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      It was dark outside when we stumbled out of the abandoned factory building, which had been the last stop on our three day binge. My mind and body could only take so much, so now it was time to head back to Kasey’s squat for some much needed down time. As we emerged from the rundown building, the music still blaring behind us, I wasn’t sure if it was late at night or the early hours of the morning. Not that it mattered: the demons were around twenty-four seven anyway.

      "You don’t usually get this fucked up," Kasey said as we walked up an alley that would take us to another; and then back street after back street, until we reached the empty apartment building that Kasey called home. Despite being the most streetwise person I knew, Kasey often insisted that we navigate the backstreets instead of sticking to the main ones, even though she knew there was more chance of meeting predators that way; and all because she wanted home quicker. Normally I would try to steer us back onto the main streets, but I was too fucked up to care this time.

      "Don’t I?" I said, taking in large gulps of air once I realized it was helping to clear my head a little. Though, I knew it would take more than air to clear it fully.

      "No. There’s something going on with you, Leia. Why won’t you tell me? I thought we were friends."

      "Jesus, not now, Kase…" I moaned.

      Kasey shook her head. "That’s been your response every time I’ve put you on the spot about this. It’s like you don’t want to tell me…"

      She was right; I didn’t want to tell her. Was I really supposed to say that I’d been seeing demons everywhere I went for the last six months? Since right around my eighteenth birthday? Or that weird things were going on in my body; stuff that had nothing to do with normal growing pains? Hell, I didn’t understand myself what was going on, so how could I explain things to anyone else? Kasey would think I was losing my mind, and she would probably be right.

      "Look," I said, as we stumbled down another dark alley. "I’ve just been stressed lately, you know, with trying to find an apartment for me and Josh, and—"

      Kasey snorted. "I still can’t believe you’re going to live with your brother. You could live with me instead. The things we could do, the fun we could have…it would be awesome."

      "No offense, Kase…but you live in a squat."

      "Of course, yeah, I forgot. Princess is too fucking good for a place like that."

      I sighed and shook my head, totally not in the mood for one of Kasey’s strops. It annoyed her that I didn’t live alongside her in whatever squat she managed to find, and that I instead chose to live along with my brother in foster care. Shit, life was hard enough without having to live on the streets as well; though try telling Kasey that. She had long ago convinced herself that the streets were the only place for her.

      "Fuck you," I said without much conviction. "You know that’s not—"

      Kasey stopped dead in front of me, and I walked right into her. "Stop," she said in a low, urgent voice.

      "I just fucking did," I said whilst rubbing my nose. "What’s wrong?"

      Kasey raised her chin. "There’s someone standing there."

      "What?" I looked up to see a tall, dark figure standing half-way up the narrow alley, in line with a row of dumpsters. One of the dumpsters was open and the figure looked to be pushing something down into the trash. The figure, which looked like a man in a dark overcoat, stopped what he was doing to stare at us. Even though it was dark and I could hardly see the man’s face, I somehow knew immediately that there was something off about it. It wasn’t just that we had obviously caught the man in the act of doing something illicit, like dumping a body in the dumpster. There was also a weird vibe coming off the guy that promptly chilled my blood.

      Then, to make my drug-addled mind even worse, something very strange happened: things began to fall from the sky; dark lumps about the size of a baby’s fist, some of which shattered when they hit the ground. For a moment, I thought I was tripping, until one of the balls hit me on the head and I yelped in pain.

      What the fuck?

      Looking harder, I saw it was actually hailstones falling, which seemed odd, to say the least, given the sky was completely clear. Not only that, the hailstones were also a dark red in color. Nearly forgetting about the scary dude still standing in the alley watching us, I picked up one of the hailstones and examined it, quickly dropping it again when I realized with horror that the ice was mixed with blood.

      "Jesus," Kasey said as she saw the blood run over my hand. "What is going on?"

      I shook my head as I wiped my hand across my top. We both stood close to the wall for another moment, until the hail shower had finished and the ground was now covered in lumps of blood-ice. "This night can’t get any stranger…"

      "Yes, it can," Kasey whispered, pointing to the man in the middle of the alley. "What’s he doing just standing there?"

      I shook my head. "Nothing good probably," I whispered back. "Do you feel that?"

      "Feel what?"

      "It’s like…bad intent…"

      Kasey shook her head as she grabbed my arm. "You’re tripping, girl. Let’s go…leave this creep to his business."

      We turned around to go back down the alley. Two steps was all we took before the stranger impossibly appeared in front of us, causing us both to scream involuntarily. We turned quickly and went to run the other way, but again we were blocked by the same man.

      "No," Kasey said. "I must be fucking tripping as well, because there’s no fucking way…" She trailed off when the man let out a slow laugh.

      I could only stand there staring at him as Kasey gripped my arm tight. Then his face changed suddenly, and it was like dozens of black, writhing tentacles had sprouted from it in an instant, out of which shone two bright yellowish eyes.

      Not so long ago, I would’ve thought I was indeed tripping, as now I wished it were as simple. In the last few months, I’d seen far worse than this one, and on an insanely regular basis. The constancy of it had established that it wasn't restricted to any tripping brought on by my recently developed habit; a cocktail of narcotics and booze aimed at dealing with both the stress of seeing these monsters, and of the feelings and paranoia brought about by their presence. I'd seriously begun having doubts about my sanity, and thus my habitually altered state of mind had become paradoxical. On the one hand, it was in the hope I wouldn't see them anymore; and on the other, it was aimed at the hope I'd have the means by which to handle seeing them, these normal human faces that would suddenly change into something monstrous. These horrific transformations would normally only last for a second or two at a time, often for less than that, but long enough for me to know what I was looking at:

      A demon; if such a word can be used to describe anything that is found outside the pages of some paranormal fantasy novel.

      A demon just like the one who had killed my parents, which until recently, was the first and only time I had seen one. I spent years wondering about that fateful night, about the kind of creature that had slaughtered my father and dragged my mother away. Now suddenly the fuckers were everywhere, though rarely as close—or as blatant—as the one standing in front of me and Kasey. As always when I encountered one of these demons, I couldn’t help thinking: Why now after all these years? What do they want?

      When I glanced at Kasey, I saw no indication in her face that she was seeing what I was. Sure, she looked fearful underneath her normal tough guy facade, but she didn’t look horrified, as anyone should if they were looking at the same thing.

      "Hello, girls…" the stranger said casually, as if he were just out for a late night stroll. He bent down and picked up one of the large hailstones, blood oozing over his hand, which he then tasted, raising his eyebrows as if in some kind of approval. "Mighty strange weather we’ve been having lately, wouldn’t you agree?"

      Kasey reached inside her tattered leather jacket and pulled out a switchblade. "You better fuck off, Mister!" she said in a trembling voice as she extended the blade of her knife. She liked to tell people that she had used the knife on a number of occasions, but I knew she never had. The knife was just to scare people, though something told me few things would scare him.

      The demon’s face disappeared, replaced by the face of the man again; a man in his thirties maybe, with dark hair and a sneering smile that told me all I needed to know about his intentions toward us. "Now what are you two little street rats doing here at this time of night?" he said, completely unconcerned by the knife in Kasey’s hand. "Shouldn’t you be sleeping in whatever hovel you nest in?"

      "Fuck you!" Kasey said. "Move or I’ll—"

      The demon moved with shocking speed as he closed in on Kasey like the predator he was, disarming her of the knife and picking her up by the throat in the space of a split second. Though to me he seemed to move in slow motion, which somehow made the whole situation more tense, as the horror of it was drawn out as though it weren’t already enough. I couldn’t help but scream as I staggered back away from him, my heart pounding so hard I thought I was going to have a heart attack right then and there. I could only look on in horror as the demon seemed to examine Kasey for a moment, turning her head to each side in appraisal, as her eyes bulged with fear, her mouth opening and closing like a fish out of water, no sounds emitting from the effort she made, other than the gurgle of trying to breath.

      "I know someone who would pay a pretty penny for two little skanks like you," the man said, his eyes now glowing yellow. He then touched Kasey’s forehead with his free hand, and Kasey immediately went limp, as if the demon had switched off her brain. Then he let her drop to the ground, where she lay unconscious.

      "What did you…do to her?" I said backing away, the overwhelming fear making it difficult to even breath.

      "The same thing I’m going to do to you," the demon said smiling. "I’d prefer it if you didn’t fight me. Damaged goods are harder sell."

      I kept backing away as the demon came forward, until I eventually backed into a wall. The demon’s hand shot out and grabbed me by the throat, lifting me clean off my feet, putting my face right in front of his, as his yellow eyes bored into mine.

      For a few seconds, I felt as helpless as Kasey likely had. But then something happened that I couldn’t explain. It was like something came to life inside me. A fire in the pit of my belly that was jarring to say the least. The shock of its combustion took my breath away, and my body tensed against the sudden power that was now slowly spreading through me.

      When I next looked into the demon’s eyes, his expression had changed, as if he now saw something in me that at once frightened and excited him. "Well, well," he said. "Look at what I just caught. I’m going to get a lot more for you…a lot more."

      I didn’t know what the hell he was talking about, neither did I care. The feeling of power that had suddenly ignited in me had by now spread throughout my whole body, bringing with it a feeling of pure calm that all but displaced the fear that had previously threatened to consume me. My every nerve ending felt electrified, my every muscle primed and ready for whatever action I chose to take next. I felt lighter in every sense of the word.

      The demon’s eyes betrayed his growing fear and concern, and his hand started to come up. "Time for you to go night-night, little—"

      That was as far as he got before a sudden instinct told me to punch him, which I did, my fist traveling at a speed that shocked me as it slammed into the demon’s chest. His grip on my neck was released as he went staggering back, and I landed on my feet with a cat-like balance, my eyes never leaving the demon in front of me. At that moment, I felt no need to question any of what was happening. A light seemed to emanate from me, and it powered my every move, keeping me focused squarely in the present moment. More importantly, it kept me focused on the threat at hand.

      The demon’s sneering smile returned as he regained his balance. "So it’s like that, is it?" he said. "I’ve never killed one of your kind before, but I’m going to enjoy killing you, little one."

      I couldn’t get past what he said. "My kind?"

      The demon’s smile widened for a moment, until he eventually started laughing like he’d just realized something funny. "This just keeps getting better. You don’t even know what you are." He laughed again, then his yellow eyes glared at me seriously once more. "I know someone who is going to be very happy when I deliver you. What a fortunate encounter this has turned out to be."

      I remained crouched as I frowned at him, having no clue what the fuck he was talking about. I wanted to know, but the guiding light within me wouldn’t allow for any questioning or shift of focus from the threat at hand. The demon was getting ready to pounce. Reeling in shock at this whole crazy experience would have to wait until later.

      When the demon made his move, he charged toward me with his fist drawn back, clearly ready to lay me out in a brutal fashion.

      Luckily for me, my newfound instincts kicked in again, otherwise I would have remained where I was, frozen in fear as a demon came charging at me. The timing of my reaction couldn’t have been any better. As the demon came forward at preternatural speed, I sprang forward from my crouched position. The demon’s fist skimmed over the top of my head just as I slammed my palm on his chest. The blow itself surprised me, though not as much as the powerful energy that came from somewhere inside me, traveling down my arm at the speed of electricity, before exploding out of my hand in a flash of blinding white light. I almost couldn’t believe it when the demon, who had to weigh at least two-hundred and fifty pounds, was lifted off his feet by the force of the impact, and was sent sailing back several feet, until he landed with a heavy thump on the ground. There, he remained unmoving.

      For several long seconds, I stood staring over at the unconscious demon, in shock at what I had just done, and wondering if the demon was going to get back up. When he didn’t, I then wondered if I had killed him. If I had, I wouldn’t have minded, and that was the truth. He tried to kill me after all.

      When it became clear that the demon wouldn’t be getting up anytime soon, I turned my attention to Kasey. She was still lying on the ground, unconscious from whatever the demon had done to her. I ran over and crouched down beside her. "Kasey?" I said, gently shaking her.

      When she didn’t respond, I instinctively put a hand on her chest, and was again surprised and thrilled at the power that coursed through me. That same white light, a light like nothing I had ever seen before, appeared around my hand for a second before gradually fading. Then Kasey’s eyes opened a moment later, and she sat up, causing me to smile in relief, and also in amazement at what I had just done.

      "Jesus," she said looking around in confusion. "What happened? Are you…" Her eyes went to the man still lying on the ground behind me. "Did you do that?"

      "I…yeah…sort of…I can’t explain…" I shook my head, my body still buzzing with power. "Let’s just go."

      I helped Kasey up and we started to hurry out of the alley. "What the hell just happened?" Kasey asked as we emerged onto the street.

      I glanced over my shoulder and looked to the alley, expecting to see the demon still laying there, but he wasn’t.

      He was gone.

      "I wish to hell I knew…"
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      The place Kasey called home was a tall apartment building that had long since been condemned. In any other part of the city, the building would’ve been torn down straight away, and a new one built in its place. But since this was the Maze—so-called because of its crazily intersecting alleyways and backstreets—abandoned buildings often stayed abandoned. Which was good news for Kasey, because it meant she always had a place to crash that didn’t consist of a cardboard box under an overpass.

      Kasey had lived in many squats over the years in different parts of the city. She was once in the foster system like me, but dropped out after a particularly nasty abuse situation. At just twelve years old, Kasey and a few other children in the foster home were forced by the parents to take part in Satanic rituals. During these rituals, Kasey and the other children were repeatedly raped and abused by visiting strangers, as well as by the foster parents. When they weren’t being used in the rituals, Kasey and the other children were kept in the basement, caged like animals. It was only when one of the kids was murdered during one of the Satanic rituals that the cops eventually came calling, and the whole abuse ring was discovered. Once Kasey was freed from her captors, she went off the grid, going to live on the streets instead. The streets are obviously a dangerous place for a twelve year old girl, but Kasey figured it had to be safer than the foster system, which had only let her down and exposed her to all sorts of vile abuse.

      Kasey and I met about a year later, when she stepped in and saved me from a gang of girls at my school who decided to bully me for being a "skanky foster kid". Kasey barged into the middle of them like a leather-jacketed Tasmanian Devil, waving a massive switchblade in the girl’s faces, adamant she would use it if the girl’s didn’t fuck off, which of course they did, in swift fashion. We became best friends after that. She was the least pretentious person I knew, and also the most loyal. Kasey would’ve fell on a knife before she would do anything to hurt me. Coming from a background of abuse in the foster system myself, the fact that I could trust her in that regard meant a lot to me. Though in hindsight, I do feel extreme guilt over the way I eventually treated her, and over how much in the dark I kept her when it came to explaining what was really going on with me. It was just at the time, I didn’t feel like I could tell anyone, nor did I want to drag Kasey into something that might end up getting her killed. We do what we think is right at the time, I guess.

      The apartment Kasey stayed in was on the third floor of the building. Other people lived there as well, mostly junkies who would appear in the corridors like ghosts from time to time when they had to go out and get their next fix. Although, I couldn’t judge anyone for being a junkie as I was damn near one myself. Hell, I was one. So was Kasey, who had the third floor to herself most of the time.

      "I’m still wracking my brain trying to figure out what happened tonight," Kasey said as she pushed a couch against the door, which had no working lock. Then she sat down, puffed her cheeks out and threw her head back onto the couch as if she was beat.

      I should’ve been beat as well, given all the partying I’d been doing. It felt like I hadn’t stopped in months, which I hadn’t really. The alcohol and drugs kept the demons away, stopped me from seeing them. They were supposed to anyway, until that demon showed up tonight. My heart was still racing, my mind still clear. The power I’d felt seemed to be mostly gone now, except for a few residual feelings here and there. I tried once or twice to get that power back, but I couldn’t. I wasn’t even sure I wanted it back. As exhilarating as it was, it was also scary.

      Who am I kidding? I thought. Of course I want it back. Why wouldn’t I? It saved my damn life tonight, and Kasey’s.

      "What happened after I got knocked out?" Kasey asked, her dark eyes struggling to focus on me. I was slightly worried she might have concussion.

      "I’m not really sure myself," I replied shaking my head. "Everything just…happened."

      "Everything? And how are you still standing? I’m crashing like fuck here…"

      "I’m fine."

      Kasey stared at me with half-closed eyes, her jagged fringe hanging over one side of her face. "How the fuck did you put that guy down? I just don’t get it."

      I sat down on the edge of the windowsill and looked down onto the street below. "I hit him with an iron bar."

      "An iron bar? Seriously?" Kasey shook her head as she looked like she was about to visit oblivion for the second time tonight.

      I nodded as I went and grabbed a blanket from the end of the couch and draped it over her, just as she laid her head down. "It doesn’t matter," I said in a quiet, soothing voice. "You’re safe now. Go to sleep."

      "I love you, Princess," Kasey barely whispered as she fell immediately into a deep sleep.

      "I love you too, Kase."

      [image: ]
* * *

      I spent most of the night on the couch next to Kasey, but awake. I couldn’t stop thinking about the incident with the demon, and how it was linked to everything else that had been happening lately. The one thought I couldn’t get out of my mind was something the demon had said to me: You don’t know what you are.

      Not even who I am, but what I am. The implications of that were mind-blowing, and also frightening. Was the demon implying I was some sort of supernatural monster like him? Is that why I was suddenly possessed with the ability to see his kind, and also apparently bestowed with some sort of supernatural power? The demon said my scalp would net him considerable esteem, so what did that make me? A demon, like him? Not likely. An enemy of his then, and as such, maybe a force for good, given that demons aren’t?

      I wasn’t foolish enough to believe that all of this was in my head either. Maybe I did for a while after my eighteenth birthday, when my sense of reality got flipped upside down. Of course, I thought I was going crazy. Anyone would. But after a while, the new reality started to seem normal, until I came to believe that it probably didn’t matter if I was crazy or not. It didn’t change the fact that shit was happening around me, and to me, that had real world consequences. If nothing else, tonight’s confrontation with the demon proved that beyond all doubt. In trying to kill me, the demon had at least validated my new reality.

      He had validated me and whatever I was.

      Somehow, I was something other than human. There was no running from that fact now. It was now imperative that I discovered exactly what I was, and where I fitted into the new reality that was steadily opening up around me.

      Everything was going to change. Of that, I had no doubt. Whether things would change for the better or for the worst, I didn’t know.

      Although all the early signs seemed to be pointing toward the latter.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I waited until Kasey was awake before leaving as I didn’t want to leave her sleeping with the door half-open. When she awoke, she screwed her face up as if she had a massive head ache. I also noticed bruising around her neck and right arm. She no doubt felt like she had been hit by a truck. I made her get up though, so she could barricade the door behind me again. Then I left the building.

      It was a chilly October morning outside, and I zipped my green army coat up tight as I began walking toward the bus stop a couple of blocks away. There wasn’t much activity that time of the morning. It was almost peaceful, until that is, I started getting the feeling I was being watched. It was a tingling feeling in the back of my neck that wouldn’t go away, even though I had looked over my shoulder several times and seen no one. As I stood waiting on the bus, the feeling persisted, and I soon began to wonder if my demon friend was stalking me as part of some revenge plan. But no matter how hard I looked, I saw no one watching me, from near or far. The few people around were all heading to work, their heads down as they grimly trudged along.

      On the bus, I was able to relax a little, the tingling sensation in the back of my neck now gone. It had been a strong sensation, and I wondered if my newfound power had made it stronger. Was I now endowed with some sort of spidey sense? If so, I would take it. I mean, why the fuck not, right? To be honest, I was happy enough to take it all: the increased strength and speed; the heightened perceptions; a fighting ability that was somehow innate; and not forgetting the magic light, or whatever it was. It all felt right somehow, and that in itself scared me, for it begged the question:

      Where was it all going to lead to?

      The bus dropped me in Fairfield, near the house where I lived with my foster mother, and my brother. I can’t say I was looking forward to seeing either of them. They both thought I was going off the rails. Six months ago, all I cared about was going to college to study art. That long-held dream didn’t seem so important now, much to Diane, my foster mother’s, disappointment. So as I approached the modest house, I did so with dread, especially as I’d been out of contact for three straight days. Josh hated when I did that. He said he always had visions of me lying dead in an alley, which I always laughed off as ridiculous. After last night, I didn’t think it so ridiculous anymore.

      As I walked to the front gate, something made me stop suddenly. That feeling in the back of my neck had returned, but this time it was accompanied by a hot, urgent feeling in my gut. It felt like warning signals going off inside me. Turning to look down the street, I saw a figure standing on the corner. A man in a dark trench coat, tall with longish wiry hair and a pointed goatee beard. Not the man from the alley last night, but someone different…yet the same.

      Another demon.

      He stood about fifty yards away, close enough for me to see his eyes glow a vermillion color, and his lips part in some sort of smile. Despite being another demon, this one seemed different, or rather, felt different. His presence chilled me to the bone, as if he emanated pure evil.

      Then I heard a voice inside my head, whispering my name. "Leia…"

      I put a hand to my head as the voice kept whispering, and I knew it was the voice of the demon down the street. His forced entry into my mind was causing jarring pain, as if his presence was incompatible with my own. Worse still, I didn’t know how to eject his presence, so I was forced to listen as he whispered to me telepathically, his sick delight at the pain he was causing apparent from his voice.

      "Time is approaching, Leia…"

      "No!" I said shaking my head as if to dislodge the voice. "Leave me alone!"

      The demon laughed, his harsh voice cold and conniving as he continued to stare at me from down the street, just before disappearing as if he was never there to begin with.

      "What the fuck?" I said, wondering how he could just vanish like that.

      "Leia?"

      I turned to see my brother standing at the front door. His tall, athletic frame was dressed in a black T-shirt and his favorite MMA shorts. "Josh," I said, hoping he hadn’t just seen what happened.

      "Where the fuck have you been, Leia?" he asked as I walked down the path toward him. "What the fuck did I tell you about staying in contact? You could’ve been fucking dead."

      I shook my head dismissively. It wasn’t that I didn’t care about my brother’s concern. I was just too damn shaken up to deal with it at the moment. "Well, I’m not."

      I tried to brush past him and he grabbed my arm, his dark brown eyes staring into me. "How long is this shit going to go on for? This isn’t you, Leia."

      I snorted. "You don’t know what I am…"

      "What the hell does that mean?"

      I shook my head. "Nothing. Will you let go of my arm now, please?"

      "I’m just worried," he said, releasing his grip on me.

      A sudden pang of guilt stabbed at my belly, and I sighed. "I know you are. I’m just…"

      "Just what?"

      "I don’t know. I need sleep. Can we talk later?"

      Josh shook his head. "You know, you can tell me if you’re in over your head. I can help."

      I resisted the urge to snort again. "Trust me, Josh, my situation doesn’t require you to beat anyone up."

      "Fuck you, Leia. I’m only trying to help."

      Shit.

      "I know you are, and I’m sorry. I just need some sleep. We can talk later, okay?"

      "Sure, whatever. At least let Diane  know you’re home before you skulk off to your room. She was worried sick."

      Shit again.

      "I will," I said.

      "And Leia?"

      "Yes, Josh?"

      "You aren’t the only one going through shit, you know…"

      I frowned, as Josh rarely showed vulnerability to anyone. He was always the strong one, the protector. "What’s wrong?" I asked him, even though I knew in my gut what was wrong with him. We were twins (though not identical), so it stood to reason he was probably experiencing the same twisted reality as me, the one with all the demons in it. Hell, I knew he was, and had done for months now. It was just that every time I went to broach the subject, I would either chicken out, or he would stonewall me. Both of us were clearly afraid to admit, even to ourselves, what was happening.

      He looked pained for a moment, like he was on the brink of admitting something. But he shook his head instead. "Go get some sleep. We’ll talk later."

      "You know you can tell me anything, right?" I said.

      He snorted derisively. "Are you fucking kidding me? Your hypocrisy is staggering sometimes, Leia."

      Fair enough…

      I shook my head. "I’m just saying we should talk, that’s all."

      We stared at each other for a long moment, and it felt to me like he finally confirmed my suspicions, if only with his eyes, which all but told me that he was a resident of Demon Land as well.

      But before I could say anymore, Diane appeared in the front hallway, dressed for work at the bank downtown. Diane was in her fifties, but with her blonde hair and makeup so expertly done, she looked more like forty. "Leia," she said, her large blue eyes filling me with remorse. "You’re back."

      I nodded, hardly looking at her. "I am. I would’ve called, but…"

      Diane stared at me as if she didn’t know what to do with me, though I noticed her roaming eyes do an automatic check to see if I was still in one piece, and not hurt in any way. She had been our foster mother for the last five years, and had treated Josh and I like we were her own blood. Naturally, she wanted the best for us both, which was why she was so saddened by my recent behavior. Hurting her wasn’t my intention, but hurt her I did. "I have to go to work now," she said somewhat coldly. "Help yourself to breakfast in the kitchen."

      "I think I’ll just go to my room and lie down for a while," I said.

      "You look like crap, Leia." She sighed and shook her head. "Perhaps it’s for the best you two are getting your own place. I really don’t think I can do this anymore." Her eyes welled up with tears as she walked away.

      "Diane…" I called after her, but she had shut herself in the bathroom.

      "Nice job," Josh said as he closed the front door. "I’ll talk to her. Just go to bed, Leia…"

      Feeling like I was leaving a trail of destruction in my wake, I trudged upstairs to my room and fell into bed, hoping the demons didn’t invade my dreams as well.
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      The little girl knows there is a monster in the house.

      She can hear it breathing outside her bedroom door. The low growling noises have woken her. So have the floorboards in the hallway, which sound like they are about to splinter and break under the weight of the creature standing on them.

      An involuntary scream erupts from the little girl’s mouth.

      In response, the monster’s growl increases in volume until at its howling peaks it’s the only thing she can hear, drowning out even the thundering bass of her heart and the splintering staccato as the creature's claws splinter the wood of her bedroom door.

      The little girl screams again, this time for her daddy. “Daddddeeee! Daddddeeee!”

      Her screams are met with equally loud shouting from her mother’s bedroom, a stone's throw down the hall, where it is clear that their own door no longer separates them from whatever waking nightmare has entered their home.

      "Leia! Josh! Get out—"

      Two loud banging noises cause the little girl to startle violently, further fraying her already shattered nerves. The sounds are gunshots. There is no mistaking them.

      Her mother shouts—screams—again. “Kids! Get out of here n—"

      The little girl curls up tight on top of her bed, petrified and confused, her mind spinning as she struggles to comprehend what is going on.

      The monster outside her door makes a strange barking noise before it stomps down the hallway toward the second lot of shouting.

      The little girl shuts her eyes tight as she hears the sound of her parent's bedroom door getting smashed in. Loud grunts and shouts are heard, like fighting is happening within.

      Then she hears her father’s voice this time. "Fuck you! I’ll fucking—"

      His voice cuts off abruptly, soon replaced by her mother's shouting. "No! I’ll fucking kill you!"

      Fear or not, the little girl is compelled out of bed by some instinct, despite the fact that her seven-year-old mind has begun shutting down against the sudden horror she’s been plunged into.

      But I have to see if Mommy and Daddy are all right...

      Despite her reticence, the little girl opens the door to her bedroom and peers out into the dark hallway. Piercing through the darkness is the sound of her mother’s voice. Not words, but grunts of effort and aggression as if she is hitting something.

      Mommy...

      The little girl steps out into the hallway, shaking with fear. Every small step she takes toward her parent's bedroom is agonizing. She is terrified that the monster will come bounding out of the room any second to get her.

      A splinter of wood from the smashed bedroom door pierces the soft skin of her foot, but the little girl doesn’t scream. She doesn’t make a sound.

      She is too afraid to.

      She can hear the monsters breathing in the room, the room she is only inches away from now.

      Then behind her, a voice makes her jump and cry out, and she spins around to see her twin brother standing there. "I’m scared, Leia," he says.

      The little girl goes to her brother, hugs him and tells him to go back to his room, to not let anyone in…as if he would be able to stop the monster if it came to his door, but she does not tell him this. He pleads with his sister not to leave him, but through her tears, she insists. "I’ll find you," she says. "Go!"

      Shaking with fear, the little boy runs back to his room and closes the door. The little girl cries for a moment, then wipes her tears and turns around. She moves toward her parent’s bedroom again.

      As she approaches, she hears another voice in the room. A deep, scary voice that stops the little girl in her tracks, turning the blood in her veins to ice.

      "You made a deal," the scary voice is saying. "I am here to collect."

      Then her mother screams, "Fuck you! Stay back!"

      "You must be killed first," the voice says almost gleefully. "This will hurt, I promise you."

      “Don’t fucking touch me you—"

      The little girl's mother makes a strangled screaming noise that then abruptly stops.

      Terrified, the little girl walks over the splinters on the carpet and halts at the threshold of her parent’s bedroom door…or what's left of it.

      What she sees when she enters the room is enough to finish the job of shutting down her fragile mind. What she sees is a massive dog-like beast with red eyes standing over her daddy's bloody and torn body. What she sees is a monster who looks like a man—but who has horns and burning orange eyes—holding the limp body of her mommy. What she sees is her mommy’s still open eyes, hearing her say, "I’m sorry…" before the life goes out of them.  Finally, what she sees is the monster-man smile before vanishing with her mommy into the circle of orange light in the floor, the great beast that had been outside her bedroom door, also disappearing into the light after one final snarl.

      Deathly pale, her face frozen in shock, the little girl drops down suddenly to the floor, causing wooden splinters to penetrate the soft skin of her palms and lower legs. There, she curls up in a tight ball and doesn't move…
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* * *

      I awoke from the dream with a start, my face bathed in sweat, breathing heavily as I struggled to pull myself back into reality, or at least for what passed for reality these days.

      The dream I’d just had was a familiar one, having plagued me for years after the deaths of my parents. I say deaths, but I’m still not completely sure if my mother is alive or dead. I’ve always had a feeling, though, that she is trapped somewhere. Not here on Earth, but in some other awful place.

      Like Hell.

      I didn’t know anything for sure. I just knew my father was dead and my mother was gone, presumed dead.

      Josh was able to get past the incident. He saw nothing that night, only heard the screams and the sounds of the monsters. He didn’t see my father’s torn body, or my mother’s face as she was taken by the demon. In fact he was so terrified he stayed under his bed until the cops came some time later, after a neighbor had called them when they heard all the noise.

      I saw quite a lot, though, including the demon and the beast. So for that reason, I could never let things go afterward. When I was old enough, I started researching demons and the occult, trying to find something that would fully explain everything that had happened that night. But after years of research, I found no satisfactory answers (except that the four-legged creature present that night was most likely a hellhound). Josh insisted I let it all go once and for all, for my own sanity if nothing else. So I did, until the demons invaded my reality once again six months ago.

      Now I was once more consumed by a need to find answers, to the detriment of all else. If booze and drugs couldn’t keep the demons at bay, maybe knowledge would.

      With a sigh, I dragged myself out of bed and stood in front of the full length mirror in my small bedroom.

      Jesus Christ, I thought. Josh and Diane weren’t kidding when they said I looked like shit. My long dark hair was a tangled mess, my eyes were sunken with dark rings around them, and the once glowing whites now more in keeping with the pale porcelain of my skin. I seemed to have dropped several pounds as well that I didn't really have spare to begin with. A six month bender would do that to you.

      I look like a fucking junky…

      Shaking my head, I turned away from the disturbing reflection and looked around for clean clothes. The room looked even more pokey than usual because there was stuff everywhere. Keeping my room tidy wasn’t high on my list of priorities this past while. Diane kept the room tidy for a time, but eventually stopped right around the time she decided I was throwing my life away for no apparently good reason. Now the place was just a mess of clothes, books and charcoal-covered sketch pads that mostly depicted the faces of the demons I saw. There were two large sketch pads full to the brim with monstrous, hideous faces that I hoped never to see again.

      I knew I would see them again, though. Maybe not those exact same demons, but plenty of similar ones. There was no getting away from the fact that I was being dragged inexorably down a road that was littered with the ugly bastards, and God knows what else. So you know, lots to look forward to.

      I found a pair of faded black jeans with rips in the front and pulled them on. Not exactly the weather for ripped jeans, but it was the only pair that looked half clean. Finding a can of deodorant, I sprayed some under my arms to try and mask the moldy smell of my stale sweat. I needed a shower, but first I wanted to talk to Josh, if he was still here. Being a weed dealer, my brother set his own working hours, which was usually at night. His days were mostly spent training at the local MMA gym, or at home playing video games.

      Today it was the latter, I discovered as I entered his room. Josh was lying on the bed with a games controller in his hands, staring intently at the widescreen TV mounted on the wall in front of him. "You’re up," he said, his eyes not leaving his game, which appeared to be some sci-fi looking first person shooter. "You didn’t sleep long."

      I went and sat on the end of bed. "I got enough."

      He glanced quickly at me. "I’d say you need more."

      I gave him a slight smile. "We can’t all look like athletes, Mr. Vain."

      "I like to look my best. So what?"

      "You seem even more broody than usual. Does it have anything to do with what we were talking about earlier?"

      Josh’s eyes never left the screen. "I don’t recall talking about anything. You must’ve been high still."

      I frowned at him, wondering if he was serious. "Come on, Josh. There’s something going on with both of us. Are you telling me there isn’t?"

      Josh sighed and shook his head, seemingly annoyed that I was distracting him from his game. "I’m fine, Leia. It’s you who’s having problems."

      "Fuck off, Josh. It’s me you’re talking to. Why are you bullshitting me when you know I can always tell?"

      He said nothing for a moment, then tossed the controller to one side suddenly. "All right, Leia," he said, sitting up. "Why don’t you tell me what you think is going on, since you seem to have all the answers?"

      "I didn’t say I had answers, I just know something is happening, has been happening since we turned eighteen. Are you going to deny that?"

      Josh covered his face with his hands for a second and rubbed his eyes. Then he shook his head as he looked at me. His face told me all that I needed to know. He was seeing the demons as well. But what else had he experienced? Had he felt the power that I had? The light magic? When I told him what happened to me last night, and about my encounter with the demon out on the street, I caught the look of recognition in his face. "You’ve felt it, haven’t you?" I said.

      He nodded. "I got jumped one night by three guys from Diaz’s gang. They all had knives. I don’t know what happened, but as soon as they started attacking me, I felt this surge of power go through me, like nothing I’ve ever felt before. When I hit the first guy, this white light exploded out of my fist like fucking…I don’t know. I felt like fucking Bruce Leroy from The Last Dragon, like I’d got the glow and shit…" He shook his head and laughed like he was experiencing the same power right now. "Those guys didn’t stand a chance, knives or not."

      "When did this happen?"

      "Two weeks ago."

      My mouth dropped open. "Two weeks, and you didn’t fucking tell me about it?"

      Josh shrugged and rubbed the dark stubble on his perfectly square jaw. "I didn’t know what to say, and you haven’t exactly been around much lately. Shit, I thought I was going crazy, anyway. I still do. All those fucking demons walking around out there. I feel like I’m in a horror movie of my own making."

      I couldn’t help but laugh, as much to break the tension as anything else. "I know, right? I’m surprised I can even sleep at all after seeing that much hideousness."

      "Sleep? What’s that?"

      "Seriously?"

      "I feel like I’ve got fucking PTSD or something. If it wasn’t for fighting and weed, I don’t know what I’d do."

      I sat in silence for a few moments as I went over things in my mind, then I said, "There’s something I didn’t tell you about last night."

      Josh frowned, looking like he was almost afraid to hear what came next. "Yeah?"

      "It’s something the demon said to me before I, you know…he said I didn’t know what I was."

      His frown deepened as he stared at me. "What does that mean?"

      "I don’t know," I said. "But I want to know. Don’t you?"

      "I don’t know. Maybe." He shook his head. "This whole thing is crazy."

      "Which is why I’m thinking that if we looked for answers, things might become less crazy."

      Josh snorted and shook his head. "I doubt that, Leia. I just know the further down this rabbit hole we go, the more fucked up and crazy it’s going to become. You telling me you don’t feel that, like you’re standing on the edge of an abyss?"

      "Pretty dark imagery, but yeah, I do feel it. But I also know that we don’t have a choice, Josh. Whatever is happening to us, it’s making us a target for those demons running around out there. They know who we are now, and there’s no going back. The more we can learn about these powers or whatever it is we have, the better we can defend ourselves if need be. "

      "I can defend myself just fine," he said.

      "Really? Against one of those demons?"

      "You put one of them down, didn’t you?"

      "Yeah, but—"

      "Look, Leia," he said, cutting me off. "I have no interest in becoming someone else, or going any further into this fucked up reality we’ve suddenly found ourselves in. I just want a normal life. So should you. Christ, you were supposed to go to college and you fucked that up for this shit."

      "It’s not like I had a fucking choice, Josh, is it?" I said raising my voice in anger. "Same as I don’t have a choice now. This is happening, whether we like or not. I’d just like to get ahead of things before some demon fucking kills me, or takes me to fucking Hell the way Mom—"

      "Don’t!" he said, holding out a hand to cut me off again. "Don’t go there, Leia. Don't make this about what happened eleven years ago. Regardless of what this is, and how you want to meet it, it doesn't mean you have to keep holding onto that fucked up shit. Don't you get it? It'll kill you just as surely as one of these demon things might!"

      I stood and shook my head. "Don’t you see, Josh? What happened to Mom and Dad that night has something to do with what’s happening to us now. There’s a connection, and I intend to find out what it is."

      "Jesus, Leia, you spent fucking years trying to figure that shit out. It nearly drove you insane, and now you want to go down that road again?"

      "Yes, Josh. That is exactly the road I intend to go down again. Things have changed. You might not like it, but they have."

      His dark eyes shone with barely concealed rage. "What are you going to do, Leia, huh? Are you going to go dig up our father’s bones, see if you can find any clues…teeth and claw marks perhaps? Conduct another seance to try to contact Mom, even though she’s as fucking dead as Dad?"

      I turned away for a second as I struggled to contain my emotions.

      He’s just worried and afraid, that’s all.

      "Look," I said, keeping my voice level. "I’m doing this, whether you want me to or not, starting with going back to the house in Woodville."

      Josh couldn’t hide his horror as he stared at me. "Why would you go back there? What could you possibly hope to find?"

      "I don’t know, answers maybe. I have to start somewhere. I’d also like it if you could come with me."

      Josh stared at me a moment longer, then he lay back down on the bed, picked up the controller and resumed playing his game. "I’m sorry, Leia," he said quietly. "You’re on your own."

      How did we end up so different, I wondered sadly, when we used to be on the same wavelength? My bottom lip quivered, and I bit it to stop the tears that wanted to stream from my eyes. Knowing there was nothing more to say, I walked out of the room, closing the door behind me. Out on the landing, I stood for a moment as I tried to get a grip on myself.

      Looks like I’m doing this alone then.

      Or maybe not.

      In my bedroom, I found my phone and called Kasey. "Wanna go for a ride?" I asked her.

      "A ride in what?" she asked, sounding groggy.

      I smiled as I pulled on my boots and found my army coat. "Josh’s baby, of course."

      Kasey perked up immediately. "Hell yeah! Come and get me."

      Downstairs, I located the keys to Josh’s car, which were in the kitchen as always.

      Thanks for being a creature of habit, Josh.

      My brother’s pride and joy was his black ’67 Mustang, bought through his ill-gotten gains. He hated me driving it, and always told me so, to which my habitual response has always been that he shouldn’t have taught me to drive in the first place then.

      I got inside the car and started the engine, knowing the noise would bring Josh to his bedroom window. Before I took off, I gave him a look that said he deserved this.
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      As I was driving out of the street and about to head toward town, I intentionally looked in the rearview mirror to see if anyone was following me, and sure enough, a black car pulled out at the end of the street and started to cruise slowly in my direction. Ordinarily, I wouldn’t have given the car a second thought, but the demons had me paranoid. The car itself also raised my suspicions. Thanks to Josh’s long held obsession with classic American muscle cars, I had become familiar with nearly every make and model, especially ones from the sixties. The car a few lengths behind me was a black ’69 Dodge Charger. Josh considered getting one just like it before he ended up going with the Mustang. The Dodge wasn’t a car you seen very often. I had certainly never seen one around here before, which told me the driver was from elsewhere. Stopping at the junction, I purposely waited on the Dodge to come up behind me so I could see the driver clearly, but instead the car pulled up a side street further back and disappeared from sight.

      So much for being followed, I thought, before shaking my head and continuing into town. Throughout the twenty minute journey, I kept a close eye on the rearview mirror, but I never caught sight of the Dodge again.

      When I got to the Maze, Kasey was waiting for me on the steps leading up to the building where she lived. She all but sprang to her feet with a shit-eating grin on her face when I pulled up. "Well, holy shit," she said as she got into the front passenger seat. "I never thought I’d see the fucking day when Josh loaned you his car."

      A wicked smile crossed my face as I pulled back out into traffic. "He didn’t."

      Kasey drew back in an exaggerated fashion, her dark eyes wide. "You mean you stole Josh’s car?"

      "Borrowed more like."

      "Wouldn’t want to be you when you get home, but I’d like to be a fly on the wall." She leaned forward and opened the glove box to look for CDs, in the process finding a sizable bag of weed. "Well, what do we have here?" She held the bag up and shook it like she’d hit the jackpot.

      "Take that at your own risk," I warned her. "I won’t be able to stop my brother from kicking your ass."

      Kasey shook her head dismissively. "He hates me anyway, what’s the difference?"

      "Josh doesn’t hate you, Kase."

      "Oh really? Last time he saw me, he called me a skanky fucking cunt, then he told me to crawl back to the rats nest I came from. What would you call that? A bit of good natured banter?"

      I couldn’t help but laugh. "He may have a slight superiority complex."

      "He fucking hates me. Let’s just leave it at that." Kasey opened the bag of weed and took out a few of the buds, dropping them into the pocket of her tatty leather jacket. "I don’t care if he hates me because he always has great weed. That makes up for a lot."

      Shaking my head, I said, "It’s your funeral."

      "Not sure about his taste in music, though," she said, rummaging through the CDs in the glove box. "Fucking TuPac? Snoop Dog? Ice-fucking-T? I swear, your brother thinks he’s a total gangster. Does he know the nineties are over?"

      "It’s all a front."

      She waved one of the CDs at me. "You think?"

      "Just put the damn radio on," I said good-naturedly as I stopped at the lights.

      "Yes, let’s find some proper music to listen to, not that rap shit." She tuned the radio to one of the metal stations, and then smiled at me as she frantically bobbed her head, bouncing her jagged fringe off her face. "Yeah! Now that’s music!"

      I laughed and shook my head at her, but my laughter was cut short when I saw a woman crossing the road whose face was flickering constantly as I stared at her, like the area around her face was pixelating as might shitty digital streaming do, revealing the hideous reptilian-like horror that was her true face, one clearly not of this realm.

      There’s the first one of the day…

      Everywhere I went, I had these same encounters. Ordinary looking people who would suddenly transform into demons before my eyes. Or at least, their faces would. I couldn’t help but wonder if it was some sort of glamour that allowed the demons to hide in plain sight, and if it was this growing power in me that allowed me to see them when others couldn’t. If that was the case, then lucky me, eh?

      A horn sounding behind me forced me to break my gaze from the demon, who had by now crossed the road and was heading down the street.

      "Earth to Leia!" Kasey said. "You gonna drive, Princess?"

      "Yeah," I said, taking off again. "I was in a world of my own then. Sorry."

      Kasey turned the music down a little, then sat back in her seat, remaining quiet for a minute or so. Her silence was killing me. Kasey only went silent when she was about to hit you with a big question. Given her jokey demeanor, you’d be forgiven for thinking Kasey didn’t take much in, but that would be your mistake, for she took everything in. She hadn’t survived so long on her own without becoming keenly observant of her surroundings and of other people, including me. "So," she said eventually. "Now that we’re both all comfy in Josh’s car and shit, maybe you could tell me what your deal has been for months now?"

      "My deal?" I shook my head, playing dumb. "I don’t know what you mean."

      "Yes you do." She had folded her arms and turned in her seat to stare at me now. "Every time I ask you about it, you do this. You act like you don’t know what I’m talking about, or that I’m not thinking straight or something. We’re sisters, Leia. You shouldn’t be keeping shit from me."

      Inwardly, I sighed. She was right, of course, but I was trying not to drag Kasey into my screwed up reality, even though she was probably already half way there. She had already been attacked by a demon, despite not knowing it, and now here I was dragging her along to the house where I grew up, to where my whole demon problem seemed to have started.

      Maybe I should tell her everything.

      Or maybe I shouldn’t, for her own sake.

      I wanted to tell Kasey everything, but something was stopping me, and I wasn’t sure what. It just didn’t seem like I should be telling anyone, if only for their own protection.

      "It’s nothing, Kase, honestly," I said. "I’ve just been thinking about my parents a lot lately, and about how they died."

      Kasey nodded. "You said it was gruesome."

      "It was." I checked the rearview mirror for the umpteenth time. No Dodge.

      "So, you’re saying…what?"

      "I’m saying I want to find out more about my parents, and about how they died." It wasn’t far from the truth.

      "You said they were murdered by an intruder, right?"

      I nodded. It was simpler to have her believe that both my parents were murdered, rather than to have to try and explain what happened to my mother. "Yeah, but no one was ever caught."

      "So now you want to crack the case, is that it?"

      "Why are you smiling?"

      "Nothing, I just think it’s pretty cool that you’re doing this. Hell, if I knew who my parents were, maybe I’d do the same." She looked away for a second to stare out the window.

      I reached over and put a hand on her leg, squeezing gently. "You’ll always have me, you know that, right?"

      Kasey placed her hand over mine and smiled. "Thanks, Princess."

      I gave a mock sigh. "Jeez, how may times, Kase? Stop calling me that. I’ve never even—"

      "Yeah, yeah, I know. You’ve never fucking seen Star Wars. Maybe you should fucking see it then, huh? Then maybe you’d get the joke."

      "I don’t need to see it. I get the joke already, I just hate it. There, I said it. I hate it when you call me fucking Princess."

      Kasey nodded, still smiling. "Cool. All the more reason to keep calling you it then…Princess."

      "Fuck you."

      Kasey laughed, back to her usual jokey self. "So you still haven’t told me where we’re going."

      "Didn’t I? We’re going back to where it all started, where I grew up, to visit my old house."

      "So we’re on the job already are we?"

      I nodded. "We are, you can consider Josh's buds as payment plenty."

      "Awesome. This calls for a joint then."
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* * *

      Greenmount was a fairly modest housing development that was built on the edge of the eastern part of Blackhall. My parents weren’t exactly loaded, so it suited them at the time. I liked the place growing up. It was quiet, with a forest nearby that I enjoyed exploring, sometimes doing rubbings of trees with charcoal or playing hide and seek with some of the other kids form the neighborhood.

      Simpler times…

      Greenmount didn’t seem to have changed much since I was last here eleven years ago. I had wanted to come back on a few occasions over the years, but I could never bring myself to. It just felt too painful to do so. Now I was here less out of nostalgia, and more out of necessity. My need to find out about myself, about who and what I really am, had now become a quest in my mind. It was all I was beginning to think about, and I was determined not to rest until I found the answers I needed.

      If only I knew what questions to ask to get those answers.

      I was hoping the past would shed some light on the present. It had to, otherwise I would just be dredging up painful memories for nothing.

      The house wasn’t too hard to find once I drove into the estate, although my initial impression of the place remaining unchanged now appeared slightly off. In reality, Greenmount had changed quite a bit. The houses no longer looked as pristine as they once did, which was to be expected after eleven years, I suppose. Although many looked to have fallen into disrepair, as if their owners couldn’t be bothered with upkeep. Obviously a different sort of resident had moved in, I thought, as I drove slowly down a street that contained more derelict houses than occupied ones.

      Maybe things went downhill here after the incident…

      I had visions of an evil presence seeping into the estate, corrupting it, and spreading decay and degradation.

      Let’s not get carried away. The place is just a bit rundown, that’s all.

      "What a shithole," Kasey announced after staring out the window. "You grew up here? I feel sorry for you. It’s like a nightmare suburb with no escape."

      I shook my head at her. "It wasn’t like this when I lived here, believe me. It was a nice place."

      "Not so nice anymore. What the hell happened?"

      The more I considered it, the more my idea of evil seeping into the place seemed plausible. My instincts were backing me up on this as well, my newfound power and senses tingling throughout my body as if to alert me to evil nearby. Not that I was about to tell Kasey any of that, so I just said, "Who knows?"

      Needless to say, the house in which I grew up was derelict also, which I fully expected. Who would want to live in a house where a man was found brutally murdered, and his wife had disappeared under very mysterious circumstances? No one I knew, that’s for damn sure.

