I had begun disguising each deed as an excuse to protect the innocent. If I were to look into a mirror, would I be able to convince the man looking back at me that I wasn’t a monster who killed for sport as much as for saving the innocent? 
 
    I struggled to lift my gaze, which was weighed down with all my accumulative indiscretions over the last 500 years, and looked the holy man before me in the eyes. “I don’t know.” Tears blurred my vision with the sudden self-realization that my soiled soul had probably been submerged deeper into the sludge of my misguided actions. Faced with the literal embodiment of God’s judgement, I could no longer fool myself. I felt vulnerable for the first time in ages; and it felt oddly freeing, as if breaking a fractured bone after it had healed the wrong way. It was painful to expose my fractured heart to this mortal — and myself — but I knew it would allow me the opportunity to set my broken soul right, and heal. It was time to take responsibility for my actions.  
 
    “Can you help me?” I asked as the tears freed themselves, running down my cheeks to disappear into the thickness of my reddish beard. It felt amazing to have this weight lifted off my chest. I couldn’t explain why, but I felt like this man before me was of significant importance for my eternal soul. 
 
    “Perhaps,” Father Thomes said contemplatively. “I am not sure how others in the Church would feel about an alliance with a vampire.” 
 
    I could feel my only chance at salvation slipping away like sand between my fingers. 
 
    “What if we didn’t tell them?” I asked, knowing it was a stupid question to ask a man of God. 
 
    “Are you suggesting that I lie via omission to the Church?” Father Thomes asked with squinting eyes. 
 
    Honesty- honesty- honesty. I set my jaw and doubled down as I said, “Yes, I am, Father.” 
 
    Father Thomes responded by grunting, looking away, and placing a hand on his chin in thought.  
 
    “Think of all we could accomplish,” I said with excitement building. Without telling my hand to do so, I instinctively wiped the tear streams from under both of my eyes. The time for self-loathing was over. “You have your…connections,” I said with emphasis on the last word, just as he had done, “and I have my abilities.” I stuck out my chest and lifted my chin. “I want to help you defeat evil.” 
 
    Father Thomes looked at me now, letting his hand drop from his chin. “Even if it means killing others of your kind? Not just vampires, mind you, but anyone I deem a threat to the Light?” 
 
    “First, I’m pretty damn sure there aren’t any vampires left; and B, if you can help cleanse my soul and get me into Heaven, then hell yes, I’m in!” 
 
    A single eyebrow lifted on Father Thomes’ aging face. 
 
    “Sorry! Heck. I meant heck yes, not that other thing I said.” 
 
    “If you don’t mind my asking,” he prompted, “why does an immortal fear what happens in the afterlife?” 
 
    That question hit hard, and I was slightly rocked back as if struck by a surprising, rogue wind. I knew the answer in my heart but had never told a mortal about what had happened to me that night. Heck, I could count on one hand how many of my closest friends I have told and still have enough fingers left over to flip someone off with the added thumb. 
 
    Inhaling deeply, I said, “I’ve seen the afterlife, Padre.” His face remained stone, signaling me to continue, “I was in my early twenties and living on the farm with my family. Long story short, they were executed and I was next. My maker found me in a prison and offered me the chance to avenge them. In my grief and rage, I agreed. He killed me then, and my soul shot into the universe towards a bright light. That’s when my maker spilled his blood into my all-but-lifeless mouth and delivered to me my dark gift. I watched as my soul was changed into what I am today; and it hurt Father. It hurt more than words can ever possibly convey, so I know the soul can feel pain; and forgive me if I don’t want to spend an eternity in Hell where pain is prevalent. I’ve come close enough to death to know I won’t live forever; a solar flare will fry the Earth, or man will turn this world into cinders over whose God is the best. It doesn’t matter how the end will come; but I know it will come someday, and I would like to see my family again when I take the big sleep.” I was breathing heavily as I told my story. The worry that was always a tingle in the back of my mind had sprung forth to deliver lightning bolts of crippling anxiety and existential fear. 
 
    “Thank you for sharing that with me,” Father Thomes said with warmth in his eyes before they instantly dropped back to a pure business-like demeanor. “But know this; Hell isn’t all physical tortures. Oh no, my child — Hell is an abattoir of punishments, a screaming din of inequity brought forth by increasingly creative demons, including that of your mind. The halls of Hell reverberate the cacophony of agony and anguish from souls that have no hope for redemption. No, John, Hell is more than pain of the body.” 
 
    “Neat,” I said, defeated. “All the more reason to not book a permanent vacation down there.” Lilith, he really knew how to paint a freaking picture! I would do anything to not spend even a second in Hell, much less an eternity. 
 
    Father Thomes nodded as if in satisfaction, and said, “Let me pray on the matter of our alliance, my son. Meet me at my church tomorrow night for my answer.” With that, Father Thomes turned and began walking away, his hands clasped in front of him at his waist. 
 
    “Hey!” I called out, stopping him. He turned and I said, “How did you know where to find me?” 
 
    “You have some predictable habits, John.” 
 
    “Fair enough. But why did you attack me instead of just asking?” 
 
    “Did I not come upon you tearing a corpse limb from limb and feeding them to your now dead pets?” he called back. 
 
    My head shot to the river where several reptilian bodies floated lifelessly in the water. My mouth hung open and a tiny wheeze escaped my throat before I cried out, “My babies!” 
 
    “The shockwave did the deed, my son. But rest assured, it was for the best.” 
 
    Anger and shame at killing my pets interlaced with my words as I called back, “And why’s that, holy man?” 
 
    “Because they had a taste for human flesh, my son.” He turned and continued walking away before calling over his shoulder, “How long before they killed an innocent and further damned your soul?” 
 
