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    The Black Scorpion’s Bar


    


    Blood. There was so much blood.


    Thick and sopping, it surrounded Ronald Wax as he regained consciousness on the bar room floor. Like an oil slick, it covered his shirt and leather vest. Even his bald head was smeared with the thick, wet substance.


    But where had it come from? Was it his?


    Ron’s calloused hands were painted red. It was abundant around his knuckles and beneath his jagged torn fingernails. He was always a biter. Always stressed out about something, maybe it was hunting the demons and the fighting for the innocence left in the world. Innocence? Ron wasn’t innocent, but this blood?


    He had no memory of it.


    Sitting up, Ron blinked and took in the sights that surrounded him. It was his friends who were like brothers. The gang members of the Black Scorpions now lay all around him with dull and vacant eyes.


    Dead.


    The bar was a tomb and the stench from the corpses made him gag. Gutted like fish, blood poured out of their chests and stomachs, while their eyes were transfixed on the ceiling, frozen open in horror.


    And in Ron’s left hand was a blade. A sharp dagger dripping with blood.


    Had he done this?


    The blade fell from his hand. Sure enough, Ron recognized the leather hilt where his initials were carved. His Dad had given it to him years ago, passing on the legacy from one demon hunter to another. Ron was happy to take up the torch, but didn’t think it would lead to this.


    Slaughter.


    The last thing he remembered? Why it was Jessica Blood. She was supposed to be lost to the underworld or some craziness like that. Gwen had told them as much after being possessed by a demon—Gwen was gone, that’s right, Gwen was gone!


    He had gone to get her food, but she had escaped, and in her place?


    Jessica whispered something in his ear. It seared his soul with pain to remember her voice, not hers at all, but something twisted. Dark. Like something gnawing on flesh in the middle of the night. It hadn’t been her—not really.


    Ron had wanted to warn Duncan, but the world faded to black. It twisted in the wind and his mind had been replaced by…. Something dark, menacing.


    A hollow grave and a twisted cloak, like madness circling from below.


    What did that bitch do to him?


    Ron had seen its face hidden inside the façade of Jessica’s face. A red angry scowl in the darkness, and as it had grown closer to his mind’s eye, he had seen it was a woman. A glorious, beautiful woman in a long billowing black dress. The swirling pattern on her dress held the screaming cries of tormented souls and upon her head, a set of green horns, sprouting from a tangled mess of hair. Her skin was a rich caramel color and when she smiled, her eyes shifted to resemble those of a cat.


    This was Lourdes.


    And now her face was burned into his mind…. Burned.


    Ron had to warn Duncan, but what he had done here was horrific. How could he just leave his brothers in arms lying on the ground? If he could get to his phone, at least, that would be something.


    Struggling to his feet, Ron’s legs shook. Pain tore at his chest. Ron grunted and gripped it, seeing fresh blood flow between his fingers. He had been injured in the attack after all. It didn’t look life threatening, but it hurt like hell. Ron started over to the bar and collapsed onto a bar stool, barely catching himself with splayed fingers.


    A gasp of air from the ground caught his attention. Bart, his oldest and dearest friend, blinked his eyes. Pale and staring off in a trance, but he was alive. Thank Christ, Ron thought maybe he should count his lucky stars. Now if he could only find a phone…


    “Hold it right there!”


    “Arms up! Turn around slow!”


    The police? How had Ron missed their flashlights flashing in through the windows? They came at him from all sides. There was nothing he could do, so he raised his hands. He stumbled, unable to hold himself steady, but an officer grabbed his arms and forced him down to his knees.


    Ron needed to say something. He licked his lips.


    “We got a live one here!” An officer bent down beside Bart. “Sir, hang on, an ambulance is on its way.”


    “My God, have you seen anything like this before?”


    Ron cleared his throat. He wanted to protest how he didn’t do this, or if he did, he had no memory. No reason. He wanted a lawyer, a phone call; he needed to speak to Duncan Jasper, that’s what he needed!


    But that wasn’t what he said at all.


    “I’m coming for her. I’m not going to stop. Duncan needs to stop me.”


    Ron blinked his eyes. Why the hell had he said that? That’s not what he meant. That’s not what he wanted to say.


    They pulled Ron up to his feet. “Sir, you better stop talking.”


    “Read him his rights already so we can use whatever he says, will you?”


    “You have the right to remain silent. Anything you say…”


    Ron stared up at the bright lights shining down from the ceiling with tears streaming down his face. Why had he said that? Why? He wasn’t coming for anyone that wasn’t a demon. Why couldn’t he say what he really wanted to say!


    His mind flashed back to the moment Jessica had slammed him against the wall. Her eyes shone a deep red that had matched the red curls flowing down her back. Her lip snarled in the way it always had, but the way her head snapped back and forth wasn’t natural. Wasn’t her.


    Jessica had squeezed his throat, a red curl falling in front of her vision. “Listen and remember….”


    Ron had shaken his head and grabbed at her hands. “Jessica…” His voice wheezed and gasped for breath.


    “I’m coming for her,” Jessica snarled with a glint in her eye. Was that a tear? “I’m not going to stop. Duncan needs to stop me. Do you get that, Ron? Can you remember?”


    Ron had nodded with a quick blink. “I’m coming for her…”


    “Yes,” Jessica smiled with satisfaction and let Ron go.


    His legs hadn’t worked and he had fallen into a heap. Jessica had strolled over to the door and Ron had wanted to call out to her. Ask her to stay, say he wanted to help her, but it hadn’t come out the way he wanted.


    “I’m coming for her. I’m not going to stop….”


    


    

  


  
    1: Duncan Jasper


    


    No one ever said fighting the forces of evil would be easy, but it had never been this hard.


    Duncan Jasper could find a way out of any situation. His charm and good looks often meant he could talk his way out, but when things turned physical, he did okay then too. But now things were falling apart. Jessica Blood was a servant of evil and Duncan could barely stay ahead of the angry pack of demons.


    They hungered for Amanda. The only thing between her and those vengeful demons was Duncan and the 1966 Chrysler he drove. It had belonged to Daddy Blood, the girl’s father, before he was murdered. Before evil followed their scent every waking moment of every day.


    Duncan Jasper was no man’s hero. No knight, but here he was becoming one, whether he wanted to or not. Amanda needed protection. Had to be saved. He hadn’t been able to protect his own kid sister, but he had to protect this one.


    “Amanda, there’s something we need to tell you. About the demon we have? We have to talk about your Aunt Gwen.”


    Amanda jerked her head toward him. She had been through a rough time, being held prisoner by demons would do that to you, but her face still held beauty. Pixie-like features, from her small lips to her button nose; her face framed with golden red soft curls. The kind that needed to be on the cover of some girly romance novel.


    But her pupils were dilated. Her words slurred together, like she had been on something. The only thing Vaughn would have given her was demon essence drugs. For an empath like Amanda, coming down would be tricky. “Is she alive? Did she find you?” Amanda asked.


    Gunfire from the pursuing vehicles drowned out Duncan’s voice and the ground began to shudder. The earth groaned and a crater opened up in the desert. Duncan’s whole body tensed as he jerked the wheel to avoid falling into it.


    Just when he thought things couldn’t get any worse.


    Heat and flame rose up from the void that blocked their way. Duncan slammed on the gas and the car fishtailed as he drove parallel along the expanding crack. There had to be an ending. There had to be a way around.


    Amanda’s breath labored in a manic rhythm and she gripped her armrest. “She doesn’t want to let us go. We’re never going to get out of here, Duncan.”


    She? Duncan’s heart told him it was Lourdes. The queen of the underworld didn’t like to lose.


    Amanda turned her head and placed her hand on the window. The flames were so high that Duncan felt his own cheeks burning, as if he stood too close to a campfire. He just gritted his teeth as he circled back toward the charging demons.


    “What are we going to do? Duncan!” Amanda’s voice cracked and she shielded her eyes as they raced toward a caravan of demons intent on killing them.


    “Brace yourselves, kids!” From the backseat, Father Mike bent his head, gripped the headrest as the car jarred and muttered an inspired prayer.


    Demons to the front. Flames of the underworld behind them.


    Who said only the good die young?


    Duncan gripped the steering wheel and slid further into the seat. It was time to do this thing. It was time to win. His eyes spied a flat, large rock off in the distance. If he could get to it before the charging demons did, well it was a big risk, like a wing and a prayer. Risks, were what he took. Every day. Duncan Jasper didn’t play by the rules; he hadn’t set out that morning to die.


    He set out to win. No matter the cost. Save Amanda, that’s what he said he would do. No matter what.


    “You’re going to want to hold onto something,” Duncan grabbed a fresh toothpick from his pocket and slid it over his tongue. Here went nothing.


    Jerking the wheel, he took a hard left and hoped the charging demons wouldn’t be able to course correct in time. Spinning, nearly out of control, Duncan gritted his teeth so tight his jaw ached, as every muscle in his body taught and straining as he fought to maintain control of the car.


    “C’mon, C’mon!” He muttered more to himself than anything, but his friends were counting on him. Duncan had let people down enough in his life—starting right from the very beginning. He had to get this right.


    They caught the rock right at the angle he’d planned. Boom—the car sailed through the air and over the roaring flames that were so desperate to encircle them. Box them in, but nothing that day would box in the six-hundred horsepower of raw Detroit power this day.


    With a thud, they landed and bounced hard. Beside him he saw Amanda slam her head into the roof and Father Mike said something very un-priest-like in the back seat. The car slewed across the desert sand like a cat on ice; when Duncan finally regained control he found himself driving right into a demon gang on bikes.


    “You’re going to want to take out those demons, Mike!” Duncan said out the side of his mouth.


    Mike rolled down his window and lodged his AK-47 through the open space. “I’m on it.”


    It was only a couple dozen demons, but enough to make your day go from bad to worse. As the thunder of the approaching Harleys reached a crescendo the clouds above parted.


    And it was all punctuated by Mike’s gunfire.


    A bright light passed overhead, like sun cutting through a foggy day, but this light was harnessed, intense; a spotlight being channeled through a magnifying glass, it glinted brightly off the charging bikes.


    “Hit it, Duncan!” Father Mike gripped the headrest in front of him.


    Duncan licked his lips, wrapped his fingers around the gear shift and put the pedal to the metal. The tires cut loose and like a bat out of hell, the Blood family car charged forward, dust and exhaust trailing in an angry cloud.


    Amanda gripped the armrest of her door and turned, peering out the window. Duncan didn’t have such luxury. He examined ahead and kept the wheel steady as the car bounced over the uneven terrain. He just hoped the old girl could hold it together. She wasn’t built for this and now, with Jessica gone, it was his responsibility, right?


    Take care of Amanda. Take care of the family car. Had responsibility ever weighed so heavily on his heart? “It’s not over,” Amanda swallowed hard. “Duncan—.”


    The sound behind them drowned her out. The earth hollowed out and collapsed on itself, a crater had grown and it charged—right behind the car, it pursued as if it had a mind of its own and it probably did.


    Sent by Lourdes to send them crashing into the underworld.


    Father Mike made the sign of the cross and Duncan glanced back at him. “Is that all you have?” So much for priests having an open line direct to God. Open 24/7 a day, right?


    “No weapon can stop what is happening back there. Can you get this thing to go any faster?”


    “Without melting the engine?” Duncan shook his head. “Not damn likely!”


    The ground disappeared beneath one of the rear tires and the car buckled. Amanda flinched and grabbed onto the dashboard. A terrified sob escaped her lips. There was pure terror on her pale face and Duncan’s own heart matched that in speed. She had been in tough situations before; most of her life had been one fight after another. But this?


    This was on a whole new scale of crazy.


    Jessica was gone. Damn no, Duncan couldn’t think about it yet. Had to remain in control. Objective. Couldn’t they catch a break?


    He wasn’t going without a fight. The tachometer approached eight-thousand RPM and he slipped the shifter into third gear. The tires broke free and the car fishtailed, slipping out of the trailing crevasse. The engine fell deep into its power band and the speedometer buried at a hundred and fifty miles per-hour.


    “That’s more like it,” Mike called from the back seat as they pulled away from the pursuing hellfire.


    Judging by the tach Duncan guessed he was nearing two-hundred miles per-hour. At these speeds the old ’66 felt like it was floating over the desert. It felt like a rocket, but he knew at these speeds on the loose desert floor he was one errant rut or rock from killing them all.


    Even so, it was working, they were pulling away from their pursuers. Still, Amanda struggled with tears, or maybe all the emotion was just too much for her. Duncan wasn’t sure, but she gulped for air. Her face turned a pale blue.


    “Mandy,” Duncan called out in alarm, but couldn’t take his eyes off the road.


    Her fingernails dug into the dashboard. “There’s something new here. It wasn’t here before.” Amanda shook her head, the sound of gurgling vomit rising in her throat.


    Could it be the drugs? Or something even worse than that?


    A motorcycle approached from the right; it tried to force them around into the crater. It buzzed like a chainsaw and the rider lay low against the bike, gripping her handlebars. All decked out in silver leather, it was a woman with dreadlocks running along the back of her head.


    Her face would be decorated with a red spiral tattoo. Duncan didn’t need to see it to know. He only knew one human woman with a fondness for silver leather and dreads. She called herself Vain and if he said her name out loud, he might choke on it.


    Time was catching up with him.


    Vain and her fondness for demons. Vain and her hatred for Duncan, but he couldn’t die today. Not until he could get Amanda to safety, so Duncan fought back, swerving his car toward Vain’s bike. She moved away, but turned her head with a coy smile so he could see it.


    So he would know she had found him, but she would have to wait another day to collect her retribution. Duncan couldn’t let this be the end.


    They were racing toward the city limits. With the Earth crumbling all around them, with demons charging after them, entering wouldn’t just be suicide; it’d be the murder of innocent civilians. He gripped the wheel harder, held his breath, his mind spinning. Looking for a solution.


    A way out.


    He gazed at Amanda and the fear she had on her face. “I’m sorry,” Duncan whispered. Already he had failed. He had to protect her, but he couldn’t risk the lives of everyone in that city.


    “Slow the car,” Amanda said and when Duncan didn’t immediately respond, she said it with more force. “I said to slow the car, Duncan!”


    He let up on the gas and off in the distance he saw a rising golden light coming from the horizon of the city. Above the skyscrapers and into the clouds, the light shone in a luminescent vortex aimed right at them. Amanda squealed and bent forward at the stomach, grabbing at something hurt, hurt badly.


    In an instant, Duncan felt it too, but probably not as strong as the empath. A sonic wave of power erupted from the clouds in a golden light and threw the pursuing demons back like ants on a blustery picnic day. A flutter of eagle’s wings like that of the angel soared in the distance. He had to drive toward it. Didn’t know why or how he knew, just that he did.


    The fissures behind them were no longer expanding. Lourdes, for now, had given up—or had been put in her place. Mike gave Duncan an exasperated, slack jawed look and Duncan felt their luck too. Maybe priests didn’t have a direct line to God, but it seemed Amanda Blood knew an angel. Maybe that angel even owed Amanda her life.


    Duncan started the car forward again at a crawl. Cautious. Didn’t know if the demons would lunge again. The further the tires spun, the easier Duncan relaxed and the tension just ran out straight out of him.


    Amanda pushed her hair back with a long exhale. Her green eyes a little clearer. Duncan had a boat load of questions for her, but for the moment, thought he’d let it keep. He’d allow victory, for lack of a better word, just sink in.


    The light of the angel in the distance beckoned them home.


    

  


  
    2: Amanda Blood


    


    The city had no idea how close to destruction it had come, but Amanda felt it deep inside. Now the shadow of death was receding like an ocean tide. The car drove toward the bright light, as Duncan called it, but he didn’t see it the way Amanda did. She doubted anyone could. The warmth and amber dust danced inside like tiny fairies. It had its own song, but not one she could discern with her ears.


    Her heart and soul heard it. Like a cherub strumming his harp, that’s how Amanda knew it was no ordinary light. It came from an angel, maybe even more than one. Now they were headed toward it, like it was a spotlight, the Bat-signal, and thinking that made Amanda think of Jessica.


    Jessica loved superheroes. A story where the hero always won, Jessica always said. For someone who craved happy endings so much, she hated romantic comedies, where they were pretty much guaranteed. Her sister, Jessica Blood, the realist.


    The old protector of her family and now she was gone? Lost forever, so Lourdes would have them all believe.


    Amanda wouldn’t, she couldn’t. She’d find a way to get Jessica back if she had to travel the world for a solution. If she had to rip a hole in the veil of the underworld to do it. When it came to Jessica, Amanda would stop at nothing, because that’s the very thing Jessica would do. They protected each other. Had each other’s back. Amanda owed her, but more than that, Amanda loved her.


    Needed her to survive.


    I’m going to come get you, sister. I promise.


    They drove through the city and Amanda allowed herself to relax. The streets were calm, a man strolled with his dog, but over his head, a dark cloud hung. They passed a chubby girl nursing a coffee and donut, but no one could see her pain just by looking at her, but Amanda felt it.


    Alone, desperate. Sad.


    The city was rife with it, but it was normal human down-on-your-luck stuff. It made them all such easy targets for the demons and their promises of lies. A drug that brought the promise of happiness, euphoria, pleasure, all the while chipping at their very soul until nothing was left.


    They passed by brick red buildings with signs ‘open for business’ in the window while others were having close out sales. Businesses may be on the brink of closing forever, but the strip clubs seemed to be doing okay. Blinking lights outside, with a scrolling marquee, it was a thing you’d expect to see in Vegas. And the lines?


    Wrapped around the building as if people were waiting to see a blockbuster movie.


    The light grew brighter and filled the windshield. Amanda shielded her eyes and Duncan squinted, the closer they got. “Want to tell me what that was back there?” Duncan asked. “Jessica was…gone. The demons were around us. We were goners and then you screamed—.”


    “And they all fell back,” Amanda admitted softly. “If I knew what it was, I’d tell you, Duncan. But I don’t know. The only non-passive thing I can do is exorcise a demon with my hands, you know that.” It scared her. Whatever it had been, it damn well terrified her.


    He nodded in agreement and there was no malice in his voice, but Amanda felt his surge of adrenaline. Didn’t he trust her? Didn’t he—He thought the drugs Vaughn pumped her full of corrupted her. Amanda felt that surge of emotion as clear as day. She swallowed hard and stared out the window.


    Was it true? Aunt Gwen always said, if corrupted, Amanda would be as explosive as a time bomb.


    If they were going to help Jessica, they had to work together. Had to trust each other, but Amanda didn’t know how to make him understand. She understood just because she felt. How could she explain something like that?


    “It could be the drugs messing you up,” Father Mike said from the rear seat, leaning forward. “It might settle as you heal, get the drugs from your system.”


    A ‘but’ hung between them; Amanda didn’t have the answers. She didn’t have the truth, so she didn’t say anything. All she could do was nod and hope, for now, it would be enough.


    They arrived at the dome of light, behind a café and Duncan slowed the car down to a crawl. Pulling it beside the curb, he cut the engine and no sooner did he do that, than the light from the angel disappeared.


    Duncan raised an eyebrow. “Maybe she didn’t want to meet with us after all.”


    “She did.” Amanda gazed out, looking around the sidewalk and the front of the café. It was a casual, but homey place with bushes out front and a white painted door. It made her feel warm and squishy inside. “She’s here, around the back.” Amanda opened the car door and stepped out, but a wave of dizziness overtook her.


    She steadied herself with a hand to her forehead, but Duncan grabbed her arm anyway. A toothpick twirled in his mouth, it hadn’t been there a few minutes ago. “You okay there, princess?”


    He didn’t say it in a condescending way. All Amanda felt was worry and concern. The weight of responsibility was already bearing down on him. Amanda wished she could wave her hand and make it disappear.


    “I’m good, just been through a lot the last few days. Maybe after this, we could get some French fries? And pie?” Amanda said with hope. “I haven’t eaten anything in a few days.”


    “We’ll get you whatever you need.” Father Mike said warmly. Amanda liked him, but she couldn’t read him like she read others. Unless of course, there just simply was nothing to read at all.


    That idea unsettled her. She knew Mike was a good person. He dedicated his life to fighting demons. He left his church long before they met and formed his own renegade group of like-minded souls.


    But she didn’t know him. Not really.


    Duncan led them down the simple, nondescript alley. A chain-link fence surrounded a dumpster that smelled of days old coffee grinds and sour milk. In the middle of such normalcy, the angel stood front and center. When their eyes fell upon her, Duncan and Father Mike’s steps slowed and Amanda took up the approach. Even though she was tired and her legs wobbled, Amanda outstretched her hand and continued.


    The angel, who was once Vaughn’s prisoner, stood tall, elegant, and grand. Her hands clasped, perfect posture and her hair glowed like a flowing river behind her. Her white robe was cinched with a golden rope and her white feathered wings, like those of an eagle, folded simply behind her as if an elegant train.


    What would others think of the angel if they saw her? Amanda only felt spellbound.


    “Others cannot see me as the three of you see me. For they don’t believe. You may call me Mariam,” The angel extended her hand to Amanda. Her perfect fingers splayed, with smooth round nails and Amanda was mystified as she touched them.


    So soft, gentle and smooth. Like they had never known hardship, but Amanda knew the truth. She knew what cracks splintered Mariam inside.


    “For what you did back there for Amanda, and just now for us, thank you.” Father Mike’s voice softened and for a brief moment, Amanda felt his absolute awe. Like he’d go down on bended knee if the alley wasn’t so filthy.


    “I did what I could, but the fight is coming.” She gazed past Amanda at Duncan. “You will carry the biggest burden of all. Carrying Amanda and rescuing Jessica from the underworld, won’t be easy. She’s on the move and Lourdes will make sure she doesn’t sit still. That would make Jessica vulnerable. To find her, you will need to anticipate her next step.”


    Duncan shifted his weight from one foot to the other, his eyes cast down. There was so much sorrow in the alley, that Amanda felt stifled. Thick and heavy like a blanket, it weighed them all down.


    Mariam stiffened as she seemed to even stand taller. “Jessica fought against the underworld’s wishes and for that, she will be punished. You can’t expect her to continue to resist. She is only human and it cannot be held against her. Make sure that is not part of your plan, or surely you will die.”


    A slight hissing noise came from Duncan as he swallowed back hard. “Well, you’re all sunlight and roses.”


    “A realist. An angel stuck on Earth this long, I don’t have a choice to be anything else.”


    “What happened back there?” Mike asked. “What Lourdes did, those fissures? The Earth ravaged with the underworld’s flame? There are supposed to be limits to her power.”


    “Indeed, there are, Michael Mortensen,” Miriam glided across the surface. “but those rules, those limits, have now changed. Lourdes has taken a human as the commander of her army. That human created a rip in the veil between the underworld and Earth. Lourdes’ power is growing. Things are changing. Soon, the Earth might not be protected any longer from the flames of hell.


    “And Lourdes will use those powers of hell to her advantage. To get Amanda. Her blood has the power to throw those doors wide open. Lourdes, I fear, wants domain over it all. Hell. Earth. Maybe even Heaven.”


    Amanda bristled as a wave of intense fear washed over her. She knew that the underworld was filled with torture and lower level demons, but hell, that’s where the real beasts dwelt. It was there Satan roamed, with monsters the size of buildings. She had dreamt of such a place before and she had no desire to ever see it in person.


    “We’ll do what we can, but we’re three humans. Three.” Duncan held up his fingers. “What can we do that the angels of heaven can’t? We’re going to need some help down here.”


    “Duncan.” Mike’s eyes narrowed and he grew cross. Very cross. Amanda hadn’t felt such a strong surge of negative emotion from a human since she last saw Jessica—before she was taken to Lourdes.


    Miriam held up her hand. “You must understand, I’m a fallen angel.” She said the words as if she loathed them, and for the first time broke eye contact. “Vaughn, the demon, charmed me. I knew he was a demon and still, I fell from heaven for him. His dark beauty entranced me. Decades upon decades of lust and torture ruled my life. All of which is not something easily forgiven by Heaven. I have a lot to answer for and that’ll take time.


    “You see, Duncan Jasper, God forgives a lot easier than angels do. If I’m to get Heaven on our side, first I must go through the trials. Then Heaven’s defenses must be bolstered. We cannot allow Lourdes to gain a foothold in heaven. If we do, it doesn’t matter how many people you save down here, all will be lost.”


    There was such despair in her words, Amanda felt like weeping. “We will do what we can.”


    Duncan stepped up, red hot with anger and Amanda laid a hand on his chest. Her eyes implored him, and she watched him soften under her watchful gaze. “Please,” she pleaded, “this isn’t going to help Jessica.”


    He nodded and cast his eyes to the café. The anger still simmered, but he did his best to control it. Amanda felt the dull creep of a headache growing behind her eye. She thought maybe it was from emotion, but she feared it was from the drugs Vaughn forced onto her.


    Miriam nodded as if she could read her mind. “The gift I gave you will ease your suffering as you head into withdrawal, Amanda Blood, but it will not completely cure you. You will suffer, I’m sorry, but you will come through to the other side. Hopefully, then your powers will balance out.”


    Amanda’s interest piqued. “And what happened back at Vaughn’s? When I cried and the demons were driven back? That was me, wasn’t it?”


    “Indeed, it was. Your soul has been fractured and pulled apart. Part of it, I fear, may be in the underworld itself. It is having an effect on your powers. I’d be careful, not to let your emotions get the best of you until it's restored back to its former beauty. Golden and intricate. It was quite the sight to be seen, now it is tarnished and cracked, but with time…”


    Her words broke Amanda’s heart. Was her soul fractured that much? Amanda wanted to weep.


    But it was time for Miriam to go. “For now, that’s all I can give you.” She gazed past Amanda and at Duncan. “Grab her food and drink, she’s going to need her strength for what’s coming. After that, it’s imperative you return to your bar, Duncan. A friend there needs your help.”


    Duncan sucked in his breath; then, without warning and no good-bye, Miriam took off like a rocket into the sky. Golden smoke trailed in her wake and Father Mike let out a deep exhale.


    “My friends would never believe me if I told them.”


    Duncan did a double take. “You have friends?”


    Funny, but Amanda didn’t feel like laughing. Their trouble had just begun and a sickening swirl grew in the pit of her stomach. She touched her nose and saw on her fingertips a trail of blood. It seemed the demon withdrawal was starting earlier than Amanda had thought it would.


    


    ****


    


    


    The café smelled of cinnamon and coffee. Swirls of nutmeg danced across the tip of Amanda’s tongue as she washed her face in the bathroom. The reflection she saw in the mirror didn’t seem much like her at all—too pale; the splattering of freckles across the bridge of her nose was too much like Jessica’s.


    Amanda’s skin had always glowed, but now, dry patches across her barren cheeks and around her cracked lips had taken up residence. She steadied herself by holding onto the basin as vomit rose in her throat.


    Her breath quickened. Amanda was glad for the cramped bathroom because the toilet was nearby as she wretched, her stomach heaving. She might have been a grown woman, but Jessica had always been there when she got sick, and Amanda missed having her.


    The contents of her stomach swirled in the toilet, full of bubbles and a sickening green color that was unnatural. It wasn’t like she had just eaten a bag of spinach.


    Yuck, spinach. Amanda did her best to avoid vegetables whenever possible. Amanda wiped the corner of her mouth with her hand and flushed the toilet. She took a deep breath to steady herself and closed her eyes. You can do this; you can do this.


    I can’t do it. I can’t. Jessie!


    Amanda pushed the thoughts from her mind as she exited the bathroom. The café was small and filled with cute little cat figurines on shelves, each with a coffee cup in hand. Every surface had adorable dollies and blooming flowers inside vase. She tried to focus on how homey it was and act normal, like everything was okay. On the inside, she was shaking.


    If it was this bad now, Amanda didn’t want to know how she would feel by nightfall.


    At the counter Duncan was paying for her cinnamon bun and already Amanda could taste its gooey warmth. As far as foods went, it was near perfect and it would be just what she needed to perk up, feel like herself.


    But then Amanda’s steps froze. Something was amiss. Someone was crying out in pain.


    A family at a table was having lunch, and they seemed perfectly normal. A tall slender father with peppered hair, a mother with beautiful makeup and designer clothes. She probably went to the salon every four weeks on schedule, but underneath she was a cracked old house with fresh paint thrown on top.


    Pill popper. Drinker.


    The daughter had pigtails and inside cried with so much rage, she lashed out; Grabbed Amanda through the anger in her mind. Amanda didn’t need to lift the sleeves of her shirt to see the bruises. She felt them on her own arms as if her own bones had been cracked and fused back together. Amanda was drawn to her because of her pain and her quiet suffering.


    Blond pigtails and sad green eyes when she should’ve been happy, carefree. She stared down at her food, fully retreated into herself. Amanda ambled around the table and knelt beside the girl. “You’ll be all right, you know.”


    The little girl bristled. She sat up straighter and fearfully gawked at her parents. Before anyone could say anything, Amanda pushed the purple sleeve of the little girl’s dress up and saw the bruises.


    “Now, just wait a second—.” The father rose from his seat, expecting Amanda to rise up too, but instead, Amanda just smiled at the little girl.


    “I’m going to show you something magical.” Amanda held her hand above the little girl’s arm with a nervous jitter. She had to hurry. She heard Duncan rushing from behind; he was worried. Nervous. Amanda knew she couldn’t go around healing people in public, but this child was so little and hurt so badly.


    So little and alone, like a fragile baby dove. She didn’t deserve the pain, just like Jessica didn’t deserve the life they had led. No one did.


    Amanda’s fingers wiggled back and forth, stretching out. The healing energy flowed from her hand, almost as it usually did, but it was glowing brighter. Its web of ribbons sparkled like condensed busy city streets. Inside her chest, the healing energy rumbled louder than ever and Amanda could barely ignore its churning power.


    It cast a glow on the little girl’s awestruck wide eyes, reflecting in their magic. The bruises on her arm faded away and all that was left was pink and perfect skin.


    “Are you an angel?” The little girl asked. “I dream of angels all the time.”


    Amanda was about to answer, when the mother seized Amanda by the arm. “What the hell are you?” Her words were spoken calmly enough, but Amanda heard a warble in her voice and the stink of whiskey on her soul drowned out the nutmeg of the place.


    “We’re sorry,” Duncan said as they caught up to Amanda. “We were just leaving.”


    Amanda rose up and faced the mother. The rage in her chest grew and her nostril flared. She yanked her arm back, pulling it free. She might as well have hit the mom with her full force, because the mom crashed to her knees and Amanda was flung back.


    She would’ve fallen, if not for Duncan. He dragged her toward the front door as the husband pursued. “Where are you going? I want to press charges! She hit my wife!”


    Hit his wife? Please. That woman put her hands on Amanda, everyone saw it, still Amanda couldn’t stop herself from yelling.


    “Just like she’s been hitting your daughter you mean?” Amanda’s words slurred together as if she was the drunk, but far from it. Venom rose up in her, unlike anything that had happened in the past. The rage in her chest, she could barely contain.


    “Amanda,” Duncan chastised her as if she were a child. A bad, unruly child, but that wasn’t the truth, was it? It wasn’t Amanda’s fault the world wasn’t ready. They might be running out of time to understand that a war was going on. The battle of good versus evil was happening right under their noses and someone needed to do something about it. People needed to pick a side and stop being so idle.


    “Amanda,” Duncan sighed and she felt his disappointment. He shook his head with exasperation, but still, his eyes were kind. “You just can’t do stuff like that. I know how bad you feel for people, but—.”


    He sounded just like Jessica and that thought put a lump in Amanda’s throat.


    Duncan pulled her from the café, but Amanda caught sight of the television just at the last moment and pointed at it. “Duncan.”


    “We don’t have—.” His eyes scanned the newscast on the television under an image of a rundown pub. A bar. His bar. Suddenly Duncan’s emotions jumped into his throat so intense that it pulsated into Amanda’s brain. Headache surging, Amanda remembered the pub from the time Jessica had trashed it and broken some guy’s nose. Amanda barely got there in time to drag her away.


    Amanda didn’t need to hear the report to know what happened. All she needed to see on that television screen was the word ‘Massacre’.


    Massacre.


    Blood was spilled. The world would rue the day the Bloods were born.


    

  


  
    3: Jessica Blood


    


    What was once broken, was made whole again.


    Ravaged by fire, Jessica was pulled through the earth. Her skin was torn asunder, charred and burnt beyond repair, made whole by the evil curse branded into her soul. If she even had a soul left to speak of. Her skin regained its youthful appearance, but it wasn’t purity. Instead, it was something unspeakable.


    Evil. Death renewing. Every lasting life nestled inside a curse/


    Things after that got fuzzy. Jessica could remember Lourdes. Remembered how she whispered something to her about…revenge.


    Then the beatings started, heaven help her, Jessica remembered the beatings. The anguish of unrelenting pain. Lourdes, queen of the underworld, may have been able to heal her, but the pain etched through her remained. That pain, those screams, would follow Jessica everywhere. even if right now, she could barely even see.


    Eyes swollen shut, Jessica tried to rub her face, but her arms were tethered to the wall by thick chains that clanked when she moved. They chaffed her wrists and caused them to burn with a powerful itch. Distracted by how much her head hurt, memories of Earth flooded through.


    Jessica! Amanda screamed as Jessica was pulled back to the underworld echoed. The pain in her little sister’s voice was harder to bear than her own. Leaving her behind was best for Amanda, but that didn’t make it easy.


    It just made it worse.


    I’m sorry, little sister. So sorry.


    Aunt Gwen, or what was using Aunt Gwen’s body, got the drop on Jessica because Jessica was weak. She should’ve been on guard, not let down her walls because Gwen was family. It was a mistake Jessica paid for with her soul, for eternity if Duncan couldn’t find a way to save her. If Duncan…


    Thinking his name brought the image of his face. Soft lines around his eyes, how his brown hair fell over one eyebrow, and a smile that could curl the toes of just about any lady. Somehow through all the options, Duncan had picked her, of all people. He certainly didn’t like things the nice, easy way did he?


    Theirs was a future that would never be. Prisoner of the underworld, Jessica was somewhere humans couldn’t follow. Humans…


    Images flashed in her mind of blood. Thick blood so red it was black and it coated her hands. Jessica blinked her eyes open, her damp and haggard red curls blocking her vision. Through the parting of the veil were the walls of her cavern, but there were no humans here. Only Jessica and the longing spreading in her heart to complete her mission.


    Kill Amanda Blood. Bring her to Lourdes.


    No, Jessica wouldn’t. She couldn’t.


    Sounds echoed outside of the chamber. Lourdes must’ve known Jessica awoke and was ready for her next session. Tears Jessica thought long dried, clung to her lashes, but she didn’t want to cry. Didn’t want to be a victim. She needed to find a way out of this mess like yesterday.


    Jessica Blood was no man’s damsel, no victim and certainly no woman’s punching bag. She could be master of her own destiny, if only she could find a way…if only.


    The memory of the Black Scorpion’s bar flashed in her mind. Men, friends, lay dying on the floor. Blood ran like a river as their screams and cries echoed through the small room. On the counter, Ron slumped unconscious.


    So much death. Was that on her? Had Jessica…killed all those people because Lourdes demanded it? Jessica wouldn’t; she couldn’t! Her mission was to save, not to destroy. Not to…Vomit rose in her mouth at the idea that she could be turned into such a weapon. Such a creature of death.


    The image of herself strolling over to the bar played in her mind. Jessica pulled Ron’s collar so he flipped down to the floor. On the ground, his mouth twisted in pain, but his eyes were still lidded. Jessica’s mind pulsed with an order.


    Kill him. Show Duncan Jasper, he cannot so easily escape us. Kill his dearest friend and be done with them, Jessica.


    “Lost in thought, are we?”


    Jessica snapped her head toward the entrance. Her skin chilled at the sound of Lourdes’s voice. The demon had an effect on her like no other, and, as the queen strolled passed the threshold. With her rigid posture, her regal black dress glided across the stone slab, her commanding presence was one demons couldn’t say no to. They fell in line as servants to their master.


    Twisted and black, her dress showed the tormented faces of all those she had imprisoned. Wracked with agony and writhing in terror, they shifted and changed; as one disappeared, another popped up. Those poor souls, all of them begging for salvation, but Jessica wasn’t a savior. She hadn’t even figured out how to save herself— if such a thing was even possible. After what she did at the Black Scorpion’s bar…


    Jessica’s eyes narrowed. “Why did you have me kill those bikers?”


    Lourdes’s eyes were slanted like a cat’s and atop her head, black curls so messy they resembled thorns. A simple set of green horns crested, barely visible through the mess. “For their interference a hundred times with my legion, is that not enough for you? For what Duncan did, stealing Amanda from me, he needed to be taught a lesson.”


    Jessica squeezed her eyes shut. Just like that, she was a tool for evil? Nothing had ever felt as dirty, grimy, if she washed for a million years, her skin would never come clean.


    “And so did you. For refusing my orders, but I blame myself.” Lourdes sighed. “I was rash. I sent you in too early; that won’t happen again, dear Jessica. Faithful servant. Next time, I’ll make sure you’re ready before you fetch my prize.” Her lip snarled.


    Jessica’s spine shivered. She knew what that meant—more torture, more suffering. More pain than she could endure, but she would, because Lourdes wouldn’t allow her to die.


    “I must say, I didn’t realize having you down here would change so much.” Lourdes smiled; twisted and evil, it lit her face. “All this time, perhaps I’ve been chasing the wrong sister.”


    “Good.” Jessica’s answered sharp. “Keep me and let her go.”


    Lourdes’s laughter echoed through the chamber. “I’ll have both. I like a complete set, but having you here is going to advance my plans faster than I expected. Heaven and Hell both are ripe for the taking. Having you take up the mantel as commander of my army will tear the fabric of the underworld open even further than it already has. Oh, Jessica,” Lourdes’s slurred her words like a lover might in the heat of the moment.


    Leaning over she stroked Jessica’s face and Jessica revolted, thrashing her head back. “Don’t touch me.”


    Lourdes snarled and yanked on Jessica’s hair. “I will touch you, kill you, and do whatever I want to you. A little mouse like you can’t stop me. Haven’t you learned yet, that you can’t resist me?”


    The answer was no, but it wasn’t so simple. Jessica’s resistance to Lourdes couldn’t last forever. Like a battery, eventually her will to fight would be drained. Already her limbs ached to find Amanda and do whatever necessary to fetch her. Drag Amanda into the underworld kicking and screaming so Lourdes could go free.


    Lourdes pushed Jessica back and gripped her throat. It starved off Jessica’s air and she gagged, feeling that rush of panic. “You will become my commander. You will do more than just bring me, Amanda. You’ll bring me everything my heart desires. Hell, Heaven. Anything. You’re in my service, Jessica Blood. I won’t ever let you go.”


    But she did, Lourdes released her hand and backed up. Jessica gasped for air and relief flooded in with it. Jessica gripped the stones with her fingernails and watched the queen head for the exit.


    “I will post guards outside. They’ll let me know when you’ve changed your mind. When you’re ready to talk.” Lourdes waved her hand at Jessica as she left, just like that.


    Well, that was simple. That was…


    A tightening against her lyrnx. Jessica gagged and grabbed at her throat, feeling the skin concave around her esophagus and ligaments. Couldn’t breathe, as if her throat was crushed by invisible hands. Jessica tilted her head and gagged for air. Her legs lashed out from the pain.


    Lungs. They were on fire. Desperate for air, but her throat compressed onto itself, like a crushed coke can.


    Jessica knew there’d be no end. She would suffocate and die, only to be brought back for it to happen again and again. That pain, that panic, would go on forever until Jessica lost her will to resist Lourdes.


    Or until her mind couldn’t handle the pain anymore—until all that pain and death drove her insane.


    The urge to breathe overpowered her. Jessica’s whole body screamed with rage, even as her hands fell to her side and consciousness drifted away. In the space between life and death, Jessica saw the moment where she slid the dagger into Ron’s heart, back at the bar.


    Only she hadn’t.


    Instead, she put the handle in his hand, gripping his fingers tight around it, but why—why would she want to frame Ron for all those murders? Why—.


    And then Jessica bent over and whispered something in his ear. A secret, just between them. Maybe there was a way to beat Lourdes at her own game after all. Have to be careful, have to quick. Like chess Jessica had to stay two steps ahead, but she could do that—couldn’t she?


    It was worth finding out.


    The next time Lourdes brought her back to life.


    

  


  
    4: Vaughn


    


    Those bitches would pay. Amanda, Jessica, the seer—the angel trophy he’d kept around for, what was it, eight decades now? They’d pay with their blood.


    Vaughn didn’t lose, but here he was. On the run, searching for a home. He wasn’t used to scurrying along like a bug. With his fortress gone he had no choice but to relocate. A smaller warehouse, one designed for emergencies, that, let’s face it, he never expected to need. There wasn’t a bar or even a catwalk for his lady friends. No, instead it was a barren space with a dirt floor.


    He needed to make some adjustments. Make sure it was safe and make it fun.


    Stationed in a shipping yard, the area smelled of salt water. A misty breeze blew off the harbor and Vaughn kept his face set as he sauntered passed those that worked at the harbor. His warehouse was adjacent to a fishing company.


    He needed to make sure they didn’t disturb him.


    Heading up the stairs, Vaughn grabbed the shirt of one of his minions. “Ward the entrance. Make sure those men don’t disturb me.”


    “Yes, Master!”


    Vaughn threw the door open, stepping inside, he sniffed. Shades drawn, the space was dark. Non-descript, except for the empty cages lining the rear wall. Demons stood at each corner awaiting his orders. “I’ll need a bed. And get the girls in here!”


    His teeth bared as he screamed. The demons charged for the door, anxious to be the first one out of the warehouse. His wrath knew no bounds.


    Look at what he was reduced to. Starting over? His drug trade had been the finest in the country, the finest, and those Blood girls had managed to take it from him. All of it. He shouldn’t have underestimated Amanda. Should’ve seen her as something other than a toy. That mistake wouldn’t be one Vaughn would make again.


    Grunting, he picked up the only folding chair in the room and flung it hard as he could, but it didn’t make him feel any better. Neither did the laughter he heard from the corner of the room.


    Scowling, Vaughn turned and saw a shadow creeping from the darkness. Vain—or whatever her real name was, nursed a glass of whiskey as she approached. Her mocha colored skin contrasted with her tight silver leather cat-suit.


    Nonchalant, she handed him the whiskey.


    “You really need to be more in control. We’ll get your precious cargo back.” She peered up at him, her lips plump and silver, begging to be kissed.


    Vaughn picked up the shot of whiskey and slammed it back. That rush of heat wasn’t enough to soothe him, but it was a start. “You haven’t been able to get your hands on it yet. What makes you so sure?”


    With a roll of her eyes, Vain tossed her long dreds off her shoulders. Her nipped hourglass waist accentuated her wide hips. On her belt were a gun, a dagger, and a rope. As far as assassins went, Vain was best of the best. A human that had turned her back on humanity a long time ago, for nothing more than cold hard cash. Vaughn could respect that.


    “The angel protecting them is gone now. She has a lot to answer for. Heaven won’t let her interfere again, until they make a ruling.”


    Vaughn’s eyes narrowed. “You know this how?”


    Vain shrugged. “Demons talk. They fear the angels and with one gone, chatter is picking up. For now, she’s away from the battlefield and that means now is the time to strike.”


    Now was the time to set a trap for the angel. She’d return, Vaughn was sure of it. When she did, Vaughn needed to be ready. He wouldn’t be taken out by his own greatest slave.


    “I’ll get you what you want. The Bloods. And carve my name in their flesh.”


    Vaughn sneered. “This wouldn’t have anything to do with Jasper, would it?”


    Vain’s eyes narrowed and her lips puckered. Did that mean she still felt something for the demon hunter? “Revenge will be mine. If he runs with the Bloods, he puts himself in the line of fire. I’ll hunt him. I’ll find him.”


    Vaughn stepped up closer. “Then you bring him to me. He’s going to pay for what he did to my drug supply. For freeing Amanda, and letting our angel loose on the world, he’ll suffer.”


    “Not before I put my hands on him.” Vain’s fingernails were painted white. She scrunched her hand into a fist. “His lies, his betrayals, he hasn’t known real pain.”


    “Then stop talking. And start hunting.” It was after all, why Vaughn paid her. Behind them, the door opened and a troop of demons marched his sex slaves inside.


    They wore leashes around their necks and were scantily clad in silver bikinis. Those lucid enough to know fear cried, but most were so drug stricken, they crawled into their cages with no resistance.