      I pulled the Mustang up outside the house, then turned off the ignition and sat staring for a moment, hardly able to believe that I was back in the place where I grew up. The little detached house was at the end of the row, most of the other houses now derelict as well. Even though it was the middle of the day, there didn’t seem to be anyone around, giving the place even more of a ghost town feel. My concern at the lack of people was soon forgotten, right about the time my mind became flooded with memories, as I continued to stare at the house on the corner. Memories of growing up around the house, of playing in the garden with my dad, and chasing around after Josh, usually with something disgusting in my hand, like a worm or a dead mouse that I’d found in the woods. They were happy times; the happiest I’ve ever known.

      My mother didn’t seem to feature in any of those memories, though. That’s because she was hardly ever around. She was always working, and often gone for days or even weeks at a time. It was my father who raised Josh and me for the most part, not my mother. I realized this more when I looked back after they had gone. At the time, it didn’t bother me much that she was always away. It seemed normal because we had never known any different.

      Even when she was there she wasn’t…

      It was a painful thought, and one which made me turn away from the house to stare hard at the steering wheel.

      "Are you all right?" Kasey asked quietly. "This is probably a lot for you to handle."

      I took a deep breath and straightened up. "I’m fine, that’s why I have my BFF with me" I said, giving her a quick smile. "Let’s do this."

      Getting out of the car, we moved toward the house with a heavy sense of foreboding.

      Or at least I did.
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      As I walked alongside Kasey up the front drive, I happened to glance over at the house to my left, and I noticed a curtain twitching behind the living room window, as if someone in the house had been watching us. The house didn’t look as shabby as most of the others. At least the windows weren’t boarded up like the house I used to live in.

      "How are we getting inside?" Kasey asked as we paused by the boarded up front door, long buried memories and feelings still coming thick and fast, bringing a deep scowl to my face. "Assuming you want to go inside that is."

      "That’s why we’re here," I said. "Let’s go around the back."

      The back garden was a jungle of weeds and course grass, surrounded by a rotten wooden fence that looked like it would fall down if you touched it. A far cry from the pristine state my father used to keep the yard in. It saddened me just to look at it.

      "The back door is boarded shut as well," Kasey said, and I turned to see her pulling at the edge of the thick board covering it. After some exertion, she stopped pulling and stepped back, shaking her head. "It’s not budging. We should’ve brought a crowbar."

      "We don’t need a crowbar." I stepped past her and gripped the edge of the board with both hands. Before I pulled, I willed some of my newfound strength into my muscles. It was the first time I had ever tried to consciously direct what so far had been completely instinctual and automatic. I was therefore surprised and thrilled to feel a warming sensation flood my muscles, bringing with it a feeling of increased mental and physical strength. When I finally pulled on the board, it ripped loose from the nails as easily as parting velcro.

      Kasey exclaimed loudly as the board flew away from the door with a speed I didn’t intend, the board slamming into her and almost laying her out.

      "Oh shit!" I exclaimed. "Kase, are you all right?" In a bumbling sort of fashion, I pulled the board off Kasey and tossed it aside.

      Kasey lay for a minute, groaning and disorientated. "What the fuck?" she said as she finally sat up.

      I casually shook my head as I tried to contain my own surprise, not to mention my urge to start giggling. "You must’ve loosened it for me."

      Kasey snorted and drew back as if to say I was bullshitting. "Uh-uh…no I didn’t."

      I stood there for a moment, then shrugged as I held up my hands. "What do you want me to say? I don’t know my own strength."

      Not yet anyway.

      "Clearly," Kasey said. "First you manage to knock out that guy the other night, and now you’re ripping off boards like they’re made of cardboard or something. What gives, Leia? Tell me, are you doing some drug I don’t know about? Josh’s steroids maybe?"

      "Fuck off, will you? It’s just an old board. It was ready to fall off anyway."

      Kasey nodded. "And the guy in the alley? Was he just ready to get knocked out anyway?"

      "I told you, it was a lucky shot. Now can we just go inside." I turned and tried the back door, which was locked. Without thinking, I pushed hard on the door and it opened with a crack. "Door was open."

      "Didn’t sound like it."

      "Rusty hinges."

      I stepped inside before Kasey could say anything else. The kitchen was just as I remembered it, small and compact, but now smelling of damp and rodent piss, every surface thick with grim and dust. I felt my claustrophobia come on, tightening my chest and making the room seem smaller than it already was. I wasn’t sure why my claustrophobia should be triggered in a room that size, not at first anyway. Not until I realized that it wasn’t the room, so much as the oppressive atmosphere inside the house itself. Once again, I felt alarm bells go off, and whatever power I had seemed to rush to the surface, as if to ready me for some sort of action. When I felt Kasey grab my arm from behind, I turned around and raised my fist without even thinking.

      "Fuck!" Kasey shouted as she flinched and held her hands up. "What the fuck, Leia!"

      I looked at my fist as if it didn’t belong to me. "Sorry. I’m just a little tense." Lowering my arm, I gave her a weak smile.

      Kasey shook her head. "I’ll put your actions down to being in this place."

      I nodded. "This is harder than I thought."

      "Well, I’m here for you. Just don’t go all fucking Jessica Jones on me again."

      I looked through the kitchen door into the hallway, and realized it was too dark to see anything. "We need a flashlight. There’s one in the car. I’ll go and get it. Wait here."

      "Wait, you’re leaving me here alone?"

      I shook my head at her. "I’ll just be a minute. I thought you’d be used to derelict buildings anyway, no offense."

      "None taken. This place gives me extra creeps, though. This whole fucking neighborhood does."

      You and me both.

      "I won’t stay here long, I promise. Just a quick look around, and then we’re outta here."

      Kasey shook her head. "Fine. Go and get the flashlight then."

      I walked quickly to the car so as not to keep Kasey waiting too long. The flashlight was in the trunk, and I found it after a moment of searching. As I slammed the lid back down, my eyes happened to look down the street, and there, parked on the corner, was the black Dodge Charger that was behind me earlier.

      "Son of a bitch," I said, gripping the flashlight tight. My anger at seeing the car was accompanied by a flood of electrifying power in my body, like my instincts wanted me to sprint toward the car and confront the person inside, whom I still couldn’t see because they were too far away. My mind even went as far as running me through the whole scenario, right down to gripping the person inside the car and dragging them out onto the street, so I could demand that they tell me why they were following me. It was no coincidence the black Dodge was there. I had seen too much of late to believe in mere coincidence anymore.

      But before I could enact the scenario that was in my mind, the Dodge was started up and turned quickly on the road before speeding off. I stood staring until the car disappeared around a corner.

      Now totally convinced that I was being watched by someone, my mind went into overdrive as I tried in vain to come up with an answer to the question of who it was. The only thing I was reasonably sure of was that this had something to do with everything else that had happened recently. It appeared that the awakening of my preternatural abilities had attracted a lot of unwanted attention. It could’ve been a demon driving the Dodge, but it didn’t feel that way to me. I’d been in close proximity to enough demons by now that I knew what they felt like, and the effect their presence had on me. I wasn’t really getting those vibes this time. I was getting some sort of vibe, but it was unfamiliar, and I had difficulty placing it.

      So instead, I asked myself a different question. Why was I being followed? Surely, if demons wanted to follow me, they didn’t need a damn Dodge to do it in? No doubt, those fuckers could appear wherever they wanted to, which meant it was a person driving the car. Trouble was, I couldn’t think of anyone who would go to the trouble of following me around. For now, I was in the dark on that one.

      But not for too long, I’ll make sure of that.

      "You coming or what?" It was Kasey shouting from the side of the house that made me forget about the black Dodge for the time being.

      Walking up the drive again, something made me glance at the house next door again. This time I saw a face behind the glass; the face of a woman that quickly disappeared when I looked. Then I remembered Mrs. Jones. She lived next door to us, along with her husband. My father was friendly with them both, and spent a lot of time with Mr. Jones. Could the face in the window belong to Mrs. Jones? Possibly. Maybe I could go and see her before we leave here, I thought. She might know something that would help me, though I doubted it.

      "Take your time why don’t you," Kasey said as she waited around the back.

      "Sorry," I said. "I’m coming."

      Kasey grabbed my arm again, even before we went inside. "FYI, this is not a place I would ever sleep in. I’m only going back in here because I don’t want you going in alone."

      "Did something happen while I was gone?"

      "I just had time to get a feel for the place, and I don’t like it."

      "I’ll be fine on my own if you want to wait in the car."

      She gave me a look. "What the fuck do you take me for? I already told you, I’m not letting you do this shit alone. Just lead the way."

      Jesus, I thought as the guilt rushed into me. She’s by my side no matter what, and I can’t even bring myself to tell her the truth about what’s going on.

      Switching on the flashlight, I stepped into the kitchen and directed the beam toward the door, before making my way into the dark hallway with Kasey still hanging off my arm. She remained uncharacteristically quiet as we made our way toward the living room. I didn’t feel like speaking either. The heavy, dreaded silence in the house seemed to suppress the will to speak, lest we get distracted from the unnerving ambiance for even a second. It was difficult, for me at least, not to think that some entity existed in the house, smothering us with its evil presence. At one point, Kasey and I looked at each other with frightened eyes as if to say, This was a bad idea…let’s get the fuck out of here, like right now!

      But just as soon as the thought had occurred to me, I felt a warmth rising from my belly and spreading throughout my whole body. A welcoming sense of well-being that seemed to bring a certain amount of courage with it. My new power perhaps? Whatever it was, I was glad of it.

      There wasn’t much to see in the living room. It had been stripped bare, even the carpet was gone. In my mind, I could picture perfectly where everything used to be in the room, right down to the position of certain ornaments on the mantle. I spent many happy hours in that room, watching TV with Josh, or sitting in the corner drawing while my parents, or more usually my father, sat reading. That mental picture soon disappeared, though, to be replaced by the grim and dark room before me.

      "Let’s go upstairs," I said quietly.

      "Sure," Kasey said. "Great idea. Can’t wait."

      I couldn’t help a small laugh. "I’m glad you’re here, Kase."

      Kasey squeezed my arm. "I’m always here for you, sister."

      Once again, my stomach ached with guilt. How long was I planning to keep her in the dark? For a moment, I thought about telling her everything then and there, but I ended up pulling back at the last second. Something was stopping me from saying anything; some sense that I had to protect my friend from the truth for a little while longer, if only until I got a better handle on the situation myself. Now isn’t the time, I told myself as I put up with the guilt.

      As far as Kasey was concerned, I didn’t know much of anything about what happened to my parents. I told her when we first met that someone had broken into the house and killed them both while Josh and I were sleeping. I put it across that it was just some random murder that no one had ever been brought to justice for. Shit like that happens all the time, so Kasey didn’t question it. She had no reason to doubt me anyway.

      I leaned my shoulder against her for a second, then directed us upstairs—the place I was most dreading going, and which had become a nightmare setting in my mind over the years. A place of murder, and of evil…and terror.

      The stairs creaked loudly as we put our weight on them, the bare boards sounding like they were going to crack any second, a sound that reminded me all too much of the creature that had once stood outside my bedroom door, its heavy bulk pressing down hard on the floorboards…

      I shuddered at the thought.

      "Why have we stopped?" Kasey asked.

      I hadn’t even realized we had stopped. "It’s nothing," I whispered. "Let’s keep going."

      It seemed especially dark upstairs as we stood on the landing, which also groaned and creaked under our combined weight. The presence I’d felt downstairs seemed especially pervasive up there. I didn’t even have to go to my parents room to know that the presence would be strongest in there.

      "Which room was yours?" Kasey whispered.

      I directed the beam of the flashlight down the hall to the closed door at the very end. "That one."

      We both moved at the same time down the hall to the bedroom door. I held the knob for several seconds before I found the courage to turn it and push the door open, not sure what I was going to find inside.

      What I did find, I wasn’t expecting. At all.

      The bedroom looked almost the same as it did when I was last in it that fateful night eleven years ago. Obviously, everything was covered in dust and grime, rendering the room and its contents into dull gray tones. But all of my books, toys and teddy bears were still there, some scattered around the floor as if my seven year old self had just finished playing with them. Even some of my drawings were still on the wall—pictures of fairy tale castles, dragons and magical landscapes, all showing my burgeoning artistic talent at the time.

      "I know this was your room and all," Kasey whispered. "But this is damn creepy. Why is all this stuff still here? It’s like no one’s even come into this room since…" She trailed off as if the mere mention of that night would upset me.

      I hardly heard her, though, because I was lost in my memories at that point. One memory in particular, of my father putting me to bed and reading Alice In Wonderland to me, my favorite book at the time. When he’d finished reading and he’d kissed me goodnight, I would say, "I love you more than I did yesterday, Daddy."

      "I love you more than I did yesterday," he would say back, before smiling and exiting the room, leaving the door open just a crack as I always insisted he do.

      I was surprised to feel a tear run down my cheek, and I wiped it away with my hand, shaking my head as I turned away from the room.

      "You all right?" Kasey asked.

      I sniffed back my remaining tears and nodded. Then I went across the hall and peeked quickly into Josh’s old room, which was slightly smaller than mine. The room was just as preserved, though. Even Josh’s toy car collection still sat on one of the shelves, and a dusty baseball glove lay in one corner on the floor. Sighing sadly, I closed the door.

      "One more room left," I whispered, staring down the hall. Already, the events of that night were fresh in my mind again, right down to the sounds of my parents fighting with the demon, and the loud snorts of the hellhound. Instead of tears, beads of sweat ran down my face this time, as the fear of that night gripped me hard the closer I got to the bedroom.

      As expected, the door was missing, having been smashed to pieces by the hellhound. Under my feet, I could still feel splinters of wood embedded in the dank carpet.

      "Oh Jesus," Kasey uttered to herself as she looked at the busted doorframe and the splinters on the floor. God knows what she was picturing in her mind at that point, although it couldn’t have been worse than what I was reliving.

      My eyes went to the floor, to the spot where I lay after the demon took my mother through the portal. I don’t know how long I was curled up there, until Josh finally found me. Then having to look at my father’s mangled body on the bed, the blood that seemingly covered every surface, the strange smells in the room…

      Now the room was dark and strangely empty, even though the bed and furniture was still there. When I noticed the bloodstained mattress, I squeezed my eyes shut and swallowed the enormous lump in my throat as I waited for my stomach to stop churning. Only, when I closed my eyes, all I saw was my father’s mangled body.

      It was too much.

      "I have to get out of here," I said, moving past Kasey toward the stairs.

      "Leia?" she whispered after me. "Are you all right?"

      I didn’t answer as I practically ran back down the stairs, my heart thumping hard against my chest, cold sweat still running down my face. When I got to the bottom of the stairs, I ran through the hallway and then through the kitchen, finally bursting out the back door into the fading daylight. There, I stopped and leaned on my knees, doubled over as bile left my mouth and splatted onto the ground. When I finished being sick, I crouched down and started to take deep breaths to calm myself.

      "I guess that was hard for you, huh?" Kasey said as she put a hand on my shoulder.

      I shook my head. "You think?" I snapped.

      Kasey stepped away. "Sorry, I was just…"

      I stood up and sighed. "No, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to snap."

      "It’s cool. I was scared shitless in there too."

      I moved to close the back door, then I lifted the board from the ground and placed it over the door again. "Well, this was a waste of fucking time."

      "I don’t know what you expected to find here in the first place," Kasey said. "There’s nothing but decay here, and…" She shook her as she trailed off. "Maybe we should go, huh? You look like you could use a drink. I certainly need one."

      I nodded. "Let’s go."

      As we were walking to the car, a voice called out that stopped me in my tracks, and I looked around to see an older version of the woman I presumed to be Mrs. Jones, standing on her porch. "Are you Leia Swanson?" she asked, looking around somewhat nervously as if she was afraid someone might hear.

      "Yes," I said without hesitation. I told Kasey to wait in the car for a moment, then I started walking toward the woman, who I could now see was definitely Mrs. Jones. She was older obviously, in her late forties now, a good deal heavier than when I last saw her. She had a thick, tatty looking dressing gown wrapped around her, and wore fluffy slippers on her feet. When I was close enough, I caught the scent of alcohol coming off her. She cracked some sort of smile at me when I reached her, her blue eyes anything but smiling. I remembered the woman as a jolly sort, always ready with an easy smile. What the hell had happened to her?

      "I can’t believe it’s you," she said. "I didn’t think I would ever see you back here."

      "Mrs. Jones, right?"

      "Yes, although my husband died three years ago."

      That would explain her ramshackle appearance, and the booze smell. "I’m sorry."

      She then swiped her hand away, as it to suggest it didn't matter, or that she didn't want to go into it. "I never did get to tell you how sorry I was about your parents. They took you and your brother away before I could say anything."

      I shrugged. "That’s all right. I was just checking out the old house."

      "Why?"

      The bluntness of her question took me aback a bit. "I thought coming here might help me make sense of things, make sense of what happened."

      "Did it?"

      I shook my head. "No, not really."

      "Wait here," she said. "I have something that may help you."

      Despite myself, excitement and anticipation tinged my belly as I wondered what she meant when she said she had something for me. It was probably some useless trinket or other.

      Or something more…

      Mrs. Jones arrived back on the porch with a manilla envelope in her hand, which she handed to me. The envelope was creased and faded, as if it had been lying around her house for years now, which of course it had. "Your mother gave me that to give to you," she said. "She told me if anything ever happened to her, that you were to get this, but only when you were old enough. You look old enough to me now."

      "What is it?" I asked.

      "I didn’t look inside. It’s none of my business."

      I shook my head as a slight smile appeared on my face.

      Finally, something concrete. I hope.

      "Have you been waiting on me coming here at some point?"

      Mrs. Jones gave me a grim smile. "Not really. I didn’t think I would ever get the chance to give you that. I didn’t think you would ever come back here after…you know..."

      "My mother obviously thought I would be back," I said, more to myself.

      "Yes, she seemed to be sure of a lot of things, your mother."

      I frowned. "What do you mean?"

      "Nothing. Your mother wasn’t like anyone else I knew, or have known, for that matter." She shook her head and gave me a smile. "Regardless, you look just like her. That’s how I knew who you were."

      I smiled back and nodded. "Well," I said, holding up the envelope, dying to know its contents. "Thank you for this. It means a lot that you kept it all these years."

      "That’s okay," Mrs. Jones said. "I just hope it helps you."

      "So do I. Bye, Mrs. Jones."

      I walked quickly back to the car and got inside. Kasey sat in the passenger seat, rolling another joint. "What you got there?" she asked.

      "Something my mother left for me."

      "Really? What is it?"

      I tore open the envelope. Inside was a piece of paper with an address on it. There was also a key attached to a plastic keyring, with the number 101 written on it. I handed the piece of paper with the address on it to Kasey. "You know where that is?"

      “Sure,” Kasey said. “It’s a storage facility. It’s just a few miles from here, I think.”

      Good old Kasey. She knew the city like the back of her hand.

      "We go there now then," I said, hardly able to contain my excitement, although it was laced with trepidation, as I wasn’t sure what I was going to find at the storage facility.

      I knew I was going to find something, though, and that was good enough for now.
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      Kasey directed us without much trouble to the storage facility, which was just off the freeway at the edge of the Warehouse District. "What do you think we’re going to find here?" she asked excitedly as I parked the Mustang by the front entrance. "A suitcase full of money maybe? Stolen jewels? The bones of some long forgotten kidnap victim?" She laughed at that last one.

      "What kind of person do you think my mother was?" I said to her.

      Kasey shrugged. "I don’t know. You tell me."

      I just stared at her, unable to tell her anything even if I’d wanted to. The truth of the matter was, I didn’t know my mother at all. There literally could be anything inside the storage unit, although I had a strong feeling that whatever we were going to find in there, it would have something to do with my rapidly unfolding situation of the preternatural variety.

      And demonkind, of course.

      As for Kasey, I wasn’t sure if I wanted her to go in with me, given that I didn’t know what I was going to find in there. In the end, though, I decided I would feel bad if I told her just to wait in the car. She seemed more excited than I was anyway. Plus, I felt like I needed the moral support of my best friend.

      "Let’s go inside."

      Kasey and I walked through the glass doors and into a small reception area. An old guy sat behind the reception desk, his feet resting on a stool as he casually perused a porn mag.

      Kasey laughed. "What, you don’t have the internet in here? Who still reads porno mags?"

      The old guy turned his head slowly to look at Kasey, his piercing blue eyes boring into her for a moment, which soon wiped the smile from her face. "I’m old school," he said in a raspy voice that sounded ravaged by years of smoking cigarettes. The full ashtray on the counter next to him said as much. "There’s a kind of glossy realism in these mags that you don’t get with videos. I also like to read the stories."

      "I’ll bet," Kasey said, turning away like she’d heard enough.

      The old guy closed his magazine and slowly stood. He was surprisingly tall and sinewy for a man of his age. I got the impression that back in the day, you’d be making a big mistake if you tried to fuck with the guy. Going by the prison tatts on his nut brown forearms, no doubt many had also tried, to their detriment most likely. "What can I do for you girls?" he asked me. "You wanna rent a locker so you can play your kinky sex games in peace?"

      "Eww," Kasey said behind me. "That’s just…no."

      The old man sniggered to himself. "You’d be surprised at some of the reasons people rent lockers for. I’ve seen it all, believe me. I should also add that I've been known to provide appealing discounts, should you require, let's say a third wheel and all…" His eyes came to rest on me for a moment. "Why do you look familiar, Missy? Have you been in here before or something?"

      I frowned as I shook my head. "No, but I think my mother has."

      "Your mother? Who would she be then? Is she as pretty as her daughter?"

      I shook my head at his comment and produced the key that was in the envelope. "She left this key for me? It’s one of yours, right? Hector’s Storage, that’s you, right?"

      The old guy nodded as he took the key from me. "That’s me." He examined the key for a second, then started nodding to himself slowly as if he had just remembered something. A smile crept across his face.

      "What?" I asked him.

      "I know who you’re talking about now." His eyes fell on me again as if for confirmation. "Yep, the key’s her’s all right. Damn, you look just like her, though younger obviously, and not as…formidable."

      "Formidable? Are you talking about my mother, Rachel Swanson?"

      "Rachel, that’s it, that was her name." He smiled and said the name again in that dreamy way people exhibit when recalling experiences with a fondness present all over their faces, a "yuck, I want to go and throw up" kind of impression I could've done without experiencing

      I ignored his blatant salaciousness toward my mother in favor of going back to the description he had given of her. He called her formidable. That wasn’t a word I would have used to describe my mother. Confident perhaps, sometimes aggressive in her mannerisms, but not formidable. The way Hector said it, it was like my mother had earned his respect in some way. For a man like Hector to have such respect for anybody, they would had to have done something pretty damn big to be worthy of that respect.

      "Who was she to you?" I asked him.

      Hector frowned as he seemed to look right into me with his intimidating stare. "I heard she disappeared over a decade ago, that she’s most likely dead. Is that right?"

      I nodded. "Yeah, that’s right."

      "I’m sorry then," he said, bowing his head at me slightly. "From what I remember—and the old gray matter isn’t what it used to be—she was a good woman your mother."

      "Why did you respect her so much?"

      Hector rubbed at his chin as he stared at me, then he threw me the key back. "The locker you’re after is down that way to your left. Let me know if you need help with anything else."

      Just like that, Hector sat down and went back to reading Asian Babes as if we had left already.

      "Dick," Kasey said quietly.

      Whatever, I thought as I walked away from the reception desk to head down a long corridor that was lit by flickering florescent lights. "He knows more than he’s letting on." I said more to myself than to Kasey.

      "Huh?" she said.

      "Nothing." I started checking the numbers on the lockers, finally stopping at 101. "This is it."

      I stood there with the key in my hand, staring at the steel shutter. What was I going to find in there? Was I going to find the answers I so desperately sought? What if I didn’t like what I found? Maybe, in opening the locker, I would be opening a whole can of nasty worms that I wouldn’t be able to put back in. Maybe—

      "Just open the fucking locker already!" Kasey said, practically on her tip toes like some kid waiting on a birthday present.

      I shook my head at her. "All right, all right…"

      I pushed the key in the lock, turned it, and then hesitated for another second before finally sliding up the shutter to a darkened room that was clearly filled with stuff. Kasey barged past me and turned on the light just as I was sliding the shutter back down. "Holy shit," she breathed.

      When I turned around, I was just as shocked at what I saw. "Holy shit…"

      "Exactly." Kasey sounded slightly awestruck by the contents of the room.

      All I could do was shake my head as I looked around. "I had no idea…"

      "That your mom was some sort of survivalist, or hunter, or…are those M16’s? Jesus, those are M16’s."

      There was more than a few M16’s in the room. One entire wall was covered with weapons of all kinds: swords, knives, clubs, machetes, tomahawks, crossbows, and a shit load of guns and rifles. It was like she was expecting a war.

      Or she was fighting one.

      It was a jarring thought, and all the more so because it felt true. Suddenly, the puzzle in my mind started to make some sort of crazy sense, though not so much that I could create any kind of big, detailed picture. I was still working in broad strokes on a canvas I could hardly see. Yet I knew in my bones that my mother must’ve been an active participant in some sort of war or vendetta. But against whom?

      Demons.

      It clicked then. The words of the demon that attacked me and Kasey echoed in my mind once more: You don’t know what you are.

      Was I someone who was supposed to fight the demons that were clearly everywhere in the world? To fight evil, as cliched and Hollywood as it sounds, but which was nonetheless the only obvious conclusion I could come to.

      My mom’s constance absenteeism when I was growing up suddenly made sense. She wasn’t absent through frequent business trips as my father always said. My mother was no businesswoman, I knew that even back then. But you believe your parents, right?

      Not anymore, though. The truth was, my mother had been off fighting a war, one my "kind" undertook on behalf of all the humans unable to see the trees from the forest, or able to harness a power helping them to do so

      There was simply no other explanation. The implications of that for me were also staggering, so much so that I had to lean against the wall for a moment to stop myself from fainting. It felt like my mind had had begun to shatter at all of the ramifications of the past six months, particularly the past few days, and I just wasn’t sure how I was going to piece it back to together again, or what form it would take afterward.

      "Leia?" Kasey said. "You look like you’ve seen a ghost or something."

      I nodded absently. "It kinda feels that way…"

      "Does any of this stuff make sense to you? I mean, there’s some really weird shit in here. There are jars and bottles filled with…fuck, I don’t know what. Maybe your mom was a witch or something. It’s the only thing that would explain half of this stuff." She kicked a box of old books on the floor. "The spell books are also a dead giveaway, if you ask me."

      Kasey was right. Everything in the room seemed to point toward the occult and supernatural in some way, right down to the weird glyphs carved into many of the weapons. Which of course made perfect sense, if you were fighting against supernatural beings straight out of a Sorcerer’s Creed novel. It also made me wonder what else was out there that I didn’t know about.

      A fuckton of stuff, I was beginning to think.

      I spent the next while going over the contents of the room, eventually coming across a leather-bound journal that sat atop a number of other books that appeared to be written in Latin. Upon further examination, the journal seemed to have belonged to my mother. It was her name on the first page, and somehow I knew it was her handwriting as well. I only glanced at a few of the pages, but almost all of them contained drawings of monstrous looking beings, unsurprisingly like the demons I saw every day. When I sensed Kasey behind me, I quickly snapped the journal shut.

      "I’ve figured it out," Kasey said. "Your mom was one of those dominatrix types. I mean, check out this outfit over here." She pointed to some sort of leather outfit that was hanging from a hook on the wall. It looked like something a superhero would wear, and I had trouble picturing my mother in it. Or rather, I had trouble with the idea of my mother being in it.

      Suddenly, I felt a massive sense of betrayal well up, to the point where I clenched my teeth and fists as if I was going to hit something. As soon as I felt the power in me begin to rise, I quickly dialed back my emotions in case I exploded in front of Kasey. It was all well and good having this newfound power, but I still didn’t know the first thing about it. I didn’t know how dangerous it was yet, and now was not the time to find out.

      "Fuck it, Kasey," I said. "Let’s get out of here. My damn head is spinning."

      "Yeah," Kasey said, turning her nose up once more at the room. "So is mine, to be honest."

      Before I left, I grabbed the journal from off the stack of books, and tucked it under my arm.

      When I’d locked up, I went back to the reception desk to see Hector, while Kasey went to the car to roll a joint. Before that, though, I took a small knife from my mother’s collection without Kasey seeing, and slipped it into my jacket. With all the demons I’d been seeing lately, I figured it wouldn’t hurt to have some protection on me, though I wasn’t sure if a simple knife would cut it, excuse the pun and all.

      At the reception desk, Hector looked over the top of his porno mag at me. "You get what you came for?" he asked me.

      I leaned my arms on the counter. "And what would that be?"

      "In your case, I’d say answers, or perhaps just more mystery on top of mystery."

      "I’d say both."

      Hector smiled without coming across as sleazy as he did earlier. "That unit down there was bought outright by your mother dearest," he said. "Now that she isn’t around anymore, it belongs to you, along with everything in it. That’s how I usually work things in these situations."

      It hadn’t occurred to me when I was in the unit that everything in it now belonged to me, and Josh, of course, though he had already made it clear he wanted no part of my quest for answers. So I guess it all really was mine.

      The question still remained, though.

      Now that I had it, what was I supposed to do with it all?

      More importantly, did I actually want it all now that I had it?
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      Before I dropped her off, Kasey tried to persuade me to come inside with her, so we could share a bottle of vodka she apparently had stashed. For the first time in months, though, I had no interest in getting out of my head, and that’s because I no longer felt like I was running from something. Now, it felt like I was running toward something at a speed I could hardly control. It was scary, sure, but undeniably thrilling. It was also exciting to have finally found some answers to the questions I had been carrying around for years. Like who was my mother, and why did a demon take her away? The storage locker and its contents went some way to answering that question. I was hoping the journal I’d found in there would fill in the many gaps that still existed in my knowledge.

      After I drove off, leaving a somewhat disappointed Kasey behind, my thoughts turned to Josh. It was now evening, and I’d had his Mustang all day. No doubt he had been trying to contact me all day. Knowing this would be the case, I’d turned my phone off after I left the house earlier. I decided to pull over somewhere so I could give him a call, to try to smooth things over a little before I arrived home. The last thing I wanted was to get into a massive argument with him, which would no doubt upset Diane and make me look like the bad guy in her eyes yet again.

      On my way through town, I spotted a small, empty parking lot at the back of a minimart. I swung the Mustang into the parking lot and shut off the engine before taking my phone out of my jacket. After switching it on, over a dozen text messages came through, all from Josh:

      WHAT THE FUCK! YOU STOLE MY FUCKING CAR!!!

      WHEN ARE YOU PLANNING ON BRINGING MY RIDE BACK?

      ANSWER MY FUCKING TEXTS!

      I HAVE PLANS SOON. I NEED MY DAMN CAR!!

      YOU ARE SO DEAD.

      I shook my head at that last one. He was majorly pissed, but the most he would give me would be a death stare and a few choice words. Josh had never hurt me in his life, though he no doubt felt like it at times. I would give him a call, smooth things over before I got home. Only, when I rang his phone, it just kept ringing before going to voicemail. Strange, I thought. He would normally answer straight away, if only to bawl his frustrations at me. I tried again, but there was still no answer. The same on the third and forth time I tried.

      "What the fuck, Josh?" I muttered. "Are you that pissed off that you won’t even answer the damn phone to me?"

      The irony of the situation was not lost on me, but I tried ringing once more nonetheless, with no success. So I sent him a text instead:

      ON MY WAY HOME.

      I couldn’t think of anything else to write. There was no point in telling him not to be mad. That would be like telling a lion not to eat the baby antelope standing in front of it. He would have his say, no matter what.

      I put my phone inside my jacket, and then just sat there for a moment staring out the window at nothing. It felt a lot like my life was unravelling right then, but as to whether good or bad, I was yet to decide. There was no denying I felt more alive and engaged than I had done for a long time. Was that a sign everything was moving in the right direction, despite how fucked up and crazy things were? Only time would tell on that score.

      I could hardly remain still in my seat I was so wired and hyped up, and I decided I needed to calm down. So I fished Josh’s weed out of the glove box and rolled myself a joint. A few puffs would be enough to settle me. As the car filled with thick, pungent smoke, I rolled the window halfway down to allow the smoke to escape. Within minutes, I felt calmer as I relaxed back into the seat. Then I reached behind me and grabbed my mother’s journal from the back seat, placing it in my lap so I could look through it while I finished the joint. But as I went to open the journal, something fell out of it: a CD in a plastic slipcase with my name on it.

      "What the fuck?" I said as I held the disc up for inspection. It was kind of jarring to see my name written on it. Clearly, and for whatever reason, my mother had left the disc for me to find.

      The question is, what’s on it?

      Despite the weed, my heart started racing with anticipation and undeniable excitement. On a whim, I inserted the disc into the car’s CD player. "Maybe she’s left a mix tape," I said, the weed making me smile at that one. My smile disappeared when the CD player displayed an error message, which meant there was no readable audio files on the disc. Which also meant it was either a data disc, or a video disc. Either way, I needed a computer to read it.

      It just so happened, though, that Josh kept a laptop under the driver’s seat. He used it to keep track of all his business dealings, and to watch cage fighting while he awaited his customers. He often said that was the worst part of being a dealer, the waiting around on people to turn up, especially where suppliers are concerned. Apparently gangsters are always late.

      As the butterflies in my belly fluttered madly, I opened the laptop and inserted the disc, practically holding my breath as it loaded. Then a folder opened, showing a single video file, which I double clicked immediately.

      My eyes widened as the video image popped up, showing an empty chair sitting in what had to be the storage unit. I immediately recognized the array of weapons in the background, and the jars and boxes lying around everywhere. Then I noticed the date on the video. Heart-wrenchingly, I realized it was stamped for July 10th 2006, at 1:30pm, just 11 hours before demons irrevocably changed our lives forever. At that point, I had to stop the video, if only to give my mind a chance to comprehend what I was watching, and what I was about to watch. The enormity of the event was overwhelming, not to mention hard to believe. I mean, my mother was about to appear on screen, a woman I hadn’t seen in over eleven years. A woman I harbored so much anger and resentment toward, and yet still so much love. A woman whom I just knew was about to implode my life all over again. Staring out the window, I had a flashback of that night, of us all having dinner as a family. We dined on spaghetti and meatballs, our parents both laughing about how Josh and I had stained our chins orangey-red as we sucked up the strings of pasta bliss, a meal I've never eaten even a single time since.

      A few seconds after I hit play on the video again, my mother appeared on screen, and sat down in the chair to face the camera. My chest heaved as soon as I saw her face.

      It’s really her.

      A hand went to my mouth as tears welled up in my eyes, and all I could do was stare at her on the screen, hardly knowing what to think or feel.

      Then she smiled, and said, "Hello, Leia," as if she was really there in the storage unit at that very moment, looking right at me. I had a sudden urge to stop the video once more, but I was afraid that if I did, I wouldn’t be able to turn it back on again. So I took a few shuttering breaths to try to calm myself, tossed the remainder of the joint out the window, and waited on my mother to speak again.

      She continued staring at the camera for long moments, as if she wasn’t sure how to begin. While she deliberated, I took in everything about her: the thick dark hair that hung past her shoulders; the steely blue-gray eyes set into her sculpted, and still young face; the sinewy arms, covered in small scars that she never explained; the almost effortless sense of confidence she put out, as well as strength through hard-won experience. How did I miss these things about her when I was young? She never gave me cause to think she was anything other than a businesswoman. The version of my mother I was looking at now was like a different person. I knew without a doubt that this version was the real one, not the half-baked version I knew growing up.

      Once again, my sense of betrayal was stoked by the fact that she hid her real self from her own children. I wasn’t sure that any explanation she could’ve given in the video would suffice to quell that sense of betrayal in me. Even the sadness she was trying hard to hide, for my sake probably, didn’t mean much to me at that moment.

      "Well," she said finally, staring straight into the camera. "If things go down the way I soon expect them to, you probably hate me right now." She shook her head. "Not much has gone to plan lately, and I may have done something incredibly stupid, to be honest with you. I don’t even know why…well, I do know why I did it, but that doesn’t make my actions any less stupid…" She trailed off as she looked down at the ground for a moment, then she fixed her blue-gray eyes on the camera again.

      "Long story short, Leia, I’ve fucked up, and it’s highly likely that I won’t be around anymore very soon." She stopped for a second to swallow down her rising emotions. "This is why I’m making this video, inside this storage unit, which you’ve obviously already found if you’re watching this. The thing is, Leia…I need to tell you some things in case no one else does. I can’t rely on your father to be honest with you and Josh about who you both are. Your father doesn’t really acknowledge that part of himself much anymore, and I know he wants you and your brother to be normal people, which, you know, is just fucking ridiculous." She shook her head almost in anger. "I love your father to death, but he’s never been much of a realist, especially when it comes to sheltering you and Josh from your true heritage. So I want to make sure, Leia, that you know who you truly are. Your father would hate me if he knew I was making this video, because he’s going to try and keep you out of the life, but you can’t run from the life, Leia. It always catches up with you."

      While she paused to light a cigarette (I didn’t even know she smoked), I realized I was crying because she was talking about my father as if he was still alive and still with us. She clearly didn’t expect him to die. She thought she was the only one in danger. She also just confirmed what I had strongly suspected for months now. That I wasn’t normal, and neither was Josh.

      "All right," my mother said after blowing out a long stream of smoke. "Listen up, Leia. This is important. As hard as it probably is for you to believe, you aren’t completely human. A significant part of your makeup consists of angel DNA, as hard as that might be for you to believe, but it’s true. Your father is the same, and so am I. We’re called Nephilim, and being one is nowhere near as glamorous or holy as it sounds. It’s the complete opposite, in fact, but there’s not much you can do about that. You’ll just have to accept it. Assuming my friend Barbara keeps to her word, which I know she will, you won’t be watching this until you’re past eighteen.

      "So I’m taking it you’re already seeing demons and monsters everywhere you go. Don’t panic. As crazy as it sounds, that’s all normal. It’s your new reality, so you better get used to it. No amount of running or hiding, or pretending to be someone else, is going to change that. The sooner you realize that, the better. The truth is, I planned on raising you and Josh as Nephilim from the beginning, but your father…he insisted…" She shook her, her lips mashed together. "It doesn’t matter now. He can’t stop you from becoming what you already are. He’ll just be delaying the inevitable."

      My mother took one last drag of her cigarette before stamping the butt out on the floor. Then she casually raised one hand, palm up, and held it in front of her. A second later, a sphere of brilliant white light appeared in her hand, a light I recognized instantly, and which gave me a thrill even looking at it.

      "You see this?" she said. "This is what makes you special, Leia, amongst other things. This is grace, the pure essence of an archangel, or a form of it anyway. This is what’s going to make you faster, stronger and more powerful than any human ever could be. It’s also what’s going to save your life when the monsters come calling, and they will come calling at some point, Leia, trust me on that.

      "We’re soldiers in a war that’s been waging for millennia, a war that’s become so dirty that no one even knows who is in charge anymore, or what the damn point of it all is, if there ever was a point. All I know is, the evil keeps coming, and we’re the only ones around willing to do anything about it. That’s why we were created in the first place. We’re the first defense against evil, Leia, the barrier between all those monsters you’re seeing, and the humans they seek to prey on. That’s our only purpose in life, and you need to embrace that, Leia. If you try to run from it, I promise you it will end badly. Evil will find you, and you won’t be ready, so you need to be ready, Leia. Your father is running, which is why I’d be surprised if he’s even still alive in your time. I know that sounds horribly harsh, but you’ll understand where I’m coming from soon enough. Our kind don’t get to run from our destiny, and that’s the cold, hard truth."

      A soldier in a war? That’s what I am?

      I could hardly comprehend such a wild notion, but on some level, it felt right, even though I didn’t want it to. It was depressing to think that I was potentially nothing more than a bunch of hardwired instincts, held together by the crazy glue known as grace.

      My mother stared at the camera once more, and I hardly recognized the hard look in her eyes. It was the look of a battle hardened soldier, and I couldn’t help but wonder if I was going to end up looking the same way soon enough.

      "So," she continued. "You’re probably wondering about all the stuff in this unit here, the weapons especially. As I said, Leia, we’re soldiers. We were created to banish evil, although you’ll learn soon enough that evil can never be completely banished. The best we can do is prevent the darker forces in this world from upsetting the balance too much, which believe me, they always try to do.

      "We achieve that aim in different ways. Quite often it means hunting down these darker forces, and eliminating them altogether. This calling will make you a killer, Leia, make no mistake about it. At the end of the day, though, you’ll just be doing what needs to be done in order to protect the millions of innocent people out there who don’t even know about these dark forces that threaten their very existence every day. Without people like us, all those innocent people would eventually succumb in some way to the darkness, and the world will end up a very different place than it is now."

      Staring hard at the screen, I shook my head slowly. If I hadn’t already seen and felt some of the things she was talking about, I would’ve said my mother was insane. The real insanity lay in the fact that she was right, though.

      "This is fucking…" I trailed off, having no words.

      "In the preternatural underground, we’re known as Watchers," she went on. "I’m sure you can figure out why we are called that. It’s more than a job; it’s a way of life that’s constituted by our calling." She stared at the camera a moment, then smiled. "You know why I’m making this video for you, Leia, and not Josh?"

      I shook my head at the screen. "No."

      "You’re stronger than your brother, that’s why. You always have been. You remind me so much of myself when I was your age, the age you are in my time, I mean. Josh is like your father, he’s weak, though he pretends to be strong. That’s why I know Josh will try to run from who he is, which will leave him open to darkness. You can try to prevent it, Leia, but don’t feel bad if you don’t succeed. People, and that includes the human side of us, are who they are. You can’t change that, no matter how hard you try. You’ll only make it worse, believe me."

      She looked away from the camera again for a moment, then sighed. "All right, I’ll try to wrap this up. I’m sure your head is already imploding after everything I’ve said. That’s why you’re going to need guidance, Leia. You can’t do this alone, even though I know you’ll probably try, because you’re exactly like me. But trust me when I say, you can’t fight this war alone.

      "So, in case your father isn’t around, I want you to find your uncle Frank. I’m not sure you remember him. He stopped coming around a few years ago, after he and your father had a falling out." She paused for a second as she looked quickly away from the camera, before looking back again. "Anyway, Frank is the best Watcher I know. You need to find him, even if your father is still with you. Frank knows the life. He’s the only one who can teach you what you need to know, trust me on that. His details are in my journal, written on the back of a photograph. When you see him, tell him…" She shook her head. "It doesn’t matter. Just find him, if he doesn’t find you first that is."

      Uncle Frank. I had only heard his name mentioned a few times when I was young, usually in angry tones by my father. I don’t recall ever seeing Frank. There weren’t even any pictures of him around the house, in spite of him being my dad’s older brother. His name was also mentioned by the social workers handling our case, as a possible guardian. I vaguely remember being told that he was "unreachable", though I never knew what that meant.

      The few times I had thought about Frank in the years since, I did so with a sense of bitterness and resentment. As far as I was concerned, Josh and I had an uncle who didn’t care enough about us to let us come and live with him. He was a man who allowed his niece and nephew to be taken into care, rather than accept the responsibility, as my father’s brother, and care for us himself. He hadn’t even so much as visited or checked on us one single time over the years. What kind of cold-hearted bastard does that to two innocent kids, especially when they know that the kids have no other blood relatives who were still living? And let’s not forget about the fact that good old Uncle Frank knows exactly what Josh and I were, and the dangers that could possibly lie ahead for us, and yet still didn’t make a fucking appearance, even just to warn us what was coming!

      My attitude toward Uncle Frank could thus be summed up in two words: Fuck him!

      After my mother looked at her watch, she said, "It’s getting late, and I have to go, my darling Leia." She surprised me when tears welled up in her eyes, and eventually spilled down over her sharp cheekbones. "Tonight, I will go home, and I will spend it with you, and with Josh and your father…probably for the last time before I have to leave you all."

      Seemingly unable to help it, she broke down, and so did I. My mother bowed her head and cried for a full minute, before wiping her face with her hand and looking back into the camera with eyes that were filled with sadness, pain and regret. "Just know, Leia, that I had to leave. It’s the only way I can protect you. If I stay, you’ll be in danger…it’s all on me anyway…" Her eyes seemed to stare right into me for a moment, like she was more than talking to me; that she was addressing my very soul. "Just know that I’ve always been proud of you, Leia, and that I’ll never stop loving you, and never will, no matter what happens, or where I end up. You’re the purest thing in my life, and I’m sorry if I hurt you." She smiled at the camera one more time with tears in her eyes. "Goodbye, Leia."

      She leaned forward and turned off the camera, and a second later, the video file stopped playing.

      Only a black screen remained.
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      After the video had ended, I sat in the car for quite a long time, just staring out the window as I thought about everything my mother had said. I was of course stunned by her revelations, but strangely not surprised by any of them. The normalcy of it all, and the absolute conviction in my mother’s voice and demeanor, made it almost impossible for me to think that any of it was untrue.

      The photograph of Uncle Frank was tucked inside the journal as my mother said it would be. The photo was an old polaroid, dog-eared and yellowed, as if it had been carried around in someone’s wallet for years. Though I found it a little strange to think that my mother would carry around a photo of my dad’s brother. Maybe the photo had just been kicking around in her stuff, and she had fished it out just for me. Whatever the case, I didn’t really care at that moment, because I had just noticed what kind of car Frank was leaning against in the photo. A black ’69 Dodge Charger, the exact kind of car that had been following me earlier that day.

      "Son of a bitch," I said, shaking my head at the photo. "It was you."

      It had to have been. What were the chances the coincidence was so glaringly obvious? At least now I knew where Josh got his love of vintage muscle cars from. Obviously Uncle Frank had thought it high time that he check on his niece and nephew, now that we had come of age, as it were. At least I wouldn’t have to look hard to find him, if indeed I even wanted to find him. The son of a bitch had left Josh and I in the lurch for the last eleven years. Despite my mother saying I could trust him, I wasn’t sure if I wanted to meet anyone who could leave their own kin to rot in the foster system for over a decade. What the fuck was that, early training? Fucking callousness more like.

      Frank looked to be in his late twenties in the picture. With his longish dark hair, his faded jeans and black Led Zeppelin T-shirt, he looked more like a roadie for a rock band than a soldier. It was only when I focused on his eyes that I saw the look of a man who had witnessed too much for his own good. His eyes had a haunted look to them, in the same way my mother’s did.

      Is that how mine are going to look in a decade from now?

      Sighing, I shook my head and put the photo of Frank back inside the journal.

      By the time I started the engine of the Mustang, one thing was abundantly clear to me:

      My life was never going to be the same again, and as scary as that was, I was also strangely okay with it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was fairly late, and full dark, when I arrived back in Fairfield. Josh would be super-pissed at me, no doubt, but considering what I had to tell him—and show him—I figured he would soon have bigger things to think about.

      As I drove slowly down the street toward the house, I soon slammed on the brakes when I noticed the black Dodge Charger parked right outside the house.

      "Fuck," I muttered. "This can’t be good."

      If indeed it was Frank’s car, it meant he was inside the house, otherwise why would he be parked right outside, instead of watching from afar, as he had been doing earlier today? Was he actually in there talking to Josh and Diane and about fuck knows what? Scaring the shit out of them probably with his crazy talk about Nephilim and the great war or whatever. Well, shit, I thought, it looks like I get to meet Uncle Frank after all.

      That’s if Josh hadn’t already beaten the shit out of him. It would only take Frank introducing himself for Josh to start in on him. Frank may be some damn soldier or other, but Josh fought tough guys in the gym every day. My money was on Josh. I fully expected to go inside the house to find Frank laid out on the floor.

      As soon as I parked the Mustang behind the Dodge, I got out and immediately started walking toward the house, glancing up and down the street as I did, just to be sure there was no one else around, which there didn’t appear to be.

      When I neared the front door, I stopped in front of it when I realized it was half open. That started alarm bells ringing in me, because Diane was a stickler for making sure all doors and windows remained shut. There was no way she would tolerate the front door lying open like that. Unless she wasn’t in there, but I knew she was. At least two of her favorite shows were on TV tonight, and she never missed them.

      Something is wrong. I can feel it.

      Not the most pleasant of thoughts, but I couldn’t dismiss it. Something was off, and I wasn’t sure what. I just knew that my newfound powers had proved themselves to be nothing if not reliable so far when it came to flaring up at signs of imminent danger.

      Slowly pushing the front door open further, I called out, "Josh! Diane! It’s me."

      I waited by the door for a second, but there was no answer.

      Shit.

      Walking into the hallway, I pushed the door closed behind me, and then stopped and listened. I heard nothing but silence, not even the sound of the TV from the living room. There was also a faint stench in the air, a stench that my gut reacted to before my mind did. It was a strange, unearthly smell, like rotten meat laced with sulfur, and it didn’t take me long to realize it was the same stench that had accompanied the demon that took my mother all those years ago. It was unmistakable, and smelled like nothing else.