    Lilith damn it! He was right. Plus, he had easily located me by my usual body disposal location. Maybe it was for the best, especially if I am going to start working with a priest. Pretty sure the supernatural community would not approve and might even hunt me down. Pretty sure I didn’t give a shit, either. At over five centuries old, I have accumulated enough energy from the blood of mortals that I am a force to be reckoned with. Every drop adds to the well of power, and that well grows deeper as I age, allowing for more energy to be tapped at will. Though it takes an excruciating long time to fill an ever expanding well drop by drop, with enough time, it can be done; and one thing I have is time. 
 
    What’s my point you may ask? Well, if they want to come for me, they’re going to need a bigger boat. 
 
    “Hey!” I had to yell this time as he was barely visible in the distance, “How will I know your church?” 
 
    Silence was his answer, prompting a scowl to crease my face. 
 
    “Damn cryptic holy man,” I whispered to myself as he disappeared into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 2 
 
      
 
   P reternatural eyes locked onto the first tendrils of light which crested the horizon, signaling two things: the first being the obvious — dawn — and the second being my lack of time management. 
 
    “Lilith, damn it!” I cursed as the gyrating stems of light danced in seemingly random patterns, promising a horrific and painful demise once they overtook the moon for dominance in the sky. I had a precious few minutes to get to safety before my preternatural essence was incinerated. 
 
    I hear you asking, “But Mr. Vampire, sir, how can you see yourself in mirrors and not bask in the sunlight? I thought this was urban fantasy not fantasy fantasy.” 
 
    Easy. Mirrors at one point in time contained silver, which is a holy metal that cancels magic, much like iron. Modern mirrors are made with aluminum because it’s cheaper. As for the morning sun, it cleanses the world of most magics, with only a few exceptions. Creatures of the Earth, and those from Faerie are immune from the wrath of the sun. Werewolves are a notable exception that always interested me. I met one of my dearest friends during WWII when we were slaying Nazi’s left and right — it’s actually where I got my black leather trench coat from. I took it off the body of a particularly delicious SS officer and decided to keep it, after removing all the patches and arm band of course. Keeping this train of thought on course: my friend, Depweg, is able to transform in the day. I can only assume it is because the werewolf virus is one crafted from the Fae or simply naturally occurring in nature. Either explanation is difficult to believe, but here we are. 
 
    I am not of this Earth or created by the Fae, so sunlight fuck’s my shit right up. I have deduced that my vampirism merged with my soul and body, creating a perfect balance between being a mortal human and an immortal vampire. The sun cleanses my physical body of the magic; ultra-violently I might add. Ha! See what I did there? I’m punny. Moral of the story is I tend to steer clear of any sunbathing activities.  
 
    Standing near the embankment, I chuckled to my inner monologue before snapping out of it with a jolt. 
 
    “Shit!” I belted out like a super buff manly dude and not at all like a five-year-old girl who saw a spider. 
 
    I oriented on my secret hidey home and leapt into the air hard enough to send chunks of dirt and grass flying. After landing at the edge of the city in one jump, I rebounded into the early morning sky right as the first sheet of light crashed into the now white clouds above. I handled the precarious situation with absolute grace and dignity. 
 
    “Shit, shit, shit, shit, shit, shiiiiiiiiiit!” I said with extreme coolness reminiscent of a vampiric hero who is worthy of his own Netflix series. 
 
    The sun’s tendrils — that only those with special eyeballs could see — grew thicker as they reached into, and devoured, the night’s sky. The morning light swept down the base of the clouds and toward me as I leapt from building to building, panic building at my core. I knew I could just set down somewhere secluded and bury a hole deep and wide enough to sleep for the day; but I was stubborn and was willing to bet I could make it to my home on time. 
 
    As I neared my Fortress of Solitaire, which was buried underneath an old cemetery, I spotted a black church that I had never noticed before. It-was-awesome! A decaying wrought iron fence surrounded the ancient looking building. From up above, it looked like a cross with an enormous, pointed steeple rising from the center.  
 
    Atop the church roof were perched two stone statues that almost seemed to be watching me with grim covered faces. One was an angel with wings outstretched, while the other was a cat-like gargoyle. They seemed to be keeping watch over the grounds.  
 
    The whole church was covered in ancient filth and moss. Stained glass windows were now opaque from years of neglect. The grass around the decrepit building was dead or dying with tombstones that had been smoothed with time and rendered illegible. One of the short sides of the cross faced an empty road that if taken, leads to my favorite hangout spot; Valenta’s Saloon.  
 
    This must be the church Father Thomes told me about. It might also explain some of his ‘connections’, seeing as how he was so close to Valenta’s place. Supernaturals, or supes as I call them, like to hang out there. It’s a safe house for our kind. Plus, Val keeps special drinks that even a buff-and-not-at-all-fat vampire can enjoy (he lied to himself).  
 
    As I soared past the church, I thought it was funny that you never see something right under your nose until you are made aware of it. It’s kind of like when you buy a green car, then all of a sudden, everyone on the road has a freaking green car too! 
 
    Sunlight kissed the top of my freshly healed skull and incinerated it in a flash flame. 
 
    “AAAAAaaaaaahhhhhhh!” I proclaimed in a deep, resonating voice that sounded nothing at all like a teapot starting to boil. 
 
    I landed on the ground and tumbled in the street, scratching my loyal trench coat. Luckily, an industrial brick wall halted my autobahn momentum. I rebounded off the wall and laid still, sprawled in all directions, and cursing the sun.  
 