    The girls were about the only thing that could warm Vaughn’s heart. He went over to one of the cages to inspect one of the newer girls. Blond hair in braids, she was young, with freckles speckled across her cheeks. Her shoulders rocked back and forth in wailing sobs. She might be his new favorite.


    Vaughn was looking forward to breaking her in.


    “When you find him,” the corner of Vaughn’s lips turned up with vengeance, “let’s send him a gift. Which one do you think will be best?”


    Vain’s stance widened and she put her hands upon her hips. “He’s always had a thing for redheads, have any?”


    “Soon.” Vaughn’s voice simmered with a vortex of anger.


    

  


  
    5: Amanda Blood


    


    Sun was set and the stench from the Black Scorpion’s bar hit them from a mile up the road. The place was as Amanda remembered, small and box-shaped, but big in character. Police tape flapped in the breeze around the door and Amanda’s mind swam with smells; blood and metal.


    Sounds—screams and shrieks and fear. So much fear it boiled off the top and spilled down the sides.


    She opened her car door before Duncan came to a complete stop, allowing her bare toes to sink into the small pebbles that littered the driveway. Wasn’t comfortable, but something about it grounded her.


    Amanda saw images from inside the basement. A circle of salt surrounding her Aunt Gwen, who was sitting in a chair. With her short red hair tied back in a yellow bandana, she was the aunt Amanda remembered, but the evil cackle wasn’t.


    Her eyes were dim, containing someone else’s soul.


    Then came, the screams, the calling. The running.


    Someone else had stepped through the bar. Even though Amanda didn’t see her face, she recognized the black boots and the leather jacket she wore. Jessica. Her poor sister. Amanda had to help her. Just had to. Amanda couldn’t stand the withering of Jessica’s soul for long.


    “She was here,” Amanda said to both Duncan and Mike, who flanked her on either side, like she needed a chaperone. Amanda wanted to read the room fast, before the ill feeling leaching her stomach grew to the point where she couldn’t.


    Duncan’s face fell. He didn’t want to see inside the bar; Amanda felt that come off him in waves, and Mike? He was as stone-faced as ever. His heart, maybe even more so.


    Tall and strong, Amanda made her way to the front door. She tore the yellow police tape down and placed her hand on the small sign that hung on the front. Police Crime Scene—Do not Enter.


    Bloods respected the law, maybe they didn’t always obey, but Amanda respected it. Still, she pushed the door open and stepped inside. The hinges creaked and the dark bar came into focus. Tables were still pushed over, chairs were on their sides and all around them, little police tags with numbers for evidence.


    Amanda’s arms splayed at her side and her skin vibrated with the evil that had happened here. Like a harp that strums its song, it traveled down her limbs only to go back up. The flood of emotion was at the gate and it was about to cast a tidal wave right over her body, but she needed to feel. Needed to see.


    “Head downstairs if you will, Mike.” Amanda was barely able to get the words out before fear shrieked in her left ear. “See if you can get a sense of where Aunt Gwen went after she was set free.”


    Confusion. Puzzlement, but Mike didn’t put his feelings into thoughts. He simply just left, did his task.


    That was a good boy. What Amanda had to do was raw, personal, and though she was thankful to Mike, she didn’t know him. The only person she wanted there was Duncan.


    Amanda turned her head as a wailing cry echoed through the room. It spiraled like a tornado towards the bar. The sound of glasses breaking tempered Amanda’s movements. Glancing down, she saw what was left of a beer bottle, its amber shards shining in the muted darkness. She lifted up her dress and stepped over it.


    “You sure you’re strong enough for this?” Duncan’s voice softened, but his heart was filled with anxiety. Fear. Better than the anger he was filled with earlier. Her actions at the café were questionable, Duncan was right about that, but Amanda couldn’t stop who she was. Healers healed, she couldn’t just ignore that kind of pain.


    “There’s not much choice, you know. What the police are saying…”


    “That Ron did this?” Duncan snorted. “Never, he never—they were his brothers just as they were mine, so whatever monster did this…”


    Amanda had her suspicions, but her heart was guarded. The last thing she wanted to see here was Jessica’s face. Like a child afraid to sleep in the dark, that’s how Amanda felt. That pain and panic bundled up all together in her stomach, but she approached the bar stool anyway and saw it was spotted with blood.


    Still wet, in a splatter it fell from the countertop to the bar, dripping like an open faucet. So much blood, so much pain, there was no doubt what happened here was demonic.


    Amanda’s hand floated above the bar stool. Her fingers quivered as her hand came down and touched the blood. Needed to feel, just as she needed not to. Amanda could never resist feeling, being one with that kind of pain. But this, she wasn’t prepared for the onslaught.


    Her mind raced through time and space, now it was as if she were someone else. The pain came at her in a loop, a dagger plunged into her stomach. Then her back. Amanda cried out as the dagger was removed, but it wasn’t. It was just a memory, a feeling for those that died here. Still, she cradled her stomach with her free hand, while her other cemented her further into the barstool.


    The memory kept coming even as waves of pain hit her abdomen, and then her head. The surges were so strong, Amanda tottered on her feet. Duncan took her waist, holding her up, and his worry—his concern—echoed through the fog of pain, but just barely.


    “I’m all right.” Amanda said the words, but in her vision, she didn’t move her lips. Ron did, even though he was unconscious, slumped over onto that barstool.


    They were flung back onto the ground together, Amanda and Ron intertwined. She could feel the hard floor as her head cracked into it and feel the knife placed into his hand. Even though Ron had been unconscious, Amanda saw the real killer’s face. How her red curls were plastered to her wet, crying face.


    Jessica.


    So much despair. She was desperate to stop. Be stopped. And she said something, a whisper? What had Jessica told Ron?


    Amanda cried out, feeling Jessica’s spirit taking a mighty beating. It might have been Amanda’s scream, but it was Jessica’s pain. Her sorrow, her horror, at what she was being made to do. Jessica couldn’t stop it. Somehow Amanda had to find a way to stop it for her.


    Arms shaking, Amanda began to slump. If not for Duncan’s strong arms catching her, Amanda sure as hell would’ve passed out on the ground. Her head rolled to the side as Duncan dragged her away. Her fingers no longer touching the blood, the world flashed in hues of orange and blue as the present rushed to collide with her.


    Amanda gasped, eyes open, she saw Duncan’s concerned face peering down at her. “You know how to scare a guy; you know that? That scream…”


    “It was Jessica’s.” Amanda grabbed the back of a chair to pull herself up, testing her wobbling legs. For now, everything wobbled like jelly, but she had to push on. “It was the scream she had inside, from watching everything Lourdes forced her to do.”


    Duncan’s eyes crinkled in a scowl. “You’re not saying…”


    “Ron isn’t the guilty party here,” Amanda felt how defensive Duncan was already. Even if she couldn’t feel it, she saw him straighten up and shift from one foot to the other. “You know the hold Lourdes has over her. It isn’t her fault, but these people are dead. For whatever reason, she gave the knife to Ron despite his innocence.”


    Quiet fell over them and Amanda welcomed the brief distraction. She felt the rising need to vomit in her throat. She didn’t know if it was the emotion or the drugs, but her limbs shook and even her soul felt a gentle quiver.


    Regret tumbled from Duncan. So much regret, that it nearly bowled Amanda right over. His eyes turned to the floor and Amanda felt the desperate need to bolster him up. Prove that they could somehow make this all right.


    “Jessica said something to Ron. I don’t know what, I couldn’t make it out. We need to get in to see him.”


    “We won’t get to him at this hour: it’ll have to wait until tomorrow.”


    That was okay with Amanda. Her stomach felt sick, that slick feeling she got from eating too much cake. The room began to spin and Amanda struggled into the chair. “I just need to sit…for a moment.”


    Moaning, Amanda closed her eyes and rubbed her temples. Duncan was at her feet, kneeling in front. “We’re going to get you through this, Mandy, whatever it is you’re going through. I’ll see you through to the other side.”


    Duncan took her hands and Amanda squeezed them hard, unable to stop herself from feeling everything he was feeling. Regret, fear, the burden of her and all the rest? Also something else…second chances? Second chances at what?


    Her mind flashed and Amanda was no longer in the bar. Instead, she stood in a dingy old warehouse that stunk of fresh fish. Saltwater lingered just on the tip of the tongue, an essence of coastal living. That place was far from here.


    The floor was slick with moisture and all around the walls exuded the stank of demons. The lace of drugs wafted through the air like a wisp of smoke. Amanda moved a plank of wood off to the side, but it wasn’t her hand, it was Duncan’s.


    This was his memory.


    Moved the plank of wood and revealed a dead woman’s body. Dressed like a stripper in a sparkling black bikini, but with a body covered in bruises and scars, the woman’s blue eyes were fixed on the ceiling. Rigor had already set in so when Duncan cradled her in his arms, her cold body moved unnaturally. Amanda sobbed, her eyes snapping open, but it wasn’t her cry. It was Duncan’s. He had failed that woman, whoever it was, and Duncan wore it like a scarlet letter. How had Amanda missed that before?


    “Are you okay?” Duncan whispered and pulled Amanda’s hair from her face. “What’s wrong, what’s the matter?”


    “Who was she?” Amanda whispered. “Who was the girl?”


    Duncan’s face went pale and his mouth opened to answer when Mike charged up the steps. “Well, you were right. Gwen’s gone, but whoever broke the seal, there’s no trace of them. Whatever—.” Mike broke off and his face fell. “Amanda?”


    Worry. Concern. Should he call an ambulance?


    Amanda gathered the fabric of her dress up in her hands, begging the vomit in her throat to just go away. She steadied herself by staring straight ahead; any movement would send her spiraling. Any sudden jerks and she’d puke right in front of everyone.


    “I’m okay. I’m…” Amanda gurgled and she covered her mouth, just in case there were any accidents.


    Duncan fetched a bowl. “You can’t keep that in. It’ll just make you worse.” He held it under her chin, but Amanda was so embarrassed. She just closed her eyes. Wouldn’t look or even think about the vile substance as it tumbled off her tongue straight into the bowl.


    Tasted awful. Like pea soup on steroids. She hated peas.


    “We need to take her somewhere.” Duncan glanced over his shoulder at Mike. “Somewhere she can ride the rest of this out.”


    Amanda wanted to tell him she’d be fine, but she didn’t know. She didn’t really know. She had never felt this bad before. Never before had she been without Jessica, not since they were kids. “We need…Ron…”


    “Tonight you take care of yourself,” Mike said with a nod. Then he threw his head at the door. “There’s a motel I know. Discrete as they come, you’ll be safe there for one night.”


    “You’re not coming with us, are you?” Duncan asked.


    Mike shook his head, his lips drawn down in a sourpuss expression. “If there’s a war with heaven to be waged, I have forces I have to ready. I’m not abandoning your fight, Jasper. I’m tackling it from another angle.”


    Duncan’s lip twitched. “Do what you have to do.”


    He said it, but he didn’t believe it. Amanda saw the raw anger festering. Didn’t have to be an empath to notice how his eyes darkened, but Mike wouldn’t go far. He was in this fight, Amanda felt that. As Duncan’s anger stirred, Amanda saw Mike’s strength growing like an anchor.


    Never wavering. Always present.


    She opened her mouth to tell Duncan that, but Amanda couldn’t get out the words. Her hands gripped her chest. Her heart wasn’t beating. It skipped a beat. No, it skipped two. Three. Amanda’s knees crashed to the floor, tossing a chair to the side as she hit the concrete floor.


    Vision failing, not going dark, but filling with red. A deep growl welcomed her as hands grabbed at her, pulling her down to the ground. She heard the calls from her friends, but the swirl of red had her. Amanda’s mind fell into a darkened cavern. Into the abyss.


    “Mike!” Duncan’s cries were frantic. His feelings, even more so. He couldn’t lose her, not yet. They hadn’t even started to fight. So much to make up for, so much to do.


    Scrambling. Running. Mike searching for something to help. Amanda thought he better hurry, she was failing. Falling fast.


    Through a cavern, a twisted grotto of evil where the demons dwelled. Where the monsters didn’t just reside, but where they were born. Hatched, coming straight out of the lake of fire itself.


    Along the cavern wall, a nameplate on a door that led into a cavern. J. Blood.


    Jessica?


    Amanda’s stomach hurt so badly, to think Jessica had her own special cavern in hell. It wasn’t right. Wasn’t fair.


    Behind all that, sandwiched between two giant rocks, was a door. A blue steel door, with a giant round knocker right in the center. Behind it, the beast paced, desperate to be free. It slammed its body and horns against the steel door. Amanda forgot to breathe as she watched the steel dent from each hit.


    The beast wanted to be free. The beast was tired of waiting.


    It was gunning for her soul.


    Something pierced her chest and, Amanda’s eyes shot open and her back arched. A gasping scream escaped her mouth as Duncan came into view. His hand slapped her cheeks. And in the center of her chest, a needle.


    Amanda gasped and flailed her arms, finally breathing again. “A shot of adrenaline,” Mike said, sitting on the floor beside her. “You gave us quite the scare, girl.”


    Amanda wanted to nod or say something but didn’t think she could yet. She wanted to as Duncan removed the needle and she gasped again, rolling onto her side. Duncan’s strong hands swept her hair back and a swell of protective love followed next from him. Amanda’s wished for just a moment to be alone with her own thoughts and emotions. Right now she felt everything too strong, too bright. Overwhelming.


    Amanda wanted to be alone with her own emotions and not someone else’s, for just a few moments.


    Closing her eyes, Amanda waited for clarity to follow. Often, closing her eyes blocked out the swirling emotions of others, but not this time. Duncan was scared for her and Mike, might have even felt it worse.


    “We stick together,” Mike said. “For now. To get you through this. We will see you through to the other side.”


    He said only half the truth. The part he hid? What if her soul was never put back together the way it was supposed to? What if her powers just kept changing, growing, strengthening?


    What if she’d never be the same again?


    


    *****


    


    It was Aunt Gwen’s worse nightmare.


    “Your powers may grow. They might change; no one has been born like you, maybe in all the history. Jessica, well intentioned as she is, might not be able to protect you forever.” Aunt Gwen sat down on Amanda’s bed.


    But teenage Amanda didn’t want to listen. Her hair was pulled back in an elegant ponytail and in her hand she clutched a tissue. “She’s always come for me.”


    “You need to learn to control it and, above all, your soul must remain pure. Corruption of one’s soul does more to us than we realize. For a regular person, it guides the rest of their life. For you, it could change your powers in ways we can’t even start to guess.”


    Amanda crinkled up her nose. “You mean I can’t be with a boy? Ever?”


    Gwen snorted. “I’m talking about more than sex, child. This isn’t some teen romp flick. I’m talking about purity. Giving in to evil. Evil may never touch your heart, Amanda. No one I’ve spoken to can guess what might be in store for you. You must become the master of your own destiny. Jessica won’t always be there.”


    Amanda hadn’t believed it. Hadn’t wanted to, but now, as she sat on the edge of the bed in a run-down motel room, Amanda wished she’d tried harder. Wished she listened. There were just so many more interesting things to do than trying to control her impulses, her visions. Now that lack of discipline might be her undoing.


    The motel room wasn’t so bad, except for the spiders in the corners. There was a television and outside the window, Amanda caught sight of the blinking VACANCY sign, except the A’s were long burned out. Blue paint on the door frame was peeling, and the carpet was stained with coffee, but Amanda had stayed in worse.


    It beat staying with demons, that was for sure.


    When the front door opened, Amanda rose from the coiled spring mattress expectantly. Her fingers twisted together as Duncan came in with a tray of drinks and a brown bag of food. Amanda rushed over as he set it down on the small round table in the corner. “Did you get it?”


    “All of your favorites. Tea, some gummy candy. They were out of cake and pie, though.”


    Dang it, Amanda’s mouth twisted with disappointment as she reached into the bag and pulled out some plastic-wrapped pastry. She twisted it open and stared at the lemon raspberry Danish stacked together. Sucker punched, she felt the color run out of her face.


    “What’s the matter?” Duncan asked as he took the lid off his coffee cup and blew.


    “Jessica, these are her favorite.” Amanda forced herself to take a small nibble. It was silly to let perfectly good food go to waste. The pastry was soft, flaky and a long inhale proved that the Danish was buttery yet sweet, but inside her mouth—it felt coarse, like sand.


    Amanda put it down on the table with guilt. “You went through all the trouble.”


    “No, no, it’s okay.” Duncan put his hand on her shoulder gently. “We haven’t talked much, well about everything. About—losing Jessica. For me, I can’t even put it into words, but for you? I can’t imagine what you’re feeling. I’m sorry, Amanda.”


    “When do you think the next time will be when she gets to be here? Topside with us. Enjoying food? Enjoying the pleasures that we all take for granted?” Amanda felt the rise of tears in her eyes.


    “Come here,” Duncan pulled her in for a consoling hug. His arms were warm, like a teddy bear, but strong like iron. Still it was nice to settle into them, even though that spot had been carved out for Jessica.


    He cared for Amanda too, she knew that. So Amanda rested her head on his shoulder and just allowed her mind to go, spiral and unwind. Give her some comfort knowing that she wasn’t alone. “Where’s Mike?”


    “Standing watch. He said this place is safe, but you know Mike, he doesn’t trust anything. Not even his own word.”


    Amanda smirked and glanced up at him. “Losing Jessica is my fault, you know. She wouldn’t have been put in that situation if Vaughn didn’t have me. She always came for me. I always expected it. I never….”


    I never should’ve asked her to. I should’ve learned how to stand on my own two feet.


    Duncan’s eyes narrowed, but what he felt wasn’t anger. Amanda recognized the feeling, more of a protective nature. “You can’t blame yourself for what demons do. The ones that took you, the one inside Gwen, if it wanted Jessica bad enough, nothing we did…”


    Could have stopped it? “When did you become such a defeatist?”


    He moved away to the window, and Amanda watched him. Hands on his hips, he stared out at something Amanda couldn’t see. He balanced his weight from foot to foot and Amanda got the distinct impression he wanted to say something. Needed to get something off his chest, but Amanda wouldn’t push him. She knew what it was like to be pushed, and she didn’t like it.


    So she sat on the bed with her cup of tea and blew softly against it, watching the ripple of water move across the steaming liquid. Like skipping a stone across the surface, that’s what Jessica used to say, before life got real hard. Back when she had been filled with curiosity and wonder.


    Anger, resentment, that wasn’t Jessica’s true essence, but it blocked out a lot of the good things. They might have been negative emotions, but right now, Amanda missed them.


    “Try to get some sleep. Tomorrow there’s a lot on our plate, and for my plan to work, we’re going to need your help. I’ll keep watch.” Duncan turned his head and smiled at her. “If you need anything, I’ll be right here.”


    But he was tired too. Amanda saw it again in his eyes. Unable to find a way to ask him about his private pain, she ate her food and drank some tea. Then Amanda climbed into bed and faced the wall, taking a deep, longing yawn.


    “You’re also going to need to wear shoes.”


    

  


  
    6: Amanda Blood


    


    Sleep was fitful, and in the morning, Amanda’s mouth tasted like rotted fruit, but, at least, she had survived another day. Still dark out when she opened her eyes, the first thing Amanda saw, was Duncan sunken into a chair.


    He snorted and his head tossed side to side. A bad dream about Jessica? Possibly. Amanda rose quietly and tiptoed like a cat to the bathroom. If the drugs were completely out of her system, Amanda wished for a sign, but instead, all she had were dry heaves. She clung to the sink for support, as images spiraled through her mind like broken glass.


    Each of them with another thought and feeling, spinning through her consciousness. Most unsettling were the ones of young Jessica Blood smiling, and those happy grins turning to screams of horror.


    “You okay in there?” Duncan rapped his knuckles against the door. No doubt he was able to hear her gagging.


    Amanda wiped her mouth on a clean white towel hanging on the wall. “I’m okay. Just not all the way there yet.”


    “I’ll grab you something from the vending machine. Apple juice still your favorite?”


    Duncan always remembered the little things. Amanda nodded her thanks even though they were separated by a shut door. “Please. Thank you, Duncan.”


    “Hey,” he said softly, the words brooding off his tongue, “you never need to thank me.”


    The words he said were so simple, but Amanda heard his regret and his unspoken apology. He thought he needed to atone, but for what? Skipping out on them? Amanda didn’t hold grudges; there was no room in her heart for such a thing.


    


    ****


    


    Hospital.


    But not just any hospital. A psychiatric hospital.


    Not exactly Amanda’s favorite place; with how strong her powers had been in the last twelve hours, she wasn’t clamoring to go inside. In fact, as she stared up at the tower, the energy in the place surged. Trying to pull her closer. So desperate for their side of the story to be told.


    In truth, she was downright terrified. Was it any wonder sometimes Amanda wished to become a hermit? Go live on top of a mountain and never see people again? Just relish that silence and absolute stillness.


    Live in her own head for a little while.


    There was work to be done, Aunt Gwen’s voice echoed in Amanda’s head as if she stood right beside her. It was a simple truth and one that reminded Amanda she couldn’t slink away. People needed her. Her gifts might be a curse, but at least, they could help people. Right now she really needed her gifts to help Jessica.


    Easier said than done, considering the black pumps Duncan made her put on.


    Duncan stood on her right and Mike on her left. Mike was at home in a suit, but Duncan dressed up like a businessman—he might as well have been a lizard trying on sheep’s wool for the first time. His arms hung unnaturally at his side. His hair, sweeping over his forehead, just didn’t seem to fit.


    They were going to get caught and thrown into the brig, into jail, solitary confinement. Something. Amanda just knew it.


    “You survived the night,” Duncan said, “you can survive this too.”


    Amanda wasn’t too sure. The black pantsuit she wore felt restrictive and her toes were cramped up inside shoes. She got the point was to look professional, and professionals wore shoes. Heck, toddlers wore shoes. Amanda just didn’t.


    But to try to get a bead on Jessica, she’d do just about anything. “Just follow our lead,” Mike spoke out of the corner of his mouth like he often did. He spun the collar around his neck and in his hand, a well-read leather bible. The corners were bent; his faithful copy. Amanda wouldn’t be surprised if he never went anywhere without that thing.


    Up the marble steps they went, the towering hospital lay against the backdrop of a bright blue sky. Large marshmallow clouds slowly drifted by, but when Amanda placed her hand against the glass revolving door, it all seemed to stop. Her mind froze, and screams of terror echoed through her brain on a loop, like feedback coming from a speaker. It set her mind into a frenzy.


    Amanda yanked her hand back and cradled it against her chest. Eyes wide, she pleaded with Duncan. “Can I do this?”


    “If you can’t,” that toothpick twirled inside his mouth, “we might be dead in the water.”


    “If she’s not strong enough…” Mike’s voice was laced with conviction. He wanted to protect her.


    Nice, sweet. The taste of honey on Amanda’s tongue. She stood firm and pushed the door, spinning inside its column. On the other side, a sterile looking hotel lobby. The place struck Amanda as more corporate than hospital, with its smell of citrus balanced against antiseptic.


    Elevators dinged and there was light chatter behind the receptionist station where two ladies sat. They answered the humming phones, behind them a mahogany wall.


    It didn’t remind her of the place Jessica spent her formative years. That place had been dingy, dirty, with a fog hanging on it that masked the true terror that went on behind closed doors. Though her powers had just bloomed then, and it had still been a scary place to visit.


    Very Scary.


    They passed through the metal detector with ease because their weapons were back in the car. An uneasy glance passed between the gentlemen. Amanda’s foot was cushioned by the carpet, and she didn’t care for how it felt against her pump.


    She paused, only to have Duncan take her by the arm like a suitor—slow and gentle—and lead her to the counter. “Keep your mind focused and all these thoughts and feelings at bay, all right?”


    She nodded she would, but her heart cried a song. Amanda never learned to control it, why hadn’t she listened to Gwen a little bit harder?


    The ladies at the desk swiveled in their chairs as they got closer. Their eyes swept across them but landed straight on Duncan. Figured, but Amanda wasn’t one to cast blame. He was really easy on the eyes and with everything going on, there was days old stubble on his chin. Rugged. Sexy. Amanda could see what they saw in him.


    Duncan flashed his billfold to the blond and brunette behind the counter. “Special Agents Startler and Waldorf, here to escort the priest here to see one of your patients.”


    Mike made the sign of the cross in mid-air and kissed the front of his bible, for effect. Amanda had to agree, it was effective, all right.


    But the nurses barely took their eyes off Duncan. The blond rested her chin in her hand, her pearl bracelet slipping down her arm. “Which one? We have lots of those, Agent.”


    Amanda put her hand down on the counter and ignored the charge of images flashing in her mind. Like closing a door, she tried her best to seal herself off. “Ronald Wax.”


    The lady snorted and sat up straighter. “The mass killer lunatic?”


    Duncan smiled and leaned on the counter. “Alleged, right? Besides, everyone has a right to confession. A last visit with his priest.”


    She rolled her eyes and handed him a clipboard. “Sign in. Then head up to level thirty-two. It’s where we keep the most disturbed patients.”


    At least, the ones who went around murdering everyone.


    Duncan signed their names and then handed the clipboard back to the receptionist with a wink. He led Amanda by the arm up the small set of stairs toward the elevator. Her heels clicked in uneven rhythm against the tile. Shoes were impossible to walk in.


    “They’ll never let you in to see him,” the receptionist called after them.


    Maybe not normally, but that was left up to Amanda. Jessica didn’t call her the closer for nothing.


    


    *****


    


    


    Thirty-two floors of sheer mind-blowing terror.


    Shadows and memories moved inside the steel walls, but when the elevator dinged open Amanda saw the worst of it. The thirty-second floor was where the most dangerous inmates were kept and proof of that seeped through the walls. Hand prints of terror stamped through stucco and screams vibrated from the wallpaper.


    Amanda stepped out and felt woozy as her legs shook, Duncan held her close by, but with a casual arm draped over her waist. “Keep it together,” he said nice and slow. His smile wouldn’t draw attention to them.


    No, that was on all Amanda. She tried her best to keep a stoic face, but as an orderly passed them, she quivered. His eyes were soulless and the back of his balding head shifted with a cackling smile. He might not be a demon, but his soul was ill-fitted. He meant harm to the people behind these walls. Terrified, Amanda shifted away from him and stared at Mike.


    His eyes met hers but were balanced. If he sensed what Amanda felt, there was no outward sign. For a priest, he was pretty deaf to the spiritual nature of such a place. Tone deaf, of sorts, to the evil that crept all around them.


    At the end of the hall stood a brown door guarded by an officer. In his police cap, he was all business, gazing straight ahead. He smelled like coffee and his wife’s perfume. “Stay close,” Duncan said, “and let me do the talking.”


    Sounded great to Amanda, and Mike only huffed with a nod, but at least, he wasn't nervous. His emotions were static. He'd be a psychologists dream.


    As they approached the police officer on duty, Amanda couldn’t help, but get a little nervous. Most the time it had been Jessica who had trouble with the police, but Amanda felt sour about the entire situation.


    “Can I help you?” The officer asked in a less than friendly voice.


    Duncan flashed billfold that he was so fond of. “Special Agents Beaker and Benson, here to see the prisoner.”


    The officer gave Duncan the once over, his eyes bore into him, a defensive anger simmering in the cop’s gut. Already he didn’t like them. Great. “You don’t have any jurisdiction here with this prisoner. What’s up with that priest?” The cop nodded his head at Mike, who simply smiled a mile of platitudes.


    “He’s with us as a consultant. Grisly murders, sacrificial in nature. We think this might be our guy. If you could spare us a handful of minutes…”


    Duncan sounded official enough, but the cop blinked staring straight ahead. “Did you clear it with my captain, because unless you did…”


    Frustrated, Duncan licked his lips and inside steamed like a latched kettle.


    “Listen, Agent, I get it, but this jackass is as crazy as they come. He won't say a thing; it's a waste of your time, my time. We should just fry him right now.”


    Duncan wasn’t going to get anywhere with the cop, but that didn’t keep him from trying. He opened his mouth to speak, but Amanda pushed between him and the officer.


    Delicately she placed her hand on the officer’s and gave it a good old fashioned squeeze. “Please, just a few short questions. It won’t hurt anyone if he doesn’t say anything, will it?”


    His eyes locked with Amanda’s and a strange sensation overcame her. She felt the energy pulsing down her arm into the cop. Her mind buzzed with rich colors and just when it couldn’t get more intense, Amanda was blinded by a flash of light in her inner most eye. She saw this cop as just a boy playing in a field. A sweet vulnerable boy who was open to mind manipulation.


    Her insides turned to jelly as she let go of the officer’s arm. He sighed and slipped the key from his pocket. “You have a few minutes, but that’s all I can spare, Ma’am.”


    Duncan’s eyes narrowed. “That’s Agent Benson to you,” he muttered, but Amanda just smiled her thanks as the steel door was unlocked. Then, one by one, they stepped through, leaving the cop outside to guard the entrance.


    “Did you...how’d you change his mind?” Mike asked.


    That wasn’t what she did…was it? Amanda couldn’t admit to something she knew nothing about.


    “They don’t call her the closer just for nothing,” Duncan said, but his voice was laced with worry. Amanda sensed he didn’t feel as jovial as he pretended, but it wasn’t hard to see why. So distracted by Duncan’s emotions, it took a moment for Amanda’s eyes to fall onto Ron.


    The steril room had white walls with white sheets on the bed. Ron sat in white pajamas, white socks, and even white shoes. The place must go through bleach like some people went through the water. Ron rocked back and forth on the bed, his arms tight around himself, mumbling.


    “I’m coming for her. I won’t be stopped. You have to stop me.” He said it once and then as if on an automatic loop, he just started saying it again.


    And again.


    Duncan’s face sank as low as his spirit. It came off him in a bundle of waves, but he didn’t see what Amanda did. For all intents and purposes, he was alone, but a black haze of smoke misted around Ron. It almost took form, with long tendril-like fingers snarled around his form. Purple eyes blinked in the middle and whatever this was, it was no simple demon.


    It was a curse. A mark left on his soul.


    Duncan started toward the bed. Amanda touched his arm. “There’s something at work here that is dangerous. It has a hold on him. Be careful.”


    He gulped and Mike opened his bible. Making the sign of the cross, he started to read a passage. Duncan strolled over to Ron and sat down on the edge of the bed with him. Ron rocked back and forth harder, faster. His face scrunched as he fought the urge to cry.


    “Ron, buddy,” Duncan’s voice threatened to reveal his true pent up grief. “What happened at the bar? I know this wasn’t you, so why don’t you tell me…”


    Ron’s eyes squeezed shut and he only repeated what he had said when they first stepped into the room. “I’m coming for her. I’m not going to stop. You have to stop me.” The more he said it, the more urgent his voice sounded.


    Duncan glanced over at Amanda for guidance. “Any ideas how to break through to him?”


    Amanda didn’t, but then she stared straight into Ron’s face and saw the terror. The way his eyes ticked left and right. The buildup of anxiety, frustration, loneliness. He wanted to speak, Amanda was sure of it, he just couldn’t. Not with the mist of the curse strangling the life out of him.


    “I’m coming for her. I’m not going to stop. You have to stop me.”


    Her hand extended toward him and Amanda stepped out of her shoes. Her feet firmly against the cold gray linoleum and they screamed with relief. She took a step forward. Duncan stood and met her before she could touch Ron, using his body as a shield for what she was about to do.


    “You sure about this?” Duncan asked.


    Amanda nodded. She was sure.


    “If you touch him, it could be bad, girl.” Duncan shook his head. There was doubt there, worry. Would Jessica be happy with the way Amanda kept putting herself on the line?


    “There’s only one way through this,” she said as Mike gathered around and they formed a protective circle around her. “The cop out there is growing restless; we don’t have time to argue about what’s the best for me.”


    Mike sighed and rubbed his face. “If there’s trouble, we’re pulling you free, all right?”


    She appreciated it. Amanda sat down on the bed beside Ron. His eyes took her in like a scared child taking in a vision of Santa for the first time. Friend or foe? Amanda raised her hand, her fingers trembling at the thought of touching him. Of feeling the evil that circled him; of getting close enough to touch his soul.


    “I’m coming for her. I’m not going to stop. You have to stop me.”


    “Sssh…” Amanda said gently, closed her eyes and laid her hand against the flesh of his skin, just under his sleeve.


    Aware of her pulse and her breath, Amanda’s vision flashed brightly. She stood inside the basement where Ron first encountered Jessica. Her sweet sister, with an unnatural sneer upon her face. Her red hair hanging like vines in front of her face, the red glow of her unnatural tattoos reflecting off the walls.


    She grabbed Ron’s throat and she said the words to him that Ron now couldn’t stop repeating. “I’m coming for her. I’m not going to stop. You have to stop me.”


    It wasn’t a threat. It was a warning. Something Jessica begged from the very depths of her soul. Oh, how Amanda wept for her.


    As she came to, Amanda’s brow peaked and sweat covered her forehead. She had been taking deep, shallow breaths through her mouth that she hadn’t even meant to take. Mike was on his knee beside her and Duncan stood behind, his hands on her shoulders.


    “You were crying out,” the worry in his voice was thick, slathering, and rich. All of which made Amanda think of hot fudge, and boy right now, suddenly she was starving.


    Starving.


    Glancing down at her hand, Amanda saw her hand was glowing. Had she started healing him without realizing it? The thick black misty around Ron was gone, and he blinked his eyes. With a quiver, he licked his lips. “Amanda, is that you, kid?”


    His voice was hoarse, like he hadn’t spoken in days, but the curse was broken. He could talk again. Relieved, Amanda sighed as Duncan and Mike gathered around, grabbing Ron’s shoulder.


    Patting him on the back.


    “What do you remember?” Duncan asked.


    A surge of pain. A clutching in his chest. Amanda answered for Ron because he couldn’t. “He remembers all of it.” She contemplated. “He saw her. Jessica.”


    “She killed them all.” Ron’s voice shook. “Killed them all and then she knocked me unconscious. Dragged me around. Placed the knife in my hand and then…” his voice wavered, “and then…”


    He couldn’t finish or wouldn’t. Amanda didn’t know which it was, but she was desperate to know where Jessica was. Where she was going. They needed to find her, free her. Amanda gripped Ron’s hand.


    “Please…” Amanda begged. She wasn’t above begging. She had no pride when it came to things such as this. “I have to find her.”


    “Return to the town where you moved to with your would-be adoptive parents. Do you remember the place?”


    How could Amanda forget? It was there that she turned her back on a normal life forever and embraced the Blood life. She had been only a teenager, but that decision had been so powerful. So life changing. How could Amanda forget? And why would Jessica want her to return there…why?


    “Three states away, it’ll be a long drive.”


    “There’s something there. Jessica…she needs you there and fast. She’ll be able to sense where you are. Where you go. It has to be there where she finds you.”


    “Why?” Amanda asked, so desperate to know.


    Ron shook his head, tears in his eyes. “I don’t know, she…” Ron closed his eyes and his body convulsed as he remembered something. “She was called away after that. Disappeared into the ground. What the hell is going on?”


    “Long story, man,” Duncan said. “Lourdes got Jessica and they’ve framed you, but we’ll find a way to free you, one way or another.”


    “Free her damn soul, or whatever, but you just make sure to drag her back here and have her take my place.” Ron’s jaw clamped down. “You got me? She owes me.”


    The air in the room thickened. Amanda slid up from the bed and distanced herself from Ron as Duncan sat closer. Mike followed her first with his eyes but then stepped close as Amanda fumbled with her shoes. “He’s been through a lot.”


    She knew that. She did, but it wasn’t Jessica’s fault any more than it was Ron’s. Amanda tilted her head with a labored sigh. “Father Mike…”


    He held up his hand. “Just Mike’s fine. No reason to be so formal.” For once he smiled and Amanda found it didn’t just reach his eyes. Almost nothing did. How many battles had he fought and lost to harden him so thoroughly?


    She thought to ask, but acid roiled inside her stomach. Amanda grunted and cradled her abdomen as if she had been shot. Something deep inside clamped and she nearly capsized, the smell of green coming from all corners of the room. Floating and growing, rolling and spreading.


    It was here, surrounding them like a mighty claw.


    Mike grabbed Amanda’s shoulders and called for Duncan as overhead the fluorescent lights began to flicker like a dispatched Morse code message.


    They had come. They were here.


    Demons.


    


    

  


  
    7: Duncan Jasper


    


    Demons.


    By the look on Amanda’s face, it was bad. Her brow was creased and she could barely catch her breath.


    With no weapons to speak of, how were they going to get her to safety while doing their jobs. Protect the weak? This place crawled with the weak and the demented. Easy targets for demons to do their worst.


    Take hosts. Grab Amanda and kill anything that got in their way.


    She’d be safe. If it was the last thing he did. “Take cover,” Duncan lay a hand on Mike’s shoulder. Moving to the door, He peered out the small window at the top. The cop was stationary which meant mayhem hadn’t broken out yet.


    Good sign, but yet it was coming.


    Glancing back, he saw that Amanda was seated beside the bed. Just the top of her head was visible, but she was rocking back and forth. There were a mumble and a small cry. “Something’s…wrong…” Amanda groaned and everything in Duncan lit up on full alert. He needed to get her out of there.


    He had never seen Amanda this bad before. Was it the drugs messing with her system? Whatever it was, they needed to move her.


    Now.


    Ron jumped down beside Amanda on the floor and put his hand to her forehead. “She’s burning up, to holy hell Duncan. We gotta move.”


    We? That was a discussion Duncan wasn’t ready for. If they took Ron with them, they’d be fugitives and they needed that almost less than the demons. It was hard enough to move freely, but if they left Ron behind, he sure as hell wouldn’t be safe. Not unless they found a way to kill every demon in the place.


    A quick glance at Mike’s stoic face told Duncan they were thinking along the same lines.


    Duncan wiped the palm of his hands on his pants and knocked a rat-tat-tat on the door.


    When the officer pulled it open, suspicion filling his eyes. Duncan forced a nervous smile. “Thanks for giving us so much time, officer. I believe we know the way out.”


    The officer’s eyes flicked from Duncan to inside the small room. Duncan sidestepped to keep him from seeing too much. If he saw Amanda collapsed on the ground…well, he’d be suspicious as all get out. “Sure, you get what you need in there?”


    “Nah, afraid not,” Duncan offered his hand in gratitude, “but you still have to try, right?”


    The officer nodded and the corners of his lips turned up. Maybe he did understand. He shook Duncan’s hand with a firm grip. “Better luck next time. You better move on out, before the doctors arrive with Wax’s medicine. They won’t think too kindly of me if they find you in there.”


    He had no intention of sticking around.


    Just past the officer’s head was a ventilation shaft. Green smoke drifted down and it set Duncan’s upper lip wet with perspiration—the demons were getting ready to make their move. It was time for Duncan to make his.


    Overhead the lights flickered on and off. The officer turned slightly and craned his head back to see the hanging lights. “That’s been happening off and on for the last ten minutes.”


    “Must be a short circuit,” Duncan said, “sorry.”


    “Sorry?” The officer asked with a whip of his head, but already Duncan held the pistol taken from the cop’s hip. He aimed it at the charging demons streaming from the elevator. Six or seven all with guns drawn. Downstairs must have been a blood bath, but Duncan couldn’t think about that.


    “Hey!” The cop’s eyes narrowed and Duncan pushed him down to the ground, taking cover to fire off defensive rounds. The demon he hit center mass struggled back to his feet and advanced like nothing happened. The bullets were too small. He needed a head shot.


    Nothing else would slow these bastards down.


    “What the hell is going on!” The officer struggled to stand, but Duncan kept a firm hand on his shoulder and his boot firm against the cop’s thigh.


    “Stay down and maybe you’ll survive.” Duncan edged his eyes forward and heard the elevator door ding.


    Duncan was too late. Hadn’t moved fast enough. Damn it all, straight to hell. He moved back into Ron’s room and slammed the door shut.


    From the inside there was no handle or locking mechanism. What the hell did they do now?


    “I’m okay…” Amanda’s words drifted off, but her skin was pasty white. She wasn’t okay, no matter what she said.


    “Mike, get that small window open. Ron,” Duncan pressed against the door as someone pushed it open, “help me with this.”


    Everyone hurried to their assignments while Amanda clung to the wall just to stay upright.


    Ron pushed his shoulder against the door. “You know there’s no way we can get out the window and old this thing shut at the same time.”


    “What are you suggesting?”


    Ron glanced at the gun in his hand. “Demons are in the building. Who knows how many they killed on the lower levels as they made their way in. Time to even the score, don’t you think?”


    Give Ron the gun so he could provide cover? Nothing about that set right with Duncan. He started to shake his head.


    “How then is going to do it?” Ron’s lip snarled. “You? I think your place is at her side.” He tossed his head at Amanda.


    Banging on the door echoed loud through the chamber. Duncan gritted his teeth as he leaned in against it. Shots rang out and dinted the metal door. They were running out of serious time.


    “I got it. I got it!” Mike said. “Someone help me get Amanda up here.


    Duncan handed the gun over to Ron. “Good luck, brother.”


    Ron gripped it tight. “On three and I’ll show those sons of bitches that no one messes with Ronald Wax.”


    Friends to the end, they were all that was left of the Black Scorpions. Duncan was in no rush to be the last surviving member. “One…two…three.”


    He pulled the door open and Ron assaulted the area with bullets. Duncan ran for Amanda and gave her a boost up to the window. She moaned, but was able to pull herself up high enough so Mike could pull her through into the fire escape.


    “Hurry!” Amanda called down to him as Mike pulled her away. “Duncan!”


    Why was she so…. Duncan’s train of thought was cut off as someone yanked on his shoulder and pulled him back. He hit the rear wall and fell onto the bed.


    It was Vain. Her hands on her curvy hips she sneered at him. “I bet you thought you’d never see me again. Bet you thought I died in that house.”


    “I never thought I was that lucky,” Duncan said.


    Anger rose on her face and as she swung her fist at him, Duncan’s legs shot out and slammed her into the chest.


    Gun shots were tapering off in the hall. He had to move.


    Vain staggered back and Duncan shot out and pinned her against the wall. She pushed against him, but she smiled. “I knew the foreplay would be good, Jasper. You never could keep your hands off of me.”


    “It made me sick.” Duncan forced his forearm into her throat. “To be with you, just to look at you. What you do to those girls…they’re kids, Vain. Or whatever the hell your name really is.”


    Duncan wasn’t one to punch a lady, but Vain wasn’t one. Hell, she barely counted as human.


    “Let’s go!” Mike screamed from above and threw something into the window.


    A smoke bomb. It filled the room. Duncan turned to leave Vain behind and felt her fingers grasping at his clothing. “No, Jasper! No!”


    Her scream was raw and guttural. She didn’t want to kill him, at least not yet. Vain’s plan had more to do with revenge and Duncan, for now, was going to use that to his advantage.


    Springing up, he caught the window and pulled himself out. On the balcony, Duncan rejoined Mike and a droopy looking Amanda. She was braced on the railing, but at least she was upright.


    Down below, their car waited. Duncan slid his arm around Amanda. “I’ve got you, girl,” he whispered as her head rested against his chest.


    “Let’s move this party,” Mike said as he left everyone down the fire escape.


    *****


    


    Outside, Ron met up with them at the car. “Well, that was brisk.” He slid into the car beside Mike in the back. Amanda was at least awake, even if she wasn’t chatty.


    Duncan tore open the driver side and wasted no time and getting her started. He peeled away from the curb before Ron had finished shutting the back door.


    “Hang on!” Duncan screamed as he floored it, only to slam on the brakes to avoid hitting an old lady crossing the street in her walker.


    She glared at him and Duncan raised his hand in an apology as beside him, Amanda moaned. Her head rolled to the side and her arm fell to the armrest. It was covered in black, splotchy bruises that made Duncan want to hurt Vain. Hurt her in the worst possible way. It was his fault, she was after them and that meant Amanda’s pain, an indirect consequence of his crappy life choices.


    With the old lady gone, Duncan slammed his foot on the gas, but not before he saw the cop charging for his car. With luck, he was just a regular guy looking to get back an escaped mental patient. With luck…


    “No,” Amanda was hoarse as she shook her head, her eyes still welded shut. “He’s one of them now. He’s a demon.”


    Duncan’s stomach sank with despair.


    “And he’s coming for us.”


    Great. Then with a sudden belly flop, Duncan realized Amanda had done something she had never done before. Sure, she could always infer by using emotions, but that wasn’t what just happened.


    Amanda had read his mind. Pure and simple. A mind reading empath? That could be a real asset to their side, but what would it do to her?


    Duncan allowed himself one glance at the frail, pixie-like woman collapsed on the seat beside him. He was afraid of the answer. Afraid for Amanda.


    Was there any hope for her at all?