      "Oh Jesus…" I breathed.

      I had to have been wrong. There was no way there were demons in the house.

      "Josh! Diane! Answer me!"

      Nothing in return.

      Except for a creaking sound upstairs. Someone was up there, standing on the landing. My heart started to beat faster as I walked toward the stairs. "Who’s up there?" I demanded, my voice having more fear in it than I would’ve liked.

      Another creak, as if the person upstairs had just shifted their weight.

      I decided just to say it.

      "Frank?"

      There was no sound for another minute, and I started to panic somewhat that I had misread the whole situation. Maybe it wasn’t Frank up there. Maybe it was a demon.

      Whoever it was walked across the landing, and then appeared at the top of the stairs. It was a man dressed in jeans and a dark jacket, and he had a massive gun in his hand. As he stood staring down at me, I realized it was him. It was Frank. He appeared to be bigger than he seemed in the photo, and also much more intimidating in person. My previous estimation of him was clearly off. I was also struck by how much he looked like my dad, which I hadn’t noticed as much in the photo.

      Frank looked almost shocked to see me, as if he was seeing a ghost or something. He just stared down at me and said nothing, holding his gun as casually as someone who had been holding one their whole life. There was no doubt the man had a presence, and I wagered he was probably feared by the supernatural beings he hunted, or policed, or whatever it was he did to them exactly. No doubt killed as well.

      "Where’s my brother?" I asked him, finally breaking the tense silence. "And my foster mother?"

      Frank’s frown deepened as he sighed somewhat, then he came down the stairs, stopping halfway. "We need to leave here. It’s not safe."

      I frowned and shook my head. "What? What do you mean it’s not safe?"

      Instead of waiting on an answer, I rushed up the stairs, calling Josh’s name again, until Frank blocked me halfway that is. "You don’t want to go up there," he said. "Trust me, we need to leave. Now."

      A sudden rush of anger made me go to push past him, but he thrust his arm out to stop me.

      "Get the fuck out of my way!" I shouted, glaring right at him, making it clear that he held no authority over me whatsoever. "I mean it. Move."

      He stared at me for another few seconds, then pulled his arm back with a slight shake of his head. "Don’t say I didn’t warn you."

      Warn me about what? What the fuck was he talking about?

      "Josh! Josh…please answer, Josh…" I all but whispered that last part like it was a fervent prayer, mainly because I could feel something was badly wrong. Due to our bond as twins, I always knew instinctively when Josh was in some kind of trouble, and this was one of those times.

      Upstairs, the demon smell was worse. It tainted the air so badly, I nearly gagged. Covering my mouth and nose with one hand, I went to go down the hallway to Josh’s room, but stopped dead next to the bathroom when I saw a flash of crimson in my peripheral vision. Slowly, I turned my head to look into the bathroom through the open doorway.

      The hand covering my mouth smothered the scream that erupted from me. I could only stand there as I struggled to take in what I was seeing. Which was Diane lying dead on the floor, her naked body covered in cuts and bruises, her head twisted around at an impossible angle. Next to her the bathtub was half full, the water turned ruby red with blood.

      No, no, no…

      "She was tortured before she was killed," Frank said from behind me in a gravelly voice. He said it like he was debriefing me, his voice almost devoid of any emotion.

      I snapped my head around to stare at him, and in that moment, it occurred to me that Frank may have killed Diane himself. It was a chilling thought that made me subconsciously back away from him. I didn’t know Frank from Adam when all was said and done. Who’s to say he wasn’t some murdering psychopath, and that this whole thing was just a part of some sick, elaborate game he was playing?

      When he noticed me backing away, he shook his head and put his gun into a holster under his jacket. "Hey," he said, coming across as a little more human this time, though even that could’ve been a ruse for all I knew. "This has nothing to do with me. I was driving past earlier when I noticed the front door was open. You know who I am, right? We’re family."

      Under other circumstances, I would’ve corrected him on that last part, but I had just remembered Josh, and I turned and rushed down the hall to his room, saying his name as I went inside. The room was empty however, and I felt myself slump with despair for a moment. Then I went back out to the landing to confront Frank once more. "Where the fuck is my brother?" I said slowly and deliberately, as much to keep my voice from wavering as anything else.

      Frank didn’t seem fazed by the question. "I don’t know. He wasn’t here when I arrived. Just your foster mother. I’ve checked the whole house."

      "Fuck." I pulled out my phone and called Josh’s number, almost dropping the phone when I heard a ringtone go off in his bedroom. A sickening feeling came over me as I entered the room again, soon locating Josh’s phone lying there on the bed next to a game controller. I quit the call on my phone and stood there staring at Josh’s. He never left the house without his phone. I’d seen him drive back five miles just to get it once he realized he’d left it at home.

      "You want my opinion?" Frank said from the doorway. "Your brother has been taken."

      "Taken?" I said turning around. "By whom?"

      "By demons."

      I made a snorting sound and shook my head. "Demons…Jesus."

      "My guess is, if you had’ve been here, they’d have taken you too. Lucky you weren’t."

      I could only stand there, my head spinning, my stomach churning. I had no idea of what to do next.

      But Frank did.

      "Look," he said, obviously trying to bring some sort of warmth to his voice and demeanor, and not succeeding very well if you ask me. "I realize you hardly know me—"

      "I don’t know you at all."

      He nodded. "Sure, right. I’m just saying, it’s probably best that you come with me."

      I shook my head at him. "Why now? Why have you just decided to show up here now?"

      "Because now you need me."

      "And we didn’t need you before?" Bitter tears stung at my eyes.

      "Trust me," he said. "You didn’t need me before."

      "What the hell does that mean?"

      Frank shook his head and sighed somewhat frustratedly. "Can we have this conversation later? If demons really did take your brother, that probably means they’re looking for you right now as well. Hell, they might even be here already, so let’s just go."

      I stared at him for another moment, trying to decide if I could trust him. In the end, I realized trust had nothing to do with it. He was probably the only person in the world who could really help me right now, which meant I had no choice. "You better not screw me," I said.

      He looked shocked for a second, his face almost comical if the current circumstances weren’t so horrific. "What? I’m not going to try and screw you, you’re my niece for Christ’s sake."

      I might’ve smiled in other circumstances.

      "Let’s just go."

      Walking down the hall, I had to stop outside the bathroom and stare in at Diane, still unable to believe she was dead.

      Dead because of me.

      It was a horrible realization that made me shutter and cry.

      "There’s nothing you can do for her now," Frank said. "You have to leave her."

      I’m so sorry, Diane. Please forgive me.

      I hated myself as I walked away, but I didn’t get the chance to dwell on it. In front of me, Frank suddenly stopped by the top of the stairs, reached inside his jacket and pulled his gun out, firing two shots almost immediately. With my ears ringing from the blasts, Frank turned to me and shouted.

      "DEMONS!"
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      For a few seconds, I stood frozen to the spot, staring at Frank as he fired off two more rounds, each shot making me flinch. Then Frank turned and yelled, "Get to the bedroom and stay there! GO NOW!"

      My mouth was opening and closing like a fish out of water, opening and closing without any words coming out. Then I heard a sound that was halfway between a screech and a snarl, sounding like it came from the mouth of some foul creature. What the hell kind of demon made a sound like that?

      Whatever it was, Frank started advancing down the stairs toward it, rapidly firing shot after shot as he did so, filling the landing with clouds of smoke. My heart was hammering so hard in my chest, I thought it was going to burst. There was so much fear-fueled adrenaline bursting at the seams of my system, that I hadn't even the first clue as to how to handle it.

      My mind obviously did, though, as I found myself backing away into the closest bedroom, which happened to be Diane’s.

      Downstairs, I heard a roar coming from Frank that chilled me almost as much as the sound of the demon he seemed to still be fighting with.

      In the bedroom, I stood by the dressing table, catching sight of myself in the mirror. My face was covered in sweat, and I was white as a sheet. I couldn’t look any more terrified if I’d tried. At least in the alley that night with Kasey, it looked like a man standing in front of me, despite the demon inside, which made the situation easier to deal with. Now, though, I was trapped in the house with demons who sounded like real monsters, and probably fucking looked like monsters as well.

      Downstairs, the sounds of struggle between Frank and the demon increased. As Frank had stopped shooting, I assumed he was now going hand to hand with whatever demon was attacking him.

      You have to help him.

      I don’t know where the thought came from. It was like someone put it there. I looked at my face in the mirror again, and said to myself, "You can do this. You were born to do this."

      Somehow, just saying those words helped me cut through my fear, allowing my power—my grace—to spread throughout my body, until it felt like my every nerve ending contained a tiny electric current that combined to create one hell of a jolt.

      A calmness washed over me, followed by a Zen-like state that made my fears seem like a distant memory. Suddenly, the whole room came into focus, and I became intensely aware of every detail, every micro movement, every sound. This awareness fanned out as far as downstairs, where Frank was still fighting the demon. Frank’s breath was heavy, and I could almost sense his movements just by the way he was breathing. Same for the demon trying to kill him. I could sense it’s total malevolence.

      Hang on, Frank…

      I went to rush out of the room so I could help Frank, and hopefully not die in the process (which strangely wasn’t a primary concern at that moment), when a loud crashing sound from behind me caused me to spin around.

      Something had just jumped through the bedroom window, landing near the bed, surrounded by broken glass. At first glance, I thought the creature looked human, as it remained crouched, its head down. But then I noticed the pitch black skin that seemed as thick as leather, and the long pointed ears jutting out of its bullet-shaped head.

      When the creature slowly stood to its full height, I got a proper measure of it. There was no doubt it was a demon, but it was unlike any I’d ever seen before. So far, all I had seen were faces, as monstrous as some of them were. The demon in front of me, though, was the full package. It stood over six feet tall, and was densely muscled. It’s basic anatomy appeared to be human, except for the lack of genitals, and the strange spikes that covered most of its body. The demon’s face was also vaguely human, although its eyes were huge and black, and its mouth was filled with shiny, pointed teeth that were as obsidian black as the rest of it.

      The demon suddenly dropped down to all fours and roared at me, making a sound so awful it hurt my ears and chilled my blood. The rest of the world seemed to disappear at that point, until it felt like there was just me and the demon, facing each other in some kind of void that only one of us could walk away from. I knew there would be no use in running. The second I turned my back, that fucking thing would be on me. The only choice I had was to stand and fight. The grace flowing through me was the only thing keeping me from turning tail…or falling to pieces in the face of such a terrible threat.

      I had no idea what I was doing as the demon suddenly leaped toward me like a wild animal, and yet I was still able to instinctively jump aside to avoid the attack. I then lashed out unthinkingly, swinging my fist at the demon’s head just as it landed. When my knuckles made contact with the demon’s thick skull, I heard a cracking sound, and then a burst of pain shot up my arm. If it wasn’t for the massive amount of adrenaline pumping through me, I might’ve been incapacitated by the pain. As it was, I just shouted, "Fuck!"

      The demon turned to face me, its ugly mouth seeming to smile at me.

      This fucker is going to kill me.

      Under other circumstances, such a thought might’ve been enough to render me incapacitated with fear.

      But not now.

      Now I had genetics on my side. Now I had the certain knowledge that I was meant to be a soldier, someone who kept the monsters of the world at bay.

      I had all the confidence at that point, but unfortunately none of the skill.

      Perhaps prematurely, I went on the attack, and tried to strike the demon again, this time doing my best to load the strike with grace. I did manage to hit the demon on the jaw with my undamaged hand, but I didn’t manage to channel much power into the punch. Worse, I lost my balance after landing the punch, and practically fell into the demon’s waiting arms.

      The demon lifted me and slammed me down hard onto the floor. Then it straddled my waist, it’s weight making sure I couldn’t move. After slapping me twice in the face with barbed-skinned hands, the demon grabbed my wrists, causing the pain in my injured hand to flare terribly again. It then leaned over me as it kept me pinned to the floor, its snarling face only inches from my own. Thick saliva dripped from the demon’s sharp teeth, causing me to squirm uncontrollably as it landed on my face.

      Its black eyes portrayed nothing but cold malevolence.

      As strong as I was with my grace flowing through me (to some extent anyhow), the demon was stronger, and easily resisted my attempts to get out from under it. Panic wasn’t far behind as I realized I was trapped, and probably about to die.

      The demon opened its mouth wider, until it seemed like a gaping chasm getting ever closer to my face, about to engulf me. Turning my face to one side, I couldn’t help but close my eyes.

      This is it, it’s all over…

      But a second later, I felt the creature tense on top of me. I opened my eyes, and was faced with what appeared to be the tip of a knife no more than an inch from my face. The knife was sticking out of the demon’s mouth, a silent scream frozen continuously upon its face. Its eyes were wide open, registering its shock. Then I noticed the hand that was gripping the demon’s head, pushing it sideways as the knife was retracted, causing the demon to fall off me at last.

      "Frank?" I said in equal parts shock and relief.

      "I suggest you move," he said, just as the floor beneath started to get hot. I quickly got to my feet and looked down to see something like searing hot energy forming around the demon on the floor. Within seconds, the demon’s body had fallen from sight into the now gaping hole in the floor, a hole which seemed close up as quickly as it had formed, leaving nothing but a large black scorch mark behind.

      "What the fuck?" I said, wondering how much more craziness my mind could take in one day. "What just happened?"

      Frank looked at me like he’d seen it all a thousand times. "A portal to Hell just opened up, and the demon fell into it. Can we go now, please, before more of these bastards show up, if they haven’t already?"

      I nodded. "I’m fine, Frank, thanks for asking."

      Frank wiped the blade of his large knife on his jeans, then slid the knife into a sheath inside his jacket. 'Let’s go."

      Shaking my head, I followed behind him as he led us down the stairs. "Were they demons?" I asked as I stepped around a large scorch mark in the hallway, the remnants of the demon Frank had been fighting with.

      "Lower demons, yeah," Frank said as we went through the front door. "Like attack dogs. They’re called Pit Demons."

      Attack dogs. Seemed like a good comparison to me. "Who controls them, though?"

      Frank stopped suddenly as he neared his car, and whipped his gun out, aiming it down the street. "I’d say that guy there."

      When I looked, I saw the rotund figure of a man about thirty yards away, standing in the middle of the street. At first glance, the man seemed normal enough, dressed as he was in a dark suit. But then that weird flickering thing happened, and the man suddenly became something much more demonic. He resembled a huge toad that stood on two legs, with the biggest mouth I’d ever seen. "Jesus Christ," I breathed.

      "Go!" Frank shouted as he started firing shots at the advancing demon, none of which appeared to effect it much. "Take the Mustang and meet me on Clear Mountain Road."

      "What? What about you?"

      "It’s you they want." Frank fired another burst of bullets. "Go now!"

      I glanced once more at the demon in the street. It’s blubbery body was oozing dark blood from Frank’s bullet wounds, but it still kept advancing at an unhurried pace, as if it knew Frank couldn’t hurt it.

      I hope you know what you’re doing, Frank.

      As if to prove that he did, Frank shot down a Pit Demon that had been hiding in the bushes of Diane’s house along with a number of others, their eyes glaring through the brush as they awaited unspoken instructions from the bigger demon. After shooting the first one, Frank pumped several bullets into the next Pit Demon to show itself. The rest stayed in hiding after that.

      Turning, I ran to the Mustang and got in. As Frank continued to shoot at the demon, I frantically searched my jacket for the keys. When I finally found them, I started the ignition, then looked in the rearview mirror to see Frank reloading his gun, and the demon much closer to him than I would’ve liked. Once again, I hoped he knew what he was doing, though I was nonetheless in awe as I watched his fighting form in the Mustang's rearview mirror whilst still pulling away from the curb. He pivoted and turned, shot left and right, high and low, his body seeming to follow his head with the slightest of gaps, time enough to shoot and eventually reload; his ready mag clicking in at astonishing pace, his free hand whilst still free, stabbing and slicing with commensurate speed as he took on the demon. It was hard not to be impressed by such a show of fearless skill.

      I drove off up the street, gunning the Mustang much too fast through the narrow city streets, on my way to the location Frank had given me. I was jacked up on so much adrenaline, I couldn’t even hold a thought. The only thing I was focused on was getting to Clear Mountain Road, just outside the city.

      By the time I got there, I realized I couldn’t remember barely any of the journey. The first rest stop I saw, I pulled in and cut the engine. Silence then enveloped me in its claustrophobic grip. For long moments, I just sat there, staring out the window into the dark, completely numbed by everything that had happened.

      Then I thought of Josh and Diane, and I started to shake uncontrollably. As soon as I said Josh’s name out loud, I broke down completely and slumped against the steering wheel, where I stayed crying for a very long time.
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      About an hour later, Frank’s car pulled up alongside me in the rest area. I leaned across and wound the window down so I could talk to him. I didn’t notice any fresh wounds on him, so I assumed he got away from the demon unscathed. "Hey," I said in a flat voice. "You got away okay then."

      Frank nodded, a sort of pissed off look on his face, which I was starting to think was the face he wore most of the time. Resting bitch face, as they say. "Yeah, I did." He stared across at me for a second, slightly awkward, as if he didn’t know what to say next. "So, I have a place a few miles from here, up the mountain a bit. You’ll be safe there."

      "Safe?" I couldn’t help but snort at the notion. "I don’t think I’ll ever be safe again."

      Pressing his lips together, Frank looked away for a moment as he leaned on the steering wheel. "The way I see it, you don’t have a choice."

      I stared hard out the window for a long moment, before transferring my stare to him. "Why are you doing this?"

      He shrugged and shook his head slightly. "I’m not sure what you want me to say to that. I already told you, I can help you. I’m the only one who can."

      "You couldn’t help Josh, or Diane."

      "I didn’t know they were in trouble until it was too late."

      "Because you were too busy following me."

      "That’s right. Again, what do you want me to say?"

      I covered my face with my hands then, holding them there for a few seconds before letting them slowly drop. "I…don’t know what to do." It came out in a whisper almost, an admission of helplessness, and I didn't like it one bit. I shouldn't have been surprised by it, for slowly and inexorably it had been creeping up, wrapping me in cloying self-doubt and now new shades of guilt at what had happened. Maybe had I spent time differently in the past six months, different from wiping myself out until I couldn't think, then perhaps Josh and Diane might still be here. She had done right by us, she didn't deserve the ending that had been done to her, and I now had to live knowing how much I'd disappointed her, now never having the chance to show her that her faith hadn’t been misspent, and that her efforts weren't in vain.

      "You’ve been through a lot recently, I get it," Frank said. "Why don’t you follow me to my cabin, you can stay the night, get some rest. In the morning, you can decide whether you want my help or not in finding your brother. Although I gotta tell you, this whole thing is bigger than just you and him, so for that reason, I’m staying involved. If you want to go it alone, that’s up to you, but I would strongly advise against it."

      My mother’s words echoed in my head then: You can’t do this alone, Leia…

      "All right," I said, unable and not wanting to think of any other options. "Lead the way."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Frank’s cabin was a good distance away. A steep winding road cut through the forest covering the mountainside, which eventually leveled out and lead into a large clearing between the trees. In the center of the clearing stood Frank’s small cabin. The place was about as isolated as you could get without moving to the Arctic Circle. It seemed to me that a person would only live alone in such a place if they disliked people and society in general, or if they were hiding from something. I didn’t know which one applied to Frank yet. Probably both, I thought.

      When I got out of the car, I walked behind him across the leveled ground toward the front door of the cabin, the gravel crunching under my boots seeming especially loud in the silence of the wilderness. Every sound seemed to carry for miles. In the dim light of the half moon, I caught sight of what looked like symbols of some kind, painted onto the front of the cabin in various places. Upon closer inspection, I decided the symbols looked similar to the ones I had seen in my mothers journal, and in the books back in the storage locker. The front door had its own set of symbols as well, painted on with white paint, some of which were very intricate. "What’s with the symbols?" I asked him as he opened the front door.

      "Protection," he said, just as a loud bark came from inside the cabin. A second later, a black Labrador came running to the door to greet Frank, resting his front paws on Frank’s stomach so Frank could ruffle his ears.

      "Is he protection too?" The dog was now staring suspiciously at me, and I didn’t take another step in case it decided to pounce on me.

      "Bane has protected me more times than I can count at this point." Frank looked down at the dog. "It’s okay, Bane. She’s family."

      I couldn’t help but glare at him, wondering why he would say that. Frank and I would have to have a talk about what constituted family. Still, if it weren’t for him, I would probably be dead by now. So despite everything else, I knew I had to cut the guy some slack, for now at least.

      To help matters along, I crouched down and smiled at Bane. "Hey boy," I said, hoping he would come to me, which he did after a moment, standing in front of me so I could smooth his big head. His large amber eyes seemed to look deep into mine, as if he was searching my soul for signs of bad intent. When he licked my face, I assumed I had passed his test.

      "He seems to like you," Frank said, a slight smile on his face. "He tends to be picky about people, so you should feel privileged."

      I looked up at him then, wondering if he was talking about Bane or himself, but he had already turned and gone inside.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The inside of Frank’s cabin was pretty much what I expected to see, in that it was basic and didn’t cater to any notions of good taste or design. The place was purely utilitarian. It felt bare, and devoid of any personality. The tiny living room had two scruffy armchairs by a stone fireplace, and a long table by the window that was covered with books, some of which appeared to be nothing more than novels by the likes of Hemingway and Jack London. Various newspaper clippings were also strewn across the desk, reporting what looked like murders and unexplained happenings in the city and surrounding areas. A police scanner was also atop the table. There didn’t appear to be anything on the walls though, except for a fishing rod and a double barreled shotgun.

      I hovered around the living room in awkward silence as Frank rummaged around in the almost non-existent kitchen area, which consisted of a few small cupboards above a short bench, and a sink. The whole place smacked of a man who had mostly turned his back on society, and who seemed completely unbothered by his decision. Despite the heavy vibes of loneliness that hung in the air around me, I could almost respect Frank for living as he did. On some level, I wished I could live the same way, far from the maddening crowd as it were. I wasn’t exactly a big people person myself, Kasey being my only friend. City life also drove me crazy most of the time.

      It occurred to me then, that if I didn’t manage to find Josh—or God forbid he turned up dead—I might end up living there in that cabin with Frank after all.

      Stop it, I told myself. Josh isn’t going to die. I’ll find him before that can even happen.

      At this point, I had to believe that with all my heart. The thought of losing Josh was just…I couldn’t even consider it.

      As I shook my head slightly, I caught sight of Frank staring at me, and I quickly looked away as if in shame.

      "Would you like a drink?" he asked me. "Do you drink?"

      I nodded. "I drink, too damn much."

      Frank laughed for a second. "Figures."

      "I take it you like to drink?"

      "Oh yeah, too damn much."

      A slight smile appeared on my face. "Figures."

      He threw me a look and shook his head as he walked into the living room with two glasses in one hand and a bottle of whiskey in the other. "Have a seat," he said, gesturing to the farthest armchair before sitting in the closest one, the most threadbare one. As I sat down, I noticed how easily the whiskey bottle seemed to balance on the arm of Frank’s chair, as if hundreds of bottles just like it had now created a permanent impression.

      He half-filled one of the glasses and handed it to me. Whiskey wasn’t really my poison, but it served its purpose of calming my nerves somewhat. A few moments later, though, anxiety and a heavy sense of grief began to overtake me again. Turning my head away, I stared down at the cold ashes in the fireplace, trying to get my mind around the fact that Diane was dead, and Josh had been kidnapped, seemingly by demons.

      "Are you okay?" Frank asked, already on his second glass of whiskey.

      "What do you think?" I said scowling at him.

      Frank nodded slightly and looked away.

      Sighing, I shook my head. "I’m sorry. I just can’t stop thinking about my foster mother, and my brother." At that moment, I thought I understood why Frank lived alone, given that continual loss of life seemed to be a constant in this new reality, and that such losses could be minimized by having less people in your life.

      "I know. I’m sorry."

      Chugging back the rest of my whiskey, grimacing at the foul taste, I held the now empty glass out for Frank to refill, which he did, though he put less in this time. "Please tell me you know something," I said. "Tell me my brother isn’t dead."

      "I don’t know anything for sure, unfortunately," Frank said. "As far as I can tell, your brother has been kidnapped by demons. I don’t know what for yet, but I intend to find out."

      "You said earlier that this is bigger than me. What did you mean by that? Has this happened before?"

      "There have been similar incidents recently, all over the country in fact. Young Nephilim like your brother are being snatched by demons, though no one knows what for, not yet anyway."

      I shook my head in disbelief. "You knew this was happening and you didn’t think to warn us?" I couldn’t keep my anger down, though I fought to keep it from exploding.

      Frank held up a hand. "Listen, I did the best I could. I only became aware of the kidnappings a few days ago. I’ve been keeping an eye on you ever since."

      "An eye on me?" I shook my head. "You couldn’t have taken a more direct approach, like telling us what the hell was going on?"

      "Really?" He shook his head. "So if I had knocked on your door, and started spouting all this stuff about demons, telling you that you and your brother are at risk of being kidnapped by them, you’d have believed me? You don’t even know me. Would you have believed I was your uncle even? Something tells me you wouldn’t have."

      "You don’t know that."

      "Oh yeah? What do you think Josh would’ve said?"

      "He probably would’ve punched you out."

      Frank nodded. "I’ve been watching your brother too, not just you. Josh seems to get in a lot of fights, in and out of the gym."

      "He has anger issues."

      "My point exactly."

      I could only shake my head as I was forced to accept he had a point. There was no doubt Josh would’ve went for Frank had he shown up on our doorstep talking about demons and whatever else. I may have heeded his warnings, though, given that I was more open to my Nephilim heritage than Josh would be. Either way, it didn’t matter now. The only thing that mattered now was getting Josh back safe and sound.

      "All right," I said. "At least tell me you have a plan that will help get my brother back before…I don’t know what. Why are these demons taking people?"

      "I’m still working on that."

      "I suppose you’re still working on a plan as well?"

      "Hey," Frank said, a sharpness in his voice. "One step at a time. At this point, I know about as much as you."

      Sighing, I shook my head. "Fucking great."

      "I know it sucks, but there’s nothing you can do for Josh right now. If it helps, I don’t think he 'll come to any real harm. If they’d wanted him dead, they would’ve killed him at the house."

      "That’s very comforting. Thanks."

      Frank shook his head at my sarcasm, as if the last thing he needed in his life was a sullen, argumentative teenager with a bad attitude.

      As silence grew between us, I was forced to admit that there was nothing I could do for Josh, not until I had more information. I was also forced to concede that I was now relying on Frank to get me that information. He was the seasoned soldier, the one with all the knowledge and contacts. By comparison, I was just a fledgling who had all but fallen out of the nest for the first time. As such, it was going to take me a while to find my wings.

      "It’s late," Frank said eventually. "You should get some rest. Tomorrow we’ll try to track down Josh."

      There was still a lot I wanted to ask Frank, about his years of absence, and about his relationship with my mother, and about why he and my father had stopped talking to each other. But I simply couldn’t face any more emotional upheaval, which such topics of conversation would surely bring, so I got up and followed Frank out of the living room and down the short hallway to a small bedroom. As I went to enter the bedroom, I noticed the trapdoor in the hallway floor, which must’ve allowed access to a cellar. I wondered if the cellar was Frank’s version of my mother’s storage unit, but I didn’t bother to ask him about it. For now, I just wanted to be alone so I could at least try to get my head around everything that had happened tonight.

      "You can sleep here tonight," Frank said, gesturing around the room, which contained no more than a bed and a chest of drawers. Frank really did take minimalism to new heights.

      I nodded at him. "Thanks."

      Frank nodded back, somewhat awkward in my presence. "I’ll see you in the morning then."

      When Frank left the room, I went and sat on the edge of the bed for a while, just staring at the floor as I went over in my mind the shocking sequences of tonight’s events. I felt sick to my stomach every time I pictured Diane’s dead body, her neck twisted grotesquely, a look of sheer horror and agony frozen on her face. "Jesus Christ," I said, getting up so I could aimlessly pace the room, on the verge of a mild panic attack as my heart rate elevated and my skin began to get clammy.

      Calm down, Leia, calm down…

      Eventually I stopped pacing after I told myself that I needed to try and calm down. I needed to think about something other than Josh or Diane. So I went out to the car and retrieved my mother’s journal, along with Josh’s laptop, bringing both back to the room.

      Sleep was an impossibility, so I watched the video of my mother a few more times, drawing a strange sense of comfort from seeing and hearing her speak. Eventually, I let the video play on a loop, while I spent the rest of the night and early hours of the morning reading the journal, hoping to find answers to questions that I didn’t even have yet.
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      At some point the next morning, I awoke on the bed with the laptop still playing the video file on a loop, and the journal laying open across my legs. When I opened my eyes, I stared at my mother’s face for a moment as she spoke. Then I sat up and closed the laptop, continuing to sit there as I stared down at the leather cover of the journal I’d spent all night reading.

      To be honest, my head was still in a spin from everything I’d read. My mother left a record of nearly every case she had worked on since becoming a Watcher at my age. She even detailed some of her time spent before that, when she was training at some underground facility called the Warren. This made me wonder how different things might be right now if Josh and I had followed the same path, beginning our formal Watcher training together when we came of age. Quite different, I’d say.

      The journal was full of detailed accounts about her work, which often included drawings of the supernatural beings she dealt with, and often hunted. From everything I’d read, the impression I was left with was of a woman who possessed fierce strength and courage, was highly intelligent, and who was deadly with all manner of weapons, including magic when the need arose. This woman was a superhero, but with a dark side caused by her own demons, her devotion to her calling taking precedence to all other areas of her life; and to our demise, this included her family too.

      She was a woman you didn’t want to cross under any circumstances. More profoundly, she was not at all like the woman who called herself my mother when I was growing up. Hiding her true nature, or at least a part of it, was another of her skills. Not to mention hiding Frank, whose name cropped up in the journal a lot. So much so, in fact, that it became obvious they were partners of some kind. From there, it wasn’t a stretch to believe this partnership had something to do with a falling out between Frank and my father. There was no mention of it in the journal, unless I’d missed it. I would look again later, as my mind was spinning quite enough already.

      Tearing my gaze away from the journal, anxiety soon gripped me as I remembered the events of last night. Horrific images of Diane’s twisted body flashed through my mind for an agonizing moment. Squeezing my eyes shut, I willed the images away, but they soon got replaced by thoughts of Josh instead, of how it might make me feel had it been his body ravaged in that way.

      God, I hope he’s all right.

      Then I thought, Really? He’s been kidnapped by demons, for fuck’s sake. How could he be all right?

      Who knew what those demons were doing to him? Josh could be…

      No, don’t even think it. He’s still alive. I’d know if he was…dead.

      I shuttered and shook my head at the thought.

      Hang in there Josh. I’ll rescue you, I promise.

      Though God knows how.

      [image: ]
* * *

      When I eventually got up, I couldn’t see any sign of Frank in the cabin. It wasn’t until I ventured outside that I found him around the back, which was a cleared area of mostly grass and dirt, surrounded by tall trees. Frank was on the edge of the clearing, topless and wearing only jeans and boots. He was busy punching and kicking four different punching bags that seemed like huge leather sacks hung by rope from the thick branches of an overhanging tree. The bags hung in a rough semi-circle, and Frank was moving from one to the other, hitting each one with a volley of punches and kicks with so much speed and power that it belied belief. The bags looked heavy as fuck, probably filled with sand or gravel, and yet they were swinging on their rope as if they contained nothing but feathers. Watching them swing wildly in the cold morning breeze, I hazarded to guess that a swinging bag would knock you on your ass if you and it collided, after knocking you out first that is.

      Yet Frank, in all his balletic movements and expert timing, didn’t seem too concerned by this risk as he dodged his way around the bags, countering each one as he went. I had seen some really skilled fighters in my time, not the least of which was Josh, but I had never seen anyone move the way Frank did. He fought like his life depended on it, which I suppose it did. If my demon encounter in the alley was anything to go by, then the speed and power of the hits would be the difference between life and death. As it now stood, and in light of seeing what Frank was capable of in his less than optimal age range (a factor I'd never state openly to him, by the way, for obvious reasons), I seriously doubted my potential to follow in my mother's footsteps, or in Frank’s as the case may be.

      Bane was sniffing through the undergrowth by the edge of the trees not far from Frank. He barked when he saw me, and then came bounding toward me as I crossed the clearing, almost knocking me off my feet with his large paws. "Hey Bane!" I said excitedly, unable to keep the smile from my face. I love dogs, even though I’ve never had one myself. My mother refused our requests when we were kids, saying we didn’t need the extra responsibility, which, you know…whatever. Looking back, she probably viewed having a pet as too much of a distraction; a distraction from the grooming and training she no doubt had planned for us at some later stage in our lives.

      "You sleep all right?" Frank asked as he came walking toward me, sweat dripping from his wiry body.

      I shrugged as my eyes lit upon the tattoos on Frank’s chest and arms. They didn’t seem like ordinary tattoos, made up as they were of strange occult symbols and patterns. In a flash, I vaguely remembered seeing the same kind of tattoos on my mother when I was a kid. "What’s with the ink?" I asked him.

      "Protection mostly." He pointed to the largest of the tattoos, which took the form of a Celtic knot, encircled by strange looking glyphs. "This one here, for instance, provides protection from most low-level magic attacks."

      "Magic attacks?" I shook my head, as if the concept of magic seemed slightly fantastical. Which was ridiculous to think, given everything I’d seen already.

      Frank wiped sweat from his face with his arm. "There are lots of adepts out there who wield magic like a weapon. Not all of them friendly."

      "I’m still trying to get my head around all of this."

      "I know. It’s a lot at first, but you’ll soon get used to it, believe me." He turned away, then added under his breath, "Too damn used to it."

      The way he spoke, it was as if he expected me to become one of these Watchers that my mother talked about. A Watcher like her and Frank. When I read in the journal that my father was also a trained Watcher, I was flabbergasted at first, because he was the most gentle man I had ever known. No way could my father be a slayer. But the more I thought about it, the more connections I began to make in my head. Odd things that happened in my childhood, things I could barely even remember, made me think twice. It also made complete sense, if Frank was my father’s brother. I have no idea why I didn’t make that particular connection before. It felt like my mind was struggling to keep up, which was making me miss things. That would have to change if I was going to survive long enough to save Josh.

      "You know," Frank said, going back to the punch bags, but not hitting them this time. "Things have changed for you now."

      No shit, Sherlock, I felt like saying. "I know they have."

      "I’m not sure you do." Frank grabbed a black T-shirt from off the ground and put it on. "Even if you save Josh from these demons, there’ll be no going back for either of you."

      I nodded as I crossed my arms. "My mom said the same thing."

      Frank couldn’t hide his surprise at that comment. "Your mom?" He shook his head. "What do you mean by that? Your mother kept all this from you and Josh, so…"

      I almost smiled at his confusion, but the slightly harrowed look in his eye prevented me from doing so. Frank seemed to take anything associated with my mother very seriously indeed. "She left me a video that she recorded on the night she…disappeared."

      Frank just stared as if spooked by something. "What…did she say?"

      "She told me to come and see you."

      He looked down for a second, then nodded. "And here you are."

      "You found me first."

      "I did."

      "Now you don’t know what to do with me."

      Snorting slightly, Frank nodded. "Maybe. I’m used to being alone up here."

      "I can leave if you want."

      "What?" He shook his head. "You wouldn’t last an hour out there before you were kidnapped or killed, or both."

      "That seems a bit rich."

      "What does?"

      "You claiming responsibility after you spent years ignoring us."

      Frank sighed, then looked away and nodded to himself. "All right," he said. "We might as well get this over with now. I’m a drunk, Leia. I have been since…for a long time. Apart from that, I mostly fight against monsters for a living. I’m not the kind of man who raises two kids, you understand me?"

      My eyes narrowed as I struggled to contain my anger. "If you only knew the things that have happened to me and Josh since we were taken into care. The abuse, the degradation, even the fucking horror…" I trailed off as I shook my head. "Did you really think the fucking foster system was a better environment for us to grow up in? At least here with you, we would’ve been with family, or does that not mean anything to you?"

      "Of course it does," he said quietly.

      I snorted derisively. "No, Frank. If it did, we wouldn’t be having this conversation."

      I looked away to the trees as we stood in tense silence for long moments. Finally, Frank said, "Okay, I admit it, I’m a selfish bastard. The fact is, I didn’t want the responsibility of bringing up two kids, at least not in the world I lived in."

      Tears stung at my eyes, but I refused to let them come. "So you left us to rot in the system instead," I said quietly. "At least you’re honest, Frank, if nothing else."

      "Hey." He took a step toward me. "I still kept an eye on you and Josh over the years."

      "You mean you watched from afar, like you were doing yesterday?" I shook my head. "That doesn’t make me feel any better, Frank."

      "Look," he said, coming forward. "I’m not going to pretend that this situation is ideal for either of us. But the fact is, you need me to help you get your brother back. After that, if you never want to see me again, then so be it."

      "You’d like that, wouldn’t you? No more responsibility then."

      "You’re wrong. It was always going to be this way."

      "What?"

      "When you and Josh were born, I made a promise to your mother."

      This should be good.

      "What kind of promise?"

      Frank sighed. "She made me promise that if anything should happen to her, that I would step in when you and Josh turned eighteen, when your true nature as Nephilim emerged. She wanted to make sure you both received the proper training, at least when it was possible for you to do so."

      "What about my father? Assuming he was still alive, of course, where you going to just steal us from him? Kidnap us?"

      "Peter is…" He stopped as if he didn’t know how to explain. "Your father didn’t want this life for you two."

      "I know. My mom already said so in the video. I think she thought my dad was weak or something."

      "He was," Frank said, then shook his head as if he regretted saying it.

      I took a step forward and looked him right in the eye. "My father was not weak, you hear me?"

      Frank held up his hands. "I didn’t mean to offend. The fact is, though, he thought he could shield you and your brother from the truth."

      "Who says he couldn’t have?"

      Frank gave me a look. "You really believe that?"

      I was forced to shake my head. "No. This shit is…too big to hide from."

      Frank nodded as if he approved of my choice of words. "So you see, I always planned on making sure you were all right when it really mattered."

      "When it really mattered?" I shook my head in disbelief. "You really don’t get it, do you?"

      Shaking his head, Frank said. "I do get it. You know what else your mother said to me?"

      "What?"

      "She told me that if anything ever happened to your father as well as her, that I was to stay away." His dark eyes stared into mine, and I saw the truth in them. "She didn’t want…she didn’t want me raising you or your brother. I was only to keep an eye on you from a distance, that’s it." Frank mashed his lips together and looked away for a moment. "She wasn’t the smartest person I knew for nothing."

      I stared hard at Frank for a moment, at the pain in his eyes. Then I looked away myself as I considered what he’d just told me. Christ, was he really that bad that my mother instructed him to let Josh and I get taken into care, rather than be raised by him? Considering Frank was family, it seemed a bit harsh to me. But then, what do I know? Going by the last few days, not very fucking much.

      "Jesus," I said eventually. "My family is much more fucked up than I realized, and that's saying something, ’coz I already had a pretty fucked up image in mind to begin with."

      Frank looked at me, and then laughed. "I’m sorry," he said after a moment. "Sometimes laughter is the only response."

      I shook my head at him, a smile on my face despite myself. "Fuck you, Frank," I said only half jokingly. "This shit isn’t funny. My brother has been kidnapped by demons, for fuck’s sake."

      "I know, but hey, I’ve been doing this shit my whole life. We’re going to get your brother back."

      I took hope from the conviction in his eyes. My mother may not have trusted him to raise her kids, but she trusted him to train them. Well, one of us anyway. She trusted him to guide us at this point in our lives. That had to count for something. If nothing else, I was geographically where I needed to be.

      I just wished I could say the same thing about Josh.

      "All right, Frank," I said, finally lowering my guard. "So tell me. What’s the plan of attack here?"
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      "You’re going to ask around?"

      I stood staring at Frank in near disbelief. We were still outside in the cold morning air, and my previous conviction in Frank’s ability to get my brother back was on the wane once more. "That’s your big plan of attack?"

      Frank sighed and shook his head as if I didn’t know what I was talking about. "These things take time," he said. "You know how many demons there are in this city? Any one of them could’ve taken your brother. So yeah, the plan is to gather information first. Once we find out who took Josh, then we can come up with a plan to get him back."

      "Jesus Christ." To be fair, I knew Frank was right. At that point, there wasn’t much to go on, so as much as it killed me to do so, I would have to accept the fact that it may take some time to locate Josh. Which was so goddamn frustrating, that it made me want to scream.

      "I know this is hard," Frank said. "I’ll do all I can to find out what we need as soon as possible. You can count on that. In the meantime, you can make yourself at home here. It’s the safest place you can be right now."

      I thought there was no way I could just sit around while Frank made his inquiries, so I decided there and then to take another course of action instead. "There’s something I have to do," I said. "Somewhere I have to go."

      Frank frowned. "What? Where?"

      "My mother’s storage unit."

      Frank shook his head. "That would be a bad idea. You can’t leave here."

      I stared at him a moment, then said, "Watch me."

      Then I turned and walked away from him.

      "Leia," he called, chasing after me. "You’re making a mistake leaving here. At least let me go with you."

      "Sorry, Frank. I have to do this alone."

      I walked by the side of the cabin, then toward the Mustang. When I reached the car, I looked back to see Frank hovering by the front of the cabin, standing there with his arms folded like some pissed off parent. "You’re being reckless, you know that, right? Demons from all around the city are looking for you. If they wanted Josh then they must surely want you as well."

      It was difficult not to agree with him on that. I was being pretty reckless. But as I already told Frank, this was something I felt I had to do, and do alone.

      Before I got into the car, I stared over at Frank, then told him, "I’ll be careful."

      Frank stared back for a moment, before shaking his head and walking away without saying another word.

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Back again?" old man Hector said with a smile that was halfway between sarcastic and salacious, as I came walking through the front doors of the storage facility. "It’s nice to have a pretty face come walking in here."

      I shook my head at him, in no mood for his lecherous ways as I headed down the hallway toward the storage locker.

      "I hope you ain’t planning on creating any trouble here," he called after me.

      "Don’t worry, old man. I’m just here for what’s mine."

      Much like reading my mother’s journal, being inside the unit with the shudder down, surrounded by all her stuff, gave me a weird sense of comfort. As alien and crazy as half the items were, they still created in me a strange sense of excitement and belonging. I hadn’t felt truly at home anywhere in eleven years, so to feel like it now, surrounded by guns and potions and crazy books, was something I was still getting used to.

      Unlike on my previous visit with Kasey, I took my time looking around at everything. The array of weapons on display captured most of my attention first, but I didn’t know why. Violence wasn’t in my nature, even though I’d been forced to confront it many times over the years. Josh was always the one that ran toward violence, not me. He didn’t mind getting his knuckles bloody; he outright enjoyed it, in fact. With me, however, violence—and the tools of violence—usually left me feeling queasy.

      Which is why I was surprised to feel a definite pull toward my mother’s weapon collection. Maybe it was the fact that the weapons were there to be used on monsters, and not on people. Somehow, the idea of using the weapons for good—to fight evil—seemed righteous to me, and not at all off-putting, especially now that I was fully aware of my true nature, and my expected role in this new reality I found myself living in. My mission now was to follow in my mother’s footsteps, and to repay in blood ten times that which was taken.

      It seemed appropriate to check out the guns first, not that I knew the first thing about how to handle a gun, except for what I’d seen on TV. Taking one of the handguns off the rack, I was shocked by how heavy the weapon was, and how deadly it felt in my hand. Holding it with both hands, I held it out in front of me as if aiming it at someone. I was struck immediately by how coldly efficient and awesomely lethal the gun was. Most of all, I was struck by how powerful it made me feel as I held it. It felt like I was holding someone’s or something’s life in my hands, and I became afraid to even touch the trigger, lest it went off. After a moment, I realized I was holding my breath as well. As I exhaled in a rush, I finally lowered the gun. Then I gently put it back on the rack.

      "Jesus," I said, staring at the rest of the guns with a whole new level of respect. My eyes fell on the black shotgun, and then the automatic rifles.

      I can’t believe my mom actually used these, I thought, as I also considered the expense of procuring such weapons, and the overall expense of the Watcher lifestyle. My mother, in her journal, mentioned at one point a family inheritance as a source of income, but she hinted at others as well that sounded a bit more dubious, like robbing criminals of their ill-gotten gains and repurposing the money into doing some good. As I took in the details of the weapons, I had visions in my head of Frank and I donning masks and guns in order to relieve some criminal gang of their money.

      Jesus, what have I gotten myself into?

      On a bench below the gun rack, there was also boxes upon boxes of bullets. There even seemed to be some device for making them. Again, something stirred in me as I gazed upon the thousands of rounds of ammunition. I picked up different ones, wondering what they were for, which monster they were designed to take down. I’d read many accounts in the journal where my mother mentioned the weapons and types of bullets she had used to take down her quarry. I knew that bullets dipped in silver nitrate could kill a werewolf. I also knew iron-tipped bullets could hurt demons, although not kill them. Rune engraved bullets could kill some types of demons, though. Runic magic seemed to feature heavily as part of the Watcher arsenal, especially when it came to blades such as the Watcher Knife.

      The Watcher Knife was on the end of the bench, placed on top of a stack of boxes, almost like my mother had put it there so I would see it. I thought it slightly odd that she had left it behind her on the night the demon came, but then I realized she must’ve known on some level that there would be no fighting her way out of whatever situation she was in. That thought in itself stirred up another load of questions in my mind, but I pushed them all to one side, for the time being at least.

      Thanks to the journal, I already knew a bit about the Watcher Knife. Every Watcher is supposed to have one, but not all did, due to the scarcity of the knives these days. I could only imagine that the demons and other monsters did their best to take the knives out of circulation, given their obvious danger. Bladed weapons were all Watcher’s had to fight demons with for a long time, before guns came into play that is. The blades were forged by specialists who have always been few and far between, and every blade was endowed with runic magic that required the presence of grace in the hand of the user to activate them. Without grace, they were just normal blades.

      My mother received her knife from her grandfather, and indeed, the first being my mother ever killed, she did so with the Watcher Knife, when she was my age. The blade of the knife was about eight inches long, double-edged, gradually tapering off into a sharp point. Runic glyphs were engraved into the blade to endow it with magic. That, in combination with the very rare metal of the blade itself, made the knife deadly to demons and many other supernatural beings.

      Holding the knife in my hands, it felt perfectly balanced, yet heavier than it first seemed. There was also an unmistakable energy coming off it that traveled into my body and connected with my grace. It then suddenly felt as if the knife and I were one, as if the deadly blade was a mere extension of my arm. As I swiped the dusty air with the knife, I was surprised at how natural it felt in my hand, and how deadly I felt wielding it.

      When I put the knife back inside its brown leather sheath, I stood for a moment, shaking my head at the array of weapons before me, marveling at the fact that they were now all mine. Which also meant, of course, that it was up to me to ensure the arsenal stayed secret. I already regretted allowing Kasey inside the unit, even though I didn’t know what I was going to find at the time. If I’d known, I wouldn’t have let her in at all.

      Too late now, I suppose. Which only left Hector at the front desk. Could I trust him? My mother did for years, so I guess so. Time would tell.

      "Now I just have to learn how to use all this fucking stuff," I said.

      I had Frank for that, of course. Despite still having issues with him, he was the only other Nephilim I knew, apart from Josh. Frank was the only one who could teach me what I needed to know.

      Teach?

      I nodded to myself. "Yes."

      It would’ve been foolish for me to believe that there was any going back, not after everything that had happened. For survival’s sake, and for Josh’s sake as well, I had to keep moving forward, no matter what.

      After spending some more time looking around, picking up and examining all manner of strange and mysterious objects, I eventually came across an old Army duffel bag. When I opened the bag, I discovered it was full of clothes. My mother’s clothes, of course. It made sense she didn’t keep them at home, given that most of the items in the bag were tactical in nature. Black leather trousers, for instance, with specially sewn-on pockets down the sides, and a sheath to fit the Watcher Knife. There were two pairs of these trousers, both of which appeared well-worn. The bag also contained a pair of heavy combat boots, some dark vest tops, and a leather jacket with compartments sewn all over it. It even had two sheaths sewn into the back, perhaps to accommodate two short swords like the ones hanging on the wall.

      I decided to take the clothes with me, as it wasn’t like I could go back to Diane’s house to retrieve my own. Luckily, my mother, although a little taller than me, was a size twelve. A perfect fit. Or at least they would be when I regained the weight I’d lost through months of drink and drug binges.