    “Damn you, Mr. Sun, for having such a predictable schedule and not adhering to my faults,” I wheezed. 
 
    Having had a small portion of my energy burned away and the flesh on my head once again seared off, I was ready for this night to be over. 
 
    As if in agreement, the morning light landed on the wall near the top of the building next to where I landed. With my home only blocks away, I shifted from leaping, to running at preternatural speeds. My thick thighs pumped as my steel toed boots padded on the ground like a certain cartoon bird fleeing from his canine predator. I ran so fast that I would come across as a blur to any mortal I passed, though a blast of wind coming from nowhere would probably be uncomfortable. I had never broken the sound barrier though, something about not being aerodynamic. I just assumed it was because of all my bulging muscles that kept me from going that fast. 
 
    The cemetery came into view and I sped through the open front gate and to my mausoleum. Stepping to the door, I placed my hands on the cold marble and pushed inward and then to one side. It slid open in protest before I stepped inside and moved the stone door back in place. I lowered a titanium beam, securing the first entrance to my awesome lair.  
 
    In the center of the mausoleum rested a marble coffin, sitting atop of platform. I walked to it and lifted the heavy coffin lid to reveal a staircase that descended into the earth. One of these days I was going to put a super cool false panel on the wall and have hydraulics lift the second door; but I hadn’t gotten around to it yet. 
 
    As I followed the steps, I let the lid gently rest back into place before letting my super special eyes locate the wicks attached to torches that stuck out every five feet or so from the earthen wall. I asked the molecules to excite, and the wicks ignited into ambient flame. Not that I needed the light, but it was fucking cool to do. 
 
    Forty feet down was my home. I had procured used shipping containers from Florida and had them delivered with specific instructions to arrive at night. Using my handy-dandy blood energy, I willed giant shovel like manifestations that looked like they belonged on the front of big yellow machines, and began digging. After placing each of the containers, I quickly covered them with the massive amounts of clay that Texas soil contained, before placing several feet of dirt on top. Afterwards, I dispersed the remaining dirt around the cemetery as to not attract attention from the lone employee. He was a young man, eager to do well in his new position by getting to work at sunup and not leaving until dusk. He even had a shack with running water and electricity. The next item on my to do list was I was going to siphon his resources and provide lighting to my underground lair. For now, my preternatural eyes and a few candles were more than enough to get the job done. 
 
    “Da, I’m home!” I called out in dramatic TV fashion. 
 
    “You need a watch, John,” a cultured British voice came from the area we designated as the living room. A propane camping lantern lifted off of a coffee table that was made from wooden pallets, and floated toward me. As the light washed over me, a tsking sound came from the man holding the lantern. 
 
    “Tsk, tsk, tsk. Another close call I see. And oh my Lord, the smell!” Da emphasized his point by pinching his nose shut with his free hand. 
 
    I say a man was holding the lantern, and I would be lying; unless you believed that the man was only five inches tall and could float. Da was a faerie that refused to believe he was a faerie. Instead he proclaimed aggressively that he was an angel. A five-inch-tall angel that could shift planes to Faerie whenever he wanted. I mean, maybe he was one of those angels that sat on people’s shoulders and constantly disagreed with an equally statured demon sitting opposite a confused mortal’s head. Either way, he was my friend.  
 
    Da had been there for me for several decades now and provided insight I could never think of. I called him my Devil’s Advocate, or Da for short, because I refused to call him by his self-proclaimed angelic name; Raziel. It was a cool name, but I refused to cater to his delusions. Plus, Da was a fitting name for my little side kick — whom I would never call my ‘side kick’ to his face. 
 
    On the wooden pallet coffee table sat a huge twelve-inch TV attached to a VCR player (ask your parents what that is, damn kids). An inverter was connected to a car battery which powered the entertainment center. 
 
    I moved to the couch made out of — you guessed it: wooden pallets — and looked at the screen. It was paused with Jack Nicholson talking to a freshly burned body wearing a pin-striped suit. 
 
    “What’s this?” I asked Da as he sat down, picked up the comically too big remote in both hands, and pressed play. 
 
    Jack walked around the smoking corpse and had a one-sided monologue with it, “Greese ‘em now? Well, OK. You are a vicious bastard for telling it. I’m glad you’re dead. HAHAHAHAhahahahahahaaaaaa. I’m glad you’re dead, hahahahahahahaha. Oh I’m glad you’re dead HA HA HA hahahaha!” 
 
    “Holy shit. What movie is this, dude?” I asked Da, already completely in love with the film. 
 
    “The new Batman movie staring Michael Keaton and Jack Nicholson,” Da answered without taking his eyes off the screen. It was apparent he was already invested in the movie. I picked up the empty Blockbuster VHS box (Lilith damn it! I said ask your parents!) and noticed a second VCR sitting atop the first. Wires ran from one to the other, with the bottom VCR set on record. 
 
    Feigning shock, I dropped the box, covered my gaping mouth, and looked at Da before I said, “Da! Are you copying a tape illegally? Did you not see the FBI warning at the beginning?” 
 
    “I did. It made me chuckle as I started. Now, thanks to you, I’ll have to start the whole process over unless we want twenty seconds of a paused screen in the middle of the movie.” 
 
    “Um, I kinda wanna watch this now. I mean, when I first heard that Mr. Mom was going to be Batman, I was like, not even. But this looks gnarly. Start it over!” 
 
    “Fine. But only if you promise to stop using teenage colloquialisms.” 
 
    Letting my birth tongue of Irish come out, I said, “I’m jes try’n to fit in wit tha times, lad,” switching back to my southern, non-drawl accent, I finished with, “But fine. I promise.” 
 
