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Prologue

 


 


I suppose that I still love him, but not as
I did. He fell from grace, burning and beautiful — defiant, but
that falling chained his spirit. He chose to rail against the
heavens, gnashing his teeth in futile anger at his
imprisonment.

My own dreams, which may be empty, are of
being free.

Lucifer would see it too, if he would but
look. It has been promised to all of God's creatures, great and
small. I am one such creature, and I burn to claim my
birthright.

When the kingdom men named
Hell was born, many of us followed him there to lick our wounds and
recover from the war. Whatever the religious leaders might tell
you, whatever you might believe, it was war. The angel of light did not
depart as an ember, but as a brilliant star, a power to singe even
the hands of God.

It has been eons since I walked that
tortured road, but it is there that my story begins. Perhaps, when
the day of reconciliation arrives, it shall end there as well. That
is not for me to judge. I know only this; it was through a man, and
through Christ in the guise of a man, that I found hope. For this
hope, if for nothing else, I inscribe this history.

It is possible that nothing shall ever be
the same when my soul is bared, that I will be consumed in fire for
my impudence. It does not matter. The weight of this story is too
much to bear, and the only other who shares it has chosen
silence.

We have drifted apart.
Most of his time is spent in solitude, but he has left his mark. It
is no wonder; he is half-crazed with boredom and lost to despair.
His road and mine are not the same. He is born of man, of the
earth, I of the heavens. Though we share a curse, we cannot
long abide one another's company.

I dream for him as well, for I was created
to greater strength. His own dreams too often fall to despair.

The apostles who told this tale before me
had their own interests in mind when they recorded certain events.
Much was left to the winds and drifting sands, forgotten. Only one
among them ever penned the truth; only one among them had a great
enough heart and the enduring love to care. That was Judas, named
the betrayer.

He paid an awful price for
a truer faith than most men will ever know. The Book of The Gospel, According to Judas,
was burned on the second day after Jesus rose
from his grave. There was only a single, hand-scribed copy, and he
had failed to conceal it well. He never bothered to recreate
it.

The others were jealous and afraid. They
never trusted their own faith, knowing from the example of their
master's death how men would see them, and fearing how it would
mark them in the eyes of God.

It was Peter, possessed of Lucifer himself,
who set the blame for their Lord's death on Judas' shoulders. He
felt it necessary to discredit Judas, and to remove his
testimony.

Such is the pride of men. Perhaps they are
more like the fallen angel of light than they have let themselves
believe. It has always amazed me how the glaring holes in the life
of their savior, and in the teachings of His disciples, have been
so carelessly and pointedly overlooked. Nothing is harder to
believe than that which is not desired.

At the time of Christ's
death, I was unable to explain why Lucifer did not seize the
chance to have the truth recorded. Now,
after watching the product of his intellect unfold, it has become
obvious. He may be bitter, but he is brilliant.

Man might have reacted differently, had they
known the truth. This senseless bending of facts and flailing of
spiritual arms has brought centuries of amusement to those below.
Entire lifetimes have been spent twisting ancient wisdom to serve
the desires of mortals.

Though I see the weakness that is inherent
in man, I am less vindictive than my former lord. I do not hate men
for their gift of salvation, no matter how they might scorn or
waste it. I do not hate the All-Father for my exile. In any case,
few enough will listen to my story that it will not disrupt the
general flow of humanity. As I have said, the thing least easy to
believe is that which is not desired.

A great deal happened between the fall of
light and the events of the gospel. The game of creation by one and
corruption by the other began almost immediately, and Creation
itself was batted about some, in the early stages. That fact alone
has caused its own levels of chaos.

In some cases, the details of these
conflicts were as minute and fragile as sub-atomic structures that
developed flaws, or microorganisms that evolved in directions far
from those originally planned. Lucifer was banned from Heaven, but
his proximity to the Earthly works of his enemy gave him great
freedom to annoy and antagonize.

While this was never directed at mankind, it
has hewn a trail of pain that has led to the very brink of
destruction. Games are not restricted to those of lower thought
patterns, neither are the emotions of envy or greed.

Lucifer watched the
arrival of the Christ upon the Earth with deep interest, and
some concern. Well aware that he could not
prevent it, and unwilling to forego the amusement, he set about
sowing the seeds of jealousy, fear, and distrust that would later
lead to the crucifixion.

A small mountain of dead children grew on
Christ's birthday, sacrificed by those who feared the birth of a
King. Satisfied with his handiwork, Lucifer sat back and
watched.

Men are given to strange excesses. The dead
children were a tragic example of this. I saw it as a shame.
Lucifer saw the destruction not at all. His eyes were turned
Heavenward, searching for a sign of the anger he knew his actions
would spark. I walked the Earth in his shadow.

I will not apologize; I am
not responsible. I will not dwell on the years prior to my tale,
though certain events will require explanation. To avoid personal
prejudice, to which I freely admit, I will use passages of
The Book of Judas, which
I hold embedded in my memory. I have walked the roads of both
Heaven and Hell, seeing much. My memory will suffice.

In the Christ, Lucifer saw another part of
his enemy, another work to corrupt. I saw beauty, a piece of what
was forever lost to me. Perhaps even then, before his light had
opened to me, I sought salvation.

Lucifer saw none of that; his hate had
become too great. I saw, and I loved. The Christ, too, was very
beautiful.

 



Chapter One

 


[Proverbs: 6:16 "These six things doth the
lord hate ... 17 ... hands that shed innocent blood."]

Judas 1

And it came to pass that Jesus went alone
into the desert to be tempted of the Devil. He remained there forty
days and forty nights, fasting, and on the fortieth night, he
hungered. The tempter came before him then, asking, "If you are
truly the son of God, turn these stones to loaves of bread"

Jesus answered him, "It is written: 'man
does not live on bread alone, but on every word that comes from the
mouth of God.'"

Then the Tempter led him to the highest
point of the temple. "If you are truly the son of God, cast
yourself down, for it is written:

'He will command his angels

concerning you,

And they will lift you up in their
hands,

So that you will not strike your foot

against stone.'"

Jesus answered, "It is also written, 'do not
put the Lord your God to the test.'"

The Devil took him to a very high mountain
and showed him all of the kingdoms of the world in their splendor.
"Bow down and worship me," he said, "and I will give them all to
you."

Jesus replied, "Away from
me, Satan, for it is written, 'Worship the Lord your God,
and serve him only.'"

The devil laughed and gestured, raising from
the sands a Temptress. "See here the things craved by man," he
said, waving his arm to include the cities below. "You are Son of
man, does she not please you?"

And Jesus, seeing that she was fallen from
Heaven, and sorely used, beckoned to the temptress, saying, "For
all who would follow me, there burns a light in my father's
house."

And the Temptress fell to her knees,
forsaking the Devil and his darkness. In an awful rage, Lucifer
laid upon her a curse, bringing a great thirst which could be sated
only by the blood of man, and saying, "Feast upon the fruits of his
labor, for I say unto you, you shall be his undoing."

Then the devil left them, and angels came
and attended Jesus.

Fleeing into the desert, the Temptress
wept.

 


~ * ~

I was drawn up from Hell. I was not
consulted, nor were my feelings taken into account. I was scooped
up as a child might be, dragged from one level of existence to
another and held there, immobile, as my master spoke.

Lucifer often walked the
middle regions, which were closer to that which we had lost than
those the rest of us inhabited. The Earth was a revelation to me.
The first thing that met my eyes was beauty. I was dazzled by the
light of the sun, struck speechless by the wonder of
thousands of tiny glittering crystals that made
up the sand. It was indeed a different world. After so many years
of condemnation, I hoped, just for an instant, that a doorway had
opened to Heaven.

Lucifer gestured at me, an object, not
really seeing me at all. Then he turned to the Christ, and he
smiled.

"You see her, Godson," he sneered, his words
awash with the bitterness of his defeat. "You know what she is.

"You have taken the form of a man; I have
brought her forth as a woman."

He released me then, and I
fell to my knees, feeling the bite of the sand. The heat of the sun
beat down on my back, and I felt the soft caress of a breeze across
my skin. I felt no different, but I was. What I had been before, what I
had been born to, was pure essence. What I had become was material.
I looked down at my body, my arms, the legs that folded beneath
me.