      On top of the clothes, I also put the Watcher Knife in the bag, along with one of the handguns, a few boxes of 9mm bullets and some extra clips that were stacked beside the gun. After some perusal, I also took the two short swords down off the wall and slid them into the duffel bag. I figured that would be enough for now. The rest would still be there when, and if, I needed it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The moment I stepped outside the storage unit, I felt something wasn’t right. There was a distinctive warm tingling sensation in my belly, and my senses were immediately heightened. I was crouched down, about to lock the unit up. The duffel bag was on the floor beside me. The fluorescent lights above my head kept flickering on and off, making a loud buzzing sound as they did so. In between the loud buzzing, I thought I could hear something else, like the sound of someone breathing.

      Or something breathing.

      "Hector?" I called out after I’d stood up slowly. "Is that you?"

      There was no reply as I looked up and down the hallway. The flickering lights had also cast everything into shadow, making it difficult to see properly.

      Then a voice whispered my name, and I froze.

      "Leia…"

      It was a soft, hissing voice, yet full of unmistakable menace.

      A sound to my left made me snap my head around, and I saw for the first time, a figure, standing about twenty feet away near the end of the corridor. The figure was tall, gangly, almost misshapen in its form. For a few long seconds, fear held me in its grip, and I could do nothing but stare as the figure drew closer to me, moving in a way that suggested it was moving quicker than my eye could see. The figure would stop for a second at a time to sort of jerk its body in a grotesque manner, then it would close more distance in a similar sort of way. By the time my grace kicked my survival instincts into gear, it was too late. In the blink of an eye, I felt a vice-like grip around my throat before I was lifted off my feet and slammed hard into the wall.

      It took me a few seconds to recover, and when I did, I found myself being held aloft by an unseemly long arm, which was attached to the body of a bald-headed man in a black suit. The man’s face was barely recognizable as human, and that’s because the demon in possession of the man’s body had somehow melded it with its own. Jagged stumps of bone pierced through the skin of the man’s face. Where the man’s eyes used to be, the demon’s black, eight-ball eyes now shone through, bulging out of the man’s bloody sockets. The demon’s twisted smile had split the skin of the man’s face, dozens of long, needle-like teeth having pushed out and replaced the human ones.

      "Leia…" the demon said in that hissing voice again. "So glad to see you."

      I couldn’t think of much else to do except to try and use my grace somehow. But just as I started to focus on trying to materialize grace in my hand, the demon did something so grotesquely horrific that I could only stare in disbelief. Rather than walk toward me, the demon’s neck began to slowly extend, pushing that twisted face closer to me as it snaked forward. Seconds later, the face of the demon was just inches from my own, its cold black eyes seeming to draw the very grace from me.

      If I could speak, I would’ve asked what it wanted, as if I didn’t know already. As it was, the grip on my throat was so tight I could barely breathe, so instead I was forced to stare back and wait for him to speak.

      "Time for you to come with me now, Leia," he said in a strangely hissing voice, his head swaying on his grotesquely extended neck. "Josssh isss waiting for you."

      My eyes widened, and the demon must’ve sensed I wanted to speak, so he loosened his grip just enough for me to do so. "What…have you done with him?"

      The demon smiled, its fetid breath wafting into my face, almost making me gag. "The same as what we will do to you."

      I quickly used the momentary lag created by its attempt to psyche me out, to then take a swing at his head, though there mustn’t have been much power in it, for the demon hardly flinched.

      "Now, now," he hissed. "Play nice, or I shall have to hurt you." His face came closer as he inhaled sharply through his bulbous nose. "How I would love to taste of your flesh, little one…"

      "Why…are you doing this?"

      The demon drew his head back slightly. "So we can finally take what is ours."

      "Which is?"

      The demon went to answer, but before he could do so, I summoned every ounce of strength I had and kicked straight upward as hard as I could. I was almost shocked when my boot connected with the stretched flesh of the demon’s neck, causing him to gag and monetarily loosen his grip on me. With my forearm, I smashed down onto the demon’s arm, managing to break his grip at last.

      When I dropped to the floor, I dove for the duffel bag, intending to go for the Watcher Knife. But in doing so, I turned my back on the demon. Next thing I knew, he had gripped me by the hair, pulling me off balance and dragging me backward across the floor.

      "Fucking human hybrids!" he hissed, sounding more than a little pissed off by now. "You’re more trouble than you’re worth, but no one listens to me, do they? If they did, then—"

      A series of loud bangs suddenly stopped the demon in his tracks, and I quickly realized that someone down the corridor had fired a gun. What was more surprising, was the demon actually sounded hurt. Two more shots were fired over my head, causing me to duck as if to avoid them. When I felt the demon release his grip on me, I crawled across the floor to the duffel back and quickly found the Watcher Knife. But when I sprang to my feet and spun around to face the demon, there was no sign of him. The corridor was empty.

      A second later, I turned around to see who it was that was doing the shooting, half expecting it to be Frank, having followed me perhaps, still thinking I was in danger, which lets be honest, he wouldn’t have been wrong about.

      Through the gunpowder smoke and dim lighting, a figure emerged…a figure which wasn’t Frank. "Hector?" I said in near amazement.

      The old man was standing there holding a large handgun as he stared over at me. "You okay there, Missy?"

      I could only nod in return, as I thought, This shit just keeps getting weirder.
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      Hector was now back behind the front desk, slowly sitting down in his old chair, the gun now put away somewhere out of sight. I noticed his hand shaking slightly as he reached down the side of the chair and produced a small bottle of whiskey from the floor. I waited on him drinking before I said anything.

      "Thanks." My voice was hoarse, my throat and neck muscles sore from the demon’s iron grip. "You didn’t have to put yourself at risk for me, though."

      Hector threw me a look as he held on to the whiskey bottle. "Who says I did it for you? That goddamn demon was in my place of business. That means it was up to me to get rid of the fucker."

      I was more than a little surprised to hear him refer to my attacker as a demon. He sounded like he knew what he was talking about. "You know a lot about demons?"

      "Enough to know they shouldn’t be able to get in here." He waved the whiskey bottle across himself. "This place is meant to be warded against those fuckers. I don’t know how that one got in."

      I shook my head. "Are you some sort of Watcher too?"

      He snorted. "Not likely, Missy. Your mother was, though, wasn’t she? And I venture you’re aiming to become just like her, am I right?"

      I gave him a shrug. "Maybe."

      Hector’s blue eyes focused intently on me for a moment, then he nodded. "Yeah, you have that same look in your eye that she did."

      "What look?"

      "Determined. Focused. You’re missing the haunted part, though. I’m sure that will come with time."

      "You seem to know a lot about this, for—"

      "A human?" He smiled at the look on my face. "I know what you are, Missy. I also know what a demon looks like, thanks to this." From around his neck, he showed me a small silver pendant with a black stone in the middle, and familiar looking runic glyphs engraved around the outside. "This allows me to see them. Your mother gave me it."

      It felt weird to hear him refer to himself as a human, and for the first time, I truly realized that I was different in the profoundest of ways. I was only half human.

      Does that mean I have to stand apart from the rest of humanity now, or remain alongside it?

      "I was going to say, for a storage unit manager, but anyway…"

      "Owner," he corrected. "I own this joint."

      "Did my mother fill you in on all this…"

      "Crazy, fucked up shit?"

      A smile crossed my face as I nodded. "Yeah."

      "She did, after she helped me clear out a nest of vampires who took over some of my units. She gave me the gun as well, loaded with some kind of special bullets. Never had to use it, until now. I should probably count myself lucky that the ammunition still packed the necessary punch to get both our asses out of the shit. If I was a betting man, I'd bank on the fact that once that ugly as fuck bastard had finished his plans for you, it'd be going for a side dish of a la carte de human…on account of the failed intervention that is!"

      "I’m sorry. I must’ve brought the demon here. It must’ve followed me."

      Hector nodded as if he understood. "You didn’t know, right?"

      I didn’t answer straight away. A pang of guilt hit me as I realized I probably should’ve listened to Frank and just stayed put. I also realized I could’ve died, or been taken away by the demon, probably to wherever Josh was being held, and then we’d both be fucked. "I didn’t know, of course not. But in retrospect, I should've considered that demons might be following me "

      "Well," Hector said. "Regardless of whether you meant to or not, you brought trouble right to my door. I’m going to have to insist that you stay away from here, at least until you sort out whatever trouble you happen to be in. No offense. I said the same thing to your mother once."

      "What did she say?’

      "She agreed with me." His eyes held no malice, or even blame. If anything, there was a warmth to them that I hadn’t seen before.

      "Okay," I said nodding. "That sounds fair, I guess."

      Hector smiled. "Your unit will be safe."

      I smiled back. "Glad to hear it."

      Before I left, I returned briefly to the storage unit, went inside and grabbed a few thousand dollars from a stack of cash my mother had stashed. It was clear that I would have to stay away from the unit for longer than anticipated, given that the demons knew about it now. The cash was to see me through, should I need it, and because I had no wish to bum completely of Frank.

      As I was leaving with the duffel bag, Hector called after me, and I stopped and turned around. "You might want to consider wearing a scarf for the next while," he said.

      Touching my neck, I nodded. "You might want to consider strengthening your defenses here as well."

      Hector half-smiled before nodding. "Will do, Missy," he said. "Will do."

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was nervous about going outside, even though it was a bright, sunny morning. As I quickly scanned the small parking lot, I half expected to see more demons standing in wait, or one of those Pit Demons crouched behind a car waiting on me. But I saw nothing as I quickly walked to the Mustang, throwing the duffel bag on the front passenger seat before getting in myself. The tires screeched as I burned out of the parking lot, only wanting to put distance between myself and the site of my recent attack.

      After ten minutes of fast, often erratic driving, I finally started to slow down when I reached the Warehouse District, by which time I was pretty sure I wasn’t being followed by anyone. To be certain, I drove through one of the industrial estates, taking random turns before ending up at the exit.

      As I was about to drive out, my phone started ringing in my jacket pocket. I pulled over to the side of the road before taking the it out. For a crazy second, I thought it might be Josh, calling to tell me he was all right. But when I checked the caller ID, it said KASEY. I hadn’t spoken to her since yesterday, before the madness happened at the house. I hesitated before answering, wondering what I was going to say to her, wondering if she knew what was going on.

      As it turned out, she did know.

      "What the fuck is going on?" she asked me when I finally answered. "I thought you were fucking dead."

      Shit.

      "I’m sorry, Kase," I said, subconsciously looking into the rearview mirror every few seconds. "Things have just been…crazy."

      Kasey sneezed. She sounded terrible as she spoke. "Have you seen the news? You and Josh are all fucking over it. The cops want to find you two for questioning."

      "Christ." Not that it was any great surprise to hear that I was now a wanted fugitive on top of everything else.

      Kasey went silent for a moment. "What happened to Diane, Leia?"

      "You sound like shit. Are you sick?"

      "Yeah, I’m down with the flu. Stop deflecting. What the fuck happened? Are you all right?"

      I puffed my cheeks out before answering, then rubbed at my still sore neck. "I’ve been better."

      "You aren’t hurt or anything, are you?"

      I made a face at my reflection in the mirror. "I’m okay, Kase."

      "So who the fuck killed your foster mom then?"

      "It’s probably best you don’t know," I said. "For your own protection."

      "Since when did I need fucking protecting?" she said defensively. "And since when did you start working for the NSA, what with the whole 'it'd be safer for me if you didn't tell me the truth'. Does this have something to do with the fucking jerk who attacked us the night before Dianne was killed, or with what your mother's storage unit has in it, how it could arm a small army if she wanted? Does this tie back into your parent’s death somehow? Did the same people who murdered your parents kill Dianne?"

      Jesus, she sounded like a damn conspiracy nut. But like all conspiracy theories, there was more than a little truth to what she was saying, not that I would admit any of it.

      It hit me then that my friendship with Kasey would change forever, if it hadn’t already done so. There was no way I could drag her into the world I now found myself in. There was no way I was going to be responsible for her death, if anything were to happen. If the last few days had taught me anything, it was that anything could, and usually did, happen.

      "I’m sorry, Kase," I said. "I’m not willing to put your life at risk by drawing you into this with me."

      "I thought we were best friends," she said, sounding wounded by my apparent mistrust. "We’re supposed to tell each other everything. We always have each other’s backs. Isn’t that the way it’s always been?"

      I closed my eyes for a second as I shook my head. "I have very nearly died twice in as many days, and I’m not about to expose you to the same danger when I don’t have to. As my friend, surely you can understand that?"

      Kasey went quiet for quite a long time, to the point where I thought she had hung up on me, but she eventually said, "All I know is, my best friend is in trouble, and she won’t let me help her."

      Fucks’s sake.

      Just stand firm…

      "That’s not how it is, Kase," I said.

      "Yeah, it is."

      I sighed. "Look, if you really want to know what’s going on with me, I’ll happily fill you in, but not until the shitstorm I’m in has passed."

      If it ever does.

      "Fuck’s sake," Kasey said, sounding bunged up. "If my head weren’t banging, I’d be fucking screaming at you right now—" She broke off into a coughing fit.

      "Jesus, Kase, you sound awful. I’m coming over there."

      "No, don’t bother. I’ll be fine. You just go do what you have to do…without me."

      She sounded slightly more accepting of the situation now, but knowing her as well as I did, I knew she wouldn’t stop until she got the truth out of me at some point. "You sure you’ll be all right?"

      "I’ve got whiskey and paracetamol. That’s all I need."

      "You need a new place to live is what you need. That building is full of draughts. I’m surprised you don’t have pneumonia."

      "It’s full of more than just draughts."

      I frowned. "What do you mean?"

      "Nothing, I just saw some guy dragging something down into the basement last night. It freaked me out is all."

      "Dragging something into the basement? Like…a body?"

      "Or an old carpet. I don’t fucking know. It just creeped me out. Point is, I’m looking for a new place."

      I’d offered a few times in the past to help her out with paid accommodation, but she always fervently declined my offers based on some notion of herself as being "born for the streets". Not an assertion I agree with, but you can’t force people to do things they don’t want to do, that is, my own present circumstances aside. "I’m glad to hear it."

      I stared out the window in silence for a moment until Kasey spoke again. "All right, I gotta get some sleep. I was up all night coughing. You be careful, Sister, you hear?"

      I smiled. "I hear you."

      "And for the record, I’m still not happy about this secrecy bullshit."

      "Neither am I," I told her. "But it’s the way it has to be."

      After hanging up, I sat staring out the window for another few minutes, my mind having now turned to the things the demon said at Hector’s place. The demon had implied that something had been done to Josh, though I had no idea what. The very notion twisted my stomach with worry. What the hell did the demon mean? And what did he mean when he said they would finally get what is theirs?

      It was just questions on top of questions inside my mind, none of which I had any concrete answers to.

      But there was one man who might.

      Frank.

      It occurred to me that if I wanted answers, I had better start working with him. I would also need to start trusting him, which I still wasn’t fully inclined to do, in spite of what my mother said about him, and in spite of the fact that he was family. Frank was a man of secrets, that much was obvious. But his heart seemed to be in the right place. He had helped me so far, so maybe that was proof enough that he was on my side.

      Although, I couldn’t exactly hold it against Frank that he kept secrets, especially when I was beginning to chalk up quite a few of my own. The Watcher life seemed to demand it. Frank just had a two decade head start on me. God knows how many secrets I would end up harboring myself after that amount of time went by. If it went by, and I didn’t die first.

      Sighing and shaking my head, I started the engine and sped off toward the cabin in the mountains.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            14

          

        

      

    

    
      "I’ll be honest," Frank said when I walked into the cabin. "I didn’t think you were coming back."

      He was sitting at the reading table in the living room, a laptop open in front of him, one which I recognized immediately as I stood staring by the door. Bane was lying down by the fireplace. He didn’t bother to get up and greet me. "Is that why you’re using my laptop?" I said to him, nodding at it. "Let me guess, you were watching the video of my mother."

      Frank said nothing as he grabbed his whiskey glass off the table and sank the contents in one. He looked a little shook up to me, like he’d just seen a ghost from his past, which I guess he had in a way. "I had to see for myself," he said after a while, his voice slightly distant as if his mind was elsewhere.

      I came forward and sat in the chair across from him. "How many times have you watched it?"

      He shook his head slightly. "Just the once, and believe me, that was enough."

      I doubted that, but I didn’t push him on it. If he was as close to my mother as I suspected he was, he was no doubt feeling like the universe was imploding right now, the way I did when I first watched the video. "What happened, Frank?"

      He seemed slightly taken aback by the question, then deflected. "Are those bruises on your neck?"

      "Yes. I’ll tell you about it later, after you tell me what happened."

      "What do you mean, what happened?"

      "You know what I mean." I rested one arm on the table as I stared at him. "What exactly happened to my mother? Why did the demon come that night?"

      Frank stared at me a moment. Then he lifted his glass and walked to the kitchen, saying nothing as he refilled it with more whiskey. After taking a drink, he remained standing in the kitchen for another moment, as if he was hesitant about coming back to the table. Eventually he did, though, sitting rather awkwardly across from me again. "There’s a lot you don’t know."

      I shook my head. "No shit. That’s why I’m here, isn’t it? I’ve wanted answers my whole life, Frank. Don’t make me beg."

      He sighed. "You probably won’t like what you hear."

      "I’ll be the judge of that."

      "Fine." His dark eyes focused in on me. "The demon that took your mother, it took her to Hell." His eyes remained on me, intense, brooding, full of obvious guilt.

      I looked away as I stared at the floor for a few long moments, the unfailing truth of his words like a slap in the face. "I’ve always known," I said, as much to myself as to him.

      "How much did you see that night?"

      "I saw the four-legged beast that killed my father—"

      "Jesus. A hellhound."

      I nodded. "Yeah. I also saw the demon lift my mother’s near-dead body and disappear with her into a portal in the floor."

      Frank seemed surprised, a new expression—a kind of respect and deep understanding—now present in his eyes. "I had no idea you saw that much." He shook his head in some measure of sympathy. "I’m surprised you were able to stay sane after that."

      "Oh, believe me, Frank, I didn’t. You’re not the only one with a substance abuse problem."

      "Drugs?"

      "Off and on for years."

      "And now?"

      I looked at him and laughed. "Definitely fucking off."

      Frank chuckled. "This life is fucked up enough."

      "You got that right." I shook my head. "So my mother is in Hell. I can hardly even…"

      "Yeah, I know."

      "How did she end up there? Why was my father killed?"

      "He got killed for putting up a fight."

      I shook my head as I felt anger at my father’s death, even after all this time. "Fucking bastards," I said. "Why, Frank? Why were they after her in the first place?"

      Frank looked away, as if he was unwilling to answer that question, but at that stage, he knew it was in for a penny in for a pound. I wasn’t giving him any choice anyway. When he finally looked at me again, his face was tense. "They were after her because of me," he said. "I’m the reason Rachel—your mother—is in Hell."

      I stared at him for a long moment, then shook my head. "You’d better explain that, Frank. What the fuck did you do?"

      He took a mouthful of whiskey before speaking, like he needed courage to continue. "Well, I lived in the city at the time, and one night I got a call from your mother, telling me she’s in trouble. She says she went after this gang of demons on her own, even though we were supposed to go after them together. But your mother was always going off on her own, that’s just who she was. No fear, you know?" He smiled somewhat fondly.

      "You two were partners? It seems that way from her journal. You seemed to work a lot of cases together."

      Frank nodded, directing his gaze at the table for a moment. "I guess you could say we were partners."

      "Even though my father hated you…for some reason."

      "Yeah."

      "Why didn’t he try to stop it?"

      Frank shifted in his seat, then drained his glass, placing it on the table, but keeping his hand on the glass. "Look," he said. "Things were kinda complicated back then—"

      "He didn’t know, did he?"

      "I’m not sure if—"

      "Cut the bullshit, Frank," I said. "It’s pretty clear that you and my mother were more than just partners. Why don’t you just admit it?"

      He stared at me for a long moment as he tapped the glass with his fingers, then he sighed. "Fine. We were more than just partners. Now you know."

      "Yeah, now I know."

      Frank got up to refill his glass again, while I sat there in stunned silence as his revelations sank in. Anger was the first thing I felt at the thought of my mother cheating on my father. How could she? And with my dad’s brother of all people!

      When Frank came back, he placed a glass of whiskey on the table in front of me, then sat down with his own refilled glass. "You can hate me," he stated bluntly. "It’s fine."

      I threw him a look. "I’m sure you’re already doing a good enough job of that yourself."

      He nodded. "You’re not wrong."

      "Why the fuck would you do something like that to your own brother?"

      Frank shook his head. "Like I said, there’s a lot you don’t know, because you weren’t there."

      "Well, then, why don’t you enlighten me, Frank?"

      "Rachel loved me before she loved your father," he blurted out, seeming as if he was trying to hold back his own anger. "She only chose Peter because…"

      "Because what?"

      "Because she wanted kids, and because she wanted a safer option, knowing Peter could give away the life of a Watcher, whereas for me…the die was always cast."

      "Then why didn’t you just accept that and move on?"

      He made a snorting sound and shook his head. "Believe me, I tried. We both did."

      That admission didn’t make me feel much better. I just couldn’t help feeling sorry for my father, and anger at my mother and Frank for hurting him the way they obviously did. "My father was a good man," I said, having to choke back my emotion.

      "Hey," he said, leaning toward me. "He was, and he didn’t deserve the brother he got."

      "You’re right there!" I snapped.

      Frank sighed as he leaned away from me. "I told you, didn’t I, that you wouldn’t like what you heard."

      "Fuck you, Frank. It was never about whether I'd like it or not. It was about needing to hear it, if only to better understand the things I never knew about my mother." Grabbing the whiskey in front of me, I drank half of it, wincing at the taste as I slammed it back down on the table again.

      "Like it or not, that’s what happened," he said. "And there’s nothing you or anyone else can do to change it. You came here wanting answers, and I’m doing you the courtesy of giving them to you. And trust me, Leia, I don’t give answers like that to just anybody."

      It was my turn to snort. "What, I’m supposed to feel flattered now?"

      He shrugged. "Feel however you want, that’s up to you. But for your own sake, and for the sake of Josh, I suggest you get straight with, and concentrate on your training."

      I nodded. "You’d like that, wouldn’t you, Frank? Much more convenient for you."

      He sighed. "What do you want me to say, Leia? That I’m a terrible person? Fine, I’m the biggest fucking asshole you will ever meet, and I only care about myself. Is that what you want to hear?"

      I shook my head and sat in silence for a while, soon realizing that he was right about one thing: I couldn’t change the past, only affect the future. "Finish the story," I said eventually, hardly looking at him.

      "The story?" He looked confused for a second until he realized what I was talking about. "Right, yeah. So I turned up at this abandoned office building, and your mom, she’s in there, firing like crazy at these demons that seemed to be everywhere at once. So I helped her kill them all, and afterward, we’re standing and I’m inspecting your mother’s wounds, because she was cut a few times…" He trailed off then, as if lost in the memory.

      "Then what happened?"

      He sighed. "Well, it turns out we hadn’t cleared them all. We’d missed one. The bastard came running out of nowhere while I was seeing to your mother, and before I could react, I was stabbed in the back with a length of rebar. The bar went right through me, punctured my heart on the way through."

      "Jesus. How are you still alive?"

      "That’s the thing, I wasn’t. I died right there on the floor. Our grace is finite, and there’s only so much we can heal ourselves before we die." He shook his head as if he still couldn’t believe it himself.

      I frowned, confused. "Then how the hell are you still here?"

      Frank puffed his cheeks out before continuing. "Rachel, she apparently couldn’t accept the fact I was dead. I guess she panicked."

      "What did she do?" I asked quietly.

      "She summoned a demon to help her."

      I shook my head. "So she…"

      He nodded. "Yep. She got the demon to bring me back."

      "In return for…her soul?"

      "Yes. That’s why the demon came to your house that night. It came to collect."

      "Jesus Christ."

      His revelations were too much. I leaned over and gripped my head in my hands, rocking gently back and forth as I did so.

      "Leia? Are you okay?"

      I didn’t want to speak to him anymore, nor even look at him. I just got up and walked away from him, down the hall to the bedroom. When I went inside, I slammed the door behind me, fell onto the bed and lay there for the next several hours, hardly moving as I tried not to go insane.
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      I must have fallen asleep, because the sound of my phone ringing on top of the bedside table woke me up. Groggily, I grabbed the phone, which was plugged into a spare charger Josh kept in the glovebox, and answered it without first looking to see who it was.

      When I heard Josh’s voice, my eyes snapped open as I quickly sat up. "Josh?" I said, so glad and relieved to hear his voice. "Oh my God, Josh! Are you all right? Where are you?"

      "Don’t worry about me, Sis," he said, his voice free from the distress I expected it to have. "I’m doing just fine. Better than fine, actually."

      I frowned and slowly shook my head. He never called me Sis. He knew I hated it. "Josh? Why are you talking like that?"

      He laughed, like my question was funny to him. "You were right, Leia, you know."

      "Right about what? Josh, where the hell are you?"

      "About accepting who we are," he said, completely ignoring my last question. "We can’t run from our natures. In fact, I’ve discovered there’s greater power in running toward my true nature. He showed me the way."

      "He? Who’s he?" I swallowed hard. "You’re scaring me, Josh. Did the demons do something to you? You know, like they tortured and then killed poor Diane!"

      He laughed to himself, a laugh that chilled my blood, and which sounded like it was coming from someone else. "They aren’t what you think, you know. Demon’s aren’t evil, Leia, they just know how to embrace their true natures, instead of hiding from it like everyone else."

      Jesus Christ. How long has he been drinking the Kool-Aid? His beliefs sound so fucking entrenched…

      "Just tell me where you are," I said. "I’ll come get you. I’m with Uncle Frank now and—"

      "Fuck Uncle Frank!" he spat. "Why would you go and see him? He was never there when we needed him."

      "It’s more complicated than that."

      "Whatever, I don’t care anyway. I’ve found my true family."

      My eyes snapped shut like a dagger had gone through my heart. "Why would you say such a horrible thing?"

      "It’s the truth, Leia. These people are here for me. They respect me, they give me power…so much power."

      "What have you done, Josh? Did you have something to do with…with Diane’s death?"

      He hesitated before answering. "No."

      Did I believe him? At that point, I honestly didn’t know.

      "What power are you talking about?"

      "You’ll find out if you join us."

      "Join you?" I shook my head. "This isn’t you, Josh. Those demons have brainwashed you, or—"

      "No! They’ve opened my eyes to the truth, that’s all. This is me, Leia. The real me. Get used to it."

      "I won’t!" I said back. "I’m going to find you, Josh, and I’m going to save you from those monsters."

      Josh laughed again. "You can’t save me, because there is nothing to save. Like I said, this is the real me, and Sis... if you aren't willing to join, then don't come looking for me, because you won't like what you find."

      Before I could say anything more, he hung up.

      "Josh!" I said into the phone. "Josh? Shit!" In a burst of rage, I flung the phone across the room, hearing it crack against the wall somewhere.

      Then the door opened, and Frank walked in. "Everything all right?" he asked.

      I shook my head at him as tears began to roll down my cheeks. "They’ve done something to him," I blurted out.

      "To who?"

      "To Josh! They’ve changed him somehow."

      Frank looked more suspicious than concerned. "You just spoke to him? What did he say?"

      I relayed most of what Josh said on the phone. "I think the demons have done something to him. Or else…"

      "Or else what?"

      "Or else that was one of the demons, and they were just imitating Josh’s voice."

      "Did it feel like Josh? Demons can imitate voices, yeah, but they often miss the nuances that make a person who they are."

      I thought for a moment, then nodded. "It felt like Josh to me."

      "Then it was. The question now is, why did he call you?"

      I stared at him a moment, not having any satisfactory answer. "I don’t know."

      "It just seems strange that he would phone and not tell you where he was."

      "Maybe," I said shaking my head. "It sounded to me like…"

      "What?"

      "That he…wants to be with the demons who kidnapped him."

      "He will, especially if he’s under the influence of a powerful demon, who will use that bond to make sure Josh and the others do as they’re told and don’t go anywhere."

      "There’s something else," I said. "I went back to the storage facility to get some of my mom’s things, and while I was there, one of those demons grabbed me. A real scary son of a bitch. He said to me that Josh was with 'them' now, and that I would soon be too."

      Frank shook his head as if to say I told you so. "Did the demon say anything else?"

      "Yeah. When I asked him why he was doing this, he said—and I quote—so we can finally take what is ours."

      He also said the phrase "fucking hybrids" which made me wonder what he meant by that. Was the demon referring to my Nephilim genetics, or to the fact that I was perhaps something else, something different? I wasn’t sure, so I kept it to myself for the time being.

      "Finally take what is ours." Frank mulled this over for a moment. "That’s all he said?"

      "Yeah."

      "How did you escape?"

      "Hector, the old guy who owns the place, shot the demon, and it ran off."

      "Good old Hector," Frank said smiling.

      "You know him?"

      "Yeah, I know him. He’s a lecherous son of a bitch, but he’s okay. He saved you, huh?"

      "He did, otherwise that demon would’ve taken me. Come to think of it, maybe I should’ve just let it take me, at least then I’d know where Josh was, and what's been done to him."

      "And then what? You’d be trapped along with him."

      I shook my head. "I just think we’re too late to save him. You didn’t hear him on the phone, Frank. He sounded like…one of them."

      Frank came and sat next to me on the bed. "There’s always a way," he said. "We’ll figure out a way to help Josh, once we find him."

      Nodding, I said, "Thanks, Frank."

      He looked surprised. "What for?"

      "For being here, I guess." In spite of myself, I did really mean it. As we'd pretty much just established, my situation would’ve been more dire if I’d been alone.

      A slight smile crossed his face. "I’ll do my best, though I can’t promise anything."

      "Actually, you need to promise me one thing."

      He frowned. "What’s that?"

      "You need to get some decent vodka in here. I can’t go on drinking your old man’s drink."

      "Sure," he said, shaking his head. "I’ll sort it out. In the meantime, I think we should make a start."

      "A start on what?"

      "Your training."
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      It turns out Frank was deadly serious about the whole training thing. As he immediately began to drum into me, regular training was an essential part of any Watcher’s life, which for the time being at least, I was.

      "The more you sweat in training," he said. "The less you bleed in battle. Always remember that. Write it on your forehead if you have to. Watcher’s who train all the time don’t die as easily as those who don’t train all the time. That’s a fact."

      Before I knew it, Frank had me on a grueling daily regime that I was happy enough to go along with, if it meant I would be better prepared to help Josh when the time came—and the time would come, I had no doubt about that. Although after that only phone call and as time in training went on, I became even less confident that what had been done to him could be reversed.

      Getting assaulted by that demon at Hector’s place also made me want to learn to better defend myself. I hadn’t been in the game long, but I’d been in it long enough to know that there would almost assuredly be a next time, especially when demons were involved. If my lucky escape in the alley that night, and the intervention from Hector at the storage facility had taught me anything, it was that I needed proper training. Without it, I would most assuredly be screwed in my next demon encounter.

      So Frank would begin the day by rudely insisting I got out of bed at 5 a.m. for a six mile run around winding mountain roads in near complete darkness. He’d explained that Nephilim had much higher outputs relating to fitness and metabolism, both of which required much higher maintenance and establishments respectively, than the portion my otherwise human genes contributed to. This was lest we risk dropping to levels he deemed unacceptable, and astringently denounced as the most frequent factor before even skills in being responsible for falling afoul of what our combatants brought to each confrontation. Figuratively, Frank was very surgical in his approach and beliefs, and his resilience to my entrenched grizzling would be commendable, if I didn't hate him for it. My reconditioning was largely a decade behind that which might've been, had my parents not been murdered or taken to Hell, and had they then peacefully resolved with an outcome that would've seen our early training start at around the ages of eight to ten.

      "You’re going to be up against beings that don’t get tired, that don’t lose strength or stamina no matter how long they fight. Which means you can’t afford to be anything less than optimal."

      "What about whiskey?" I asked him as I trudged behind him up a steep road, my breath coming in gasps. "Does that help you stay optimal?"

      "Of course, now speed up. You have a long way to go yet."

      After breakfast, it was out to the clearing around the back of the cabin for fight training. The first few days of this, I did nothing but practice hitting pads and bags with the strikes Frank would show me. The strikes themselves were nothing fancy, but they were brutally effective. Frank proved this on the first day when he insisted I take the full force of every strike he showed me at least once. Hence, I was knocked out by his palm when it struck me on the forehead, nearly had my sternum fractured by his elbow, and was knocked out once again when the side of his fist bludgeoned my temple. Oh, and don’t forget the kick to my leg, which nearly snapped it in two, and the knee to my skull that felt like a sledgehammer blow. I’ll be honest, I thought Frank was needlessly abusing me until he explained I needed to know not only what each strike felt like on the receiving end, but also how to take them.

      "Fact is," he said. "You’re going to get the shit beat out of you on a regular basis. You’ll be going up against monsters, and those fuckers don’t go easy."

      "Neither do you," I said after awakening from a bout of Frank-induced unconsciousness.

      He just shrugged. "This is what you’ll face. This is your new reality."

      "Getting the shit beat out of me?"

      "You’d better get used to it."

      Luckily, Frank also helped me develop my healing powers— that is, by having me learn how to heal what he'd busted up. Being baptized in a lake of brimstone and fire was a notion which repeatedly came to mind. "You want the pain to stop," he would say. "You direct your grace to where it’s needed."

      This was easier said than done. Getting a handle on my grace was like trying to keep a grip of an eel with just one hand. It never seemed to remain still once I managed to summon it. It would come forth from my gut area first, though I have no fucking idea how. It just came, either when I was in some sort of distress or danger, or when I concentrated and brought it forth myself. When the grace came unbidden, it seemed to know itself where it was needed most in my body, and off it would go without any conscious direction from me. But when I summoned the grace myself, it proved to be tricky to direct and control. It was almost like my new power was testing me, forcing me to work for the bounty it could provide. It took me a few days of constant trying before I was able to direct my grace to where I wanted it go. Sparring with Frank made my learning a necessity. He didn’t hold back much. "Demons don’t hold back," he would say. "Why should I?"

      I soon learned that if I wanted his strikes to hurt less, I would have to learn to quickly direct my grace to the point of impact. Grace, as it turns out, is like the strongest of painkillers, but without any of the side effects. Get it right, and the pain stops immediately. It’s quite amazing really.

      Once I got the hang of directing my grace, sparring became more enjoyable, and I could focus solely on practicing my fighting skills…not to mention giving Frank back some of the pain he had dished out.

      If inwardly directing grace to stop pain was a revelation, outwardly directing it was an even greater one. I hadn’t forgotten the exhilaration of using my grace for the first time against the demon that attacked Kasey and I. With Frank’s help, I was soon able to direct this grace into almost every strike, which greatly increased the power of whatever strike I was using.

      "Try not to get carried away with using your grace," Frank warned me. "For whatever reason, we only have so much in us before it runs out, and then we have to wait for it to build back up again. I guess our bodies can only hold so much at one time. If we could hold more, we’d be angels, not Nephilim."

      "So how long does it take for the grace to replenish?"

      "It depends. It seems to vary from person to person, which comes down to genetics. It also depends on how desperately you really need it. In dire circumstances, grace can fully replenish in mere minutes from being depleted. When it’s not essential to your survival, you’ll be waiting a while longer, maybe several hours."

      "So use only when needed."

      "You got it."

      These training sessions would last all day, no matter the weather, and would often run into the evening as well. The evenings though, more often than not, were for a different kind of training.

      After dinner, Frank would hand me books and tell me to read them. The first book he gave me was a small leather-bound volume called The Book Of The Watchers, which was apparently a bit like the Bible for Nephilim, only more instructional. It was chock full of helpful advice on fighting, magic use and general conduct when it came to being a Watcher. Surprisingly, the book didn’t advocate living like a monk, or behaving like a nun (as if). Instead, it preached the value of finding strength and motivation from whatever source you could, "no matter how dark". As long as you continued to walk the path of light and righteousness by fighting the good fight, you could pretty much do whatever you wanted.

      Of particular interest to me was the lore on demons. Frank gave me a few different books that outlined the inner workings of demonkind. More importantly, he gave me a book that would help me protect myself against them. The book was written almost entirely in Latin, and it contained a few different protection spells, plus the words for a complete exorcism. Every night, Frank would make me stand in the living room and recite every word of the spells. If I fucked up, which I often did, he would make me go back to the beginning and start again. Needless to say, it was a frustrating experience, not only trying to get my tongue around the unfamiliar language, but also trying to remember all the words and pronounce them exactly right, all while trying to keep in mind the meaning of each word as told to me by Frank. More than once I tossed the books away in frustration and stormed out of the cabin, standing outside with a joint as I tried to calm my aching brain.

      The studying would go on all night, and then when I went to bed, I would read over my mother’s journal for the umpteenth time, as much to try and get to know her as to learn from her. I would also let the video of her play on a loop, as I found her voice soothed me to sleep.

      Then the next day, the training would start all over again.

      I didn’t forget Kasey throughout all of this. I would remind myself that I had to phone her to see how she was doing, but the rigors of training were so great that I always forgot about anything else, including calling Kasey.

      Yeah, I know, I’m a terrible friend.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As part of my training, Frank showed me how to shoot as well, explaining the difference between the various guns and the types of bullets they fired. All day, he would stand beside me as I fired round after round at variously placed targets. After a week or so of this, I found myself becoming more comfortable with the guns, and my targeting soon improved enough for Frank to let me practice on my own while he went and did other things.

      As part of this firearms training, Frank insisted I learn how to mint my own bullets as well. This entailed spending hours in his cellar, hunched over while I practiced engraving runic glyphs onto the bullet casings, which is as tedious as it sounds. According to Frank, these magic bullets, if you want to call them that, went some way to making up for the severe shortage of runic blades in the world today. The bullets were also imbued with the grace of whoever made them, and depending on what kind of glyphs you used, some bullets incapacitated an enemy, while others killed. Frank even went so far as to carry two guns, one loaded with incapacitating rounds, the other with kill rounds. The engraving was highly intricate work, and it took a lot of skill to get right. It would take me years to master the process completely, that much was clear.

      To break up the shooting practice, Frank also showed me the basics of knife fighting with the Watcher Knife. "It’s your main kill tool," he told me. "You need to know how to use it."

      He taught me how to wield the knife properly, and how to use it in conjunction with a gun or my fist. He also acquired a pig carcass from somewhere, and hung it up from a tree branch (much to Bane’s delight, whom Frank had to keep chasing away as the dog tried to bite chunks from the carcass). Then he showed me the various stabbing and slashing movements on the pig carcass. Actually using the knife against flesh and bone was a bit different from swiping at the air, but I soon got used to it after days of constant, unrelenting practice.

      I’ll be honest, the intensity of Frank’s training was unbearable at times. I wasn’t used to any kind of training, never mind Frank’s grueling, brutal regime, so it was all a massive shock to me until I got used to it. But despite the pain and suffering involved, I had to admit that I’d never felt more alive in my entire life. Everyday when I was outside, either fighting with Frank, or practicing with the weapons, I felt myself infused with a clear, bright energy, and a pure sense of focus that was revelatory in its clarity. For the first time in my life, I knew exactly what I had to do, why I needed to do it, and where I fell in the scheme of things.

      After so many years of being directionless, I finally felt like I had a burning sense of purpose at last.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Throughout those few weeks of training, I never once heard from Josh. No more phone calls, no nothing. I worried, of course, but thanks to the training every day, I barely had time to think about it. In a sense, I was bidding my time, molding myself, with Frank’s help, into someone who could actually do something about Josh’s situation. I needed to get strong for him, and so that’s what I did. At night, I would think about him, wondering what he was up to with the demons, worrying that he was losing a piece of his soul with each passing day.

      In between training me, Frank would make enquiries to try and locate Josh and the demons he was with. He would go off for a few hours at a time, and while he was gone I would allow myself to become hopeful. But that hope would be dashed when Frank would return and merely shake his head at me, signifying that he was no further on. If it wasn’t for the training that kept me focused, I would have crumbled under the wave of emotions and mental anguish, likely returning to a state of oblivion through substance abuses. As it was, the training gave me the strength to carry on in the face of despair.

      Then one day, Frank came to me and said, "I think it’s time you got some experience."

      I was practicing with the two swords I took from my mother’s storage unit. I held them by my side as I looked at Frank with a slightly worried look on my face, wondering what brutal training practice he was about to throw at me next. "What do you mean experience?"

      Frank almost smiled. "I mean the bloody kind. Gear up, we’re leaving now."
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      As I got inside Frank’s car, I couldn’t help but feel that I was about to embark on some sort of test. Before I left, I changed into one of the outfits that used to belong to my mother—a mostly leather ensemble that was even more comfortable than it looked. The various scuff marks and small tears all over it gave some idea of how much good use it had been put to. I also have to say, the tight trousers and jacket made me feel bad ass, especially when I thought of all the missions my mother had probably worn them on. I made sure to strap the Watcher Knife to my lower right leg, and I carried a Glock 19 inside the jacket. Despite this whole get up, I still shook slightly with all the nerves and adrenaline rushing around my system, especially as I had no idea what kind of situation I was about to head into.

      "Relax," Frank said as he pulled off in the car, taking us down the steep mountain road. "You have to learn to control those nerves."

      "How?" I asked as I looked at him with eyes that were probably too wide.

      He took a small hip flask from out of his jacket and held it out toward me. "This helps."

      I smiled at him and shook my head. "Jesus, Frank, is there any occasion not worthy of a drink in your book?"

      Frank smiled back as he then seemed to concentrate on searching for such an occasion, before finally he shrugged and opened the flask to a definite, and resolute, "Nope."

      "I didn’t think so."

      Once we were on the main road heading into the city, I asked him the burning question. "So where the hell are you taking me, Frank?"

      "To hunt vampires," he said casually as he leaned forward and turned the radio on to some classic rock station.

      "Vampires?"

      "Yeah. Demon’s aren’t the only monsters you know."

      "Yeah, I know that. I have read my mom’s journal, you know."

      "Then why do you sound so shocked when I say we’re going to hunt them?"

      I shook my head, puffing my cheeks out slightly. "I dunno, Frank, maybe it has something to do with the fact that I’ve never even seen a vampire before, let alone hunted one."

      Suddenly, things felt very real. And very dangerous.

      "You’ll be fine," Frank said as we neared the city. "Just stick close and do as I tell you. I’ll try to make sure you don’t get hurt."

      "Try?"

      He nodded. "Now’s as good a time as any to learn the two most fundamental aspects of the hunt: first is, no matter how well you plan, there's always going to be aspects you simply will never be able to cater for; and second, is that no matter how ready you are, there'll always be times when preparedness isn't enough to entirely save you. As such, neither I nor you can ever guarantee your safety entirely, Leia. The sooner you let that sink in, the better."

      "What, so I’m on my own?"

      He nodded again. "In a sense, yes. I’m just trying to tell you that its best for everyone if you take full responsibility for your personal safety. It’s not good practice to rely too much on anyone else. People can let you down, and not be there when you need them."

      I had some experience with what he was saying. Growing up in the foster system, I had no choice but to look out for myself, and Josh, of course. I quickly learned that Josh wouldn’t always be there when I needed him, so I had to cultivate self-reliance. "I get it."

      Frank looked across at me. "Do you?"

      I nodded as a feeling of resentment stirred in me, even though I wasn’t necessarily mad at him for being so blunt. "I don’t expect you to protect me. You never have before, so why would you now?"

      Frank’s face tensed as he stared straight ahead. "I guess I deserved that."

      I sighed and shook my head. "I’m sorry, I didn’t mean that."

      "Yes, you did. It’s fine, though."

      Now I felt like shit. "It isn’t, not after everything you’ve done for me these last few weeks."

      Frank leaned forward and turned the radio up. "You like Rush?" he asked, nodding his head in time with the music.

      I shook my head. "I don’t think I’ve ever heard of them."

      "You’ve never heard of Rush?"

      "No."

      He shook his head in mock disgust. "An education in music will be a part of your training from now on. Consider this your first lesson."

      I couldn’t help but laugh. "You’re not right in the head, you know that, right?"

      "Hey, I’m a damn Watcher," he said. "None of us are right in the head."

      Well, it certainly seems I’ll fit right in! I thought as I turned and looked out the window, feeling a greater sense of freedom in that moment than any I’d ever felt before.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We ended up in the Southside, a place I—and most other right-thinking people—avoided like the damn plague. The Southside was like the scabby elbow of the city’s body, a place that inspired repulsion in those that lived outside of it. It was a place of poverty and degradation, ruled by crime lords who ran an economy based mostly on drugs, and who weren’t afraid to murder anyone who went up against them. Even the cops and local authorities gave the Southside a wide berth, for fear of their lives. I was a little concerned therefore, when Frank’s next turn took us into the place, although it did make perfect sense that demons and other denizens of the dark had been drawn to somewhere that the rest of the city’s inhabitants had all but wiped from their memories. For such dark-dwellers, the Southside no doubt provided the perfect safe haven.

      "Jesus." I stared out the window in slightly fearful disgust at the rundown buildings, and the people who hung out in the shadows like menacing wraiths. "This is where all the vampires hang out?"

      "Just the one’s who don’t want to be found," he replied, taking one of his Berettas out from under his jacket and placing it in his lap.

      "What’s that for?" I asked in almost a whisper, my brain torn between wanting to know, and hesitant over that answer I knew I would get.

      "In case someone tries to carjack us."

      I nodded, my sense of adventure suddenly shrinking somewhat in the face of such a harsh reality. "That’s happened to you before in here?"

      "Twice."

      I shook my head this time. "Christ, are we going to end up in a shooting match before we even get to wherever we’re going?"

      Frank smiled at my cynicism, perhaps recognizing it as a Swanson family trait. "Relax. This place isn’t as bad as everyone thinks. As long as you don’t cause trouble, people around here generally leave you alone."

      I wasn’t that reassured by his words. "But isn’t that what we’re here to do? To cause trouble?"

      He shrugged. "Well, yeah…in a sense. Where we’re going, there won’t be many people, though."

      After considering that for a moment, I decided it didn’t make me feel any better.

      "What’s wrong?" Frank asked. "Are you getting cold feet?"

      I gave him my best fuck you stare. "Of course not."

      He stared at me a moment, then said, "Good," as if that was enough for him.

      About ten minutes later, we were driving through what seemed like an abandoned neighborhood full of boarded-up houses that was now no more than a ghost town strewn with shadow and decay. As Frank drove, I thought I saw movement in the darker shadows, though that could’ve just been fearful imagination working overtime.

      Eventually, Frank stopped the car in a weed-strewn parking lot. Looking out the window, I could see what looked like an abandoned factory building that may once have been painted a light blue, but which was now dull and gray. Darkness leaked out of every broken window; a darkness that seemed more potent than the night outside.

      "The vampires are in there?" I said in a hushed voice, as if the creatures inside the factory could hear me.

      Frank nodded. "According to my source."

      Frank's comments drew a question to mind, one I couldn't avoid asking. “What sort of source lives close enough to such squalor and menace, Frank? You haven’t even told me why you’re hunting them. Or don’t you need a reason?"

      "If you're asking if my source might be someone you think we should be hunting, I'd tell you to think about whether only human assets would be able to provide all the info we need. Just as Narcs often have to deal with users as CI’s, we have to get our hands dirty as well, seeking out those who can provide info we'd never be able to learn without them, even if those informants are from the other side, so to speak.

      "Getting back to your original question, though…I’m not that into vamp hunting. But as their menace is mostly physical, especially those who aren't originals or ancients, they do provide a good measure of testing whether trainees are cut out to do what we do."

      I nodded. "I see, and obviously I’m one of those trainees."

      "You are."

      "So I’m taking it one of these vampires showed up on your radar, as you put it?"

      He nodded. "Yeah, one of them abducted a Senator’s daughter a couple of nights ago, right from her home. Her father, the Senator, was able to get satellite footage of the vamp as it made off with his daughter. One of the advantages of being a Senator, I guess."

      "So why didn’t the Senator just call the proper authorities if he thought his daughter had been kidnapped? Surely he didn’t know it was a vampire who took her?"

      "It would surprise you to know how much people in positions of power and authority know about the world in which we operate, but on this occasion, it took me confirming his suspicions before he took any action."

      I shook my head as if I didn’t understand. "Why would he call you in the first place, Frank?"

      "Like I said, Senators and plenty of other people in power know things. The Senator knew who to call."

      "Which was you."

      He nodded. "That’s right."

      I smiled as I shook my head slightly. "Well, look at you, all connected and shit."

      "It’s part of the job, Leia," he said. "Connections make the job easier. You’d do well to remember that."

      "I will," I said, then thought of something that made me frown. "So will the Senator’s daughter be a vampire now too?"

      Frank shook his head. "No, not yet anyway. Vamps, especially the older ones, are notorious for abducting humans and using them as playthings."

      "So you think this vampire is using the Senator’s daughter as some kind of plaything?"

      "I do, which is good for her, because it means she won’t be turned for a while, not until the vamp gets bored with her anyway. He’ll just keep the girl docile and subdued as he has his way with her."