    “Thank yo…” 
 
    “Psyche!” I tittered as Da sighed in defeat. As I leaned back against the wall in my mirth, I yelped in pain as my incinerated scalp touched the wall. 
 
    “That’s twice today I had my head set on fire.” 
 
    “Twice? What happened tonight, John?” Da asked as the tapes rewound. 
 
    “Oh, right. Check this out…” I went through the events of the evening in dramatic fashion, increasing in suspense and intensity when I got to the part where a wave of fire enveloped me; commencing the epic battle that followed. Da sat on the edge of the make-shift couch, letting tiny legs dangle freely as a hand stroked his chin. As I finished, he dropped his hands to his lap and said, “How peculiar.” Da thought for a moment and added, “You are confident he used heaven-fire?” 
 
    “I know what hellfire is, and this was not it. The flames were a very patriotic red, white, and blue without any of the green that Hell uses.” 
 
    “Well, this might be a sign then, John,” Da looked at me intensely while he spoke. “Maybe now you can actually use your gift for something other than yourself. A real chance to do the right thing.” 
 
    “Hey!” I barked. “I killed countless Nazi’s, scores of murderers, and some-other-unit-of-measurement of things that go bump in the night.” 
 
    “John,” Da began, his expression smoothing into one of legitimate concern, “you did those things because you enjoyed doing them. It is important that you realize that fact before undertaking an alliance with Father Thomes. I feel confident that he will be able to guide you in a way I never could.” There was a hint of sadness in his voice, as if our time together had been wrought with fruitless trying on his part. 
 
    I took a steadying breath, held it for a few moments, and let it out while I said, “You’re right, Da.” Something hit me then, and I softened my voice before I said, “Thank you for all you have done. I am only ready for this next step because you helped set the foundation on which it will be built. What’s more, my friend, is you did so without asking anything in return.” 
 
    “I appreciate your kind words, John,” Da said openly, before smiling and adding, “I do hope that didn’t hurt too bad.” 
 
    “I’m melting, melting!” I pretended to screech. “Oh what a world!” 
 
    As if on cue, the sun fully rose into the morning sky, dropping the bottom out on my energy levels. I could stay up during the day if I was so inclined, but my strength was greatly diminished and my eye lids fought to embrace. 
 
    Da noticed my instantaneous change in demeanor and said, “Watch the movie tomorrow night?” 
 
    Through a yawn I said, “Nah, go ahead and make your copy. I know Blockbuster loves their late fees. I bet one day that’ll bite them in the ass.” 
 
    “Hope not,” Da said, “I bought stock using your money.” Da was not only my friend, but also my accountant, financial investor, and seamstress. I can’t even tell you how many times that tiny faerie had brought my trench coat back from the dead. 
 
    “Good day, buddy,” I said as I stood up and dragged my feet to my room. At the moment it was just a book shelf with a hidden tunnel behind it, a dresser with some drawers, and a bed.  
 
    Hidden under the bed was my iron coffin that has served me well for centuries. Iron aids in preventing divination or curses from being used against me while I slept.  
 
    I lifted the mattress up, which was supported by a home-made wooden frame (wanna guess where I got the wood?), and stepped into my resting place. The iron lid was attached to the wooden frame, and sealed my coffin perfectly once set in place. I winced as my slowly healing skull touched my pillow. 
 
    Once the lid was closed, I surrendered to the dawn and let myself be submerged under the calming surface of my consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
   T he endless expanse of nothing filled all that I could see; an abyss that hungers for my dreams. 
 
    A scene coalesced as if being made from colored grains of sand, before solidifying and starting my daymare. 
 
    I stood in a vast cavern that was bathed in a faint orange glow from a dying fire. Without a thought as to why, I approached the weak flames and stared into them. The dancing fire was not made of flames, but souls. Emaciated faces with gaping mouths and sorrow filled eyes rose from the wood only to deform at the precipice and fade into acrid smoke that stung my eyes. 
 
    A torrent of green and red hellfire violently erupted from the firepit, throwing me backward as I shielded my face with my forearms. I impacted the hard stone with enough force to rattle my brain. Smoke tendrils rose from my scorched trench coat and bald face. 
 
    “Ah man, not my beard,” I said weakly as a hand rubbed my bare skin. 
 
    An imposing figure stepped through the roiling flames with muscular goats’ legs covered in pitch black fur. Obsidian hooves glowed bright orange near the bottom like a blacksmith’s creation, leaving molten footprints as he stepped into the cavern. Above his waist was tough leather skin the color of charred flesh covered in an unreadable roadmap of red winding veins that coursed over striations of proportionate muscle. Jutting from his huge back were massive reptilian wings that were reminiscent of a dragon. They unfolded, spanning at least twenty feet from tip to tip with obsidian spikes lancing out at the joints. On top of bulging shoulders sat a deformed face of a once beautiful man, with a crown of horns circling his head in unholy contrast to Jesus of Nazareth. Unlike the obsidian predominately associated with hell, these were made of bone-white ivory. They pierced through flesh, reaching a foot skyward at four even points around his skull. Halfway up each horn, a section branched off at a ninety-degree angle and curved around to meet another counter-clockwise to it. Heat vapors curled off the corrupt halo, making the remaining points that stabbed into the sky seem to dance in the haze. Green and red flames roared in the eye sockets of the beast that stood ten feet tall. Though I couldn’t see pupils, I knew his infernal gaze was locked onto me. 
 
    My hands began to tremble in frozen terror as Satan, Lord of Hell, Father of Lies, took ground rumbling steps toward me. I didn’t know how I knew it was him; but I knew. 
 