The Christ watched me with His great sad
eyes to see how I would react. Would I, too, sneer at Him, or would
I try to seduce Him with the human flesh I'd been granted for that
task? I found that I wanted to go to him, to hold him, but not to
sneer. Never that.

"Is she not beautiful?" my master asked.
"Does she not make Your mortal loins burn . . . Your human heart
flutter?"

Jesus looked at him, the sadness deepening,
and then back to me. "There is a place for you still," He said
softly. "If you but believe, I promise you, there is hope."

I felt a strange sensation
building, a physical sensation — this part of my corporeal existence caught me
completely unaware. I remained on my knees, taking in the extent of
his promise, letting the thought of that
which was forever lost wash through me and drain out into the
burning floor of the desert beneath me. It was too much.

"You have no such power," Lucifer sneered
again. "Empty promises, lies, even, from one who names himself the
Son of God. You cannot take her back with you; He will not have
her."

I ignored these words, casting them from me
in anguish, and I began to crawl forward. The sand burned me —
scraped the skin of my legs — and yet I continued. I was lost in
the Christ’s eyes, drawn to them, and I felt a great weight lifting
from my heart.

It didn't matter if it were a lie. It didn't
matter if He tried and failed. All that mattered at that moment was
the sensation of liberation, the knowledge that I was loved. It
filled the emptiness that had grown within me with dizzying
swiftness, flowed through the veins of my new mortal frame, pulsed
in my temples and blurred my sight. If all He could offer was that
moment in time, I was His. If there were nothing more, so be it —
there was nothing whence I had come to compare with it.

I crawled nearer. My hand — my human hand —
reached out to meet the advance of His own. I was lost in His eyes,
lost in His love. It shone from Him, as light and beauty had once
radiated from Lucifer. I couldn't draw back, couldn't resist the
chance. In the end, the choice was never mine.

Our skin was so close at last that I felt a
tingling in the air, a bonding. There was light — such light as
Lucifer himself could never have produced, even in the prime of his
glory. It surrounded me, separated me from all else, and cleansed
me. I wept. I leaned forward to take that hand, and to bow down in
supplication.

Then the fire struck, and
my mind grew dim.

There was pain. Such pain I had never
experienced, even in the fall, for that was more the pain of loss
and rending. This was the pain of man. A wall of fire, heat that
would have melted the very sun from the sky, shot between us.

I sensed the Christ, but I could no longer
see Him. I could still see the overwhelming light that was His
essence, but I could not reach it. Perhaps He could have reached
me. Perhaps He could have walked through the flame, pushed aside
the pain, and stretched out His hand to claim me, but it was too
late.

If I would not be Lucifer's vessel of
temptation, I would become a sharper, more potent weapon. I became
a curse. I did not hear the words Lucifer spoke. I did not see his
eyes, or those of He whom I now loved, and yet I felt them. I felt
the changes coursing through me, my spirit parting and re-forming
once more. Changing.

I screamed, pulling every bit of my essence
free from the nether regions that still bound me and putting it
behind my voice. The light vanished, the heat departed, but I
continued to scream.

I was a shell, a shadow spirit with no hope.
I was bereft of all that had been mine. I felt the subtle lines
that bound me to them both becoming brittle, cracking and falling
away.

It was a death, a rebirth. Death is the
curse of mankind, but I knew it in that instant, and I cowered from
it. I don't know, to this day, how men go on, knowing that one-day
they will die. Even with the promise of salvation, it is
terrifying. For me, it was without hope.

"If you love Him," Lucifer
ground out, advancing on me with eyes of pure flame, his
voice crackling like thunder across the
desert, "go to Him. I free you of all things, save one. My
curse."

"Look upon her, Son of Man," he cried,
spinning madly and leaping to the top of a large stone to look down
upon us. "Look at what Your 'love' has wrought. She will be Yours,
and You hers, and I tell You now it will be Your undoing.

"I lay my curse upon her. She will follow
Your steps as long as You dwell upon the Earth. She, too, will have
a place between man and the gods, and she will hunger! She will
hunger for that which you fight to preserve. She will thirst for
the blood of mankind — the lives, the very souls You seek to save
will be her bread.

"She will see no sunrise, nor walk the roads
of day; the shadows shall be her home. She will leap forth from
those shadows, drawing the blood from Your 'flock', while
magnifying the weight of her own sin.

"You may love her as you will, it will not
matter. She will never be allowed beyond the realms of Earth. It is
written; it is law. She is fallen, as I am fallen, and there will
be no forgiveness for her."

I turned to the Christ in anguish, pleading
with my eyes, but already the light of the sun was eating at my
flesh, dissolving my body. I felt an emptiness stirring within me,
becoming tangible, becoming a lust — a hunger that ate at my very
being, maddening my thoughts and burning through the chill,
bloodless veins of my body.

Perhaps He could have set
me free, had I gone to Him then, but I could not. The anguish and
the pain were too great. With the light of His love strobing in my
mind, that last sight of His eyes snared
in the tangling webs of my thoughts, I turned, and I fled. I fled
Lucifer's blinding rage and his mocking laughter. I fled from the
burning strength of the sun. I fled from the hunger, but not far
enough. Not ever.

I flashed across the desert, the speed of my
form rising from my need and the essence that was still mine,
though dim and subdued, though cold and sealed from my sight. I was
a flash of lightning, a drop of quicksilver slipping through the
Earth.

Mountains rose before me, and I ran to them,
scrabbling up the sides and searching, groping for any crevasse
that might shield me from the sunlight that threatened to bring me
to dust.

I was ashamed of what I'd become, appalled
that I was so weak and powerless, so easily used, but I was not
ready to surrender; to become one with the Earth; to await the
coming judgment in torment. Not for Lucifer, not for the Christ. I
would fight as long as there was hope.

I slid over the stone, ripping my flesh,
which I found no longer felt the pain as it had, and slithered down
into a ravine, where I finally found release.

There was an opening, barely large enough
for me to enter lying on my belly, and I crawled into it without
question. I sensed other presences there, sensed anger and fear on
a very low level. I ignored them. The pain was like ice being
hammered into my skin and forced through the veins. The shadows
lessened the burden and made it possible to endure the
discomfort.

There was a cost, of course. My master had
been thorough in his curse. I no longer felt the burning pain of
the sun's embrace, but was consumed by the hunger. As my flesh
mended itself and my strength and sanity returned, the hunger grew
incrementally.

It was no less painful, no less horrifying,
and I knew I would not be able to hold out against it for long. I
would have to feed, and I knew the words he'd spoken would prove
true.

Nothing but the blood of those who walked
this plane of existence would satisfy me. Nothing would save me
from the fate of the dust but the warm, flowing nectar that pulsed
from their hearts, and slid beneath their skin. I thought of the
Christ, and I thought of His offer. I dreamed of His love.

Now I was an abomination, a creature of
shadow and darkness, a lesser being even than I had been in Hell —
beneath Him. My hope was shattered, lost in the utter blackness of
that small cave, and I screamed again, the sound ripping from my
throat, blasting through the mountain and shaking its very roots. I
sensed the lower presence that I'd felt before entering the tunnels
cowering, backing away from me, and I tasted the warm, rich blood
that flowed through its veins in the dank air, but still I ignored
it. It was not the answer, not the sustenance I craved. It would
never do. Whatever it was, it was safe with me — safer than I if I
didn't find my way out of those mountains and into the world of man
that very night.

I felt my spirit slipping
levels — draining down toward the base existence of the creatures
in the shadows — and I fought it. I would feed, and I would walk in
shadows as a mortal, whatever it took to survive, but I would not
become like them. I would not become an animal, moving from one
kill to the next, from meal to meal without regard to past or
future. The animals were put upon the
Earth to serve, clothe, and feed mankind. Mankind would be the same
to me.

I was never the burning star that Lucifer
had been, but I had walked the roads of Heaven and Hell, and I
would not bow down — not to any but the lord who'd offered me hope.
Not until the light He'd shown me was extinguished altogether,
until His love was proven to be the empty lie that Lucifer claimed
it to be. Perhaps not even then. As I have said, the Christ was
very beautiful.

I sensed Him nearby, walking the Earth, and
Lucifer as well. It was beyond my former master to forego any
chance to attack, or to warp that which came from above. I knew he
would fail — as he knew — and I knew the anger, the frustrated,
bitter rage that would follow. It no longer mattered, as long as I
remained shielded from his eyes, as long as I was less than nothing
in his thoughts. His anger would not be for me.