      "That’s fucking sick."

      "Yeah, it is, which is why we need to save her, and we do that by killing the vamp controlling her. Any blood bond he has over her will be gone, the hold he has through drinking her blood dying with it."

      "Even if she’s a vampire too?"

      "If the vamp who turned you is killed, you’ll return to a human state again, yeah. I can’t speak for your soul, though."

      I shook my head at the thought. "So how many are in there?"

      He shrugged. "Not sure. Older vamps usually keep a small group of neophytes—a coven—around them to do their bidding. I’d say no more than half a dozen, maybe even less. We’ll see."

      "How do you kill them? With stakes or something?"

      "You can do it that way, or you can cut off their heads."

      "Which one are we doing?"

      "Guess."

      Outside the car, Frank popped the trunk as I stood beside him, looking around. "You weren’t kidding about there being no one around. It’s…eery, like a ghost town."

      "The vamps would’ve picked off anyone who hung around here," Frank said. "Junkies mostly. Here."

      I turned to see he was holding a machete toward me, grip first. I took the machete from him, surprised at its weight. "You use this to kill them?"

      Frank was now holding his own machete. Both weapons looked well-used, and I wondered how many vampires they had killed. A lot probably. "It’s easier to use than a sword. Being blade heavy, instead of well balanced in the way swords typically are, it gives better momentum to give the blow the weight it needs to cut through the neck bones. Swords are balanced in a way that makes them good for defense, as well as for stabbing and slashing, besides being something that generally requires considerable practice. All good reasons as to why in this context a machete is better suited."

      He suddenly swung the machete, the blade cutting through the air only inches from my throat. "Aim for the neck, obviously. Swing hard and fast. Most importantly, don’t hesitate..at all. Rest assured, the vamps inside won’t hesitate to kill you."

      I nodded, suddenly feeling the seriousness of it all.

      "You ready?" Frank asked as he stood beside me.

      I didn’t feel ready, despite the intensive training Frank had given me, but I wasn’t about to tell him that, or allow myself to admit it.

      This is who I am now.

      Whether that was true or not, I still wasn’t sure.

      But there was only one way to find out.

      "I’m ready," I said.
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      But for the moonlight shining through the holes in the roof, the factory would’ve been pitch black inside. Frank made sure we both had flashlights before we went in. "Keep the talking and the noise to a minimum," he whispered as we went in through the front entrance. "Stay on your guard. Follow my lead. The girl we’re here for won’t look like the other vampires. She’ll look pretty much human. The others will look like…"

      "What?" I asked.

      "Monsters. The sort that used to plague our nightmares until paranormal romance writers came along and painted them as some sort of pseudo-sexual alpha males and females for a populace who secretly have fantasies of the sucking kind."

      Okay…

      I nodded silently at him as tension spread out from my stomach, along with a stirring arousal of my grace. Training to fight monsters is one thing, I realized, but actually fighting them is a whole other thing.

      Yeah, especially when you’ve never even fought one before.

      The only knowledge I had of vampires was what I read in my mother’s journal, and in the books that Frank gave me. My mother wrote about how fast and vicious the creatures were, which made them dangerous and hard to kill. In her journal, she described most vampires as being nothing more than mindless animals, many of them hardly even human in appearance. She did say that the older vampires looked more human, though they could shapeshift into other things if they wished. Needless to say, the higher up vampires were much harder to kill, and much more dangerous. At that point, as I walked quietly beside Frank into the darkness, even a rat would’ve seemed dangerous to me, such was the fear suddenly coursing through my body. Given all of this, it seemed like an exceptionally dangerous first foray into the deep end from my point of view, especially given that the vampires had the numbers and that we were on their home turf…in full darkness. Maybe my mother was right about Frank being a poor role model, though it was too late to change anything now.

      Just do what Frank taught you to do, I told myself, which didn’t make me feel any less afraid. I knew then, if I wasn’t going to completely crumble under the pressure of the situation, that I would have to get a handle on my fear. So I thought about Josh, and how much he needed me (in my mind anyway). I also thought about my mother, what a badass she was, and the long tradition of hunters that I belonged to.

      You were made for this, I told myself over and over as Frank and I descended deeper into the factory. My senses had heightened thanks to the grace simmering within me, just below the surface. I could hear every drip, every creak of metal, every door blown by the wind coming through the broken windows. The smells in the place were sharp and rancid, as if a stack of dead bodies lay within the building somewhere, filling the place with the fetid stench of rotten meat. I even thought I could sense the coppery taste of blood in the air, although that could’ve been my imagination.

      Frank halted in one of the hallways suddenly, as if he’d heard something, causing my heart to beat faster in my chest. I made a face at him, as if to say, What is it?

      He shone his flashlight down the dark hallway, just as a hissing sound emanated from one of the rooms near the end. It was no animal sound, that was for sure. Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen any signs of vermin in the place yet. My experience of abandoned buildings was that that they always stank of piss and shit thanks to rats and pigeons. It was as if the vermin knew better than to hang around in the place, or as if they had all been exterminated by the vampires.

      Frank pointed one finger down the hallway, and then motioned for us to move forward, putting away his flashlight and taking his gun out from under his jacket as he did so. Following his lead, I took my own gun out as well, surprised at how much comfort its reassuring weight gave me. I knew bullets couldn’t kill a vampire, but they would slow one down long enough to kill it with a blade. That was according to my mother’s journal. I’d soon find out if she was right.

      I was also surprised that I could still see quite clearly in the relative darkness of the factory as I moved alongside Frank down the hallway. I had noticed the difference before, of course, but my ability to see in the dark seemed to have increased, though that could’ve been just the adrenaline flooding my system.

      In any case, I didn’t have any more time to dwell on it, as the source of the hissing suddenly showed itself in the hallway. I froze as the creature remained crouched several feet away, half its body in shadow, the other half illuminated by the pale moonlight coming through the roof and windows. The vampire looked human, but in the worst way possible. Its naked, hairless body was mottled white, the skin smeared with dirt and what could only have been blood, some of it looking fresh in its crimson appearance. The vampires once human face was so twisted and ugly, it was hard to believe it was ever human at all. As for the vampires former sex, it was impossible to tell, due to the fact that all external genitalia retracted once someone was infected. It was only one thing now anyway, and that was a vampire, pure and simple.

      Frank’s shots made me jump. I was so transfixed by the vampire and its burning red eyes, that I hadn’t noticed him raise his gun and fire a number of shots at it, shots which it somehow managed to dodge by moving at a speed that almost belied belief.

      "Jesus Christ," I breathed, hardly knowing what to do. Do I shoot at it? Do I run? Any sane person surely would!

      By the time I could decide on a course of action the vampire was on the ceiling right above my head, hissing down at me, and for the first time, I noticed the mouth full of needle-like teeth nestled between two longer fangs. It’s eyes were right on me, full of viciousness and blood lust, as if it only saw me as a blood bag and nothing more. I started to raise my gun to shoot at it, but as I did, it suddenly released its grip and dropped toward me, its claws tensed and ready to puncture my flesh.

      But then I felt Frank’s arm slam into my chest as he forced me out of the way of the vampire, which landed almost silently on the floor right in front of me. Before it could move any further, Frank shot it twice in the head, taking off a large chunk of its skull, its jellied brains slipping through the cracks.

      Not that the vampire seemed to mind, as it went to jump at me. But Frank swung his machete at the same time, slicing the vampires head clean off, its decapitated body landing near my feet. "Fuck!" I exclaimed as I jumped back.

      Frank stared at me, seemingly unfazed by what just happened. "Hey," he said. "Use your weapons, or you’re going to get hurt. Remember your training."

      "Yeah," I said, slightly breathless. "All one month of it."

      He grabbed my arm then. "Get it together!"

      I stared into his intense brown eyes; eyes that left me no choice but to comply, and to realize that if I didn't put up a fight, I might not even make it out of the warehouse to go on and save Josh. "Okay."

      Frank nodded back as he let go of my arm. "There’ll be more coming. Stay alert. And Leia?"

      "What?"

      "Try not to shoot me."

      I shook my head at him, but he had already started walking again, so I followed beside him as we headed down another long hallway, further into the belly of the beast. By the look of things, Frank was leading us toward the center of the factory, a place I assumed he thought the head vampire would be. Going by the worsening smell, I’d say he was right.

      I held my gun up as I moved carefully along, ready to shoot this time if another vampire appeared. When we came to an intersection in the hallway, we stopped and I looked down the left hallway as I heard a sort of clicking sound getting nearer, like the sound of long fingernails hitting the floor. I swallowed hard as I peered further into the darkness, about to use the flashlight when I suddenly made a shape in the gloom. A moving shape, crouched low to the floor. Then a pair of glowing red eyes appeared in the darkness, and my heart skipped a beat when I realized it was another vampire.

      Turning to Frank, I was about to tell him about the approaching creature, but as soon as I did, I saw immediately that two more of them were coming toward us from the hallway opposite us. "I got one on my side as well," I whispered.

      "Get ready," Frank said in a low voice, his gun now pointing at the two vampires, one of which appeared to be crawling along the wall like a spider.

      I didn’t need to ask why I needed to get ready. The sound of Frank’s gun—deafening in the confines of the hallway—told me all I needed to know.

      Turning quickly, I went to aim my Glock at the vampire on my side, but I frowned when I saw it had gone. It took me a moment to realize that it was crawling along the ceiling, and was now only a few feet away from me. Without thinking, I drew a bead on the creature and fired two shots at it, only one of which seemed to hit, but it was enough to elicit a squeal of pain from the naked creature as it fell from the ceiling. Immediately, it regained its composure, my bullet having only punctured a hole in its  shoulder. It crouched there, baring its fangs at me, just as I became aware of a scuffle behind me, which must have been Frank fighting the other two vampires. I didn’t dare turn around though, for I knew if I did, the vampire facing me would attack, and I’d be done for.

      I knew I had to kill it.

      So I fired at it again, and the vampire managed to dodge every single bullet due to its lightening speed. Before I could even curse, I suddenly felt the weight of the creature slam into me, forcing me to the ground, the gun skidding from my hand when I landed. I managed to hold onto the machete, but the vampire pulled it out of my hand and tossed it away. I don’t know how I was able to keep its snapping jaws away from the soft flesh of my face and neck, for the thing was deceptively strong. Somehow, I was able to, though. This probably had something to do with the grace coursing through me, soothing my sympathetic nervous system, and bringing a certain level of calm to my mind, washing away most of my fear in the process.

      Time seemed to slow at that moment, the way it had before, when my grace seemed to take over, as it was doing now. The vampire above me was still snapping its jaws at me, but it seemed to be doing so in slow motion. Suddenly there was time to properly assess my situation. Not only that, I found myself analyzing on the spot how the biomechanics of the vampire worked: how it moved, the weaknesses in its stance, and when it was most off balance. It was suddenly crystal clear to me that the vampire had most of its weight on its left side, and that I needed to move it in that direction to get it off me. My arms were already above my face as I blocked the vampire’s bites. All I had to do was strike its neck with my forearm, leaving the arm there to use the creatures neck as leverage so I could slide myself quickly out from under it. With little conscious direction from me, my arm slammed hard onto the vampire’s neck, a strike that was made more powerful by the grace flowing through me. The vampire yelped and stopped its frantic motions long enough for me to slide out from under it, and then spring to my feet.

      Before it could defend itself, I threw a punch that was fueled by pure grace, and which landed on the back of the vampire’s neck, slamming the creature face first into the hard floor. I stared down for a second as it lay there barely moving. Turning, I looked around for the machete, and found it a few feet away, returning to the vampire just as it was getting up off the ground. Taking a step back, I allowed it to get up. When it stood to its full height and leered at me, I swung as hard as I could at its neck. I was shocked how easily the blade went through flesh and bone, lopping the creature’s head clean off. As a result of putting all that power into the swing, however, I overbalanced and almost fell. One for the learning list, I thought, as I regained my composure.

      When the vampire’s body fell to the floor, I couldn’t help but stare down at it. A thrilling sense of sheer satisfaction overcame me. It was like nothing I’d ever felt before. Even my grace didn’t compare. All I can say is, I had never felt more complete than I did in that moment.

      Typical, I thought, that it takes decapitating a fucking vampire for my life to finally make sense!

      A gunshot down the hallway soon made me realize that there was no time to dwell on existential victories, at least not yet. Frank was clearly still under attack.

      Picking up my gun, I headed down the other hallway to find him standing over the bleeding body of a large vampire who was clearly in need of, not only a heap of vitamin D, but also a half dozen tampons to plug the bevy of holes Frank had put in its body.

      "Where’s the other one?" I asked.

      "Dead," Frank said, beads of sweat running down his face. "Did you kill the other one?"

      "Don’t look so surprised."

      Frank smiled and shook his head, then pointed with his blood stained machete at the vampire writhing on the floor. "Care to do the honors? I’d say you need the practice."

      Standing over the vampire, I raised the machete with both hands, then brought it down on the vampire’s neck. The blade clanged off the floor as it sliced right through. Once again, I was struck by how easy it was to cut off a head.

      "See," Frank said. "It’s not that hard, is it?"

      Had I not known better from my mother’s journal, I probably would’ve agreed with him, because right then, it sure didn’t feel that hard.

      Frank pointed down the hallway, to a wide opening. "The head vampire is in there," he said quietly.

      "How do you know?" I asked.

      "Twenty-plus years off experience." His gaze lingered on me. "He’ll be expecting us, so be careful, and as before…stay close!"

      I gripped my gun tighter as I exchanged the mostly depleted clip for a ready full one, and tightened my grip on the handle of the machete. "Okay."

      As soon as we neared the opening, another vampire sprung out of the darkness. Frank, with reflexes like I’d never seen before, swung his machete at the leaping vampire, separating it’s head, so that two pieces landed on the ground, spurting dark, viscous, and sickly looking blood that was more reflective of tar than anything else, after which he looked at me as the blood dripped from his blade, as if to say, "That’s how it’s done."

      The room we walked into next may once have been the heart of the factory. Huge machines filled most of the massive space, filling it with an oily smell which did little to mask the stronger stench of rot and decay.

      It smells like death in here.

      That was the only way I could describe it, especially when I noticed the dead body lying on the floor between the tall machinery. It was the body of a woman, stripped naked and horribly mutilated. Bugs of some sort crawled over the woman’s dead skin.

      Jesus Christ…

      Frank tapped me on the arm then, causing me to jump slightly. He motioned me to follow him toward the back of the room where there appeared to be less machinery taking up the floor space. Maybe he thought the vampire he was after was hiding over there somewhere?

      I kept looking around as I followed behind Frank, expecting more of the head vampire’s pets to come jumping out at us, but none did. Perhaps the rest were out finding food for the nest, as Frank had said on the way over? When we came to the end of the machinery, he peered around the corner as I stood behind him, waiting on him to give the all clear.

      A noise above me raised my hackles, like something flying through the air. A pigeon maybe? No, there were no pigeons in this place.

      The noise came again, and this time I saw a dark shape land on top of one of the machines, but it was too dark to make out what it was. My first instinct was that the shape was another neophyte vampire getting ready to attack, but then the shape spoke in a deep, almost silky voice.

      "You made a mistake coming here, Watchers," the male voice said. "I will kill you both and feed you to my children, starting with the pup, so you, Frank, can watch and know what sort of mistake you made in bringing her here." He smiled. "Oh, don't look so surprised Frank, even from my coveted position I have heard the Darkness speak your name. Once it learns of your death, it will surely reward me."

      "Yeah…I don’t think so," Frank said loudly. "Your children are all dead, by the way."

      "I will make more," the vampire replied. "Perhaps I will even make you two my children. Would you like that, Watcher?"

      Frank’s response was to fire a few shots at where the vampire was sitting, but he jumped away before the first bullet even got near him, landing somewhere else in the darkness where we could no longer see him.

      Frank moved out into the empty space behind the machines, and as I followed him, I noticed a girl lying on the floor, naked and unmoving. It had to be the Senator’s daughter, but was she even still alive?

      Without thinking, I ran over to where the girl was to see if she was all right, but when I got there, I suddenly felt a rush of wind near me, and then a sinewy arm was around my neck, holding me tight against a hard body…a slab of cold meat.

      Oh fuck…

      "You make it too easy," the vampire hissed in my ear as he took the machete out of my hand and dropped it to the floor. It took me a second to realize I still had my gun, but because of the position I was in, I didn’t really know how I was supposed to shoot it. Besides which, the vampire’s grip on my neck was so tight, a wooziness overcame me within seconds. I soon felt the gun get pulled from my hand, and then I was spun around quickly, and I saw Frank standing a few feet away, his gun aimed at the vampire holding me.

      "Let her go," Frank said, his voice calm and controlled.

      "Or what, Watcher?" the vampire said smugly. "You’ll shoot me?" His laughter was cold, and his chest heaving against me made me shudder.

      This is it, I couldn’t help but think. This is where I die, having not saved Josh, having let my parents down, having let myself down by making such a stupid fucking mistake…

      "We just want the girl," Frank said.

      "The girl? You mean my pet? She’s mine now. I will turn her soon, and she will become one of my children, like this little one…" His cold cheek rubbed against mine, and I squeezed my eyes shut against his touch.

      When I opened my eyes again, I saw Frank was staring right at me as if he was trying to communicate something, though I wasn’t sure what. Then he shifted his gaze to the vampire again. "You know, I think you’re forgetting something."

      "Am I?" the vampire said. "What?"

      "We’re Nephilim, you can’t turn us."

      Frank caught my eye again at that point, and he briefly shifted his gaze downward for a second, as if looking at something on my leg. My head was still woozy, so it took me a moment to work out what he was looking at, which was the Watcher Knife strapped to my lower right leg. I felt like a dupe when I realized, but I guess that’s inexperience and too much adrenaline for you.

      But how was I going to get to it without the vampire noticing?

      Frank advanced forward a step, and seemed to focus his aim.

      "You might as well put your silly toy away," the vampire said. "Bullets can’t hurt me."

      "No, but they can slow you down."

      Frank fired twice, presumably at the vampire’s head. I couldn’t exactly see, and I was too focused on reaching down to get the Watcher Knife anyway. The two headshots had weakened the vampire’s grip just enough for me to break free. Then, holding the knife with both hands, I spun around quickly and plunged it into his chest. A shout of effort left my mouth as I jammed the knife in, burying it to the hilt between its ribs, before letting go of it and stepped back.

      The tall vampire stood holding the grip of the knife with both hands as he tried to pull the blade out. I knew, however, that he wouldn’t succeed. Once a Watcher Knife went in, only a Watcher could pull it out again.

      As I watched, I was surprised by how human he looked, compared to his "children" anyway. You might even describe him as handsome, if it wasn’t for the two holes in his forehead oozing blood, that is, or the big fucking knife sticking out of his chest.

      "No…" he said as he staggered back, a look of pure fear on his face as his eyes burned red and his huge fangs were revealed.

      I watched in part horror, part fascination as the vampire then appeared to break apart from the inside, as beams of brilliant white light burst out of him. His mouth opened to scream, and as he did so, more light poured from it.

      A second later, he exploded.

      Or at least, that’s how it seemed. Whatever the light or energy shining from him, it could surely only be grace. It seemed to reach a critical mass, then all but disintegrated whatever remained of the vampire at that point: not too dissimilar from a star’s mass going supernova, where he was then wiped from existence in the next blink of an eye. The explosion of light was so blinding, that I had to shield my eyes against it for a moment. When I next looked, the light had disappeared, and the Watcher Knife lay on the floor as particles of vampire fell around it.

      "Jesus Christ," I said looking at Frank.

      Frank smiled. "No," he said. "Just us."

      It was then that I felt a slight depletion of my grace, and I realized the Watcher Knife had effectively channeled it from me in order to destroy the vampire. So not only did direct use of grace by way of strikes and energy blasts use up reserves, so too did various magically imbued blades and bullets, all of which relied upon grace to channel their power.

      Another lesson learned.

      With many more to come, no doubt.
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      We dropped the girl off to her father, at their sizable home in Belmont. The girl didn’t utter a single word the whole journey, and it was blatantly obvious she was massively traumatized by the whole experience of being held captive by a sadistic vampire of all things. Who knew what depraved shit he did to her?

      Only she knows that now.

      The girl undoubtedly needed medical assistance, but when I broached the subject, Frank insisted it wasn’t on us to sort out the girl’s aftercare. Her father would take care of that, and would probably do so privately to avoid awkward questions being asked in any hospital.

      While Frank carefully walked the girl to her waiting father, I sat in the car and stared out the window. Whilst Frank's outward indifference was apparent, my own empathy was impossible to shut off. When Frank had moved off to recover our weapons back in the factory, after asking me to rouse the girl due to her necessary modesty, unbeknownst to him I had made a shortened effort at channelling my grace through her. As I watched some of her minor surface wounds like cuts and abrasions close up, it was impossible to say what it had done to any internal injuries, other than to recover her consciousness. I hoped for her sake that at least a good start on the healing of her physiological injuries was made.

      My mind also went inevitably to the memory of me stabbing the vampire with my Watcher Knife.

      I’m a killer now, I thought, a thought that seemed to brand itself on to my brain, so I would never forget it. The creatures I killed may have been vampires—monsters even—but I couldn’t escape the fact that they were once human as well.

      They were dead the moment they were turned.

      Yes, perhaps. What irked me the most, however, was the inescapable fact that I was mostly okay with everything I had done. We were saving a girl’s life after all. I didn’t need to feel guilty about that.

      When Frank arrived back in the car he sat for a moment, as if to gather himself. "That is one grateful father," he said.

      "How grateful?" I asked, a half smile on my face.

      Frank smiled back. "Time will tell."

      I shook my head. "That poor girl. I doubt she’ll ever get over what happened to her."

      "People are more resilient than you think. She’ll find a way to live with it." He looked at me then. "Just like you did."

      "I guess."

      "You did well tonight. Your mother would be proud."

      I smiled vaguely and nodded. "Maybe."

      "She would be. You clearly have her genes in you."

      "I could’ve been killed."

      "But you weren’t. Trust me, with every mission you go on, your life is always in danger. It’s part of the job."

      "Have you ever wanted to do anything else, Frank? Professional poker maybe. With that face, you’d never lose."

      He snorted a little, then shook his head. "This is all I know. It’s in my blood. It’s in your blood as well. Tell me you don’t feel it."

      "I feel it. It’s like a guiding force that doesn’t want me to deviate from the path. It kinda feels like I’m locked in now or something." I smiled and shook my head. "There’s no escape!"

      "It’s part of our DNA," Frank said, smiling himself. "Samuel, the Archangel who created our race after all the original Nephilim had been wiped out of existence, wanted warriors who didn’t waver from their ultimate purpose, so once a Nephilim comes of age, that driving force kicks in, and there’s no stopping it."

      "My father managed to stop it, did he not?"

      "For the most part he did, yeah, though I’ve no idea how."

      "For the most part?"

      "He still did his duty, when he had to. Sometimes he would help your mom out, and a few others."

      "How many of us are there then?" I asked him.

      "Not as many as you’d think," Frank said. "Our numbers have dwindled over the years for different reasons."

      "Such as when demons kidnap us?"

      "Yeah."

      "You still don’t know why, do you?"

      He shook his head. "They need us for something they’re planning…some of us anyway. That’s all I know."

      I sighed as I stared out the window. "It’s been weeks since I heard from Josh. I’m not even sure if he’s still alive."

      "He’s alive, trust me."

      "How do you know?"

      He shrugged. "I just know. My instincts are rarely wrong."

      Not very convincing, Frank, I thought. But I’d take it. What choice did I have anyway?

      "At least tell me you’re getting closer to finding him," I said.

      "One of my more knowledgeable contacts has finally arrived back in town. If anyone knows what’s going on, it’s going to be him."

      "Who is he?"

      He started the car and pulled off down the street. "I’ll take you to see him tomorrow."

      I nodded, thinking I had better go and check in on Kasey tomorrow as well.

      If she was even still talking to me, that is.
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* * *

      When we got back to the cabin, Frank stopped before he opened the front door, cocking his head slightly as if gauging the air.

      "What is it?" I asked him, frowning as I stood behind him.

      He shook his head. "I don’t know, something…doesn’t feel right."

      He opened the door and stepped somewhat cautiously inside the cabin, flipping on the light to the living room. Then he stood looking around for a moment.

      "Where’s Bane?" I said. "It’s a bit late for him to be out."

      "I agree." Frank searched the cabin, calling Bane’s name as he did so. There was a doggy door that allowed Bane to come and go as he pleased. He could’ve just been hunting out the back, though something told me he wasn’t. I was beginning to pick up on the heavy vibes in the air, though I wasn’t quite sure what they meant.

      Frank opened the back door and stepped outside. "Bane! You there boy?"

      I stood beside Frank and waited for Bane to appear, but after a few moments, it became clear that he wasn’t around anywhere.

      "It’s not like him to go off at this time of night," I said. "He’s usually sleeping, right?"

      Frank nodded. "Yeah, but sometimes he takes notions and goes for walks. Still…" He trailed off, clearly on edge.

      I decided to walk toward the trees to see if Bane was off hunting in there somewhere, though I knew he wasn’t, or I would’ve heard him rustling by now.

      I was halfway across the clearing when I stopped, something having caught my eye. When I turned to see what it was, I gasped in horror. "Oh, Jesus, no…"

      "What is it?" Frank ran over to me and stopped dead himself when he saw what I was looking at. "No…"

      It was Bane. He was hanging from one of the trees, his big head jammed in between two lower branches. His underbelly was slit open, from his crotch to his gullet. Ropes of intestine hung out from the gaping wound, leading to a large pile of steaming guts on the grass below, which even I knew meant that Bane was killed very recently.

      "I’m sorry, Frank," I said after doing a quick check of my surroundings, just in case there were any demons still around. If there were, I couldn’t see or sense them.

      Frank kept shaking his head as he walked over to the dead dog. Then I saw him look at something on the trunk of the tree Bane was hanging from. When I looked myself, I saw words written on the bark in Bane’s fresh blood:

      WE WANT THE GIRL

      It wasn’t hard to work out who wrote the words.

      "Fucking demon fucks!" Frank shouted, as he then lifted Bane out of the tree, gently laying his body on the grass, stroking the dog’s pelt as he remained crouched over him.

      I couldn’t help but feel a massive rush of guilt after reading the words written in Bane’s blood. The demons had come for me while we were out. It was my fault that Bane was dead.

      "I’m really sorry, Frank," I said, as the welling water in my eyes finally breached, a few tears either side escaping their reservoir. "This is all my fault."

      Frank sighed and shook his head. "No, this isn’t your fault, Leia."

      "They were here for me. They want me."

      Frank said nothing for a moment, then he seemed to examine Bane’s mouth. "Looks like he took a chunk out of one of them anyway." He half smiled as he stroked Bane’s body again. "Good boy…"

      Tears continued to sting my eyes, so I decided to go inside before they really came on. As I was walking away, Frank called out to me, and I turned, hardly able to look at him. "Yeah?" I said.

      "I meant what I said. This isn’t your fault. None of it is."

      I forced a smile. "Thanks Frank."

      Though I wish I could’ve believed him.
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      The next morning, I found Frank outside, standing over a patch of freshly dug earth at the edge of the woods. He barely glanced at me as I approached. "He saved my life once, you know," Frank said, staring down at the ground, which is where I assumed he had buried Bane.

      "Really?" I said, folding my arms against the cold. "What happened?"

      "It was a werewolf that used to drag people into the woods near here. It wouldn’t kill them, not at first anyway. When I found its lair, with Bane’s help, I counted over a dozen bodies."

      "What did you do?" As if I needed to ask.

      "I staked out its lair. Bane and I waited two days on the werewolf to show up again, which it did, dragging another half dead victim with it. As soon as it detected our scent, though, it bolted."

      "So let me guess," I said. "You went after it?"

      Frank nodded. "Of course. Bane tracked it. That dog had a hell of a nose on him, I tell you that."

      "I’ll bet."

      "Anyway, the werewolf knew we after it, so it started hunting us instead. It nearly got the drop on me, in fact. It probably would’ve took my head off if Bane hadn’t have jumped in the way, and then attacked it."

      "I’ve never seen a werewolf. Are they big?"

      "Most of them are, yeah. Bigger than a Labrador, I’ll tell you that. Bane held the werewolf off long enough for me to find my gun and kill it."

      "Let me guess. Silver bullet?"

      "Something like that. Werewolves can survive silver bullet wounds if they get the bullet out in time. But the bullets I use contain liquified silver in glass tips, which when shattered, release the liquified silver into the werewolf’s blood stream. They’re fucked after that."

      "Good to know, I guess."

      Frank fell silent as he stared down at the ground. Looking at how devastated he clearly was, regardless of his stoicism, I felt completely terrible all over again.

      "Frank," I began to say, but he stopped me.

      "Don’t say it. This isn’t your fault."

      I sighed. "Well, it sure feels like it is."

      He nodded. "I know, but if you’re going to stay a Watcher, you’d better get used to feeling like that. Shit happens all the time that’s out of your control, but that won’t stop you feeling like you should’ve done something, even if you couldn’t. It's what comes from having a conscience."

      "Kinda feels like torture."

      "It is," he said. "But that’s what whiskey is for." He took his hip flask out of his back pocket, opened it and took a swig after raising it in salute of Bane, his fallen comrade in arms. After pouring a small amount on the grave, he offered me the flask. "Breakfast?"

      I shook my head, but took the flask, if only for Bane. "You’re a bad influence, Frank."

      "All right, how’s this for bad? You wanna come to a strip club with me?"

      I literally didn’t know what to say to that.
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* * *

      Turns out, Frank wasn’t joking when he asked me to go to a strip club with him. It was mid-morning, and he pulled up outside a place called Demon Ecstasy, which was smack in the middle of the Sex Quarter.

      "Really?" I said. "Your contact hangs around in a strip club?"

      "No," Frank said. "He owns it."

      I nodded. "Even better."

      "He’s also a demon."

      I stared at him. "What? You never mentioned that on the way here."

      "I know, I didn’t want to scare you."

      "Scare me? Confuse me, more like. How are you friends with a demon?"

      "It’s a long story. It doesn’t matter anyway."

      "After what they did to your dog…"

      "I know," Frank said. "It seems a little crazy, but here’s another lesson for you: not everything is black and white in this game. Actually, let me rephrase that: nothing is black and white in this game. It’s all one big murky gray area that frankly stinks to high-heaven, and all that grayness makes it very difficult to navigate. Which is why we need to rely on our gut and our grace to guide us."

      "So you’re saying that not all demons are bad?" I was having a little trouble wrapping my head around that.

      "I’m saying, sometimes interests align on both sides. It’s a complicated, dirty war we’re fighting. You’ll see for yourself soon enough."

      We both got out of the car. "I can’t believe you have me at a strip club at ten in the morning," I said.

      Frank shrugged. "The guy is a demon. Where did you expect him to hang out, the Disney Store?"

      I made a face at him as we walked inside the club. Then a second later I stopped him by grabbing his arm. "I’m not sure I can do this, Frank."

      "Do what? Talk to a demon?"

      I nodded. "Yes."

      "Okay, go sit in the car then." His tone was blunt, almost hostile.

      "What?" I said, unsure of how to react.

      "You forget we’re here to find out information about the demons who took your brother. This guy we’re about to see is our best shot, believe me. But if you don’t want to…" He went to walk out of the club.

      "Jesus, Frank, hold on," I said, grabbing his arm again. "You don’t have to be so fucking melodramatic about it."

      He stared hard at me. "I know it might seem weird to you, but this is the game, Leia. Sometimes the enemy is not the enemy."

      "You trust this demon then?"

      "His name is Lucas, and he saved my life once, as well as the lives of other people I care about, so yeah, I trust him."

      I nodded. "Fair enough."

      Frank laid a hand on my arm for a second. "I know you’re going through a lot right now. You have to trust me, though. Sometimes I think you don’t."

      "I trust you, Frank."

      He nodded. "I’m not sure you do, but you will. You’re a Watcher now, Leia. I’ve got your back as much as I had…"

      "My mom’s?"

      "Yeah."

      A mild tension built up between us, but I stopped it before it got awkward. "Let’s go see what this guy knows then," I said, and we turned and continued into the club.
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* * *

      Demon Ecstasy was pretty much what I expected it to look like before I went inside. The interior was all shiny chrome railings and red velvet seats, with a large central stage and two smaller stages. Considering the place was owned by a demon, it was pretty slick. Though this did nothing to hide the general air of sleaziness, which was matched by a dozen or so male customers who sat around gaping at the few dancers on stage. The music blaring from the speakers was some generic hip hop track. It didn’t seem to matter to anyone, especially the customers, that it wasn’t even noon yet. Clearly time didn’t exist in a place like this.

      "You want a drink?" Frank asked, already heading toward the bar, ordering a whiskey when he got there.

      "No thanks," I said as I looked around the club, trying to see if I could spot someone who might be this Lucas character we were there to meet. As he was a demon, I figured I’d be able to spot him straight away, but I saw no one who aroused my suspicion, unless of course they were hiding their real faces, which some of them could apparently do.

      Frank told the barman that Lucas was picking up the bill for his drink. Then he asked where Lucas was, and the barman pointed across the way to one of the seating areas where a gaggle of half naked girls were standing. As I stared over, the girls seemed to part, revealing the figure of a man sitting on one of the seats. He seemed to be in his mid-twenties, dark-skinned, immaculately dressed in a dark, maroon-colored suit. The second he saw me, our stares locked, and for interminable seconds, it felt like my soul was on fire as my surroundings seemed to ease out of sight. The feeling was so intense, so electric, that it took my breath away. It was all I could do to tear my gaze away as I took a deep breath to slow the rapid beating of my heart.

      What the fuck…

      "Hey," Frank said. "You okay?"

      Still disconcerted, I nodded as best I could. "Sure, I’m fine."

      Frank frowned. "You don’t look it."

      "I said I’m fine, Jesus." I shook my head. "Are we going to talk to this guy or what?"

      "Yeah, okay. Come on then."

      I followed behind Frank as he headed over to where Lucas was sitting. For some reason, I was afraid to look at him again, nor any of the dancers that he jokingly shooed away when Frank arrived at his table. As they shook hands, I stood a few feet away, staring at the floor like some lost little girl.

      What the fuck is wrong with me?

      "This is Leia," Frank said, introducing me as he sat down beside Lucas. "My niece."

      Lucas stood up then. "The pleasure is all mine," he said in a  silky voice that made my knees go weak, and a warmth to begin spreading from between my legs.

      Slightly embarrassed now, I finally looked up at him, taking his proffered hand. Up close, he was devastatingly handsome, with dark, mysterious eyes that seemed to look into my very soul. It was hard not to get lost looking into those eyes, especially when I once again felt that undeniable electricity pass through me, as if our souls were reacting to one another. Then I remembered that he was a demon, and probably didn’t have a soul.

      "Hi," I said, pulling my hand away, and then going over to sit by Frank.

      Lucas sat back down as well, crossing his legs as he continued to smile at me, making me feel somewhat embarrassed. I was glad when Frank finally spoke, taking Lucas’ attention away.

      "So where you been, Lucas?" Frank asked. "Haven’t seen you around in a while. You in trouble again?"

      Lucas laughed as if Frank was joking, glancing at me as he did so. "Nothing of the sort, Frank," he said. "I’ve just been away on business, that’s all. You know how far my dealings stretch."

      Frank nodded. "I do, which is why I’m here."

      "I see." Lucas smiled his easy smile. "I thought perhaps this was a social visit, that maybe you just wanted to introduce me to your beautiful niece."

      He looked at me when he said it, and my face flushed as I quickly turned away.

      "Eh, no, Lucas," Frank said. "I didn’t come here just to introduce you to my niece. You can go ahead and turn the charm down now if you like."

      "The protective uncle," Lucas said smiling.

      "He hasn’t known me long enough for that," I said, immediately sorry and unsure of why I said it, because it created a tension in the air. Frank stared at the table, a little offended, I think. Lucas frowned slightly as he stared at me, probably wondering what was up.

      "I can see you two are still ironing things out," Lucas said eventually, before looking at me. "Don’t be too hard on him. He means well, don’t you, Frank?"

      Frank sighed and shook his head. "All right," he said. "Enough of the Dr. Phil shit. I’m here for information, Lucas. Are you going to give it to me, or are you just going to sit there looking amused?"

      "Can’t I do both?" Lucas said, and I couldn’t help but smile as he looked at me. "Did I mention your uncle is also short-tempered and incredibly blunt most of the time? I’m sure you already know that, though."

      "Are you done talking about me now?"

      "For now," Lucas said, his dark eyes on me again. Not that I minded. I could hardly stop looking at him anyway, which he knew, because he would often catch me and smile, and my face would flush in a ridiculous school girl manner.

      This is crazy, the guy is demon. That’s not even his body…

      And yet, it was. Every ounce of his personality shone from his every pore, it seemed. I had never met anyone with such charisma, and I had to wonder if it was all fake, or down to some magic trick or power that he was using. When it came to men, I wasn’t in the habit of throwing myself at anybody, but with Lucas, that’s all I wanted to do.

      But it’s more than that, isn’t it?

      "Leia?" Frank said suddenly. "You with us?"

      I blinked at him like I’d just woken up from a dream. "What?"

      "You disappeared there for a moment. Are you all right?"

      I nodded, then glanced at Lucas to see him staring at me, his eyes more serious now, as if he too was trying to figure out the weird energy between us, or as though he genuinely cared about the answer I was going to give. "I’m fine, Frank."

      Frank stared at me a moment, then shook his head slightly before turning back to Lucas. "So Lucas," he said. "What’ve you heard about the missing Nephilim?"

      "Missing Nephilim?" Lucas said, a little distracted now himself it seemed, which strangely made me feel glad.

      "Jesus." Frank shook his head. "Am I the only one on planet Earth here?"

      Lucas smiled then, suddenly regaining his former composure. "I’m sure it feels like that to you all the time, Frank."

      "Ha ha. Have you heard anything or not?"

      "Of course," Lucas said, before glancing in my direction. "Nothing slips past me in this town. In this world, in fact."

      I found myself staring at him again, his air of complete mystery drawing me in, though not quite against my will. Lucas didn’t seem like any other demon I’d met thus far. I imagined there to be a savagery to most other demons that I wasn’t seeing in him. That’s not to say it wasn’t there, as I’m sure it was. But with the other demons, I suspected they wore their savagery and bloodlust like a badge of honor, happy to constantly throw it in your face. If Lucas possessed such traits, he hid them well. It was commendable that he even hid them at all. Clearly Lucas was a different kind of animal to all the rest, or maybe just cleverer about how he went about things. I couldn’t decide which.

      "So what have you got?" Frank said, before draining the whiskey in his glass.

      "I’m almost afraid to say," Lucas said. "For doing so might bring a lot of trouble to my door, and you know how much I hate trouble, Frank."

      "Don’t we all? Come on, Lucas. Lives are at stake here."

      "My brother’s life for one," I said to him.

      "Your brother was taken too?"

      I nodded. "Yes. How do you know they were taken?"

      "It’s what I heard."

      "Do you know who took the kids, Lucas?" Frank asked.

      Lucas looked away for a second, as if he was contemplating something, then he looked at me. "I do."

      My heart skipped a beat, and I slightly leaned toward him. "Who?"

      Sighing, Lucas shook his head, then looked at Frank. "This is a lot bigger than you might think, Frank, and a lot more dangerous."

      "Isn’t it always?" Frank said dismissively. "Come on, Lucas, will you? She just wants her brother back, and I want to stop whatever fuckheads took him in the first place. They’re taking the next generation of Watchers, and in case you hadn’t noticed, our numbers weren’t that big to begin with." He thought for a second. "Is that what this is about? Is some demon trying to wipe us out, yet again?"

      "Don’t you think they would’ve just killed the kids instead of kidnapping them?"

      "So tell us," I said to Lucas, not harshly, but softly, as I hoped to reach him on a deeper level. "Tell us who’s doing this, Lucas."

      Lucas stared at me a moment, then a slight smile appeared on his face. I could tell from his eyes that he had some level of appreciation for my attempt at charm, which to an obvious pro like him, was probably more adorable than persuasive, but he went along with it anyway. "Fine," he said. "I’ll tell you what I know. There’s a demon on the loose here, a nasty piece of work named Abigor. He used to be something of a big deal in Hell. He designed most of the place, in fact, before he banished Lucifer to some unknown dimension, that is. Lucifer’s loyal followers then banished Abigor in kind. But that was a long, long time ago, and Abigor has clearly escaped his prison since."

      My mouth hung slightly open as I listened to Lucas talk. Not so much because of his silky tones, but more because of what he was saying. He was talking about Hell, and Lucifer of all…people. Although my eyes had lately been opened to the worlds within the world, hearing Lucas speak of Hell in the real sort of ways that I'd speak of the shopping mall, was still more than a little jarring, especially since I knew my mother was trapped there.

      "So what does this Abigor want then?" Frank asked him. "Why is he kidnapping my kind?"

      "No one seems to know for sure yet," Lucas said. "Whatever Abigor is up to, he’s going to great pains to keep his plans on a need to know basis, pain of death being the consequence for any who speak of them"

      "So you don’t really know anything?" I said, unable to hide my disappointment.

      Lucas stared at me, a look of mock offense on his dark-skinned face. "Now did I say that?"

      I shook my head, a little embarrassed now. "No, but…"

      "I know something of what Abigor is up to," he said. "I just don’t know it all."

      "Spill then," Frank said. "Time matters to some of us, Lucas. We can’t all be immortal."

      Lucas smiled at Frank’s impatience. "Of course not. It seems that Abigor is building an army, or at least, that’s what I heard."

      "An army?" Frank frowned. "So why does he need Nephilim? I’m sure he has plenty of demons under his command."

      "I imagine his reasons are two-fold," Lucas said. "One is to weaken your ranks. The other, to strengthen his own. You Nephilim are quite powerful in your own way, more powerful than many of the demons under Abigor’s command." Lucas raised his hands. "Also, who knows? Abigor is mad in the head, always has been."

      "So if he’s building an army," Frank said. "That must mean he plans on starting a war."

      Lucas nodded. "I would imagine so, yes."

      "A war against humanity?" I asked.

      "Indeed," Lucas said. "Like most demons—myself excluded of course—Abigor hates humanity. It makes sense he would want to destroy it."

      I shook my head as his words sank in. Was my brother to be used as cannon fodder in a war? Not if I could fucking help it. "This Abigor seems to be controlling my brother somehow," I said. "My brother is…different now. I would go so far as to say that he doesn't even want to be found, let alone be rescued."

      Lucas nodded, a grave look on his face, which I took to mean he was about to impart more bad news. "Yes, well that’s the other thing."

      "What?" I asked.

      "Here's the thing: if demons need absolute control over people, they have to demonize them, which is first and foremost achieved through consumption of the respective demon’s blood—a process not unlike the blood bonding vampires use to create progeny and control their blood bags. Once consumed, the demon’s blood permits not only a direct connection, but also the ability to cause immense pain in order to achieve compliance."

      I just stared at him, then shook my head. "Demonize them? Jesus…"

      "Shit…" Frank said quietly.

      "So my brother is a demon now, is that what you’re saying?" I asked Lucas.

      "Not a full demon, that can take centuries, but…"

      "But what?" I said.

      "Even though your brother might still have a soul, he will still be a demon in every other respect," he said. "Their soul will be blackened, their outlook…changed."

      "Changed?" I shook my head as I thought of Josh’s dark behavior on the phone. "Can this be reversed?"

      Lucas looked at Frank, and Frank looked down at the floor. "The changes become permanent over time," Lucas said.

      "How much time?" I asked.

      "I’m really not sure about that."

      “You're not sure, or you don't want to tell me?” I asked rhetorically, my shoulders slumping under the weight of these realizations, and the further realization that I might never get my brother back, or at least, the brother I once knew.

      "Hey," Frank said to me. "We don’t know anything for sure yet. There’s still a chance we can save Josh."

      I snorted derisively at him and shook my head. "It’s been over a month, Frank."

      "There’s always a way," he said.

      "Don’t bullshit me," I snapped back. "You don’t know that."

      "I think what Frank is trying to say," Lucas cut in, "is that—"

      "Just don’t!" I said, cutting him off as I stood suddenly. Tears were stinging my eyes, but before they could fall, I walked away from the table and stormed out of the club. Then I ran to the car, got inside and sat crying as if I’d just learned my brother was dead.
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      Ten minutes later, Frank got into the car, sitting beside me. He didn’t say anything at first, but just sat there staring out the window for a few moments while I did the same. Most of my tears were dried up by then, and a numb sort of anger had settled in me, darkening my face as I stared at the people walking past the car, almost daring them to look at me so I could relieve the simmering anger by beating the shit out whoever stared back at me.

      "I know you’re angry," Frank said after a while.

      I snapped my head around to glare at him. "You think?"

      Frank held his hands up in appeasement. "Look, we can still save Josh. Once we find him, we can work on reversing whatever Abigor has done to him."

      "Once we find him?" I shook my head. "We don’t even know where he is, unless Lucas just told you. Did he?"

      Frank shook his head. "He’s still working on it, but—"

      "Great," I said, turning to stare out the window again.

      "If you’d let me finish…"

      I sighed. "What?"

      "I was going to say, there’s something else we can try in the meantime."

      I didn’t hold out much hope. "Like what?"

      "Well, now that we know Abigor’s name, we can summon the son of a bitch."

      "Summon him? How?"

      "We do a summoning ritual. Being a demon, he has to come when summoned. It’s one of the universe’s rules."

      "Okay. Then what?"

      "Then we trap him, and get him to tell us where Josh and the rest of our kin are."

      "You think that’ll work?"

      Frank shrugged. "Well, we can summon the demon okay, but trapping him might be more difficult. From everything Lucas said about him, Abigor is a high-level demon. One of the highest, in fact. Demon’s with that much power…"

      "You can’t trap them?"

      "Not usually, no."

      "So what do we do? Ask him nicely to tell us where Josh is?"

      Frank made a face at me and shook his head. "I was thinking tea and biscuits actually."

      "Tea and biscuits?" I couldn’t help laughing.

      "Sure," Frank said, smiling slightly. "We summon him to afternoon tea. It’ll all be very civilized, during which Abigor will tell us all we need to know. Demons can’t resist a good scone, you know." He started laughing himself then.

      I sat shaking my head at him, but smiling nonetheless. "You’re such an idiot, Frank."

      "Hey, I’m just trying to lighten things up a bit." His brown eyes went serious. "Hope is all we have, Leia. Hope that things will work out, and that things will get better, even if a lot of the time, they never do. If we didn’t have hope, we couldn’t do this job."

      "You had me right till the end there, then you went and fucked it up."

      Frank laughed. "And this is why I’m not a motivational speaker."

      "God forbid," I said, then did a mock deep voice. "Hi, my name is Frank. If you’re feeling down or lost, just drink some whiskey and then go kill something." I started laughing again, and so did he.

      "That was a pretty good impression there. Summed me right up."

      "Sorry. If I don’t laugh…" I trailed off and smiled plaintively at him.

      "I know."

      "Did you feel like this after my mom…was taken."

      He seemed slightly taken aback by the question, but he answered nonetheless. "Well, I didn’t feel good about it. Still don’t."

      "What did you do? How did you cope?"

      "I coped with whiskey."

      "Shocker."

      "And by killing monsters."

      "Even bigger shock."

      He laughed slightly as he shook his head. "It’s the little things, right?"

      "Right," I said, smiling, and then realized that I felt slightly better now. I was able to push my despair to one side at least, and hang onto hope instead. "Thanks Frank."

      "What for?"

      "For being here, and for helping me see the light in all this darkness." I put a hand on his arm. "My mom was right to trust you to train us…train me. She should’ve trusted you to raise us as well."

      Frank mashed his lips together as he looked out the window, then back at me. "I appreciate you saying so, although I still fear she was right. I know one thing, though."

      "What?"

      "If your mom was here now, she’d be proud of you. I can guarantee you that. I’d say you turned out exactly how she would’ve wanted you to."

      Tears threatened to spill from my eyes, but I wiped them away. "If she were here, we wouldn’t be in this mess at all."

      Frank nodded. "I can’t argue with that, but that’s not to suggest that it wouldn’t have come to this anyway. Rachel was an amazing Watcher, just as someday you'll be her equal or better. But there are only ever so many of us, Leia, whereas our adversaries have an unending cannon fodder that they can put in the way of our efforts to stop their plans. That is a big part of why our numbers regularly decline. It may well be that sometime in the future, our numbers will decline faster than we can replace them, at which stage the human race will have a rude awakening over what truly goes on in the shadows of their world."