    


    


    


    


    “Get me some water,” Duncan barked the order as he lay Amanda down on the bed in the cheap hotel room they rented just off the highway. Was it far enough away that the demons wouldn’t be able to track them?


    Probably not, but they didn’t have a choice, Amanda…so much grief in his mouth just to look at her.


    Her face thick with sweat, Amanda was seizing. Her head rocked back, he arms buckled, and her knees locked. Rigid like a stone, Duncan felt powerless to do anything, except to hold her shoulders firm. To try to keep Amanda steady, so she wouldn’t hurt herself, but it was like watching a woman die right in front of him.


    Powerless. Again he was powerless.


    Ron ran to the bathroom and along the way he knocked over the telephone and the door slammed. He might have been a callous SOB charged with a crime he didn’t commit, but even the most hardened person cared about Amanda. She was falling apart, sick with something that made no sense to him.


    What if she couldn’t be saved?


    Mike blessed her forehead with his thumb and mumbled a prayer Duncan couldn’t make out. He didn’t want to hear it anyway. Prayers were private and he wasn’t exactly the praying type, but Duncan would try anything to get Amanda better.


    “The demons are gone. So why is she still like that?” Duncan asked.


    Mike was quiet and contemplative. “Has she ever been this bad before?”


    Duncan had never seen it like this before. So the answer was, “No. It’s never been like this before. Not even when…” Duncan sighed and shook his head to keep the memories of the past at bay. “We’ve seen some awful shit, but she’s never had a seizure.”


    Amanda took shallow breaths, but her body lay still. Her eyes were slotted as her chest moved up erratically. Duncan’s heart might as well have been torn out of his chest and stomped on to see her like that. Of all people, and all the things they had done, Amanda deserved hell the least of all.


    Ron handed Duncan a cup full of water. “What the hell is wrong with her?”


    Duncan said a silent thanks and dotted some of the water along Amanda’s forehead. He’d take care of her. He’d get her better, but the demons…what if the demons didn’t give them any peace? If they came at them right then, Duncan wasn’t sure if Amanda would survive.


    “Vaughn shot her up full of drugs. We’re not sure how much or what type of doses he was giving her,” Mike said.


    Ron’s eyes opened. “Shit, Amanda? When? How long’s it been since her last hit?”


    “Your guess is as good as ours. Forty-eight hours at the longest. Thirty-six at the shortest.”


    “Shouldn’t she be through the worse of it by now?” Ron asked and his question fell on deaf ears. The air in the room thickened and Duncan thought she should be, so whatever was happening to her now, was it permanent? Was it the piecing together of her soul that caused her so much pain?


    “I wish I could say you can stay, Ron,” Duncan took a deep breath, “but I think it would be best if right now, we went our separate ways.”


    Ron snorted. “You guys practically have targets painted on your backs. What makes you think I want to stay? Thanks, though, for getting me out. And I hope Amanda here…well, I hope she’ll be all right.” Ron headed for the front door. After opening it he turned around. “You will clear my name, won’t you?”


    Duncan nodded even though he wasn’t sure. Right then he couldn’t think of anything, but Amanda’s well-being. The door shut gently behind Ron as Duncan gathered up the blanket at the foot of the bed. He lay it against Amanda’s legs and unfolded it so it would reach her chest. Even after that, he couldn’t leave her. Couldn’t take his eyes off her.


    He made a promise to Jessica to care for Amanda. And now he was failing badly.


    “Sit with her.” Mike put a hand on Duncan’s shoulder with gentle kindness. “I’ll keep a watch out front. My bedside manner has always needed work. When she wakes up, she’s going to need a friendly face.”


    “She read my mind in the car, Mike.” Duncan words hit the air like an icy frost.


    Mike’s didn’t react right away. “Whatever is happening to her, it can’t be stopped. We can’t fix it. We just have to hope in the end, she’ll survive.”


    His words weren’t the words of comfort, but, at least, they were honest.


    “As much as I hate to say it, we can use all the help we can get right now. So let’s hope she can hold it together. Learn to control whatever is happening to her so it doesn’t destroy her.”


    “Sometimes your honesty hurts.”


    Mike laughed. “Don’t I know it, Jasper.”


    Duncan pulled a chair up to the bed and took Amanda’s hot, frail hand in his. “I know you have people to get back to. I’m sorry about this, Mike.”


    Mike smirked kindly. “Somethings can’t be helped. It is when we make plans that God laughs the hardest. Even when your plans are to save the world.”


    Duncan smirked despite everything going on. “Think we’ll make it?”


    Mike opened the front door to step outside. “Only one can answer a question like that Jasper. And it isn’t me.”


    Duncan put Amanda’s hand to his face and kissed it. Slowly, the door latched behind Mike and Duncan was alone with his own thoughts. None of them kind, none of them pretty. That girl, Amanda, she just had to pull through. Had to.


    Kindness settled on her face in the most angelic way. Her breath rapid and pulse racing as Duncan placed two fingers against her neck, but the fever was breaking. Her hot skin was a little cooler, her complexion not so rosy. If anyone could pull through this, it was a Blood.


    Duncan had to just hope it was before Vain found them again. Evil as Vain was, she had a score to settle Duncan could understand. The truth was, everything Vain wanted to do to him, he had coming.


    In a big way, he had it coming.


    


    

  


  
    8: Amanda Blood


    


    With each gasp of air Amanda took, her eyelids quivered, as though REM sleep had taken her, but it wasn’t sleep.


    It was fire.


    All around her, it consumed, to the cavern walls at her sides and straight ahead, a curtain of fire cut her off from the exit. Barefoot, her skin was cut and scraped on the jagged rocks. Dirt was stuck beneath her trim toenails and the hem of her blue dress was singed from the flames. This was the underworld, the mouth of hell some people called it. Amanda had dreamt of it before but had never been trapped. She had never feared for her life like she did now.


    Fingers coiled into a tight fist, sweat clung to her brow as she spun in a circle, looking for a way out. The only way out was through. How many times had Jessica told her that? Amanda feared, in this case, it was true, but through the flame?


    She’d die. She’d be consumed.


    If only Jessica was here. If only…


    The clang of metal beat in the distance, like a drum. It was a demon, trapped behind the metal wall. Amanda was terrified that it’d get free. It’d tear through her to get topside and all those people, they wouldn’t just hear about the war with demons. They’d be fodder, way worse than they ever had been before.


    So Amanda ran, straight toward the curtain of fire, but she stopped short. Right in front of it, so the wisps of flame danced against her skin. Tickled her nose and singed a piece of hair.


    She couldn’t do it. She just couldn’t jump through it.


    What was she without Jessica?


    “I’m sorry,” Amanda’s chin quivered as she backed up, but the circle of flame grew hotter. Closing in on her as if she was its target. Soon, there’d be nowhere else to go. Amanda had to take a chance with the dancing flames, but she was terrified. She had never been the brave one. Never!


    The fire shimmered, and in that dancing flame were eyes. A nose. Through the flame Jessica’s face materialized. No, it was crazy. Absurd, but the face pushed through the flame and her scar, her beautiful scar, was visible against her peach complexion. The red flame coiled like hair around her face.


    “Jessica,” Amanda’s heart called out more than her voice. The longing ache in her heart, so much worse to bear. Seeing her sister like this? A prisoner of the underworld? This wasn’t the fate of the mighty Jessica Blood.


    Jessica’s face was set like stone, but her eyes flickered back and forth, like burning embers of hell. “I’ll send you safe passage through the flame. It’s the only way.”


    Amanda shook her head, her fingers cinched around each other. “I won’t leave here without you.”


    “You have work to do and you know it. Pull your head out of your ass, Amanda. If you die here, there’s no chance for either of us. You know that.”


    “I’m scared.” Amanda’s voice reverberated with so much truth it shook the cavern walls.


    “I know,” Jessica said softly. “Parts of your soul are fractured, like a broken mirror. Those parts are here. Those parts can hear me.”


    Quietly, Amana nodded.


    “We can’t let Lourdes keep them. There’s somewhere you need to be. Somewhere to make your stand. Become whole again and save me.”


    The idea that it was possible gave Amanda hope. Just a glimmer, but it was enough to excite her. She took a deep breath. “Why there? Why do you want me to go there?”


    “Now, that’s the question you should have been asking. That’s the question I’m here to answer.” Jessica’s hand extended through the flame and she placed two fingers against Amanda’s wrist.


    Amanda sucked in her breath hard as Jessica’s touch burned her skin. Smoke and steam rose up from her flesh. When Jessica removed her fingers, a red seal burned her delicate pale skin. With moist eyes, Amanda glanced up at Jessica’s burning face.


    Guess her time was up.


    


    *****


    “Keep up, Mandy. We’re almost at the church!”


    But Amanda, only thirteen-years-old, could barely keep going. Scared and barely able to breathe, her mind swarmed with images that weren’t natural.


    Flashes of grizzly faces painted on the night sky. With their outstretched claws, they were closing in on them. Even if they were only mist, they reached out for them. So much pain, so much self-doubt; that was what they brought with them.


    Jessica wouldn’t let Amanda slow down. Her older sister by two years, Jessica clamped her hand on Amanda’s wrist. They reached the top of a hill covered in trees. The city lights and streets were visible against the looming darkness. Just across the street, a steepled church with bright stain glass windows lit up like morning service.


    But the truth was starker. It was the middle of the night and the Blood girls had been running for miles through a treacherous forest. The mountains of Vermont were must different than their home in Nebraska. Amanda didn’t like the landscape or how hard the paths were to climb.


    Amanda’s chest heaved as she struggled for air and her thighs burned, she bent over and grabbed them, but Jessica wouldn’t let her rest. She grabbed her collar tight and pulled her along. “C’mon!” Jessica screamed and charged down the hill straight toward a town. Amanda had no choice but to follow, but unable to keep her footing, she crashed to her knees.


    Behind her, the sound of charging animals made the hairs stand up on the back of her neck. They were no animals. Over the last few months, Amanda had come to realize that there were monsters out there. Demons. Every one of them wanted her dead. If they could find her, they would just kill her.


    Jessica helped Amanda up with an exasperated sigh. “You’re not helping me here, Mandy. We’ve got to get into that church!” She pointed across the street toward a cluster of buildings and residential homes. Between them all, standing tall, was a church as the swinging street light blinked yellow.


    Amanda was trying. She really was. Sucking on her bottom lip, Amanda promised herself to do better. Her feet pounded up the marble staircase and Jessica advanced ahead. With a giant groan of hinges, Jessica forced the church ornate door open. “Quick!”


    Running inside, Amanda helped Jessica push the door closed. Inside smelled of incense and everything was warm as fire. The floors were marble and a sea of pews were laid out behind Amanda. A cathedral ceiling vaulted behind the altar and marble statues framed it on either side. But as far as people went? Amanda saw and felt none.


    “Further inside. C’mon.” Jessica nudged Amanda’s arm and for the first time, Amanda really looked at her. It had been months since they had last seen each other.


    Jessica wore baggy blue jeans and a blue flannel shirt that was two sizes too big for her small frame. Her red curls were long and unkempt. Her face, while free from the scar she’d have in a few years, sported a black and blue shiner around her eye. Amanda moved to touch it, but Jessica jerked her head back.


    “We don’t have time now. You can heal it later.”


    Amanda’s hand stayed suspended in mid-air and her face scrunched into a scowl. “Where’d you get it?”


    “Does it matter?” Jessica asked as the door at the front began to rattle.


    “It does to me.” Was it Jessica’s foster parents again?


    Jessica tucked her hair behind her ears. Amanda saw the hospital bracelet on her wrist, but hadn’t known Jessica had been in the hospital. Was she sick? Her stomach turned, to think Jessica went through so much, yet, Amanda knew nothing of it. Instead, Amanda was in this city about to what? Get adopted?


    It was the worst thought ever. Amanda was a Blood. She’d always be a Blood!


    Those people were nice, but now…now they were dead. Because of her. Because of what hunted her. Amanda was sorry that good people were drawn to her, almost more sorry than demons were drawn to her.


    Jessica reached into her waistband and pulled out a revolver. Amanda’s eyes widened to see it. “Jessie…”


    “They’re getting through.” Jessica’s clenched her teeth together, but still her lips quivered. Her hands shook as she raised the gun and pointed it toward the entrance. Her hand couldn’t hold the gun straight so Jessica clamped her other hand on top to steady it.


    Amanda could feel Jessica’s fear, and her own panic rose with feeling so much emotion at once. It was still new to her and her powers were just starting to grow. The future was going to be scary no matter what happened next.


    If only Mom was there. If only….


    The door rattled and shook. The hinges began to give away.


    “We could sneak out the back….”


    Jessica shook her head. “They won’t leave you alone. They’ll just keep coming. They’ll kill you like they killed your new parents.”


    Her words cut Amanda like a knife. Amanda didn’t want new parents. Didn’t Jessica know that? Did Jessica hate her?


    “Jessie…” Amanda tugged on Jessica’s sleeve to get her to move. But, Jessica held her ground with a tense jaw. Amanda’s lip quivered as the church door splintered and burst open.


    Jessica squeezed the trigger and her eyes shut at the same time. “Get down!”


    Amanda threw herself down to the ground behind a row of pews, but the demons were still coming. They were still charging forward. The bullets weren’t doing anything! “Jessie!” Amanda cried in panic. Her sister was going to be killed.


    All because of her.


    Jessica yelped and backed up as the demons got closer, but as they passed the last stain glass window, a beam of light passed through the glass and touched their skin. The monsters lit up like Christmas trees. Demonic groans of pain filled the air, as they fell to the ground and dissolved into ash right in front of the girls. Amanda couldn’t believe what she was seeing.


    But one of the demons wearing a leather biker jacket, hadn’t been killed. He had been singed, but he kept coming. Growling, as his fangs dripped with saliva, he reached for Amanda.


    “No!” Jessica screamed and grabbed at his meaty arm.


    He swatted her away like she was a fly, his claws tearing through the soft skin of her cheek.


    Amanda gasped and scampered backward on her butt toward the altar. She had to run and get away, but what about Jessica?


    Jessie!


    Amanda scrambled toward the back of the altar when she heard a shot. With a groan, the demon pulled a dart from his neck and fell to the ground. Her eyes wide with terror, Amanda lay against the wall as a woman came into view.


    A woman with short red hair covered up by a yellow bandana. She wore a WWI style trench coat and gave Amanda a sideway grin. “Don’t you look just like your mother,” she whispered.


    Of course, it had been Aunt Gwen. Amanda hadn’t known it then, but her life would change in ways she couldn’t even imagine.


    “Help me drag this brute downstairs. We need to get him into the demon trap before he wakes up.”


    Demon trap?


    It all became crystal clear to Amanda why this church. Why Jessica wanted her to go back after all this time. Jessica had a plan to be free of Lourdes control, her mark. And for that plan to work….


    Amanda was going to be bait.


    


    

  


  
    9: Amanda Blood


    


    “Bait?”


    Duncan ran his hands through his hair and stared at Amanda with his jaw slack. He gave a shake of his head and a big exhale. He glanced at Mike, who stood there with his arms crossed, studying Amanda’s face. “Help me out with this, would you?”


    Amanda didn’t have to be an empath or a mind-reader to figure out things weren’t going her way. She fumbled with the cardboard container filled with breakfast they had grabbed from the food truck. Two glazed donuts, coffee with extra sugar, and a side of warm garlic hash browns. It should’ve been enough to warm her soul, but instead, she felt cold. Duncan and Mike weren’t on her side.


    And she really needed them to be.


    Their eyes were hard; their gazes unkind. If Amanda didn’t know any better, she’d think they didn’t want to get Jessica back.


    “I’m not a child,” Amanda interjected before Mike got a moment to speak. Her fingers coiled around the red and white paper cushioning her donuts like a precious commodity. “One way or another and I’m getting to that church. Granted, I’d like to have a little backup, just in case things go wrong.”


    Duncan’s eyebrows rose. “Incase anything goes wrong? Darling, you’re talking about a written invitation for wrong. You’re talking about blaring over the loud speaker where you’re going and telling the demons exactly where you’ll be.”


    That was the point. That was the plan. Couldn’t Duncan understand? “She can sense me all the time. So what’s the difference?” Amanda bit her lip and implored him with her eyes.


    But Duncan raged and all he felt was frustration. Slapping his hands on his thighs, he stood from his chair and paced to the other side of the room. Mike followed him with his eyes before taking Duncan’s vacant seat. He leaned forward but didn’t bother to uncross his arms. “What makes you think this was Jessica’s plan? What makes you think it wasn’t a hallucination, a trick from Lourdes?”


    “Because of what I felt. She was there.” Amanda’s nose flared and warmth spread across her freckled cheeks. “Lourdes will make her come after me, it’s just a matter of time before Jessica can’t resist any longer. So let’s make it on our terms. On Blood terms.”


    Mike’s eyes flicked back to Duncan, who was a basket case of nerves. As usual, Amanda couldn’t get a bead on Mike. “I’m not saying we agree with you, Amanda, but if we go there and set up as you’ve asked, what makes you think you’re up to the job? What makes you think you’re strong enough to heal Jessica?”


    For the first time, Amanda felt her own doubt. Glancing down at her wrist where the mark still lay, her spirits weakened. Mike must’ve sensed it because he put his hand on hers.


    “You crumbled at the hospital when the demons closed in. You went unconscious and we could barely get you out of there,” Mike’s eyes came alive with a glint of passion. “In here, you were seizing and Duncan could barely hold you down. So you tell me why we should allow you to put yourself in harm’s way? Let me remind you, Amanda, it might not be Jessica’s plan.”


    Amanda got what he was saying, but she held a steady breath; rife with determination. “I know what I know. As sure as I can feel what you’re feeling right now. The same way I can feel the weight of responsibility on Duncan, I feel it all simply by existing.” Amanda rose from her chair and put her cardboard box untouched on the bed. “I felt it in my dream. It was real and it was Jessica.”


    She paused to let her words sink in, but she turned from Mike and scrutinized Duncan. His heart pounded and he tried, in a way, not to feel anything as their eyes locked. “Jessica is hurt, hurting bad. She can’t fight Lourdes forever. As I already said. Shouldn’t we face her on our terms? This church is warded. This church has systems in place that give us the edge. This is what we’re meant to do. Someone has to free Jessica from Lourdes.”


    “At the expense of you?” Duncan paraded right up to her and pointed his finger. “You think that’s what Jessica really wants? You think if she was in her right mind, she’d ever make it so you were bait?”


    Amanda’s forehead crinkled. “No. She’d never want me harmed, but she only has one shot at this. We might only have this shot. If we fail to capture her, or I fail to cleanse her, we might never see her again.” Her eyes fell to the ground, “At least not a Jessica we’ll remember. You have to know what’s at stake, Duncan.”


    “You think I don’t know?” Duncan whispered with fury. He gripped her shoulders and bent over to meet her eye level. “You think I don’t want her back, damn all the costs? Well, not you, Amanda. Not you.”


    She hadn’t known he felt or loved for her that strongly, but Amanda wouldn’t quit. She wouldn’t give in. “Then give me backup. Help me. Don’t make me do this on my own. I can try to control the emotions I get from demons. I could never do it before. I always relied too much on Jessica, but now I have a reason. A good reason. To really try. I can be stronger. If you’ll help me.”


    Duncan turned to Mike for help. “Help me out here, would you?”


    Amanda couldn’t help a small smile. “He’s already made up his mind.”


    Mike wiped his face. “You know what I want for lunch too?”


    A BLT with extra mayo but Amanda thought not to say it. “We better get ready. I’ve never led before. Jessica always does that. I need her back, Duncan. More than I can say. It isn’t just about surviving for me. It’s…” Amanda thought, her eyes ticking back and forth, “it’s about living.”


    Without Jessica her life was worthless. Is that what she was going to say? Is that how she really felt? In a lot of ways, yes. Amanda always had her. She didn’t know what to do without her.


    “Then you better eat up, let Mike and I get the car ready. It’s going to be a long drive.”


    The drive was long, but Amanda thought the road was going to be even longer.


    *****


    


    


    Bait. Who knew she’d ever agree to such a stupid plan.


    Amanda ate her breakfast and slurped on her coffee. When that was done, she used the washroom to freshen up. Her cheeks were splotchy like she was recovering from a prolonged sickness and the sparkle in her eyes was dull. Amanda didn’t like seeing the effects of what Vaughn had done to her. She wasn’t much into repressing her thoughts or feelings, but being high on demon drugs, well, she’d just like to forget it all.


    There was nothing she could do to heal that, but the burn on her wrist she should be able to take care of lickity split. So Amanda rolled her wrist over and held her hand above it. Instinctively, the ball of light grew out from her palm. It spun, casting a soft glow in the cramped dirty bathroom.


    While her skin grew warm, the mark still remained.


    It wouldn’t heal. Or maybe she couldn’t heal?


    Amanda’s brow pinched together and she tried again, this time with more concentration. The spot where Jessica had touched her grew redder. Hotter, but it wouldn’t go away. It wouldn’t heal.


    Breathless, Amanda stopped her healing energy and rubbed her wrist. The skin felt like scales over the red mark. It seemed it was there to stay, but why couldn’t she heal it? She’d healed the girl in the café. Were her powers changing that much, or was it something about the mark itself?


    She just didn’t know.


    Amanda took a deep breath and fixed her hair. She couldn’t let Mike or Duncan know what was going on. There was no reason to worry them because Amanda didn’t have any answers. The only thing she knew was, she needed to get to that church. Needed to wait for Jessica. They’d stop her if she told them the truth and that just wasn’t an option. Amanda needed them there.


    So she did her best to force a smile as she left the bathroom. No one was there, but the television was on and it flashed a news report. Interested, Amanda stepped closer and saw a red banner rolling across the screen Physiatrist Hospital Massacre.


    Massacre. There was that word again.


    Her fingers gingerly played with the remote to raise the volume and Amanda sat on the corner of the bed without meaning to.


    “The three suspects,” the screen flashed with character sketches of her, Duncan, and Mike, though her drawing was all wrong. Amanda’s nose wasn’t plump like that. The artistic representation was closer to Jessica’s image than her own, “shot their way out with Ronald Wax, the suspect in an alleged mass murder less than two days ago.”


    Amanda hadn’t known people at the hospital died. She hadn’t known Ron had gotten out, but where was he now? Would he go after Jessica too?


    A knock raised Amanda’s head. Duncan stood over by the front door. He put his hands in his pockets and gave her a sheepish smile. “We’re ready to go if you are.”


    “Why didn’t you tell me…”


    Duncan’s head tilted toward the television. “About the demons at the hospital? Ron?” Duncan shook his head and waves of regret washed over him. “I thought you had enough to worry about. I doubt we’ll see him again. He doesn’t want to get caught any more than we want him around.”


    Duncan turned his back to head outside, but Amanda heard something else from him. She raced after him and grabbed the cuff of his jacket. “Who or what is Vain? You keep…thinking it. It’s like a bad song on loop inside your head.”


    He froze and turned to look at her, but managed to avoid looking her in the eyes. “A mistake. Something that’s come back to haunt me. For now, let’s get you to the church. I’ll explain it all when I can. Let’s just focus on what’s really important right now, all right?”


    Amanda followed Duncan out onto the gravel parking lot. Close to eleven A.M., the sunlight beat down bright enough to be summer, but Amanda was chilled. It was as if the sun was shining behind glass, and Amanda was hidden from its glow. Duncan’s lie was easy enough for him to say, but inside he was torn in two. It was eating him up inside. At some point soon, they were going to lose him.


    She saw it. She felt it in the whispers of the trees, their branches like possible choices and paths they would take. But, all paths would lead to his departure and it hollowed her out. He left once before, Amanda had thought he wouldn’t make that same mistake again.


    “I thought you’d learned your lesson,” Amanda bit her lip. She didn’t want to say she was disappointed, but her heart skipped a beat—sinking further into an abyss.


    Duncan turned on a dime and shook his head. “We’re going to go to the church. Get Jessica back. I’m not leaving. I swear to you.”


    In the car already, Mike gazed between them, his hand resting on the door. His eyes held mild interest, but he didn’t know what they were talking about. It was clear as day to Amanda; Mike grappled with his own confusion. Whatever Duncan was going through; he wasn’t sharing.


    “Your words, I wish I could say it changes anything. You might mean them now, but you’re going to leave. If we save Jessica and you leave,” Amanda sighed, “maybe I shouldn’t have pushed her to you again. I believed in you, Duncan.”


    Heartbroken. Like she just lost her puppy. Amanda turned away from his eyes and toward the front office. The lawn was overgrown and an Out of Order sign hung at the icemaker, but two men exited the office and pointed in her direction. Amanda’s breath caught in her throat. They had been made.


    The police were coming.


    “Don’t hold something against me that I haven’t done yet. You can still believe in me,” Duncan whispered. “Don’t lose faith in me. Not you too.”


    His words came close to crippling him. He felt so much pain in his heart, and his face mirrored the intensity of it. Amanda wanted to apologize for hurting him, but the men from the office stepped off the porch. Their steps hastening, while still slow enough not to draw attention to themselves—so they thought.


    “Duncan—.”


    He took her hand and gave it a squeeze. I swear I’ll do right by you. Jessica. I’d walk to the ends of the earth to save either of you. I thought you of all people, would know that.”


    Amanda’s dry lips parted. “We need to get in the car.” She glanced at the men approaching. “Now, Duncan.”


    “Shit,” Duncan muttered under his breath. He was mad at himself for not noticing. He ran toward the driver’s side of the car while Amanda slid into the passenger side.


    “They’re going to get away!”


    Amanda’s eyes widened with fear as she saw their guns drawn. A green hue encompassed them. These weren’t regular law enforcement officers. “Duncan!” Her voice pitched.


    “Hold on,” Duncan slid a toothpick into his mouth and in a matter of moments, they were peeling out of the parking lot and headed toward the highway.


    Amanda placed her hand against the window. The demons weren’t going to let them get away that easily. Already they were headed back to their cars. They’d pursue, but if Amanda had any luck left, they’d make it to the church without incident.


    Could she even pray for such an easy escape?


    She glanced over at Duncan. His concentration was intense, rivaling all else it pushed his emotions down inside, but deep under lay his loneliness. An empty crater where his heart should’ve been. What a heel she was, what a heel…Duncan couldn’t control the fate of choices, any more than Amanda could.


    “I’m sorry. Sometimes I say stupid things.” She placed her hand on his sleeve and images flashed in her mind of a burning building.


    A woman screamed from deep inside. Amanda saw a flash of her hands cuffed to a radiator and outside Amanda stood, a toothpick twirling in her mouth.


    Not her vision, but Duncan’s. And all Amanda felt was…satisfaction. Retribution, but behind that lingered grief. A broken heart forgotten by his act of revenge, whoever that woman was.


    Amanda gasped and pulled her hand away as if his skin was a searing hot plate. She hoped to never cross him as that woman had, but that type of cruelty wasn’t him. That wasn’t the Duncan Jasper she knew.


    He was talking, already in mid-sentence, but Amanda missed half of what he said. “…we work together, we trust each other. Above all else.” Duncan implored.


    Amanda swallowed hard and nodded. She needed Duncan, she wouldn’t succeed without his help and she knew the quality of his spirit—his heart.


    At least, she thought she did.


    

  


  
    10: Vain


    


    Vain couldn’t return to Vaughn empty handed.


    She hadn’t intended to kill Duncan Jasper when she stormed the hospital, but she’d thought, at least, they’d get a moment to speak. Issue tense threats to one another. Kidnap and torture him, maybe lofty wish, but Vain was desperate to get her mitts on him.


    Desperate.


    Vain had no direct proof Duncan had even seen her, but he did. Vain knew he did, because if he didn’t, what was the point of all those dead people strung up in body bags at the hospital?


    Her handiwork, not exactly, but her demon toys. They loved to maim and destroy. Demons did as demons do, that’s what Vain always said. The money and luxuries had been good, but none of it could comfort her, not since Duncan betrayed her and handcuffed her to that damn radiator.


    Worst of it was, Vain suspected all along, but hadn’t stopped him. Hadn’t said anything. She let his pretty boy looks and playful smile get the best of her.


    Smash.


    His pub was as dull as they came. He rightfully avoided it after everything he’d done to her, but now Vain tore the police tape down and stomped on in. The place was a pig sty. She held her head up high and sniffed a long deep breath. The smell of blood lingered even after it had been washed out of the wooden plank floor.


    Duncan had been here. Recently.


    “Fan out.” Vain removed her silver gloves and strolled around the bar. The police officers that flanked her did as she ordered. Funny, how a woman could command such demons, but it was part of her… gifts.


    She didn’t know what she was looking for, but she’d know when she found it. Always follow your instincts. Vain learned her lesson by ignoring it before. She never repeated the same mistake.


    Behind her the floor creaked and a shadow crept toward the bar. Who had decided to join their little party?


    Vain reached for the bottle of whiskey with one hand while her other hovered just over the handle of her dagger, secured at her hip. She poured a shot into two glasses. “Want a drink or am I going to have to drink both myself?”


    A crackle of magic behind her reflected off the whisky bottle. It seemed she was going to be outdone. Pity. Vain picked up one shot and threw it down her throat. Then in one swift move, she pulled her dagger free and spun around to face her enemy.


    Her dagger was torn from her hand and spiraled across the room. The woman in front of her smirked. She wore a leather trench coat and Vain could appreciate her flair for style. Her red hair was short, tucked under a bandana and her skin was splattered with a fine line of freckles. Well, if she didn’t look familiar.


    “What’s your relation to Jessica Blood?” Vain picked up the second shot and drank it down. She had seen her photo enough in Duncan’s things to know exactly who Jessica was, even if she never had the pleasure of meeting her face to face.


    Not yet, but time was coming soon. The Blood in front of her was older but fit. Beneath her loose shirt, she had all the right curves. Plump in all the right places. Vain could use a woman like that. Business was always booming for an older woman.


    Older, younger. Thinner, fatter. She had the clientele for each preference.


    “You can call me Gwen. They call me aunt.” Gwen sneered and then Vain saw the green mist lingering behind her eyes.


    Interesting, seems someone got their hooks into a Blood. They were falling like bowling pins these days. “So we work on the same side? What is it you want with this place?”


    “I work for Lourdes. We’re not on the same side.” Gwen lowered her hands to her side. “You reek of Vaughn and all that humanity has to offer.”


    Vain snorted and wished she had poured herself another drink. She might have been tough, but she certainly wished to avoid any entanglement with Lourdes. No one was stupid enough to piss the queen of the underworld off, except for maybe the woman standing in front of her. “I turned my back on humanity a long time ago and Vaughn, you don’t want to make him an enemy. He has pull with a lot of high-levels.”


    “More than the queen of the underworld herself?” Gwen sneered. “Please.”


    “What do you want? You didn’t kill me, yet, so you must want something.”


    “An alliance.”


    That shocked Vain more than anything than Gwen could’ve said. Interested, Vain poured herself another drink with an arched eyebrow.


    Gwen took her silence as a cue to continue. “I know your story. I know your history with Vaughn and with Duncan Jasper, the one who keeps Amanda safe. Lourdes wants Amanda and you want Jasper. It seems like a win-win, to me. If we join forces, our chances of success,” Gwen shrugged, “go up.”


    A demon wanted to work together? What were the odds? Lourdes really must be itching to get her hands on Amanda. Vain’s finger danced across the edge of her shot glass, and a harmonic tone sang from the wet rim. “Vaughn wants Amanda, not Duncan. I’m the one with the vendetta.”


    Gwen took Vain’s hand and gingerly licked her fingers. Well, so she was willing to dance. Fun. “You help me, you get Duncan. When you’re done with him, you come after me for Amanda. We’ll see who is tougher. A possessed Blood, or you.”


    Her words were a dare, egging Vain on. She had to admit, Gwen spoke the truth. A magically charged demon pushed the odds in their favor. Vain didn’t normally work with others, but in this case, she might make an exception.


    Vain pulled her hand free but did her best not to jerk it away. She didn’t want to send the wrong message to a potential tumble mate. “And how do we track them? Do you have means with your magic?”


    Gwen’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, I have the means. Lourdes has a secret weapon; well it’s not so secret anymore. And she’s about to crack. About to rise up and take up the sword in our favor. We simply follow her and offer…. assistance.”


    She couldn’t mean….


    Gwen tilted her head with an unkind smile. “Jessica Blood is about to awaken once more and she works for us.”


    Vain didn’t think she could miss this little party. She raised her shot glass in the air, her free hand cupping the back of Gwen’s neck. “To new friendships, now why don’t you come here so we can seal this alliance with a kiss?”


    

  


  
    11: Jessica Blood


    


    “Don’t give up, Jess girl. Keep fighting. You can find a way. You always do.”


    That voice…. It couldn’t be, could it?


    A bright light drowned out his face, but a tuft of black hair managed to peek through. Jessica couldn’t forget that voice, no matter how long it had been since she heard it.


    Jessica’s dry and cracked lips parted. “Dad?” Hoarse, her voice was barely a whisper.


    A hand reached beyond the spotlight and cradled Jessica’s charred cheek. His sleeves were rolled up and on the inside of his forearm, a tattoo. “Find a way back, Jessie. We gave everything for you girls. Don’t let it be for nothing. Don’t.”


    A wind blew and Jacob Blood, if that’s who was there, went with it. The spotlight blew out like a candle in a winter breeze and Jessica returned to the vapid darkness of the cavern.


    Oh God, Dad… Jessica wished she could hug him, one last time.


    Asleep or awake, Jessica didn’t know. Her body still burned with pain. Contorting in agony on the floor of the cavern, rational thought left her as Jessica spotted her entrails piled on the ground beside her, but somehow she still lived. Somehow everything inside of her just kept regenerating, as if her wounds were nothing.


    It would’ve been handy, if it didn’t hurt so damn much.


    A sound from outside the cave caught Jessica’s attention. She sat up with a groan and leaned her back against the cavern wall. Breathing was a relief, as she tilted her head back, as if to gaze at the sun, but there were just more stark cavern walls. The screaming and the crying echoing from remote chambers of the underworld were common place now. Maybe it was because for days Jessica’s screams had joined the chorus.


    “Oh, you’re awake.”


    Turning her stiff neck created a quick stab of pain behind Jessica’s eye. The skulking demon put a drinking cup made of stone on the ground beside her. “Drink and she’ll know you’re ready to submit. It’ll end the pain.”


    But it would bring suffering of a different nature, wouldn’t it?


    Jessica nodded her head and turned her eyes away from the beast that topside, she would have easily killed. Never gave thought to them one way or another, had she? But this one…just a lowly servant, well, there was something about him. Or maybe it was just that Jessica was half way to stark raving mad. Maybe all those doctors had been onto something.


    “It doesn’t have to be this bad, you know.” His shoulders rounded and the demon turned with a shuffle toward the exit. Did he have a name? Did Lourdes even bother to name her demons?


    Jessica leaned forward and picked up the cup, cradling it with her two palms. “Thanks, Bernie.” Not his name, but it seemed to fit him. How bad was it that she was naming demons as if they were pets?


    The black liquid sloshed inside the cup like sludge. It wasn’t an ordinary drink, Jessica knew that. Would anything of her be left once she drank it? Would she forget the plan, the will to fight at all?


    If Amanda somehow got her message, if she arrived at the church, then did it matter? With Duncan’s help, Jessica would be captured and Amanda would cleanse her soul. Jessica had no doubts about that at all.


    This was the only way, but the idea that she might lose herself…


    No. It wasn’t time yet. Lourdes wouldn’t buy it. Too easy.


    Jessica threw the cup at the wall like she had done time and time before. Drag a horse to water, but couldn’t make him drink. She was way more stubborn than a horse. Jessica Blood was a stinking mule when it came to stubbornness, Lourdes knew that. It had to be convincing.


    Had to be.


    Gagging, her throat restricted. She grabbed her neck desperate for air. Seemed Lourdes was out of new tricks and Jessica was going to suffocate one hundred more times to satisfy the evil queen’s dark urges.


    


    *****


    


    


    Down on all fours like a rat, Jessica’s cheek slammed into the stone floor. Large, chunky hands pinned her down as Lourdes’s train glided across the floor.


    “What did you do to my parents?” Jessica had wanted to ask for nights, but now, with her will slipping, it seemed the best time to ask.


    Lourdes snapped her fingers and the demons forced Jessica up to her feet. Her legs were jittery; it had been so long since she had been able to stand on solid ground. The demons held her upright as Lourdes’s delicate finger touched Jessica’s jaw.


    “Knowledge can be yours. For a price. Your soul.” Lourdes held out her hand and a moment later, the stone jar was filled with black ooze. “Drink this, and after you find Amanda, you’ll know. As if the info has been downloaded into your pretty little brain.”


    It was a fool’s bargain, but it was a bargain Jessica needed to take. Lourdes had to believe Jessica was on her side, and this was the only way she could make that happen. She had to drink the liquid with hopes of finding information about her parents. In hopes of fooling Lourdes about what was really going on.


    Lourdes knew a Blood would never give in. Not easily. The torture, the refusal to drink. had all led to this point in time. To this point, when Lourdes would believe Jessica had finally cracked.


    Had she? Did the plan even make sense?


    Jessica took the stone jar. “You promise?”


    Lourdes grinned. “I may be many things, but a liar isn’t one of them.”


    She sniffed the contents of the jar and recoiled. It smelled like skunk, only somehow worse, but Jessica drank. She took a tender sip, the liquid was slimy, slipping down her neck like a vial of mud. So gross, Jessica gagged and slowed the stream down her throat, but Lourdes put her hand under the cup.


    “No,” Jessica’s voice gurgled and she whipped her head to avoid drinking. She couldn’t do it. Couldn’t give in, no matter the cost. The wrank liquid wafted up her nose. Jessica held her breath and clamped her jaw tight as a steel trap.


    Lourdes’s eyes widened in a flash. “On her knees. Open that jaw. I don’t care if it’s broken when we’re done.”


    Still, Jessica struggled. Her knees slammed into the rocks and hands gripped her face. She had never felt like such an object before as her head was pulled backward. Dirty fingers that tasted like salt and worse were in her mouth, forcing her lower jaw open.


    Jessica sobbed as the walls closed in. She couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t get free. She tried to wail, tried to scream, but Lourdes poured the vile concoction down her throat. It was thick, coating all the way down into her belly like a seal and a promise.


    Lourdes dropped the cup. “Let her go.”


    Slumping to the floor, her mind was besieged with visions of screaming and flashes of fire. A lake of torment. Ideas of revenge and torture flooded her mind; Jessica couldn’t stop them. Her knees wobbled and when she thought to collapse, the demons held her upright against the stone wall.


    She would do her mistress's bidding. Jessica would find Amanda and bring her to the underworld. The very idea of it turned her stomach. Didn’t know why, but it did.


    Lourdes’s nose was held high as she stepped off to the side and surveyed the ruin that was once Jessica Blood. Her arm swept into the distance. “Retrieve what is rightfully yours now. Bring Amanda to me.”


    A river of fire swept through the cavern and in the center, a peninsula of rock. Amidst the flame, a sword of fire waited, like Excalibur, for the right person to come along and free it. But this was the sword of evil, the enemy, and with this knowledge running like a river of anguish in her mind, Jessica stood and approached the shining blade.


    She shouldn’t do it. Inside her heart struggled to fight, but she couldn’t stop. She just couldn’t.


    Her steps wobbled side to side, but with outstretched arms, Jessica treaded through the fire. The flames rushed up her boots and onto her leather pants, but she kept going. Stepping onto the peninsula, the flames were put out by dust and debris. Jessica glanced back at Lourdes, who only nodded with hunger in her wide eyes.


    “Go on. Become the commander of my legion. Take the sword and wield the power that comes with it.”


    Jessica took a deep breath. This was part of the plan, right? This was how she was going to defeat Amanda—no, wait, that was wrong. Jessica wanted to defeat Lourdes, not Amanda.


    Never—it wasn’t about defeating her sister.


    It was about saving her. Please, let her remember in the end. Let her remember.


    With a deep breath, Jessica wrapped her hand around the hilt of the sword. It burned and her flesh sizzled. Instinct drove her to release her hand, but instead Jessica wrapped her other hand around it and they both smoldered. Smoke rose up from the sword as flame and ash traveled up her skin and over her jacket.


    Jessica gave a scream of pain and power as the flaming sword came free from the rock. She outstretched her arm toward Lourdes as the sword turned to ash and disappeared deep inside of her. Her arm now burned hot like the sword had, but when she put her arm by her side, the fire went out.


    But inside, Jessica felt it. That burning desire, her quest would not be denied. Amanda Blood would be hers, one way or another.


    Lourdes’s look of desire morphed to pleasure as Jessica strolled over to her. Each of her footsteps leaving ash and soot on the cavern floors. “I’m ready,” Jessica said, and bent down low to accept her blessing.


    Her hair was pushed back by Lourdes, and the evil queen’s lips singed her forehead. “What a beautiful child you are. Go now, find Amanda and bring her to me. Show her what happens to those that oppose me, Jessica. Show everyone what I think of their little plans.”


    Little plans? Jessica didn’t have any plans. All she had was her mission and it would be written out in blood.


    


    


    

  


  
    12: Vaughn


    


    Renovations were going well, but it was the tears coming from beside him that pleased Vaughn the most. The round bed in the room was dressed in a crushed red velvet comforter. Beneath it, Vaughn laid naked with a guest.


    A round bed covered in a red crushed velvet comforter, Vaughn lay naked beneath it. The muscles on his chest slick with sweat flexed from a vigorous workout. The young woman he broke in like a young filly cuddled on her side. Her body rocked with sobs of torment, as if being with him was so bad.


    Vaughn wished he could see her face. He brushed back her messy braids and she quivered in fright. Her sobs turned louder as her eyes squeezed tight. “It’ll get easier,” Vaughn’s voice was rich with disappointment. When that day came, when she was ready to submit to his wishes, he’d give her up and move onto the next young woman. If the drugs didn’t kill her first, sending her soul to the underworld.


    He stood from the bed and slipped his leather pants back on. “Something will be here soon to take the edge off. It’ll help you, sweet Hannah.”


    “No,” Hannah’s voice shook, “please.”


    “Would you rather go back to your cage, or lay here? Don’t answer now, think on it.” Vaughn fastened his cape before pushing past the black curtains that gave him cover, privacy, but it barely did that. From the way the demons gave him sideways glances, it was clear they heard every word of it.


    “Something to say?” Vaughn sneered.


    “No, Master.” One demon licked his lips. “Just wondering when we’ll get our chance with her, that’s all.”


    “I don’t share my prizes.” Vaughn strolled through the room toward the other woman curled up in their cages. It was hard to appreciate their form like that. “Let’s get some poles installed in here. Music. If we’re going to be holed up in this shit hole, let’s make sure we have some quality entertainment.”


    His eyes fell on the now empty cage. “And find me a new girl. We have a vacancy.”


    *****


    


    Vaughn wasn’t much for technology. Phones weren’t his thing, but when Vain called, he made an exception. “You’re sure about this?”


    Vain’s voice was sultry at the same time it was domineering. It was one of the reasons he employed her. “Trust me; this is the way to get the Bloods and Jasper right where you want them. This demon who has Gwen is powerful, but simple minded. She won’t see my betrayal coming.”


    He wasn’t too sure about that. “I’ve disobeyed the queen more times than I can keep track of. I’ve consolidated business, gotten rid of low-levels that were loyal to her.”


    “But you send her so many souls. Surely she won’t care about that.”


    “Perhaps.” Vaughn took a deep breath and gazed across the warehouse as a fresh supply of drugs, in brown crates, were brought in. “Tread lightly and if you have any sense of a double cross, you dispatch the Bitch. Seize control of her demons. One look at you, they’ll know who is really in charge.”


    Vain purred. “I love it when you think you’re in charge of me, Vaughn.”


    He dismissed her comment as he peered inside a crate of drugs. Vials of green liquid cast a shimmering light against dozens of needles. Nodding his head at his men, he continued his conversation. “Lourdes cannot be allowed to gain her freedom. The shift in the underworld is great, I can feel it. She’s closer than she’s ever been.”


    “But heaven, isn’t that what you’ve always wanted? To watch the great angels fall?”


    “I would rather Lourdes not walk among us more. Do your job. I hope to see you and your prisoners soon.”


    “Oh, Vaughn? Do you have a gift I can pick up for Duncan? A young, ripe one, maybe?”


    He laughed through gritted teeth as a woman with short brown hair, not unlike Meg Jasper, was forced into the warehouse. A demon kicked her in the back. With her hands tied behind her, she face-planted and cried as he hoisted her up.


    “Let me go, Please!”