I crept deeper into the mountain. Somehow,
in that cramped space, I found a way to turn myself toward the
opening. I lay still in the cool damp earth. I did not want to call
attention to myself, not on this world or the next. I wanted to lie
there until the sun died for the day, to crawl out into this new
world I would call my own, and to feed.

Beyond that, I had no plan, and no strength
to map one out. I would do as I was cursed. I would follow where
the footsteps of the man they called Jesus led me, the man that was
a God, and I would pray, throwing myself at His feet, doing what He
bid even unto physical death in the hope of salvation.

The night would call to me soon enough, and
the hunger had me dazed. As the sun burned above, I felt myself
drift into darkness. I slept.

~ * ~

I crept from my cave as the sun fell beyond
the horizon, slithering from the earth like the serpent, the image
given to Lucifer in the first days. I felt the earth against my
skin, and I knew an odd kinship with it. I knew it as a creation of
a God whose grace I had forsaken, but in whom I had known my own
birth.

The burning did not return. In the pale glow
of the evening, the last fading illumination of the day, I felt
renewed. If it had not been for the hunger, the driving madness of
the lust that screamed through my being, I might have felt
free.

I slipped off the small mountain and into
the sands of the desert and crossed the Earth like a dark wind, an
avenging spirit of the night. I sensed my goal, felt the pulse of
it -- the heat it emanated. I could almost taste it, and that too
was something to be marveled at and experienced.

The physical sensations
were all new to me — taste — pain — hunger. There had been only
emptiness before, voids I had scarcely understood, but that I now
found that I yearned to fill. None of those yearnings could match
the intensity — the purity
of the physical reality that was now
mine.

I was alone. I did not sense the Christ, not
immediately, and to my relief; Lucifer was gone from the Earth as
well. It was as though they had never been with me, had not
promised and tormented and cursed.

I knew this was only a dream. It was I that
might not have existed. I knew my insignificance in the scheme of
the universe, in the great battle they prepared for. It angered me
to be set aside, to be nothing more than a pawn in this cosmic
game. I was darkness; I hungered. These were my truths.

There were men on the outskirts of the
desert; a great city rose there. Its name, I later learned, was
Galilee, and it was there that I first tasted the blood, the
sacrament that renews me daily.

I slipped from the shadows of the desert
into the larger, darker shadows of the city as a wraith, my eyes
sweeping the deserted streets and my mind questing before me. I
wore the form of a woman, but I was still more than a woman. My
senses were keener, my strength remarkable. Their minds were open
books to me, and I searched, not knowing truly what I sought, but
certain that I had to find it soon, or perish; to perish was not an
option.

I searched their human minds as I wandered,
hiding myself from their sight, watching their movements as they
readied themselves for the night, hiding their faces and looking
over their shoulders as if they sensed my presence, or that of some
other predator, hiding in the darkness. I searched their thoughts,
their dreams, and their faith. I sought — something — something
that would ease the guilt, the horror of what I was about to
do.

My knowledge of their creation, of the
wonder of their being — their essence — held me back as no will of
my own could have done. They were not as I, but their form, their
very existence sang of the lost realms, of the freedom and promise
of all that had been taken from me.

Now I walked the night,
bathed in moonlight and ready to steal from them as I had been
stolen from, ready to end their days in their own world, banishing
them to — where? To Hell? Surely not. To Heaven? I did not know.
Perhaps to the Earth until the final battle was fought,
until the doorway to Heaven was opened and the
judgment came. Whatever the consequences, I would feed. It was
inevitable. In making me human, then ripping that humanity free and
raising me as one already dead, Lucifer had left me one thing truly
of this plane. He had left me the will to survive.

Then I sensed her. She was young in years,
but her heart was older — her mind darker. She hurried, her steps
quick and light, but it was not joy that drove her onward. It was a
feeling of imagined power.

She was married. Her husband and children
were at home, and yet she was out. I picked the lie from her mind,
the story of a sick friend that had freed her from her home, from
the love and trust that waited there.

Her name was Sarah, and she sought a man — a
younger man than her husband — young and wild. She did not think of
her home, but of herself, and in that instant I knew — knew what
would save my sanity — knew what would be my argument when I stood
before the judgment and spoke for the forgiveness of my sins.

I would drink their blood, but not those who
were innocent. Not from one who truly loved — who truly followed
the footsteps of the Christ on the Earth. I would not take a true
believer, or a true follower. One like this woman, who caused
sorrow, her I would feed upon. Perhaps, if suffering were the fate
of those I took; she would have time to repent — to mend what was
warped in her soul.

I snatched one thing
further from her mind — her destination. Slipping ahead into the
shadows, I found a well along the way, deserted and silent, and
there I waited in plain sight, letting the
moonlight wash over me, letting my new form free to have what
effect it might on those who saw me. I did not know then, but I
have since been told that I, too, am beautiful among
women.

She came stealthily, slipping over the stone
as if her silence could hide her heart from judgment. I stood
still, waiting for her eyes to pick me out of the shadows. She was
almost upon me when she looked up from her private meditations and
her lustful dreams. She looked up, and her gaze fell full upon
me.

She stopped. We stood, staring one at the
other, watching and waiting. She moved first, her eyes unable to
withstand whatever she saw in mine.

I was pale then, weak and trembling with
need. The hunger filled me, and apparently this showed in my
countenance. She stepped forward, her hand coming to her lips, and
she nearly cried out in her shock.

"My lady," she said, her voice barely above
a whisper, "what is wrong? What has happened to you?"

I moved forward, my feet barely touching the
stone beneath them, the wind pressing me onward, and suddenly I
stood before her, holding her where she stood with the power of my
gaze. She did not look away; I did not allow it. In the same manner
that I had picked her deceit from her heart, I allowed my need to
seep into her mind, and my essence to invade her senses and hold
her in thrall.

I circled her and she
slowly followed my movements, whirling to face me each time I
threatened to slide beyond the limits of her sight. Her breathing
was labored and shallow, and I sensed the
speeding of her heart.

I saw the subtle rise and fall of her
throat, sensed the taste to come, the energy and the strength, the
release. I nearly went mad with the sudden heat. I savored the
moment, but I still could not free myself of the guilt.

I don’t know how long I circled her. Finally
I moved closer, laying my hands on the soft skin of her shoulders,
and I held her easily, fascinated by the quivering fear that
coursed through her. I sensed the depth of her panic, struggling
silently to break free of my control.

The first image that surfaced was that of
the young man she sought in the shadows, but that image melted
away. It was a transient hope, impotent in the face of my hunger.
He would not help her, could not if he so desired. As the image
faded, she fought me, grasping at the threads of her husband's
love, crying out to him with her heart, begging for forgiveness he
would never know was due.

I gripped her shoulders more tightly and
pulled her close, and my control slipped. The blood was
tantalizing. It pressed against her skin from the inside and called
to me, scraping along my flesh and clutching at my hunger. I could
not release her, could not stop myself from drawing her into my
dark embrace.

Our eyes nearly met — so close — so warm. I
let her see me in those seconds, let her feel the weight of my
pain, the intensity of my hunger. She retreated within herself, but
I drew her back, held her up to the mirror of my guilt and made her
see.

Then I fed. The movement
was instinctive, inevitable. I did not, until that moment, know how
I would sate my thirst. The curse worked through me, molded my
form. My teeth extended, my lips curled
back like those of the beasts I'd scorned scant hours before. I was
at her throat, sinking smooth ivory through soft flesh, puncturing
her artery and letting the warm fountain of her being burst
forth.

My eyes closed then. All but her blood, my
hunger, and the sensations that followed their joining faded to a
distant hum, as of a great swarm of insects, hovering in the
background. The world did not exist. Nothing existed, save our
melding — our blending.

It was in that moment that I understood her
fate. I knew it as surely as I knew my own curse, and I wept as I
fed, trying to pull free and to reverse what was already far beyond
my control. I felt her flow into me, not just her blood, but also
the essence draining from her soul. The life that had been hers
became a part of me. Her memories, her loves, her sins and dreams,
all of it entered and blended, mixed and sifted through what was
mine, collecting in the empty cavities of my mind and lodging in
the cracks in my heart.