      We sat in silence for a while, just looking out the window at the ever growing crowds of people outside, many of them tourists there to see the largest sex district in the country. I couldn’t help but wonder how many of those tourists would fall victim to a vampire or other bloodthirsty creature on the prowl. I also realized, at that moment, that Frank was right. The so-called war I was now a part of would never be won. Just like the wars between humans, the supernatural wars would be ongoing. I was now a part of some machine, a small cog that would eventually wear out and get replaced by another one, and the machine would just keep on rolling, at least until some apocalypse put an end to it. Even then, the war would likely continue, just in a different form.

      "So what now?" I asked Frank. "Do we summon this Abigor?"

      "Yeah," Frank said. "But there’s something I need to take care of first. You want to come with?"

      I didn’t even need to ask what it was. "What do you think?"

      Frank smiled as he started the car and drove off.
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* * *

      So it turns out, Frank has been hunting this demon serial killer for the past few months. The demon preys on young kids, teenagers mostly, skinning their bodies and hanging them from lampposts and buildings around town. When I asked Frank how he knew it was a demon, he told me he stumbled across it one night. Frank had been on his way back from another hunt, when he spotted the demon nailing a skinned body to the doors of St. Joseph’s Cathedral. Frank gave chase, but lost the demon, who according to Frank, had possessed the body of a teenage boy. Frank had been hunting the demon ever since. The local cops thought they were dealing with some twisted human serial killer, a killer the media had dubbed "The Skinner".

      "The bastard has proven hard to track," Frank told me as we drove through town. "He knows I’m onto him, so he’s being careful."

      "How do you know where he is then?" I asked.

      "Lucas told me."

      I nodded, my heart fluttering slightly at the mention of his name. "Lucas seems to know a lot."

      "He does. He makes it his business to know everything."

      "He seems…nice, for a demon, I mean. Why isn’t he like the others?"

      "He is, when he needs to be, but Lucas has also learned that there are other ways of getting what you want, other ways of being."

      "I can trust him then?"

      Frank threw me a look. "Trust him? What do you mean by that?"

      I shook my head. "Nothing."

      "Listen, Leia," he said as he turned a corner. "Charm is Lucas’ thing, it’s like his gift. He’s had millennia to practice it, and he wields it like a weapon most of the time."

      "Millennia? How old is he?"

      "Well, he was born in Egypt, Ancient Egypt, that is."

      I shook my head in near disbelief. "You’re kidding, right?"

      "Nope. Going by what he told me once, he fucked around with dark magic a bit too much, and ended up in the Underworld. He accrued a lot of power there, so although he’s a demon, he’s more of a hybrid who doesn’t need a fleshsuit just to move around here."

      "Fleshsuit?"

      "Yeah, human bodies. The demons call them fleshsuits, or meatsuits."

      "That’s…suitably derogative. Not that Lucas needs a fleshsuit."

      Frank threw me another look. "You seem very interested in him."

      "Interested?" I shook my head as if I didn’t know what he was talking about. "I’m just curious to know who we’re dealing with, that’s all."

      "Curious, huh?"

      I felt my face flush. "Are we nearly there yet?"

      He shook his head as he focused on the road again. "Nearly."

      He wasn’t wrong. Two minutes later, he pulled the car up outside a condemned apartment building in the New Grange neighborhood, just one of the many places in the city that was going to wrack and ruin. Since being with Frank in the mountains, I was developing a different perspective on the city now that I wasn’t living in the heart of it anymore. For the first time, I could clearly see the rot underlying most of it, and the decay that was slowly creeping through every crack and crevice. I had to wonder if that was something to do with the demons and all the other monsters that were running around. Although, in saying so, it'd be surprising to find out that any inner city sprawls weren't all suffering the same problem, likely nationwide.

      As I looked out the window at the condemned building, I shook my head. "Sometimes it seems like all I do these days is hang around in abandoned buildings, when I’m not in strip clubs talking to demons that is."

      "That’s the life," Frank said. "Glamorous as hell."

      "I doubt Hell is this bad."

      It occurred to me yet again that my mother was in Hell at that very moment, and would probably give anything to be back in the land of the living.

      Sorry, Mom.

      "So this creep has supposedly made his home in the basement of that building," Frank said.

      "What’s the plan then?"

      Frank looked at me. "We go in, we kill it."

      "That simple, huh?"

      He shrugged. "I guess we’ll see. How’s your night vision?"

      "Okay, the last time I checked."

      "Good. You’ll need both hands. I have a spare Glock in the trunk. You got your knife with you?"

      I nodded. "Always."

      "Good, but in future, that ‘always' should also include a Glock or any preferred handgun you want to regularly use, including spare clips and rounds. Don’t be afraid to use either, or both, if you have to."

      "I won’t."

      He nodded. "All right then, let’s go."

      After getting the guns, we made our way up the steps of the building. The front door was boarded, but Frank easily pulled it off with one hand, tossing it away before pushing the unlocked door open. Inside, it was almost completely dark, as nearly all of the windows were boarded up. Still, thanks to our enhanced night vision, we were both able to see fairly well, even if everything was rendered in tones of grainy gray. As we stood in the hallway so as to let our eyes adjust to the darkness, I took the Glock Frank had given me out of my jacket and held it in my right hand.

      "The smell is awful," Frank said in a quiet voice. "I guess we’re in the right place."

      Adrenaline and grace began to circulate around my body. "This is going to be a fucking horror show, I know it is."

      Frank held his bigger gun up with both hands. "It always is. Let’s move on."

      We moved toward a door that took us to a stairwell. Slowly, we made our way down the stairs until we got to the long hallway that would lead us into the building’s basement.

      The demon’s lair.

      Despite hardly knowing what I was walking into, I started to feel a rush of excitement course through me that seemed to not only sharpen my vision, but also focus my other senses as well. Although I wished my sense of smell hadn’t improved so much, for all I could smell was the reeking stench of decaying flesh. After a few moments, I had to concentrate so I wouldn’t be sick.

      We walked side by side down the long, narrow hallway, having little idea of what we were going to find once we reached the boiler room. As we drew nearer, my imagination began to fill in the gaps, and soon grizzly images of skinned, decaying bodies filled my mind. I swallowed hard as I noticed the faint glow of light for the first time, coming from the boiler room. It was barely enough light to have made it around the corner into the hallway, but it was there just the same. A few feet from the entrance, I strained my ears to try and hear any sounds that may have been coming from inside. At first, I heard only faint creaks, and loud drips. But as I strained harder, I thought I heard something else.

      The sound of someone breathing.

      Tapping Frank on the shoulder, I pointed toward the boiler room, and then at my ear. Frank nodded once.

      We carried on into the boiler room, which was like walking  into someone’s horrific nightmare. I had no idea what Hell was like, but I imagined it would look a lot like the scene I was struggling to take in now. The massive boiler room was like a macabre horror show, so much worse than what I was expecting. Everywhere I looked, I saw the remains of people hanging from the ceiling, or scattered on the floor like so much detritus. When I looked harder, I began to notice that many of the body parts had been stitched together to form grotesque sculptures of flesh and bone, and I couldn’t help but think of that movie, Human Centipede, which Kasey had forced me to watch with her one time. Several of these horrific sculptures were on the floor in different parts of the boiler room, and above each one, was a lantern. The lanterns hung from the pipes on the ceiling, illuminating each of the flesh sculptures as if they were art pieces in a gallery, which to a demon, I suppose they were. Every wall, every surface, had at some point been splashed with blood. Some of that blood still glistened in the lantern light. Worst of all was the skinned body of someone on a filthy gurney. Somehow, the person on the gurney was still alive, though just barely. But enough to stare at us silently with exposed eyeballs, their chest rising almost imperceptibly as they took the shallowest of breaths.

      After a moment, it felt like my chest was on fire. Panic threatened to consume me until I realized I had been holding my breath, though I was afraid to release it in case the demon who created such carnage would’ve heard me.

      Then I nearly screamed when I felt a hand on my shoulder, but it was only Frank. His eyes looked into mine to see if I was all right, and I nodded, even though I knew I'd never be able to forget what I was seeing in that room. Ditto the smell, which was turning my stomach bad.

      Swallowing hard, I told myself to get it together. If there was one thing I was learning lately, it was that you couldn’t run from fear. Running only made the fear worse. The best course of action, I had discovered the hard way, was to move toward the fear. Easier said than done, of course, but at least I knew I had to try.

      Frank aimed his gun out in front of him as he began to move forward, so I did the same, forcing myself to follow him. I decided then to try and focus on just finding the demon, even though I had no idea of what he looked like. Frank said he changed bodies all the time, which was why he was so hard to track. The demon could look like anyone. Although, it was a pretty safe bet that if someone was moving around in there, it was the demon. Everyone else was in pieces. Except the person on the gurney, whose eyes barely tracked us as we moved past. I wanted to go to the person, of course, but there was nothing to be done at that point, not until the demon was taken care of first.

      As I focused on spotting our target, I found I was able to almost ignore the horror that filled my vision at every turn. I knew I had to detach myself from it, otherwise I would go insane through it all. The only problem I had now, was trying to spot a living being amongst all that dead flesh.

      We had soon covered half the room, and still there was no sign of the demon. It was only when we stopped to look around that I heard the breathing sounds again. At first, I figured it must be the living victim on the gurney, but the breathing was too regular, and too deep.

      Turning around, I focused on pinpointing the exact location of the breathing sound. Soon, my eyes fell upon a grotesquely arranged heap of bodies, or rather parts of bodies. With so many heads and limbs sticking out everywhere, it was difficult to know what the demon was trying to achieve in displaying them like that. There was no rhyme or reason to any of it. But at that point, the meaning of all that senseless killing didn’t matter. The only thing that mattered was getting the demon responsible.

      I listened hard as I stared at the mound of bodies, certain now that the demon had to be amongst them somewhere. Cautiously, I moved forward with my gun aimed out as I tried to get a better look.

      What happened next, happened so fast I barely had time to register it. As I was focusing on the now barely perceptible breathing sound, my eyes fell upon a blood-soaked head that was jammed under the arm of a disemboweled corpse. The head looked somehow different from the others around it, neither split or shrunken like the others. By the time I realized the head belonged to someone who was alive, the person’s eyes snapped open and two completely black orbs stared back at me. A smile spread across the bloody face, and then the crimson body of a naked man suddenly sprang with shocking speed out of the twisted stack of bodies and straight at me.

      I managed to get one shot off before the demon hit me, his clawed hand swiping me across the face, knocking me straight to the ground. Barely a second later, gunshots reverberated around the room, and I saw the demon get knocked back as three bullets entered his body, two in the chest, one in the stomach. The demon then made some inhuman screeching sound and scurried off into the darkness.

      Although my jaw hurt, and my shoulder ached from where I fell, I was still able to get back to my feet pretty quickly as I pushed my grace to the locations of pain, it quickly subsided, just as Frank had trained me to do it.

      "He’s over there," Frank said in a hushed but urgent tone, as he aimed his gun to the corner of the room, which was also the darkest part of it; so dark, in fact, that my night vision could barely penetrate it.

      Gathering myself quickly, I aimed my Glock into the corner as I tried to make out the demon. But then Frank tapped me on the arm and told me to double back toward the hallway.

      "You sure?" I asked him

      He nodded quickly. "We can’t let him escape," he said. "Cut him off if he tries to. Don’t forget to use your knife, Leia."

      Moving quicker than I did on the way in, I cut across the room and stood by the hallway entrance. From that distance, Frank seemed a long way away. If the demon decided to come my way, I was on my own.

      I stood with my gun loosely aimed, not knowing which angle the demon would come from, if he came at all. At least the bullet wounds would slow him down a bit.

      With my heart beating hard in my chest, I looked across at Frank as he began to advance toward the dark corner. The tension was almost unbearable as I kept waiting for the demon to jump out of the darkness at Frank.

      But then I heard a noise behind me in the hallway.

      Footsteps.

      What the hell?

      My first thought was that another demon was coming to help, in which case, there was no way I was going to wait on it getting any closer. So I spun around quickly and aimed my Glock down the hallway, my finger on the trigger.

      But some instinct told me not to shoot, and I wasn’t sure why.

      At least not until I made out the identity of the person in the gloom.

      "What the fuck?" I whispered in disbelief. "Kasey?"

      Kasey stopped where she was to stare at me, to stare at the gun in my hand. The one I was still pointing at her. "What the hell is going on, Leia?" she asked in a slightly fearful voice.

      I snapped my head around to see where Frank was. He was still edging toward the corner of the boiler room where the demon presumably still was.

      God damn it…

      "Kasey," I said looking back around. "What the fuck are you doing here?"

      Kasey came closer. "What the fuck are you doing here?"

      "I…" I looked around at Frank again. I couldn’t see him. "Oh shit…"

      "Leia, what’s going on?" Kasey persisted in a whispery voice, as if she knew there was danger nearby. "I saw you come in here with some dude earlier. I live on this street now, which you'd know if you’d bothered to read or listen to the umpteen messages I've left for you…"

      "You can’t be here, Kase." I walked right up to her and moved her back a few steps. "Go now, I mean it."

      Kasey was about to reply when gunshots from the boiler room made her jump. "Fuck!"

      "Oh shit!" I turned just as a loud screeching sound came from the boiler room. Then as I started to run down the hallway, a dark figure suddenly appeared in the doorway and made me stop dead. It was like nothing I had ever seen before, vaguely human in shape, but completely black like a shadow, with two glowing yellowish eyes. "What the fuck?"

      Frank shouted from the boiler room. "Don’t let it near you, Leia!"

      What? What is he talking about?

      The shadow figure, which had to be the demon in a different form, then rushed toward me. Out of pure instinct, I fired my gun at it, continuing to fire as it got near me, at which point it then jumped clean over me like I was no more than a kiddies hurdle. When I turned, I did so in time to see the demon’s shadowy form disappear into the body of Kasey. I could only watch in fearful horror as Kasey reeled back, as if she had been hit by a powerful force. She then doubled over for a second like she was in great pain, before suddenly going still, and then slowly straightening up. When she did, I gasped in shock when my best and only true friend stared at me with absolute malice behind two shiny, jet blacks eyes.

      She had the demon’s eyes, and I realized with a sickening horror that she been had possessed.

      "No…" I said shaking my head.

      Kasey, or rather the demon, smiled coldly at me as I raised my gun and aimed, though I knew there was no way I could shoot my best friend, even if she was possessed by a demon.

      The demon’s smile widened as it saw in my eyes what I knew to be true, and terribly so.

      Kasey was now gone. Once possessed, that was it. Even if you managed to exorcise the demon from the person’s body, their soul was already gone, and the damage left behind was too great to survive anyway.

      The demon knew this, which was why it drew such sickening pleasure from the realization in my eyes.

      "Leia!"

      It was Frank shouting behind me.

      Through blurry eyes, I saw the demon look past me, the smile disappearing from its face. It then seemed to snarl, like it was daring me to shoot it.

      But I just couldn’t, and the demon knew it as it turned and bolted up the hallway with Frank firing his gun at it. When he stopped shooting, he turned to me and forcefully said, "Who the hell was that? How did the demon get another body?"

      I shook my head, hardly able to speak. "It’s…my friend. She…followed me in here, and…" I couldn’t go on, and covered my hand with my mouth to try and control my emotions.

      "What?" Frank stood shaking his head, looking like all he wanted to do was go after the demon. "Jesus Christ."

      "The demon just…possessed her," I said. "There was nothing I could do."

      Frank put a firm hand on my shoulder. "Well, there’s something you can do now. We can go after that demon and fucking send it back to Hell. That’s the only way you’re going to help your friend. I’m sorry, Leia, but she’s gone. You need to keep it together for her now, you got it?"

      Somewhere in the back of my mind, it felt like Frank was manipulating me into action by using Kasey as my emotional trigger, but even if he was, he was also right. If we didn’t get the demon, God only knew how long it would inhabit Kasey’s body. The thought of that thing wearing my best friend like a cheap suit, filled me with anger, which is what I needed to feel. I needed the singular focus and sense of bravery that anger gave me.

      Wiping away my tears, I reloaded the Glock with a fresh clip. "All right," I said to Frank. "Let’s get this bastard."

      Frank nodded. "Good girl."

      I didn’t feel like a good girl. Far from it. If I didn’t have the need to focus, the guilt over Kasey would’ve eaten me up on the spot. As it was, I pushed my guilt to one side as I grimly hurried up the hallway alongside Frank.

      "How do we know it’s still in the building?" I said as we rushed up the stairs to the front hallway.

      "It’s still here," Frank said. "It’ll try to play cat and mouse with us. That’s what they do. Just be careful."

      When we reached the front hallway, we stood and looked around for a second. "It could be anywhere in here," I said. "There’s eight floors."

      "Then we search them all."

      "Can this thing possess us as easily as it did Kasey?"

      Frank shook his head. "Not as easily, no."

      "But it can, right?"

      He gave me an irritated look. "Just be careful, all right?"

      Frank moved toward the stairs, and I followed him up to the landing on the first floor. I opened the door for him, and he went through first, aiming his gun into the darkness as he did so. When I came through the door, we stood in the hallway for a second. There were a number of doors on either side. Some of the doors were open. Frank motioned for me to start checking the apartments on the left, while he moved to check the ones on the right.

      As I pushed open the first door, aiming my gun into the apartment as I looked around for signs of the demon, I noticed a strange sort of disconnect going on in my mind. It was because I was effectively hunting Kasey, and I knew that I would likely have to shoot or stab her, or at least her body. I also knew it wouldn’t feel like I was killing a demon either.

      It would feel like I was killing my best friend.

      Which made it difficult to carry on, hence the disconnect in my mind. It was the only way it could function without falling to pieces over the reality of what I was doing.

      It wasn’t long before Frank and I had checked nearly every apartment on the floor we were on. We each had one left. As I was scanning the hallway of one apartment from the doorway, Frank moved slightly into the other across the hall.

      Then I heard a door slam behind me, and I spun around to see that Frank was now locked in the other apartment. He was pulling at the door, banging to be let out, but the door wouldn’t budge.

      A horrible feeling came over me at that point. I knew the demon was somewhere close by, and had somehow used its power to slam the door on Frank, keeping him locked away, so that it could essentially hunt me alone. Maybe the demon had determined I was the weaker of two links, or that an obvious connection between me and its fleshsuit existed. Either way, it was just me and him now.

      But where the hell is he? I thought.

      My thought was answered when I heard a voice from deep inside the room I had just looked into. "Leia?"

      It was Kasey’s voice, and for a second, my heart leapt. She was okay! "Kasey?" I said moving toward the room.

      "Help me, Leia, please!"

      Frank banged on the door again. "Leia!" he shouted from the other side of the door. "That’s not your friend! Don’t listen to it. Kill it!"

      I knew Frank was right, but there was still something in me that made me want to see if Kasey was still in there somewhere. Maybe she could still be saved.

      "Kasey?" I moved into the small apartment, down the short hallway and into the tiny living room, but I couldn’t see any sign of Kasey.

      "Leia!" Frank sounded like he was booting the door now as he tried to get out. "Leia!"

      "Kasey?" I said, looking around the room, the Glock aimed out in front of me.

      "Leia?"

      I spun around to see Kasey standing in the kitchen doorway. She was crying, and her eyes were no longer black.

      "Kase? Is that you?"

      Kasey nodded. "It’s me, Leia. That thing is gone now."

      She started to come toward me.

      "Wait!" I aimed the gun at her.

      "Come on, Leia…it’s really me. Look at me."

      I looked at her, and saw no sign of the demon in her. Confusion overcame me then. Was she telling the truth? How was I supposed to tell for sure? The demon could’ve just been hiding its presence very well, as Frank had now said on several occasions that the more powerful demons could do.

      "Leia!" Frank was still kicking at the door in the other apartment, though his voice was barely registering.

      "Please, Leia…" Kasey had somehow got close to me, to where she was now practically standing in front of me, inches from the barrel of my gun. "You can lower the gun now. It’s really me…"

      I looked into her eyes, and all I saw was my best friend, the person I had shared so much with over the years, and even though my grace was hitting me with heavy warning signals, I lowered the gun and started to smile.

      But my smile was cut short when I suddenly noticed something glinting in Kasey’s hand.

      Her switchblade.

      "No…" I breathed as I brought my gun up again, but it was too late. The demon moved so fast I barely saw it stick the switchblade into the chest, burying it to the hilt and leaving it in there before stepping back and glaring at me with its cold black eyes, now back in place once again.

      I dropped the gun as I brought both hands up to the knife in my chest, my first instinct being to remove it from my chest, my training completely out of reach in the traumatic heat of the situation. My hands barely had time to wrap around it when I felt my legs go weak, and then I fell back onto the floor, raising a fear that the blade had penetrated an organ.

      The demon leered down at me. "So easy," it said.

      Gunshots resounded from behind, and I had the vague thought that Frank must be shooting his way out of the room. The demon obviously knew this too, so it grinned at me one more time, before crossing the room toward the window.

      It’s going to escape, I thought as I watched it kick the glass through and knock the board off that was covering the window from the outside.

      Whatever else I was feeling, I knew there was no way I could let the demon escape, not after everything it had done. For Kasey at least, I had to try and stop the monster who stole her body.

      Despite the knife still sticking into my chest, I was able to reach down and pull out my Watcher Knife from the sheath strapped to my leg. Then with hardly a second thought, I raised the heavy knife and threw it.

      I was as shocked as it when the knife stuck into its back, or should I say, Kasey's back.

      The demon screamed as it first tried to pull the knife from its back. When it couldn’t, it separated itself from Kasey’s body, but it was too late by then. As Kasey’s body fell to the floor, the demon’s shadowy form appeared fixed to the spot as a portal opened up underneath it. A long, agonizing scream left its blank face as its dark form was sucked down into the fiery portal. In a matter of seconds, the demon was gone and the portal had closed up.

      My breath left me then, and I collapsed onto my side, my cheek pressing against the cold, hard wood. Not far away was Kasey’s body, her head turned toward me.

      Her dead eyes were the last thing I saw before my world went black.
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      I came to slowly, my eyes opening to what seemed like pure darkness, until they were able to adjust to the gloom of my surroundings. I realized I was lying flat on my back, on a hard surface. A groan left my mouth as I felt a dull pain in my chest, and my hands immediately went there to feel what the problem was. When I saw my hands were bloody, I soon remembered what had happened. I’d been stabbed in the chest with a knife. A knife that didn’t appear to be in me anymore.

      Then a dark figure hovered over me. "You’re awake…about time."

      It was Frank, and he crouched down to show me his face, which was full of grim concern. "Frank?" I said groggily.

      "I’ve done my best to heal you," he said. "But I still think you’re bleeding internally. The knife went deep, and only missed your heart by an inch. You were lucky."

      I did my best to sit up, with Frank’s help. As I did so, images flashed through my mind of Kasey when she was possessed by the demon. Her black eyes. Her cold smile.

      Then I remembered I literally stabbed her in the back.

      It was all I could do to turn my head to look at her body, which lay on the floor next to the window. She was face down, although I noticed her eyes were now closed. "Kasey…"

      Tears streamed down my cheeks as I looked over at her. I could hardly believe she was gone. My best friend.

      Gone forever.

      "Hey," Frank said gently. "You aren’t out of the woods yet. I need to take you somewhere so you can be checked out properly."

      I was barely listening to him. All I could think was, Why? Over and over. Why did Kasey have to follow me into this place? Why did she have to die?

      The questions seemed to hang in empty space, garnering no response whatever, as if there was no answer to those questions.

      But there is an answer, isn’t there? I thought. She died because of me. She went into that place because of me, because of my shitty, and maybe even cruel, behavior of becoming so self-absorbed in my own safety, and my own worries, that it ultimately lead to her driving need to know what was going on. I both literally and figuratively led her to her death.

      I killed her.

      "Leia." Frank gently turned my head with his hand so I was facing him. "I’m sorry, but we have to go."

      I shook my head just as a burst of pain spread out from my chest, causing my abdominal muscles to tense in reaction, which only intensified the sensations. Through pain and gritted teeth, I said, "I’m not leaving her."

      "Yes, you fucking are," he said. "I’m not leaving you here to die of fucking sentimentality, so you either get up now, or I drag you kicking and screaming out of this place, which given the fact that our gunshots have no doubt drawn attention to us already, I’d rather not do."

      His words cut like a knife, and I squeezed my eyes shut for a second as another bout of pain hit me. It almost felt like the knife was still in me, and someone was twisting it around. "What about Kasey?"

      "Once I drop you off, I’ll come back for your friend, I promise."

      He held out a hand for me to take. When I took it, he gently pulled me up. Just standing increased the pain in my chest considerably, and I thought I was going to fall down again. Luckily, Frank still held me.

      I stared over at Kasey’s body. "I killed her," I whispered.

      "No, no." Frank put his face in front of mine. "You didn’t kill your friend, Leia, the demon did. You killed the demon."

      I knew his words to be true, but they didn’t make any difference to how I was feeling. Kasey’s death was on me, of that I had no doubt. If I had just explained things to her before, whenever she asked, then she would’ve known better than to follow me, for she at least would’ve known that it might’ve been dangerous to do so. As it was, I kept her in the dark…and the dark ended up killing her.

      As Frank pulled me up and led me out of the room, my eyes remained on Kasey until she disappeared out of sight, after which I hobbled dejectedly out to the car.

      I got into the back seat of my own accord, and as Frank started to drive, I didn’t even ask him where he was going. All I did—all I could do—was curl up on the back seat, close my eyes, and wish for a black hole to come and swallow me up.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Frank drove for about twenty minutes, during which time he kept asking me how I was doing, as if he was afraid I was going to die on the back seat of his car. Physically speaking, it felt like my chest was on fire, and that things were not working right. My heart felt like it was struggling to pump enough blood around my body, and my lungs felt deflated. I could feel my grace, however, as it directed itself to the source of pain in my chest. Not that I cared much about healing. At that point, I considered death an easy way out if it meant I didn’t have to carry the massive burden of guilt that was eating at my conscience like a giant, soul-sucking parasite.

      There you go again, a harsh voice in my head said. Always about you, isn’t it, Leia? It was your selfishness that caused Kasey’s death. If you’d been a better friend to her, she wouldn’t be dead right now. You’re to blame, Leia, you’re to blame for all of it…

      Tears dripped from my eyes onto the leather seats, pooling around my face; tears that tasted more bitter than salty, quite rightly so.

      "All right," Frank said, suddenly leaning into the back of the car. "We’re here."

      I hadn’t even noticed we’d stopped. "Just leave me here," I told him.

      "You know I can’t do that. You need medical attention."

      "I feel fine."

      "You were stabbed in the chest. I doubt that." He paused, then added, "You won’t be much good to Josh if you’re dead."

      I hated him for saying that. Why did he have to say that?

      Sitting up, I hesitated before taking his outstretched hand, then I groaned in pain as I struggled to get out of the car. I barely looked around as I stood there waiting on him for a second. We were in some street I didn’t recognize, that’s all I knew. Then Frank took me up to a brownstone house and knocked on the door. A few seconds later, a woman answered, her lack of surprise indicating she had been expecting us. She looked about the same age as Frank, with long dark hair about the same length as my own. Her green eyes were huge, and hard to look away from. Whatever she saw in my eyes softened her previously guarded demeanor, and for a short moment, she almost looked like she had just seen a ghost. "You must be Leia," she said smiling, glancing briefly at Frank to communicate something I didn’t quite catch. "Please, come in. My name is Eva, by the way."

      I just nodded as I trudged into the hallway and waited there, like someone who didn’t particularly care where they ended up. There was a strange odor inside, like herbs or spices, although none that I recognized. I wondered if the woman was some sort of witch, until some deeper instinct told me she was a Nephilim. She still came across a witch to me, though, if only for no other reason than the black lace dress she was wearing, and the weird looking pendants hanging around her neck. I also noticed the scars on her bare arms, which were very similar to the ones my mother had on her arms.

      "This way," Eva said, gently directing me down the hallway, then through a door and down some steps into a large basement, and not a minute too soon, for I was starting to feel like my world was blackening again. The room was like a replica of my mother’s storage unit, only bigger, and with many more shelves which overflowed with jars, bottles and vials of various sizes, filled with stuff I couldn’t even begin to recognize. I also noticed a few different gun lockers in the room, and an array of bladed weapons displayed on one of the walls. Under different circumstances, I probably would’ve taken a keen interest in all that stuff, but as it was, I just didn’t care.

      As Eva seemed to sort through some of her many jars and bottles, she asked me to take my jacket and top off. I stared at her for a moment, then nodded absently, before proceeding to take my jacket off and drop it onto the floor. As I looked down at myself for the first time, I was surprised to see that I was covered in blood. The shock of seeing all that ruby red soon began to penetrate the numbness that permeated throughout my whole sense of being, physiologically and psychologically speaking. Not long after, I began to get the shakes, despite the humid temperature in the room.

      My top was stuck to my skin with dried blood as I painfully peeled it off with now trembling hands. Looking down, I saw an ugly wound in my chest about three inches across, located right next to my left breast. The wound was half open, and still oozed blood.

      "Frank did his best to heal you," Eva said as she came to examine me. "Grace transfers are tricky. Sometimes they don’t take, or in your case, incompletely." With a gloved hand, she pressed gently around the wound, causing me to wince each time. Then she directed me to lie on top of a thinly cushioned steel gurney.

      "Are you a doctor or something?" I asked her.

      Eva walked away for a moment, then arrived back with several different sized bottles and jars, which she placed on a metal table that was next to the gurney. "Sort of," she said as she proceeded to clean around my wound with cotton wool dipped in alcohol. "I’m more of a scientist, sometimes an alchemist. You pick things up over the years. It’s not like we can go to hospitals, is it?"

      She smiled as she looked into my face for an extended moment, as if taking me in for the first time.

      "It’s okay," I said. "You can say it."

      Eva went back to cleaning the wound. "Say what?"

      "That I look like her."

      Her eyes glanced briefly up. "You do."

      "You knew my mother then?"

      Eva nodded as she went about mixing up a concoction from the liquid in some of the bottles. "Yes, of course. We were friends. Best friends, actually," she said, the depth of warmth in her voice causing my breath to catch in my throat.

      "I see." It was a little weird to meet someone who was once best friends with my mother. Looking back, I don’t recall my mother having any friends, at least not to the house. Did my father ban all Watchers from the house, not just Frank? It was the only thing that made any sense, and which explained why I’d never seen Eva before now.

      "All this must be a shock to you."

      "Getting stabbed, or the whole 'I’m a Nephilim' thing?"

      "Both, I’d imagine."

      "Did you know what you were when you were growing up?" I asked her, curious to know.

      She nodded. "I found out quite young, yes. Most of us do."

      I tried to sigh, but it caused me too much pain. "I wish I’d known."

      "You think it would’ve made things easier if you did?"

      "Probably, yeah. Easier than having it all dumped on you at once when you’re not a kid anymore, and you think life is something completely fucking different from what it actually is."

      Eva filled a dropper with the liquid concoction she had made. "Trust me, Leia, life is still the same, even when the curtain has been pulled back. It just gets more complicated, that’s all."

      "And dangerous."

      "Yes, I’m afraid so."

      "As my friend just found out to her detriment." I swallowed and closed my eyes for a moment. The pain of losing Kasey was nearly greater than the pain in my chest. At least the physical pain would pass. The other pain…I didn’t see that going anywhere anytime soon.

      As if reading my mind, Eva said, "It will get easier."

      I opened my eyes. "What will?"

      "All the death. You become numb to it after a while."

      "I’m not sure if that’s a good thing."

      "Good or bad, death is a part of who we are." She came closer, her huge eyes now looking into mine. "You’re a warrior now, Leia, and warriors must embrace death."

      "Oh, really?" I said, an angry edge to my voice. "Does that include "embracing" the death of your best friend, whose death you’re responsible for? Did you "embrace" my mother’s death when it happened?"

      "Your mother isn’t…" She trailed off and shook her head, as if she didn’t want to talk about it.

      "What? She isn’t really dead because she’s in Hell?" I shook my head. "She might as well be."

      I turned my head away at that point, having no wish to carry on the conversation. All I really wanted was to be alone. Once Eva had finished, I planned on getting Frank to drive me back to the cabin. At least there I would find solitude.

      Obviously, Eva took the hint. She worked away in silence for the next five minutes or so, using the dropper to drip her strange concoction into my wound. Then she rubbed two different ointments around the wound, both of which had a deeply unpleasant smell to them. Finally, she placed a large piece of gauze over the whole wound and taped it to my skin.

      "Are we done?" I said as I sat up, hardly looking at her. In truth, I felt bad for being so thorny with her, because she seemed like a nice enough person.

      "For now," she said. "Depending on the potency of your grace, you should fully heal within forty-eight hours or so. It might be wise if you stayed here for a day, just so I can monitor you. The knife did a lot of internal damage."

      I shook my head, and then got down off the gurney, wincing at the pain in my chest as I did so. "I appreciate what you’ve done here, but I need to go. Is Frank still here?"

      "I think he’s gone to retrieve your friend’s body."

      "Oh." I stood awkwardly for a moment, unsure of what to do now.

      "Listen, Leia," Eva said in a soft voice as she gently laid a warm hand on my shoulder. "You’ve been through a lot today. Why don’t you take one of the beds upstairs and try to get some rest for a while? I can even give you something to help you sleep."

      I had to admit, it was a tempting offer. I’d already been thinking about scoring some Oxy from somewhere. Whatever Eva had to offer would do, though. "All right, fine."

      Eva smiled. "You’re safe here, Leia. Don’t worry."

      Safe? I thought. I don’t think I deserve to be safe ever again.
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      Whatever sweet liquid Eva gave me to help me sleep did the trick. Barely five minutes after taking it, I fell into a deep sleep, and didn’t come out of it until the next morning. No dreams either, which made me wonder if that was Eva’s doing as well. If so, I was grateful to her. When I sat up in bed, I actually felt refreshed. No pain in my chest either, I noticed. When I took the bandage off to check my knife wound, it seemed to be completely healed, with only the faintest scar left as a permanent future reminder—a tattoo of sorts, one marking the mission that'd resulted in my best friend's death. I was okay with that, though; it was only right that I never forget what happened.

      I sat in the bed for quite a long time, feeling lost and alone as I struggled to come to terms with everything that had happened. Of course, I knew that technically I wasn’t responsible for what befell Kasey. She followed me of her own volition, and didn’t leave when I told her to, even though she must’ve known bad shit was going down. Plus, who could’ve predicted the demon would possess her?

      Despite the evidence to the contrary, I still felt responsible for her untimely death, and there was nothing that could make me feel otherwise.

      The only question now was: Would I be able to live with the weight of that responsibility? That culpability?

      [image: ]
* * *

      "Where’s Frank?" I asked Eva when I came downstairs wearing the black T-shirt she had left out for me. Eva was busy making breakfast, just for me it seemed, because it was almost two in the afternoon. As a passing thought, I reminded myself to ask Eva sometime how she was able to time breakfast so perfectly, though I already suspected what her answer would be, and it would likely involve her grace.

      "Frank had some business to take care of," Eva said as she scraped eggs from a frying pan onto a plate. "He said he would be back to pick you up."

      "When?"

      "Not long." She put two slices of bacon next to the eggs and placed the plate on the table. "How do you like your coffee?"

      It was a little disconcerting to see such a display of normalcy, considering that I felt as if nothing was normal anymore, and that nor had I particularly earned the kindness she was showing me. But maybe that was the point, as far as Eva was concerned. Maybe she thought I needed normalcy. As I sat down at the table, I thought she might be right. "Milk, two sugars...please."

      Eva smiled as she went about pouring the coffee. She was dressed more casually today in jeans and a Black Sabbath T-shirt that seemed too big on her.

      Maybe it’s Frank’s.

      I don’t know where the thought came from. I guess it wasn’t a big stretch to think that the T-shirt belonged to Frank. Eva didn’t strike me as the classic rock type. She looked more of the classical type to me. Vivaldi rather than Black Sabbath. Whatever the case, it wasn’t really any of my business if Frank and Eva were sleeping together. I hardly knew the woman. Hell, I hardly knew Frank.

      "Did you sleep well?" Eva asked as she placed a coffee mug in front of me, holding another in her hand for herself.

      I nodded as I tasted the eggs, surprised that I had any appetite at all. "Yes, thanks. Whatever you gave me knocked me right out."

      "Any dreams?"

      I looked up at her. "No. I take it the potion blocked those?"

      "Yes, your mind needed to rest."

      "You must give me the formula some time," I said, casually looking up at her.

      Eva narrowed her eyes at me slightly for a second, then nodded. "I’ll think it over. It isn’t something for regular use."

      I nodded and went back to my food, eating in silence for a few moments, washing it down with coffee that wasn’t instant for a change. Eva sat perfectly comfortable in her chair, occasionally glancing at me, seemingly pleased that I was eating the food she had made me.

      I was getting a slightly different impression of her now, different from last night anyway. I’d been quite distressed then, and Eva had come across as somewhat patronizing. She didn’t seem that way now, though, coming across as more friendly than anything else. I could also see a definite inner light that came through mostly in her dark green eyes, which as she sat perfectly composed in her chair, seemed to take in my every micro movement without being too invasive about it. Physically speaking, she was a few inches shorter than me, but she seemed to be lithe, even cat-like in her movements. Her arms were thin but muscular, as if she had been training in some capacity all her life. It wasn’t a stretch for my imagination to picture her fighting demons, running rings around them as she used maybe a knife or sword to kill them with style and grace.

      "You are unsure about me," she said when I’d finished my food and sat drinking the rest of my coffee.

      I smiled slightly. "Maybe."

      She smiled back. "That’s good. You shouldn’t trust people you’ve just met. Trust must be earned, don’t you think?"

      I assumed that went for me too. "I agree."

      "Would you like a refill?"

      Nodding, I handed her my cup, and she refilled it, along with her own. "So, how long have you known Frank?" I asked her when she had sat back down.

      "A long time," she said. "We came through training together, along with your mother and father."

      "You all knew one another?"

      Eva looked away for a second. "Yes, we were all…close."

      I nodded, trying to remember if I’d ever seen Eva when I was younger. "Did you ever come around the house when I was a kid?"

      "Sometimes, yes." She smiled. "You wouldn’t remember, you were very young."

      "Why did you stop coming around?"

      Eva took a deep breath and sighed. "Your father."

      "My father? What do you mean?"

      "Well, he insisted there was to be no Watcher activity at the house, and that included any Watcher’s as well."

      I frowned. "But my father was a Watcher too, why would he…" I trailed off, suddenly understanding. "Unless it was something deeper, brought about by…the affair."

      "The affair?" She seemed surprised to hear me say that.

      "I know about Frank and my mother."

      She nodded. "I see. Frank told you?"

      "Yes. It wasn’t that hard to figure out on my own anyway."

      "How do you feel about what happened?"

      I snorted slightly as I shook my head. "I dunno, pissed off, I suppose? I feel bad for my dad."

      "Your father was a good man," she said. "He didn’t deserve what happened to him, being killed in his own home by a demon. Your mother didn’t deserve her fate either."

      Or Kasey for that matter.

      "There seems to be a lot of pain and loss involved in being a Watcher," I said. "Is it worth it?"

      Eva stared at me for a long moment, as if she didn’t know what answer to give me. "That’s up to you to decide."

      "I lost my best friend last night. My brother is being held by demons. I was orphaned by demons." If I didn’t feel so damn sad, I might’ve laughed. "At this point in time, none of it seems worth it."

      "I understand. I’ve lost people over the years as well."

      "How did you deal with it?" Only in asking it, did I come to realize how much I wanted an answer to it.

      Eva held my gaze as she replied, "I made sure their death’s were not in vain, and that their sacrifice meant something."

      "Meant something?" I shook my head. "What happened to my friend last night seems pretty fucking meaningless to me right now."

      We lapsed into silence for a few moments, as if neither of us knew what to say next on the matter. There was really nothing to say anyway. Kasey was dead, and she wasn’t coming back. That’s all there was to it.

      "Come with me a moment," Eva said eventually as she stood up.

      "Where?" I asked, not really in the mood for going anywhere.

      "I’d like to show you something, that’s all. It will only take a moment."

      She led me upstairs to a large attic room, one half of which was filled with hundreds of books. Next to a big oak desk, there was a huge shelving unit entirely filled with manilla folders.

      "Is this your library or something?" I asked her as I gazed at all the books, most of which were organized neatly on shelves, the rest stacked on the wood floor.

      "Mostly, yes." She beckoned for me to come over to where she was standing near the shelves. "You see all these?"

      I nodded. "What are they?"

      "Case reports." She randomly selected one of the folders, took it out and handed it to me. Inside the folder there appeared to be a typed report of a case that she had worked on in December of ’94. I only briefly scanned the report, but it detailed an account of how Eva had tracked down a demon that was invading the homes of families and getting them to turn against each other…with murderous results. "That demon was responsible for the deaths of seventy-two people, and would’ve claimed more lives had I not stopped it."

      I looked at the rows of folders again. "So these are all detailed accounts of the cases you’ve worked on?"

      "Yes, every one since I finished my training, and in almost every case, lives were saved, and more death was prevented."

      "There must be hundreds of files here," I said in awe.

      "Exactly." She was looking at me, clearly waiting on me making the connection.

      "I get it. You’ve saved a lot of lives."

      "Not just me, but Frank as well, and your mother, and every other Watcher out there, including you, Leia. You helped Frank stop that demon last night, thus preventing the senseless loss of many more lives."

      "And all it took was for my best friend to die as well."

      Eva nodded like she understood what I was feeling, though I highly doubted she did. "What happened with your friend was unfortunate," she said. "No one could’ve predicted that outcome. This is why Watcher’s in general stick to their own. We can’t afford to be dragging other’s into a war they know nothing about, and aren’t equipped to fight if they did."

      "So we just sacrifice everything for the greater good, is that it?"

      "It’s not as bad as it sounds. As Nephilim, we have a role to play in making sure the world is safe from evil, so everyone else can live in relative safety and security." Her eyes focused on me, as if she wanted to make sure I understood. "We get to live with a purpose that most people could only dream of. We are servants of the light, and we get to operate at our full potential. How many can say that?"

      "I get it," I said, leaning on the edge of the desk. "I really do. I don’t even disagree with you on any of it. Since I’ve come into this life, I’ve started to feel like I’m doing something important, something only I and a small number of others can do. I appreciate the purpose it gives me, but…"

      "You miss your friend."

      Tears welled up in my eyes as I stared at the floor. "Yes."

      Eva came and sat next to me on the desk. "The pain will pass, and your friend will always be with you."

      "Yeah, she’ll probably haunt me for being such an asshole."

      "Why do you blame yourself? As I understand it, your friend turned up out of the blue."

      "She did, but only because she saw me with Frank and followed us into that building." I sighed and shook my head, the guilt still gnawing ceaselessly at me. "If I’d told her about what was going on, and what I was involved with, she would’ve known to stay away. She’d still be alive then."

      Eva shook her head as if I was wrong on that. "You don’t know that. You friend sounds very tenacious, she probably would’ve followed you into the building anyway, whether she knew what was happening or not."

      I shrugged. "Maybe."

      Eva put a hand on my leg. "You just lost your best friend, Leia. Don’t compound matters by blaming yourself. After all, by keeping her in the dark, you were only trying to keep her safe. I would’ve done exactly the same thing."

      That didn’t make me feel any better, but I appreciated the sentiment. "Thanks, Eva."

      She smiled then as she went around the other side of the desk and opened a drawer. "You might find these interesting," she said, placing what looked like a photo album on top of the desk.

      I went around and stood beside her as she opened up the thick photo album to the second or third page. There were three photographs on the page, and they drew my attention immediately. "That’s…my mom," I said, pointing at a photo of my mother, in which she stood with three other people, namely my father, Frank and Eva. All of them seemed very young, maybe my age or a little older. They were all smiling as well, though a little nervously in my father’s case. It had been so long since I’d looked at a photo of him, I was almost shocked to see him. Standing beside Frank, I could see he was a couple of inches taller, and his features were softer than Frank’s, kinder. He never lost that kindness either. As for my mother, only one word described her: hot. Her hair was long and lustrous, her eyes bright and full of confidence.

      "I hope you can see now why I give you strange looks from time to time," Eva said. "That might as well be you in that photograph."

      "Where was this taken?" I asked her.

      "The Warren. It was our first day there."

      "My mom didn’t say much about the place in her journal. What was it exactly?"

      "What is it, you mean? It still exists, though it isn’t used anymore."

      "Where is it?"

      "Underneath the Mason Cathedral on James’ Avenue." Eva proceeded to show me various pictures of the Warren, which seemed to consist mostly of large concrete rooms filed with all manner of training equipment. "It’s basically a huge underground bunker, split into five different levels, with corridors branding off everywhere, hence the name, the Warren. It used to be the center of operations for the Watcher High Council, which is no longer in existence."

      "Why not?" I asked.

      She smiled somewhat and shook her head. "Let’s just say it was corrupted from within. If you want details, ask Frank. He’s the one who brought it down."

      I couldn’t help laughing. "Really? That figures."

      "I helped him, of course. It had to be done. Much was at stake. You remember the terrorist attack of ’07?"

      I nodded. "Vaguely, yeah. Didn’t terrorists poison the city water supply with drugs or something, making everybody see weird shit?"

      Eva smiled and shook her head. "That’s not what happened. A giant demon was actually running amok in the city. The government covered it up, as they do with anything relating to the supernatural."

      "Doesn’t surprise me. Who stopped the demon? Wait, let me guess…"

      "Frank."

      "Of course. A regular action hero is my uncle Frank, it seems."

      "He believes in what he’s doing, in what we’re doing." She folded her arms and sat on the edge of the desk. "That’s why he was able to take down the Council in the face of stiff opposition, though at the cost of some very dear friends."

      "So Watcher’s have no ruling body anymore?"

      She shook her head. "No, and that’s the way Frank likes it. He always did have a problem with authority."

      "I take it from your tone that you disagree."

      "I believe that we’re more effective when we are organized properly. As it stands, our number’s are low and scattered, with every Watcher apparently doing their own thing."

      "I’m surprised you haven’t reformed the Council yourself," I said. "You seem like you’d make a good leader."

      She smiled. "Thank you. I have tried, but no one appears to be interested, and I can’t do it alone. Most Watchers are stubborn bastards who don’t like being told what to do."

      I couldn’t help but laugh. "Well then, I guess that means I’m in good company."

      Eva laughed as well. "It would seem so, yes."

      "Still," I said. "I’d be happy to help you out, once I get my brother back, that is."

      "We’ll get him back. Don’t worry."

      "We’ll? Are you helping now?"

      "I’ve been helping."

      "Oh. Frank didn’t say that you were."

      "No, he wouldn’t." She shook her head as if she wasn’t surprised. "Anyway, the demon behind this whole kidnapping ring, or whatever it is, is doing a very good job at staying hidden and covering his tracks. I’m hoping that now that we know his name, that we might be able to find out something about him."

      "Frank’s demon friend, Lucas, told us that Abigor is the worst of the worst, even for a demon," I said. "I’m really not sure if…I’m not sure I’m going to be able to save my brother." It was a sentiment I hadn’t been able to shake since the meeting with Lucas, but this was the first time I’d vocalized it, and it felt awful to do so.

      Eva placed her hand over mine on the desk. "I can’t imagine what you’re feeling right now, Leia, especially with everything else that has happened. I can promise you one thing, though."

      I looked into her deep green eyes. "What’s that?"

      "Frank and I, we won’t stop until we find your brother." She squeezed my hand. "And neither will you."

      I nodded as I gave her a darkly serious look. "You’re right about that," I said.

      Eva smiled. "Good girl."
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      Before Frank returned, Eva handed me a photo of my parents, taken before they were married, when they were just a few years older than I am now. The photo was taken at some concert, Eva said she couldn’t remember which one. My parents looked happier than I’d ever seen them, both smiling and clearly in love. The picture made me smile, and made me think of better days. "You can keep that," Eva told me.

      "Thank you," I said in return. "And thank you for…the talk, I guess. I appreciate it."

      Eva smiled as she laid both hands on my shoulders. "You’re a strong girl, Leia, just like your mother was. Whatever happens, you’ll get through it, and Frank and I will be here to help whenever you need it. You’re one of us now, and we look after our own."

      I felt like pointing out the irony of that last part, given that no one "looked after" me or Josh before now, but I could see she was trying to be nice, so I kept my mouth shut and gave her a smile.

      Frank returned ten minutes later, seemingly happy to see me up and around again. After he thanked Eva for her assistance, we both left for the cabin.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The first thing I did when I got back was grab a shovel, go outside, and start digging a grave for Kasey. It wasn’t something I thought I would ever have to do in my life, but then I’d had to do a lot of things lately that I never thought I would ever have to do, like stab my best friend in the back, literally, and maybe figuratively as well.

      It wasn’t my fault.

      It didn’t matter how many times I told myself, it wasn’t enough to convince me that I wasn’t to blame for Kasey’s death. I didn’t think I would ever stop blaming myself.