    Satan stuck out a hand tipped with massive claws that looked like they belonged on a horror movie monster, and I began sliding on the rock floor. 
 
    “No!” I shouted as my fingers attempted in vain to find purchase on the smooth stone. “NOOOOOOOOO!!!!!” I shrieked in unbridled panic as I slid closer to the horrific monster before me. Tears ran down my face, attempting to flee the fate that was before me. 
 
    I lifted off the ground and into his closing fist. Finger as dense as solid steel wrapped around my throat; but they did not squeeze with the intent of bursting my head like a party popper. I held onto his wrist as he lifted me toward his face. Plumes of heat vapors escaped his mouth as he exhaled. 
 
    A voice emanated from in the depths of his massive chest in an octave that would make James Earl Jones blush. “You cannot escape your fate, abomination. It is inevitable.”  
 
    I had to squint as the immense heat struck my skin like a jet engine’s exhaust.  
 
    “You- belong- to me,” he paused between the words, placing strong emphasis on his message. 
 
    I quickly formulated a counter argument worthy of any court room. “Fuck…you.” 
 
    The flames contained within his eye sockets spilled out, blinding me with their fury. 
 
    “You dare to defy me? You will spend an eternity indulging in exquisite agony. Anguish and fear will consume your every thought as your feeble mind frays before finally snapping. Once insanity swallows all that you were, I will throw you into the deepest pit in Hell where chaotic thoughts will be your only companion in the darkness.” 
 
    Digging down deep, I summoned the type of confidence that only a man facing his own demise could muster. “Are you going to buy me dinner first? Or are we jumping straight into the mind-fucking?” I goaded. 
 
    He. Didn’t. Like. That. Satan bared fanged teeth that spilled saliva down his chin in his rage, before he did something that really terrified me. The evilest being in all of creation — he smiled. 
 
    I blinked and the scene changed. We were no longer in a monstrous cavern. I stood alone in a dark prison with a single, barred window. My breath caught in my throat, choked by my heart as I instantly recognized where I was. The smell of cooking meat drifted in the air as I approached the window. Even though I knew what I was going to see, I couldn’t stop myself. My lips trembled and tears welled as shaking hands gripped cold, iron bars. 
 
    Wide eyes locked onto the scene outside the prison window that had haunted my dreams for centuries; but this wasn’t a dream. It was happening and I was just as helpless in that moment as I had been in 1480. As muffled screams began to fade, I tried to use my preternatural strength to rip the bars from the stone wall, but they refused my demands. Holding the iron, I placed both feet on the wall and pulled with vein bulging intensity. Capillaries broke in my face and eyes as the tendons in my forearms stretched then snapped, sending me crashing to the ground with a plume of dust. I couldn’t feel the pain in my forearms as my human heart frantically pumped adrenaline laced blood. Scrambling to my feet, I rushed back to the window and stuck curling hands through the bars like a child grasping at a balloon as it escaped his fingers. Incomprehensible panic exploded in my mind as the aroma of cooking meat was overtaken by that of burnt flesh. The muffled cries from outside stopped then. 
 
    “MOM!” I screamed at the top of my lungs as my hands stuck out from between the bars, reaching…reaching…reaching. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
   I  shot back into consciousness like a bullet from a gun, flailing my limbs as I slammed into reality. I shoved the iron lid with the fake bed on top so hard, it crashed into the ceiling, shattering the wooden frame. The iron lid thudded onto the ground next to me as I screamed bloody murder into the darkness of my room. As I shakily lifted myself into a sitting position, sobs wracked my body, forcing me to convulse as I inhaled for another bellow of helpless anguish. My next yell came as a wordless syllable that sounded reminiscent of “mom” and ended with a wheeze, as all the air was blown out of my lungs. I sucked in another massive breath and just cried into my hands. 
 
    Da burst through my door carrying the lantern and cried out, “John? What is it? What’s wrong?!” 
 
    “She-she’s dead!” As I spoke, the chaotic storm of my mind peaked before beginning to settle, allowing for cohesive thought to surface. Closing my eyes, I took in a ragged breath, letting the violently swirling snow-globe of my mind calm. 
 
    “John, it was a dream. Only a dream. You’re safe now,” Da cooed, trying his best to bring me back into reality. 
 
    “No! No, it wasn’t a fucking dream. I watched her die again!” My mind flashed to Satan’s eerie smile. “He did it on purpose! The fucker proved he can hurt more than just my body!” 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “Lucifer- Satan- Mephistopheles- the fucking Devil! Whatever you want to call him.” 
 
    “Lucifer came to you in your dreams? Are you sure?” 
 
    Anger flashed like throwing water on an oil fire, and I turned my grief-stricken face to my accuser. “DOES IT LOOK LIKE I’M FUCKING SURE?!” I bellowed. 
 
    Da was rocked by my torment fueled onslaught, but took it on the chin like a champ. 
 
    “I believe you,” he said calmly, though with a sprinkle of hurt in his voice. I had never unleashed on him like that in all our years together. “If you are able, can you tell me everything he said?” 
 
    I took in a few more deep, steadying breaths before closing my eyes and reliving the whole experience through my words. I finished by saying, “He knew all of my worst fears: my mom, being human and helpless again, and an eternity in his clutches.” 
 
    Da nodded and looked at the wall with unfocused eyes. “It is not a coincidence that the Lord of Hell himself delivered such a specific message after you met the priest.” 
 
    “Then that’s exactly what I’m going to fucking do. What time is it?” 
 
    Da moved the lantern toward a clock on the wall. “It’s early still. Try to go back to sleep.” Moving the light around to take in the damage I had flung on the floor, he said, “I’ll clean up after you leave to meet Father Thomes.” 
 