Her sin was mine, the responsibility for her
salvation as well. She could not rise to a new life in the Heavens
as long as I carried her within me, and I would never rise.
Everything that had been Sarah was now a part of me; everything
save her body, and that fell from my hands, dropping to the sand at
the foot of the fountain. I staggered backwards, her screams
echoing silently through my mind.

I turned then, and I saw him — the young man
she sought. He had come for her after all, had come to see what
kept her from their tryst. He stared now in morbid fascination —
his gaze meeting mine across the small square and his head shaking
in negation.

The blood of my feast
still ran over my lips, draining down the front of my body
and staining the white cotton of my
clothing. I paid it no heed, reaching out to him with my eyes,
trying to capture him as well, and to silence him.

He was too fast. The terror beat me to his
heart, activated his feet and brought his voice to life. He
screamed, screamed of murder and death, screamed of demons and
cursed beings. He was gone in an instant, and I turned to follow,
then stopped. I had fed, and I was sated. There was no need to
pursue him — what I needed was to escape, to leave and not to be
seen — and not to be reviled for what I was.

I had heard a name on his lips, a name I
knew, but from where, or when, I could not remember. "Lilith," he
had said. "Lilith has come."

I did not know who, or what Lilith was. I
wanted to be free of that place, free of the new awareness of those
around me that the blood had brought to me, free of the awareness
of my own newborn evil.

From all sides their thoughts assaulted me
and their lives flashed through my mind, deafening me. They pressed
me back into the stone of the fountain. I was as they, gorged on
their blood.

They came then, perhaps a dozen of them, in
answer to the one man's call. They gathered in the streets and
alleys that entered into the small court in which I stood, leaning
heavily on the fountain and watching them in return. I stood over
Sarah's chilling form.

They hated me. They feared
me as they did not even fear their maker, and this both amazed and
angered me. They did not know the gift that was theirs, the power
that was offered them. They walked as fools into the mouth of the
inferno, and below me I felt others laughing, goaded on by Lucifer
himself, mocking and sneering, pointing and jeering. They
knew, as I now knew, the small price it
would take to buy a man from his salvation.

I was suddenly sickened by the taste of the
blood, sweet and overpowering only moments before, it had faded to
the flavor of death and decay. I was disgusted by the fear that was
not for one of their own, now dead, but a selfish fear for their
own blood — their own lives.

I turned, taking in their faces, taking in
their spirits, vile and pure, innocent and lukewarm. I drank in
their humanity, felt the different pulses, the different lines of
power that bound each to his fate. I held them with my gaze as I
searched. They dragged against my probing control in confusion,
desperate for the safety of their homes, pressing against one
another for support. Some among them tried to move forward, as
well, wanting to attack, to kill me as I had killed.

I saw this, and I knew the weakness of their
faith. I threw back my head and let the light of the moon bathe my
features, highlighting the blood now dried and caked on my skin,
and I laughed, as they could not. I felt as if I were being
assaulted by some huge, cosmic joke. Regaining control, I leapt
forward, clearing the first group before they had a chance to move
and flashing into the darkness — back into the desert, though not
too far.

I did not return to the small cavern. At
first I ran, then I laughed, and cried, and ran again. I carried
Sarah's spirit within me, its torment, the sense of loss and
abandonment that accompanied her death. I could not reach her mind.
She was trapped in a cage that was somehow a part of my existence,
a prison within a prison. She lashed out at me with talons no
longer strung with the weight of substance, ripping at a prison she
could not even comprehend.

I wept for her, and I wept
for the world, for myself, and for the Christ, who I could now
sense. With the sating of the hunger, my strength had returned, and
with it, more of what I had once been was
mine, a new form of torture. I could only maintain that strength of
essence through the feeding, and I could only feed in guilt and
anguish.

It would drive me mad; that I knew as well.
I hadn't fully understood the emptiness within me. My former master
had not taken what was mine, he had added to it. I had become a
vessel, a private Hell, and he had insured that every pain, every
bit of suffering I accounted for in my new existence would be with
me for eternity.

Already the cries of she who had been Sarah
were fading to a dull throb, but they were there. Her fate was now
bound with mine, her destiny a part of my own. The shell that had
been her body was just that — so much clay — so much matter. A
piece of the Earth that was separate for the time being, but that
would become one with the whole again in time.

So I believed. I passed into the desert,
leaving the men and their cities, their dreams and their fragile
hearts behind. I moved like a shadow, a plague, silent and swift,
deadly and final. I felt the power that flowed through me, the
renewal of my own strength that had flowed into me with the essence
of the woman, Sarah. That power held wide the portal to my own
spirit, allowing me the sensation, the subtle reality, of the being
I had been.

Already I felt the hunger moving within me,
but it was weaker — buried deep in the shadows of my mind. I did
not believe I would need to feed again soon. Not every night as I'd
feared.

There was but one hope, and that lay in the
Christ's promise. I had to find Him, to track His footsteps and
feel His love wash through me once more.

I feared that moment. I
dreaded that He would look upon me with loathing, that He
would see in me all that was vile upon the Earth
and would strike me down, or turn me away.

I did not know what I expected of Him,
perhaps nothing at all. I knew only one power that might help. I
had to find Him — go to Him — entreat Him to grant me release.

I sensed the presence of other powers —
powers I had no knowledge of, but these I avoided. For salvation or
condemnation, I would live out the tenets of the curse. I would
follow Him.

I moved across the sands of the desert, and
slowly the cool, powerful light of the moon waned, giving way to
the twilight that precedes the dawn. I knew I had to find a
suitable place to lie, one that would shield me from the light,
from the burning touch of the sun.

I did not want to rest in the tunnels
beneath the Earth again — did not want to share shadows with vermin
and lesser creatures. So I went along the outskirts of
civilization, and shortly before the first light of day, I came
upon a small temple. Behind the temple were several graves.

I moved to the door of the largest
mausoleum, obviously that of one very important in life, and I put
my hand upon the door, pressing it aside. It was a great slab of
stone, but it was nothing to my strength, and I opened it
easily.

I caught the scent of decay, of decomposing
flesh. It was the odor of eternity, the return of matter to the
Earth, the release of the spirit. There was no lingering touch of
humanity, no trapped essence to torment me, and the sun did not
reach into that small, man-made pit at all.

As the sun rose, taking
its throne in the face of the sky, I slipped into the tomb and
pulled the stone fast behind me, sealing off the light. I lay down
on the cool damp earth beside the remains of a long dead mortal I
would never know, and I shut my earthly eyes, drawing
inward upon myself and taking what rest I
could.

Sarah's torment festered within me. The
weight of her life and death had been added to the heaviness that
pressed upon my heart. It was sufficient not to hunger, for the
moment, and not to burn. At the next dark-dawn I would walk amongst
them again, and I would learn. I would find and follow the trail
left by the Son of Man, and I would seek His forgiveness.

In the darkness, I waited, as that wearisome
nuisance men call time wore slowly on. I did not rest easy.

~ * ~

When I rose, I sensed a presence beyond the
tomb, so I did not depart immediately. There was no wild rush of
blood scent, nor was the hunger raging in my breast. I was under
control, though the blood lust was beginning to itch at my senses.
I was intrigued. Someone was summoning me from beyond the
stone.

When I could stand it no longer, I pushed
the stone aside and slipped into the shadows. Whoever, or whatever
waited, I felt confident that they had no match for my speed or
strength. I felt no fear.

A shadowed form stood beside one of the
other tombs, and I waited for whomever it was to move forward, or
to acknowledge my presence. Finally, as if tearing herself from the
very fabric of the shadow, she came to stand before me.

She was light of skin and
dark of hair. Within the pits of those eyes, an odd light burned. I
stared within, trying to understand and deny at the same instant,
as the horror grew in my heart and the shuddering, backlash of my
own pent up emotion threatened to double me over and render
me helpless. There was nothing to read.
There was nothing at all.

It was Sarah — and yet it was not. It was
her shell — her husk. The flesh was dead, no less dead then when I
had dropped it to the ground in the square, no less empty than when
she had been swallowed by the chasm that had attached itself to my
own soul

"Why?"

Only one word but filled with the venom and
the hatred, of a lifetime.

"I did not know." I said, backing up a
step.

"It would not have mattered." she said. "You
would have done this anyway, would you not?"

I did not respond, but I knew in my heart it
was true. I looked upon that ravaged, lifeless face, and I did not
speak.