    “I have one in just the right size.”


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    13: Amanda Blood


    


    The mark Jessica left on her arm was still there.


    Like a lingering doubt etched upon her body, the skin itched. Amanda casually scratched at it until her skin became red, irritated. She attempted to put it out of her mind; pulled down her sleeve and stared out the window as they entered the city limits of Meadow’s Creek, Vermont. It had been a long time since Amanda had been this far east.


    A long time indeed.


    The mountains seemed to groan as the car drove through their streets. Through the valley the small town nestled, and the place smelled of honeysuckle. Just the type of place, Amanda thought, where a family would set down their roots with their newly adopted daughter. A new family, a new life. It was perfect.


    Minus the mayhem and blood, it was the things that dreams were made of.


    Amanda’s stomach growled with hunger, but there wasn’t time to stop yet. They needed to get to the church and stake out their claim before Jessica drew close. It’d be horrible if the church was filled with people for service, or worst yet….


    “Bingo?” Amanda scrunched up her nose as she read the outside sign that was staked into the lawn surrounding the church.


    “Tonight at six. You gotta love the timing of it all,” Duncan said with his hands hitched into his pockets.


    Or maybe not so much.


    Amanda and Duncan found Mike on the steps. He had his bible in hand and was talking to the parish pastor. Mike could be very convincing, being they were cut from the same cloth. Confident and speaking with authority, it was a sure thing that he’d have luck, but a dark cloud hung over Pastor Andrews. He didn’t like the look of Mike or Duncan and he barely gave Amanda a second glance. He didn’t like them. Didn’t trust them.


    Were they worthy of the church?


    He doubted it.


    Pastor Andrew shook his head. “I’m afraid I can’t help you. The soup kitchen is across the way if your friends find they need something to eat.” Pastor Andrew went back inside without so much as a word of goodbye.


    Did she look like she needed a free meal? Amanda might not have an actual home, but she wasn’t a vagabond.


    Mike sighed and trotted down the stairs. “This time, my best wasn’t enough.”


    Duncan whistled. “Hell must really be freezing over.”


    Amanda wished such a thing was true, but what were they left with? Taking the church by force? That would only complicate their problems, she was sure.


    Laying hands on her shoulder’s, Mike spoke calmly. “He’s going to need a push only you can make.”


    Amanda’s eye twitched. Was he implying what she thought he was? That she should just convince him with her mind? It wasn’t right, even if Amanda could do it on purpose. “I don’t know…”


    “Like you did at the hospital. You convinced that guard with a simple touch to let us in to see Ron.”


    As she thought about that, Amanda’s heart stuttered. “Maybe, I did. Maybe I didn’t, but I can’t do it on command. It just happened.”


    Mike’s thin lips drew into a cynical smirk. “You said you were going to work on being in control. Seems like a good start, if this thing is really going to work.”


    Amanda glanced at Duncan for help, but aside from him sliding a new toothpick into the corner of his mouth, he was little help. In fact, he agreed with Mike. Well, wasn’t that helpful. For a brief second, Amanda considered scowling at him—actually scowling. “That toothpick makes you look nothing like your grandfather, I’ll have you know.”


    Duncan coughed and nearly choked on his toothpick as Amanda stomped up the stairs. Behind her, she felt Mike’s thoughts as if he shouted them directly into her ear— “Is it me, or is she becoming more like Jessica?”


    Maybe he was right. Maybe she was changing.


    The idea of that made Amanda shudder, but at the same time maybe this was supposed to happen. With Jessica gone, someone had to lead. Someone had to get her back and Amanda was a Blood.


    Maybe now she was a leader.


    Inside, Amanda found Father Andrew inside the church. He was stocking bulletins by the door. On instinct, Amanda dipped her finger into the holy water to make the sign of the cross and her skin tingled. Rubbing her fingertips together, Amanda stared at the red mark on her fingertip.


    Well, that couldn’t be good.


    Father Andrew cleared his throat. “Can I help you, Miss?”


    Amanda jumped at the sound of his voice. Nervous laughter helped her heart settle back into a gentle rhythm. “I’m sorry to disturb you, Father Andrews….”


    The graying priest took in the sight of her from the top of her messy curls to her dirty toes gripping into his carpet. Something about her set him on edge. His breath was sharp and his eyes narrowed to a fine point. “It can’t be you. The Drackett girl?”


    He had been in town when her would-be-parents were murdered? She didn’t remember him, but as she raised her hand to touch him, Father Andrew backed away. He raised his hand. “Don’t you touch me, child.”


    Afraid of her, like she was the beast? Like somehow she had been responsible for tearing those nice people to shreds? “I didn’t hurt them,” Amanda implored him. “And I won’t hurt you. You just have to listen, for a brief moment, please. You work here so you must know its secrets. The advantages this place has over the darkness in the world?”


    “Of evil? The likes of you?”


    Evil. No one had ever accused her of being anything of the sort. Amanda sucked in her breath and her hand came down on his shoulder. “We need this church tonight and I’m afraid I can’t take no for an answer, Father. Please, you must cancel your Bingo night this week. One way or another, they’re coming for me. Don’t let innocent life get caught in the crosshairs.”


    A wave of calm washed over Amanda. She closed her eyes and saw visions of white doves, a sandy beach, and then a pulse of energy flowed from her arm into the priest. What were the images she saw? Why were they important?


    She didn’t know, but Father Andrews was calm with eyes shut. He swayed slightly and murmured, as if the warmth of the sun cast down upon his face. “Yes, of course. Bingo for tonight will be canceled. I’ve been meaning to get away for a while. I think it’s best if I take a short vacation. A long weekend.”


    Amanda removed her hand and nodded her thanks. She hadn’t meant to go that far and drive him from the church, but as long as he canceled bingo, that was all Amanda could ask for. It was more than she could have hoped for.


    “Thank you, Father.”


    He nodded and rushed toward the altar. Somewhere in the back was his office, Amanda was sure of it. The altar itself was beautiful. Filled with hope. That’s what Amanda felt here. How must it be to create such beauty? Amanda wished she could’ve done something like that. Something other than dealing with demons. Life and art. What a beautiful thing.


    Amanda’s soul creaked and sighed with exhaustion like an old staircase. She needed rest, but first wanted to light a candle for Jessica. They were in a church so maybe if Amanda did, maybe Jessica would feel it. Maybe she wouldn’t give up hope…


    Over by the front door were the prayer candles. Their flames dancing in perfect harmony of remembrance. Amanda lifted one of the long sticks with a shaking hand and she lit it in another candle’s flame. It passed like sorrow, from one person to another. As she lit a candle, she glanced up at the statue of the weeping Mary.


    Let there be hope in the distance. A simple gesture, but Amanda hoped it was enough as she pushed the front door open. Mike and Duncan waited just outside. Duncan pretended to examine the bushes while Mike stood with his arms crossed at the wrists; both were anxious as all get out. Amanda gave them a welcoming smile, “You can come in, bingos been canceled.”


    “See,” Duncan said. “I told you she could do it.”


    Mike gave light chortle into his fist. “This plan might work after all. And just look at this church.” He spread his arms as they walked into the parish. It was beautiful, Amanda couldn’t argue with that. The stained glass windows were so intricate, so bright in color. It was almost like a picture rainbow.


    As far as magically warded churches went, it was something special.


    Amanda stepped into the prism that the windows cast and her body splintered with pain. Her cheeks felt as if they had spent a full day in the sun in an instant. From the sheer force of agony, Amanda stumbled backward and her hands cupped her smoldering cheeks.


    “I’m okay,” Amanda quickly said as Duncan and Mike rushed toward her. But she felt the air of their emotion. This with a bad sign. If the church mistook her for evil what did that mean about the quality of her soul and purity of her spirit? Would the plan ever come together?


    “You’re far from fine,” Mike said in a gruff voice, but on his sleeve, instead of anger he wore heartfelt concern.


    Duncan’s worry was spelled out in the crinkled lines around his eyes and the slight pinch of his lips. Hands on his hips, he watched silently as Amanda raised her hands and healed the burns on her cheeks.


    At least, that still worked, relief flooded her.


    “I can still do this”, Amanda tried sincerity to win them over. “I can avoid the windows. I can stand up by the altar. There're a million ways we could play this. We can't just give up.”


    Distrust. Disbelief. It festered between the two gentlemen and Amanda had to convince them to trust her. She just had to.


    Mike’s eyes narrowed. “You suspected this might happen. Guess the empath isn’t above keeping her own secrets. It’s just the rest of us who can’t have them.”


    That was a little harsh, wasn’t it? Amanda rubbed her burned fingertips together. Suddenly her heart ached for Jessica, more than ever.


    The father rubbed his forehead with his thumbs. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m worried about you. For what this means. Few people have ever come off demon drugs and put their normal lives back together. And you…your normal…”


    


    Was most people’s strange. She opened her mouth to say as much but was interrupted by a booming drum of an old woman’s voice.


    Scathing and judgmental. “There is evil in that one. The windows have confirmed it.” Amanda turned to see an elderly, cross looking nun standing behind them. Her lips angled down and her eyes cast condemnation, while her face was a sea of worn lines, gathering at a saggy chin. “The church will never allow you to stay.”


    “Then what would you have us do,” asked Mike.


    “Her soul must be clarified. If she survives the ritual of purity, then she can stay. If she cannot, the church will claim more than just her life. It’ll take her body.” The old woman turned and walked away toward the altar as if her word was law.


    If someone could help her, Amanda had to embrace it, but the idea of it circled anxiety in her stomach. What if she couldn’t survive such a ritual? She was never the strong one, but she had to be now.


    Had to.


    Anger swarmed from Duncan. “You won’t touch her,” he called out defensively, feeling protective of Amanda. “If there is to be ritual, we will perform it. You’ll keep your distance.”


    The nun raised her hand but didn’t turn back around. “So be it.”


    Duncan’s eyes flicked back and forth. “Who the hell are these people?”


    “Warriors.” Mike’s voice was a mumble. “Warriors of the cloth, the spirit, like all demon hunters. These just rely more on the spiritual side than you. I’ll get from her what we need. She might be crotchety, but she won’t be able to resist my charm.” He flashed them an awkward toothy smile and Amanda’s hopes dashed further.


    If Mike was forcing smiles, maybe it was hopeless.


    Duncan was studying her, and Amanda hadn’t noticed. Talk about off her game. She rubbed her arms as if she was cold and Duncan placed his hands on top of hers. He squeezed her fingers with compassion. “How you doing with all this?”


    “Scared. Feeling hopeless.” It was true and it was something she hadn’t felt in a long time. Sure, as a kid after her parents’ murder, that was all Amanda felt. But Jessica learned to carry it for her. Leaving Amanda the optimist; a great gift that she had taken for granted until now. The hole in her heart were Jessica used to be, was growing bigger.


    Maybe soon, Amanda would fall straight in.


    “Don’t.” Duncan shook his head. “I have no doubt that you’ll come through the other side. Your soul, it’s always been perfection, darling. So let’s have a go at putting you back together.”


    Maybe that was true, once. But after the demon drugs? Vaughn wrecked her in ways that weren’t easy to put back together. “Your words are inspiring. I can see why Jessica could never really let you go.”


    He flashed a somber smile that couldn’t mask his grief. “Ready to see her again?”


    “It won’t be easy. For either of us.” Amanda felt the conflict rising in him. “You’ll have to steel yourself too, Duncan. To save her, to get her downstairs, we might have to hurt her.”


    Something about what she said angered him. It clouded everything else that she had said. Everything else that he had felt. Duncan jolted with powerful emotion as an image in his mind flashed in Amanda’s.


    He was young, running toward a playground and beside him was a girl. Cute as a button with brown hair, done up in pigtails. “You can’t catch me!” Her voice giggled like a song across the grass, tickling the butterflies with her playfulness.


    Duncan wore ripped jeans and a muddy shirt, but his smile shone through his grimy appearance. “Meg Jasper, you get back here!”


    Amanda stuttered and her hand slipped away from Duncan. She felt faint and she gawked up at the look of surprise on Duncan’s face. “Why didn’t you ever tell me you had a sister?”


    His eyes bulged and he felt like a steel trap locked down tight. He didn’t want to talk about it. So what did that mean?


    Vain. Blood. Torture. Somehow Amanda felt like they were all connected. Everything intertwined and it was about to become part of the Bloods’ story. She had no doubt about that.


    “After this, we can talk about it. Get it all on the table.” Duncan pulled away and when he turned his back, it was like turning a page in a well-worn book. “Funny, I always thought that Jessica would be the one to piece it together,” he turned and gave her a mourning glance, “not you.”


    “She’s dead.” Amanda cringed at how matter-of-fact it came out of her mouth. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have…” her eyes widened as his pain swathed her into a cocoon, drawing her closer to him. “She’s the one…you found her body in the warehouse. She’s…. Vain did it? Is that why you—.”


    “Might as well have,” Duncan’s tongue clicked along his mouth. “Vain captures girls for Vaughn. Lures them with promises of money, luxury. The high life. Meg was one of Vaughn’s girls. Dancing…”


    Sex. Slavery. Forced into the trade.


    Duncan couldn’t say it. Couldn’t bring himself to, but inside he wept. Inside Amanda cried, not just for him, but for sweet as a button Meg who loved butter on her pancakes. Once, she had wanted to go to college.


    “I’m sorry doesn’t seem to cut it,” Amanda whispered.


    His voice was so quiet, somber that she almost couldn’t hear him, but she could feel his words, emitted all around them. They hung in the air, translucent gray, like a passage of morning. “The drugs got her. Did her in. I got the call from my granddad,” Duncan cleared his throat. “Granddad said she was lured away. I went to rescue her. Not find her body.”


    Amanda’s eyes widened. “That’s why you left? Duncan, we would have—.”


    Duncan held up his hand. “Put you on the radar of a demon like Vaughn? My sacrifice now seems like a pile of steaming shit; you know? Everything you’re going to say, I’ve said it a million times. I planned on hooking up with you guys after I rescued Meggie, but once she was dead… Revenge was all I could think of.” He flicked dirt from under his fingernail across the aisle.


    His soul sighed, not with relief, but like flowers had been laid across a tombstone.


    “Did you? Did you get your revenge?”


    “You’ve seen Vaughn. What do you think?”


    So bitter and angry, Amanda was sorry she asked. Now this Vain, whatever Duncan had done to her, hadn’t been enough. She was coming for him. She wanted her revenge, but Amanda wouldn’t let her. Once Jessica was back on their side, they’d take her down. Amanda was sure of it.


    “I made some bad, bad choices,” Duncan shook his head, his eyes squeezed tight. The memories clattered on the door to escape, but somehow he kept them back. Maybe that’s why Amanda hadn’t felt them until now. “But I never wanted to bring it down on you.”


    “We’ll stop him. We’ll shut down his girl trade, the drugs. We’ll end it all.” Amanda took a deep breath. “When I make a promise, I keep it, Duncan.”


    His eyes were dark, but still he messed with her hair. “Just like a Disney Princess.”


    Amanda snorted. A princess? She didn’t really think so.


    “You remind me of her.” Duncan was solemn as he stared at her. “Her kindness, her sweetness. If I can save you, well I think Meg’ll smile, wherever she is.”


    It explained a lot about what he felt. Of why he did the things he did. Amanda was sorry he had had to go through that alone.


    Mike cleared his throat from up against the altar. “If you guys would finish making your bucket lists ‘till after we get through the ritual, we’re setup in the basement. Wait until you see it.” There was a giddy quality to his voice. Mike cleared his throat and scowled, trying to rein it in.


    The look on Mike’s face made Duncan give a short burst of rapid laughter and he took Amanda’s hand. “We’ll get you through, sugar cube.”


    She didn’t doubt he’d try.


    Time to face the music.


    


    

  


  
    14: Duncan Jasper


    


    Everything just came tumbling out.


    Duncan hadn’t meant to say everything he had, but when Amanda touched him… He didn’t know if she put some sort of whammy on him or not, but when he gazed into her eyes, Duncan felt a pull. Something deep inside her tugged on him. He wanted to turn his back and just tell her to forget it.


    Apparently he didn’t because his mouth opened and it all rushed to the surface, like a fish, darting to the top. Whatever was happening to her, Duncan felt better for having told someone. Hadn’t really told anyone about what happened to Meg and how he found her. Not since Duncan had called their grandfather.


    Apologizing. Promising to get the son-of-a-bitch—Duncan wished he was the type that always kept his promises, but hell he had tried. Amanda now, she kept her word. Always had. Duncan had hope, if they got her through what was about to happen, that maybe he could finally end Vaughn, once and for all.


    There was a nervous jitter in the way Amanda crept through the church. Duncan wrapped his jacket around her shoulders so she could duck her cheeks beneath the leather. It would keep her face safe from the windows. Her green eyes peered up just over the rim and despite her hair; it was like gazing at Jessica. Amanda resembled her sister more than Duncan ever noticed before.


    He opened the basement door and they peered down at the stairs together. A burgundy rug covered the steps, worn in a few places from the years of use. Down there, it smelt like mildew, the smell of all basements, but it was mixed with some sort of spice. Maybe a cleansing spell.


    “Candles,” Amanda said simply, reading his mind again, ever so briefly. She stared at his face. “Is it stupid to be scared?”


    “Never.” Duncan squeezed her hand. Truth was, he was scared too. He didn’t want to see her suffer, any more than he wanted harm to come to Jessica—Meg. “Follow close behind and I’ll go first, all right?” He pushed past her on the stairs, holding her hand behind his back. He took the stairs slow, hearing the steps behind creak as she stepped down. As he stepped on the bottom level, Duncan rounded the corner and saw it all.


    The walls were red brick, the type you’d expect to find in an old building, and the dirt floor was covered by a series of rugs. Intricate scroll designs against a background of gray, the lines were blue, gold, and red. Up against one side wall was a small cage, big enough for a crouching animal.


    Beneath the cage was a red seal and Duncan thought it might be the demon trap they were in search of.


    In the center of the room was a woven red rug and on top of it, a kneeling pad attached to a short podium. The kind you found in a pew, but this one was flanked on either side by freestanding bowls of holy water. If that’s where they expected Amanda to go…


    To the right, a giant crucifix hung on the wall and that’s where the nun stood. Her arms crossed and her puckered expression grim. She didn’t say anything as Duncan strolled over to Mike. Duncan’s eyes danced across the handcuffs secured to the bottom of the kneeling pad.


    No way. No way in hell.


    Mike held up a hand and Duncan considered batting it away. “What the hell, Mike—.”


    The priest’s eyes were soft and his tone implied he was handling Duncan, but Duncan refused to be handled about this. “It’s for her protection. For ours. What needs to be done here…”


    Duncan didn’t like it, not a bit. He threw a glare at the nun as Amanda approached. She regarded the rear wall. A large structure was covered by a giant purple blanket, but she didn’t seem surprised by any of it. Her fingertips traced the tip of the kneeling pad. “I’ve been here before.”


    The nun stepped out from the darkness. “Then you know what needs to be done. Your fractured soul needs healing. This place, of anywhere else on Earth, gives you the best chance. Otherwise, it’s only a matter of time before what’s left of you is pulled to the underworld.”


    Duncan didn’t like it. Not one bit. He took a shaking breath as Amanda began to kneel. He snatched her arm and pulled her to the corner of the room.


    Her eyes widened with surprise. “Duncan!”


    “We’ll find another way; you hear me? Another place, another trap.”


    “This is the place that Jessica picked,” Amanda said. “There isn’t another one like this.”


    Duncan crossed his arms and his brow lowered into a glower. “She didn’t know about you. What was done? What this place would do to you? I won’t have you hurt here. Some arbitrary building doesn’t get to decide who is good—and who isn’t.”


    Amanda’s fingers swept across the brick. “It isn’t arbitrary. It’s…holy.” She held up her smoldering fingers. Duncan snatched her hand and tilted it so he could see how her fingers burned. So what, he was supposed to just sit by and watch her burn?


    Meanwhile, do nothing?


    “If this place hurts you…” Duncan’s voice was husky. Angry. He’d level it to the ground. He would.


    “When it’s done she can heal herself,” Mike said from a great distance. “Duncan, I know you don’t want to watch her suffer, but if this is going to work, I need you, man. For everything that’s on the line, can you do it?”


    It shouldn’t have been so easy for Mike to face this. Shouldn’t have, and that knowledge made Duncan’s chest burn with anger. His arms twitched with a vengeance. Duncan tore his eyes between Mike and back at Amanda.


    Her sweetness was fully on display, from her wide expression to her slightly parted lips. “I want to be put back together. Everything inside of me feels wrong. Twisted. A giant knot, I can’t fix myself, Duncan. I need to go back to being who I was. My power, my mission, you have to help me.”


    Her hand coiled around his wrist and Duncan didn’t know if she was trying to influence his thoughts, but he yanked his hand away. “If I’m going to make this decision, I’m making it myself. You hear me?”


    Amanda nodded. “We’re together on this, then?”


    “As much as possible,” Duncan muttered and escorted her back over to the podium. When Amanda knelt down, the nun moved to secure the restraints, but Duncan swatted her away. Maybe the nun meant well, but as far as he was concerned, she could keep her distance. So he was the one who shackled Amanda’s ankles to the kneeling pad.


    He was the one who leaned forward and restrained her wrists so she couldn’t fight. Couldn’t escape.


    The nun’s lips pursed together tightly. “I’m not the enemy. Rein in your hostility. It has no place here.”


    Like she knew so much about him. Duncan knelt behind Amanda and placed his hands on her shoulders. “You sure you trust me for this?”


    Her head turned slightly, so he could see her profile. “I’ve only ever wished that Jessie could trust you like I do. That she could feel the quality of your heart, like I feel it now.” She turned front again, her answer complete, but Duncan wasn’t sure he trusted himself. How could Amanda know he’d do what was necessary?


    On the edge of the podium, a set of keys hung. Duncan glanced at the nun, who didn’t bother to look at him. “You will know when it is time. Only then, can you free her. Otherwise, her life will be forfeit. To survive, she must endure the entire ritual. Escape for her is not an option, do you understand?”


    Duncan’s mouth was dry as sand, but he nodded. He took a deep breath as Mike stepped up with a bible open in his hand. He made the sign of the cross in the air and glanced down at the words on the page, but not before his eyes swept across Amanda’s face.


    A slight hesitation, a flutter in his eyelid. Maybe he was afraid, maybe he didn’t want to move on.


    Whatever was going to happen here had to be bad. Was it too late for Duncan to change his mind?


    Mike spoke first to Duncan. “Use the holy water and bless her forehead. The sign of the cross.”


    Duncan sighed as he reached forward. There was a quiver in his hand as he dunked his finger into the pool of cool liquid. It’d burn her flesh, it’d cause her pain, but there was no choice. Still, his eyes closed as he dredged his fingertip across her forehead. Heat rose up against her flesh and in front of him, Duncan felt Amanda’s body shivering.


    Her breath sucked in, she didn’t say anything, but smoldering smoke wafted from her head. Duncan was glad he couldn’t see her face, damn glad, but the anger in the pit of his stomach was awake as he glanced up at Mike.


    There was horror on his face, even if it was masked with peace. Duncan saw the way the wrinkles around Mike’s eyes twitched. Amanda clasped her hands together, unable to do anything else, and her shoulders rocked with a sigh.


    The nun hurried and placed the lit candles around the kneeling pad, extending the circle out to wrap Duncan inside of itself. “Circle of protection for you both. Don’t break it.” The nun’s voice was stern as a school principal as she paraded past.


    Mike finished reading from his Bible and flipped a few chapters ahead. He bit his lip and glowered at the nun. She rushed to the rear of the room and gripped the edge of the purple curtain. She was ready to yank it free on his word. Dread built in layers inside of Duncan. He shifted his weight from one knee to the next.


    “Hold onto her tight, son,” Mike’s voice was laced with something Duncan never heard from him before. Fear. Terror. Maybe even a little reluctance. “Grip her, hold her. Don’t let her go. As if your life depended on it.”


    “Because hers does,” the nun said with great urgency.


    Duncan wished she wasn’t here. Wished it were allowed, that this be a private moment, between friends. A team. Family. That’s what was she was. Duncan was a fool to have ever turned his back on her.


    He reached up and gripped her shoulders. His posture improved so he’d have a better handle on her.


    “Duncan,” Amanda whispered, a quake in her voice that swam with fear.


    “I’ve got you,” he did his best to keep the fear out of his voice. She didn’t need any more worry than she already had. “We’ll get you through to the other side, and then, I’m going to do my best to get you the best blueberry cobbler this side of the Mississippi.”


    The sound of tears echoed in her voice. “That might be the best thing I’ve ever heard.”


    “Through the darkest of times, through the lightest of times, you have been always been our guide.” Mike flipped the page in his book, several post-it notes seemed to be placed on the key passages he needed, but instead of reading more, he nodded his head at the nun.


    She gripped the curtain hard and tugged it down. It rippled like a falling bird toward the floor, revealing a shining brilliant light. On the wall was a stain-glass blue window depicting a picture of the savior and his angels. This window was taller than those in the main sanctuary and its brilliant prism of light was aimed directly at Amanda.


    Her head craned backward and her skin sizzled. Her legs quaked, her arms yanked back involuntarily to get away. Duncan steeled himself and wrapped his arm around her. He held her arms against her chest, just to keep the kneeling podium from falling over. He pushed himself against her, drove himself close to support her.


    Mike was reading out of the book fast, flipping pages, but could he smell what Duncan could? Her burning flesh? Did he hear her harrowed screams of intense pain, right against his ear? Duncan gripped her hard as he could and when she tilted her head back to scream, mouth wide open, he saw the searing flesh and how it spread across her cheeks toward her ears.


    Soon there’d be nothing left to heal. To save.


    “Damn it, Mike!” Duncan screamed with tears in his eyes. One hand held her close while the other searched for the keys on the podium, but the nun swatted his hand away. When the hell had she gotten so close?


    “Don’t you let her go! This suffering will be for nothing if you just let her out! Nothing will be fixed, nothing!”


    A pulse rocketed out from Amanda’s core. Her back was arched painfully and her blackened fingers were outstretched in the air. The pulse traveled the full length of the room, flapping Mike’s hair and the lapels of his jacket. He held firm, his jaw tense and his voice curt.


    “Then through the bowels of hell, you revealed yourself, your true nature.”


    Amanda gasped with a shaking scream. “Burning…it’s coming!”


    “Let it out, child!” The nun bent over and screamed right into her face. “Don’t hold onto it. Let it go so your soul can find its way back home.”


    Amanda groaned and fell forward onto the podium. Duncan pulled her hair off her neck in an effort to sooth her and saw her neck too was blackened. Soon, she’d just be a pile of ash. “Do it, Amanda!” Duncan gritted his teeth. “Prove to it you’re the stronger one.”


    “You saw it in the underworld, didn’t you? You saw its eyes, girl, and since then it’s been holding parts of you hostage. Now you have to let it out. The only way out is through. You must ride through the evil, through the pain. Own it,” the nun gritted her teeth, “own it or you’ll smolder to dust!”


    “I…don’t…” Amanda struggled to breathe. She was dying. Dying and Duncan was privy to it.


    “This is over!” Duncan pushed the nun back. Her body slammed into the wall with a gasp.


    Mike’s eyes widened. “Jasper! No!”


    His hands fished for the keys, but a blast came out of Amanda that threw Duncan across the room. He never felt such a surge of power, a torrent of wind like a hurricane. Like a rag doll, his body bounced against the bricks and Duncan fell to the floor. He saw stars when his head collided with the stone.


    The area was clear. Mike was tossed to the side, but in the center of the room was a demon. A giant hulking demon, from the belly of torment, from the underworld. Like a giant troll, with a naked green abdomen with rows of fat rolls. Its pig nose snorting its marble eyes rolling red then black. Its claws outstretched for Amanda.


    It had touched her in the underworld and now it wanted a piece of her. Needed a piece of her.


    But Amanda…. she stood on her own two feet. The kneeling pad was gone and from one wrist the manacles still dangled. Half her face was still burnt, but like time lapse photography, her flesh was putting itself back together. Duncan never saw her look so determined, nor so put together.


    Amanda raised one hand, standing in the colored prism from the window. It didn’t seem to affect her now that this demon was free. Now she stood like a holy warrior with her hand outstretched, face resolute. A ball of swirling light grew between her fingers. The faster it rolled, the larger it grew; its light was so bright, Duncan shielded his eyes.


    Like staring into the sun, Duncan was unable to see what happened next.


    

  


  
    15: Amanda Blood


    


    Her body evicted the demon as if it was a plague.


    Amanda experienced clarity for the first time since being kidnapped by Vaughn. With quick fingers, she unlocked her handcuffs and stood upon the abyss to stare down the demon who claimed parts of her soul.


    Fractured and reeling, but now Amanda knew what to do.


    The battlefield was clear; her friends were far enough way that Amanda could navigate and fend off the demon beast. Destroy it and reclaim the parts of her soul that it had captured. In a lot of ways, this was a battle she had been building toward all her life. Amanda Blood didn’t battle, she couldn’t take the pain, the suffering it caused her body. So she relied on Jessica.


    Jessica lived in torture and pain. She used her own pain to soldier through. Amanda always thought that was Jessica’s power, but Amanda now realized it wasn’t just Jessica’s. It could be hers too, if she was brave enough. Strong enough.


    Was she?


    To free Jessica, she just might be.


    Amanda held up her hand, allowing her power to grow. The demon stumbled toward her with outstretched limbs, its claws ready to snatch her up, but when it saw the power manifesting between her fingers, it paused. Hesitation. Bewilderment, Amanda could even feel the beast’s confusion, but it was its lust for humanity, its hunger for blood that Amanda couldn’t stomach.


    “Stand back,” Amanda ordered and held her open palm higher. The glow of power had rolled itself like a giant snowball, larger than she had ever commanded before. It strained her concentration and her heart, just to keep it building, just to keep it under control. When she aimed it, Amanda had to hit her target.


    She didn’t know if she was strong enough to do it again without rest.


    Sweat on her brow, Amanda cemented her legs wide and aimed her hand at the beast. The light was too bright for such a creature of darkness and already it was covering its eyes with its arms. It stumbled back and forth, trying to figure out where she was, then Amanda twitched her fingers. A simple little twitch was all it took.


    The light shot out like a cannonball in a wait never had before. It circled around the beast, spinning as if on its axis, but continuing in an outward orbit until the demon was covered in a golden glow.


    Pain, coming in waves. Amanda teetered, feeling the beast’s pain. It’s confusion. The death of the beast, despite the evil of its ways, would hit her hard. Amanda gritted her jaw and flicked her hand over, driving the beast back against the wall. She glanced at the cage with the demon trap, and with a snort of air, the cage unlocked.


    The door opened.


    Amanda’s eyes widened as her strength depleted, with the power of her mind, both hands up high in the air, she drove the beast into the small cage. It shouldn’t have fit, but the ball of light had shrunk it. Sending it against the metal bars, the door closed and Amanda latched the lock shut with her mind.


    Crashing down to her knees, Amanda crawled over to the cage to finish her work. The beast howled, its claws rattled the cage, a look of fear on its face. Amanda’s head hurt so badly, she wanted to hide from it. The thumping behind her eyes, the sour feeling spreading up from her stomach, but Amanda grit her teeth and grabbed the edge of the cage.


    She had to embrace it. Fall in love with the pain.


    Her open palm slammed against the cage and just as she would have exorcised a demon from a host, this demon began to fade. Its skin tearing apart from its body, turning into withering, wispy pieces of smoke.


    The demon cried in pain, its features shrinking into itself; tears fell from Amanda’s eyes, as she felt what it felt. To see what it saw. To know it would never be any better than a stinking hulking demon who craved nothing but destruction. Its hate was in her heart, in a way Amanda had never felt before.


    Amanda faltered; but her hand was firm against the bars of the cage, until the light was all that was left. The demon was gone, its dust faded from the room until the only thing in the cage were the pieces of golden, shining light. They flew into Amanda and she gasped, hands up in the air, she fell backward onto the floor.


    Pieces of her lost, now they stitched themselves together. Her soul mended itself and Amanda thought maybe now she’d be ready. Maybe she’d be stronger than ever, and maybe all of this was happening just in the nick of time.


    Someone scooped her up into his arms and from his scent, Amanda knew it was Duncan. He held her close. “Damn it, wake up, Amanda. Wake up.”


    “She’ll be okay, boy.” The nun said. “Her soul has a lot of work to do, but did you see what she did?” The nun laughed. “Never in all my years did I think I would witness this with my own eyes.”


    “She embraced her power more than I thought she ever could,” Mike said. “I knew what she could do, heal. Feel. But that? That’s a true warrior. Jessica would be proud.”


    Duncan didn’t care about any of that right now. Amanda felt his worry, how responsible he felt, but all the voices sounded so far away. Gingerly, he held her limp body and she fought back to the surface. She needed to see him, show him she’d be all right. Her strength would return in time, Amanda knew that, so she smiled as if in a deep slumber and fought to open her eyes.


    His mouth fell open as she saw him for the first time. “Mandy? You know how to give a guy a scare, you know that?”


    Amanda licked her dry lips. “You promised me cobbler?”


    Duncan shook his head with a laugh and Mike joined in, his hands resting on his hips. “I think,” Mike said, “we can arrange some cobbler. You need to regain your strength, young lady.”


    Didn’t she know it? The nun and Mike left the room, so it was Duncan who carried Amanda to the stairs. Along the way, Amanda stared at the colored prism, cast along the rug that led to the towering window.


    This place. All of it. It was what was going to save Jessica. Amanda was sure of it.


    Duncan studied the worry lines on her face. “What is it?”


    Amanda sighed. “It’s almost time.” She closed her eyes and saw a menacing scowl. “She’s getting closer. And she’s bringing friends.”


    


    *****


    


    Blueberry cobbler was eaten and Amanda washed it down with milk. The warm sweetness mingled just perfectly with the crispy sweet crust. Reminded her of childhood swims at the cabin, sitting on her mother’s lap.


    For a brief moment, Amanda thought of the long braids she once wore. How lovingly Mom had spun them together. She had forgotten, but eating with the cobbler, reminded her. Food was a powerful reminder, a force of magic all its own.


    She felt stronger than she had felt in a long time. She washed her dirty plate and cup in the kitchen off of the rectory. It was small but functional. Homey wasn’t how she’d describe it either, but Amanda was grateful to have somewhere to setup. Being a Blood, at least for now, meant living on the road, but with Jessica gone everything felt strange. Weird.


    Amanda needed Jessica in order to feel at home. It didn’t matter where they were, but Amanda needed her, corny as it was.


    Sighing, Amanda trudged through the halls of the church until she was in the back office. Mike wasn’t there, but Duncan had his shotguns and pistols laid out on Father Thomas’s desk. He turned his head at the sound of Amanda, but didn’t stop loading shotgun shells into a gun. “All cleaned up?”


    Amanda nodded as she stood beside him. Her fingers traced the edge of the desk. Thanks for the cobbler seemed a hollow thing to say. “It’s going to happen soon. She’ll be here and it’ll be time for me…” Amanda searched his face for inspiration—desperate to find her own courage. The softness of his eyes gave her the will to go on. “What if I can’t do what’s necessary to stop her? What if I can’t get her downstairs?”


    Duncan lay his shotgun down and rested his hands on her shoulders. “We do what we have to, right? Get her inside the cage so you can save her; take that mark off of her soul for good. Get us our girl back. Move on from this awful place.”


    His words made her feel better, but still, Amanda felt a deep churning anxiety. “If I can’t? Even if we get her down there, what if I can’t save her? What if I can’t take that kind of pain? What if I simply don’t have that kind of power?”


    Duncan smirked. “Darling, after what you just did, I wouldn’t be surprised if you could exorcise the whole planet. Believe in yourself. You can do it; I know you can.”


    Amanda wished she could be so sure. She needed rest to gather strength. Time to get that underway so when it was time for the show to start, she’d be ready. “Where’s Mike?”


    “Checking out the perimeter. If Jessica doesn’t come alone, we have to be ready to stand our ground. We won’t leave Jessica, or you, behind. We stay here until this thing is done. One way or another.”


    A final stand. Amanda licked her lips with anxiety, her own fear blocking out Duncan’s emotions. “But what comes next? If—when we save Jessica, what do we do then?”


    Duncan took Amanda’s hand, his eyes dark, but his heart was even darker. Like a howling cavern, part of his soul grew cold. “We figure this thing out for good. Free you and Jess from Lourdes, once and for all.”


    And if it wasn’t possible? If this was just their life forever? Amanda would never wish her life away, but as she crept off to find a quiet place to nap, the hollowness of her life hung over her head like a rain cloud.


    Outside, thunder snapped and lightening illuminated the parish through the windows. A storm was brewing.


    She settled against a pillow and a thinning plaid afghan. It didn’t bring her comfort, but half way to sleep, her inner eye saw the smiling face of Mom and felt the light kisses she once planted against her cheeks. “She’s going to need your kindness, more than most.”


    Could Amanda still use her kindness even if pain was the answer to free Jessica’s soul?


    


    

  


  
    16: Jessica Blood


    


    The air above ground was cool against Jessica’s skin. Something she had forgotten about during her time in the underworld. The veil of twilight fell upon the Earth as Jessica advanced toward Amanda. In the back of her mind, an old conversation played on repeat. It was her own voice to her sister Amanda, telling her where to go. Where to hide.


    But why would Amanda listen? She didn’t want to get caught, did she?


    Jessica was determined to fetch Lourdes’s prize. Her skin burned hotter the closer she got to Amanda’s location. The tattoos on her neck and back lighting up, as if a match was lit beneath her skin. Carved like an old jack lantern, her skin glowed against the dark sky as she started up a hill. On either side of her were two of Lourdes’s best demons. For insurance, and also to ensure Jessica didn’t fail.


    Her red eyes swept along the landscape until they fell upon the church. With its giant steeple scraping against the sky, it was like a beacon and a warning at the same time. This place, Jessica was sure, was where Amanda was, but there was something about this place, wasn’t there? A secret harbored from her past. Jessica couldn’t recall what it was, but the church seemed to glow golden light around the edges.


    Holy ground, but not something unique to this church, was it?


    “Move slowly,” Jessica ordered the demons flanking her. They were tall and non-descript, each in their own leather jacket, billowing brown hair and holstered guns. From a distance, they appeared human. It was only if you got closer that the illusion faded. Instead of shifting eyes, there were maggots of decay churning in their sockets.


    Making her way down the hill, Jessica watched the street for traffic and anyone that might ambush her. There was no sign of people, no sign that Amanda had backup watching the street. It wasn’t like a Blood to get themselves trapped inside.


    Did Amanda travel alone? What happened to Jasper?


    Duncan. Jessica’s heart flattened inside her chest to think just his name, but when she envisioned his face—the curve of his jaw and that quirky smile—Jessica stopped dead in her tracks.


    Keep going, Lourdes’s voice urged her to continue on. Don’t stop when my prize is so close and the information you are so desperate to have.


    The sidewalk was lined with soft grass when as Jessica’s boot flattened it, the green blades withered to brown. What was once filled with life turned to death and decay in her presence.


    Up ahead was the grand steeple church and there was no sign of anyone.


    Odd. No guards? No one watching the entrance? It smelled like a trap, but Jessica couldn’t retreat. Her feet pounded up the marble staircase and she placed a gloved hand against the brown ornate door. It’s pattern so intricate that it had to be for something other than decoration.


    Even through the leather, Jessica’s hand sizzled. She pulled it back and memories of this place trickled through the wall Lourdes had built up in her mind. A sweet girl’s voice screamed out in terror echoing from so long ago, “Get down, Mandy!”


    Now she was here to hurt her? How could she—.


    “Pull the door open,” Lourdes’s voice rang through her mind. “Go get her, Jessica. You think too much.”


    The demon queen’s words weren’t wrong.


    Jessica pulled the door wide and stepped into the church foyer. When her boot met the carpet, the smell of the place reminded her of something. Inside it was warm and the glow from memorial candles danced against the darkness. So far there was no sign of the enemy. Jessica glanced back at her demons and signaled them on with her hands. “Stay close. We don’t know what they have planned.”


    She walked down the aisle. On either side, she was flanked by pews. Up ahead the white altar was illuminated by a golden glow and a woman stood in front. With the bright lights behind her, the woman’s face was indiscernible, but her feet were bare and soiled. She stood with her head bent down, as if in prayer, the silhouette of her hair, bouncing cheese curls.


    It was Amanda. She was so close that Jessica could smell her. Taste her. Jessica’s steps slowed, the tattoos on her neck and shoulders burning so intensely that she shuddered in her place. With a hiss of a breath, Jessica wobbled to one knee. She gripped the edge of a pew to steady herself and Amanda nearly left the alter to help her.


    She saw the way Amanda’s face twitched and the way her leg moved forward, but Amanda fought the urge.


    Jessica thought dear sister would help her, but Amanda didn’t. Disappointed? A little. She thought baby sister would charge for her. Standing upright, Jessica saw the gleam on the carpet from the windows, but outside it was dark. So what made the windows shine so bright? What sorcery was this?


    “If you want me,” Amanda’s voice echoed like notes from a bell through the church chamber. It was stronger than Jessica gave her credit for. “You’re going to have to come get me.”


    So little sister wanted to fight? Wanted Jessica to get close? Why?


    Then Jessica remembered through the fog of Lourdes. Jessica sneered to her two demon pets. “Take out the windows.”


    Before the demons were able to open fire, Duncan and some priest stepped out from the shadows. Guns ready, they mowed down her demons before they had a chance to change position. The demons’ gunfire went wide, and two windows were shattered. The church itself groaned as if in pain as the windows were broken. The multi-colored glass fell in shards against the carpet. Jessica’s boots crunched the pieces beneath her and she threw her hair back with satisfaction.


    It was better than nothing. Jessica could avoid the rest of the windows. She turned and stared right into Duncan’s eyes. They were hard, steeled against her as if he didn’t even care, so why should she? “Going to fight me, baby?” her voice drawled, flirting with him.


    “We’re just here to make sure you don’t escape, that’s all,” Duncan said, but he never lowered his gun. “You guys have a dance to do, so I say you get to it, darling’. Go see your sister.”


    Jessica’s heart ached to see him, hear him, yet he was unattainable. Again. Wasn’t he always?


    Amanda couldn’t defeat her. She had the fires of Lourdes burning in her soul. It was Amanda that would end up burning, so why did everyone have such faith in her? Because they were in this church? With the demon trap in the basement?


    “Did you really think I wouldn’t remember?” Jessica extended her arm and flame shot from her hand, forming a sword of burning ash. The fire flowed up her arms and shot down her legs like a firestorm. The rage of the flames made her skin tremble and sweat flowed from her brow. “You’ll join me in hell tonight.”


    “You only brought two demons with you?” Amanda asked, a slight edge of taunting in her voice.


    “Who said I only brought two.” Jessica advanced with wide steps as the windows all around them shattered. Like scurrying little bugs, demons crawled into the church, ready to take Amanda straight to hell and it was Jessica’s orders they were ready to follow.


    “Mandy!” Duncan’s voice rang out in fear and Jessica’s heart quivered for a moment to hear him so worried about someone—someone that wasn’t her.


    “Stay back! Keep the demons at bay, but stay back.” Amanda’s hands were both glowing gold, but that was impossible. She wasn’t able to generate power in both hands.


    “Ready yourselves!” Jessica stood steadfast, gripping her wrist to steady the sword as her foot met with the carpeted cushioned steps leading up to the dais.


    Time to take what she came for.


    Amanda slammed her open palms onto the top of the altar. It came alive and threw white sparks in all directions. The electrical current traveled in all directions; to the four corners of the church, up the arc behind the altar and across the crucifix; it raced up the walls toward the ceiling. Charging straight into the chandelier right above Jessica’s head.


    It began to shake and a groan of power built up, glowing evanescent. The hum was building, charging something that wouldn’t be able to contain it for much longer. Jessica didn’t have much time. She darted out of the way. The flaming sword vanished deep inside her body and she charged at Amanda with outstretched hands.


    Amanda’s face was set like stone, her eyebrows furrowed tight like a Neanderthal, but she didn’t flinch. Not the little girl that Jessica remembered her being. Where was the fright, the vulnerability?


    That was the trap, wasn’t it? It was too late to stop herself, Jessica’s hands slammed into Amanda, as Jessica seized her throat, a flow of power traveled from sister to sister. Jessica groaned as Amanda’s energy traveled through her skin. Lourdes, deep in the underworld, screamed too, sending torment through Jessica’s body.