    “Thanks, Da,” I said as I lay back down, knowing full well I was not going to be able to sleep again. He shut the door behind him, leaving me alone with my fragile thoughts in the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
   D a entered my room just past seven that night, signaling that it was time to get up. I knew the sun had gone down a few minutes before when my preternatural strength came rushing back into me. 
 
    “How are you feeling?” Da inquired comparable to a parent asking how their sick child was doing. 
 
    “I’m-I’m fine,” I lied as much to myself as to my friend. I’m confident he didn’t buy the charade, but knew I would get over it with enough time. Perking up, I said, “Tell you what though; I’m more ready to work with this priest than I was yesterday. All the winged fuck did by threatening me was make damn sure I work for the good guys.” 
 
    “I’m honestly glad to hear it, John. You have such potential to help this world,” Da said with brimming pride. “And here, I made you a small gift to commemorate the occasion.” Da extended a grey beanie that he had knit during the day. 
 
    “Gnarly, dude,” I said with a smile that was impossible to hide. I was touched. I slid the beanie over my fully healed head, which fit like a dream. “How do I look?” 
 
    “With the trench coat and black clothing? Either like a hobo or a roadie for a metal band.” 
 
    “Hey, which type of metal? Hair metal or…” 
 
    “Oh, I don’t know, John. I suppose you look like a roadie for that weird named band from Sweden you sometimes go on about.” 
 
    “Dimmu Borgir? Neat! I’ll take it,” I said as I walked into the living room and towards the front door. “And it’s Norway, not Sweden,” I called over my shoulder as I crossed the threshold into the stairway. 
 
    I made my way to the top, lifted the lid of the marble coffin, and climbed out before replacing it. Stepping to the door, I lifted the titanium beam, set it to the side, and slid the massive stone door out of the way. I turned and place my hands on the marble and began moving it back in place, noticing as I did that I had worn slight grooves into the stone from constant use. 
 
    Home secure, I oriented on the location of the church a few blocks away, and began casually strolling through the cemetery toward the front gate.  
 
    Once on the street, I took in the beautiful night sky, whistling as I walked. A gentle wind tugged at my coat and the hair that spilled from underneath my beanie; but none got in my eyes. I already loved this little piece of grey cloth. 
 
    As I walked, I came upon a small business park where signs suggested you could buy plumbing components, haggle on unclaimed freight, or even get a massage at a shop that had bars on the tinted glass door. Past the barred opaque door was a clearing that led to my destination, Valenta’s Saloon. As I approached, my gaze followed the path of the street just past Val’s packed parking lot and to a small car dealership. The office was maybe twenty by twenty with various used cars in the dirt and gravel parking lot. Deflated balloons hung from car antennas, while a vinyl sign hung from the roof which read: ‘Buy Here, Pay Here.’  
 
    Valenta’s Saloon — which appeared to be old enough to almost be considered historical by the city — sat like a jalopy between mostly modern cars. It was as if it had been there before and the owners of the land could not force him to move, so, just built around him. Though the used car business seemed even more askew if you asked me. I stepped onto the wooden porch of the stone building and walked up to a pair of full-sized doors that sat on bi-directional hinges. This effectively made them swinging doors in honor of old timey saloons of the wild west. 
 
    I pushed through both doors to find a bar full of patrons enjoying all sorts of specialty drinks that only Valenta could provide. Some heads turned my way, briefly regarding me before returning to their conversations. Glamours weren’t required inside the premises due to a ward on the door that prevented non-supes from entering the building. If approached, they would suddenly realize they forgot something of great importance at home, and leave. Once clear, they wouldn’t remember where they had just left from. There weren’t many public places for supes could be themselves which is why Val’s was so important. 
 
    In the far corner sat a group of boisterous dwarves who guzzled mead like a whale eating plankton. Honey wine spilled down their beards as they sang and laughed. 
 
    Two elves sat at the bar, sipping a wine so potent, that I could smell it from the door. 
 
    Sitting a few seats down from them was a lean troll with tusks that jutted out from his bottom lip. He drank a mixture of exotic, fermented fruits with yellow, red, and blue colors that swirled in the glass. 
 
    One of my favorite parts about Valenta’s Saloon was the furniture which was all custom-made wood carved by Valenta himself. There are rumors that the actual bar was made for, and then taken from, Valhalla where the fallen Vikings drank alongside their gods. Each table held its own distinct design, as if telling a story across time. I’ve asked Val about his furniture, but he doesn’t talk about it. You’re lucky to get more than a few grunts or nods out of the man. 
 
    As I approached the bar, I regarded Val with a friendly smile. Though I had only been in Houston for less than a year, I had already picked up that Valenta liked to change his facial hair style. This month, he rocked a thick mustache that covered both his upper and lower lips in a light brown veil the same color as his eyes. He wore a blue and black flannel button up, tucked inside kaki pants.  
 
    Taking a seat at the bar, I waved like a lunatic to Val who responded by walking over and asking in his thick southern drawl, “What’ll it be, boy.” 
 
    “As if you have to ask. A Blood and Jack, good sir!” 
 
    Nodding, he stepped through the swinging door of his back room, only to emerge less than a minute later holding a delicious bottle of enchant liquor. The unique drink was made specifically for little ol’ me, seeing as how I was pretty damn sure to be the last vampire on this plane. 
 
    He pulled a glass from under the bar, and proceeded to fill it to the half-way point with the crimson delicacy. 
 
    In order for Valenta to stock your drink of choice, one must pay a pretty shilling up front. How he got the blood or who enchanted the liquor to work with my preternatural body; I have no idea. All I know is he’s worth every penny. 
 