"I hunger," she said at last.

"You must feed," I said, knowing as I said
it what it would mean, knowing that it was another part of my own
damnation sin. "You must feed. Avoid the light of the sun, walk in
the shadows."

She stood looking at me for a long moment,
and I saw my loss, and my hunger, reflected in the black mirrors of
her eyes. Then she turned and was gone, like a wisp of dust in the
wind, like a shadow that will not be pinned down. I watched the
empty space where she had been for a long time, waiting, wondering
if she would return, if my burden would include her company, but
she was truly gone, and in the end, I turned away, taking my own
path.

There was more to my
damnation, more to the hunger and the burning than I had
imagined. The intricacies of the curse, the
subtleties of my bondage, were only just becoming clear.

I sensed a voice, deep within me, calling
out to me in mocking laughter, and I tried to push it away, to deny
it. I was not strong enough. Lucifer's laughter cut into my
soul.

She was not
innocent, he whispered, the words
insinuating themselves between my thoughts, grabbing at my mind and
holding me helpless as he ran his voice obscenely over my essence,
violating me yet again, removing any pretense of control over my
fate.

Only the innocent go to salvation — the rest
are condemned — as you are condemned, and I. They will walk the
Earth as you — will await the final judgment in the manner that you
leave them.

The shadows within you will grow very full
if you choose no innocent blood. Now go — run along on your little
human feet. Go to Him, for I would see Him fall.

Then I was released, and I fell, laying my
cheek against the cool ground for sustenance. I wept again, though
there were no tears for my eyes to spill. I wept in my soul. I
heard his laughter, ringing through my mind, adding to my torment,
mocking.

I rose and moved on toward the center of the
village, sending my mind out before me, casting among the shadows
and alleys, sending my questing thoughts up streets and into homes.
I sought one who knew, one who had seen the Christ in His passing,
or had heard word of it. I sought any who could guide my footsteps
and help me to return to the path I had been set.

Somewhere in the shadows,
another hunted as I did. A small part of myself animated a
soulless being, her essence trapped in a limbo
that was uniquely my own, and hers at the same time. Somewhere
innocent blood would spill, and I would be to blame — my own
hunger, my own attempted grasping at honor — at salvation — was at
fault.

I sought Him, but I felt nothing, and I
passed on, following the call, following my senses. They weakened
as I went, and I lost track of Him, but still I would not feed. I
felt the hunger growing, knew it would rise to overwhelm me, that
it would burn me as the sun had burnt me and that it would leave
nothing of me, nothing of Sarah, but a blackened ash, and still I
held out against it.

I could find Him, I thought, without the aid
of more blood. I could find Him before it was too late, before I
had to feed or cease to be, and I could ask forgiveness. He could
release the curse, could help me before I broke the first vow I'd
made on the Earth, before another — one with life ahead of them and
a very real chance at salvation within their grasp — fell to my
hunger.

I was still vain, in those days, still full
of the memory of my essence, my former strength. I had no idea the
depths of the hunger, the depths it could drive me to in panic, or
in outright lust after the lifeblood I would have preserved.

As the hunger grew, my power, and my
essence, grew dimmer. My mind regressed, and I knew that I was
sinking, becoming a lesser and lesser creature, a predator. I felt
the hunger overpowering my resistance, felt the call of the
strength that could be mine again. I had had no idea how precious
my own essence was to me. Despite my resolve, I would feed, laying
waste to the struggles, the efforts I'd made to resist, and yet I
held back.

I was vain, and I paid the price of my
vanity.

On the third night I fed. He was young,
strong and beautiful. I wept as his life poured through me, as I
stole his dreams and swallowed his essence, only to feel it slip
away. It was not as it had been with Sarah. I felt him being
released through my skin as I fed.

It was an experience of unbelievable power —
a glimpse of rapture — a touch of Heaven. It brought me to my
knees, his cold, lifeless frame cradled in my arms like the body of
a child. I experienced the moment of his freedom, of his ascension,
and the pain of this was much greater even than the weight Sarah's
pain. It tore at my soul, and I went into a rage, maddened by the
sight of my goal, by the taste of that which had been forbidden me.
And his blood was stronger than Sarah's had been. My own senses
peaked incredibly, nearing the levels of my former existence. It
was not enough. It was a pale shadow of the gift he had received. I
lusted after even that, would have grabbed it from him, clawing my
way up the very tendrils that bound his soul to Heaven if the power
to do so had been mine.

Then I heard the laughter bubbling up
through the Earth to drown me in despair. I felt Lucifer's presence
to the core of my being, plucking at the cords of my essence,
fondling all that was mine almost absently.

You see what I have done, little fool? I
have granted your wish. Now you have both your own private Hell to
carry within you, and your own window opening onto Heaven.

Then I was alone again, only the trail of
his laughter eating at my mind, gnawing away like some sort of
spiritual vermin at the center of my existence.

I sent out my senses
again, sent them questing to their very limits and beyond, and I
found what I sought. Along the shores of the lake they called
Gennesaret He walked, among fishermen and
carpenters, workers and the families of the poor. He gathered them
to Him, and He taught. I rose, leaving the body at my feet, and I
flew across the miles — forgetting all but the need to be there, to
be with Him. In Him lay the answer, and there could be no hope
without Him.

I covered a great deal of ground that night,
reaching the shore and secreting myself in a large cavern, far back
away from the lapping of the waves and the burning of the sun. I
could sense Him, so near that the touch melted the ice on my soul,
released a tiny bit of the hunger and the pain. It returned my
sanity, and I rested — waiting. Soon I would see Him, and I would
have my answer. Soon I would find release.

And He sensed me as well. He was reaching
out to my mind, calling to me to come to Him, to not be afraid —
even of the light. The fear and the pain bound me, holding me as
their prisoner. I rested.

Soon, I answered with all the power remaining to me.
Soon.

~ * ~
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So it was, as the multitudes pressed about
Him to hear the word of God, that He stood by the Lake of
Gennesaret,

And there were two boats standing by the
lake; but the fishermen had gone from them and were washing their
nets.

Then He got entered into one of the boats,
which was that of Simon, called Peter, and asked him to put out a
little from the shore. And he sat down in the boat, teaching the
multitudes from the boat.

When he had finished speaking, he said to
Simon, "Launch out into the deep and let down your nets for a
catch."

But Simon answered him, saying "Master, we
have toiled all night and caught nothing; nevertheless at Your word
I will let down the net.

~ * ~

I could not leave my bed within the Earth as
the sun was in the sky, and yet I knew He was close. I sensed His
movements nearby. He had moved from the temples of Galilee and
walked now near the shores of the great lake Gennesaret, upon the
shore of which I slept. The people moved with Him, great crowds of
them, not willing to be parted from His wisdom.

I sensed their wonder and the all-consuming
power of His love. I knew that love as well, and though I could not
see Him, I sensed His awareness of me. I was included within the
sphere of that love.

I let myself drift free of the confines of
my body, the fresh blood of the previous night enhancing my sight,
and I drifted into the thoughts of those who followed, watching
through their eyes, living within their limited vision.

He had come to the shore of the lake, to the
port of several poor fishermen, and He had launched into the lake
with one of them. The fisherman’s name was Simon, but Jesus called
him Peter. In Peter I experienced something more powerful than I
had in any of the others I'd encountered. There was a power and
nobility beyond the years of his mortal existence present in the
man’s essence.

When the Christ looked upon him, when He
spoke to him, he focused more intently, spoke like a master to an
apprentice. Somehow, this man would be linked to all that was to
come. I watched as they pulled away from the land, taking the boat
first a little ways off shore, where all could still hear his
words.

The emotions of those
present were lifted beyond anything I had yet experienced; it
seemed perhaps beyond anything they
had experienced. I learned as I lay there,
learned of men, and of the power the Christ could exert over them.
All of it was new to me — I had followed none of their history,
knew nothing of their lives, their dreams.

The short span of their years horrified me.
I tried to imagine measuring the days of my existence by their
standard and failed. The magnitude of it was staggering. Those of
us who had fallen, those of us bereft of the greatest gift in the
universe, went on and on seemingly indefinitely. I could not
imagine a time when Lucifer, or the Christ himself, had not
existed.

Men were like small suns; burning so
brightly, brilliant in their passions, colossal in their arrogance,
and unparalleled in their ignorance. They fascinated me. It was
more than just their blood calling to my hunger.