      Frank joined me by the edge of the woods with another shovel, offering to help. "No," I said as I dug into the hard ground.

      "It’s going to take you a while," Frank said. "It would be quicker if—"

      "I said no, Frank!" I stopped digging to stare at him. "I just…I just need to do this by myself, that’s all."

      Frank nodded. "Okay, I understand."

      I went straight back to digging, using the edge of the shovel to slice through the many tree roots in the ground.

      Frank turned and left then, but arrived back a few minutes later carrying what could only be Kasey’s corpse wrapped in a white sheet. I could only stare at the bundle as he carefully placed it on the ground not far from the gravesite.

      "I’m going to leave you alone for a while," he said. "I have some business in the city, so I’ll be gone for a few hours, maybe longer. When I get back, we can talk about summoning Abigor."

      I nodded, hardly hearing him as I continued to stare at the body of my friend. "Okay," I said in a quiet voice.

      Frank went to walk away, then stopped and turned around. "You sure you’re going to be all right? I can stay if you want me to."

      "No." I shook my head. "Just go do what you have to do, Frank."

      Frank nodded, then walked away, and I went back to digging.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It didn’t take me as long as I thought it would to dig a grave deep enough to put Kasey in. After Frank left, I directed all my anger and other boiling emotions into the shovel. By the time I’d finished digging, my face was flushed and covered in sweat, and I realized my grace was flowing freely through me, which I guess explained why the grave was dug so quickly.

      To catch my breath, I sat on the grass for a while, right next to Kasey’s body as I deliberated peeling back the sheet to look at her face. On the one hand, I wanted to properly say goodbye to my best friend. But on the other hand, I knew that if I did, my last memory of her face would most likely crop up in my nightmares forever after, just a dead mask without the life I once knew in it.

      In the end, I shook my head and peeled back the sheet, because despite my trepidation, I needed to see her one last time. When I revealed her face, I involuntarily gasped a little, shocked by how different she looked. Her skin was now ashen gray, her once ruby red lips almost blue. Worst of all was her closed eyes, which I knew would never open again. I just couldn’t believe that her spirit had gone, and that I was merely looking at an empty, decaying shell. In life, she was so alive, so full of spunk and spirit.

      I sat for a long time—past dark—before I was able to lift Kasey’s body and place it into the grave I had dug. Then I sat for another while, just staring down at the white bundle, wondering how my life had come down to this; to the point where everything was suddenly a matter of life and death; to the point where people I loved and cared about could die so readily, until the blaring indicator present in the loss of my parents reminded me that it had already come down to this, before Kasey came along. Then after a while, I decided it didn’t matter how I got here. What mattered was where I went from here.

      Without Kasey.

      And possibly without Josh.

      Eventually, I forced myself to start filling in the grave, covering Kasey’s wrapped body until it seemed like the ground itself had swallowed up her remains.

      Then, as I was scattering the last of the soil over the grave, I heard a voice behind me that made me freeze.

      "The things we have to do, eh, Sis?"

      No, it can’t be…

      But as I slowly turned around, I saw that it was.

      "Josh?" I said as I let the shovel fall to the ground, wondering belatedly if it was the wisest thing to do; and then scolding myself for having the thought. Although, I couldn't deny that despite our twin bond, my grace was still reacting to his presence.

      He stood there dressed in some sort of black military type uniform. His dark eyes shone nefariously in the moonlight. "Surprised to see me, Sis?"

      Once I got over the shock, my surprise turned to suspicion. Without thinking, my hand reached down for the Watcher Knife sheathed to my right leg. I took the knife out and held it with the blade pointing down, ready to use it if I had to. "How do I know its you and not some demon?"

      Josh laughed at that as if he found it hilarious. Then he stopped laughing and glared at me with pitch black eyes that caused my grace to intensify within me, even more than it already had. I was gutted to think that over the course of just several weeks, my own brother had become someone (or something) which not only aroused my grace, but on some metaphysical level, caused it to strengthen. How can that be? "Oh, Sis, can’t you see? I’m already a demon."

      I shook my head in deep sadness, exasperated that my instincts were now being confirmed by his words, not even sure what to say to him, saddened further that uncomfortable silences would become a part of our relations forevermore. Was this really my brother? I mean, was it really him talking and acting like this, or was it his new demon side? Was it that whatever dark magic Abigor had worked on Josh, was now calling the shots, or was it that Josh was just using his new power to finally be himself? My greatest fears, and my newfound compass for such things, seemed to be in accordance with one another

      Then I remembered my mother’s words to me in the video. "Josh will try to run from who he is, which will leave him open to darkness…"

      I refused to accept that Josh knew what he was doing, that he was somehow still in control of his actions. My brother just wouldn’t act like this, despite what my mother said.

      "You don’t know me, Leia," he said, coming forward slightly. "You think you do, but you don’t. Not really."

      I stared at him as if he had somehow read my mind, and this was his answer to my concerns. "What do you mean, Josh? I know you better than anyone."

      "Then why do you seem so rattled?" He smiled, his eyes now back to normal. "I’ll tell you why. It’s because you know what I’m saying is true."

      "No," I said, shaking my head, pointing the knife at him. "No! This isn’t you, this—"

      "Wake up, Leia!" He almost screamed it at me, and then he rushed in and disarmed me of the knife in the blink of an eye. There was no way I could’ve stopped him even if I’d tried. He had demon speed, which was just one more thing to replace the brother I thought I knew. But the second he touched the knife, it seemed to glow for a second, and he soon dropped it like it was red hot, hissing in pain as he did so.

      "It doesn’t like demons," I said sarcastically.

      He threw me a look. "Sounds like you have quite the fucking bond, Sis."

      I sighed then and shook my head. "The Josh I know wouldn’t act like this."

      "You’re right," he said as he kicked the Watcher Knife away with his boot. "The Josh you knew wouldn’t act like this. The Josh you knew would probably still be running after his twin sister, sorting out her messes, fighting her battles, all while she treated him like a kid who needed telling what to do, and all while she remained so wrapped up in herself that she didn’t even see what was right in front of her face all along."

      "This isn’t you…"

      He shook his head in annoyance. "Jesus, still with the denial. That was always your problem, Leia, you believed your own bullshit in the face of all the evidence to the contrary. For instance, you believed our mother loved us when she didn’t."

      "What? Of course she loved us, Josh, she was our mom."

      "She loved you, Leia, not me." He sounded bitter when he said it. It was a bitterness I recognized because I’d heard it from him before.

      I just didn’t want to admit it to myself.

      "She was as much your mom as mine," I said, knowing whatever I said would fall on deaf ears, as he had clearly made his mind up about the matter. A long time ago it seemed.

      Josh shook his head. "When she wasn’t out killing so-called monsters—not that we knew anything about that anyway—she spent most of her time with you. If it wasn’t for Dad, I might’ve felt completely unloved."

      I wanted so much to disagree with him, but the more I thought about it, the more I realized he had a point. My mother did spend most of her time with me when she was home. She didn’t ignore Josh exactly, but looking back, I don’t think she had the same depth of feeling for him as she did me. I always assumed it was because I was a girl, and that perhaps we had more in common or something, I don’t know. I was just a kid at the time, for Christ’s sake, what did I know?

      "I’m sorry, Josh." I didn’t know what else to say to him, but I did also know that Mum wasn't here to defend or quantify these beliefs in person, and nor was Dad either. I did know, however, that regardless of the accuracies of whatever thoughts and beliefs that had been used to convert Josh as a “believer”, that they'd have been escalated and exaggerated to the point where perhaps only grains of truth existed. The Josh I knew would not punish me for what he disliked in our parents. But then, this wasn’t the Josh I knew, was it?

      He snorted derisively. "Don’t be. I don’t need your or anyone else’s pity. The fact is, Leia—and this is what I’ve been trying to tell you, but you just won’t fucking listen—Mom sensed that I was different, that I wasn’t as pure or virtuous as her darling little girl. She fucking deserves to be in Hell right now!"

      "You don’t mean that."

      "Bullshit I don’t!" His neck stuck out in anger as he came forward, and it was all I could do not to move back in fear. "She fucking disowned me because of who I was…who I am!"

      I swallowed before speaking, my grace going crazy inside me, altering me to the darkness before me, even if my mind refused to see it. "And who are you, Josh?" I practically whispered.

      Josh stepped right up to me and suddenly brought the tip of one finger up under my chin, his long, sharp claw pressing into my skin hard enough to draw blood. His eyes were full black again as he spoke in a voice that I hardly recognized. "I am the darkness, Leia. I am the thing that holds the most power in this world. I am the thing that will eventually consume this world, and whatever light you think you have in you, whatever virtue, it won’t be enough to stop me."

      As I stared defiantly back at him, his eyes returned to normal as he took a step back and smiled. "You’re on the wrong side, Leia. Come with me now, and I’ll introduce you to power that you could only dream of; power that makes that angel piss flowing through you right now look weak by comparison."

      As if to demonstrate this power he spoke off, he turned slightly and faced the nearest tree. Then he outstretched his hand and seemed to concentrate for a moment until the tree suddenly made a loud cracking sound, as if the trunk had broke in half, which it almost had. His face strained as he focused more intently, his arm straining as he continued to direct his dark power at the tree. A few seconds later, the entire middle section of the tree trunk seemed to explode under a great pressure, and what was left of the tree toppled back into the forest, crashing down to the ground with a loud thump. Josh then dropped his arm, turned to me and smiled. "You see, Sis? That’s just a fraction of what you’ll be up against if you continue to side with Watcher scum. Make no mistake, we will crush every last one of you until there are none of you left." He held his hand out toward me. "You can save yourself, Leia. Just come with me now, and we can stay together, as we we’re always meant to."

      I could only stand and stare as my face twisted up with the multitude of emotions running through me. My grace was also going crazy inside me, almost demanding that I attack Josh immediately, or at least run the hell away from him. But my emotions had frozen me to the spot as I wondered what to do next. On the one hand, there was a demon standing before me; an enemy that must be attacked. On the other hand, it was Josh, my twin brother, and I just didn’t think I had it in me to hurt him, even if he had hurt me in so many different ways just now.

      My head started shaking before I even knew what I was going to say. Despite my inner conflict, it felt like there was only one thing I could say to him.

      "No."

      The word hung in the air between us for an extended moment. Then Josh let his hand drop as he stared hard at me, before finally nodding. "I can’t say I’m surprised, Leia."

      "I don’t care what you say, Josh," I said. "You have some demon’s blood running through you, and it’s poisoning your soul as it fills you with darkness." I swallowed hard before I said the next part. "I’m not going to give up on you, Josh. You’re my brother, and I love you."

      For just a split second, his eyes seemed to soften, and in that split second, I caught a glimpse of the old Josh. The real Josh, not this demonized lackey standing in front of me, who was nothing more than an extension of Abigor’s twisted, evil intent. An evil which felt anathema to me. An evil that had to be fought at all costs.

      "Well, I tried," Josh said as he walked several feet away before turning to face me. "You made your choice, Leia. Now you’ll suffer with the rest. And by the way, you can keep the car. I don’t need it anymore."

      Then he just disappeared, as if he was never there to begin with.

      I could only stand shaking my head as I wondered where the hell he went. "What the actual fuck?" I breathed as I looked around in every direction, soon realizing I was alone again. "He just fucking…teleported."

      I had read about teleportation in several of Frank’s books. It was largely the preserve of older demons, magical adepts and even some Nephilim, though it was much rarer in the latter case. I could only assume that Abigor had granted Josh the power to do it. Which scared me slightly, because it meant Josh could theoretically appear beside me at any time, and I wouldn’t see him coming. Given my brother’s new cold, dark behavior, I wasn’t sure I wanted to risk having him near me again, at least not until I had the means to save him.

      My mind filled with doubt as to whether the demon blood was all to blame for Josh’s sudden turn toward the darkness. If I was being honest with myself, I would have to admit that my brother always had a certain dark bent, right from when we were kids. I just didn’t notice it as much because he was usually so caring and protective of me. It always seemed like he looked up to me in a way, and I assumed this was because I had the honor of being the older sibling by a mere few minutes. Now I see that perhaps he wasn’t so much looking up at me, but maybe more looking at me, with envy or jealously, simply because our mother gave me more attention than him. But if I was my mother’s favorite, Josh was my father’s favorite. I always knew this, but I thought nothing of it because Josh was a boy and I thought that was why my father doted on him so much. I’d just thought it was a natural thing for parents to do. It didn’t mean they loved either of us any less. Though clearly, in Josh’s eyes, it meant our mother loved him less than me, which obviously caused resentment to grow in him like cancer, making it easier for the darkness to attach itself to him. Or perhaps, the darkness was already attached to him before he was even born. At that point, anything was possible in my mind.

      He never felt bad about hurting people either. Being foster kids, Josh and I ended up in numerous physical confrontations, both with other kids, and with some of the foster parents we were sent to. Josh learned early on that he was good at fighting, and he never backed down from a fight. Ever. I always thought he was just keen to protect either me or himself. Now, it seemed clear that Josh fought because he enjoyed it, and because he enjoyed physically hurting other people.

      All of this was running through my mind as I turned and looked down at Kasey’s grave. "Oh Kasey," I said as my eyes filled with tears. "Maybe you were right to be afraid of Josh. Maybe you should’ve been afraid of me too. Then you might still be alive."

      I had to force myself to turn away from her grave. No matter how I was feeling, I didn’t think it safe to be standing around outside. Retrieving my Watcher Knife, I began to walk toward the cabin, looking around me as I did so, trying to sense if there was anyone else around. There didn’t appear to be as I stepped inside and walked into my bedroom. My phone was on charge on the bedside table, and I went and unplugged it. Then I rang Frank’s number, cursing when it went to voicemail. Despite being inside the cabin, I still didn’t feel particularly safe. More than that, I felt lost and alone, and suddenly very isolated all the way up in the mountains.

      I tried Frank’s number again, hoping to hear him say that he would be back soon, but once again the call went straight to voicemail.

      I sat on the bed for a moment, agitated and slightly afraid. "I can’t just fucking sit around here," I said.

      Standing up, I shoved my phone into the back pocket of my dark jeans, then I grabbed a leather jacket from out of the double wardrobe. I also grabbed the Glock 19 that was sitting on the bedside table, keeping it in my hand as I walked out of the bedroom, and then out of the cabin to the Mustang sitting outside. The keys were in the ignition.

      I threw the Glock on the front seat, and then drove off, spinning gravel behind me.
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      When I got to the bottom of the mountain road, I paused for a moment as I looked left and right, wondering which way to go on the main road. To the right led directly to the city; to the left…I wasn’t even sure as I’d never gone that far before.

      "Fuck it."

      I turned left, not really caring where the road would take me. All I wanted to do was drive. At least if I was on the move, I would be safe. That’s what I told myself anyway, as I sped down the empty road, headlights cutting through the darkness in front of me. The road was full of winding bends, and I soon settled into a sort of daze as I negotiated each one on autopilot.

      As the road in front of me began to straighten out, taking me past a huge lake whose surface gleamed in the moonlight, I began to consider if it was even possible to save Josh at all. He was much more powerful than me, or any other Nephilim I’d met (admittedly, that wasn’t many), so there would be no chance of overpowering him, I wouldn’t think anyway.

      Then a horrible thought occurred to me, one that made me sick to my stomach.

      What if I have to kill him? What if he kills me?

      A fight to the death with my own brother didn’t bear thinking about. Yet after tonight, it didn’t seem beyond the realm of possibility, especially given how far gone he was.

      How far gone I am as well.

      Yes, let’s not forget that. I was as deep down the rabbit hole as Josh was, just in the opposite warren. As Josh veered recklessly toward the darkness, I stumbled further toward the light. Although, it didn’t feel anywhere near as virtuous as it sounded. I may have been a conduit for light and so-called 'good', but I was carrying enough of my own darkness with me, not to mention creating more as I went it seemed.

      As I was driving along at a steady 60mph, something behind me on the road drew my attention. At first, it was just a feeling that made me look into the rearview mirror, a feeling that manifested as a tingling sensation in my belly, and on the heckles of my neck. This feeling was soon followed by a sudden burst of adrenaline, and a corresponding release of grace into my system that made me sit bolt upright in my seat. I knew instantly what all those sensations meant.

      There was a demon in my midst.

      Sure enough, after staring into the mirror for a few seconds, I gradually made out a dark shape a few car lengths behind. Whatever the shape was, it was flying through the air at speed, and gaining on my still current 60mph.

      "What the fuck is this now…can’t a girl catch a break for once?" I said as I pressed harder on the accelerator, hoping to outrun whatever thing was flying behind me. But after accelerating to nearly 80mph, the dark shape maintained its distance.

      Jesus, how fast can it go?

      Very fast, it seemed. Fast enough to gain on me, coming right up behind the car. For the first time, I was able to make out a face; a face that was partially human, but with large sunken eyes, in which two baleful red orbs glowed. I also saw thin lips peeled back over uneven, pointed teeth. That was all I saw before the demon—which I now knew without any doubt that it was—suddenly vanished from sight.

      This has to be a member of Josh’s new gang, I thought. Josh did say they would be coming for me after all.

      "Where are you, you bastard?" I said as I looked out both sides of the car, and then at the rearview mirror again. For a moment, I thought it’d had gone. But then there was a loud thudding sound on the roof of the car, as if something heavy had landed there.

      "Shit!"

      I didn’t know what else to do except keep driving, figuring if I stopped, then the demon would have a better chance of getting me. My confidence as a Watcher had grown of late, but I still wasn’t confident enough to take a demon on by myself. Especially not a flying one.

      The demon’s claws scraped across the roof, making screeching sounds as its claws dug into the metal. In something of a panic, I quickly grabbed the Glock from the front seat and held it in my left hand.

      Maybe I should shoot through the roof.

      I shook my head. It would be just my luck that a bullet would ricochet and hit me. I didn’t fancy deafening myself with the noise inside in the car either.

      Coming up to a bend in the road, the demon decided to show itself by crawling forward and looking through the windshield at me, its grotesque face hanging upside down as its red eyes glared at me. Instinctively, I raised the gun and pointed it at the demon as if I was going to shoot it in the face. "Fuck you!" I shouted, refusing to give the demon the look of fear it no doubt expected from me.

      The road began to straighten out again, and I pressed harder on the accelerator as the demon continued to hang from the roof, its face pressed against the glass in front of me, partially obscuring my view.

      Son of a bitch, I thought. Does it want me to crash?

      Evidently, it did, for it brought its bat-like, leathery black wings forward to cover most of the windshield, blacking out the inside of the car. My foot automatically went to the brake, but something stopped me from pressing on the pedal. I don’t know if it was my grace now controlling my actions or what, but in a counter-intuitive move, I gave the car more gas and increased my speed, even though I couldn’t see where I was going. The only thing I knew was that the road seemed to continue on straight for quite a distance. As long as I kept the wheel steady, the car should stay on the road.

      Hopefully.

      It was nerve wracking as the car built up more speed. I kept expecting to crash into something any second, but somehow I managed to keep the car on the road.

      The demon continued to stare in at me, a twisted smile on its face, as if it knew it had me.

      I don’t think so motherfucker, I thought, a look of grim determination on my face as I suddenly slammed on the brakes. My whole body flew forward as the seatbelt tightened around me, and the tires screeched on the asphalt as the car went into a skid I fought hard to control. The demon was still clinging to the roof while the car continued to snake back and forth across the road, and I prayed that there wouldn’t be any other cars coming from the opposite direction, which would surely result in a head on collision.

      The demon could only hold on for so long, though. After a few seconds, it lost its grip and went flying off the car, landing several feet in front before tumbling across the asphalt. A second later, I was finally able to bring the car to a complete stop. Just as well, because I had been heading for the barrier by the side of the road, and then a considerable drop at the other side.

      I sat for a second to catch my breath, then I looked out the window at the demon lying in the middle of the road. One of its large wings appeared to be sticking up at an odd angle as it struggled to get its feet.

      Without hesitation, I slammed the car into reverse, going back fifty yards or so before stopping and changing gears. The demon was almost to its feet as I went speeding toward it, my teeth gritted as I made a snarling sound in my throat.

      The edge of the car caught the demon just as it tried to jump out of the way, spinning it around and sending it flying off to the left. I didn’t stop, but as I looked into the rearview mirror, I was in time to see the demon go tumbling over the crash barrier, and then over the side of the ledge into the darkness below.

      "Yeah!" I said, slamming the steering wheel, and then looking over my shoulder. "Fuck you! Fuck you!"

      Adrenaline was coursing through me as I continued to drive away at speed. For the next few minutes, I kept looking into the rearview mirror, and out both sides of the car, expecting to see the demon emerge from the darkness once more. But pretty soon, it became evident that the demon wasn’t coming back.

      It took me another twenty minutes of driving before I was finally able to calm myself down. My hands still shook a little from the adrenaline, but otherwise, I felt okay. Hell, I felt better than okay. I felt fucking great, if I’m being honest. Jesus, I had just taken down a flying fucking demon. I ran the bastard off the road!

      Despite everything, there was a smile on my face. "If you could only see me now, Mom," I said.
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      It turned out the road I was on circled around the great lake into the city. I drove slowly through the city streets, thinking about driving back to the cabin, but I didn’t feel like going back yet. What I really felt like was escaping from everything for a while, to try to forget about the fact that my life now seemed to be constantly in danger, and the myriad other worries I had incessantly bouncing around inside my head. I thought stopping off at a bar for an hour or two might be enough to satisfy my urge for escape. Before my life was turned upside down—for the second time, that is—and I was running around with Kasey, I simply would’ve scored some Oxy and washed the pills down with a bottle of vodka. That was usually enough to substantially bend my reality, so that it felt like I wasn’t in my normal life anymore—or my normal headspace. I would be fucking out of it, in other words. Although now I had to wonder if it would even be possible for me to reach those heights of intoxication anymore, giving all the changes that had taken place in my body of late. One thing was for sure, though, I intended to put it to the test when the current disaster was over…if I was still around to do so.

      For now, I had to focus. The last thing I needed was to be attacked by demons when I was too wasted to defend myself. No, just a few drinks would have to do, and perhaps a joint or two when I got back to the cabin. Maybe I’d even split one with Frank, if he was home that is.

      After turning a corner into, of all places, the beginning of the Sex Quarter, I took my phone out and checked it for any missed calls or messages from Frank. But there were none.

      "Jeez, Frank," I said shaking my head as I tossed the phone on the front seat, where it clacked against the Glock still sitting there. "Is it any wonder my mom didn’t want you being a parent to her kids when you just disappear for hours…you don’t call…nothing." I laughed to myself. "What the hell do I sound like? It’s not like he’s under any obligation, is it?"

      My surroundings suddenly consisted of neon signs and busy streets; naked men and women standing behind large windows, displaying their wears; and an endless stream of people out looking for something that would satisfy whatever desire had driven them to be out at this time of the night. "What the hell am I doing here?" I asked myself wearily, thinking there was plenty of other places in the city I could go to get a quiet drink besides the damn Sex Quarter.

      But I knew what I was doing there, even if I wouldn’t admit it to myself. A few minutes later, and I was parked across the street from Demon Ecstasy. I sat in the car for a few minutes just looking across at the two burly bouncers blocking the entrance, only standing aside to let the occasional person in or out. It didn’t take me long to realize the two bouncers were also werewolves. I wasn’t sure why I was certain of that, because not only had I never met or seen a werewolf before, the two bouncers also looked completely normal, if a little…wolfish. It was just a feeling I had, no doubt originating from my grace.

      I was beginning to pay more attention of late to my grace’s subtle mechanisms, or my demon radar as I had come to think of it. My grace was not just the brute force energy that I once thought it was. It was also nuanced, and as I say, subtle. It would send thoughts into my head unbidden, and feelings into my body, making me more aware of certain things, such as my surroundings and other people. Or in this case, other hybrid beings like myself. In the short time I had been experiencing these subtle hints, they had never been wrong. Which is why I was trusting my grace now, when it told me I was looking at two werewolves.

      Not that the bouncers bothered me, or the fact that they were werewolves. My mind was more on the fact that I was on the verge of going into the club because there was a demon in there who I hardly knew, but yet felt some crazy connection to. But my mind had nothing to do with it at the end of the day, otherwise I simply wouldn’t have been sitting there. No, this was something deeper, something that went beyond mere thought or logic, into that ever ephemeral domain of feelings and soul connections. Such things that refuse point blank to be grabbed hold of in order to describe them.

      If Kasey was beside me, and I was explaining it to her, I know what she would say. She would raise her eyebrows and state bluntly:

      "So you wanna fuck him then."

      I shook my head, partly aghast at the thought. I mean, Lucas was a demon. I should really hate him, despise him, loathe him for what he is, for what he represents.

      Yet I didn’t.

      "Which means you wanna fuck him." Kasey’s voice inside my head again.

      I sighed. My feelings felt disconcerting, and I knew why. It was because they were entirely new to me. Beyond a few distant crushes, I had never had any deep feelings for guys. I’d never been 'in love’. Shit, I’d only ever slept with three people, and I’d been wasted on all three occasions. Too wasted to even remember half the details, which in hindsight, was probably just as well.

      So now, there I was, with this almost unbearable aching feeling in the pit of my stomach, like I wanted something so bad, I could hardly stand it. As feelings went, it was both pleasant and unpleasant at the same time. It was also hard to ignore, because it had been there in some form or another from the minute I laid eyes on Lucas.

      Maybe Lucas has used his power on me, I thought. Maybe he has me under some kind of spell; a spell that makes me want him, and draws me to him.

      I tutted to myself as I shook my head. The idea of being under a spell seemed ridiculous, but given the world I lived in now, not so farfetched.

      Kasey’s voice rose in my head again. "Jesus, just go in there and get yourself a fucking drink, and then see what happens."

      See what happens? I wasn’t expecting anything to happen. Mostly, I just wanted to see Lucas again, in the flesh so to speak, just to see if the feelings I had were real, and not just something my mind had made up.

      "Fuck it."

      I reached across and put the Glock in the glovebox, knowing I probably wouldn’t get into the club with it anyway. Still, I needed some protection given the circumstances, so I kept the Watcher Knife on me, concealed under my trouser leg. Then I slid my phone into my jacket and exited the car, jogging across the busy road to the two bouncers outside the club, who didn’t move an inch when I approached. There was something in their eyes, though. Recognition maybe, of what I was, rather than of who I was.

      "What do you want?" one of the bouncer’s asked, a big guy with a bald head and tribal tattoos on both temples.

      "Eh, I want to go inside," I said. "Obviously."

      The two bouncers looked at each other, and then at me. "None of your kind are allowed in here," the other bouncer said, his voice gruff and his eyes menacing. "Fuck off."

      My kind? It was a little weird hearing that, yet also empowering in a weird way.

      I held my hands out. "Listen guys, I’m not here to cause trouble. I only want to get a drink. I mean, come on, do I look like a threat to you?"

      The two bouncers glanced at one another again. "Like we said, fuck off, before we have to see if you really are a threat."

      I sighed and shook my head. Are all werewolves like this? I wondered. Stubborn and brute ignorant?

      "Come on guys, what do you think I’m going to do?"

      The bald-headed one took a step toward me. "Move on, before—"

      I couldn’t help it. The bouncers were pissing me off, and I just wanted into the club, now more than ever. So I kicked the guy in the balls as hard as I could, and then landed a grace-fueled punch to his jaw that knocked him to the floor. I think he was unconscious before he even landed.

      Then I turned to see the other bouncer standing snarling at me with elongated teeth and yellow wolf eyes. "It would be easier if you just let me in," I said. "You might be able to take me, but just remember what I am, and what I just did to your friend there. I’m tired, and I just want a damn drink so I can relax for an hour. Is that too much to ask?"

      Where was this coming from? I wondered as I stared unflinchingly at the bouncer. Not too long ago, I never would’ve done what I just did, nor said what I just said. It seemed like it was coming from a new form of confidence in me, and a new level of power. If so, I would take it.

      The bouncer stopped snarling as he eventually stood aside to let me through the doors. Personally, I just think he didn’t want the hassle of having to fight me.

      "Thanks," I said walking past him. "Tell your friend I’m sorry."

      The bouncer grunted as the doors closed behind me, and I walked into the club

      [image: ]
* * *

      The place was livelier than it was the first time I was in it. It was pretty packed, in fact. The introvert in me saw all those people—men mostly—and wanted to walk straight back out of the place again, to retreat to the solitude of the mountains once more. But as my grace was still buzzing within me, and as my confidence was up from handling the bouncer so deftly, I held my head high as I walked through the crowd on my way to the bar.

      On the way there, I glanced up at the dancers on stage, noticing one of them—the one on the main stage—had a huge snake hanging around her neck, and she was sticking her long tongue out to meet the snake’s constantly flickering fork. Not my idea of entertainment, but then I doubted I fell into the club’s target demographic, which seemed to be mostly young to middle-aged professional men, most of whom wore expensive suits and shirts with the sleeves rolled up. The music sounded darker than last time, some grinding industrial beat with weird samples laid over the top. I guess it suited the mood of the place, which was darkly sexual, or maybe just dark and seedy. Shit, I don’t know. I was no expert on strip joints, this being only my second time in one.

      Despite the large crowd, the bar wasn’t that packed, and I was able to get a seat. A young black guy behind the bar took my order. "Vodka. Double. Neat."

      As the barman smiled and walked off to get my drink, I realized the tingling of my grace had intensified a little, and I got the feeling the barman was something other than human, but I didn’t know what. Neither did I really care. I just wanted a drink.

      "What’s a pretty girl like you doing in a place like this?"

      I turned to see some smug looking guy in a suit standing beside me, leaning one arm on the bar as he held a glass of something in the other. "Go away," I said.

      The guy’s smug smile hardly faltered as he briefly looked around to a seating area where another bunch of guys in suits sat, all laughing and smiling over at him. "We knew you’d say that," he said. "You know why?"

      "Nope, and nor do I care to know." I went to hand the barman a bill when he placed my drink in front of me, but he waved his hand and told me it was taken care of. I would’ve asked him how, but the dickwad beside me was still talking.

      "We knew because white trash like you always knows its place." He started laughing then, as if he found the whole exchange hilarious. "I hope you didn’t come here tonight to get picked up, because you got no chance in here, Trailer Girl. Hell, you should be the one having to buy my next round just for thinking I might be here to pick you up."

      Jesus, is this guy for real? Where the fuck does he get off speaking to me like that?

      I downed my drink in one and slammed the empty glass on the bar. Then I turned to Dickwad and said, "Get away from me, before I hurt you."

      Once upon a time, I would never have said something like that to anyone, let alone a guy twice my size. But I had power now, and that power was changing me. Part of that change was not having to put up with nasty pieces of work like Dickwad here.

      He was now staring at me with nothing but contempt in his eyes, but as I stared back, his face began to falter, even if he did his best to hide it with his arrogance. He even stood up straight and came close, as if he wanted to intimidate me. Not that I was that scared by him. I knew it would only take a single blow, combined with a tiny burst of grace, to send this asshole flying back across the bar. When you know you have that type of power at your fingertips, you become much more secure within yourself, and less easily intimidated, especially when that intimidation was coming from a mere human. I felt immediately contrite about having said thoughts, though, especially in light of my twin's recent glorifications of what it is to have power at your fingertips. Did this mean that I was no better than him, and that his assertions were entirely correct? One to work out later, but in the meantime…

      My grace was loaded up, and I was ready to hit the guy if he tried to put his hands on me. As it turned out, though, I didn’t need to do anything at all, because someone else slid in between us. Someone in a dark suit who was instantly recognizable to me from his scent alone, which was subtly exotic with dark, seductive undertones. Having him so close to me caused a rush of nervous excitement in my belly that traveled down between my legs.

      I almost forgot about Dickwad until Lucas addressed him.

      "Is there a problem here?" he asked the guy.

      "Who the fuck are you?" Dickwad asked.

      This should be good…

      I leaned out so I could see past Lucas, just as he put a hand on top of the guy’s shoulder. "I own this place."

      "Well, you should watch what kind of trash you let in here." The guy stared arrogantly at Lucas, as if he didn’t care who Lucas was. But then his face suddenly changed, and for a second he looked terrified. I couldn’t see Lucas’ face, so I had no idea what he did to make the guy look at him like that. To me, it looked like Dickwad had caught a monetary glimpse of Hell. The blood draining from his face certainly suggested so.

      "I’ll be sure to do that," Lucas said, his voice nothing but calm and polite. Then he called the barman over. "Get this gentleman and his friends the special champagne, Eric, will you?"

      There was a mischievous glint in Eric the barman’s eye as he smiled at Lucas and walked off.

      Dickwad still stood there, all trace of his arrogance now gone. "That’s…very generous," he said to Lucas, his voice trembling slightly. "Thank you."

      "No problem," Lucas replied. "Now why don’t you apologize to the lady."

      Dickwad leaned around and looked at me. It was funny to see him so obviously scared. "I’m sorry for what I said. It…won’t happen again."

      I nodded. "You’re damn right it won’t."

      Dickwad nodded like an idiot and looked back at Lucas. "Okay," Lucas said to him. "You can fuck off back to your table now. Enjoy the champagne."

      At that, the guy practically ran back to his friends. In a weird way, I didn’t want him to go at all, for now it was just me and Lucas. Once again, as I waited for him to turn around, I had that feeling of my soul being on fire. The intensity of it was overwhelming, and even more so when he finally turned around to face me.

      He smiled when our eyes met, and I couldn’t help but smile back at him, his eyes dark and mysterious, which coupled with his easy smile and devastating composure, was enough to make me want to just fall into him.

      "Are you okay?" he asked, genuinely concerned it seemed.

      I nodded slowly. "Em, yeah, I’m fine. I was about to handle that guy."

      Lucas’ smile widened. "I know you were, just like you handled one of my bouncers outside."

      "He wasn’t going to let me in."

      Lucas started laughing to himself.

      "What’s funny?" I asked.

      "What’s funny is, the first time Frank ever came into this place, he ended up knocking out two guys in the first five minutes of being here."

      "Maybe I should knock out another two, so I beat his record."

      Lucas laughed, and for the first time I was struck by his obvious warmth. Given his lineage, it was something I didn’t expect. Certainly, it made him seem more human. "You realize that’s just like something Frank would say?"

      I nodded. "Yeah, I think he may be rubbing off on me."

      "That’s not necessarily a bad thing. Frank’s a little rough around the edges, but he’s a good guy."

      "Are you saying I’m rough around the edges as well?" I said smiling.

      "Maybe," Lucas said smiling back. "But I view it as part of your charm."

      "My charm? You don’t know me very well."

      I turned to Eric behind the bar and signaled for another drink. When he arrived over, Lucas told him to leave the bottle and fetch another glass, which Eric did. Lucas then filled the two small glasses to the brim and handed me one. Picking up the other glass, he held it out toward me. "To my good fortune," he said.

      I raised my eyebrows as I held up my glass. "Good fortune?"

      "Yes, my good fortune that you happened along here tonight."

      His eyes looked deep into mine, and I was embarrassed to feel myself blush a little as I clinked his glass.

      "So tell me," I said, after downing my drink, keen to alleviate my awkwardness. "What’s the special champagne? I didn’t think that asshole’s behavior deserved a reward."

      Lucas smiled a little mischievously as he refilled our glasses. "You would be right, of course. His behavior was despicable, which is why he and his friends richly deserve the special champagne I gave them."

      We both looked over at Dickwad and his friends as they all sat drinking the champagne Lucas had provided them with. "So why is it special?"

      "It has some secret ingredients in it, which when combined, have a, shall we say, unfortunate effect on a man."

      I nodded. "Okay. I’ll bite. What effect?"

      Lucas stared over at Dickwad, who quickly averted his gaze. "They will all lose the ability to get an erection."

      I nearly choked on my drink. "Seriously?"

      "Yes," Lucas said nodding. "Only for a month or so, but believe me, it will be a long, torturous month for those guys."

      I looked over at Dickwad and his friends, and smiled at the fact that they had no idea what was about to happen to them. Served them right.

      If Kasey were here, she’d be rolling around laughing by now, thinking the whole thing hilarious.

      The thought brought a lump to my throat, and a tear to my eye. As I turned my head away from Lucas slightly, he suddenly reached out and affectionately wiped away the tear that was resting on my cheek bone. Then he smiled tenderly. "Something tells me that wasn’t a tear of joy."

      I shook my head. "No, I just miss my friend. I’m sorry."

      He waved his hand. "No need to apologize. I understand."

      "You’ve lost people?"

      A sad sort of smile crossed his face, and for the first time, I saw him without all the charm and easy going charisma. He was even more captivating to me then. "When you’ve been around as long as I have, loss is a constant."

      I nodded as a brief silence ensued, during which I downed another shot while Lucas looked around the club.

      "That was very fiendish of you," I said eventually, in an effort to break the tension. "Relieving those guys over there of their manhood like that, the thing they cling to the most…like I said, fiendish."

      "I’m glad you agree," Lucas said, smiling now as his easy charm returned.

      "Remind me never too cross you, though."

      Lucas smiled as he stared at me. "You have nothing to fear from me, Leia. I could never hurt you."

      Jesus, he was completely serious when he said it, and I swallowed as I stared back at him. "You don’t even know me," I said, barely loud enough for him to hear over the music.

      Lucas came closer as he leaned on the bar. "Believe me, if there’s one thing I know, it’s people. I can see what you are, even if you can’t."

      I couldn’t stop looking into his eyes. "And what’s that?"

      "A pure soul."

      There was that seriousness again, as if he believed completely in what he was saying.

      A pure soul?

      "You don’t know me, or the things I’ve done. Just in the past couple of days, let alone the eighteen years before it…"

      "I don’t need to. The soul doesn’t lie."

      I shook my head at him, slightly embarrassed now. "Do you feed all the girls this line? I’m sure there have been many."

      He looked offended for a second, and then smiled. "You think I’m being glib?"

      "I think the words roll easily off your tongue," I said, unsure of why I was being defensive. It wasn’t like he said anything bad, far from it. Though, maybe that was the problem. Maybe I just wasn’t used to receiving such compliments, especially from men. All the same, how could he possibly know if my soul was pure or not? Come to think it, what does a pure soul even look like? How does one with a pure soul even behave? Not like I do most of the time, that’s for fucking sure.

      "Words do roll easily off my tongue," he said. "But that doesn’t mean I don’t speak the truth. One thing you will learn about me, Leia, is that I don’t lie."

      I doubted many could make such a claim without breaking its covenant. With Lucas, I believed him. There was a certain transparency to the way he behaved. He was open, and very sure of himself. No doubt he had his dark secrets, probably more than most, but essentially, what you saw is what you got.

      I downed another shot of vodka, the alcohol soothing my nervous system, relaxing me. Or was it Lucas relaxing me? There was no question, I felt comfortable in his presence, and safe enough to ask, "Is there somewhere more quiet we can go? Somewhere you intend for me to know things about you?"

      Lucas smiled, his eyes almost glowing. "Follow me."
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      Turns out, Lucas had an office upstairs. The office was medium sized and sparsely furnished, with only a desk with a chair either side, and a chaise lounge by the wall in the middle of the room, next to a door that I assumed led to another room of some sort.

      Lucas placed two glasses on his desk and filled them with vodka. Given the amount I had drunk so far, I was somewhat surprised that I wasn’t on my way to getting shit-faced. I was barely tipsy, though, which made me wonder if my grace was somehow countering the effects of the alcohol. Not that I minded anyway. My earlier need to get full-assed drunk had lessened considerably. I put this down to the fact that I no longer felt the need to rely on alcohol (or drugs for that matter) to give me confidence or make my mind more fluid. The physiological changes that had taken place in me recently, had brought with them a sense of innate confidence that had broken down many of the walls I previously built in my mind. It would be interesting to see where this new sense of confidence took me when it came to Lucas. A telling change regarding our interaction was that despite being away from the security that can come from being in a public crowd, my grace had actually decreased since moving away from it, instead of the expected opposite, challenging everything of what I'd come to learn about my grace since Frank had come into my life.

      When he handed me a drink, I took it out of politeness more than anything else. His company was all the buzz I needed right then.

      "So this where you stand and survey everything that’s going on down there?" I said.

      We were standing in front of a large window that was darkened on the other side so you could only see out, but not in. From this vantage point, you could see the entire club down below.

      "Yes," Lucas said as he stood tantalizingly close to me. "I like to keep a watch on proceedings, as I did with you on that monitor over there."

      I glanced over at the computer screen on his desk. "If you saw what was happening outside with me and the bouncers, why didn’t you stop it?"

      He smiled slyly. "I was interested in what your reaction would be. I also wanted to see what you were made of."

      "Oh? Did you like what you saw?"

      "I have to say that I did. It certainly got my heart racing."

      I couldn’t help but laugh. "Piss off."

      "I’m not joking, it was fun to watch, though my bouncers would likely disagree."

      "Yeah, sorry about that. I didn’t intend for any of it to happen."

      "No need to apologize. You won’t be hassled next time."

      "Next time?" I raised my eyebrows. "Who says there’ll be a next time. I might not come back after tonight."

      His eyes smoldered as he looked at me. "I think we both know that’s not true."

      I stared back for a moment, then looked through the window at the dancers on stage, and the eager, lust-filled eyes of the men who watched them. "Why a strip club?"

      Lucas chuckled slightly. "It’s just a convenient place to do business from; plus, I like the atmosphere."

      "Hmm," I said. "So just what is your business? I’m sure there’s more to it than running this place."

      He nodded. "There is, a lot more. I have interests all over the world."

      "What kind of interests?"

      "I’m in the information game mostly. I gather information and I use it to effect change."

      "You mean to make money."

      "Money? Yes, of course, but not always."

      "What then?"

      He stood with his hands in his pockets as he looked through the glass. "I use the information I gather to influence and persuade."

      "To blackmail, you mean?" A smile crept across my face as I said it.

      He chuckled slightly. "It could be perceived that way, but it isn’t how I see it. There are many powerful people out there who, for whatever reason, take delight in destroying the things that make this world so wonderful. When those people get too powerful or make too much of a mess, I work on taking them off the board, so to speak. Sometimes I replace them with others who I know will do a better job."

      I nodded. "So you’re like a…what’s the word…a kingmaker?"

      Lucas pursed his lips as he thought for a second. "I guess that’s one way of looking at it. It’s complicated, but not unlike what you and your brethren do. I keep the monsters at bay also, in my own way."

      I looked at him for a moment. "You are not what I was expecting. I was expecting…"

      "A demon?"

      "Well, more of a demon. Why are you not like the other’s I’ve come across?"

      Lucas’ eyes glowed a deep amber for a second as he looked at me. Then he smiled. "Who says I’m not?"

      I searched his eyes, and for a brief moment, I had a glimpse of what lay beneath his charm and powerful charisma. I felt his vast reserves of power, and the breadth of the experience that underpinned it all. In an odd moment, I found myself thinking of Roy Batty, a character from Blade Runner, one of my favorite movies. At the end of the movie, Roy does this monologue that begins with the line, "I’ve seen things you people wouldn’t believe." That’s who Lucas reminded me off in that moment, a person—a being—who has seen and done things the rest of us could only dream about, and not just because our imaginations couldn’t come up with those things, but also because said things are, in some cases, too terrible for the average mind to even contemplate.

      But this obvious familiarity with the darkness in the universe, and in himself, had not quenched the light in Lucas. It was probably for that reason that I felt comfortable in his presence. Even my grace seemed to be backing up my instincts by staying calm and softly pulsing within me. Though I was curious about his demon lineage. "Why can’t I see your true form?"

      He looked confused for a second. "This is my true form. This is what I’ve always looked like."

      Now I was confused. "But how? I thought demons had to possess a human body in order to be here."

      "In most cases, that’s true," he said. "But if you have the power, and the right knowledge, anyone can maintain their original human form, if indeed they were human to begin to with, which of course I was."

      "So do you have a demon form?"

      He smiled slightly as he narrowed his eyes at me. "I do, but I have no need for it, since I’m not in Hell anymore."

      I shook my head. "I’m still trying to wrap my head around all this stuff. Hell and demons—"

      "Don’t forget Nephilim. How are you coping with that?"

      "I’m getting there. It feels more natural every day."

      "Natural? You are a Divine being, Leia. There is nothing natural about you. I mean that as a complement, of course."

      "Of course."

      "Another drink?"

      Lucas retrieved the bottle from his desk and refilled both our glasses. Our eyes remained on each other as he poured the drink, and continued to remain on each other as we each knocked back our shots. Then Lucas smiled and said, "I’m not sure what it is about you, Leia."

      "What do you mean?" I asked frowning.

      "Can I be frank?"

      "Please no, don’t be Frank."

      He laughed. "No, not that Frank. I mean, candid."

      I nodded as I smiled. "Sorry. Go ahead."

      "Since we met the other day, I haven’t been able to get you out of my head." He placed his empty glass on the window sill and took a step toward me. "Now why do you think that is?"

      Staring up at him, I shook my head slightly. "I…don’t know."

      He took another step closer, until we were just inches apart. "I think you do."

      "I…"

      I didn’t know what to say, and my heart beat faster as his presence seemed to envelope me. Then he leaned his head in and kissed me softly on the lips, drawing back only slightly after he’d finished, so that our eyes met. He went to say something, but I dropped my empty glass to the floor and put my hand on the back of his neck, pulling his head toward me once more. When our lips met, I kissed him with more passion than I’d ever kissed anyone. I’m also not sure what made me do it, but I jumped up and wrapped my legs around his waist as I locked my arms around his neck. He held me there firmly with one arm pressing into my back, hardly missing a beat as we continued to kiss.

      The next thing I knew, he’s carrying me across the room, toward the door. We stopped kissing for a moment as I breathlessly surveyed the room he had then brought us into. It seemed to be a large suite of sorts, the center piece of which was a huge bed at the back. "This is convenient," I said as we hurriedly kissed again. If I’d had the capacity to think straight at that point, which I didn’t, I may have questioned just how many women he had rolled around with on that bed. As it was, I just went on kissing him, which seemed more preferable than thinking.

      In between kissing me, he said, "You’d rather…we stay…in the office?"

      I shook my head. "No," I said breathlessly.

      He carried me over to the bed and all but dropped me onto it, causing me to giggle slightly, but my giggles soon turned to moans of pleasure as he started to kiss around my neck, sucking it in a way that ought to be illegal, and in a way that was being registered by my body as though he instead were sucking on my clit, causing so much heat to gather between my legs that I couldn't help but push myself into him.

      "Wait," he said sitting up slightly.

      "What?" I asked him, wondering what the problem was.

      "Are you sure you want to do this? You have so much going on with your brother—"

      "Wait…don’t say his name." I pulled his head toward me again. "Don’t stop, please…"

      His eyes searched mine for another few seconds. "If you’re sure."

      Jesus, does he want me to scream my fucking consent?!

      My body literally ached for him. I couldn’t be any surer if he’d put a gun to my head. "Just don’t stop…"

      He continued as if he had no more doubts, both of us hurriedly pulling each other’s clothes off until we both writhed naked on the bed together, our warm bodies eventually beginning to coil together like two snakes. I gasped as his hands firmly cupped my breasts, then again as he wrapped his lips around each of my nipples in turn. As he came up to kiss me again, I grabbed his face with both hands and stared deep into his slightly glowing eyes. "Can I trust you?" I whispered.

      I’m not sure why I felt the need to ask him that. It just felt like something I had to do, before things went any further. He didn’t seem offended or deterred any by the question, and maintained his gaze on me for a short moment. "Yes, you can trust me. Always."

      I continued staring into his eyes for another moment, trying to decide if he was telling the truth, then realized that, for now at least, it didn’t really matter. We were at the beginning of something right now, and neither of us wanted to stop for anything.

      As soon as he put his head between my legs, the rest of the world melted away—even my own thoughts—until nothing existed but the two of us. For the first time in my life, I experienced what it felt like to connect so deeply with someone that you don’t know where you begin and they end.

      From then on, I crested along on wave after wave of bliss and complete freedom. When I rode on top of him, I did so with pure abandon, pressing down harder on him when I saw the look of sheer pleasure and adoration in his eyes, and a part of me thought, Am I really doing this to him? Is he really looking at me like I’m some goddess riding atop him?

      When I realized that he was, I took him deeper inside me, smiling to myself as his face opened up with the pleasure of it.

      After I’d cum for the umpteenth time, he rolled me over onto my back while still staying inside me. His eyes locked onto mine as he began to gently thrust into me. "Your powers are beyond me," he said in a kind of harsh whisper. "How are you making me feel like this?"

      "Like what?" I gasped.

      The speed of his motion increased as I felt his hands on both sides of my neck while he held me firm. "Like this is…my first time."

      Lucas cried out then as he came inside me, and I gripped him tightly, my fingernails digging into the skin of his back so hard I felt sure they would draw blood.