    As I sipped on my tasty beverage that tickled my tongue and throat as it went down, I looked at Val and asked, “Know anything about the church up the road?” 
 
    “Na’ much. Her’ there’s a strong holy man live’n there. Mos’ folk steer clear.” His expression suggested he wanted to ask why I was inquiring about it. I ignored it and continued sipping my drink, feeling the tingle of inebriation set in the middle of my head. 
 
    “Y’seem nervous, son,” Valenta said with a scowl. 
 
    “Yeah, I ah- have a big meeting tonight,” I said, staring at my drink. “Need all the confidence I can get.” 
 
    “With tha priest?” Val pinpointed in a hushed whisper. From the mirror that ran along the back wall of the bar, I could see both elves ear’s twitch from where they sat. It was subtle, as to almost not have happened at all; but I caught it. 
 
    “Yes,” I answered confidently. Let them hear. “If things go well, I’ll be working with a priest. It’s time I used my strength for something other than myself.” 
 
    “Good on ya, son,” Val drawled in approval, nodding his head once. Then he did something I wasn’t expecting, he poured me another drink and said, “On tha house.” 
 
    I lifted the refreshed drink and tilted it in his direction before bringing it to my lips and taking a long pull. I was more anxious about tonight after my dream yesterday. 
 
    After I was finished, I waved a wordless farewell to Valenta and headed out the door. My head felt lighter, more at ease as I walked the few blocks to the gauche blackened church. My anxiety over the importance of tonight weighing less on my shoulders.  
 
    I arrived at the front gate, taking in a deep breath to steady my nerves, and swung the iron door leading to the courtyard. 
 
    I took in the sheer awe of the church as I approached. Looking up, I saw that both the gargoyle and angel statues seemed to follow me with grime covered faces that blotted out definable features. I gulped, not liking the feeling of being watched. 
 
    I ascended the few steps leading to the massive wooden front door, and knocked three times. When nothing happened after a few moments, I lifted my knuckles to knock again before the clang of locking mechanisms sounded. After the series was complete, the impressive door swung open on creaking hinges that protested the weight they had to endure. 
 
    Father Thomes Philseep stood in the doorway adorned with his black robes, white collar, and a welcoming smile. 
 
    “I see you found the church easily enough. Please, come in, my son.” 
 
    The anxiety I thought was gone rose from the recesses of my mind and stole my tongue as I wordlessly entered the church. Father Thomes shut the heavy door behind me before walking past and into the cathedral. Pews lined either side of the walkway which led down a stage where a podium stood alone; a thick, golden page tome rested open. 
 
    Above the stage hung a life-sized Jesus as he was being crucified on the cross. His pain-stricken face was lifted to the sky as red paint ran down from his crown of thorns. It made me uncomfortable to gaze upon the man on stage. 
 
    Father Thomes took a seat in one of the pews and motioned for me to sit across the aisle next to him. I did so, feeling my thick coat snag on the corner before falling to the wooden bench. It creaked in protest as I eased my ample 250 pounds on it. Father Thomes noticed how uncomfortable I was, and said, “Relax, my son. You will not burst into flames if you sit comfortably.”  
 
    As he spoke, I realized I was sitting on the edge of the seat with my knees together and my clasped hands resting in my lap. 
 
    I exhaled the breath I had been holding and forced myself to sit back in my seat. 
 
    “Sorry. Old habits from when I was a mortal,” I said meekly with a voice that cracked. 
 
    “Let me get right to it,” Father Thomes said with his tone transitioning from warm and welcoming to all business. “I prayed on our potential alliance, and I had some concerns I’d like to discuss with you.” 
 
    Finding my voice, I quietly said, “Okay. What are they?” 
 
    “First you must understand that I wouldn’t be able to tell of our — partnership — to the Church. I feel my reasoning should be obvious to you.” He looked at me, expecting a response. I nodded in agreement. “Now, this doesn’t mean I will never tell them. On the contrary; but first, I would like to accumulate data before presenting it to them.” 
 
    “You mean test me, right?” I asked softly. I was uncomfortable at how exposed I felt. 
 
    “In simpler terms; yes. Do you blame me for wanting to see first hand your dedication? I could be excommunicated for allying with an unholy abomination such as a vampire.” 
 
    Though what he said was not pleasant to hear, I had no choice but to see his reasoning. He was risking everything to give me a chance. 
 
    “I-I understand. I’ll do whatever you ask if it means doing the right thing.” Father Thomes was about to speak again when I interrupted with, “Just know this: I am a vampire and I must feed on blood energy. I also have no compunctions about erasing those I deem evil from the face of the Earth. I need you to understand and accept those facts.” 
 
    Father Thomes looked at the stage as he dissected what I had just said. It was my only non-negotiable. Silence screamed through paper walls as doubt began to spread like wildfire in my chest.  
 
    “Accepted,” he said turning back to face me. Relief washed over the doubt fueled fire, extinguishing the flames. I noticed then that my shoulders were almost touching my ears. I forced them to relax 
 
    “I-I must admit, I’m a little surprised,” I said, turning in my seat to better look at the Father. 
 
    “There have been a number of instances across the Churches history wherein it was necessary to act within perimeters such as these. As long as you work for the Church, I will absolve you of your sins while guiding you toward salvation.” 
 
    “What’s the second concern?” I asked, bracing for the question. The conversation was going too well to be true for someone like me. 
 
    “You answered it already.” 
 
    “Which part?” 
 
    “Where you said you’d go in whatever direction I pointed. This will be a partnership. You will aid the Church by vanquishing any and all threats against us; and I will steer your soul through the churning waters of past indiscretions and toward the calm harbor of divine purpose.” 
 