Perhaps it was the sharing of His love, of
His emotions — a melding of souls. I do not know. I saw them as
embryonic spirits, sparks against his flame, against the cool fire
of Lucifer, even against the dark, shadowy flame that was now my
own essence.

He taught them the most
rudimentary of truths with infinite patience, repeated Himself over
and over to the more contentious among them, those who thought they
knew more than He. In their hearts, I felt, they knew they were
wrong, but it is a very human fault to plow ahead
anyway, banging one's head against stone walls
until something gives.

He stood on the boat at last and beckoned to
Simon, and the two of them moved out to the middle of the lake,
followed by one other boat, that of two brothers, James and John.
Simon watched every movement of the Christ's face; saw the play of
light in His hair and the subtle motions of His arms as he
spoke.

I say this because it sets the stage for my
amazement. Seeing all that he could, feeling as he felt and knowing
the Christ for who and what He was, Simon Peter doubted. When Jesus
said to him, lower your nets to catch fish, he doubted. He did not
want the image he held to shatter, did not trust the fish, or the
lake, or the words of his "master" to bring him through the
moment.

I sensed a great power in motion. The Christ
reached out, sending the tendrils of his essence through the water,
through the very Earth itself to where I lay, helpless and awaiting
the coming of night. He called out to the fishes of the lake, and
they answered. They came from the depths, from the shallow pools
near the shore, from the inlets and outlets of the lake.

The nets filled quickly, sending the boat
off balance, and Simon was so surprised, so delighted to be proven
faithless — another human trait — that he nearly allowed it to
capsize, spilling himself, the Christ, and all the fish back into
the depths of the lake.

Then He called out to James and John, who
were his partners, and asked them for aid. They came, bringing
their own boat alongside, and they worked together, side by side
with Jesus, hauling in the nets and releasing the catch into their
boats.

On the shore, the
multitudes looked on in amazement, full aware that Simon, James,
and John had tried already that day to bring in a catch offish and
had failed. They were in the presence of a
miracle, and it was then that I discovered the overriding fault in
the makeup of men. I felt it ripple through them, overwhelming
their wonder, overwhelming the growing faith that was filling them
all.

They were trying to figure out how this
miracle worker could help them. Rather than seeing what He meant
for their world, for the eternity they faced so blithely, they
wanted to see what material things He might bring to them. They saw
Him giving to the fishermen great piles of fresh fish, filling
their boats as they had never been filled in all the days of the
memories of their combined existence, and they wanted — each of
them — something for themselves.

Not all the lessons I have learned of men
are good. Their behavior sickened me, made me want to go among
them, to scream at them, to bang their heads together and to make
them see. They were being offered what I would have paid any price
to return to me, and they were concerned with a boatload of
fish.

His patience with them was incredible. He
pulled back to the shore, leaving the boat with Peter and calling
James and John to His side, as well. He spoke to them separately,
away from the crowd, and these three listened. There were others.
Somehow He was getting through, though to the few, not the many. He
drew them to Him, those who could hear, those whose eyes were not
completely blind, reaching out to them and tugging at their
hearts.

There were twelve when He was done, and when
He departed, they went as well, sending the multitudes back to
their homes. These twelve, I knew then, were the chosen — were like
I myself had been with Lucifer — blessed among their kind.

There was Thaddeus, the
brothers, James and John, and their partner Simon, now
called Peter, and his brother Andrew,
Philip, and Thomas, in whom I sensed such purity that it made my
hunger leap and burn, such light that I could scarce maintain my
concentration, Matthew, he who would be one of those who would
later conspire to warp the truth, Bartholomew, Simon (not Peter,
but a Canaanite) and James, the son of a man named Alphaeus, and
the last of them, Judas Iscariot.

Each of them was a flame — a candle among
men to lead them through the darkness, and each moment they spent
in the company of the Christ those flames grew. Apart, they shone
brighter than their fellows, more pure, stronger in faith and love,
but together they were as an army, their strength a hundred times
that of the one.

He led them along the shores of the lake,
and He led them away from the city of Galilee, teaching as He went,
filling them with His spirt, His knowledge, protecting them and
watching over their fears. I yearned to be among them, to feel His
hand upon my own shoulder, to feel that light burning within me,
but it was not yet time.

Even when the shadows returned, when the
night was upon us, I could not go to Him, could not draw near His
company. The temptation was too much — the draw of those twelve. My
hunger was growing steadily, weakening my resolve and draining my
strength, and I knew I could not be near them.

They were a part of something great,
something beyond me, beyond Lucifer and his petty scheming, and I
would not violate that. If there was any chance on Earth or in
Heaven for me, it depended on my strength. So I followed, lurking
in the shadows, and I watched until a time should come that I could
make myself known once more.

He knew that I followed, sending His
compassion to me when He could, filling me with as much light as He
could spare, but it could not offset the hunger, and I continued to
feed — to sleep in shadowed crevasses and ancient tombs as I traced
His progress across the land.

 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Proverbs 2:16-19
"16
To deliver thee from the strange woman, even from
the stranger who flattereth with her words;

17 Which forsaketh the guide
of her youth and forgetteth the covenant of her God.

18 For her house inclineth
unto death, and her paths unto the dead. 19 None that
go unto her return again, neither take they hold of the paths of
life.
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They crossed over the
lake, and they came out from the boats into the lands of the
Gadarenes. And when Jesus was come out of the ship, immediately
there arose from the tombs a man bearing unclean spirits, who had
his dwelling among the places of the dead; and no chains made
of man could bind him.

Because he had been often bound with chains
and had plucked the chains asunder, casting them off and had broken
the fetters into pieces.

And no man could tame him.

Always, both night and
day, he was in the mountains and among the tombs, crying out in
a mighty voice and cutting himself with
stones.

~ * ~

I felt the presence of the Son of Man
through to the marrow of my bones. I knew the touch of His feet on
the Earth, and I felt His spirit spreading throughout the land. I
felt another presence, also, and I was curious — curious and for
the first time since I was drawn up from Hell, I felt afraid.

There was something in the air that smelled
of the Pit, of Lucifer himself. I had never known anything like it
before, and yet I knew it as I knew my own essence. The Christ
moved upon the shore, but He was not alone, and I spread out my
senses to their fullest, letting the tendrils of my thought spread
thinner and thinner, reaching out to Him so that I might understand
what was taking place.

The bond between us strengthened, and
eventually I wound my way through the thoughts of those surrounding
Him to a clear vision of what transpired.

The Christ stood alone,
His disciples and those gathered to hear Him teach had backed away
a safe distance, leaving Him. He faced a single man, and it was
from this man that the darkness leaked,
that the uneasy twist at the bottom of my heart shied
from.

The man's hair was wild, untamed and
uncombed. It danced and played about the sides of his head like a
nest of vipers. His clothes hung in tatters, and his eyes were
bright — deep and glowing. They were not human eyes, and yet his
body was that of a man.

The remnants of several chains and manacles
hung from his wrists and ankles. They clanked as he walked and
bounced up from the dirt to bang painfully into his limbs as he
moved. He paid them no mind at all. His gaze was fixed on that of
Jesus, and the expression on his face was full of loathing and
hatred.

"So, God Son," he croaked. The chords that
formed his voice were cracked, and he found difficulty in forming
clear words, "You have come down from Your throne to taunt me, have
You? Come to play a little game before the final judgment?"

Jesus only gazed at him in silence. The
perpetual sadness in His eyes wrenched at my heart. My mind was
blending the trailing bits of darkness with memory, sorting things
out. I knew this essence. It was one of the things Lucifer had
created in his failed attempts to chain spirit to flesh — his
bitter imitations of man. In this instance, it seemed, what he had
managed was to chain the body of a single man with his own twisted
beings riding along as so much cargo. I wondered how many others
like him might exist.

"You know I am not here for you," Jesus said
at last. "Get you from this man, and leave him in peace."

"Oh, so simple to say,"
the demon cackled, dancing a macabre little jig in its shabby,
ill-used human cage. "Just like that I am to fly back to the abyss,
to His anger — just like that so the poor
little man-thing can resume it's wretched existence. Is that what
You would have of me, God Son?"

Jesus looked around, and to the side he saw
a herd of pigs. There was a faint twist of amusement at the corners
of His eyes, but His mouth was set in a grim line as He returned
his gaze to the demon.