    Amanda moaned and they both fell to their knees together. Demons charged up the steps and around the sides. They closed in on Amanda like a football huddle, but their advance stayed. The chandler erupted in a brilliant display of light. Electricity flowed freely through the church, racing along the ground in search of its prey.


    Hungry it floated back and searched through the interior walls of the church, looking for its targets. It lit up the demons like the fourth of July and they crashed to the ground before their bodies exploded into green mist.


    Jessica was rolled over on the ground by her dear sister. Amanda’s chest heaved for air. “Don’t fight me on this, Jessie.” Amanda pleaded, holding up a hand. Her power grew between her fingers, intertwining until it formed a tightly knit ball of swirling light.


    Eyes lidded, Jessica shook her head. “You really think you can defeat us?”


    “Us?” The quiver in Amanda’s voice was evident.


    Outside motorcycles hummed. More demons were about to crash their party. Amanda inhaled with fright and Jessica took that moment to slam Amanda under the jaw with her open palm. Amanda fell backward, the arc of her back cracking on the step.


    “Amanda!” Duncan screamed and it was his voice that steadied Jessica’s hand.


    “Meet the demons outside. We have to protect the circle, Duncan!”


    Duncan, and even the priest left the protective confines of the church and Jessica smirked at them. “Fools,” she hissed as the sword grew out from her arm. Amanda’s lips were drawn together and Jessica recognized the tired wrinkles around her eyes. “They really think you can take me on your own? You’re barely powerful enough to toast bread right now.” Jessica laughed a rolling mocking tone. “You’re so weak, you’re going pasty, girl.”


    The hurt was evident in Amanda’s eyes. To see it, a deep pang cut through Jessica’s chest. Part of her screamed to stop, while the other—louder—part of her soul burned just to keep going. Jessica swung her sword overhead to strike, but Amanda was fast.


    She lifted her head and a brilliant light shot out, meeting Jessica’s sword in a magical blow. Jessica strained to move her sword downward, to continue the forward motion of her strike, but the light consumed her sword and then it engulfed her. So bright, Jessica squeezed her eyes shut, but even then the painful glow seeped under her eyelids.


    Screaming was the only thing that kept the agony at bay. The light grew even brighter and a definite CRACK echoed through the church. The sword broke clear from her arm. The pain from it set tears aflame in her eyes as Lourdes bellowed loudly.


    You’re losing the battle! You’ve lost my sword. Failure!


    Failure? Jessica had never failed, never, but as she was thrown clear into the pews, she wore that failure. She owned it. It was hers, but she couldn’t give up the fight. As the light faded, she rolled out. Her chest heaving with exhaustion. What was that? Amanda was passive, her powers had always been to protect, to heal, so what the hell was that?


    She cradled her hand. The skin was still charred and brown from the sword. Broken off, the place it had fallen on the carpet was singed black. Amanda now stood in front of Jessica, her hair stringy and covering her face. Her limbs shook and fatigue dulled her eyes.


    “You were wrong about my power. I hid from the pain for so long, I turned a blind eye. I crept from the power because it was too strong, but I’ve learned to embrace the pain.” Amanda nodded her head. “Just like you, big sister.”


    “What—.” Jessica started the words but was cut off as Amanda placed her palm against Jessica’s forehead. Pain, a gentle hum pulsed out against her hand and Jessica felt the way it moved through her body, through her brain as if looking for something.


    Jessica pushed her back. “Get off of me! Keep your damn hands off of me, you—you freak.”


    “I know you’re afraid,” Amanda’s voice was soft as she knelt beside her sister. “But you’re going to let me touch you. You don’t have any choice here. Trust me, Jess. Trust me.” Amanda’s hand returned to Jessica’s forehead and inside, Jessica quaked. Amanda had trouble holding herself up and her back rounded under the strain. She wrapped her free hand around her wrist and kept the intensity up. Kept everything moving in the right direction and then gasped like she found something. Gasped like she knew exactly what it was she had to do.


    Jessica peered at her sister and wanted to ask a question, but Amanda kept interrupting her whenever she wanted to say something. “I’m sorry,” Amanda mumbled.


    She pushed against Amanda to get her away, but Amanda grabbed her arm with a powerful grip. “You can’t get away.”


    “Don’t do this to me,” Jessica begged. “Let me finish the job. Let me—you don’t know what she’s going to do to me. You can’t know the torture. The pain?” Tears filled Jessica’s eyes.


    In response, Amanda’s chin warbled. “I know. I only know too clearly, Jess. We’re—I’m going to save you.” And then a jolt shot out from Amanda that was so powerful, Jessica was pushed back; flattened on her back.


    Consciousness ebbed and flowed. Jessica fought to hold onto herself as the ceiling dragged by. She realized it wasn’t the ceiling that was moving, it was her. Amanda had Jessica by the ankles and was dragging her through the church, toward the basement steps.


    “No!” Jessica clawed at the rug, desperate to grab onto something as the door to the basement was opened. To do that, Amanda had to let her go. Jessica took that moment to scamper onto her feet and charge away.


    Amanda responded fast, hooking her arms around Jessica’s middle and picked her up like a screaming petulant child. “No!” Jessica clawed at the door frame, it rocked Amanda off balance and they both tumbled down the stairs. They landed in a pile at the bottom and everything was dark. Only the light from a giant window caused a faint glow, but off in the corner, Jessica saw the outline of a cage. A scary, confining looking cage.


    Was that for her? Was that what Amanda was planning on doing?


    Jessica raced to her feet first, and like a crab scurried up the stairs. Her heart was pounding, but why was she so afraid? She was a warrior, always had been. She could defeat some passive healer if she wanted to. Jessica Blood could do anything she set her mind on, so why run when she could face her sister and just kill her.


    Kill her.


    Kill Amanda Blood? The thought turned her veins ice cold.


    “Jessie!” Amanda cried out, pain in her voice. Jessica yelped as Amanda’s power yanked her like a grappling hook and flung Jessica back onto the hard basement floor. Her back knocked some sort of kneeling bench out of the way and Jessica slid right into the light of the giant window.


    The gleam of light shining on her burnt Jessica’s face, charring her flesh. She screamed and her back arched as her body spazzed in a fully-fledged seizure. Powerless to keep her limbs calm, powerless to keep anything steady, Jessica contorted in pain with no hope for survival.


    Amanda scooped up her sister and as one carried a lover, she carried Jessica over toward the cage. “I’m sorry, Jessie, but it’s for your own good. You’ll see that soon.” Amanda latched the door shut as outside, gunfire erupted.


    She doubted that. Caged like a rat, Jessica gripped the bars of her cage, her jaw grinding tight.


    

  


  
    17: Duncan Jasper


    


    The night was going to be a long one, Duncan guaranteed it. With a job to do, he threw the double wide doors of the church open and ran into the drizzle. Feet pounded down the marble steps as he headed to the sidewalk. Not alone, Mike followed closely behind. Tonight they’d have no choice but to be a dynamic duo.


    The roar of motorcycles drew Duncan’s attention to the left corner of the church. More bright lights coming from the right put him in a tight pickle. Demons charged at them from both sides and would try to box them in. If they didn’t get this just right, both Bloods were screwed, and come hell or high water, Duncan was going to buy them more time.


    “We’re going to need to split up,” Mike said, the M-4 slung across his shoulder. Things were about to get messy and fast.


    Duncan slipped a toothpick into his mouth and gave it a spin. Time to test his luck. “We’re only two men, but we have to give Amanda more time.”


    Mike was cool as a cumber. He had a faith that Duncan just didn’t have in lots of things. “Let the traps do their work and pick them off as they come. Whatever is left, if we can lead them away from the church and out of town before the police get involved, all the better. What we don’t need on our hands are dead coppers.”


    His words reminded Duncan they were still wanted fugitives and his conscience twanged. That was going to come back to bite them on the ass, one way or another. As if they needed any more problems now that they had a legion of demons descending onto their location.


    Mike escaped down the alley between the church and the soup kitchen, which luckily for them was cleared out, but still, the church was in a well populated residential area. People were going to notice what was going on and casualties weren’t just a possibility.


    More like a probability.


    Duncan’s chest tightened as he went left around the church. The rain was cold and the wind around the corner snapped at his cheeks. It wasn’t an ideal spot for a demon war, but if Duncan had the ability to change the location, he’d move it right off the map.


    Straight into hell.


    The light swinging above the intersection blinked a steady yellow as the wind picked up. Crunchy brown leaves rolled by like tumbleweeds against the pavement as Duncan squatted down behind some bushes. He took aim, steadying his hand, and waited for what was coming.


    A deep slow breath kept his jitters under wraps, but with Mike gone, Duncan’s own thoughts tormented him. Images of Jessica in the church flashed through his mind. Nothing about that girl was familiar. How she walked, talked. Even the way she tossed her head; it was all different. What if she was gone forever?


    His heart panged. Duncan needed to stop over thinking. Stop feeling. Needed to just focus on the demons, because thinking of Jessica never did anything but distract him. Blowing out a breath, Duncan squatted—and waited.


    The gang’s bikes wailed closer, their headlights traveling single file toward the church. When the back tires of the first Harley hit the rubber tube they had strung across the road, Duncan slammed the button on the hidden control box. Boom, like a surprise sprinkler the tube exploded with holy water.


    Bikes skidded to the ground as the demons’ skin was dissolved, making it easy for Duncan to pick them off one by one. The bikes fell like dominos, but the riders in back had enough advance warning and took off down opposing side streets—some going the way Mike had gone. He hoped the old coot wouldn’t be taken by surprise.


    Time to get the stragglers; Duncan strolled into the street to finish what he started. Demons’ contorted in pain, as their flesh was melted off their bodies; it was easy to exterminate them like vermin. Hell, Duncan didn’t even feel bad about it.


    Felt pretty bad when he took an elbow to the back of the head, though.


    Almost losing his footing, Duncan leaned forward. Catching himself on his forward foot, he spun, his elbow high and his shotgun swinging. He clipped the demon foot soldier under the jaw and with an overhand grip, sent the butt of his gun crashing into the demon’s gut.


    His leather jacket flapping, the demon fell into a puddle of holy water. The blessed water drizzled down all around them. The demon hissed as his flesh sizzled in the pattern of Swiss cheese. If this was the type of brainy demons leading the charge, Duncan thought the night might be easier than he thought.


    Flipping the shotgun around in his hand, he leveled the demons head. Brain matter, for what it was worth, splattered up, and what was left of the maggots that encased their brains withered in the puddles against the pavement.


    Duncan smirked. Job well done, grandpop would be proud. Seized from behind, he scowled. Well, this wasn’t how it was supposed to go. A guttural gasp escaped him as someone pinned his arms back so deep his shoulder blades touched. A demon to the front ripped the shotgun out of Duncan’s hands and readied a shot that would clear as day kill both him and his demon captor.


    “Hey!” Screamed the demon holding him steady, but Duncan didn’t give either of the SOBs the chance to kill him. He bent his knees and shot out, kicking the demon in front of him. The demon was thrown back and the shotgun fired wide, up into the air.


    The thrust of the kick sent the demon behind him falling backward and Duncan crashed right back on top of him. He flipped over to his feet, losing his leather jacket in the process of getting free. The demon struggled to stand, but Duncan wrapped his jacket around the beast’s smarmy little face. A quick one-two punch to what was probably the nose subdued him.


    The other demon was up and advancing. Duncan pushed the demon wrapped in his jacket toward the one charging. They both fell and Duncan lunged for his shotgun, no thought in his mind other than getting the job done. He slid through the puddle on his knees. Soaking wet in tight jeans never felt good, but dead felt worse.


    Chest heaving for air, Duncan fired into both of them and paused to take a quick reload. Homes that had been dark were now brightly lit.


    Crap. People were waking up. It wouldn’t be long now before a call was placed to police or before an innocent person got hurt in this mess.


    At one of the homes, a woman stood by her door with her hair done up in curlers. Her blue robe was faded and her double chin was splattered in pimples. She gasped and pointed at something. Duncan pivoted on his feet to glance behind him and saw…a woman. No, a girl on the cusp of becoming one. Not more than seventeen.


    A swollen black eye and a busted lip, she shuffled toward Duncan wearing nothing but a V-neck white t-shirt. Soaking wet from the rain, it was clear she wasn’t wearing a bra. Blood dripped from beneath the shirt. Hair short and brown, it made Duncan think of Meg.


    Son-of-a-bitch.


    He raced to her and took her by the arms before her legs gave out. Her fingers were bloodied; the fingernails had been torn clear off. The bastards tortured her and for what? “I’ll get you inside. Get you some help.” Where would Duncan take her? Into the church where Amanda and Jessica warred against each other?


    Not exactly safe.


    She gagged and shook her head. Tears flying from her eyes. “Sent me as a message. A reminder.”


    Duncan’s heart pounded, but he couldn’t stop himself from asking, even though the answer was obvious. “Who?”


    “Vain. The man with a scary face.” She doubled over, grabbing her stomach tight and her face twisted in pain. “There’s something…They put something inside of me.”


    Vain. Duncan’s chest tightened just at the thought of her. “I have a friend who can help.” Duncan bent over to address her. He cupped her face. “You just have to hold on a little longer, all right? The church…” His mind flashed to Meg, the conversation with his grandfather.


    “Meggie’s gone, boy. She ran off, but I think she’s in trouble. Can you find her? Can you—.”


    Duncan rushed off to find her. Rushed off to save her. Had been middle of the night when he left the Bloods, all to save his baby sister. Now a girl who might as well have been Meg squirmed in pain. He had to help her.


    Had to.


    He made a move to pick her up, but she swatted him away. “Too late,” she groaned and fell over to the ground. Rolling over, she lifted her t-shirt and Duncan could see her skin expanding out and then back down. Whatever was happening, it was going to be bad. Violent.


    “What’d they do to you, girl?” Duncan stroked her forehead, but even that made her rear in pain.


    “New drug…said it…will help their cause.” The young woman gritted her teeth, her pupils filled with blood and her iris turned black. “Run. Get back. I’m going to…” her body started to twitch, spasm uncontrollably.


    Go or stay, that was his choice. Duncan whispered through a clenched jaw. “I’m sorry. They sent you to me because…” You look like Meg. You look just like my kid sister.


    “Go!” She screamed, her hands twitching.


    Her words spurred him on. He took cover across the street and hid in an old stairwell leading to a basement apartment when the boom went off. A mighty explosion ripped her apart and sent her guts flying everywhere.


    Vaughn did it again, but this time, it was much worse.


    That son-of-a-bitch needed to pay. Needed to be dead already.


    The approaching sound of a police siren wailing moved Duncan on. Otherwise, he might have hidden there forever. So he raced out of his spot and the glow from the woman’s remains drew him closer. Covered in blood and guts, a yellow glowing box looked as if it were made of gold, blinking on and off. Was that the bomb? Was that what made her explode like that?


    Duncan grabbed his hair, pushing the intense emotion back, but it wouldn’t go. Kept picturing Meg, and this girl, plus all the others he failed, just like Jessica. So torn up in his own private hell, time escaped him until the sound of a charging car startled him.


    Turning on his foot, Duncan’s eyes were blinded by headlights.


    It wasn’t a car. Damnit, it was a bus.


    


    Duncan jumped back toward the curb to avoid the charging vehicle, but Vain, standing in the open doorway, threw a rope around his neck and pulled him forward. Duncan gasped for breath, the tips of his boots etching a line across the street as his body was propelled forward straight toward the metal siding of the bus.


    “Surprise, lover,” Vain hissed at him.


    He caught the door jamb with his hand and threw a punch toward Vain with the other. The bus was coasting along too fast as the wheel was cranked for a left turn. Tree branches crashed into the siding of the bus as brakes squealed, but the bus didn’t slow down enough. Duncan lost his footing.


    Damn it, he was going to fall. No matter how much he centered himself, Duncan slipped. His foot edging off the slippery step. He grabbed Vain’s collar and took bitch with him.


    She yelped as they tumbled backward down a hill and into total darkness. Losing his shotgun and jacket in the same night was disappointing and a bad omen. Duncan couldn’t lose anything else. Flat on his back, Vain hovered over Duncan and punched him square against the jaw and jabbed right against his ribs.


    “I finally have you right where I want you.” Her lip curled.


    Duncan groaned, grabbed Vain’s dreadlocks and pummeled her face with his free fist. When he was done, his hand throbbed and his knuckles were bloody. Vain’s face contorted as Duncan pulled her overhead, and flipped her by that ugly mop of hair.


    No one ever said Duncan was above a girly catfight.


    Vain crashed back-first into a tree and fell to the ground. Shaking her head, she crawled away as if the world was spinning. “Catch me if you can, Duncan!”


    She ran off, but Duncan wasn’t going to let her get away. She needed to pa y for what she did. Pay with her life. “You stop!” Duncan ran, chasing after her through the trees even though he could barely see in the darkness. He pushed the branches away that scratched at his face. “I’m going to get you, Vain!”


    Duncan broke into a gallop down a ravine when his foot tripped a wire. It snared tight around his boot. Ugh, Duncan fell backward and hit his head on a rock while something dragged him further into the woods. Well, if luck wasn’t on his side tonight…He let his emotions get the better of him. How much he hated Vain and what she had done to Meg, all those girls….


    Duncan grabbed at a tree branch, anything to slow his pace. Rocks cut at the skin exposed on his back and his head thumped over old tree stumps.


    “Wait,” Duncan gasped as they came into a clearing. Demons gathered, their hands around his arms and forced him up. Twenty strong, Duncan struggled, but he couldn’t throw them off.


    Vain had baited him and he fell for her tricks. His anger clouded his judgment and look where that had gotten him.


    A run down bus and in front of that, Vain waited. Her silver leather catsuit gleamed in the moonlight and was a stark contrast to her olive skin—her dark dreadlocks. She touched her bloody lip and winced, like she wasn’t used to pain. Funny, shouldn’t she be tougher than that?


    Duncan was thrown down at her feet and he stared up her silver boots. He needed a weapon. Something. Anything to slow down what was about to happen. Grasping at straws, his heart pounded wildly in his chest. “What’d you give that girl, huh? What’d you do to her?”


    The only thing Vain gave him was a kick to the face. His jaw slammed together as he was thrown sideways. Stars fluttered into his mind from the blow. “You’re in no position to ask questions.”


    His mind swirling with ideas, none of which would get him out of the situation he was currently in. The smug look on Vain’s face made his temper run hot. Maybe he hurt her, sure. Maybe he used her and embarrassed her, but she was the one who kidnapped girls. Sold them into the trade.


    The one who sold his sister to Vaughn. They had harmed and killed countless girls so how dare she be the one who got to be high and mighty?


    He took a swing at Vain, but she blocked it with a forearm and struck him with her other. Right smack across his lip. It busted open and a warm gush of blood traveled down his chin.


    Bad day, this one was going down in the record books.


    Vain sneered as she squatted and tangled her fingers into his hair. She yanked it back and gave him a cool, calculated sneer. “I have my prize, now boys it’s time for you to claim Vaughn’s. Head to the church and gather Amanda Blood, dead or alive.”


    Duncan shook his head, desperate. She couldn’t do that. They—he’d just gotten Jessica back. Amanda had to be allowed to work her magic. “No, you can’t…not the Bloods…”


    “Why not? You going to stop me?” Vain laughed. “Please.”


    “Leave them alone.” Duncan’s mind swirled for an answer. His mouth long dry, he licked his lips. “I’ll come with you, all right? You can do whatever you want with me, but you leave them alone.”


    Her eyes contracted and the skin around them creased. “Pretty sure I’ve already have you where I want you. If Vaughn wants them…”


    “But you don’t,” Duncan rushed on. “You don’t care about them or his little games, right? Let the Bloods go tonight, send your demons away and I…I won’t run. I won’t try to escape. You can do whatever you want to me for as long as you want and I’ll never leave.”


    Duncan squeezed his eyes shut as he said it. Didn’t want to make sure a fool’s promise, but if it meant Amanda and Jessica were safe, then Duncan had to make that promise. A long ago memory of Jessica smiling at him flashed in front of him bright as day. He remembered that face, that lightness she once had.


    If she could get that back, have another chance, Duncan had to give her time. Had to go with Vain if it meant that Jessica had a fair shot.


    Had to.


    Vain’s face flushed with anger and she huffed a deep breath. “They mean so much to you that you would trade your life for theirs? What makes them special?”


    “So make the deal.” Duncan gritted his teeth. “Make the trade. My life, for theirs.”


    “I ought to kill you now…”


    “Make it slow.” Duncan swallowed. “Make it painful, just let them go. They’ve done nothing to you. It was me, though, huh? Hurt you. Embarrassed you.” He leaned forward and whispered, “left you for dead.”


    Her face spread in a slow, cruel smile. “All right, Jasper. You’ll have it your way, but first…” she leaned in and gripped his face, slowing her breath down so their lips would meet. Repulsive, her breath was like a pig’s and her warm tongue was the last thing Duncan wanted, but he did his part. He had a promise to keep, so he didn’t fight her. Wasn’t an active participant, but he knew what Vain wanted.


    How he had hurt her. Now Vain wanted her revenge. She’d make him suffer in ways pain couldn’t. Duncan steeled himself to go through with it. To help those he loved the most but the idea that Vain might touch him…


    “Get him up and then we leave.”


    “But…” Two demons glanced at each other. “Mistress…Vaughn.”


    “Silence!” Vain hissed. “Do you follow me or do you follow Vaughn? Get. Him. Up. Vaughn will be made to understand. I’m not the only one who wants revenge.” She spat the words and climbed her way onto the bus.


    Duncan had no recourse as he was helped up and herded onto the bus like an animal. It might as well have been a funeral procession, but he hoped his promise bought the Bloods enough time to get far away from here. Two or three days with Vain and Duncan would do what he did best.


    Break his promise.


    He just had to find a way to survive. Had to find a way for Vain to keep him around long enough to survive. Not a praying man but Duncan prayed then. What he was going to have to do, it was as if he had just sold his soul.


    


    

  


  
    18: Father Mike


    


    Holy water erupted all around Mike.


    Keeping his head down as bullets flew; he grabbed the iron railing of the building next door. Racing up the stairs, his heart pounded and he twisted the door knob to let himself in.


    The old soup kitchen was neatly organized. The chairs were upside down on the tables while the freshly mopped green and white tile floor sparkled. Too bad his muddy feet had covered it with slick puddles. Little he could do about that as he dove for a window and smashed it open.


    Outside, demons swarmed like vermin.


    Mike opened fire. From so far above, it was like hitting fish in a barrel. Most demons were too stupid to take cover, but a choice few fled behind a stack of crates and others dove behind a car.


    Gunfire erupted and Mike ducked down beneath the window pane to avoid the spray. In his pocket, he fumbled with an ammunition cartridge. Snapping the old one out, he threw it to the ground and put the new clip in its place. At the next break of gunfire, Mike stood and blasted a demon before he got comfortable again behind a taxi cab.


    The other dropped right beside a crate.


    Mike sighed and leaned his head against the wall. He didn’t have time to loose, he knew that, but by everything that was holy, his breath was labored. His legs were tired and his spirit weak. He wasn’t a young man anymore, so why did he keep putting himself in the field? What was it about Duncan Jasper and those Blood girls he couldn’t say no to?


    You swore an oath, Mortenson. Rid the world of evil. Uphold the honor of the cloth…


    He had never thought truer words. No time to rest, Mike pushed himself off the wall, despite the creaking in his knees. Had to go check on Amanda, make sure Duncan made it back to the church. Too much to do to worry about his old body and how much longer it’d last. He’d been fighting demons so long, Mike didn’t know anything else. Everything about life—friends, good times—were something he hadn’t known in years.


    He worried about mankind as a whole, but the idea that he’d worry about individuals? Something he hadn’t done since he broke with his first parish. When he’d seen the real terrors of the world for the first time. This new worry he had for Amanda Blood, of all people, terrified him. The idea of letting someone into his heart—even if it was just compassion—unnerved him.


    Especially her. Especially any Blood. Why, after Gwen…


    A rapid knock at the door made Mike gasp. The small window flashed with red lights which meant only one thing. “Police!” The man bellowed from outside the door. “Open up!”


    Mike bit his lip and stashed his gun under the countertop. He smoothed his hair as he strolled over to the door, but the impatient cop was already knocking again. Pulling the door open, Mike tried to keep her expression neutral. “Good evening, officer.”


    Staring straight into his eyes, the cop nudged his hat in a greeting. “Father, I was afraid you might be in trouble. Outside was a…scuffle and the windows to the soup kitchen are broken. Everything all right in there?”


    “Yes,” Mike said and crossed his wrists behind his back. “I heard the noise too, from the rectory. I came to check on things and everything appears in order. You don’t need to come in and check, do you? I was about to lock up and do something about those windows, before too much rain gets inside.”


    The cop pursed his lips together as he thought it over. His vision shifted to over Mike’s shoulder and back up to his face. “You’re sweating, Father. You sure there’s nothing you want to tell me?”


    He wasn’t buying any of it, but what could he do other than just try harder? Mike laughed and dabbed at his forehead. “Just a little rain. Wet out there, as I alluded. If that’ll be all…”


    The cop stepped forward. “I think a quick look around is all I need. Then I’ll get out of your hair.”


    Disappointed, Mike nodded and stepped aside. He wiped his mouth as the cop entered the soup kitchen, but Mike did his best not to sigh. Instead, he followed the cop around, blocking the counter where his gun was hidden with a simple leaning motion. “Most of the damage is over there.”


    The cop followed his pointed finger toward the window. He touched the window sill with his finger and leaned over. “You care to make an official complaint?”


    Mike shook his head. “Not at this point, no. It’s late and as I’ve said…”


    Straightening up, the cop approached him, his hands on his belt like he was the Clint Eastwood type. “Funny thing is, Father, there’s no glass on the floor here. It’s all out on the street, which means, someone in here broke that window.”


    Mike raised his eyebrows. Well, was this fellow out for his detective promotion, or what? “You don’t say…”


    The cop ran his tongue along his teeth. “I do say. Now I’m wondering who here broke that window and why they might have done it. Pretty good with faces, if I do say so myself. And I’ve never seen you in the Parrish before.” He offered Mike his hand. “Why don’t you hand me your ID so I can get this all sorted out?” The cop smiled. “Unless you have a problem with that?”


    Mike did have a problem with that, a very big problem with that. There was no way out without violence and Mike took an oath to protect God’s children, not harm them. Demons were one thing; they were the mission, but people? Mike was supposed to help them, misguided as they sometimes were.


    “Yes…” Mike cleared his throat and patted his overcoat. “My ID, I’m afraid I left it in my sleeping quarters. If, however, you were to follow me there, I’m sure we could work this out.”


    The cop came close to an eye roll, and Mike’s stomach plunged into his feet. He raised his hand to put on Mike and in that instant a bolt of electricity flew out from the door and struck the cop.


    His back arched, arms extended, his mouth fell open. His breath erratic was a scream that couldn’t be heard.


    Mike backed away and grabbed his gun from beneath the counter. The cop’s body fell with a thump twitching involuntarily like a dead fish. Sweeping his gun toward the door, Mike saw a woman step from beyond the darkness. Her hair still tied back in a yellow bandana and her hands were zotting with electricity.


    Gwen. Or the woman who was once Gwen.


    “They can be so much trouble now, can’t they?” Gwen tilted her head toward the fallen cop. “A simple thank you, will suffice.”


    A long time ago he had known her. Despite how age had weathered his heart, it still hurt to see her used like this. Mike gripped the gun and his lip curled. “Back away, she-demon. Or I’ll make you.”


    Gwen’s boots echoed across the floor. “You won’t harm this host. I have full access to her memories. I know what you both did.” Placing a hand over her heart, Gwen’s face twisted with mockery. “So touching. Young, forbidden love. A man like you, well I can see what she saw in you.”


    Mike licked his lips and didn’t much appreciate the snarl Gwen wore. She was a hard woman, even in those early days, but she was fair. A great woman who took up the mission just like he did, their styles were just…different. What the demon was turning her into was a damn shame. “What do you want?”


    “I need into that church and you’re going to help me.”


    Gwen going after Amanda seemed blasphemous. Mike’s lips drew together in determination. “Never.”


    She pouted as if she expected that answer. Her hand swirled in the air and a single bolt of lightning shot out and struck Mike’s gun. With a yelp, he dropped it and cradled his hand. Quickly, he bent down to pick it up, ignoring the popping in his knees.


    Gwen shouted out a curt warning. “Don’t!” her words were punctuated with a crackle of electricity. If he went for the gun, he was a dead man.


    Ready for death, maybe, but Mike wasn’t welcoming it at his door. He straightened up slowly and held his hands out to the side. Play along with her and find a way out; that was Mike’s plan. He just hoped he’d survive that long.


    Gwen circled in close from the side with a small smile. “Glad to see you can be reasoned with, Father Mike.” Her boot kicked his gun away under a prep counter against the wall.


    Mike followed it and searched the room for something he could use against the demon. There was no way he was helping to bring this demon into the church where Amanda was, but to hurt Gwen—Mike stifled a sigh when he realized the only way to win against a she-devil such as this was to exorcise Gwen.


    The spirit needed to be forced out of her body, but the last time Mike had done such a thing, it had nearly killed him. That had been with days, weeks of preparation, with the right supplies, the strongest of prayers and a three day fast. How Mike was going to approach such a thing here with only his bible, such an idea was ludicrous. The church wouldn’t approve, but then again Mike didn’t either.


    “Don’t try anything funny,” Gwen said with a lift of her hands. “I can make this go very badly.”


    Mike nodded. “After you.”


    Gwen gave him a sideways glance. “As if I’m really that stupid? I’m a demon from Lourdes’s inner circle, not some foot soldier.” With a sneer, she pushed him forward. “Get moving.”


    Mike stumbled and braced himself on the counter. “Forgive me,” he spoke dryly as his hand went for the container of salt, “but these knees, they’re an old man’s.”


    She laughed at his remark. “I guess I should’ve made you kneel.”


    Gripping the shaker in his hand, Mike pivoted toward her and with a thrust threw granules of salt into her face. Gwen shrieked and was driven back, her eyes misted green as the demon inside of her recoiled.


    “You will be the one who kneels!” Mike threw more salt into her face as he approached her. Gwen’s back slammed into the edge of a metal prep table with her arms up defensively. Her hands lit up with an electrical charge, but it was sporadic. Her concentration had been weakened and Mike couldn’t afford to let her get it back.


    He tore the rosary he wore under his shirt free from his neck and held it against Gwen’s head. With a shrill scream, she fell to her knees, the green smoke of the demon circling closer to the surface. Mike used an open palm to Gwen’s head to keep her steady.


    “Forgive this woman, Father, for she knows not what she does.”


    “You…can’t…exorcise me!” Gwen gritted her teeth as smoke rose up from her flesh. “You’re not strong enough, old man!”


    Old? Who was this demon to call him old?


    Gwen grabbed his ankle and the electrical bolt flattened him on his back. His Rosary beads went flying and Gwen cackled with delight. Mike rolled on his side and gripped the edge of a cast iron pan just in the nick of time. Gwen’s hands went around his neck and Mike swung the frying pan against the side of her head.


    Blood splatter flew from her mouth and Gwen fell to her side. Rolling away she crawled toward the door. Mike couldn’t let her get away. God forgive him, he lunged for her with outstretched hands and slammed her face into the floor.


    She moaned and fell still on the ground, her fingers twitching, eyes closed. Blood flowed from her possibly broken nose. Her face had seen better days, thanks to the salt burns on her flesh.


    Heaving for breath, Mike leaned on the counter. There wasn’t time to rest. The demon in Gwen wouldn’t allow her to be unconscious long. “I’m sorry, Gwen,” Mike whispered and made the sign of the cross in the air, but turned from her quickly.


    He had a job to do.


    Mike turned the faucet on and under the sink found an empty giant jug. He stuck it under the running water. While it filled he snatched his bible and Rosary beads. For what he was going to do, he needed holy water and lots of it.


    Once filled, Mike kissed his bible and made the sign of the cross in the air, muttering a silent prayer.


    Taking off his jacket and his collar, Mike searched the kitchen for some kitchen twine or some rope. What he was going to do wouldn’t be sanctioned by the church. Barely even sanctioned it himself, but he had no choice but to try.


    Even if it led to both their deaths.


    

  


  
    19: Jessica Blood


    


    


    Her cage was a prison and her tormenter was Amanda Blood.


    Pressed up against the rear wall of the cage, Jessica’s sat with mouth twisted and eyes squeezed shut. She turned away from the all-encompassing light wielded by her sister. Once, she had been in awe of that power. Then its gentle light had been like a warm bath, but now it was like a thousand razors.


    Lourdes’s compulsion had sunk its claws into her and was desperate to stay. Like gnashing teeth, it gripped Jessica, but Amanda’s power was strong.


    The mark Lourdes singed upon Jessica’s soul lifted from her skin as if drawn toward a black hole. Struggling to hold on, to keep it all inside. Did she want to be free or did she want to resist?


    Jessica groaned under its intensity and struggled to roll away, but couldn’t. She was helpless. The pain was as if her arms were being torn from their sockets. Leaning back, her heart pounded so fast, she couldn’t catch her breath. She was going to die and if she died…


    Lourdes would just bring her right back.


    Biting her lip, Jessica pounded her legs onto the cage bars and screamed. Would her rage be enough to drive Amanda back; get her to stop?


    The light flickered and she cracked an eye open to see her sister had collapsed at the foot of the cage. Lying flat on her stomach, Amanda’s hand hovered in the air, but it quaked. Amanda’s mouth twitched open, as she tried again, but only blood flowed from her nose. “Hurts…” she struggled to form words, “…too much.”


    Jessica touched her nose and her fingertip became wet—stained red. “You’re going to kill us both. Except I’m the one who will come back. You won’t.”


    The light shined again, back on bright and Jessica yelped as the purity of it tore through the bars of the cage. The tugging, the pulling at Lourdes’s marks burned her tattoos bright. Jessica screamed, the cage glowing brightly as her skin turned red as fire.


    “I,” Amanda gritted her teeth, “can’t endure this. I’m sorry, Jess.” The light dimmed and Amanda fell at the door of the cage. Collapsed unconscious.


    She should’ve tested the strength of the cage, but Jessica was too weak. Too tired. She was just glad for the respite, so she closed her eyes and her mind took her far from that place. Her body still a prisoner, Jessica welcomed the warm presence of Lourdes, in the underworld.


    “Look now, Jessica. Look and see what Amanda has cost you from the very beginning. You’ll see why you need to fight. You’ll see why you must continue to resist her cleansing.”


    Her soul, trapped in the hellish dimension, was Lourdes’s play thing. Lourdes’s open palm gripped the shimmering light of her soul. Jessica moaned in pain as her consciousness left Earthly time and space. She flew through the trees like a bird until a sprawling home came into view.


    A two-story yellow home where the windows on the ground level were illuminated a bright yellow. Jessica’s mind pushed through the exterior wall and she found herself in a den.


    Familiar and warm, there was a fire raging in the fireplace. Surrounding walls were covered in stacks of books and in the center of the room, brown leather recliners that Jessica could smell—rich and vibrant. Across the room, was a cluttered desk with a globe that a man hunched over, someone that she never thought she’d see again.


    Dad.


    She never thought she’d return to this place.


    The sleeves of his white shirt were rolled up and his black vest was unbuttoned. His dark hair was disheveled and on his face the beginning of a scruffy beard that Jessica didn’t remember him having. A watch dangled from his pocket and as he gathered up a bundle of papers in his hands, Jessica saw the tattoo on his forearm.


    Black, with red ink in the center. She recognized it now, because she was no longer a kid. It was the crest of a demon clan, but if Dad was inking a demon crest on his arm that would mean—No, Jessica wouldn’t believe it. There was no way he’d been a demon hunter. Slaughtering demons? There was no way.


    Dad walked purposefully to the fireplace and threw the papers in. He grabbed a poker and bent down, prodding the papers to make sure everything burned. His jaw was set as tight as anything Jessica had ever seen and that worried glint in his eyes, Jessica had seen it in Amanda’s eyes.


    The door to the den opened and Mom sprinted in. Jessica went to her right away, “Mom!” But Donna Blood couldn’t see her any more than Dad could. She was in a pink silk nightgown and her red hair spiraled around her shoulders. Jessica shivered; this was what Mom wore the night she died.


    Her heart skipped a beat as she realized this was the night it was all going to end—this was the night they were going to die.


    “Get out of here,” Jessica hissed at them both, but it was just a memory. Like someone rewound and pushed play on the past. There was nothing here that could be changed or stopped and Jessica was helpless, forced to watch them rush to their deaths.


    “They’re asleep,” Mom said with a nervous shake in her voice. “Did you find it?”


    “I burned it,” Dad went back to his desk and opened a book, thumbing rapidly through the pages. “Burned every bit of evidence we have, but it was clear, Donna. It’s our girls. We always knew it’d come to this, didn’t we?”


    Jessica’s heart panged to see the lines of heartbreak on his face. Donna squeezed her eyes shut and shook her head. “No. It can’t be. It can’t be her. It just…it can’t, Jacob. Please.” Jessica thought she might collapse, but Mom gripped Dad’s arms and stayed upright.


    She wanted to help them. Save them. Jessica didn’t want to watch them die—once had been enough.


    “You think I want this for Mandy?” Dad whispered with furor in his eyes. “You think I want this for either of them? You’ve seen the signs, just as I have. And the family cabin and that crazy sister of mine aren’t going to be enough to protect them. Hell knows, she has enough of her own problems.”


    Mom covered her mouth to stifle a sob. “They’re just babies, Jacob! Babies. If Lourdes thinks we’re just going to hand them over—.”


    They knew about Lourdes? My God, they knew everything? Aunt Gwen had hidden this knowledge from Jessica. One more lie, she couldn’t stand.


    “Lourdes has had it out for Bloods for years, but with Mandy…” Dad didn’t finish his sentence. Instead he just shook his head, but Jessica wanted to know what he meant. What the hell were her parents up to?


    Dad took a long laboring breath. “We can’t run. Amanda is growing, maturing. She’ll call to them like a damn homing signal and they’ll know where she is every hour of every day.”


    “Then what do we do?” Mom asked with a shaking breath. “Tell me what we do and I’ll do it.”


    Dad picked up a book and showed it to her. “A sacrifice. If we…do this, Amanda’s light will be hidden from the legion as they hunt for her until her powers fully manifest. Until then it’ll be like finding a needle in a haystack.”


    Mom let out a deep sigh. “Oh Jacob,” she smoothed his cheek with her palm. “Are you sure it’s the only way to protect her? What of Jessie?”


    Dad glanced away and there was doubt, a struggle in his mind. “She’s strong. I’ve seen it in her too. They’re both gifted, in different ways. They need each other. If you agree, I need to start setting up for the ritual. We need to be ready before they get here.”


    “Tonight?” Mom’s face was stricken with grief.


    “I’m surprised they aren’t already here.” Dad put the book down and took off his vest, throwing it into the corner of the room. “With our deaths, this place will be clouded in confusion. It’ll be potent and strong. Jessie won’t be sure what’s happening and the demons, they won’t be able to find Mandy, even if they bumped right into her.”


    With their deaths? Jessica just realized what they were talking about. No—they couldn’t. That wasn’t fair. “Mom, Dad, no—stop!” They couldn’t die so she and her sister could live. If only they knew what awaited Jessica and Amanda. No…they had to be made to stop.


    Please, don’t go.


    Mom took a shaking breath, but did she realize what she was agreeing to? She was going to die! How was that—


    Dad grabbed her arm and there were tears in his eyes. “There’re consequences for spells like this, Donna. Our souls, we—we aren’t getting into heaven.” His chin quivered. “We’re going straight to her. The one I’ve been desperate to avoid all my life.”


    Mom’s face was crestfallen. “Then we’ll find another way. I won’t let her sink her claws into you. Into me. You’ve gotten so far, Jake. You’ve left it all behind. I can’t ask you—I can’t!”


    Overhead the lights flickered and Jessica felt panic rising in her chest. Above them was the sound of a rush of footsteps.


    “They’re here,” Dad gritted his teeth as he grabbed Mom’s arms. “There’s no time to argue. Barricade the door. We have work to do.”


    Mom grabbed a dagger off the desk and then pulled Dad in for one final kiss. Her face was full of longing, pain and she clung to him like she’d never see him again. Jessica realized she wouldn’t and Mom knew it. Willingly she gave it all up.


    “What are you doing? Donna!” Dad screamed as Mom ran for the door.


    “Buying you time. Hurry!” Mom opened the den door and slipped outside, locking it behind her.


    With a longing glance he stared after her, his body leaning forward as if he would dash after her, but he must have realized he couldn’t. If he wanted to save his kids, he just couldn’t.


    Dad grabbed another knife from his desk drawer and sliced his hand, squeezing blood into a bowl he kept on the corner. His eyes cast down to the framed photo of young Jessica and Amanda, tears filling his eyes. “I’m sorry, girls. You deserved an old man better than me. That bitch Lourdes will never get her claws sunk into you. I swear my life on it.”


    “Dad,” Jessica whispered, a sob rising in her throat. She hadn’t felt the pain of her parent’s murder so intensely in a long time. It made her want to gut Lourdes. To think of what he had sacrificed himself for them. And now, still trapped in the underworld he was being tortured?


    Jessica couldn’t stomach that. She just couldn’t! They gave their lives that night, on purpose, so Jessica and Amanda would live? But they couldn’t have known what would follow, the foster homes, the abuse? How the demons would follow them everywhere? But if their movements were supposed to be hidden from demons, how did they follow them all the time?


    Jessica watched Dad chant and raise the bowl up in the air, which brought a crackle of thunder. Outside in the foyer, Mom screamed and Jessica realized this was it. She was impaled, killed, with her own dagger. She didn’t live long enough for the ritual to take place. Only Dad had, which maybe meant the spell only had half potency?


    Maybe it was only Dad who was trapped in the underworld and not Mom? Did that make any of it better?


    Lightning crash through the window and struck Dad. His body lit up bright as an x-ray and his body fell as the den door burst open. Demons descended upon his location and Jessica was ripped out of there and straight back into her body. She had more information than she knew what to do with.


    More knowledge. More grief. She always thought they were ambushed. She never thought her parents gave their lives willingly for her. For Amanda.


    Amanda. They were dead, she was the reason. It was time for her to know. Time for her to pay.


    

  


  
    20: Amanda Blood


    


    A constant moaning tugged at the edges of Amanda’s unconscious mind. As she awoke, she realized the sound was escaping her own lips.


    There was a buildup of intense pain behind her eyes and it thumped like a drum. With a groan, Amanda rubbed her hands through her hair and did her best to sit. She had to concentrate on the task at hand. There was no time to waste on other things.


    Jessica had to be cleansed. It was up to Amanda. There was no one else for the job, so she crawled over to the cage and grabbed the bars. Her chest clenched to see her sister trapped like that. Jessica’s face was peaceful despite the burn marks on her unhinged jaw.


    If she hadn’t been marked, Amanda doubted Jessica would even still be alive. Her body was a wreck and her spirit was fractured, held together by duct tape.


    “It was you, you know,” Jessica’s eyes opened and Amanda was taken aback by how inhuman they looked, despite all her work, “our parents are dead because of you.”


    She shouldn’t have been shocked that an agent of Lourdes could be so mean, but Amanda’s mouth fell open hearing that level of spite coming from Jessica’s mouth. Maybe she wasn’t Jessica anymore, but she sure as hell sounded like her. “Jess never blamed me,” Amanda mumbled and gawked at the floor.


    Jessica sat up straighter, her legs crossed under her. “That’s because I didn’t know before, but Lourdes showed me the truth. She showed me what happened the night they died.” Jessica took a deep breath and her anger stacked like building blocks. It was about to all come crashing down around them.


    “They sacrificed themselves to hide you from the demons. Mom, she died to give Dad more time to complete the ritual. Dad did it and he’s dead, of his own doing, for you, and now, he’s trapped in the underworld forever. A play thing for Lourdes and for what? To save you?” Jessica tilted her head and hissed. “What makes you worth saving?”


    Amanda recoiled at the words, as though the wind was knocked from her. Her eyes widened and her mouth snapped shut tight. “That’s not…you’re lying.”


    Jessica laughed with bitterness. “You know I’m not. If I was, you’d feel it, princess. He seemed like a good man, someone who fought against Lourdes, can you believe it? It was his worst nightmare to be ensnared by her and you sent him there. He went there willingly and he’s been there for the last decade.”


    She gritted her teeth. “All because of you. I wish you were never born.”


    Heartbreaking sadness, like the smashing of a long held mirror, Amanda shook her head and felt a slow buildup of anger. “Stop it.”