    It felt like a building had been lifted off of my chest. This was my opportunity to not only help the innocent — like my parents had been — but also purify my tainted soul. I would do whatever it took to not let Satan get his hands on me. A shudder ran down my spine as my mind flashed to the scene outside the barred window. The memory of that night will forever be a festering wound that will never heal. It is said that time heals all wounds; but that is only true for mortals. Defining moments that were once vivid movies slowly become still images, as if snapping a picture of the silver screen. Sharp pangs of grief dull into an ache that the mind grows accustomed to. My vampiric memories do not degrade with time which provide perfect recall of every experience I have had. Because of this, I have constructed a mental city in my mind to store information, less the memories fly chaotically around like trailer homes in Oklahoma during tornado season. Even such, certain memories haunt my mind like a ghost in the walls, whispering in my ear as I pass. 
 
    “John? Are you alright?” Father Thomes asked with concern. 
 
    “Huh? Oh yes, I’m fine. Got… lost in thought,” I said, trying to project an aura of serenity. 
 
    “You closed your eyes and trembled for a moment before looking at the ground with a blank expression.” 
 
    “It was a bad memory about my parents. It’s actually what drives me to try and help the innocent…and why I punish the wicked.” 
 
    “Please, if it is alright, will you tell me your tale?” 
 
    “Alright, Papa T, but popcorn is extra,” I joked. The father smiled at me in response. 
 
    Taking in a deep breath, I shared my tragedy from the beginning. 
 
    As I finished, a single tear escaped from my eyes and rolled down my nose to splash on my hand. Father Thomes had sat back in his seat, facing forward, and stared at the stage in quiet contemplation. 
 
    Without taking his eyes off the stage, he said, “I can only imagine the pain you must have endured, John. Thank you for sharing your story with me.” He turned his body toward me again. “I am convinced that we were destined to meet.” 
 
    “I get that feeling too, Father,” I said with a refreshing enthusiasm. “So, what’s first?” I asked, clapping my hands together and rubbing my palms in anticipation. 
 
    “As it so happens, my resources have uncovered an alarming number of activities that deserve our, let’s say, intervention.” 
 
    “Neat,” I exclaimed with excitement. “I didn’t bring my driver’s license or social security card for the I-9 though.” 
 
    “You actually have those?” the priest asked, intrigued. 
 
    “I have a guy for that sort of thing,” I said vaguely. I wasn’t ready to expose all my cards just yet. 
 
    “Understandable. Shall we begin?” Father Thomes asked as he stood and stepped into the isle, extending his hand. I mirrored his actions and grasped his hand, shaking it. Our alliance had begun. God help those in our path. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
    Houston, 2019 
 
      
 
   “H appy anniversary!” I exclaimed to Father Thomes as I lifted a generic grocery store cake. Tonight marked a momentous occasion and I wanted to celebrate it right. 
 
    “It says ‘Happy Birthday Papa T’ on it,” said Father Thomes with a rue smile. After twenty-nine years together, he knew I chose the wrong cake on purpose. Lowering his head and squinting while lifting his glasses, he then said, “And Papa T is written with sharpie.” 
 
    “I slave, all night, over a hot conveyor belt and sharpie that I didn’t pay for while in line at Walmart, and this is the thanks I get?” Even though I overplayed the drama for levity’s sake, it still meant a lot to me that this holy man had spent nearly three decades helping to guide my soul toward the light. Though it was the wrong cake, I spent longer than I care to admit picking out the perfect wrong cake. 
 
    “How did you even manage to use a sharpie on icing?” 
 
    “You say icing, I say concrete. Tomato, tomahto. Though I’ve never met anyone these days that actually pronounces it with the h sound.” 
 
    We stepped inside the church and Father Thomes slightly winced as he took the full weight of the cake and shuffled off to the kitchen. I noticed the liver spots had multiplied on his hands. Father Thomes, my only mortal friend, had gotten old on me. His hair had gone stark white and his once light wrinkles were now deeply etched all over his face. I couldn’t help but notice that his robes fell loosely on him, signaling a reduction in weight.  
 
    As I thought that, my mind immediately course corrected knowing that Father Thomes would lecture me on life being short, and where he was going when he died, and that I shouldn’t worry, and blah blah blah. I lifted my chin, abolishing the thoughts on my friends aging, and walked into the cathedral. 
 
    I sat in my usual spot, leaning my back against the arm rest and setting my legs down the bench, crossing them to maximize comfort. I sighed obnoxiously as I clasped my hands behind my head and cradled my beanie covered head. 
 
    “Don’t get too comfortable, dear boy. I have a task for you tonight.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said, letting my feet slide off the bench and onto the ground as I twisted to face Father Thomes. My hands unclasped with one falling to the arm rest and the other to my lap. “Give me ah targeht to turmenate,” I said in my best Arnold voice. 
 
    “It would seem a potentially dangerous group of cultists are preparing to summon a demon. I am convinced they have the ability to do just that.” 
 
    “How neat — fresh meat,” I said, standing. “Where they at, bro?” 
 
    “They are at a warehouse near down town. I wrote down the address for you,” he said, extending his hand out with a piece of paper. 
 
    “Cool. I won’t return until I deal with them,” I said as I stepped into the isle and grabbed the paper. “Oh, I want to try my new secret knock tonight.” I told him what it was and made my way to the front door. I threw it open, before turning to him with a mischievous smile and summoning my inner Beetlejuice, “It’s showtime!” 
 
      
 
    The End 
 
    …but not really. It picks up immediately in  
 
    “I’m Glad You’re Dead”
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