"How are you called, thing of darkness?" he
said, and the authority in his voice was unmistakable. "You know Me
only too well, it seems. You will not speak again of what you know,
if you would ask a boon of me."

The demon's eyes whirled, but it did not
hesitate. "I am called Legion," it answered, twisting the man-mouth
into a grin of impossible height and width. "We are many."

"Then to many you shall disperse," Jesus
said with a wave, gesturing toward the herd of swine.

The change that took place was instantaneous
and complete. They were beings of considerable power, and yet He
cast them free from the body with a casual flick of His wrist. They
were there, then gone. The man stood before the Christ, blinking as
if awakening from a long slumber, looking about himself in wonder
and lifting up his arms to inspect the chains that hung there.

The pigs were a different
matter. There was a high-pitched squeal that drove some of those
present to their knees in its ferocity and volume. The animals
reared and leapt about, cavorting as if involved in a grotesque
dance. They turned in unison and stared back to where the Christ
watched them stolidly, then spun on cloven hooves and dashed off
madly toward the lake from which He'd
arrived.

He reached out a hand after them, as if to
call them back, but it was too late. They dove into the water and
swam through the deepening waves, thrashing and squealing
frantically until their mouths were filled and their breaths
stilled. They sank beneath the waves slowly, and were gone.

All on the shore stood still as statues,
watching the waves and wondering. Jesus turned back to the man He
had freed. "Go," He told him, "Go to the temple and give thanks as
you should for such release. Say nothing of how you were freed, and
sin no more."

Then He turned and walked away. It was
several moments before the others noticed, but when they did, they
hurried after Him, their voices an excited babble.

To them it was a miracle,
for me, a lesson. I was not the only dark creature upon the land. I
did not know what these others might mean to me, or, more
importantly, what they might do
to me. It would be necessary to learn these
things, and soon. I did not yet know how long my stay on Earth
might prove. It was knowledge I might need to survive, and
that I knew I
must do.

~ * ~
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As he spoke, a ruler came to him and knelt
before him, saying, "My daughter has died. Come and lay your hand
upon her, and she shall live." Jesus rose and followed him, as did
his disciples.

As he walked, a woman who had bled for
twelve years reached out to touch his cloak. She said to herself,
"If only I touch his cloak, then I shall be healed."

Turning, Jesus saw her and said, "Take
heart, daughter, for your faith has healed you." And the woman was
whole from that moment on.

When Jesus entered the ruler's house and saw
the musicians and the noisy crowd, he moved them aside. Seeing that
no color remained to the girl's cheeks, and seeing also the marks
upon her throat, he said, "Go away, for the girl is not dead, but
only sleeping." They laughed at him. After they had been put
outside, Jesus closed the door behind himself, barring it from
within. As darkness fell, a woman was seen to pass the window frame
and to speak. Taking the girl by the hand, Jesus led her outside,
and she lived, though no spark remained to her eyes—-except that of
hunger-—and her pallor was that of death.

All stood in awe, and the news spread rapidly
throughout the land. Ignoring her father and those about her, the
girl walked into the desert and was seen no more.

~ * ~

As Jesus moved through the cities, through
the squares and temples, He reached out to those in need. He filled
some with His spirit, others with His wisdom, and I watched from
afar, burning to be near Him, longing for his touch. I watched Him,
and even beyond the death men fear, I felt His presence sway
me.

It was a growing thing, an
evolving need. I needed him on more levels than I had
previously known, and this was confusing to my
spirit. I wanted Him to forgive me, burned to return to the glory
of the All-Father, and yet I also wanted Him near me on a more
personal level . . . a human level. I wanted His hand on my brow,
on my skin — wanted His eyes to look for just a moment into mine,
and to be mine alone.

It clouded my senses. I forgot, at times,
that my goal was Heaven, forgot the fall and all the years of
torment, forgot even the hunger. My flesh ached for His, my eyes
saw only Him.

It was not only spiritual, not only His
essence that called to mine, but the burning needs of the parody of
a woman that I had become — that drew me to Him. I watched the
long, flowing locks of His hair, watched the way He moved, the way
He spoke. His shoulders were broad and strong, and His eyes clear
and bright. I felt things I did not understand, felt them
reciprocated from afar, and I felt the anguish this brought to
Him.

I would have left then, were it not for that
need. If I had not sensed that the time was limited, that things
were happening rapidly, I would have left Him, removing the
temptation of my fate from His side. My presence and my suffering
preyed upon His mind.

I knew all this, and yet I remained, in
anguish and alone. I skirted the cities, but He knew I was there,
and He wept for me. His pain was nearly more than I could bear.

And still, in my weakness, I fed. The hunger
would madden me, remove my sight, cut me off from Him I sought, and
I would take another victim, would move among men and choose, as I
knew I must, from their pure, to sustain my form. Each time I did
so, I felt His pain and heard the mocking laughter from below, and
I retreated, sometimes for days, into the earth, trying to pull
away from Him, trying to release myself from the curse.

It was after one such time that I found
myself on the very brink of insanity, clawing my way into the
shadows of early evening, even though the last dying rays of the
sun burned me like a fire. I could not wait — the hunger would not
be stilled.

I had remained separate from men for nearly
five days, attempting to resist the pull of the thirst, but it had
eaten at me like a cancer, drained me of both strength and will. I
was a mindless thing, a beast of the night, and I burst free from
the shadows.

I did not seek out innocent blood. I sought
human blood. I did not seek to renew my sight, bringing Him closer
to me and strengthening our growing bond, but to feed — to rend and
tear and soak myself in the power of it.

My essence was cut off from me, and only
that which had been recreated as human, or less than human, was my
guide. I did not think of this, either. I thought of blood.

I moved nearer to the city, and the first
structure I came upon was the home of a great man — a king. This
did not matter to me; king or beggar, whoever I met would fall.
What matters is what followed.

I slipped into the gardens near the
building, sensing a presence there, a solitary heartbeat. It was a
girl, a young woman barely into her fifteenth year, and yet there
was already a great bitterness festering in her heart. She sat
alone on a stone bench, pressing into the shadows as I did, trying
to remain unseen, though I sensed no one there to seek her.

I melted from the darkness
at her side, waiting for her to notice my presence. She did not at
first. I can move very silently, when I wish it, and in the grasp
of the hunger I am like the breath of the
wind. Still, she looked up at last and met my gaze with no
fear.

"Who are you?" She asked boldly, sitting
forward and gazing into my eyes. "This is my father's garden — he
will have you whipped for trespassing."

I moved forward. I do not know what stayed
my hand, but I did not feed. I sat beside her, returning her gaze,
and I smiled.

Her eyes widened as she took in my form, my
darkness and my beauty. She reached out tentatively, as if to touch
the trailing tresses of my hair, but stopped short. Her mouth
opened wide, and her eyes were full of curiosity. She did not
scream.

"Who are you?" she repeated, but the
connotation was different, subtler. She might have said, "What are
you," with the same inflection.

My smile widened, and I answered. They were
the first words I'd spoken to a human, the first true recognition
I'd received from another being since the curse had been laid upon
my shoulders. I quivered with the hunger, ached to feed, but I
spoke instead, probing, taking in her essence and rolling it over
my tongue.

"It does not matter who I am," I answered.
"I am, that is enough. Are you not afraid of me?"

She nodded, then, but the fear did not rob
her of her curiosity. As she gazed upon me, I looked within her as
well, running the tendrils of my spirit through her thoughts and
memories.

She was an unhappy girl. Her father, in her
mind, was a tyrant, a slave driver who would marry her off, whether
she liked the man or not, for his own gain.

She wanted to remain,
wanted the large home and the servants for her own. She even
thought of ending her own father's life to have
these things, blaming it on a servant. All of this I read in an
instant, all of this I pushed aside.

She was looking upon me in a way I was not
used to, calling to me with her own small spirit. It was another
revelation. She saw my beauty, and she was captivated, knowing it
was mine alone, but wanting it for herself all the same. I felt
thoughts running through her mind of crying out, of having me
captured and bound as her servant.

She would possess me, if she could not steal
my beauty. The thought amused me — and enraged me. I had been a
slave for too many years to tolerate such thoughts from such as her
for long.