    “What do you think she’s done to him in that time? She’s killed me dozens upon dozens of times and it’s been less than a week. How do you think she makes him suffer? You think he curses your name?”


    “I said stop!” Amanda hopped up to her feet and assaulted Jessica with the full force of her power. The light shot out and slammed against the cage. It rattled, throwing Jessica back, her teeth chattered together and the full force of Amanda’s power engulfed her. Jessica gripped the cage floor and turned her head to shield herself from the bright light.


    But it kept going. Amanda couldn’t stop. She gritted her teeth as the bruises and burns faded from Jessica’s skin and the mark on her lower back from Lourdes, Amanda could feel it developing on her own skin.


    The mark had almost been transferred. It might be the only way to save Jessica, so Amanda kept pushing. Once the mark was hers, totally hers, she’d heal it right off herself.


    Hopefully.


    Almost completely absorbed, but Amanda didn’t know if she could hold onto that level of power long enough.


    Lourdes laughed in Amanda’s mind. You’re such a fool, Amanda Blood. Now you’re mine. Just like your sister. The possibilities are endless and I will finally be free.


    No, Amanda wouldn’t go quietly. She wouldn’t allow Lourdes to win.


    She gasped as her eyes widened and her vision began to fade. The walls of the church changed to the caverns of the underworld. Amanda edged closer to winning. She saw Jessica’s soul and she grabbed it, holding onto it tight, as her consciousness ripped back into the church.


    Jessica lifted her chin with a wobble and her eyes were green. They weren’t the color of evil any longer, but as she tried to move inside the cage, Amanda’s power kept her pinned down. “Stop it,” Jessica cried, “Mandy, you’re going to die!”


    Die? She wasn’t going to die. How could Jessica think—


    With clarity, came the truth of Jessica’s words. The charred skin on her arms rose up in patches and flame raced toward the hem of her dress. Inside, Amanda felt the wrath of evil as Lourdes’s mark branded her soul, but her body would absorb it. It would cleanse it, wouldn’t it?


    Vision failing, Amanda flicked her wrist to open the door to the cage and fell to the dirt floor. The sound of Jessica scampering free faded far from her mind. Amanda stood in a twisted cavern. The underworld was as dark and scary as it had ever been, but this time, she stood at the mouth of a cave.


    The wind blew past her hair and Amanda touched the nameplate affixed to the side of the wall. The soul kept in that place was J. Blood. Amanda had seen it in visions before. Each time she thought it marked Jessica Blood’s prison, but Amanda realized it was Dad’s.


    Dad.


    She stepped forward into the cavern, but with fright she paused, unable to move on. It was too dark and the bottom was endless. In the darkness, green eyes peered at her. His face twisted with a deep snarl. He leaned forward on his arm, revealing a tattoo.


    Amanda’s eyes widened. “Daddy?”


    Kindness returned to his eyes as he sat up straight. Clarity hit and his lip quivered open. “Mandy? You don’t belong here.” His teeth were bared at her as he shouted. “I gave up everything so you won’t have to be here!”


    His sadness was only outdone by his raw aggression. Amanda opened her mouth to speak but was ripped away to the surface. Someone performed compressions on her chest so hard her ribs ached. Her soul slammed into place so violently she forgot to breathe.


    Someone pinched her nose and blew air down her throat.


    Amanda’s eyes flew open and she gasped a deep breath. Her eyes locked with those of her sister. Jessica’s eyes widened as she sat back on her heels. Her face was streaked wet with tears. A frazzled mess with bloodshot eyes, but at the very least she looked like Jessica and not some possessed monster.


    Sitting up, Amanda wanted to say so much to Jessica—she had been right about Dad, Amanda was so sorry about all of it—could they ever begin to forgive each other? Jessica’s eyes were wide with heartbroken sadness.


    Now wasn’t the right time to talk about anything important. Amanda reached for Jessica to give her a gentle hug, but Jessica crushed against her in a fierce embrace. Nestling far down against Amanda’s waist, Jessica buried her head and sobbed. Amanda hadn’t heard Jessica sob like that since they were kids, and barely even then.


    The waves of pain radiating from inside Jessica blocked everything else out. Amanda couldn’t see anything from her that wasn’t hurt, heartbreak and so much sorrow; it made the sky part with sadness. The cry was so heavy, so heart breaking with grief that Amanda’s shoulders slumped forward and she sobbed too. But they were together. They were back together and nothing else mattered.


    Amanda stroked Jessica’s hair back. She’d take care of her, give Jessica anything she needed.


    Better days were coming. They had to be.


    

  


  
    21: Father Mike


    


    Mike wasn’t big on fairy tales or flights of fancy, but once upon a time, he was a young lad who believed in love. True, and pure. The kind that only came from God.


    A priest who had just taken his vows, he’d discovered how serious the fight against the forces of evil really was. In those early days of cleansing towns and setting up spiritual protection, he met a sassy redhead who changed the course of his life forever.


    Some would say she ruined it.


    Then her hair had been long and fell in waves down the middle of her back, but she had always wore a yellow bandana across the top of her head. Her cheeks had been rosy and the fire in her eyes was only outdone by her commitment to the cause.


    By the time Mike fell in love with her, it was too late to back away. He broke his oath and God’s commandments, and bedded her without realizing the full consequences of his actions. The years weren’t kind to them and now Mike did what he could to avoid her.


    Driven from the church or leaving on his own, he wasn’t sure anymore which happened first, but his life mission was the same.


    Rid the world of demons. Stem the advance of Lourdes. The one he helped create. Not on purpose of course, he’d never side with evil. What was once mist and shadow were able to take human form because of what they did. What Gwen and Mike created together and unleashed on the world was evil incarnate.


    All because he chose her over the mission, one time. One. Nothing he could ever do would make up for that.


    That was Mike’s ultimate failure as a human being and as a priest. His soul was darkened and purity would never again be obtained.


    Now, in an old soup kitchen, he had strung his former lover up like an entrée. Mike used rope to bind her arms spread wide—one to the stove and the other to the large immobile prep-counter. Her legs were rigged in a similar fashion. Still unconscious, Mike took advantage of that to sprinkle salt around her body.


    All the while ignoring her face. All the while refusing to look at her, but once she awoke it’d be harder. The demon in her would egg him on to engage; Mike couldn’t for a multitude of reasons—the exorcism, his personal shame, and failures. He bit his lip with a deep breath and sprinkled holy water on her head. Then flipped his bible open and started the prayer.


    Gwen’s head rolled back and forth and she hissed in pain. “You really think this is going to work?”


    Mike ignored her words but licked his lips. His words grew louder, and his eyes didn’t deviate from the page. “And let this vengeful demon be gone, in the name of the Lord…”


    She spat at him. “You got to hell!”


    “It’s you, she-beast, who will be dining there tonight. You better be prepared to answer for your failure to Lourdes herself.” He poured more holy water onto her forehead.


    Her back arched as the struggle really began. Gwen’s arms yanked at the ropes until they were taunt. “Let me go! I will kill you, Michael Mortenson! Kill you!”


    Words Mike had heard before from her, but even those hadn’t sounded so vengeful. He kept his chant going, but, this time flipped the pages. He found John and read the gospel word for word.


    The demon hollered in pain, green mist pouring from her eyes, but it wasn’t over. No, the worst was just beginning. The demon just laughed. “I am anchored deep. You can’t destroy me. I’ll destroy you first.”


    “Be gone wrathful spirit and never return to this place. I speak on the authority of God, Lord in the highest.” Mike sprinkled more holy water onto Gwen, being careful not to disturb the ring of salt around her body.


    Gwen slithered back and forth, not going anywhere, but her mouth was open. Her hips bucked as if in pain and her fingers flexed like claws.


    Maybe the demon wasn’t as anchored as it pretended to be. Master of liars. Mike surged with determination; he bent over Gwen and dangled the rosary beads to her face. “Take in the sight of this, demon. He isn’t just my God; he is also yours!”


    Her screams echoed in his ears as sweat broke out on her forehead. The chattering of her teeth stilled Mike’s heart. That was the real pain he expected, but to be the one that caused it, to be the one that had to keep this going.


    There were no choices.


    Mike placed his hand against Gwen’s forehead. “You will leave this woman!”


    Gwen’s body started seizing. Her body bucking back and forth. Eyes wide she gagged as if choking. Real fright presented on her face and for the first time, the mist of the demon was gone. Instead Mike saw the green eyes that all Blood women had. She looked on him with love, the tenderness he always expected from her.


    But could it be real? Mike doubted it.


    “She’ll never let me go.” Gwen’s voice grew hoarse. “You need to kill me to free me. Michael—do it.”


    He couldn’t, what she asked was ridiculous. Mike couldn’t kill Gwen any more than he could kill his own child.


    The mist returned to Gwen’s eyes and she laughed. “Knew you wouldn’t have the stomach for it. I knew you wouldn’t have the balls to—. “


    Mike squeezed her throat. The words Gwen spoke were true. Trying was the least he could do to save Gwen, maybe not for life, but from torment. Grinding down on his knees, Mike tightened his grip on Gwen’s slender neck.


    Her eyes widened and she gagged, thrashing around to free herself. If she got herself free, even one hand, Mike knew he was in the thick of it—he had crossed into the salt circle and what remained of it was destroyed by his kneeling.


    If this didn’t work, Mike was in real trouble. There’d be three bodies in the soup kitchen for them to find in the morning.


    A tear fell from his eye and Mike gritted his teeth. “I’m sorry, Gwen. God, forgive me.”


    The color of her skin turned blue. Eyes bulging, Gwen’s head rocked back and she made a final wheeze for air. Her arms went slack as she stopped fighting against him and the ropes. Slowly Mike removed his hands from her throat and he checked for a heartbeat.


    Gone.


    He had really done it. She was…dead.


    The demon knew too. It wisped out of her open mouth and hovered in the air, searching for a new host. Mike was weak right then; it could try to take him. So Mike stood and held the rosary beads out. “You find no host here. Back to the underworld with you!”


    Commanded with authority and with the backing of God, the demon had no human host to inhabit. It couldn’t win that battle. Jaw tense, Mike sealed the deal by splattering the air with holy water. The demon dissipated like a cloud of smoke and Mike breathed a sigh of bittersweet relief.


    But Gwen. Dear God, no…Her still face unmoving. Not breathing.


    No life.


    He could bring her back. He had to.


    Rolling up his sleeves, he crashed down to the ground. A sob struggled to escape his mouth and the sound was that of a wounded animal. His shoulders rocked back and forth as he started chest compressions, breathing into her mouth.


    “Come on, sweetheart,” Mike tilted her head, breathing into her mouth again.


    Chest compressions. 1…2…3…4


    Check for a pulse. Nothing. Damn it, nothing.


    “Damn you, Genevieve,” Mike’s lips quivered and a lifesaving breath turned into a mournful kiss. And a crying aching sob escaped him that sounded more like a scream.


    She was a Blood. Wasn’t supposed to go out with this. What would his old buddy Jacob think? After everything they did, that it was Mike that sent Gwen to her death?


    There was still hope. They could save her.


    Amanda….


    He gathered Gwen up in his arms. If truly dead, there was only a fool’s hope left, but Mike would take it. There was only one person left who could try to save Gwen. If she was strong enough to try.


    

  


  
    22: Jessica Blood


    


    So much lost, so much to process, but Jessica couldn’t begin to wrap her mind around it. Instead, her head lay on her sister’s lap—her very sweet sister—and Amanda stroked her hair.


    There was love and compassion in that embrace, but she didn’t deserve it. Not after everything Jessica had felt and said. That intense burning rage, maybe it hadn’t been hers. Instead, it had been put in her heart by Lourdes.


    But Jessica felt it as if it was her own. It set her on fire and the hate; it may as well have consumed her. She didn’t deserve forgiveness or Amanda’s love.


    “You deserve it,” Amanda finally spoke in a small, gentle voice. Her fingers swept across Jessica’s cheek, as a mother would comfort a child. Jessica’s insides trembled to feel so much love. She never thought she’d feel it again. To be back with her sister was a joy, but…wait a second.


    Had Amanda just read her mind?


    She leaned up on her elbow and peered into her sister’s soft green eyes. Everything about her was the same, but somehow Amanda looked different. Stronger; not as fragile as before. Or maybe Jessica was seeing her for the first time from a place of vulnerability.


    Amanda cupped Jessica’s chin and came down low, nuzzling her cheek. It brought Jessica so much warmth, that fresh tears sprung to her eyes. “I did, but I didn’t mean to. My powers have grown since my soul was fractured by Vaughn’s drugs.”


    Vaughn. It all seemed so far away. She forced herself to sit even though it was hard to pull away from her sister. Instead, they held hands. “I’ve missed so much,” Jessica muttered. “I never thought we’d get to do this again.” She bit her lip to keep control of her emotions and looked away.


    “I did so many horrible things.” The tears in Jessica’s eyes stung hot and her mouth fell open as she struggled with heartbreak. “The Black Scorpions—.” She shook her head and swept her tears away. “What have I done, Mandy?” Her voice cracked. “What have I done?”


    The idea that she’d have to face Duncan again knowing she murdered his gang—all his friends? Jessica felt sick—didn’t think she could do it. She wished she could melt into the ground.


    Rising to her knees, Amanda stroked Jessica’s hair back. “You didn’t ask to be stolen into the underworld or lose your free will to Lourdes. We made it here because of how strong you are, Jess. You fought and endured so much pain.” Amanda placed her hand over Jessica’s heart.


    “I can see the scars,” Amanda said softly. “Not real, but invisible. Stretching and carved on you from all the times you died. All those times she brought you back.” She bit her lip, looking like a vulnerable child.


    Her words stung with the truth, but Jessica wasn’t ready to unburden her soul. “I’ve missed you more than I can ever say. More than I have any right to.” Jessica eyed around as another dear love was upon her heart. “Where’s Duncan? Is he still here?”


    Amanda nodded. “He was my backup. He and Father Mike. They both took to the streets to drive the demons back. They’ll be back soon, I hope.”


    Relieved, Jessica nodded. Father Mike harkened to a name from their distant past, didn’t mean much to her. He was a good guy that was about all that she remembered. Seeing Duncan plagued her mind. She wanted to see him, needed to, but what would she say? How would she begin to make her actions up to him?


    “I have no idea what I’m going to say to him,” Jessica's voice warbled. The look in Amanda’s eyes was one of pity and Jessica snorted with disgust for herself. “Look at me. Some warrior I am. Some hero.”


    Amanda placed her hand on Jessica’s shoulder. “My hero. You always have been. Nothing could ever change that.”


    Her words caused Jessica’s heart a kaleidoscope of pain. She squeezed Amanda’s hand and turned away. Looking into her sister’s eyes was too painful. “Duncan made good on his promise to look out for you.”


    “And then some. He got me cobbler.” Amanda’s mouth danced into a playful smile. “He helped me through it all. It wasn’t easy coming off the drugs, and that’s putting it mildly.”


    So many stories they had to share. Jessica hoped they’d have time for all of them. The idea of facing demons drained what energy she had left. She had enough on her mind without a physical confrontation. “There’s so much I have to tell you…” Jessica’s chin warbled as she thought of Dad.


    “You were right,” Amanda played with the ends of her hair in a fit of nerves. “I saw Dad. Saw him in the underworld when I was there. He…his eyes…didn’t look like Dad’s anymore. Not the dad I remember.”


    Jessica covered her mouth to stop the flood of cries from coming. “What are we going to do?”


    She was the one who usually made all the decisions, the choices, but right now, Jessica didn’t know what the answer was. How could they just let him suffer? They were alive because of what he chose to sacrifice.


    Amanda’s eyebrows rose as she sighed. “I don’t know what we can do. There’s still a bounty on our heads.”


    The bounty. Her stomach rumbled into knots. “Then let’s run away. Hide. Once Duncan gets back, we all go. Go to Europe. I don’t care.” Jessica’s nose flared. “Somewhere.”


    Amanda’s mouth fell open. “Jess—.”


    She didn’t want to hear it. Jessica shook her head and her teeth gnashed together. “I can’t do this anymore. I can’t. It has to be over. It just has to be—.”


    The basement door rattled and Jessica’s heart sank at the interruption, but if it was Duncan…she wasn’t ready to face him or anyone else. She wanted to be alone with the one person she could always count on, but it wasn’t meant to be as someone rattled down the basement steps.


    A tattered looking priest carrying Aunt Gwen. From how her limbs hung at their sides, Jessica thought she might be dead.


    Another Blood gone, another life given to the mission.


    Amanda jumped to her feet and greeted the priest. Stroking back Gwen’s hair, Amanda’s eyes went wide. “Father Mike, what happened?”


    Mike. That was him?


    Eyes bloodshot and wearing a torn shirt, Mike placed Gwen’s body down on the ground with deep care. His hand ran across Gwen’s hair as he slowly lowered her down. “I had to get the demon out.”


    He rambled on in a way that sounded like an apology, so what had he done? Jessica’s eyes narrowed as she made out the red marks on Gwen’s neck. The bastard killed her, but who was she to cast stones?


    Mike’s eyes met Amanda’s and didn’t deviate. “The demon worked for Lourdes. Gwen begged me to get it out. She’s been…dead only a few minutes.”


    His gaze held an unasked question. Amanda shook her head. “I’ve never….”


    What was he asking her to do? Jessica wanted to interrupt but didn’t feel it was her place. Who she to stand in Amanda’s way? She was the pure one. The healer.


    Mike gripped Amanda’s shoulder. “Your powers are growing. You removed the mark of Lourdes, I’m presuming, from what I see. Reading minds, egging people into doing what you want, can’t you try? For your aunt, don’t you have a duty to try?”


    Were his words true? Had Amanda really done all those things? Jessica couldn’t believe it, but Amanda nodded, her expression serene. She knelt down beside Gwen and turned to Jessica for a brief moment. Her face pure as rain. “I have to try.”


    “No,” Jessica said forcefully and grabbed her arm. “You almost died taking the mark of Lourdes from me. And now you’re what, going to try to absorb death? Look at the marks on her neck, look at what he did.” Her eyes narrowed into condemnation. “Get the demon out of her, you damned murdered her.”


    Mike’s eyes narrowed. “And what would you have had me do? Let the demon kill us all, take Amanda into the underworld?” Mike snorted. “We don’t have time to fight. The longer she’s gone…”


    Amanda nodded and lifted her hand in the air. The ball of light swirling in Amanda’s hand, left Jessica bewildered. It was bigger and more glorious than any Jessica had seen before. It lit Amanda in a luminous glow and it was only outdone by her fine concentration. Her face beautiful as ever as she bit on her bottom lip and strained with might.


    Red fingertip marks appeared on Amanda’s neck and she gagged for air. “Amanda,” Mike warned as she started to sway.


    “She’s choking!” Jessica’s words were a guilty verdict slashed at the priest. “Amanda!” Jessica gripped her sister’s waist to pull her away, but Gwen’s eyelids were fluttering.


    “Just another moment,” Mike begged. “Please.”


    His words were so simple and rife with emotion. Jessica didn’t understand why he cared so much. Gwen’s back arched and she took a giant gasp of air, Jessica let Amanda go. The light faded from her hands and Amanda fell forward, catching herself on her open palms. Heaving for air, but her neck returned to its pale complexion.


    The marks were gone.


    Love surpassed Jessica’s awe. She never knew Amanda could be so strong. Where had that inner strength come from?


    Amanda sat down beside her with rosy flushed cheeks. They both watched as Gwen sat up. Her eyes locked with the priest and something passed between them, a familiarity that Jessica knew all too well. No words were spoken, no touch was transferred, but the affection was there and it made her think of Duncan.


    She was ready to see him again. She was. Couldn’t he just return so Jessica’s weary eyes could look upon him? Maybe that would restore the sad state of her soul.


    Gwen turned and took in the sight of the sisters. Reaching for them with both hands, she caressed each of their cheeks. “Oh my girls, I never thought I’d see you again through my own eyes. I am so sorry.”


    There was nothing to forgive; Amanda had been right about that. What Gwen had done to them, had been against her will and Jessica didn’t have the heart to hold it against her. Instead, the Blood sisters fell into Gwen’s open arms into a genuine warm hug. Love for family had brought them this far.


    It would continue to sustain them when nothing else would.


    

  


  
    23: Jessica Blood


    


    Mike brought them hot coffee and cold breakfast pastries, but it may as well have been gourmet. Jessica’s taste buds were exploding with happiness to have food and drink. Her time in the underworld was something she might never forget, but the comforts of home? Just a few days and she had forgotten things could be so wonderful.


    She wanted happy times, as a stranded man craves water. It was all her mind could think of while she sat with her family—even the strange Mike fellow, who glanced at his watch more than he should’ve. He worried about something, and Jessica thought it might have been what plagued her own mind.


    Duncan. Shouldn’t he have been back by now?


    Gwen ravaged her food too, as if it had been ages since she ate. “Demons don’t need to eat like we do. Few bland meals every odd couple of days has really left me with an empty stomach. I think I could eat a dozens of these.”


    Amanda held her Danish daintily and munched on the end with her eyes closed. Her tongue swept across the icing left behind on her lips. “Mmm, I could always eat a dozen of these.”


    Jessica laughed and couldn’t believe something so simple could feel so good, but she knew conversation needed to be had. Mike wore a hole in the floor from the way he paced back and forth—chewing on his thumb the whole time. His mind was elsewhere. Worried and stewing about something that had nothing to do with coffee.


    Or yummy pastries.


    Done, Gwen wiped her hands on a napkin and dotted the corner of the mouth with the napkin. When speaking, her eyes were on Mike, like someone who was seeing the ocean for the first time. “It took a long time for me to piece together what happened, I guess we should start at the beginning.”


    Mike stopped pacing and stood to face the girls. He squatted to meet their eyes and Jessica shifted under their intensity. A rough looking guy for a priest, something about him didn’t sit right with her. Not that she didn’t trust him, but she didn’t not trust him either.


    “In the beginning, demons were shadows. Whispers in the ear of susceptible humans, something we couldn’t see or touch. The job of priests in the inner circle, priests such as myself, was to cleanse the towns. Exorcise the possessed. Send the demons back to the underworld.”


    Amanda and Jessica exchanged a glance. Neither girl realized things had been so different. Jessica always assumed demons had always been flesh and blood, at least, the lower level ones. “Demons weren’t physical beings?” Jessica asked. “I guess the drug and human trafficking trade are new.”


    “As of thirty years ago,” Gwen nodded with darting eyes. She didn’t want to look either of them head on and Jessica had to wonder why. What did she have to do with any of this?


    Amanda took Gwen’s hand. “It’s okay. You can tell us.”


    Gwen’s lips smacked together. “Lourdes was once an angel, one of the mighty ones. Her beauty turned to vanity and her vanity drove her mad. She didn’t fall from heaven, she was pushed. Her wings burned straight off and the angels cast her into the underworld. Long ago she was nothing more than a spirit, her beauty was stripped away because she was just mist and she became its queen. The warden of its souls and the gatekeeper of the high court of hell.”


    Jessica’s brow furrowed. “Could’ve fooled me. That mist really packs a punch.”


    Lips pursed, Gwen continued with a look of dread. “Before you were born, or even created, word spread that demons employed human possession to find an artifact. One that if brought to the underworld, would change everything. Allow demons to take physical shape. Grant Lourdes a body.” Gwen sighed with deep longing in her voice. “The artifact was a simple cup and if blood spilled into it and if she drank from it...”


    “Then,” Mike said when Gwen couldn’t, “the Earth would form demons of twisted maggots and dirt. Lourdes would take physical shape once more. Still trapped, she’d need the blood of the cursed to leave the underworld.”


    “How’d she get the blood, Aunt Gwen?” Jessica’s rough tone got a look out of Amanda, but Gwen stared straight at the ground.


    “I was young. Foolish. I thought I could take on the world and rid it of demons myself. With the help of a faithful friend we rushed to the cup, but the possessed were strong. Numbers were too great. I was captured, bled, and if not for your father ambushing the demons, I would’ve been killed.”


    Dad? Jessica’s eyes widened at the news. She and Amanda shared a look.


    Gwen laughed with grief, tears shining in her eyes. “Your father charged the demons and nearly met defeat trying to rescue the cup. Only drops of blood remained, but that was enough. He was cursed to finish what I started. The Bloods, our bloodline is tied to Lourdes’s fate. We can set her free, or we can end her, but only together.”


    Jessica’s nose flared. “The holy trinity isn’t so holy after all, is it?”


    Gwen avoided her eyes. “What else should I have told you? That I cursed us? You? Any Bloods born would be…”


    “Everyone always told me I was special, but I guess that’s not the full story.” Amanda’s scowl deepened. “I’m surprised our parents had any kids at all.”


    “They weren’t supposed to,” Gwen’s harsh words brought frown lines to her face. “A mistake, fate that couldn’t be averted, I don’t know, but the precautions they took failed. I only know for all the trouble it brought, your parents never regretted it. I’ve learned for myself how special you both are. The power to heal, the power to destroy. Joined together, you can end Lourdes. If you’re strong enough.”


    Jessica didn’t know how to process the information. She wished someone had thought to tell her all this sooner. If she knew why Lourdes wanted them, maybe it would have made a difference. As their aunt, Gwen should’ve cared about them enough to tell them, but what were they? Just a mission to her?


    “I wish we had done things differently. If I could go back and do it again, so neither of you knew this kind of sorrow, I would.” Gwen glanced at Mike and he remained quiet, but he refused to meet her eyes.


    Gazing between them, Jessica sensed more to the story. The look of grief on the priest’s face was too intense for that to be all there was. Temper flaring; Jessica took a deep laboring sigh. “What aren’t you telling us?”


    “Your aunt is trying to protect me and my reputation.” Mike put his hands in his pockets. “I was young, easily tempted in ways I thought I’d never be. When Jacob went after Lourdes’s demons I should’ve followed. Then he would’ve had a chance, but I didn’t. Instead, I stayed with your aunt.”


    “You saved her life,” Amanda said with a twist of her lips, “because you were in love with her. Because you…ohh.” Her nose scrunched up as if she tasted something nasty. “You two were sleeping together.”


    Jessica’s eyebrows rose and her cheeks felt flush. “Isn’t that against the rules?”


    Mike blew out a breath. “Yes. I’ve been paying for my transgression ever since. The knowledge that the demons are ravaging the planet, setting up drug shops and kidnapping girls.”


    “It’s all our fault.” Gwen said and gazed away from his eyes. “Everything that happened to you girls. Your mother,” her eyebrows creased. “Jacob. That’s why I didn’t come for you girls right away when they were killed. The grief was too much. I was looking for answers. Looking for ways to fix it. To get rid of Lourdes once and for all.”


    “I’m guessing you didn’t find one yet,” Jessica said dryly. “After all these years—decades—what made you think—.”


    “I found more than you think. Once she had Jessica, Lourdes started to piece it together. The rip in the veil widened. Allowing more demons to pass through and even Jessica could walk through it. But she didn’t have you, Amanda. She didn’t have you both and that’s why she couldn’t step beyond the underworld. A secret long hidden from her, she needed you both.”


    “Both of us?” The color went out of Amanda’s cheeks and Jessica felt faint. Hadn’t that been what just happened? When Amanda saved her from Lourdes…


    “What’s the matter with you two?” Gwen’s lips pushed together into a stern look and Jessica was most familiar with it.


    She cleared her throat and struggled to find the words. “For a brief time, when Amanda was removing the mark, we were both in the underworld. Lourdes had my soul and a piece of Amanda’s, at the same time.”


    “Shit,” Mike muttered.


    Gwen’s mouth fell open and she covered it. “For how long? How long? Did you see her?”


    “Just a few minutes,” Amanda rushed on. “I didn’t see her, but she talked about the possibilities. I could hear her in my head. She said the world was open to possibilities.”


    “Open,” Gwen took a deep breath and her eye twitched, “we better get moving. We can check a few sources, talk to a few people. See if the signs of her return are present.”


    “I’ll get the guns.” Mike rushed for the basement stairs.


    The Blood women stood. Amanda tugged on her fingers, but it was Jessica’s temper that raged. “Don’t you think you could’ve told us this before? A cautionary tale?”


    “I didn’t know this would happen. I didn’t realize Lourdes needed you both until right before my possession. Fought as hard as I could to ward that information away. I didn’t want Lourdes to get her claws into either of you.”


    Gwen’s eyes were sincere, but Jessica didn’t know if she could trust her. She wanted to, but right now she only trusted one person—her sister. Jessica’s head was twisted, confused. Nothing felt right anymore.


    Her aunt reached for Jessica, but Amanda took her hand instead. “It’s just a lot to digest all at once. We didn’t know Dad fought demons. Why didn’t he ever tell us? Or you?”


    “For your mother and you girls, he gave it up. They pledged their lives to keep you girls safe and to do whatever was necessary. I’m sure a father has never loved his girls as thoroughly as he loved you.”


    That knowledge didn’t make Jessica feel any better. There was only horror and ever longing sadness. “Amanda saw him,” Jessica gritted her teeth to fight off her rage. “She saw him in the underworld. Where his soul has been, all this time.”


    Gwen’s face grew long and her eyes distant. “He did what he did. Sacrifice is often the name of the game, girls. His body is dead. We can’t bring him back.”


    “But we can stop the torture? Free him from the underworld. Send him to heaven at least?” Amanda asked, licking her lips. Jessica had seen the tortured look of sadness on her face before. Couldn’t hold it against her this time either.


    Gwen either forgot the look or chose to ignore it. “We have more pressing matters, child.”


    “More pressing than our father? Your brother?” Jessica narrowed her eyes.


    Aunt Gwen sighed with a big eye roll. “We don’t have time for melodrama, girls! Yes! I’m sorry to say, yes! If Lourdes walks free, we have to find out. And fast. She’ll bring destruction for the whole planet with her. Not just us.”


    Amanda implored her sister. “Jess…”


    “You shelf this discussion for now. Do you understand?” Gwen used her stern voice. The one she used when a conversation was over, but it wasn’t. Far from it. The anger festered fast in Jessica, but when Amanda nodded she conceded.


    For now.


    Gwen turned to Jessica. “I know you’ve been through a lot, but until we know that Lourdes is safe in the underworld, you need to push it aside. Can you do that?”


    Jessica nodded, but it was far from the truth. “What about Duncan?” God, Duncan. They were going to have so much to tell him.


    “He’ll have to catch up to us.” Gwen started out of the basement, and just like that Jessica had a new mission. A new reason to keep fighting.


    But her heart deep inside just wanted to cry.


    Amanda took her hand and gave it a squeeze. “Your sadness rivals mine.”


    “We’ll help Dad,” Jessica said. “We will. One way or another. If I have to take a sword back into the underworld myself, we’ll free him from that place. Make it so he and Mom are back together. He gave his life for us; we won’t let him be tortured.”


    Amanda’s face lit up with hope and she folded into her sister’s arms. Jessica breathed in the scent of her apple shampoo and buried her nose against Amanda’s hair. It all sounded good, didn’t it? The grandstanding, the heroic babble, but Jessica didn’t know if she really could.


    God help her, Jessica just didn’t know.


    


    ****


    


    Jessica didn’t want to be here. Didn’t want to be getting ready to rush off into battle, but there was no choice. Up near the altar of the church, Jessica stood as everyone else gathered supplies. She needed to get her head in the game and she didn’t know how. Not after everything she had just gone through. A good night’s sleep, at least, would help put things into order.


    Would she feel better if she turned herself over to the police? She could tell them all how she slaughtered the Black Scorpions and clear Ron’s name. It wouldn’t change anything, but shouldn’t she be punished?


    “You should stop thinking things like that because we need you. I need you,” Amanda said.


    Turning, Jessica sighed as she took in Amanda’s face. She had a determined lip pucker, but her eyes were soft. Sad. In her hands, she held Jessica’s shotgun. “Here I thought holding those gave you hives.”


    Amanda turned her hand over and Jessica saw a blister rising up on the inside of her wrist. “I’ve learned to embrace the pain. Well, still working on it, I feel a little green. Without you around, I had to get strong. I had to keep going. Before, I’d turn away from pain, but I learned if I grabbed onto it, if I held it, I’m even stronger. My power’s growing, but I don’t want to face it alone.”


    Amanda offered Jessica the gun, holding it out straight, but Jessica turned her head. Couldn’t look at it yet. “Our car is here, you know. Dad’s car.”


    It meant so much, always had. Now knowing Dad was in the underworld suffering, when Jessica had been so close to him— “So what? Just get back inside? Start driving and pretend that none of this happened? That doesn’t sound like you.”


    Amanda shook her head. “If the world needs saving from Lourdes, I think we have to do it, don’t we? Maybe along the way figure out what happened to Dad and if there’s a way we can help him. I can’t believe he fought demons.”


    Jessica could, after her vision. “He gave up his life for Mom. For us. Wanted to keep us safe. He didn’t realize it was you until the bitter end. I wish I could’ve saved him.” She ducked her head down low, feeling the compounding of guilt.


    “So make his death mean something. Help us, please, Jessica.”


    The shotgun seemed to glisten and Jessica took it. The weight of it; heavier than ever. “All right, but just so you don’t have to hold it anymore.”


    Amanda smirked in a way that was uncommon for her. She was changing, growing. Becoming more her own person.


    It terrified Jessica that Amanda might be changing. What if she didn’t recognize who her sister turned into, thanks to all that power? Glancing to her left, Jessica saw Gwen. Stomping down the stairs, they stood side by side. “What aren’t you telling us?”


    Gwen did a double take and Jessica snorted. “Please, after keeping that secret for twenty-five plus years, there’s no way you told us everything. I always knew you had secrets and regret, but that was bigger than I’d ever imagined.”


    “If your faith in me was rocked, I am sorry. More than you’ll ever know, child.”


    Jessica bit her lip. “You make so much more sense to me now, actually. The drive. The mission. Since you were personally responsible, it makes sense.”


    Gwen’s tongue clicked inside her mouth. “So much for not casting blame.”


    “I don’t mean to. That’s Amanda’s thing, not mine.” Jessica stared her down. “It’s her, isn’t it? That’s what you’re holding back. You always said we had to keep her pure. Keep her powers from mutating into something more and now that’s all gone. She was on drugs, she’s embracing pain and allowing her powers to evolve into something more.”


    Gwen nodded. “I’m afraid for her. Can we keep it at that?”


    “We better or else she’ll just read it in our minds, but if something happens to her, I’m blaming you. And that priest.” Jessica tore out of the church, feeling a little better—a little bit like her old self.


    And it was good for a few minutes to be alone.


    Outside played like a scene out of a wild west movie. There were bullet fragments everywhere and there were skid marks on the street that went straight down a hill into a ditch from big wheels—like a bus or a semi. In the middle of it all, was Amanda. She was crying and clutching something tight to her chest.


    To see her so upset lit a fire under Jessica. “What is it?” She grabbed Amanda’s arm and spun her around.


    Jessica saw the jacket she clutched had the Black Scorpion patch on the back. It was Duncan’s jacket and that realization punched her straight in the gut.


    “He’s gone,” Amanda’s voice wobbled in distress, “they’ve got him. He’s gone.”


    

  


  
    24: Duncan Jasper


    


    When Duncan came to, he lay still on the floor of the bus.


    Sticky and matted with grime, the night’s events flashed through his mind. His face ached where he had been punched. His chest burned when he tried to take a deep breath, thanks to the kicks he hadn’t bothered to fight against.


    Promise was a promise, right?


    “He’s awake, mistress.”


    “I can see that from the shallow breaths he’s taking.” Vain kicked him in the gut and Duncan groaned. His eyes shut tight to block the pain assaulting him. “Next time,” the cold tip of a dagger pressed up against his neck, “I’ll kick you somewhere more painful.”


    Pleasure enriched her voice. Vain leaned over and looped her rope around Duncan’s throat. He peered at her through one swollen eyelid. Couldn’t grab the rope as she tightened it because his arms were fastened behind his back. Hurt, damn it hurt. His shoulder blades burned and his fingers tingled, barely able to feel a thing.


    Vain wrapped the rope around her gloved hand. “Sorry we had to interrupt the festivities, but someone is very eager to see you. Be a man, force a smile and be a good little prisoner for me, won’t you?”


    She blew him a kiss. Might as well be covered in posion.


    Duncan chuckled, thought to retort, but Vain pulled him through the bus. He had to grit his teeth just not to scream out in agony as his face smashed into the floor. With the stairs coming, Vain picked up speed and Duncan tried to get up on his knees. Must have had a broken rib, because trying to stand caused clenching pain and all the air in his lungs expelled.


    He fell down the stairs of the bus and his face smashed into a dock. His nose broken, the richness of his blood spilled against the wood. Behind him, the demons laughed as they followed. Duncan’s temper boiled, he never liked being the butt of anyone's jokes, but he wasn’t able to stand up for himself.


    Couldn’t stand at all.


    Blood filled his mouth. Duncan turned his head and spat it out. He caught sight of a short pier and harbor… some sort of fishing port. Moaning, Duncan lifted up onto his knees. The world spun something fierce and the buildings around them were starting to split in two.


    So much for his stupid plan to escape. He hadn’t thought Vain would be this tough on him. Right now, Duncan didn’t think he had the strength to walk, let alone escape.


    Vain tugged on the rope and Duncan jerked forward. Almost fell again, but he forced himself up and followed. Pain shot up his thighs, but it was better than the alternative. Vain threw him a smile as she opened the door to a warehouse and held it open. “You go inside and say hello. Your biggest fan is waiting for you.”


    Suspicious, Duncan limped forward. In the darkened warehouse he caught the sound of women, many women, crying. One with short hair was familiar.


    These were the woman from Vaughn’s strong hold.


    His heart plummeted, but maybe that’s why he was here. Maybe if he had to be Vain’s prisoner, he could find a way to save this woman. “What the hell have you done, Vain?”


    Her jaw shifted, penetrating anger from her eyes. “Fine then. Have it your way.” Shoving Duncan into the warehouse, she kicked him in the back and sent him sailing onto his chest across the threshold.


    Groaning, he rolled over and saw cages of woman all around. Their frail, thin bodies hunkered down, with no room to move. Their eyes were afraid, the ones who weren’t stoned out of their minds, and one extended her fingers toward him. “Help me. Please. Help me.”


    This was what he hated the most. These girls had to be freed. He missed the opportunity before when he fled Vaughn’s compound, but now he had a second chance—if he could get free. If somehow he could find a way.


    Vain grabbed him by the scruff of his collar and angled his head back. “If you’re a bad boy, I’m sure we can find a cage for you.” She patted his cheek and then drove his chin down onto the ground.


    It cracked hard and sent stars sailing around his head. Duncan moaned. He had to find a way to conserve strength to get out of this mess—a mess of his own making, but the girls would come. Duncan prayed against hope that Amanda had been able to remove the mark. Jessica would be okay and she’d come from him.


    He couldn’t think of the possibility that Jessica killed Amanda. The only possibility his heart could stand was that Jessica would come for him. Nothing could stop that girl. With her in his corner, Duncan just had to bide his time.


    Familiar laughter echoed through the space and Duncan winced. A boot pressed into his lower back. “I never thought I’d see the day, Jasper.”


    Vaughn. Duncan’s skin curled at the notion that he was under Vaughn’s direct control again. “Guess I just can’t get enough of you.”


    Stepping off of him, Vaughn kicked him in the gut. The pain in Duncan’s ribs increased ten-fold. Unable to draw breath, Duncan writhed as Vain rolled him over onto his back. His hands pinned behind him, he cried out in agony as his shoulder crunched in an unnatural angle. “Say hello to my girls. All works of beauty, in their own way. Just like your—.”


    “Don’t say it,” Duncan said through gritted teeth.


    “Sister,” Vaughn sneered. “You’re in no position to issue threats. I’ll do as I want, take what I want. I thought by this point, you’d learned your lesson.”


    Duncan tilted his head back to catch a breath. Out of the corner of his eye, Vain shifted her weight, anxious to get her hands on him again. “Tell me what you did to that girl. The one you sent to me. How the hell did you get her to blow like that?” Duncan asked.


    Vaughn stood up straight and headed toward a hanging black curtain in the room. Duncan took the opportunity to roll onto his side and caught Vain’s eyes. “You don’t really want to work for him, do you? These girls, they could’ve been you.”


    “Shut up.” Vain placed the tip of her boot against Duncan’s throat. “Or I’ll make it so you’ll never speak again.”


    Why did he even try? Duncan had always thought, beneath the lust for power and money, Vain had to have some humanity left. To kidnap and sell girls into the trade? How could a woman do such a thing? Duncan understood the demons, but Vain? No, he’d never understand her or her motivations.


    “Come on out,” Vaughn said to someone in a soft voice. Duncan had never heard him use a tender tone before, but then he saw why. “That’s it, sweetheart.” Coming close again, Vaughn ushered a young lady forward. She wore only an unbuttoned black dress shirt, her arms clamped around it kept it closed.


    Her hair was unkempt like she hadn’t been out of bed in days and her eyes had a mist of green floating through them. Duncan’s jaw tensed the closer she got.


    “Beautiful, isn’t she?” Vaughn pulled her hair to the side and nuzzled her neck. The girl’s face contorted into a sob as he kissed her, ravaging her skin with his mouth while his hands pressed against her breasts. “Soon she’ll bear me an heir. This time, I’m sure of it.”


    “Like you’re always sure of it?” Vain rolled her eyes. “No woman is strong enough to carry a demon of your caliber, Vaughn.”


    He laughed. “Doesn’t make trying any less fun.”


    Duncan’s hands clenched as they yanked on the handcuffs. “You’re a sick monster, Vaughn. She’s just a kid.”


    “A work of art,” Vaughn caressed her middle and beneath his touch, she shuddered. “You asked how I made that girl explode. Now you’ll get to witness it yourself.” Vaughn snapped his fingers and a demon handed him a needle. The green essence of a demon sparkled inside, but darker and more intense than any Duncan had ever seen before.


    “A special dose,” Vaughn’s tongue licked his lip as he slipped the needle beneath the skin of a girl trapped inside a cage. She moaned and fell against the bars. “Concentrated. More than any human can handle unless your name is Amanda Blood. She, in fact, gave me the idea.


    “You see regular drugs weren’t enough for Amanda. I needed to make it stronger, but then when I gave it to other girls, I considered it a failure. They exploded. Then I realized I could turn them into weapons.” Vaughn sneered.


    “You’re giving it to all these girls?” The idea sickened him.


    “And they will be my special bait and prize for Jessica Blood. Once Vain is finished having her fun with you, you’ll be next.” Vaughn pointed the needle at him. “String him up in my private bed chamber. Have your fun with him before it’s my turn.”


    “With pleasure,” Vain’s voice purred as she grabbed Duncan’s leash and yanked him up to his feet. She shoved him past the curtain and he fell face first onto the bed. The sheets were sullied and wreaked of sweat.


    What happened here, to that girl…Now what, he was just expected to lay there and take it?


    Vain rolled him over onto his back. Her mouth opened and her eyes sparkled crazily. Wide and full of lust, she straddled him and tore his shirt open. Duncan stared up at the ceiling as her mouth found its way to his pecks.


    “You’re really okay with exploding girls?” Duncan gritted his teeth. “Really?”


    “Admit it,” Vain whispered, her fingers stroking his chin, “you’ve missed this.”


    She really didn’t have a soul. Duncan licked his lips and ignored the anger ravaging deep in his gut. “The only thing I know, I’m not sure how I ever managed to pretend to love you in the first place.”


    Rearing up high on her knees, Vain punched him across the jaw. The blow forced his head to the side. Preoccupied with thoughts of the girls in their cages, Duncan’s body barely registered the blow. He needed to help them, but with so many demons around, how could he escape?


    Duncan needed to find a way. If those girls were getting the new drug, they were ticking time bombs. It wasn’t something he could just let happen.


    “So you rather be with those other girls? Jessica and Amanda? What do they have that I don’t?”


    “Other than a soul?” Duncan asked, bracing himself for the next punch, but instead Vain just unzipped his pants and he turned his eyes away from her.


    “Not going to fight me?” Vain asked, disappointment in her voice.


    Duncan licked his lips. “I promised you I wouldn’t. Do what you want with me, for as long as you want, but know there’ll be no enjoyment. I won’t get a single thing out of it, other than a stomach ache from how sick you make me.”


    Vain grabbed him by the throat and squeezed. “We’ll see about that, won’t we?”


    


    ****


    


    Duncan lay unconscious on the bed. His face bloodied, his mouth parted as he struggled to breathe through his swollen nose. Shirt ripped apart, Vain stroked his bruised chest, her bloodied fingers against his ribs. His breath snorted in pain from her touch and she smiled. At least that brought her pleasure.


    Stepping off of him, Vain zipped up her leather suit. She’d give it to Duncan Jasper, when he said something, he gave his word. He hadn’t called out or gasped during sex even a little bit. Frustrated, Vain took her pound of flesh another way.


    Pity. A real pity.


    Had Vain ever really loved him? Probably not, but she wouldn’t be used. No one played with her blackened heart.


    Walking away, she found Vaughn pacing between the cages of the girls. “Have your fun?”


    “Some, but I’m not ready to let him go yet.”


    Vaughn snickered. “When have you ever been ready to let something go?” He slid his hand down onto her lower back and Vain allowed it. Inside she was revolted, but she allowed it.


    “Touché,” Vain smiled. “Walk with me, Vaughn. There’s something we need to discuss.” Vain grabbed the edge of his cape and dragged him over to the cages.


    Inside the girls shuddered. Some shivered in pain. They were drugged out, Vaughn’s little toys, but the time had come for them to answer to a new master.


    “I need you to unlock the cages.” Vain threw her head toward poor young Hannah, tethered to a pole, weeping on her knees. “Bring me, Hannah.”


    Vaughn laughed. “My finest treasures? Nice joke, Vain, but if you wanted my attention,” he bit the soft flesh of her cheek, “all you had to do was ask.”


    Vain stroked his firm chest. Her fingers traced over his tattoos. “You’re good, but not that good, honey. I’m not sure how to tell you this, so I’m just going to come right out and say it.”


    “All right,” Vaughn’s eyes flashed with uncertainty. Maybe a bit of fear? Hardly, Vain doubted he was smart enough to fear her.


    “Your business is coming under new management. I’m taking the girls.” Vain nodded her head and Vaughn’s demons stepped out from the darkness. They seized Vaughn on all sides.


    “What is the meaning…. I’m your boss! I’m in charge here! Vain!”


    “Jasper is right about one thing,” Vain licked Vaughn’s lips. “I can’t sit by and watch you blow up perfectly good merchandise. They’re better off with me.”


    Anger and fear mingled in his eyes. Vaughn bared his teeth and screamed. “Damn you, Vain!”


    The demons assaulted Vaughn from all sides. They kicked him, punched him, and he fell, covering his head, as a force twenty demons strong wailed on him. Sad really, how easy it was.


    Wistful, Vain titled her head. “Sorry, Vaughn. On the run like this, you’re no longer useful.” She blew him a kiss as he gurgled on his own blood. “Your boys, they want that little bit of fun that my girls can give them.”


    Hannah cowered as Vain approached. “Please, don’t hurt me.” She sobbed and tried to crawl away, but the handcuffs made that hard.


    From her belt, Vain took a key and unlocked Hannah’s wrists. “We’ll get you off the drugs, Hannah. Get you some clothes. I’ll teach you how to be strong.”


    The young girl rubbed her wrists and sat on the floor. “Just let me go…please.”


    Vain touched her face, tilting it to the side. “So pretty. You have potential. You’re going to be a good girl. Very good for business. Trust me, Hannah. By the time I’m done with you, you’ll call me momma.”


    

  


  
    25: Gwen Blood


    


    The phone rang and rang but no one answered. Couldn’t be good.


    Gwen turned from the office but froze when she saw Mike step across the threshold. “Mike,” Her lips formed an O. Here she’d thought they were doing a great job of avoiding each other since the big speech, “what are you doing here?”


    Her curt tone cut with accusation. Inwardly, Gwen cringed, but on the outside, she couldn’t soften her stance. Just couldn’t, if she did…well, that’s how they ended up in this mess, wasn’t it?


    Hands on his hips, Gwen saw the ever present fury in his eyes. That drive and intensity were one of the reasons she had fallen in love with him in the first place.


    “I thought everything was going to come out. So why did you lie?” Mike’s tone demanded a response. “Why did you lie to them?”


    “It was necessary.” The words tasted bitter and Gwen found she couldn’t look him in the eye. Hadn’t they caused enough grief?


    “Necessary?” Mike repeated with narrow eyes. “For who? You or them? Sure as hell wasn’t our—.”


    Gwen held up her hands to keep him quiet, her eyes squeezed shut. Her sorrow wasn’t for display. Just being with him was too much, too painful. To hear it vocalized in such a way, it might’ve destroyed her for good. “What would you have me tell them? The truth? They know enough about what happened. Just…the circumstances are changed.”


    Mike shook his head and had an incredulous glint in his eye. It was one Gwen was used to, even before their indiscretion. “If they need to know? It’ll come out at the worst possible time just like it always does. Don’t you know that? I’d thought of all the lessons, that one would’ve been the most obvious.”


    Lessons? Gwent didn’t need a lesson in pain. “I couldn’t tell them. The burden of it destroyed us. Destroyed Jacob and everything he worked so hard to build.” Gwen squeezed her eyes shut and felt a strong wave of grief at the thought of her dear brother. Lost, gone because of her. The trouble his girls went through, because of her.


    Did no one, not even Mike, understand the burden she carried? “I couldn’t have it wreck the girls any more than it has. Their destiny has been laced with our mistakes for too long, Michael.”


    His eyes were warm and compassionate, but Gwen didn’t deserve either. She didn’t deserve his kindness. Didn’t want it, either. Being hated was easier. “It’s already shaped them, but it doesn’t all have to be bad. What they’ve been doing, purging the world of demons—.”


    “Undoing our mistakes you mean?” Gwen tilted her head. “Our weaknesses are slowly destroying the world. Reshaping it. Now it’s going to be up to them to fix it. I’ll do my best to help them, to find a way to fix all of it, but they can’t know.”


    “About our son?” Mike asked with a shaking breath and Gwen stared at him with her mouth wide. Couldn’t believe, after all, this time, how dare he even invoke his existence. “You’ve never said it. Never talked about him. Not since that day he was taken into the underworld.”


    And had his blood consumed by Lourdes, giving her physical shape—cursing the Blood family to continue what his blood started—or to end it, one way or another. The Blood family was the answer. Always had been and would be to the end.


    “It’s like for you, he never happened. Never existed.”


    The pain filled her heart each waking moment. From the moment she woke up, from the moment she went to sleep, the grief for her son never left her. She carried him, nurtured him, loved him.


    But it was a mistake. From the very beginning.


    “We failed the world,” Gwen’s lip quivered. “So yes, I don’t want to talk about it. Want to forget what it was like to hold him. When we knew what he was, we should’ve killed him. Killed our baby boy before this could happen to the world! Don’t stare at me Michael Mortenson like I’m a monster because—.”


    Mike’s mouth fell open and he backed up like she was a vile monster. “You loved him. I loved him. We were trying our best to keep him safe. He was a baby; we couldn’t have just—.”


    Idealist, wasn’t he? Even still. Why was it only she who saw what needed to be done? Why did people always stare at her like she was a heartless beast? “Instead, look at the death, Michael. Look at how the world has changed. The demons, the drugs? The girls sold into slavery. It’s all on us because I defied fate and gave birth to that boy knowing full well what would happen.”


    Mike shook his head. “Doesn’t mean we shouldn’t try. Just give up? If we did that, doesn’t that make us as bad as the demons?”


    “No!” Gwen waved her hands at him. “Jacob pledged to protect us and look what happened. It’s all around us. If we took it all back, all of it, he’d be alive. The world would be a safer place. I might have loved our son, Michael, but I always knew letting him live was wrong.” She leaned against the desk and squeezed her eyes shut. “I always knew, one day, we’d lose.”


    The tears in Mike’s eyes were ripe. “We’ve never been able to agree on this so maybe it’s best if we never speak of it again.”


    Like she brought it up? “All that matters is that the girls know they are the answer to stopping Lourdes. When the time comes, they’ll do it. I know they will.”


    Mike eyes couldn’t stop their accusing daggers. “And if they find out our secret? Don’t you think that’ll make them a little angry?”


    “They won’t find out. I swore I’d take this secret to the grave and I will. The only people left who know are you and I. Unless you tell them.” Her tone was almost a dare.


    “And Lourdes,” Mike muttered the name like a curse. “I’m just surprised she didn’t tell Jessica before now. What do you think her plan is?”


    “I don’t know.” That answer was perhaps scariest of them all.


    “I’ll leave. It’s best if you don’t follow.” Mike turned, but Gwen didn’t want him to go. Not really. She spent time after time watching him walk away. Today was just one more time where she had something to say and she didn’t say it.


    Gwen let him go. As she always did.


    Gwen lingered alone in her thoughts. Wondering about her boy. What he would’ve been like, if he had been allowed to grow past infancy.


    “In these moments,” Gwen mumbled to herself, “Jacob, I miss you most of all.”


    Everything they gave to protect that baby, see him to term, and Gwen lost him anyway. That kind of heartbreak changed everything. Gwen had never been the same. Never taken another lover. Never felt the warm embrace of touch again and by God, it was better that way.


    Gwen wiped her face. Hopefully, no one would be able to tell how upset she was. For better or worse, she left the office for the sanctuary. There she saw Mike again talking to her girls. Authoritative, he stood with his hands clasped in front of him and from the way he shifted his weight to each leg, Gwen’s alarms went off.


    Jessica’s face was frigid and it was a look of controlled passion Gwen had seen many times before. Well, something had awoken her, but it wouldn’t be anything Gwen would be happy about. She was sure of it.


    Amanda had a pleading look on her face. When she saw Gwen, her face lit up. It lightened her heart to see that girl again. God, she loved her. More than she had any right to, knowing what it was they were racing toward.


    Gwen should’ve kept her distance, meant to, but one looks at Amana’s face crumbled all of her resolve.


    Amanda pushed back Jessica and Mike. “Aunt Gwen, Duncan’s been captured. I followed the trail he took during the fight. Vain took him and I know where she took him.”


    Gwen glanced between Jessica and Mike. “I don’t know who this Vain is…”


    “It’s a personal matter,” Amanda said with a deep inhale. “We owe him our lives. More than once. We need to go after him.”


    Absurd. Gwen nearly laughed. “The queen of the underworld is busy trying to escape from the underworld and you want to launch a rescue?”


    Amanda’s nose crinkled. “I told you she wouldn’t be happy about this. But, Aunt Gwen…”


    “Don’t Aunt Gwen me, Amanda Blood.” Gwen’s lips pursed together and her harsh voice lashed out. “We have a mission, nothing—.”


    “Nothing else matters but the mission?” Jessica stepped forward. Her eyes lit with a fire they didn’t have earlier. “I’m through putting the mission first. No matter what Duncan’s business is with this Vain, I won’t leave him to die. We’re going after him with or without you.”


    Gwen was used to Amanda wanting to save people, but Jessica? “You’ve been through hell in the last few days. It’s no wonder you want to give up. It’s been relentless. Year after year of demons, of fighting off—.”


    Jessica’s eyebrow arched. Gwen had seen that look a hundred times. It only meant her heels were digging in deeper. “Giving up? I’m not giving up. I’m going after a friend. That’s fighting, not throwing in the towel, Aunt Gwen.” She gazed at Mike. “I was hoping you’d come with us. I know Duncan trusts you.”


    Mike’s eyes were soft. Gwen couldn’t believe it, he supported Jessica on this. “We’re going to need Duncan. He’s a fighter. A warrior.”


    “Then he can handle himself!” Gwen argued. When Mike opened his mouth to argue she held up her hand. “Just wait a second! I got us in this mess because of…love. You might call Duncan a friend, but isn’t it really more than that, Jessica? Aren’t you and Duncan—.”


    “So what if we are? I’m not you. He’s not Mike. Our future doesn’t have to be your future. We’re wasting time. Either you’re coming with us, or we’ll set out on our own.”


    This is where they were? Jessica would leave and go after Duncan? A man she hadn’t seen or trusted in two years? “Well,” Gwen’s eyes narrowed. “I must say I’m disappointed in you, Jessica. More than I could ever say. I never thought you would turn your back on the world.”


    “You’ve been telling me that since you took custody of us.” Jessica’s eyes were ripe with betrayal. “I wasn’t fast enough, didn’t fight hard enough, coddled Amanda too much. I’m not going to let you talk me out of this. We’re going.”


    Stung by her niece’s words, Gwen couldn’t find any words. She was hard on the girls, yes. But what choice did she have? Their lives were dangerous. The demons were always coming. She needed to fix it and the girls had to be strong. Their preparation hadn’t been an option, but for Jessica to feel like Gwen wasn’t on her side…


    Mike stepped forward and spoke with a level voice. “Gwen and I will check into our sources. Make sure everything is all right in the underworld. If there’s trouble… If we call, will you answer?”


    Jessica solemnly nodded. “Absolutely.” She shook Mike’s offered hand.


    “Then that’s all we can ask. God speed, girls.”


    Amanda turned to follow Jessica’s lead out of the church. Gwen hated to just see her go. Shouting out to her, Gwen cupped her mouth. “She’ll get you killed. Amanda, your sister’s head isn’t right.”


    She turned with a sweet smile on her face. “I know, Aunt Gwen. I can feel it, see it, but I’ll get her through it. The best thing for her is to rescue Duncan. Face her demons.”


    Gwen’s heart sunk as Amanda left. Sighing she blamed Mike. “This is all your fault. You could’ve taken my side.”


    “It’s been a long time since I’ve taken your side even when you’re wrong, Genevieve. What Duncan did for Amanda in Jessica’s absence, he deserves our help.”


    “And when the world fades into total darkness because Jessica and Amanda are nowhere to be found? What then?”


    Mike snorted. “You never know anything but gloom, do you?”


    “Something is wrong, Mike. I can feel it in my bones.” Gwen stopped short of grabbing him to give him a shake, but she really wanted to. “We’re going to need those girls and they’ll be nowhere to be found.”


    “Jessica said she’d answer if we called.”


    Gwen shook her head with a sly smirk. “You have a thing or two to learn about Jessica Blood.”


    “And you have a thing or two to learn about Amanda Blood.” Mike crossed his arms and gazed out the window. “She’s not the frail small girl she was once. Amanda can stand up to Jessica.”


    “Oh.” Gwen couldn’t keep the amused tone to herself. “Well, sounds like my niece has a new fan.”


    “An appreciation. A respect. Something you should consider trying.”


    Maybe Gwen was going about things the wrong way. Wouldn’t be the first time.


    


    

  


  
    Lourdes


    


    The veil of the underworld tore and Lourdes pushed her way through. Her bare feet, beneath her dress of torment and shame, pressed into the concrete of the street. Her toes flexed, with toenails painted a forever black, and dug against the hard substance.


    A millennium since her eyes lay upon the sky and now Lourdes saw the glow of the moon. There were only ever stone caverns, the bleakness of rock, but here, the possibilities could be endless. Staring up at the stars, Lourdes felt her breath being swept away. Just past them heaven waited for her to return home.


    Time to remind the angels she was made of fire and brimstone.


    Her loyal legion flanked her on either side. Lourdes turned her head to address them. “Find me Vaughn. If you cannot bring him to me then bring me his head.”


    “Yes, Malady!” the demon in charge bowed and they departed, leaving her to wander on her own and take care of business. It had been so long since Lourdes had a real meal, her stomach craved meat.


    Time for a meal. Something young. Something fresh.


    Lourdes sneered as she started across the street, but the glow of headlights barreled toward her. With a yelp, she jumped out of the way. A horn wailed in warning to her. Is someone warning her in reprisal?


    She would find them, Lourdes gripped her hands tight together. She would find them and then she would…


    “Are you lost?” A little voice asked her.


    Lourdes gathered up the fabric of her dress and spun around. The girl couldn’t be more than ten-years-old and stood at the mouth of a driveway. Short blond hair framed her face with a blue winter cap snug around her ears.


    A child. A sweet, lovely child.


    Bending over, Lourdes smiled and in the presence of her beauty, the girl shivered. Eyes wide, she took a step back. Lourdes’s smile had been known to chill even the worthiest opponent. “Why aren’t you in bed, dear child?”


    “I was…waiting for my dad to get home from work. He works late on Thursdays.”


    Days of the week. How quaint.


    “Molly!” The girl’s mother stood at the open front door. Plump, in jeans and a loose sweater, she had circles under her eyes and a smidge of chocolate at the corner of her mouth. “Please stop bothering that woman and come inside.”


    Her voice held a tinge of fear. Lourdes breathed deeply to take in the sweet scent and puffed up her chest. “Why don’t you invite me in? I haven’t had a real bite to eat in a long, long time.”


    Pale as a ghost, Molly backed up toward the path to the front door, her hands gripping the boards of the fence as she went. Lourdes didn’t want to chase her, but she took a gingerly step forward. Each foot sizzled against the concrete and left their impression behind.


    “Run, Molly!” The mother screamed and fumbled with some sort of device in her hand. Lourdes didn’t like it.


    Molly turned and charged toward the door. Lourdes just missed the tail end of her sweater as she ran by, but just the proximity of her fingers singed the corner of the blue fabric. Safe inside, dear old Mom slammed the front door closed.


    Lourdes didn’t need to kick it in. Instead, she touched the door knob and melted it so the door simply swung open. The simple house was nondescript except for the family photos on the wall. Homey, with toys cluttering the corners of the room. Humans lived so simple, didn’t they? Unaware that a war was going on.


    For them and their very souls.


    At least it beat the caves of the underworld. Real world, real damage, could be done here on the Earth. As long as the Bloods didn’t find her. Lourdes needed to find them first and put an end to them.


    The mother gripped a fireplace poker as if her life depended on it. “I don’t know what you want…”


    Lourdes stepped forward, the pink carpet burned in her wake. “A simple bite to eat, but first a question.”


    The mother backed up against the wall. “You’re so…beautiful.”


    “I get that a lot.” Lourdes tilted her head with a smile and the mom’s mouth fell open, witnessing her true demonic appearance. “How do you get around up here? Find someone you’re looking for. I have…friends…I need to find.”


    The weasel Vaughn. The Blood sisters. Time for her to create a to-do list.


    “Umm…” Mom scratched her head and her eyes pinched together as if the question was crazy. Lourdes’s temper fumed that someone like this would judge her. “We get around using cars. If we need to find someone, I guess we use the internet to look them up. In the old days, we used a phone book. Are you—where are you from?”


    “Out of town. I’m going to need help to do all of these human things, but first, a bite to eat.” Lourdes gripped the Mom’s chubby neck tight with her hand.


    The woman’s skin smoldered. Her eyes bulged from their sockets as she screamed. The life energy flowed from her into Lourdes. Closing her eyes, Lourdes moaned as smoke circled around her. Inside, the pulse of the woman’s life force plumped up her energy level and her cheeks shined with more beauty. Eating was a fine pleasure and one she hadn’t been afforded in the underworld. No, that luxury had been stripped from her long ago by the angels.


    Lourdes’s fall from glory and internment in the Underworld was so long ago, but the memory of earthly pleasures came rushing back. Glorious, beautiful, and all hers.


    She barely had memory of the air or the salt of the Earth. Free at last, she’d never go back to her prison. What was the value of a few human souls compared to her glory and beauty? Who were the angels to cast her, the most beautiful, for heaven for such indulgences? Humans should’ve existed to serve them, not the other way around.


    Lourdes saw the truth no one else could and for that, she was punished for an eternity. Lourdes opened her eyes and groaned with disappointment.


    She had taken too much. The mother had been dried out like a husk. An empty sack, like a mummy, her once fatty frame sunken. Her skin colored gray and wrinkled, her eyes fallen from their sockets.


    “Such a pity,” Lourdes whispered and let the body go. Like a stack of dominos, the body fell apart and as it crashed to the floor, it dissolved into brittle ash and bone.


    Oh well, there would be other humans. The earth was full of them, wasn’t it? Thump—thump—someone ran along the upper level of the home. The child. While not ideal, she could read and write, that was all Lourdes needed.


    She gripped the railing to the stairs and her fingers charred it black. A light from the front bay window filled the room as a machine pulled into the driveway.


    Was that a car? Lourdes was anxious to try one out.


    Time for a new plan, Lourdes smirked and fluffed her dress. Had to look good for the man of the household. “Daddy’s home,” She sneered as the door flung open.


    Dressed in a suit, the handsome fellow’s eyes fell on the corpse of his dear wife. The briefcase fell from his open hand. “What the hell is going on?”


    Lourdes stepped into view. “Sorry about the mess, dear. Why don’t you come inside so we can have a quick bite to eat?”


    She flipped her hand in the air, smoke billowed from her nail, and the front door slammed behind him. He’d move and run, if he could.


    Lourdes kept him safe and sound in a stasis field, but only for a brief moment. Horror on 42nd Street was about to be unleashed and Lourdes wouldn’t miss a moment of it.


    

  


  
    26: Jessica Blood


    


    


    Sliding behind the wheel of her 1966 Chrysler felt like going home. A personal, private moment that Jessica gladly shared with only her sister. She slipped the key in the ignition and reflex took over. A slight pump of the gas, a twist of the key, and the old girl turned over like the day it rolled off the line. Hearing the familiar purr to the engine made everything right in the world, at least for a few seconds.


    She wanted to hold onto the quiet moment. Jessica gripped the steering wheel, feeling every crack and mark. Each of them told a tale, stirred a memory.


    Some of them of Amanda, but it was the ones about Dad that Jessica searched for. Hoping those ones would rekindle her courage and the will to push forward despite the odds against them.


    To her dismay, it didn’t quell her fears. Gazing over at Amanda, Jessica bit her lip. “What if I can’t do this?”


    Her sister held a silver glove in her hand, one that Amanda said belonged to this Vain woman and would lead them to Duncan. “You’re Jessica Blood. You can do whatever you set your mind to.”


    If that was true, she didn’t feel it. “Right now I don’t feel much like her.”


    “I know,” Amanda sighed, “and if things went the way they were supposed to, you’d have a month off to sip tea, write in a journal, and express all your feelings while we gaze out at the rolling ocean. But that’s not our life. Our life is this. Killing demons and saving people. We have to save Duncan. I think it’s worth trying, don’t you think, to save him?”


    Amanda chosen her words carefully to motivate her and Jessica had to admit it worked. She blinked back tears. “When did you become such a hard ass?”


    “When I had to…save my sister. Let’s get Duncan and let’s try to end this thing properly. Make it so Vain can’t hurt anyone else again. She’s the one who captures the girls. She needs to be finished, Jess.”


    Jessica shifted the car into drive. After a slow creep, she pulled out of the church parking lot and hit the open streets. Breathing out a long sigh of relief, it did feel better to be in the car. Driving toward a destination that had nothing to do with what Lourdes wanted. Death and destruction had been her game, now Jessica wanted to do some saving. Maybe for a while she could forget what happened to her and focus on someone else.


    “He told you all that about Vain? His sister, everything.” Jessica swallowed hard. “I wish he had told me. I wish he had told us and we had gone with him to find her.”


    “So did he, in hindsight. He was trying to protect us from getting on Vaughn’s radar. Turned out we ended up on it anyway.” Amanda chewed on the inside of her lip. “He wanted to tell you, I think we just ran out of time.”


    Jessica remembered that night at the cabin, before the demons attacked with the angel. Duncan had been ready to tell her something and that was probably it. She wished Duncan had told her, instead of hearing it second hand from Amanda. Of course, maybe if Jessica hadn’t been such a bitch….


    “We’ll get him back from Vain,” Jessica said it aloud to bolster her own confidence more than anything. “We’ll get him out and then we’ll see what happens.” Her stomach rolled at the notion of seeing Duncan, worried he might decide to walk away from them. That wasn’t what Jessica wanted, hell a few weeks ago it wasn’t even a possibility.


    But now, the very idea of life without Duncan Jasper, made Jessica sick.


    “What happens? Jess, you should have seen him. Everything he did to help us get you back and protect me. He was my knight in shining armor. He helped me get off the drugs, watched over me like a true hero. Just like you, he’s a hero, and just like you, he doesn’t see it.”


    Amanda’s words cut deep. “Well, maybe after this we can take a vacation. I’ve always wanted to sit on a beach and sip a drink with a little umbrella in it. They don’t serve those in hell you know,” Jessica said.


    Her sister shook her head. “Maybe I can play some shuffleboard and sing some karaoke.” Amanda turned the radio up and started singing along with the next song they played.


    Jessica cringed at the sound, it would surely shatter the windows on the old girl, but inside everything felt right. They were headed to get Duncan; Jessica had her sister—the one person who could make a rescue feel like a party.


    But the sense of dread grew. There’d be no rest, no vacations. Jessica would bet her soul on that.


    


    *****


    Empty tank of gas and empty bellies, Jessica and Amanda pulled over to refuel. The ground was slick and rain echoed through the car’s cabin. Amanda counted her money. “We should’ve asked for some before we left the church. We have enough for half a tank of gas, or to eat; we can’t do both.”


    Jessica thought about it. “We can eat after we rescue Duncan,” she suggested with a shrug.


    “Maybe we can find a few quarters on the ground and share a hotdog.” Amanda opened her car door and Jessica followed after her. It wasn’t the worst plan. They had shared less food than that before and managed to survive.


    Over by a pickup truck, Amanda did manage to find a quarter. “Shiny,” she held it up under the lights so Jessica would see before putting it in her coin purse. When the burly man fueling his truck grabbed Amanda by the wrist, she gasped. “Hey!”


    “You found something I dropped?” He snarled and his unshaven face practically right against Amanda.


    Jessica’s protective urges seized control. One way or another, that buffoon was letting Amanda go. “Get your hands off my sister. If she took something of yours, she’ll give it back.”


    His eyes narrowed. “Yeah?” He glared at Amanda, his jaw edging back and forth. “You got something to say, pretty lady?”


    “I’m sorry,” Amanda tried to pry his fingers off her wrist. “I didn’t mean to take your quarter. We’re just short on money and we were trying to come up with some extra cash—.”


    The man’s entirely demeanor changed. He let Amanda’s wrist go and took off his hat in respect. “Oh man, I know tough times when I see them. I’ll head inside, grab you guys something to eat. Your car’s on pump two, right?”


    Amanda nodded with a slight jitter in her eye. “Thank you, kind sir, but that’s not really—.”


    “Think nothing of it.” He hurried inside, the bell jinglingly as he pulled the door open. Jessica just stared after him with her mouth fallen open.


    What the hell had just happened? Did they just meet Santa Clause as a truck driver? “Well, he must be the nicest guy—.” It wasn’t like them to have such good luck and from Amanda’s fallen expression, Jessica suspected something else was at play.


    “I didn’t mean to,” Amanda whispered. “I didn’t mean to push him like that. He was just hurting my wrist so I…”


    Jessica’s eyebrows came together. “I don’t think I’m following you.”


    “My powers,” Amanda cast a glance over her shoulder to make sure no one was around. “They’ve changed a lot since Vaughn. I can read minds sometimes, as you know, and I can…influence people. Just once or twice, mostly when I’m upset or in a jam.”


    Jessica stared at her sister. Was this a blessing or a curse? Should she be terrified or grateful? Everything Aunt Gwen told Jessica as she grew up ‘protect Amanda, protect her purity at all costs, we don’t know what will happen to her power’ looped inside her head.


    More was going on than they were told, that much was clear, but Jessica didn’t have time to worry. Not with Duncan captured by the sworn enemy.


    “You’re not mad at me, are you?” Amanda’s eyes widened like a stray puppy dog.


    Jessica shook her head but didn’t say anything. No, she wasn’t mad. How could she be mad? Was she terrified at what this meant? You betcha. How could Amanda change so much, in only the span of a few days?


    The man returned with a box of food for them. Hot dogs, sodas, chips, and even some fresh fruit. Amanda took it from him with a delicate curtsey. “Thank you so much, Sir.”


    He waved her off with a good natured laugh. “You girls looked like you could use a good meal. You can gas up now too. The pump has enough on it to fill that beast of a tank.”


    Amanda kept talking, but Jessica used that moment to escape over to the car. She wasn’t big yet on human conversation, pumping gas into the car was more her speed. The gas cover hid behind the license place, so Jessica squatted and held onto the hose aware that a shadow crept behind her.


    “You should announce yourself before sneaking up on someone.” Jessica spun and came face to face with the glower of a police officer.


    The cops. Jessica gulped and her heart raced. “Officer, what can I—.”


    He spat what must have been a wad of chew onto the ground. “This here car is wanted in connection of a crime, did you know that?”


    “A recent one?” Jessica cringed. She didn’t know that. How would she know anything like that, she’d been held captive in the underworld?


    The cop nodded. “Murder at a hospital down in Kansas. Not just a murder, but several dozen. Calling it a massacre. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


    “Me? Well, listen I’m sure we can clear this up.” She thought about what happened to Ron and all of the Black Scorpion gang members that were gutted like fish. Jessica had done that, and for that crime, she deserved to pay. Sure, she had been under Lourdes’s control, but Jessica owned that guilt. It was hers.


    She remembered the screams and the heavy smell of blood. The horror on their faces and how it felt to slide her blade into their skin. It never went in as easy as you thought it would. Popping of cartridge and bones, Jessica thought she might never forget that noise as she’d slaughtered men who had pledged their lives to help her sister.


    Demons were one thing. Possessed humans were even expendable, if a dire situation arose, but what Jessica did? No, there was no excuse. No excuse at all.


    The cop put the gasoline hose back for her and in his other hand twirled a set of handcuffs and his intent was clear. He’d take her down to the station, and she’d probably never get out again. That was what Jessica deserved.


    The cop went for her wrist. “You’re under arrest, little lady.”


    But Duncan was in trouble. He needed her and didn’t deserve being abandoned over a little thing like her conscience.


    “I can’t let you do that,” tears shined bright in her eyes. “I’m sorry.” `She grabbed his wrist and yanked him close. Eye wide, he flung toward her and Jessica slammed him under the chin with the open palm of her hand. “Amanda, it’s time to go!”


    The officer’s feet skidded on the wet pavement so when Jessica kicked him in the gut he fell over to his back. No one rushed to his aid so she took a moment to handcuff the cop to a pole.


    And stole his gun.


    “Wait! Stop!” he screamed after her, but Jessica slid into the ‘66.


    She stowed the gun inside the glove box as Amanda slammed her door shut. “Always good to have more ammo, but we’ll need to ditch the gun,” Jessica said as she peeled out of the gas station.


    “Twizzler?” Amanda offered her with a sad smile on her face.


    Jessica took it and took a bite. No one would ever mistake her for a good person. No one. Especially not herself.


    


    ****


    


    Empty tank of gas and empty bellies, Jessica and Amanda pulled over to refuel. The ground was slick and rain echoed through the chamber of the car. Amanda counted her money. “We should’ve asked for some before we left the church. We have enough for half a tank of gas or to eat, but we can’t do both.”


    Jessica thought about it. “We can eat after we rescue Duncan,” she suggested with a shrug.


    “Maybe we can find a few quarters on the ground and share a hotdog.” Amanda opened her car door and Jessica followed after her. It wasn’t the worst plan. They had shared less food than that before and managed to survive.


    Over by a pickup truck, Amanda did manage to find a quarter. “Shiny,” she held it up under the lights so Jessica would see before putting it in her coin purse. When the burly man fueling his truck grabbed Amanda by the wrist, she gasped. “Hey!”


    “You found something I dropped?” He snarled and his unshaven face practically right against Amanda.


    Jessica’s protective urges seized control. One way or another, that buffoon was letting Amanda go. “Get your hands off my sister. If she took something of yours, she’ll give it back.”


    His eyes narrowed. “Yeah?” He glared at Amanda, his jaw edging back and forth. “You got something to say, pretty lady?”


    “I’m sorry,” Amanda tried to pry his fingers off her wrist. “I didn’t mean to take your quarter. We’re just short on money and we were trying to come up with some extra cash—.”


    The man’s entirely demeanor changed. He let Amanda’s wrist go and took off his hat in respect. “Oh man, I know tough times when I see them. I’ll head inside, grab you guys something to eat. Your car’s on pump two, right?”


    Amanda nodded with a slight jitter in her eye. “Thank you, kind sir, but that’s not really—.”


    “Think nothing of it.” He hurried inside, the bell jinglingly as he pulled the door open. Jessica just stared after him with her mouth fallen open.


    What the hell had just happened? Did they just meet Santa Clause as a truck driver? “Well, he must be the nicest guy—.” It wasn’t like them to have such good luck and from Amanda’s fallen expression, Jessica suspected something else was at play.


    “I didn’t mean to,” Amanda whispered. “I didn’t mean to push him like that. He was just hurting my wrist so I…”


    Jessica’s eyebrows came together. “I don’t think I’m following you.”


    “My powers,” Amanda cast a glance over her shoulder to make sure no one was around. “They’ve changed a lot since Vaughn. I can read minds sometimes, as you know, and I can…influence people. Just once or twice, mostly when I’m upset or in a jam.”


    Jessica stared at her sister. Was this a blessing or a curse? Should she be terrified or grateful? Everything Aunt Gwen told Jessica as she grew up ‘protect Amanda, protect her purity at all costs, we don’t know what will happen to her power’ looped inside her head.


    More was going on than they were told, that much was clear, but Jessica didn’t have time to worry. Not with Duncan captured by the sworn enemy.


    “You’re not mad at me, are you?” Amanda’s eyes widened like a stray puppy dog.


    Jessica shook her head but didn’t say anything. No, she wasn’t mad. How could she be mad? Was she terrified at what this meant? You betcha. How could Amanda change so much, in only the span of a few days?


    The man returned with a box of food for them. Hot dogs, sodas, chips, and even some fresh fruit. Amanda took it from him with a delicate curtsey. “Thank you so much, Sir.”


    He waved her off with a good natured laugh. “You girls looked like you could use a good meal. You can gas up now too. The pump has enough on it to fill that beast of a tank.”


    Amanda kept talking, but Jessica used that moment to escape over to the car. She wasn’t big yet on human conversation so she pumped gas into her car. The gas cover hid behind the license place, so Jessica squatted and held onto the hose aware that a shadow crept behind her.


    “You should announce yourself before sneaking up on someone.” Jessica stood upright and saw the glower of a police officer.


    The cops. Jessica gulped and her heart raced. “Officer, what can I---.”


    He spat what must have been a wad of chew onto the ground. “This here car is wanted in connection of a crime, did you know that?”


    “A recent one?” Jessica cringed. She didn’t know that. How would she know anything like that, she’d been held captive in the underworld?


    The cop nodded. “Murder at a hospital down in Kansas. Not just a murder, but several dozens. Calling it a massacre. You wouldn’t know anything about that, would you?”


    “Me? Well, listen I’m sure we can clear this up.” She thought about what happened to Ron and all of the Black Scorpion gang members that were gutted like fish. Jessica had done that and for that crime, she deserved to pay. Sure, she had been under Lourdes’s control, but Jessica owned that guilt. It was hers.


    She remembered the screams and the heavy smell of blood. The horror on their faces and how it felt to slide her blade into their skin. It never went in as easy as you thought it would. Popping of cartridge and bones, Jessica thought she might never forget that noise as she’d slaughtered men who had pledged their lives to help her sister.


    Demons were one thing. Possessed humans were even expendable, if a dire situation arose, but what Jessica did? No, there was no excuse. No excuse at all.


    The cop put the gasoline hose back for her and in his other hand twirled a set of handcuffs, intent on arresting her. He’d take her down to the station, and she’d probably never get out again. That was what Jessica deserved.


    The cop went for her wrist. “You’re under arrest, little lady.”


    But Duncan was in trouble. He needed her and didn’t deserve being abandoned over a little thing like her conscience.


    “I can’t let you do that,” tears shined bright in her eyes. “I’m sorry.” `She grabbed his wrist and yanked him close. Eye wide, he flung toward her and Jessica slammed him under the chin with the open palm of her hand. “Amanda, it’s time to go!”


    The officer’s feet skidded on the wet pavement so when Jessica kicked him in the gut he fell over to his back. No one rushed to his aid so she took a moment to handcuff the cop to a pole.


    And stole his gun.


    “Wait! Stop!” he screamed after her, but Jessica slid into her car.


    She stowed the gun inside the glove box as Amanda slammed her car door shut. “Always good to have more ammo, but we’ll need to ditch the gun,” Jessica said as she peeled out of the gas station.


    “Twizzler?” Amanda offered her with a sad smile on her face.


    Jessica took it and tore into it. No one would ever mistake her for a good person. No one. Especially not herself.


    

  


  
    27: Amanda Blood


    


    Amanda slept, and when she slept, she dreamed.


    Through miles, she traveled to someone close to her. Someone desperately in need of her help. Beaten and bloody, her poor friend Duncan was tethered by chains. More than a friend, like a brother, he was on his feet in a large room surrounded by cages on all sides.


    Cages. Amanda’s inner heart broke for the women who filled them, but she focused on Duncan. Shirtless, he wore only his low hung blue denim jeans, now splattered with his own blood. His pecks were cut and his chest and abdomen bruised from the endless torture. Head down, his chin buried in his chest, it didn’t please Vain at all.


    Gripping his hair tight, she threw his head back. His eye was swollen, and his lip bled. “Sleeping on me?” She slipped golden knuckles on her hand and pummeled him in the stomach hard.


    Again and again.


    With a cry, Duncan came awake. He moaned as his legs gave out, yanking on the chains from the ceiling.


    “Does it hurt?” Vain’s eyes widened with hope. “Do you want to beg me yet to kill you?”


    Duncan mumbled, incoherent. His head shook, but then he lost control and it snapped backward. Lips parted, his words came out as sincere as anything Vain had ever heard. “J…Jessica.”


    Vain’s face contorted with rage. Nostrils flaring, her teeth bared, she screamed and kicked him in his broken ribs, sending him soaring backward. His cries didn’t bring her comfort. Nothing did.


    “Then let us start again, Duncan Jasper.”


    


    ****


    


    


    Amanda snorted awake and wiped her hair from her face. Gazing around she saw they were still driving and the orange sunset off in the distance. Jessica barely glanced at her; instead, she had a white-knuckle grip on the steering wheel and just stared off into the distance. There was so much despair coming from her, Amanda just wanted to help her.


    “Do you want some sleep?”


    Jessica shook her head but otherwise didn’t say anything.


    Amanda wished Jessica would get some rest or talk to her. “I dreamt of Duncan,” Amanda swallowed and watched Jessica’s face turn toward her. “Vain is killing him blow by blow and she’s not alone. Vaughn is there. I didn’t see him…I felt him.” Amanda rubbed her arms to warm herself.


    Suddenly inside she was cold. So cold.


    Jessica sighed with an exaggerated eye roll. “Vaughn, perfect. Then we end it all tonight. Kill Vain, Kill Vaughn. Go on our merry way.”


    “Orrrr,” Amanda drew it out, watching Jessica’s face for a reaction, “we exorcise him. Leave the host alive and destroy Vaughn piece by piece until there’s nothing left to send to the underworld.”


    Jessica slammed on the breaks as they approached a red light. “Have you lost your mind? Exorcise a high-level demon like that? He’s been in that host for what, hundreds of years? They’re practically one at this point. You have any idea how long that’ll take?”


    “Maybe,” Amanda shrugged, “but I’m getting stronger, Jess. I removed Lourdes’s mark from you and I brought Gwen back from the dead. The dead! The things I can do…”


    “Scare me,” Jessica said softly as she released the break. “You’ve gotten so strong, so fast. There has to have been some sort of trade off for this kind of power. It terrifies me.”


    “That I’m not your sister anymore?” Amanda’s eyes were wide as she felt Jessica’s greatest fear rolling off of her. “I’m still Mandy. I’m still your sister. I’m stronger now, Jess. Think of all the people we can save. Think about what we can do.”


    Jessica shook her head. “You just promise me one thing; if it comes down to your life or Vaughn’s you pick yours. Okay? You won’t sacrifice yourself for some host who means nothing to us. You promise me.”


    Amanda nodded. “I promise, Jess. I never break one, you know. Just like a Disney princess.”


    Jessica snorted. “Who told you something so corny?”


    “Duncan did.” Amanda settled in her seat and leaned her head against the dashboard. They fell into an uncomfortable silence and Amanda could feel Jessica’s doubts creeping through her mind. “I thought you’d be happy that I can help you more. I’m not just some fragile vase that needs protecting anymore, Jess. I’m not dead weight.”


    “You were never never dead weight. Don’t you ever say that.” Jessica’s anger flexed. “You were—you are—the best thing about all of this. So don’t you go wanting to change, Amanda. Don’t.”


    “I don’t want to change, but I don’t know how to stop. I don’t think I can.” Amanda’s voice shrunk and the truth of her words even scared her.


    Jessica shook her head. “Well find a way. Please. I don’t want you to change, Mandy. I…” her voice shook, “I need you to stay just the way you are, okay?”


    So unsteady and afraid, Amanda took Jessica’s hand and kissed it. “You’ll always have me, Jessie. Always.”


    “Good,” Jessica’s face flushed as she kissed her sister’s hand. “Life wouldn’t be worth it without you. You know that? Nothing would be.”


    She felt bad for Jessica, she did. Everything she had been through had really messed with her mind, but what was there to be afraid of? Exorcising demons was what they did; this only meant Amanda would have the advantage—didn’t it?


    

  


  
    Lourdes


    


    House to house, person to person, it didn’t take Lourdes long to have what she needed. An army of husks. Their gray skin dry and tough as leather, their clothes hanging loosely around their bodies. Their eyes were dried and brittle, bulging from their sockets and their teeth giant in their skeletal mouths.


    “Follow me,” Lourdes commanded as they marched through the city streets. They followed closely behind in tight-knit rows of ten. Dozens of rows, hundreds of husks shuffled their feet. Every word she said like a vow straight to their sunken hearts.


    Lourdes skin shimmered darker than ever. Her strength at an all-time high, but the urge to feed again was always present—twinging in her gut. She needed to accomplish much, but had little time to do it before the Bloods seized the upper hand.


    This town was finished. It was the first, but more would fall. Before the next full moon, the Earth would be her domain and heaven would be next—if she played her cards right.


    She led her army of husks to a hill, and gazed down at the sleeping city below. Traffic lights still flicked off and on, but the town was empty. Behind her, it followed foot by foot.


    Step by step.


    “Open your mouths, my friends,” Lourdes smiled with pleasure. “Open your mouths and level this town to the ground.”


    They could do nothing but comply. The husks angled their heads back and opened their mouths. Fear and pestilence flew out in the hundreds of thousands. With tiny wings, the locusts flapped and flew over the town. Consuming every tree branch, every house, anything that once contained life would be eaten; destroyed.


    The husks mouths came dislodged as the decay flowed. When they were done, when the town was leveled to the ground, Lourdes would move on to the next. The world would pay for what the Bloods had done.


    With their very souls.


    


    *****


    


    Mike had never liked Gwen’s taste in cars. The jeep was no exception. Sure, he didn’t say anything about it outright, but his sigh made it obvious. Once they hit the road, he held on as if his life depended on it. Would have been funny if it didn’t piss Gwen off to high heaven. “I’ll have you know that there’s nothing wrong with this jeep.”


    “I’m sure it’s in top working order.”


    Gwen rolled her eyes. “Fresh spark plugs and an oil change just a few clicks ago. Even while possessed, I’m good at car maintenance.”


    Mike wiped the spit from the corner of his mouth. “Making light of that situation?”


    “Is that or break down and cry, but that never helped anyone. Just like I’m always telling my nieces.”


    Arms crossed he nodded. “Is it something you want to talk about?”


    Lips pursed together, Gwen answered curtly. “No.” Hell, no. Definitely not. Gwen didn’t talk about things. What was the point to it, anyway? Nothing ever changed. Life was a battle. Period.


    “Is there anything you do want to talk about? We’re only halfway there.”


    Gwen couldn’t think of any safe subjects. “Just being here with you is surreal enough. I don’t think either of us needs to talk about anything.”


    “I spent so many years avoiding you,” Mike sighed, “now here we are, sitting side by side.”


    “Off to save the world.” Gwen shook her head without a drop of comedy. Just being around him made her nervous. What did you say to the only man you ever loved? The man you slept with, gave yourself to, only to have your whole world blow up? “Hopefully, it goes better than it did the last time.”


    Mike paused to cast her a look, but never met her eyes. He never did, did he? Not since their baby boy died. Maybe Mike blamed her, maybe he didn’t, but Gwen couldn’t forgive herself so that too didn’t matter. “Could be nothing. Maybe his phone has no signal. Might not be anything wrong at all.”


    Gwen snorted. “Since when have our lives been that easy?”


    He conceded the point with a nod of his head. “Despite everything, it’s good to see you again. I didn’t get a chance to say it before.”


    “Demon possession is a might bit inconvenient. I’ll say this; you have great timing, and thank you. With the girls around I didn’t get to say it, but I meant to. If it hadn’t been you, the demon would never have been cast out. No one else would go to the lengths you did.”