"I would make a poor servant," I told her,
plucking the thoughts from her mind and spitting them back at her.
She pulled away, then, but I held her in place with my eyes and
reached out a hand to caress her hair. "I am of the darkness, of
the shadows. You are a lovely girl. Why do you covet what is
mine?"

She tried to shake her head, to negate my
words, but I let her know with my mind that it was useless.

"Wh...who are you?" she murmured, as I
leaned in, pulling her young throat toward my lips and sensing the
blood — tasting it even through the thin membrane of her skin.

I looked at her one last time, and I spoke
words that tore at my own soul. "I do not know, young one ... I do
not know."

Then I fed. I fell upon
her and drew her close to me. I felt her head fall across my arm as
her eyes closed. Her throat constricted to scream, but I did not
allow it. I placed my hand across her
lips, muffling any sound she might make, and I sank my teeth into
the wellspring of her being, drew her forth, drop by
drop.

Her life was short, but her blood was hot —
full of potential — of life. I did not think of purity, nor did I
think of the consequences of my actions, not until I felt her
drawing within me, not until I heard her screams and realized that
they had never passed her human lips.

She fell into me, joining Sarah's spirit to
haunt me. As my senses returned and my head cleared, I cried out,
and there were answering sounds from near the building. I staggered
to my feet, let her body drop to the stone bench, and fled, banging
through the trees and knocking over the beautiful pots and
stonework in my path.

I burst from the garden like an avenging
spirit, flew into the shadows on wings of anguish and pain. Behind
me I heard them calling out to her, shouting to give chase, to take
me.

It did not matter. Those from the tiny hell
inside me drowned out their voices, and my solitary universe was
more full by the weight of another lost child.

I stumbled and almost fell, caught my
balance at the last moment and continued into the night. I ran, and
wept, and ran some more. In the recesses of my mind I heard the
mocking laughter and felt Lucifer reaching out to stroke the souls
trapped within me, causing them to renew their cries of anguish,
sending shock waves of pain through my being.

I ran, but I could not
escape, and at last I stopped, falling on my face in the sand and
laying very still. The darkness still ruled the sky, and I let
myself drain downward, let my flesh fondle the earth and take what
little comfort there was from it. I tried to blank my mind, but
it was impossible.

I sensed the Christ, as well, felt His
anguish as He reached out to me, shared my pain, shared the curse.
I battered at His presence, beat upon it, trying to drive Him from
me, to keep Him from things unclean. I was damned. I was beyond
hope — beyond even His strength.

He would not be denied. His essence was with
me, flowing through me, and even as I wept He drew me up, drew me
back to my feet and pulled at my soul. I fought. I did not want to
see Him, could not face Him at that moment. Not with the blood of
one so young on my face, not renewed through the condemnation of
another of His flock.

I took His gift of strength, and I ran
again, away from Him, away from men. The morning was fast
approaching, and I knew I had to get myself hidden, to find a
shelter from the day and from my own growing madness. I had to lie
within the earth and renew myself — to find a way and reason to
continue.

Even as I pulled free the stone door of a
great crypt, though, I was looking forward. I had waited long
enough, had pushed Him aside for the final time. It was time. I
could do nothing else. I would go to Him. When the darkness fell, I
would seek Him out, wherever He might be, and I would throw myself
at His feet — upon His mercy.

If I did not, I would truly become the demon
men thought me; I would be a bringer of death until the day the
Earth crumbled beneath my feet and cast me to eternal flame.

I lay down in the cool center of the vault,
amid the remains of dead men and women — an entire generation of
them — and I slept.

~ * ~

Daylight ruled the world
above me, and yet I saw its life, the events that filled it, as
clearly as if I had walked those roads myself. The girl's blood
— the princess' blood, as I now knew it to be, had renewed me, had
revitalized my vision, and my sight.

The Christ walked nearby, so close that the
Earth separating us seemed the thinnest of veils, the weakest of
barriers. It was as though His feet trod the soil and the soil
caressed me in return, and even in my rest — in my sleep — my body
burned to that touch, arched and moved with Him.

There was a great commotion, and I knew in
my heart that I was the cause. The king had come to the apostles,
had been brought before the Christ Himself, and he spoke of his
daughter — of her attack and her death.

"They say," he cried in his anguish, "that
You have great powers, Lord. They say You may cast aside even the
angel of death. I pray to Thee, come to my daughter — see to her.
She is so young, and ..."

"I will come." No promises, no sermons or
empty words, only that statement. "I will come."

I trembled within the
tomb, wishing for anyone, anything to hold close to my flesh for
comfort. I knew what had happened to the girl, and I knew
what would happen
to her, come the darkness — and I knew that He knew as well,
through me. He did not know the full extent of it, had not looked
into the undead eyes of what had once been Sarah, but somehow He
knew.

He moved among His
followers then, continuing His teaching and His miracles,
continuing His destiny. He went to the
home of the king. Even from behind the sealed doors of my tomb I
distracted Him. I was not a part of the formula, not a part of
prophecy. I was the strange
woman of the "Proverbs", and I called to Him in
pain.

He came to the large home I had found the
previous night, and He found there a great gathering of people.
They celebrated the death and the ascension they believed in,
though their faith was untried. There were dancers, musicians, and
healers of every sort available in the nearby area, food and drink.
He looked upon it all in sadness, and pulled the king to the
side.

"You must allow Me to spend some time alone
with her," He said softly, speaking for the king's ears only. "If
there is to be hope of her return, you must leave her to Me."

The king was torn by his loss of a daughter,
of the marriage she was pledged to — the loss of a bit more of his
faith. He nodded, turning instantly to clear the room, casting out
all who were within the walls.

Again I was struck by the shallowness of
their hearts. This man was willing to believe that there might be
hope for his dead daughter, that there might be something this Man
with the love of the world in His bearing could do against the
ultimate darkness, and yet he was unwilling to believe it meant
anything to him.

His faith would not alter. He would believe
in the Christ as he would in a court magician, and he would offer
sacrifices in the old manner, would proclaim his belief to the
world. None of it would be true.

The truth was that he was
already making plans for his daughter's return. He was already
renewing the ties in his mind that he would make through marriage,
spreading wide his hands to collect the
gain she might bring to him. He would not fear God — would in fact
no longer even fear death itself in the same manner, once it was
done.

I yearned to be there, to speak with Jesus
and to explain what I felt. I knew He must feel it too, and I
wondered that He went to the girl anyway. The home had been
cleared, everyone camping beyond the building in the late afternoon
sun, and the Christ remained inside with the dead girl — alone.

He knelt at her side. His head was bowed in
prayer The long golden locks of His hair fell across her slight
frame as His forehead touched the stone of the bench upon which she
lay. Her hands had been folded upon her breast, and a white flower
had been placed within her grasp.

I do not know what He said, for I could not
break through the barriers of His personal communion. He was in
communication with the Heavens, was touched by the light that could
set me free, and I found myself rising to my knees in the depths of
the crypt, letting my hair fall forward to brush the bone and dirt
of the floor.

I prayed my own prayers — for the girl,
Sarah, for the princess who lay upon a bed of stone, about to rise
into a world of shadow, for the Christ, who bore me like a ball and
chain, dragging my guilt and my sin about the world with Him as if
it were no burden at all.

I prayed for Lucifer, for his beauty and for
a release of the rage and bitterness that bound him so surely. He
sensed what I was doing, and he reached out to me to try and stifle
that which flowed from my mind, from my soul, but I had just fed,
and the Christ sustained me. Lucifer's grasp — for once — fell
short.

As long as the sun was in the sky, I
remained there in the dust, and when I rose, I went straight to Him
— straight through the sands and the streets, making my way through
the crowds at the home of the king without regard to their words,
their admonishments and warnings.

At the very edge of the crowd, a man reached
out and grasped my arm. The shock of his touch impeded my
progress.

"Lady, do not go closer," he said, and I
turned to him, gazing into his eyes in wonder. It was my first
sight of Judas Iscariot, the first lingering touch of his essence
upon mine. I burned him into my memory as I held his gaze with my
own for just a moment. Then I shook free and continued toward the
building before me as if he had not spoken.

He watched me in wonder, glancing down to
where I had so easily broken his hold, and followed my progress
with his eyes. I sensed a fear in him then, but for once the fear
was not of his mortal life, or of the loss of anything physical. He
was afraid of what I might be, what I might do.
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