    Mike shifted in his seat. “For some, murder is the most heinous of crimes, but for me, it’s just one more to add to my growing list. I knew you would rather be dead, than be used against your girls.”


    Her girls. Gwen’s smiled bitterly. The color of their hair was perhaps the only thing they shared in common. Once she thought her and Jessica might grow to be friends, one day, once Jessica knew everything. But after today, well, “I had no idea I made Jessica feel so defeated. No idea.”


    For a brief moment, Gwen thought she might cry and that was unacceptable. She bit the inside of her cheek to stop it from happening. “Don’t be so weak, Gwen,” that’s what Jacob once said to her. Once, before he knew real love—before bouncing those two girls on his knee changed his life.


    And he should’ve had more time with it, damn it. He should’ve put party hats on their heads for more birthdays and been there for the first talk about boys. Warned Jessica, about the likes of Duncan Jasper. Gwen was a poor substitute. She knew that and spent so much time running from that responsibility; she’d left them in foster care. Those bruises on Jessica’s face and arms hadn’t come from demons.


    Gwen would never forget that first meeting with the scared and battered girl. Never forgive herself for that either.


    “You did what was necessary to get them through. Everyone knows that. Jessica does too. Now isn’t the time to take her words to heart. She’s hurting bad, Gwen. You didn’t see…” Mike cleared her throat. “Lourdes put her through unspeakable horrors. I doubt she’ll ever be the same.”


    “Don’t say that,” Gwen’s mouth fell open, horrified. She had been there, done that, but she always wished for better for her girls—especially Jessica. A special child, took after Jacob in so many ways, but her capacity for love, it didn’t come from being a Blood. It came from Donna—Jessica’s dear saint of a mother.


    The loss of a great friend—the sweetest and kindest there ever was—Gwen mourned her almost more than the loss of her older brother. “Don’t you say that. They might not know, really know, but I love them. I do.”


    “I know you do,” Mike spoke softly as if his own voice might betray him. “They’re alive, thanks to you. Deep down, they know that. Amanda can feel everything you feel. She’s getting stronger.”


    Gwen knew that too and it terrified her. “Everything that was written is coming to pass. Every bit of prophecy about Lourdes we set in motion is coming true.”


    Mike swallowed and his knee bounced up and down. “Amanda isn’t that far gone yet.”


    Gwen laughed, bitter. “It won’t matter. If Lourdes manages to get free and walk the earth, we’re all doomed. It’s only a matter of time before she takes on the angels and this time, Lourdes will be ready for them. The only way to avert it, you know what it is.”


    Mike nodded, a haunted look in his eyes. “You should’ve told them, should’ve warned them.”


    “If they knew,” Gwen’s lips twisted down as if she tasted something vile, “I’m afraid they’d choose each other over defeating Lourdes.” She sighed. “And we can’t have that. The future of the world is more important than two people.”


    Even if you loved them dearly.


    


    A handler of rare antiquities and books, Gwen expected to find her old friend Archibald Franklin at his home estate. A sprawling mansion, really there was no other word for it, located in the city of Rosenberg. A quiet placed, where an eccentric old bat could do what he did best. Live a life of solitude and confinement while tending to his wares.


    Gwen’s stomach tensed as soon as they entered the city limits. A place people went to retire to a quiet life, it had never been stagnant, but now an eerie silence hung above the town like a fog. There were no other cars on the road and the houses weren’t lit from the inside. She slowed the jeep down to a crawl and peered out the window with dread.


    “It is night time. Everyone is probably still asleep,” Mike rolled down his window to get a better look outside.


    Not a single light? Gwen’s stomach rocked uneasy. “No noise. Nothing. I think we better get to Archie and find out what’s going on.” Gwen stepped on the gas and the jeep accelerated up the hill. Once over the top, the lampposts were burned out and the homes just over the ridge—


    “Mother of God,” Mike whispered and made the sign of the cross against his forehead. Gwen wished he wouldn’t do that in her presence, but was too dumbfounded to speak.


    The homes were gone.


    There was evidence there had once been homes. Brick and concrete foundations chipped and cracked, but what could have done such a thing? It was like a giant tornado had swept the homes away, but where to?


    There was little debris. Too little.


    Gwen stopped the car and leapt out. In the cool night air, she approached a set of tires on the ground. Bending down she touched a steel rod lying beside them.


    Had this been a car? What had done this?


    “Mike,” Gwen raced to his spot on what would’ve been a walkway to the front door. Bent over, he scooped blackened dust sprinkled with bits of purple fabric and let it trickle through his fingers.


    His chin crumbled as his frowned. “We better check on Arch. There’s nothing we can do here. This place is gone.”


    “The people?” Gwen turned on her flashlight and rushed passed the crumbling foundation. She shined her light on the debris. A splintered table lay on its side by an old fireplace. As if it melted, it molded with the floor remains. Beside it, a dirty baby doll with half its face gnawed off. Oh God, what happened to this place?


    Gwen covered her mouth, thinking of all that had been lost here. The children? The people?


    “Grief now will only slow us down, Genevieve.” Mike tugged on her arm. “Come from this place. It’s still too fresh. The dead need time to settle. If we disturb them now…”


    She nodded solemnly as Mike led her out of there. Gwen hopped back into her jeep, grateful that it was still running. Shifting into drive, she feared what they might find further on, but they continued.


    Deeper into the city. Deeper into the ruin.


    


    Like a war-torn city, crumbled foundations all around them, intermingled with the damage of fallen power lines. Uprooted trees lay on their sides, blocking the way up the hill toward Archibald’s estate. Gwen cut the engine to the jeep and grabbed her bag from the back. “Traveling on foot is going to be risky,” she said.


    Mike joined her side with his M-4A1 gripped in his hand, the strap casually over on the shoulder. Stoned face as they approached the fallen trees, he had no commentary.


    Gwen raised her eyebrows. Be that way then, she thought and shined her flashlight onto the trunk of the tree in their way. The bark was torn, gnawed by something, but she was unsure what could have done so much damage. It was magical, that much was a given.


    “Over here.” Mike nudged the roots of the tree with his foot.


    She shined her light upon it and saw the wriggling masses of maggots falling to the ground. Splattering into the mud, they rolled around on top of each other, becoming bigger as the mud packed together into discs. Growing and shifting, the shifts grew tall like cylinders. It took a moment, but Gwen’s eyes were witnessing the creation of a man.


    Demons growing out of the dirt.


    “Mike,” Gwen said with alarm.


    He grabbed her arm and pulled her onto the fallen tree so they could get to the other side. By the ravine, four shadows grew from compacted mud and maggots. Their bodies complete, they started a slow march toward the two humans.


    “So much for slow and easy,” Mike fired into the demons. He backed up as they grew closer.


    Nice as it was to watch him work Gwen needed to pitch in. “You’re the one who’s always been the optimist, dear.” She threw her arms down by her side, fingers locked and fully extended. The wind began to pick up. A crackle of thunder approached from the west and a surge of lightning rained down from the sky.


    The elements were at her beck and call. She would forever be their master, but they were hard to control for someone who wasn’t a demon. She lifted her hands and shot a bolt of lightning toward the charging creatures. It hit one, lighting it on fire, before surging into another. Mud and maggots exploded everywhere.


    Mike yelped as guts sprayed him. Gwen sailed through the air under the force of her own power. Her back hit a streetlamp. Grimacing, she fell down to her butt. Up above, the light swayed in erratic delight—it was going to fall.


    Giving a yell, Gwen rolled out of the way, pressing her body up against a rock to avoid being hit by the lamp post. “We’ve got to move!” Mike grabbed her hand and forced her up.


    Running up the hill, Gwen glanced back at the mud demons putting their bodies back together. Well, that had never happened before, had it? These creatures were different. These creatures weren’t regular demons.


    Only one could be responsible for what was happening here. The answer terrified Gwen, so she refused to admit the truth as they reached the mansion’s black iron gate. She slammed her hand against the red call button. Mike took point, turning around to fight the demons, but it would only slow them down.


    No answer from the house. Peering through the gate, Gwen saw the dark mansion—no lights were on anywhere. “Damnit, Arch,” with a mutter she hit the call button repeatedly.


    “They’re coming up the hill,” Mike took a deep breath, “If he hasn’t answered now, he’s not going to.”


    “Can you climb?” Gwen asked.


    “Don’t make me laugh,” Mike sneered. “I’m not twenty anymore.”


    “So I noticed. I’ll hot wire this, baby.” Gwen ripped the panel open and with her fingers pressed against the wires, an electrical pulse built in the pit of her stomach. Warm, but with a slight tickle, Gwen felt like laughing as her fingertips glowed silver and zapped the wires.


    The gate started to slowly swing open. “Time to move, Mike!” Gwen slipped into the open space. Mike fired wide, laying down protective cover to drive the demons back, before retreating behind the gate with her.


    The sopping wet ground tried to claim Gwen’s boots. Lifting the control panel’s lid, Gwen pushed the button to close it again—that at least still worked.


    “Look at this place,” Mike muttered, his back to her.


    Gwen followed his gaze and saw the mansion wasn’t as she had last seen it. Now it was solied brown and dingy with mud. Vines grew from the ground, matted across windows and doors as if something didn’t want to let Archibald out—that or he didn’t want to let anyone in. They had to find a way inside and make sure he was okay.


    Up the steps they raced and Gwen grabbed at the vines. Coarse and thick, they pricked her fingers as she tore them off. She hissed a breath as the thorns on them drew blood. “I think we have a problem.” Witnessed by her own eyes, the vines grew back, this time, larger. Tighter.


    “Not our only problem.” Mike pointed back at the gate where the demons raged against the iron wrought gate. Their mud smooshed through the bars and fell to the ground. Once on the other side, the demons remade themselves.


    Disgusting.


    Gwen wasn’t even sure demons were the right word for these guys. They seemed mindless as drones and didn’t have much skill so far when it came to fighting. “Quick, around the back!”


    Racing down the steps, Gwen ran to the side of the mansion. The windows were protected by bars so she kept going, following along property until she was winded. Her lungs on fire for breath, Gwen reached the back of the building. “There has to be something. We can’t keep doing this all night.”


    Mike bent over and removed some moss. “Look here! Basement access.”


    He was right. A hidden bulkhead that would lead them inside. “Quick, get inside.”


    Throwing the doors open, Mike offered Gwen his hand. “Ladies first.”


    It was no time to be gentlemanly, but she didn’t have time to argue either. Gwen waved off his hand and pounded down the stairs. Inside, Mike closed the door and shoved a bar through the handles. If the demons found them, it wouldn’t be very easy for them to get inside.


    Gwen flicked her flashlight around. As far as basements went, this one was neatly organized. Everything had its place. In-line bookcases and deep mahogany walls with crystal chandeliers. The hardwood floors were an antique strain that made Gwen feel badly for tracking her muddy boots all over them.


    Archibald hadn’t spared any expense.


    They found a curved stairwell and dashed to the top. “Let’s find Archie. For the love of God, I hope he’s all right. We’re going to need him to get out of this.”


    “This is happening because she’s free, isn’t it? Lourdes walks among the living and—.” Mike rushed on speaking in a manner unlike him. He was more than a little frightened.


    “Don’t jump to conclusions,” Gwen said, but she already knew the truth. Mike was right, but to admit that now—she needed more time to formulate a plan. One that didn’t end up with her sacrificing Amanda to the pits of the underworld. There was only despair there and Amanda—she deserved so much better than that.


    Slowly Mike opened the door, his hand flicked out to pause her advance. She waited patiently for him to give the word. His posture was rigid and Gwen caught a whiff of his cologne, not much different than the one he used to wear. She couldn’t avoid glancing at his rugged profile, remembering all those years ago…putting a rapid thump-thump into her heart like a well-laid plan.


    “Coast is clear. Come,” Mike took her hand and led her upstairs. It was so easy for him, wasn’t it? To touch her like it meant nothing. As if touching her hadn’t once set his heart on fire? Now the touch was casual, not even the type between friends.


    More like how you would touch a stranger when offering assistance. Gwen didn’t see any of the old flame burning inside of him.


    Good, because they had a job to do. If only Gwen’s sentiments were true. No, part of her wanted to see that old fire burning in his eyes. Instead it smoldered like flame dosed in ash. No longer here, no longer anywhere.


    They exited the servant’s area into the main foyer of the mansion. The lights were off, but thanks to the tower like bay windows, the white floors gleamed under the sunlight. Giant bookcases stretched up seemingly for miles and more than just books covered their shelves. Treasures and trinkets from a world long past were displayed proudly and led Gwen to a solid wooden door.


    She placed her hand against it, but could feel nothing about the inside. Times like this, Gwen really wished Amanda was around, but she had never even met Archibald. No, she needed to protect her youngest niece from the knowledge that man held. He’d never be able to keep it to himself if he met her.


    Gwen pushed open the door with her foot and edged herself inside. Mike closed the gap between them as her foot stepped over the threshold. “Arch—.” A gong sounded and Gwen’s eyes opened wide.


    “Trap,” Mike yelled. He shoved Gwen out of the way and dove into an overstuffed brown recliner. The door exploded with a cloud of smoke.


    Gwen sat up, holding her aching head and glanced at Mike. Crunched up in the chair, he appeared fine, but the door wasn’t. Splintered and destroyed, it smoldered.


    Her temper fumed. Where the hell was Archibald? Storming over to his desk, Gwen opened his drawers, flipped through his books. Mike peered inside a closet. “There’s no one here.”


    Gone. Archibald? It left Gwen with a bad taste in her mouth. What did they do now? If…pushing some papers aside atop the desk, she found an old tattered article written on parchment.


    The ruby heart?


    Of course, Gwen had heard of that before. Was it something that could be used to stop Lourdes and maybe avert Amanda from her troubled destiny? Rolling up the parchment, Gwen had just hidden it in her pocket when a screeching noise from the foyer caught her attention.


    Husks, dozens of husks, filled the foyer. Gwen had heard about how Lourdes would feed once she walked the Earth, but had always hoped to never see it come to pass. Their gray sunken bodies shuffled toward them. Jaws unhinged, heads tilted back, their disgorged locusts circled right toward the den.


    “There’s a secret passage in this closet! Hurry, Gwen!”


    It didn’t take long for the locusts to swarm her. Gwen ducked her head and ran into the stone secret passage. Mike sealed the door shut, but some of the insects got in. They covered her head to foot, biting at her cheeks and ripping at her clothes. She batted them away in a frenzy, as pain pinched her exposed flesh.


    Hands, fingers, cheeks. Anywhere those little suckers could get, tearing slivers of skin. The pinching was everywhere and the rising panic was punctuated by the scattered bits of blood along her eyelids and hands.


    Mike took off his jacket and used it to block the door jam, keeping more locusts from getting in.


    “Ahh!” Gwen screamed, batting away the bugs. End over end, she fell down the stone stairs.


    Mike followed, using his hands to kill what locusts were left on her face. Gwen could barely catch her breath. Taking her face in his hands, Mike studied her eyes. “You all right?” He asked, louder than it needed to be.


    Gwen saw his fear, his concern, and for a brief moment, despite the fact he wanted it to remain hidden, she saw his love. He did still love her, and that realization brought tears to her eyes. The pain of that blocked out the cuts on her face, the bleeding of her hands.


    Mike sighed and pulled her close, hugged her tight. Gwen wrapped her arms around him, buried her head tight against his chest. Able to hear his heartbeat for the first time in decades, it was a familiar song.


    A life beat. Loving and stirring, but inside her soul held hints of bitterness to be away from him for so long. There were no words Gwen could say to express herself. They just didn’t exist. For all they had lost, all that was sacrificed, they were still alive.


    That meant there was still a chance to correct this mess. In the silence, they listened to the locusts battling against the locked door, desperate to get inside. They’d find a way in and when they did, Gwen and Mike be torn apart, limb by limb one piece of flesh at a time.


    Gwen cast her flashlight further into the room and saw they were deep in a cavern. Her eyes traveled down the slanted brick wall until they came to a river. “Michael, look.” Gwen took his hand and led him down the steep hill. As they got closer, he took a glowing lantern off the wall and used that to guide them.


    A lone rowboat was tied to a simple wooden dock. “You think this will get us past them?” Gwen asked.


    The buzzing sound of the locusts drew closer. “I think it’s better than the alternative. Get in and I’ll cast off,” Mike said.


    Gwen was quietly grateful to not be alone. She climbed in the boat and waited for Mike to take the oars, rowing them out of the cavern. Her eyes couldn’t make out daylight or anything other than the darkness. How long could this grotto be and where would they end up?


    From her pocket, she took out her paper. Unrolling them, she studied the drawing on the page. Mike held his small flashlight so she could make out the words. This had to be what Lourdes sent her demons and husks after.


    The Ruby Heart.


    Would it have the power to undo some of the damage she had caused?


    “Where do you think she is?” Mike asked, studying the furrow on her brow. “If her husks and demons are here, where do you think she’s gone?”


    That was a question Gwen was afraid to answer. She thought it might have something to do with Blood.


    


    


    


    


    

  


  
    28: Jessica Blood


    


    “Well the coast looks clear,” Amanda said.


    Laying prone on a jagged rock, scoping out the docks, Jessica couldn’t help but agree. That’s what made her nervous. Shipping cargo containers lay out in rows and between them all a damaged yellow school bus. The pier was deserted. No guards, no demons, it was virtually unprotected.


    Not Vaughn’s style. He kept an angel on a leash for nearly a hundred years and now he was flying solo. Nothing about this made a lick of sense and Jessica had to suspect the cargo containers could be filled with waiting guards. At any moment, they could bust open and their day would get a whole hell of a lot worse.


    “You think it’s a trap?” Amanda glanced back at the warehouse. The salty breeze billowing her hair.


    “I think it’s probably a trap, but we have to go in anyway.” Jessica slipped gracefully over the outcropping and crept down the hill; Amanda close by her side.


    To their left, the ocean cast a wave tumbling toward the pier—a storm was coming from the way the boats rocked in the harbor. An old fisherman stood by the water, pulling lobster traps off a boat called The Old Maiden.


    Taking cover behind a red cargo container, Jessica whistled to get his attention. “Old timer, get inside. Bad things are about to happen here.”


    Amanda gave Jessica a double glance. “What?” Jessica asked. “I’m tired of people getting hurt, all right?”


    The old fisherman wore a heavy beard and his cheeks were flushed red, as if eternally chapped. He nodded slowly. “I’ve seen my share of storms,” he glared up at the clouds as if just looking at them told him a story. “A storm is coming, and out of nowhere. Today was supposed to be clear skies.”


    Well, that was never good.


    Creeping their way along, Jessica and Amanda used the shipping containers as cover as they ran along the slick pier. Jessica studied the warehouse door, trying to hear movements on the other side, but she heard nothing. Amanda shook her head. “I can’t feel inside.”


    It sure would be nice if Amanda would stop reading her mind.


    Signaling, Jessica stepped out from the bus and the tip of her foot tripped on the blade of a sword. Interested, she bent over and grabbed the hilt. An unremarkable blade, it seemed, but not Vaughn or a demon’s style. So where had it come from?


    Not her style either, Jessica let it go before advancing toward the target. She and Amanda pressed their backs against the warehouse wall on either side of the door. Nodding, Jessica spoke. “Ready?”


    Amanda lifted her hand with her fingers splayed. A glowing ball formed in almost an instant. So much control and power. With appreciation, Jessica nodded her head toward her sister—glad to have her in this fight. Amanda smiled in a proud way, like she was ready to be part of the team.


    Jessica gripped her shotgun and kicked the door open to the warehouse. She quickly moved inside the darkened room, sweeping the perimeter. Cages littered the outside wall and Jess bent down to peer inside.


    Empty—the lot of them. That realization hit Jessica hard. Her legs wobbled as she advanced to scope the place out. Duncan wasn’t here. He was gone.


    Damn it, no. They had gotten so close. Jessica, had gotten so close.


    Amanda’s face was lit up by the glow of her power. “Duncan’s not here.”


    Couldn’t they get a simple break? She wouldn’t stop looking, but the large warehouse didn’t have a lot of places to hide. So where had Vaughn taken him? Where?


    “Look for clues,” Jessica pulled back a black curtain and saw a small chamber. Bloody chains hung from the ceiling and on the round bed lay Vaughn. His arms and legs were spread eagle, held in place by chains running under the bed frame. His mouth was stuffed with a bloody rag and his face had been slashed up. His eyes widened with panic at the sight of her.


    He’d live. Unfortunately,


    Jessica approached him slowly. Vaughn lashed out, kicking and growling at her, but Jessica held a steady hand up. “I’m going to take out the gag. You’re going to tell me what happened here, or I’ll shoot you in the head,” Jessica rested the butt of her gun against his temple. “Close range like this, you don’t have a chance.”


    His eyes narrowed, thinking over her proposal. Jessica wet her lips with anticipation, but Vaughn exhaled and nodded. She was almost disappointed he agreed to play nice.


    Almost.


    Carefully, she ripped the cloth from his mouth so he couldn’t bite her. “That bitch Vain,” he shouted out, “double crossed me. Turned my own demons against me. I fell for her lies and I was ambushed. She took them and the girls.”


    “And Duncan?” Amanda asked, approaching the blood-soaked the bed. “Where did she take Duncan?”


    Vaughn sneered at her. “I regret the day I’ve ever met you! Either of you.”


    Jessica pushed the gun against his temple harder. “Is that any way to talk to my dear sister? Where’d Vain take him?”


    Vaughn licked his lips and his eyes darted away. “Sin town. She has a brothel there, but it's guarded by more than just demons. There are hexes. Curses. She even has a few hellhounds that she calls pets. Even named them. Sick freak.”


    Jessica’s heart skipped a beat. Vain had taken Duncan to Las Vegas, a two-day drive from where they were. Not just that, Vegas had a hidden under-city that demons frequented when they needed to relax, a good party. Getting in wouldn’t be easy. What if Duncan hadn’t survived? What if they couldn’t make the drive in time?


    Her hands were sweaty and her palms shook. How much more could she take?


    “Can I exorcise him now?” Amanda asked.


    Vaughn’s eyes widened. “How arrogant are you to think you can free this host? There’s nothing left of his mind.”


    Amanda laid her hand on Vaughn’s stomach. Eyes closed, the slow spread of a smile forming on her face. “You’re so wrong. He’s calling out for help now. The world is so dingy and gray for him, but soon he’ll be free.”


    Running her hand through her hair, Jessica sighed. “Amanda, there isn’t time. We have to get to Duncan. It’s going to take us two days to drive to Vegas and we’re going to need help. We can’t go into that place by ourselves.”


    She needed to call Gwen. She needed to—Jessica reached into her pocket, but Amanda grabbed her arm. “She didn’t answer the last time I tried to call her.”


    Typical. Jessica gritted her teeth and glanced back at Vaughn. “We leave him here. Leave him here to rot.”


    Amanda’s eyes widened. “No, Jess. He’ll hurt other people. Eventually he’ll get free or someone will find him—.”


    Time to appeal to Amanda’s logical side. “I know you want to help people. Save people. It’s all well and good, but right now Duncan needs us,” Jessica made a fist and shook it. So angry—everything so unfair, she wanted to rip into something. “Sometimes we have to pick and choose who we save and this guy, everything you went through while I was gone, it’s his fault. So let’s go,” Jessica turned.


    But Amanda grabbed her arm. “Jess, I would agree with you. But it’s not the man’s fault. It’s the demon who stole his body. Can’t you let me free him of his prison?”


    “He’s going to be helpless. Amanda, he won’t know anything about our world. He was taken so long ago, he probably lived in a damn cave.”


    “Please.” Amanda’s eyes widened as she gripped Jessica’s arm tighter.


    Doubt formed in Jessica’s mind, but not regular doubt. No, it had shape. It forced its way inside from elsewhere. She never had doubts when it came to these types of situations. Glancing down, Jessica saw the way Amanda caressed her arm, but no… Amanda wouldn’t.


    They were sisters. Amanda wouldn’t use her power like that.


    “The world is a very different place from the one he’ll remember. Is it even fair to exorcise him? Is it fair to just drop him off somewhere, when he knows nothing?”


    “We’ll figure it out,” Wide eyed, Amanda squeezed Jessica’s arm. “When I was captured I felt him. He is so desperate for help. I can’t leave him.”


    A force of power gushed through Jessica and chilled her skin. She nodded. “Okay, we bring him with us. Get him up and chain his arms behind his back. We’ll have to exorcise on the go.”


    With an excited bounce, Amanda went to the bed and got to work, unlocking the cuffs from beneath the frame. “You’re making a mistake. If you take me with you, I’ll kill you,” Vaughn hissed as Amanda sat him up.


    Jessica trained her shotgun on him. “I never miss, so you’re going to want to shut your pie hole.”


    Vaughn complied, his eyes on the floor as Amanda handcuffed his wrists behind his back. Jessica sneered at him. “Oh, how the mighty have fallen. Such a powerful demon you are.”


    “The game isn’t over yet,” Vaughn stood as Amanda edged him forward with her foot. “I’m down, but not out. I know when to bide my time, but I will win.”


    A demon that loved sports metaphors—great. Jessica opened the door and pushed Vaughn out. She kept her shotgun pushed into the nape of his neck. Glancing back, she saw Amanda following after them. Her posture straight, almost regal and her cheeks glowed with a happy shine.


    Saving Vaughn, this was what Amanda wanted.


    What did Jessica want? Had she given in too easily? Amanda always got her way anyway, so what was the harm in… taking a high-level demon into their car?


    “We can’t do this,” Jessica shook her head. “It’s too dangerous to take him with us.”


    Amanda stuttered in surprise. “I thought…”


    “I thought so too, but it’s wrong. He’ll get us killed. At the least he’ll sabotage our mission. I knew that, but after you touched me…” Jessica’s jaw tensed. “Did you do it on purpose? Did you force me to go along with what you wanted?”


    Amanda’s mouth fell open. “I would never, never do that to you!”


    Jessica wasn’t so sure anymore. She didn’t know which way was up, what was right. What was wrong, but she knew Amanda never lied. If she started now, Jessica would see it in her face. She was sure of it.


    “What are we going to do?” Amanda asked. “I can do it right here. Right now.”


    Vaughn was right about something; Amanda was turning arrogant. They couldn’t risk it, but they couldn’t let him go either. Her sister might not have seen it, but Jessica knew there was only one choice.


    Pivoting on her heels, Jessica spun, lifted her shotgun and shot Vaughn in the forehead. Center mass—right between the eyes.


    “Jessica, no!” Amanda screamed and pushed Jessica out of the way. Vaughn’s body hit the pavement backward hard.


    “I’m sorry, really I am. But we have to go.” Jessica snatched her sister’s arm, but Amanda shrugged her off.


    “Give me just a second, I can heal him right after the demon leaves, looking for another host. I can.”


    “That might kill you. A throat is one thing, but a brain?” Jessica tugged on her arm. “Now, Amanda! Stop acting like a child!”


    “I need one minute!” Amanda crashed to her knees beside the fallen demon, a flash of energy and light shot out from her. It extended out in a circle and it threw Jessica back against the bus. Falling to the ground, Jessica hit her head and gazed up at the sky.


    She rubbed the sore spot on her head and struggled to roll over. That didn’t work out as planned. Beside her, Jessica’s face reflected in Amanda’s healing light as her sister did her best to heal Vaughn. Would she be able to? Would it kill her?


    Jessica rolled over onto her knees, her hands firmly on the ground. “Amanda…” her voice drowned out by the sound of crumbling rock. Beneath her fingers, the earth cracked and it grew long with small branches jetting off in all directions.


    She tossed her head at Amanda and Vaughn, a giant bubble of glowing light encased them as an edge of green mist circled around her. Her sister was in danger of being possessed. Something Amanda had always seemed protected from, but with all the changes she’d gone through—the fracturing of her soul—Jessica was afraid things might have changed too much.


    Leaping to her feet, she lunged for the glowing light. Amanda’s head tossed back and her eyes rolled into the back of her head. That look of angelic beauty was gone and something snarled in its place. The evil Vaughn had carried around within himself for the last hundred years, was now in full display on her sister’s face.


    “No!” Jessica reached the bus and grabbed the sword from beneath the bus. Swinging it, she hit the golden light surrounding her sister. It was like a knife, hitting a metal dome; the sword ricocheted out of her hand and Jessica’s body was thrown clear.


    Oh God, not again.


    Tumbling, Jessica went wide, her body skidding through the dirt. Her head spinning, she lay there for a brief moment to collect her random thoughts—her terrified thoughts—before something seized her by the shirt and lifted her up.


    Now, what? Jessica groaned and stared into the beautiful, but twisted, face of Lourdes. Behind her an army of dried out husks circled in close.


    No. No, no. She couldn’t be back in the hands of Lourdes. Jessica would rather die a painful death than be her prisoner again. Her body kicked to get free, her fingernails piercing Lourdes’s hand to loosen her grip.


    [image: ]Lourdes just smiled with a tilt of her head. “My darling, Jessica. How I’ve missed you so. This body grows fatigued. I need just a sip of your soul. A tiny sip so all of heaven will know I’m on my way home.”


    Jessica gritted her teeth as Lourdes squeezed her neck a bit tighter. She fought against her, but already fatigue had set in. She felt drained as if something flowed from her directly into Lourdes. Her skin changed, drying up. Soon she’d be nothing but a husk just like those poor people standing behind Lourdes.


    There was nothing she could do about it. Jessica felt faint as a brilliant light blinded her. Nothing could be seen, and in the quickening brightness, a deafening battle cry.


    


    

  


  
    29: Amanda Blood


    


    The demon was dead. Amanda’s body destroyed it one molecule at a time.


    A surge of power ricocheted through Amanda’s body. Collapsing on the ground, she struggled for breath. Her limbs were shaking. What should’ve killed her, she somehow managed to survive. Lost in her own mind, her brain surging as it pieced itself back together, Amanda jumped when a hand caressed her hair.


    Snorting, Amanda took in the sight of Vaughn, or who had once housed the demon of Vaughn. His face was still scarred, but his eyes no longer clouded by the demon. They were the soft brown eyes of someone compassionate, someone hopeful, but lost and confused. “You saved me, didn’t you?” Even his voice was different now that it was no longer governed by the monster.


    There was so much to say. Amanda didn’t know where to start. “My name’s Amanda.”


    “Long ago, they called me Joseph. I came to the new America for a chance at new life. Farm, my family. Children.” Joseph took a shaking breath and his complexion faded. Something horrible happened.


    Something reached out and grabbed Amanda. Its grasp screamed and shook her violently. The long anguish that Joseph had suffered from Vaughn was too much. Amanda closed herself off of it the best she could. But some new horror began to pry her open. Where it was coming from, she couldn’t determine.


    “Everything… I remember you, but it is like a fog. I was with you… doing horrible things.” Joseph’s face flexed. “For a century, that was my life. What I did to innocence, young woman.”


    Gently Amanda spoke. “But it wasn’t you. None if it was. As you get your memories back, keep that in mind.”


    Joseph regarded her. “Something about you touched me. I awoke, when for years, I knew nothing but a troubled sleep. There were screams, blood, and I couldn’t awake from it at all.” He swallowed hard as off in the distance, there was a scream.


    A woman’s scream so familiar it immediately set Amanda’s heart racing.


    Jessica.


    Amanda rolled flat on her belly and searched for her sister. There was an army of dried out… something and in the middle of it all was Jessica. Someone had her by the throat. Dressed regally, like a queen, her dress had the shifting faces of tormented souls. Their screams were silent, but they called to Amanda as sure as a rooster crowed to early morning.


    It was Lourdes and she was the new horror Amanda had sensed.


    No time to think, no time to talk, Amanda raced to her feet. Scooping her hand along the ground, she snatched up the hilt of the sword. Pain throbbed through her hand as if it had been plunged into ice water. Weapons, they were never kind to her.


    But Jessica was dying.


    No, she wouldn’t lose her sister after fighting so hard to get her back. Amanda gripped the sword tighter and howled from the absolute pain.


    Amanda endured it. Running fast, hair whipping back, she reached Jessica. Grabbing her shoulder, the pain and near death of Jessica drilled through Amanda. Jessica’s face was gray, she was fading.


    No!


    Gritting her teeth, Amanda pulled Jessica free of Lourdes grasp and her sister fell to the ground.


    Jessica took a shallow breath, the color slowly returning to her cheeks. Sunken gray skin turned pink and her flesh plumped to health. Good, thank—.


    “Fool!” Lourdes hissed and seized Amanda by the throat. To be touched by the vile queen of the underworld caused Amanda’s stomach to cramp. Her heart raced faster than ever and her head was gripped by pain as strong as a train wreck. “Now I’ll absorb you and heaven will fall!”


    Amanda gagged under the pressure. To be touched by such a vile creature tore her insides apart. Like a puzzle, inside she was jostled and began to fall apart. “No,” she wheezed out and gripped the sword tightly.


    But Lourdes’s skin turned black. She screamed and pushed Amanda away as if just her presence was enough to hurt her. “No, you were supposed to be the pure one! You were designed to free me. It was carved out in your DNA!”


    What did hell know about science?


    “Not anymore.”


    Vaughn had fractured her soul. Maybe in doing so he had saved the world and heaven right along with it.


    Amanda plunged the sword in Lourdes’s belly and fought against the surge of electrical energy that followed through the blade. The queen screamed, her head thrown back and her arms spread wide. Black mist encompassed her as a silver tempest of light emitted from the sword.


    Like oil and vinegar mixed in a pot, Lourdes dissolved in before her eyes. Parts of her floated into the air and spun away against the sky. With a giant snap and a great gust of wind, she was gone into a single black pinprick.


    She was gone. Amanda had slain the evil witch. Her first kill.


    Her head turned to search for Jessica to celebrate what she had done. Her poor sister still lay on the ground. “Jessica—.” New pain raced through Amanda’s fingers. The sword suddenly too heavy to hold, the tip dropped to the pavement. The hilt turned black. Poison raced through the sword toward Amanda’s arm.


    Sucking in her breath, she dropped the steel blade and cradled her injured hand. The palm was black, like a spider web and it was growing up her arm. Groaning, Amanda crashed down to one knee and squeezed her arm tightly. Flashes of pain and a deep throbbing encompassed her entire limb.


    Her throat seized and Amanda’s life energy spun, doing its best to combat the new evil entity that tried to take possession of her soul.


    “You okay?” Jessica’s voice cracked and her finger stroked the hem of Amanda’s dress.


    Jessica. She was awake.


    That was the only thought it took to pull the pain back. The black poison retreated like low tide and the web, mid-palm, unwound until it faded completely. Her arm back to normal, she threw it at Jessica in a big hug. “It’s over,” Amanda whispered with tears in her eyes, “everything is finally over.”


    Jessica laughed and buried her face in Amanda’s hair. She took a deep breath and Amanda felt waves of happiness coming off of her that she hadn’t felt in a long time. Awestruck, Jessica couldn’t believe the journey was coming to a close.


    “Looks like you’re going to get those drinks with tiny umbrellas in them after all.”


    “I think first I want sleep, before we plan a vacation.” Pulling away, Jessica stroked Amanda’s hair back. “Let’s go get Duncan then. Get Duncan and go home.”


    Home? What was that? Even Amanda wasn’t sure. “We don’t have a home.” Her voice shook when she said it. Her heart shattered like glass.


    “Then let’s make one,” Jessica whispered and helped Amanda off the ground.


    “You might yet get that drink with a little umbrella.”


    Jessica’s face was glowing and if her smile spread any further, it’d reach her ears. “I can’t believe. I just can’t. We’re free, Mandy. Really free.” Jessica laughed and crushed her sister in a bear hug.


    Amanda laughed as joy tumbled from them. “You’re such a goofball.” Holding hands, Amanda saw Joseph approaching. “He’s with us. For now.”


    Jessica’s eyes were solemn. “I’m sorry I shot him. I’m sorry…” she hung her head, “can you forgive me one more time?”


    “To infinity,” Amanda smiled. There was nothing she couldn’t forgive. She gazed around. The husk army were still there. They stood silent, as if on standby. “Are they alive?”


    “Well,” Jessica scowled, “their eyes are blinking.”


    The husks limped forward on brittle limbs, tightening the circle around the three humans. Jessica picked up her shotgun. “One more fight before we head to Vegas. Maybe we can hit a buffet on the way. I’m starving.”


    One of the husks stepped forward and bent his head in deference. “We don’t wish to fight, but we await orders. We are here to serve.”


    “Here to serve?” Amanda asked, her mouth fallen open. What did he mean?


    “The new queen of the underworld!” He fell on bended knee at Amanda’s feet. Then in harmony the remaining army also knelt with heads bowed down low.


    “All hail, the new queen of the underworld!”


    

  


  
    Epilogue


    


    Vegas, baby.


    Place were dreams were made, but could be tarnished brown. Bright lights gleamed and put star dusts in young girls’ eyes, but Vain’s were snuffed out a long time ago. She drove a long black car and behind her, a van followed carrying her most precious cargo.


    Beside her in chains was her captive, Duncan Jasper. He wouldn’t stop yammering about the girls Vain stole from Vaughn, so she fashioned him with a leather hood so tight, it kept his mouth shut. Didn’t stop him though from playing with his chains, desperate to be free.


    Vain could ignore that for the time being. Until they arrived at her home.


    Sin town. Where the dredges of society left the comforts of civilization. Just past the Las Vegas strip. If you followed the road just behind the Wild Aces Casino, you would be dumped into the dark shallows of Sin town.


    Everything was gray along the simple stretch of road sandwiched behind the golden gleaming skyscraper with its antennae pointed straight up in the sky. A straight up magical talisman, feeding off of the negative energy of Vegas, it powered Sin town and it was no accident.


    Run by demons, low lives. Even the police here were up for sale, if the price was right.


    Magic was the thing, it ruled here more than science. The sky no longer shined, dingy clouds drizzled rain every hour of every day and demons ruled every street corner.


    In reality, the space between Vegas and Sin town was small, but magic allowed it to grow and unfold for city blocks. Streets stretched wide, making up the stockade that was Vain’s home.


    On a street corner beside an old wares cart, Vain parked her car in an alley. Gripping Duncan’s leash in hand, she tugged him from the car. Duncan grunted and shook his head. Vain gritted her teeth. “You’ll follow me or you’ll pay for it later.”


    Tugging hard, he fell out of the car. Struggling up to his feet, Duncan barely kept up as Vain led Duncan down the block toward her brothel, The Vampire’s Kiss. His shoulders hunched and his head low, he shuffled, then fell to his knees.


    Behind them, Vaughn’s demons corralled the girls. From the van They sobbed, their heads down low, but soon, they’d learn their place. She saved them. Would give them all new life.


    It was always the pretty ones she saved for her brothel, but didn’t all girls deserve saving? Cleaned up, free of drugs, after a good meal, they’d earn their keep. Vain was sure of it.


    Vain gritted her teeth as Duncan groaned. Maybe his wounds were too plenty, but Vain just loved having fun. Sometimes, she couldn’t help herself.


    “This isn’t the sort of place where you’d want to take a rest.” Demonic eyes followed their every move from shadows and behind carts selling every unclean thing. Below their gazes, human beggars crawled toward them on whatever limbs they had left. Some, who had been there too long, were nothing more than long torsos.


    This is where the dregs of society went when they were too sorry to even die. Those lost in the shining lights. The ones civilization never missed. Now, they’d suffer and never die. Not until the last of them fell apart and demons feasted on their scraps.


    Duncan shivered and cast a look at the gritty hands that reached for him.


    “They will do anything to feel human again. Trust me, you don’t want their hands on you.” Vain tugged the leash and got Duncan moving. When the leash became taut, she yanked it again so he would keep his speed up.


    The Vampire Kiss was in sight. A red neon light in the shape of a heart flashed slowly. A slender brick building, it was the only one whose stairs weren’t crumbling. Lights were strung up on the street above its entrance and unlike the rest of Sin town, they weren’t covered in laundry.


    The door was a bright red and Vain put her lips to its brass knocker and blew a lover’s kiss upon it. A low hum sounded and the door unlocked. She led Duncan into her home and place of business. “Get the girls inside,” she spoke to her new demons. “Then each of you will receive a well-earned gift. Rest. Fun. A girl your very own.”


    The demons chattered excitedly and Vain smiled with satisfaction. She just loved to please.


    As Vain’s foot met the plush carpet, the room seemed to unfold and span out larger than what there was really room for in such a small building. The interior was red, with plush carpets and seating along the wall. The doorways to the other rooms were covered in thick black lace drapes. Crystal chandeliers hung from the ceiling in rows and threw a white haze of magic through the room.


    Keeping the girls happy, beautiful and eager to please. The clients would feel euphoric, but only ever thought it were the drinks and the girls keeping them happy. If only they knew Vain’s secret.


    In the middle of the room was an oversized ornate bar, at its base, her giant hellhounds slept, diamond collars around their neck.


    Behind the bar, a shriveled old man, who also wore a collar, rushed to pour a drink. “Mistress, mistress, welcome home!”


    Vain took the drink and threw it back. “Thank you, Bill. Your ability to please me, is never a disappointment.” She handed him the glass as he hurried back to the bar. His feet clacking together from the chains on his ankles.


    A light giggle caught her attention. Vain’s girls rushed to greet her and they were the most beautiful, most supple, in the business. They wore tightly cinched corsets, flowing skirts, and tall boots. Makeup and hair were perfect, even if it was all an illusion, thanks to a spell. Even if they were no different than any other girl, what mattered was what the client saw.


    Her favorite was the blond with spiraled hair and ample blossom, but really they were all nice. Vain greeted them as she always did. Tender kisses, a stroke across the nape of the neck, but it was the blond she took in her arms. Her name was Alexia, and she was the finest of treasures, with ruby lips and red feathers pinned in her hair.


    She brought in the best clientele. Men and demons alike paid top dollar just to gaze upon her.


    “Get the girls cleaned up,” Vain ordered. “Especially that one,” Vain pointed to Hannah, the youngest. The one Vaughn broke. “She’s had a hard life. It’s time to teach her a thing or two about life’s finest pleasures. Her nest of hair needs brushing, her body cleaning.”


    Hannah shuddered, pulling away in fear, folding into herself. Vain didn’t blame her, but she’d learn. She would see that not everything had to hurt.


    Pain could lead to pleasure.


    “New girls? So many of them! Oh, you brought us another gift, Vain.” Alexia’s eyes widened and she licked her lips. “Oh, you’ve had a little fun with him, didn’t you?”


    Vain gave Duncan a kick behind the knee cap. He grunted and fell to the ground. Well, wasn’t that almost too easy? Pulling on Alexia’s pouting lip, she smiled. “There’s enough of him to go around. Once he heals. Set him up in my room.”


    “Your room?” The red-headed Morgana put her lace fingertips against her hips.


    “Our room,” Vain corrected with a smile. “He needs time to heal.” She pulled her belt off and handed her dagger and rope to Alexia.


    “And what do you need, mistress?” A sweet brunette smiled like a child, going on bended knee in front of her. She licked at the tight catsuit Vain wore.


    “A bath, my sweetest Michelle.” Vain caressed her head, taking note of how brilliantly her blue eyes smiled. All the girls cooed at the sound of a bath and Vain hated to disappoint them so she shook her head. “I’m afraid I need time to think, by myself.”


    “But why?” Alexa asked, gathering up Duncan’s leash in her hand. She just loved a new pet.


    “So many plans to make. Business is expanding.” Vain smiled. “Vaughn is no longer a problem, we’re expanding our territory and taking on his supplies.”


    Her girls clapped and Vain’s chest puffed up to be back home. Work was one thing, but being worshiped here was everything. “And he thought he could control you,” Alexa said, “but, you saw it all, didn’t you? Your crystal ball never fails us.”


    Except for that one time it did. If only Vain knew how he managed to do it. Vain sneered down at Duncan. “People, who think they can control me, think they can use me, I’m going to show them all how wrong they are.”


    “And what of the new girls?” Michelle asked. She put a hand to her mouth and giggled. “Should we beat them?”


    Vain pouted. Michelle was always so eager to please. On the floor, Duncan shook his head and grunted, trying to talk through the gag cutting into his mouth. “Heavens, no, Michelle. Treat them to oils, perfume. A good meal. Soon, they’ll be working for me.”


    A slow smile spread across her lips. “They’re family now. We protect them as one of our own. When those bitches, the Blood sisters, knock down our door, we show them what our family can do.”


    


    Get ready for the final installment of The Blood Sisters! Coming this fall – BlOOD SACRIFICE, Book 3!
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