      It was only when he relaxed on top of me and I pressed my head against his shoulder, that I realized there were tears of joy streaming down my cheeks.
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      After that first time, we had sex again shortly after, but slower this time as we explored each other’s bodies, still reveling in the sensations (most of them new to me it has to be said) that our combined lust and deep connection seemed to conjure up.

      "I will never tire of you," Lucas said as he lay beside me on the bed, the dark red sheets pulled slightly over his muscular legs.

      I snorted with laughter. "Well, that’s a relief. For a minute there, I thought you were getting sick of me already."

      Lucas turned his head on the pillow to look at me as he laughed himself. "Sorry. You have me so elated right now…"

      "I know the feeling." I kissed him softly on the lips. "You’re quite considerate, for a demon."

      "You know, I’m not really a demon, at least not like the demon’s you’ve probably met so far."

      "How so?"

      "I have a soul for a start."

      I frowned as I thought about the lore I’d read. "But I thought all demons were soulless."

      "Not all. As I said, I’m not like other demons."

      "Thank God."

      "I don’t think God is the one to thank. I rely on myself, I always have."

      "Is that because you had to, or because you wanted to?"

      "Both. I wanted to be smarter than everyone else."

      "And are you?" I raised my eyebrows at him.

      "Of course not, but I used to think I was. My arrogance cost me my soul once. Luckily, I managed to get it back."

      "Which is why there’s a light in you that other demons don’t have."

      He nodded. "I guess so, though I’m no angel."

      "I know," I said as I gently squeezed his cock.

      Lucas smiled with pleasure, but didn’t miss a beat. "We have that in common, I think."

      "What? That we’re both no angels?" I wrapped my hand around him and squeezed harder this time, although my grip on him lightened somewhat due to the distraction of his fingers now firmly massaging my clit. If pools of warm moisture is what he was seeking, no current massaging was required, my own sex responding to the boldness I'd been showing in handling his cock uninvited, and in steering the course of our ministrations, where my once intoxicated and restrained mind had slipped away to reveal a desirous sexual predator I didn't yet recognize within myself.

      "That we both found light in the darkness, I mean."

      My hand relaxed on him. "How do you know what darkness I’ve been through?"

      He shook his head slightly as he relaxed his own hand on me. "I don’t. I’m sure you’ve been through quite a bit, though."

      "Not as much as you, I’d say."

      "It’s all relative. It’s about how you make it through that matters. You appear to have made it through okay."

      I rolled onto my back and sighed as I suddenly thought of Kasey. "But at what price? I got my best friend killed. My brother is now a demon."

      Lucas sat up and leaned his back against the pillows. "I’m sorry about your friend. What happened?"

      I told Lucas what happened to Kasey, and managed to do so without bursting into tears, which I felt like doing. "I know it wasn’t really my fault, but it still feels like it was…and it hurts so damn bad."

      "What about your brother?" Lucas asked. "You are sure he’s a demon?"

      I nodded. "Unfortunately. He paid me a visit, showed me his powers, then…teleported away."

      "If Abigor used his own blood to demonize your brother, then your brother’s powers will be quite strong indeed."

      I turned in the bed to face him. "Level with me," I said. "Does my brother have a chance?"

      "A chance?"

      "A chance at being human again, or Nephilim rather?"

      Lucas nodded slowly. "It’s as I told you last time, the longer your brother is a demon, the greater the chance of him remaining one, and especially if his actions afterward reflect that darkness. At any rate, his soul will never be the same, even if you do save him from Abigor."

      I nodded, then looked down at the bed, taking no comfort at all from his words. "So how the hell do I even save him from this Abigor anyway?"

      A small sigh left Lucas, and he went silent.

      "What?" I said.

      His eyes were dark and serious when he looked at me. "I’m not sure you understand who you are up against, Leia. Abigor is no ordinary demon. He is one of the first of the Fallen, and about as powerful as you can get. You can’t just kill a being like that. In fact, he would probably crush you if you went up against him."

      Despite him clearly not wanting to, he was telling the truth, I could see that. Which it only made it harder to hear. "I don’t care about killing him, I just want my brother back."

      He nodded. "I know, which is why I know you’re going to try and get him back, despite what I say."

      It was my turn to look dark and serious. "Josh has always been there for me when I needed him. He needs me now, so I’m going to be there for him."

      A slight smile appeared on Lucas’ face, which I didn’t expect. "Such resolve," he said.

      "Does that mean you’re going to help me?"

      "Did I say that?"

      "No, but…"

      "Frank will tell you I usually don’t get involved directly with things, especially with other demons. It’s sort of a policy of mine, and it keeps me out of Hell, a place I have no wish to return to."

      "Why not, beyond the obvious fact that it’s Hell?"

      "I pissed off a lot of demons in my time there. Some of them still hunt me to this day, directly or through third parties. Hence, I try to stay under the radar. In a way, I’m like the NSA, but much longer established, gathering information as I influence from afar."

      "The NSA?" I shook my head. "So you spy on people?"

      "I gather information."

      "Right, okay. So why haven’t you found out where Abigor is yet?"

      "Because he is proving to be elusive, that’s why." He shook his head as if he didn’t like to be outwitted by anyone. "He has the power to conceal himself from everyone if he wishes, which at this point, he obviously does. Furthermore, abducting any of his demonized progeny will be to no avail, otherwise I'd have done it already. Through the blood bond, Abigor can not only compel them to keep his confidence, he can also detect their anxiety, like that of being tortured for information, such that the link can be used by him to end the lives of any who might become the leak."

      "You said before that Abigor might want a war against us— against the world. Do you really think that’s true?"

      He shook his head. "I can’t be sure at this point. Anything is possible, though I can’t think why Abigor would even be here on Earth in the first place, other than to destroy it, or more likely, to rule over it. If he can’t rule in Hell, maybe he thinks he can rule here."

      "None of that fills my heart with hope."

      Lucas looked at me as if it wasn’t supposed to. "The stakes are much higher in the real world, the real world being the world most humans aren’t even aware of."

      "Until it’s too late." I was thinking of Kasey when I said it, and then of all the billions of people who could potentially have their lives ruled by demons if Abigor had his way, assuming that’s what he was planning.

      "Unfortunately," Lucas said.

      "So if this Abigor can’t really be killed, would it be possible to trap him somehow?" I asked. "Frank has already spoken of summoning Abigor."

      "Summoning him?"

      "I take it you think that’s a bad idea?"

      He thought for a moment. "Ordinarily, I would say yes, but thinking about it…" He trailed off, lost in thought again.

      "What?" I said after a moment.

      "Normally summoning a demon like Abigor would indeed be a bad idea, but since things are presently looking so dire…"

      "Could we trap him? Send him to Hell or some place in the asshole of the universe where he will do no further harm?"

      "It’s possible, with the right magic maybe, but it would still be a huge risk."

      I sighed and shook my head as I wondered why everything had to be so fucking hopeless all the time. "Well," I said. "As he might kill or enslave us all anyway, I’d say a summoning might be worth the risk, wouldn’t you? I mean, I’m new to this and all, but I don’t see any other choice here. Unless…"

      He noticed me staring at him. "Unless what?"

      "Couldn’t you go up against Abigor? I’ve felt your power, it seems endless."

      "It may seem that way, but my power is finite." He shook his head. "Abigor is still more powerful than I, and his power is much darker."

      "So back to plan A then, which is trapping him. What happens if we do manage to trap him, though?"

      "We use magic to open a portal to another dimension, and we send Abigor through it."

      I shook my head. "A portal to another dimension. I think my head is going to explode."

      Lucas smiled. "The wonders of the multiverse."

      "Multiverse?"

      "Oh yes. Ours is not the only universe."

      "Of course it isn’t," I said nodding, shocked once again at just how much is hidden from the hordes of "normals" out there, of which I used to be one. "Shit, I can’t even think about that now…"

      "It’s a lot to process."

      "Yes it is."

      I slid off the bed and started gathering up my clothes so I could dress.

      "Where are you going?" Lucas asked, sounding somewhat disappointed that I had left him. Under ordinary circumstances, wild horses probably wouldn’t have dragged me from that bed, but there were other more important things to do now, like summon a psycho demon to try and save my brother.

      "I don’t care what you say, Lucas," I said as I pulled my jeans on. "I’m not giving up on Josh. If we can somehow take care of Abigor, I know I can make Josh see the light again. I just need to get through to him, that’s all."

      Like that really worked last time I saw him.

      Lucas lay there staring at me, then said, "Okay," as if he knew he couldn’t persuade me otherwise, as far as Josh was concerned, that is.

      I shook my head. "Okay what?"

      "Okay, I’ll help you."

      He got out of bed and started to gather up his own clothes. As he was buttoning up his shirt, I went over to him and held each of his hands as I looked into his eyes. "Thank you, Lucas."

      "What for?" he asked.

      I made a motion with my head as if I didn’t want to say it. "You know what for."

      He smiled. "I should be thanking you as well, then, for making me see that there is still wonder in this world. "

      It was possibly the nicest thing anyone had ever said to me.

      Stepping forward, I pressed my head against his chest, hugging him for a moment while he held me in his arms.

      I savored every second of that embrace, for I had a horrible feeling that it might just be our last, for a while at least.
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      Sometime later, after I had drove Lucas and I to Frank’s cabin, we all sat in the living room. Eva was also there. Needless to say, Frank was predictably shocked that I was with Lucas, so much so that he obviously forgot to even mention the fact that I had my phone turned off all night, and that it was now past noon the next day. No doubt he didn’t need to ask where I was all night, the slightly embarrassed look on my face as Lucas walked into the cabin behind me, being all the cue he needed. Not that it was any of Frank’s business, though I did still think I’d been a bit disrespectful for not letting him know I was okay, especially given all we faced together.

      After Frank had made us all coffee, he and Eva sat in the armchairs by the fireplace, while Lucas and I sat at the reading table by the window. There was a long moment of awkward silence, then Frank said, "So, Lucas, what are you doing here, or more to the point, how were you able to get past my wards?"

      Lucas smiled at Frank as he crossed his legs and leaned back in the chair. In his expensive gray suit, Lucas looked somewhat out of place in the shabbiness of the cabin, not that he seemed to mind. I had to suppress a smile when I realized he was secretly reveling in the fact that he was on Frank’s home territory, and probably also that he was with me. "Come on, Frank," he said. "I’m not some low level Pit Demon, you know. I’ve been around too long not to have learned a few tricks."

      Frank shook his head, and I saw Eva smile at his annoyance. "I think," said Eva, "that Lucas is here for the same reason I am, to figure out how we are going to stop Abigor. Isn’t that right, Lucas?"

      Lucas bowed his head slightly. "That is correct, Eva," he said. "I fear the problem has become too large to ignore, even for me."

      "Yeah," Frank said. "Otherwise, you would just leave the grunt work to other people as always."

      "Frank." Lucas smiled as if he wasn’t offended. "We all have our roles to play."

      Frank nodded. "So what’s your role going to be this time? Special advisor?"

      I frowned at Frank’s barely concealed antagonism for a second, then let it go. No doubt there were a few different reasons as to why he would have a problem with me being so close to Lucas now, chief among them being that I’m family, and he thus felt compelled to take on a fatherly role. Which was fair enough, I guess. In the absence of anyone else in my life, I was content to let him play that role if that’s what he wanted (as long as he accepted my adult status, and the realization that I'd been making decisions about my life since my early teens by virtue of being in the foster system. Indeed, it wasn't until the respect that Diane conjured from both Josh and I, that I started to truly listen to parental input following the deaths of my own. It saddened me no end, and filled me with such guilt that Diane was killed before I could restore her faith in me, and I wanted Abigor dead for just that sole theft alone, let alone the many others.)

      Not that I was 'with’ Lucas anyway. Jesus, we only had sex, it wasn’t like we we’re going to get married soon. Although in saying that, I’d be lying if I said my interest in him didn’t go beyond just sex. It did, I just wasn’t sure how far beyond yet. "He’s here to help get Josh back," I told Frank. "In case you haven’t noticed, we need all the help we can get."

      Frank stared at me a moment, then looked away without saying anything as he drank his coffee, which no doubt had whiskey in it.

      Eva, wearing a black, long-sleeved dress, her dark hair loosely tied on top of her head, said, "Let’s start by going over what we know. Then we’ll try to come up with a plan of action."

      I was going to interject by telling Eva that Lucas and I already had a plan, but I thought it best to wait. There was something procedural about the way she was conducting things, and I didn’t want to arrogantly interrupt her.

      "Well," Frank said. "We know that this Abigor has been focused on turning the younger members of our race. Whether that’s to weaken our ranks, or for some other purpose, we still aren’t sure."

      "Probably both," Lucas said. "He’s building an army, don’t forget, and a unit of trained Nephilim would be useful to him."

      "We also know that he demonizes them," I said, then told Frank and Eva about my visit from Josh the previous night. "If Josh is anything to go by, Abigor’s new Nephilim soldiers are powerful and completely committed, both to him and to whatever aspects of the darkness he put inside them."

      "As I explained to Leia," Lucas said. "It will be difficult to cleanse the young Nephilim of the darkness, even if you do manage to round them all up. They will fight it every step of the way. Plus, there is of course the logistics of rounding up a load of actively resistant and powerful beings, and then keeping them restrained until they can be put through the cleansing rituals. Killing Abigor himself would make things easier, as his influence over the young Nephilim would vanish. But of course, Abigor can’t be killed, so…"

      Frank shook his head like he disagreed. "Anything can be killed if you have the right tool to do it. There has to be something out there that can kill this son of a bitch."

      Lucas shook his head. "There’s nothing that I know of, I’m afraid. Even your fabled Watcher blades wouldn’t cut it, excuse the pun, not on one as old and as powerful as Abigor."

      "Hell," Eva said. "We don’t even know where to find Abigor, despite having tried several different location spells, all to no avail. We can’t even be sure a summoning will work."

      "Well, assuming it does," I said, "Lucas and I came up with the idea of trapping Abigor once summoned, and then—I can’t believe I’m going to say this—banish him to another dimension."

      Eva looked at Frank with raised eyebrows. "Frank?"

      Frank shrugged. "I guess it could work. You obviously think so, Lucas."

      Lucas nodded, but cautiously. "I think it is perhaps our best option. Whether it will work is a different matter. The magic involved would have to be strong, and even then…"

      "What?" Frank said.

      "You know what," Lucas said as if it was obvious. "A demon like Abigor has access to immense power. We may not be able to trap him at all."

      Frank sighed as he looked at Eva. "What do you think, Eva? You’re the magic expert here. Will we be able to hold this demon?"

      "I can’t say, Frank, you know this," Eva said. "It’s always a crapshoot with these things. Magic is difficult to control, and demons are unpredictable."

      "So what do we do?" I asked, trying to stem my frustrations at not finding any suitable answers.

      Everyone remained silent for a long time, a silence which was finally broken by Eva.

      "There’s something else I should mention," Eva said.

      "What?" I asked.

      She sighed slightly, as if she dreaded saying anything. "Since the youngest of our race started going missing over six months ago, strange things have been happening around the city and surrounding areas."

      "Strange things?" I said confused. "What do you mean?"

      "Things like freak weather, earthquakes, whole towns riddled with unknown diseases, tornadoes of blood, lakes full of boiling water, entire animal populations wiped out in certain areas for no apparent reason, flocks of birds attacking schools…" She stopped and shook her head. "I could go on, but I’m sure you get the idea."

      "Jesus," I said. "All this has been happening recently?" Then I remembered the bloody hailstones falling from a sky too clear for rain or hail on the night I was with Kasey, just before the demon attacked us. I thought it seemed like a weird occurrence at the time, but with everything else happening, I’d completely forgotten about it.

      "Yes," Eva said. "Since the Nephilim kids have been going missing. It wasn’t until Frank mentioned Abigor to me, that these freak occurrences started to make sense."

      "Yes," Lucas said, shaking his head slightly. "I don’t know how I missed it."

      "Does somebody want to fill me in?" I asked looking around the room.

      "We don’t know for certain yet," Eva said to me. "But we think Abigor is the cause of all these aberrations."

      "Okay," I said. "How?"

      "Well," she said. "This took a bit of figuring out, but I think these weird things are happening in response to Abigor breaking some very ancient sacred seals."

      "The seals were created by angels millennia ago," Frank said.

      "What for?" I asked.

      "To keep something shut," Frank replied. "A door of sorts."

      I shook my head, still not understanding. "What door?"

      Lucas cut in then. "More of a gateway really," he said, looking at me, and then to Frank and Eva. "A gateway to Hell to be precise."

      I allowed that to sink in while everyone sat in tense silence for a minute, then I said, "So Abigor wants to open…the gates of Hell, right here?"

      "There are several Hell Gates around the world," Lucas said. "One of them happens to be in the city."

      "Where?" I asked.

      "Greenmount Cemetery," he said.

      I couldn’t help but laugh as I shook my head. "Yep, it would have to be in a fucking graveyard, wouldn’t it? Where else?"

      Lucas chuckled while Eva and Frank smiled at each other. "There was no room at Disney Land apparently," Frank said.

      "Plus," Eva said. "It’s hell there already."

      Mild laughter filled the room, going some way to break the tension that had built up.

      Soon, my thoughts turned to the demon who attacked me in Hector’s storage facility. "We can finally claim what is rightfully ours," I said quietly.

      "What’s that?" Eva asked.

      "Something a demon said to me," I said. "He said the demons will soon claim what is rightfully there’s. It didn’t make much sense to me before, but now…"

      "Yes," Eva said. "Everything seems to be pointing to the same conclusion. Abigor wants to open a gateway to Hell, giving free passage to whatever wants to come and go."

      "As a former long term resident of Hell," Lucas said. "Believe me when I say, you do not want to see the kind of things that will surely spew forth from that gateway. This world will not survive their destructive presence."

      "I think that’s the point," Frank said. "Hell on Earth. Christ, I need a drink."

      Frank got up and walked to the kitchen to get the bottle of whiskey he kept in one of the top cupboards. As he grabbed a glass, he asked us if we wanted one, and everyone said no. Shrugging, he poured himself a large measure and came to sit back down.

      "Well," Lucas said after a bit. "Now that we know exactly what’s at stake, I think we had better make sure we don’t fuck up the next part, eh?" He laughed slightly to himself, as if he found the situation funny in some weird way.

      No one else did.
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      We decided to set everything up in the clearing at the back of the cabin, mainly because there wasn’t much room in Frank’s basement, and because Lucas jokingly mentioned that it wouldn’t be a good idea to open a portal inside the cabin, unless we all wanted to get sucked in along with Abigor. Frank didn’t find the comment amusing, and Eva merely looked at Lucas as if she was indifferent to his charm. Me, I couldn’t help smiling at Lucas’ attempt to lighten things up, even though I thought the situation didn’t necessarily merit lightening up. There was a good chance we would all be killed, after all.

      I tried not to think about that, though, as I went about helping Frank and Eva set everything up for the summoning. Using a can of red spray paint, Frank drew a large circle about ten feet in diameter on the ground. Then, in the center of the circle, he drew a pentagram.

      "This is our circle of protection," Eva said as she handed me a large jar filled with iron filings. "Spread those around the circle. I’ll follow with the salt."

      As I began to pour the iron filings over the circle that Frank had drawn, Eva went behind me and poured salt over the iron filings. I already knew from the lore books that demons couldn’t cross over a line made from salt or iron. As long as we were inside the circle, and that the lines remained unbroken, Abigor shouldn’t be able to touch us. Not having stood inside such a circle before, I didn’t have much faith in its ability to keep Abigor at bay, but we would soon see.

      Once the circle was done, Eva put a large candle at each point of the pentagram, explaining as she did that the candles were inscribed with runic symbols that represented the four Watchtowers and the four elements of earth, wind, fire and water. "These will enhance the protection of the circle," she said.

      "What about the fifth point?" I asked her.

      "An Elven Crystal will go there." Her eyes seemed to dance in the moonlight, as if she were in her element dealing with all the magic stuff.

      "What does it do?"

      "It magnifies whatever power is passed through it. In this case, grace."

      "Is that how we’re going to trap Abigor?"

      "That’s the plan," Frank said. He had just completed another smaller circle a few feet in front of the bigger one. The smaller circle contained a pentagram as well, but no candles. Instead, Frank had used the red spray can to make runic symbols around the outer edge of the circle. "We use our combined grace to hold Abigor."

      "Then I step in," Lucas said, having been strangely absent for the last hour. "And open the portal to an unnamed dimension on the edge of the great Abyss, a dimension that is made up off nothing but darkness. Nothing has ever escaped from it."

      "Where have you been?" Frank asked. "You afraid of dirtying your suit or something?"

      Lucas smiled and shook his head at Frank. "I had some calls to make. Even though we may be nearing an apocalypse, business still continues."

      Even I shook my head at that. "Jesus, Lucas. Seriously?"

      "Actually," said Lucas, "I was still on the case, so to speak. One of my sources reported that the dead had somehow risen from their graves at a town not too far from here."

      "Abigor has broken another seal," Eva said straight away.

      Lucas nodded. "It would certainly seem that way. But don’t worry, I’ve sent some people in to clean up the mess."

      "What?" Frank said.

      "Well, I thought I would save you, or your compatriots, the trouble." He smiled. "It’s being taken care of."

      Frank stared at Lucas for a moment, then at me, then back to Lucas. "I suppose we have Leia to thank for your sudden philanthropy."

      I shook my head at Frank’s snarky comment, but said nothing.

      Lucas examined the two circles we had formed on the ground, nodding his approval a moment later. "These are good. I just hope they are good enough."

      "Why don’t you level with us," Frank said. "You know what this Abigor is capable of. Do we stand a chance here or not?"

      Lucas turned to look at Frank. "Would it matter if I said we had no chance at all? You would still try."

      Frank shrugged, but said nothing.

      "So we’re fucked then," I stated bluntly.

      Lucas shook his head. "Not necessarily. It’s a good plan, so it stands a good chance of working."

      Everyone looked at him to see if he was bullshitting, then we shook our heads almost at the same time. He was right in what he said. Regardless of our chances, we were still going to try.

      "Room for two more?"

      Everyone turned to see a man and woman standing by the cabin, both in their late forties or so, the man tall and stout, the woman small and well…stout.

      "Guy’s, glad you could make it," Eva said walking over to the two strangers, both of whom looked like they were on the road a lot, in a weirdly disheveled sort of way. Eva shook the man’s hand, and hugged the woman, then Frank joined them and shook their hands, while Lucas and I hung back.

      "We’re almost ready to begin," Eva said to the newcomers.

      "Y’all hear about the dead rising in Oakleaf?" the man said.

      "Has to be your demon guy," the woman said, her ginger hair tied back in a ponytail to reveal her large, round face. She wore a tattered green army coat with faded blue jeans, and didn’t look like a woman to be fucked with in any way.

      "We’ve already established that it is," Lucas said, smiling as he walked toward the others, while I continued to hang back.

      "I see you brought your demon friend, Frank," the woman said, eyeing Lucas with mistrust.

      "Lucas," Lucas said as he offered his hand, first to the man, who shook it loosely, then to the woman, who refused to shake it all. Not that Lucas was too offended by this show of ignorance, as it must’ve seemed to him. If anything, he appeared to relish in their discomfort.

      Their eyes then went to me. "Well, this has to be Rachel’s girl," the woman said, her eyes on me. "Jeez, it’s like we’ve gone back twenty years to the old Warren days."

      "We knew your mother," Patrick said. "Obviously." He wore a red checked shirt and sported a thick beard, looking like he had just walked in from the woods after a year-long stint there.

      I just smiled and nodded as I shook his hand, then did the same as I also shook Letty’s hand.

      "I gotta say, your mother was a fucking bitch at times," Letty said, shocking everyone but her husband, who just tutted and shook his head. "But there was no one I would rather have my back, present company excluded."

      I didn’t even hear the last part of her sentence, because all of a sudden I was filled with rage that she would disrespect my mother in that way, that she would disrespect me in that way. Maybe, under other circumstances, I would’ve let it go. But I was so on edge anyway, that I just couldn’t. Without even thinking about, I conjured a small ball of grace in my hand and went to throw it at this Letty woman. The only reason I didn’t blast her in the chest was because Frank caught my wrist as I raised my arm.

      "Stop, Leia!" Frank said.

      My eyes were wide and glaring as they bored into Letty, who seemed somewhat shocked, not only by my aggressive action, but also by the powerball I had in my hand. She clearly thought I was some dumb neophyte who she could abuse at will. Now she knew different.

      Relaxing my hand, I allowed the grace to get drawn back into my hand, then I pulled free from Frank’s grip.

      "Steady on there, girl," Letty said. "You seem a bit tense."

      I had to fight to keep my anger from rising again.

      "She means she’s sorry," Patrick said, throwing his wife a look.

      I shook my head. "Whatever."

      A long, awkward silence happened after that, which was finally broken by Frank.

      "Okay, so we need five people for the trap to work," Frank said to me, as if he felt the need to explain Patrick and Letty’s sudden presence. "That’s why Letty and Patrick are here."

      Letty chuckled as if the whole thing was funny. "We couldn’t let you guys have all the fun, now could we?"

      "Definitely not," Patrick said as he smiled at his wife like they were there for some fun adventure that was going to end with kinky sex.

      I pretended to smile as I nodded, thinking, Jesus, these two have been on the road for too long…or been on something too long.

      "All right," Frank said. "Everything is set up. If no one has any objections, I say we do this thing."

      No one objected, but the fear in my belly certainly did.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The sky was clear and the full moon was bright and close as we all took our places inside the protective circle. I didn’t know about anyone else, but my adrenaline was pumping madly, which barely did anything to mask the fear I was feeling. I jumped slightly when Letty slammed her large hand down on my shoulder.

      "Don’t worry," she said, as if nothing had happened between us earlier. "This demon bastard won’t know what hit him."

      I just nodded, wondering how the hell she could be so confident in the face of such insurmountable odds.

      Looking around, I spotted Lucas standing several feet away just on the edge of the woods. He was shrouded in shadow, but I could just make out his eyes. Knowing he was there made me less afraid. At least if things went tits up, Lucas could teleport us all out of here. That was the backup plan anyway.

      Eva had already placed the Elven Crystal at the apex of the pentagram. The crystal was a rough obelisk shape, and was a dull blue color. It didn’t look like anything special to me, more like something you would find in one of those New Age shops in the city. But Eva assured me the crystal was not only very rare, but also very powerful. Without it, she said, our combined power wouldn’t stand a chance against Abigor’s.

      "All right," Frank said eventually as we all stood in a rough semicircle, with me on the end, Letty to my left, Patrick beside her and Frank next to him. Eva stood slightly forward in the middle. "We ready to do this?"

      "Ready," both Letty and Patrick said at the same time, neither of them seeming in the least bit afraid by what was about to take place.

      I nodded at Frank. "Ready," I said, trying not to let my fear come through in my voice.

      "Okay," Frank said, then looked at Eva. "Take it away, Eva."

      With a focused, darkly serious look on her face, Eva nodded and began to recite the Summoning Spell, just as a dark cloud settled over the moon.
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      The plan was to let Eva complete most of the Summoning Spell before we all directed our grace into the Elven Crystal. Our grace was obviously finite, so leaving it until the last minute before using seemed like the best idea. Once the grace hit the crystal, Eva would then direct the combined power into trapping Abigor as soon as he appeared in the second circle. From there, Lucas would open the portal and send Abigor through it to a predetermined dimension that would act as Abigor’s prison, a dimension that apparently renewed and recreated itself on a regular basis, as well as changing its position in time and space, all of which would make it impossible for Abigor, or anyone else that was already there, to escape.

      As Eva spoke the ancient words to the Summoning Spell in a deep voice full of conviction, I noticed the sky cloud over, blocking out the moon completely, and plunging our surroundings into almost total darkness. At the same time, a wind stirred up that threatened to extinguish the candles that were still burning despite the strong gusts. When lightning stabbed out of the sky and split a tree in half at the end of the clearing, I couldn’t help but jump back in shock. Beside me, Letty was grinning like a mad woman.

      "The son of a bitch is coming!" she shouted over the noise of the wind, and the thunder which had begun to crash overhead.

      I knew she was right, but I wasn’t as comfortable with the fact as she clearly was. Yes, I wanted to trap Abigor and save Josh, but I was also terrified of seeing Abigor himself. The memory of seeing him that night in the street was still fresh in my mind, as was the abject terror I felt at his presence. Suddenly, I felt claustrophobic, as if the darkness itself was closing in on me. If it wasn’t for Frank, I may have fled out of the circle. His loud voice jarred me back into reality.

      "NOW!" he shouted just as Eva finished casting the Summoning Spell, and the noise all around seemed to coalesce into a single, ear-splitting buzzing sound.

      Patrick and Letty both shot their right arms out and started directing their grace at the Elven Crystal, quickly followed by Frank and Eva. Then I did the same, my grace exploding from my hand in a long, steady stream of brilliant white light that seemed to disappear into the crystal.

      Then everything went silent for long seconds, and I wondered if the spell had failed. But a second later, a figure appeared inside the second circle, standing several feet in front of us.

      My heart almost stopped when I immediately felt that cloying, evil presence that seemed like it would surely drive me insane if I was continually subjected to it. Everyone else felt it too. Letty visibly flinched beside me. I hardly knew Letty, but I knew that if Letty fucking flinched at something, that something must be bad fucking news indeed.

      Which of course it was.

      It was Abigor, one of the first of the Fallen, and the demon who all but kicked Lucifer’s ass into another dimension.

      He didn’t look at us at first, but instead just stood there, dressed in dark clothes and a long leather coat, his hands clasped behind his back like some military general. He didn’t look up until Eva began to direct the amplified grace from the Elven Crystal, positioning it around Abigor until the demon was completely surrounded by it.

      Even through the bright light of the grace, I could see his face clearly. He looked middle-aged, his features perhaps soft once when he was still an angel, but not now. Now his face was pinched and severe, his chin covered by a goatee beard that was smoothed into a point, as if he was trying to look devilish. His wide eyes glowed a bright amber, giving off an intimidating stare which fell upon every one of us in turn, and which filled my already brimming heart with fear.

      In my peripheral vision, I caught sight of Lucas stepping forth out of the trees several feet behind where Abigor stood within his trap. I watched as Lucas raised both hands into the air and started speaking some incomprehensible language as he went to work opening the portal.

      When I looked back at Abigor, I froze when I realized he was looking right at me, his eyes seeming to burn through the grace that surrounded him. I also got the sense he was smiling at me, which chilled my blood, but not as much as what he did next.

      Moving his arms away from his sides slightly, Abigor suddenly began to direct a reddish-black energy toward the ground. The dark energy seemed thick, and almost liquid in form, as it immediately began to cancel out the light, consuming or extinguishing the grace that was keeping him trapped.

      "What the fuck is he doing?" Patrick shouted.

      "What the fuck do you think he’s doing?" Letty screamed back.

      "We can’t let this fucker escape!" Frank said.

      The five of us doubled our efforts to try and put more power into the crystal. Eva was practically screaming as she fought to keep back the darkness Abigor was unleashing, and to keep our grace around him. In the background of my vision, I was vaguely aware of a bright light seeming to appear in the sky. Lucas was opening the portal, but we still had to get Abigor into it, which was becoming more of an impossibility with each passing second.

      The demon’s dark energy managed to cancel out the grace surrounding him at shocking speed. One minute it seemed like the trap was there, the next it was gone, replaced by a cloud of swirling darkness. We continued to direct our rapidly depleting grace at the Eleven Crystal, but Abigor’s unleashed darkness soon penetrated the crystal, and a second later the relic exploded into pieces.

      The four of us pulled back our grace stream at the same time, and as if by instinct, every one of us went for our guns at the same time as well.

      "Hurry up, Lucas!" Frank screamed as we all started to fire upon Abigor. I didn’t know about Patrick and Letty, but Frank, Eva and I were firing rune engraved bullets that were meant to seriously hurt, if not kill, demons. But none of the dozens of bullets we fired at Abigor seemed to have any effect on him. In fact, the bullets appeared to stop dead in the air about six inches away from him, to just hang there as if telekinetic energy had stopped them before they hit.

      Behind Abigor, it looked as if Lucas had created the portal, if the swirling dark vortex in the sky was anything to go by, a vortex that created a powerful wind that wanted to suck everything into it.

      Lucas had turned to face Abigor, and I knew it would all be up to him. He was the only one there capable of fighting Abigor. At least, that’s what I thought anyway.

      Abigor shot a hand out toward us as the darkness continued to swirl around him. When he did so, I felt myself freeze up, to the point where I couldn’t move a muscle. In my peripheral vision, I was aware that the others had been frozen in place as well. No matter how hard I tried, no matter how much of my diminished grace I tried to direct around my body, I wasn’t able to move at all. Which was frankly terrifying, considering the monster whose mercy we were now at.

      So much for the circle of protection, I thought.

      Frozen stiff, I watched as Abigor turned to face Lucas. Lucas’s eyes glowing a deep purple, and if he was afraid of facing Abigor, he hid it well.

      "Lucreceous," Abigor said in a supremely confident voice. "I thought I smelled a rat. A king rat, actually."

      Lucreceous? Is that his real name or something? Or his Hellion name maybe?

      "You don’t belong here, Abigor," Lucas said. "This isn’t your world."

      "No, but it soon will be." Abigor glanced over his shoulder at us, his eyes amber and glowing, standing out against the darkness surrounding him like black vapor. "It doesn’t surprise me that you would fight alongside the enemy, against your own kind."

      Lucas scowled at that as he raised his hand. "I’m nothing like you, Abigor. You’re a fucking tyrant, and always were. I work to maintain balance in this world and the universe at large, while you work to cause imbalance, and to destroy."

      Something like red lightning shot out of Lucas’ hand then, and into Abigor, whose arms were flung out as he was forced back a few steps by the force of the energy.

      Hope dared to rise up in me for a second, as I thought Lucas was going to kick Abigor’s ass, but unfortunately, that’s not what happened.

      What happened was, Abigor roared in anger and shot back a burst of energy of his own, in the form of a spear that seemed fashioned from pure dark energy. The black spear penetrated Lucas’s chest, and Lucas immediately stopped his attack on Abigor as he looked down at what was piercing his chest.

      No…Lucas…

      "It was foolish of you to think that you would be any sort of match for me, Lucreceous," Abigor said as he walked slowly toward him. "You know I am Fallen, General of Legion, where you'd be no more than a platoon or regiment leader at most. How dare you think to attack me!"

      Lucas had his hands wrapped around the now solidified shard of darkness in his chest, but try as he might, he couldn’t pull it out. Choking and gagging, he fell to his knees.

      Tears ran down my paralyzed face as I raged inside at the sight of Lucas dying in front of my eyes, and I was powerless to stop it.

      Abigor held both hands out toward the portal, uttering a few words that soon closed it in an instant, leaving nothing but blank sky behind as if it were never there to begin with.

      "Really, Lucreceous," Abigor said, standing over Lucas. "I can’t believe you thought this plan would work. Now you are going to pay for your foolishness as my darkness poisons you slowly. It’s a painful process, I hear."

      Abigor turned and walked away then, stopping by the edge of the protection circle to look at us. I felt sure then that he was just going to click his fingers and we would all explode in a burst of blood and gore. The hate in his face would’ve been enough to make me turn away immediately, but of course I couldn’t. None of us could. We were forced to look upon that face of pure evil as those eyes burned right through us.

      "Fucking hybrid specimens," he snarled. "Why are you even in existence? To fight against the Darkness?" He laughed to himself as if that was funny. "When are you pathetic beings going to realize there is no stopping the Darkness. The Darkness is the most powerful force in the multiverse. It always was and always will be. I intend to make sure that remains the case, at least in this loathsome world."

      Suddenly, and without warning, Abigor shot out a hand and made a grasping motion. A split second later, Letty was pulled off her feet and into the air, where she hovered about six feet off the ground. Abigor then made a rapid twisting motion with his outstretched hand, an action that resulted in Letty tearing into a dozen pieces that fell to the ground with a wet slap.

      Fuck me, I thought in a panic, hardly able to believe what had just happened.

      But before I could even dwell on it, Abigor rushed forward with supernatural speed. All I saw was a streak of darkness flying toward Patrick. With my eyes still frozen, it was difficult to see what was happening.

      Then, in a flash, Abigor was standing right in front of me, holding up a freshly plucked heart in his hand, which he then crushed into mush before lathering it over my face. Warm blood and flesh found their way into my partially open mouth, and there was nothing I could do about it. The blood soon stung my eyes as well, turning the world blurry red.

      Abigor’s face was just a dark shadow in front of me. "Hello, Leia," he said quietly, almost seductively in a sick sort of way. "Josh has told me much about you, though I have to say, his descriptions don’t do you justice."

      Overwhelming terror flooded my paralyzed body as Abigor reached out and ran his cold fingers lightly over my face.

      "Josh tells me you won’t stop on your little crusade to save him," Abigor said. "While that is very sweet and all, you are wasting your time. Josh is home at last, with his real family."

      Rage ignited in me when he said that, and I thought about punching him so hard in the face that my fist came out the back of his skull. Along with the thought came a burst of grace down my right arm, and I was shocked that I was somehow able to start the punch on its trajectory toward Abigor’s face before I became paralyzed again.

      "My, my." Abigor’s face came close to mine, to where I could smell his rancid breath. "Impressive power for a hybrid. Josh has understated you indeed." That hand on my face again, wetly caressing. "You shouldn’t be here, Leia. You should be with Josh, and all the rest of my loyal soldiers."

      My vision had cleared slightly, and I glared back at him.

      "Yes," he smiled. "That’s what I thought. Just a quick FYI, though." He came close as he lowered his voice to a whisper. "You can kill me, Leia, you know that? There’s a weapon that exists in Hell—the Demon Blade—that can kill me. But to get it, you would have to trade your soul. Would you be willing to do that, Leia? Would you give up your immortal soul for a chance to kill me, and who knows, maybe save Josh as well?" He paused as if waiting for an answer. "Let us see…"

      Abigor’s dark form disappeared then, as did his heavy presence. A second later, I fell to the ground as my body suddenly became my own again. As my mouth opened and closed, I tasted the blood in it, and I couldn’t keep from vomiting as I thought about where it had come from.

      On my hands and knees, I looked around to see Frank and Eva coming toward me, Frank helping me to my feet. My eyes immediately fell upon the body of Patrick Sullivan, a large hole in his chest where Abigor had ripped his heart out. Then I looked at the pile of flesh that used to be Letty Sullivan. Whilst still unclear on my sentiments toward her, she did not deserve the painful murder she'd experienced.

      "…Jesus…"

      "Are you all right?" Frank asked me. "What did Abigor say?"

      I didn’t care about what Abigor said at that point, because my eyes were searching for Lucas, finding him lying at the end of the clearing, a black shard sticking out of his chest.

      He didn’t appear to be moving.
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      I felt sick as I ran toward Lucas. Why wasn’t he moving? Was he dead?

      He was lying on his side when I reached him, his hands still wrapped around the black shard in his chest, the end of which exited from his back.

      "Lucas," I gasped. "Oh Jesus…"

      His skin was pallid and gray, as if all his life force were being drained out of him by the crystalized dark energy.

      I put a hand on his shoulder and said his name, but he didn’t respond. It didn’t even look like he was breathing.

      He’s dead.

      I refused to believe that. He’d been around too long just to die now…not when we’d just found each other.

      When Eva approached, she crouched over Lucas to examine him. As I stood up to give her room, I realized Frank was standing beside me.

      "Are you okay?" he asked.

      I didn’t even know where to begin to answer that, so I just shook my head at him and looked down at Lucas again. "Is he dead?" I asked her.

      Eva didn’t answer for an interminable minute as she continued to examine Lucas, and the black shard that impaled him. When she looked at me, I didn’t see much in the way of hope in her eyes. Then she shook her head. "He’s not dead yet, but he will be soon if we don’t get this…darkness out of him."

      "What do you need, Eva?" Frank asked.

      "It’s going to take more than surgery to remove this thing," Eva said. "It will take magic, powerful magic. Most of what I need is at home, which means we either need to take Lucas there, or someone goes to my house to get what we need before bringing it back here."

      "Will it be safe to move him?" I asked Eva, but with my eyes still on Lucas.

      Eva shrugged. "I’ve never had to deal with magic as strong as this before. It’s slowly poisoning him. Moving him might speed up that process."

      "We keep him here then," Frank said. "Make me a list of what you need, Eva, and I’ll go get the stuff. In the meantime, we should probably bring him inside."

      "We can use my room," I said. "We can lay him on the bed."

      My hands shook as I bent down to help pick Lucas up. Then I felt Frank’s hand on my shoulder. "Leia," he said. "Me and Eva can carry him. Why don’t you get the doors?"

      I stared at Frank for a moment as I considered telling him no, but I could see he was just trying to do me a favor, so I nodded. "Be careful with him."

      Frank seemed taken aback for a second by whatever emotion he glimpsed in my eyes, which was perhaps the depth of my feelings for Lucas, and how much I cared about him already.

      Or perhaps it was just the sight of his friend’s blood all over my face.

      Either way, he nodded, then said, "We will."
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* * *

      After Frank had left for Eva’s house in the city, I helped Eva remove Lucas’s shirt and jacket as he lay motionless on his side in my bed. A gasp left my mouth as Eva cut off his shirt with scissors, revealing the full extent of the damage that had been done to him. The jagged black shard still stuck in his chest was about the thickness of my forearm, and it seemed to have penetrated right through Lucas’ sternum, exiting out from between his shoulder blades. As if that wasn’t bad enough, whatever poison was in him was making its way throughout his whole body, spreading like internal black vines all the way up to his neck.

      "Jesus Christ," I whispered. "I’ve never seen anything like this."

      "I have," Eva said. "Though nowhere near as bad as this, I have to say. This is…" She shook her head. "Something else."

      "Can you get this thing out of him, and the poison or whatever it is running through him?"

      "There are never any guarantees with this stuff," she said bluntly, her large eyes on me. "I’m not going to tell you that there is. However, I will tell you that I will do all I can to save him." Her expression changed then. "You seem to care about him quite a bit."

      I stared back at her and gave a slight sigh. "It just happened. What do you want me to say?"

      Eva shook her head. "You don’t have to explain."

      I sat on the edge of the bed and rubbed my hands over my face, which served to remind me that I was still covered in blood. Christ, I must look a damn sight. Not that it mattered, especially when there were two dead bodies outside.

      "I’m sorry about your friends," I said after a long silence.

      Eva crouched down and leaned her elbow on the bed. "I’m sorry too. They were good people."

      "They didn’t deserve to die the way they did."

      "They were Watchers; they knew the risks."

      I shook my head, suddenly realizing something. "I’ll probably die like that someday."

      Eva placed a hand on my knee. "We all die, Leia. It’s how you live in the meantime that matters."

      "Are you not afraid of death?"

      "Of course," she said. "Everyone is, but you can’t let that fear hold you back. Besides, death is not the end."

      "No," I said. "There’s Hell after that."

      "Hell is just one place. The afterlife is more complicated than you think."

      "Tell that to my mom."

      Eva removed her hand from my knee and stood up. "Why don’t you go and get cleaned up?"

      "What about Patrick and Letty? Shouldn’t I…"

      "No, you shouldn’t have to do that. Frank and I will do it."

      I nodded and then stood. "I’ll go and clean myself up then."

      Before I left the room, I looked down at Lucas, and thought, Please don’t die, hoping he would somehow hear me.
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* * *

      In Frank’s tiny bathroom, I plucked up the courage to look at myself in the mirror, and when I did, I wished I hadn’t. It wasn’t just the dried blood matted to my face and hair, although that was bad enough. It was more the haunted look in my eyes; a look that said I’d been pushed so far beyond the boundaries of what could be considered "normal" experience, that I hardly recognized myself anymore. The only thing I kept wondering as I stared back at myself was: Do I have the strength to see this thing through to the end? Do I have the strength to save my brother?

      At that point, I wasn’t sure that I did.

      I felt slightly better after I had been under the hot shower for a few minutes, until my mind inevitably turned to Abigor (if it ever left him in the first place), and the words he had said to me. Why would he tell me how to kill him, and how to get the so-called "Demon Blade" that would supposedly do the job?

      Perhaps he was lying, I thought.

      But why would he lie? Just so I would trade my soul away for nothing? Or because he wanted to know if I had it in me to take him on? That didn’t seem very likely, given how insignificant I surely was to him.

      I closed my eyes as water cascaded over my face. Abigor had left me feeling fucked with. If the Demon Blade did exist, and it really could kill him, then the question remained: Was I prepared to do what it took to get the weapon, and then to use it on Abigor?

      As I stepped out of the shower, I began to dry myself absentmindedly. All I could think about was that there was a possible way to end all of this, to finish Abigor and save Josh. I also knew there was no point in mentioning the Demon Blade to Frank or Eva. Even if they did think it was real, I doubted either of them would want to trade their souls for it. Why should I push the responsibility onto others anyway? I was the one Abigor had singled out, so it was up to me to shoulder that burden alone. Though, there was also the question of why Abigor should single me out in the first place, and also mention the Demon Blade. There was a chance he desired the weapon for himself, and just needed some hapless shill to retrieve it for him. Thinking about it, though, I didn’t think that was the case. He was powerful enough without needing a weapon like the Demon Blade. It was also unlikely that he couldn’t just retrieve the weapon himself if he so desired. It seemed more likely that he just enjoyed taunting me, knowing I would never do as he suggested.

      "Or maybe he just liked my tits," I said aloud, almost laughing as I shook my head at the insanity of it all.

      One thing I did know for sure was that if I did decide to go after the Demon Blade, it would be easier if no one else knew about it. Frank would only try to stop me. He would insist on taking my place, and I couldn’t have that. I carried enough guilt around with me without taking on more.

      With a towel wrapped around me, I walked to my bedroom to get some fresh clothes. Eva was leaning over Lucas as she seemed to sprinkle a powdered substance around the black shard in his chest.

      "What is that?" I asked her.

      "Something to slow the spread of the poison," she said.

      "Is it working?" It didn’t look like it was. The darkness in Lucas was spreading into his face.

      "I think so." Eva placed the small jar she was holding on the bedside table, next to a few others she had obviously gotten from Frank’s cellar. "Frank will be back soon, then I can begin to remove the shard and hopefully cleanse Lucas of this poison."

      I nodded absently, my heart breaking as I stared down at him.

      "Are you okay?" Eva asked me, placing a hand on my shoulder.

      I took a breath and forced a smile. "I’m okay."

      Eva smiled back, no doubt unconvinced. "I know this is hard on you, but we’ll save him."

      Was she talking about Lucas or Josh? Not that it mattered, for in that moment, they were just words to me.
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* * *

      I hadn’t long dressed and went to the kitchen to make myself a coffee when Frank arrived back with a cardboard box filled with stuff from Eva’s house.

      "How’s the patient?" he asked as he walked in and saw me.

      I shrugged. "Not good."

      Frank nodded. "I’ll get this stuff to Eva."

      While Frank went to the bedroom, I sat at the reading table with my coffee. A few minutes later, he came back in, poured himself some coffee and sat opposite me at the table.

      "What’s Eva doing?" I asked.

      "What she does best," Frank said. "Which is working miracles."

      "Shouldn’t we be in there helping?"

      Frank shook his head. "She needs to be alone to work the initial magic, after which I’ll help her if she needs it."

      "How long will it take to heal him?"

      "As long as it takes. You can’t really put a timeframe on these things."

      "So we just sit here and do nothing?" I sighed as I shook my head in annoyance.

      "Not nothing. I have to go outside and take care of Patrick and Letty."

      "I’m sorry, Frank. It was horrible what happened to them. It could so easily have been…"

      "All of us?"

      "Yes."

      Frank sipped from his cup. "I guess we got lucky."

      I nodded. "I guess so."

      "What did he say to you?"

      "Who?" I asked, playing dumb.

      "Abigor. I saw him say something to you, but it was too low to hear."

      I shook my head as if it was nothing. "He was just talking shit about Josh, trying to mess with my head, that’s all."

      Frank looked at me a moment, and I maintained his stare. "Another seal has been broken," he said.

      "How do you know?"

      "Because dozens of people inexplicably killed themselves in the city tonight. I’m pretty certain that’s down to another seal being broken. Did Abigor mention anything about that?"

      I shook my head. "No."

      Frank sighed. "This fucking guy. He’s hard to get ahead of."

      "Be honest, Frank," I said, my tone serious enough for him to give me his full attention. "What are our chances of stopping Abigor?"

      Frank looked away for a moment as he took another drink from his cup, then looked back at me. "You want the truth?"

      I swallowed, then nodded. "Yes."

      "I don’t fancy our chances. You saw how powerful Abigor is. Christ, he even made Lucas look like a…" He stopped himself then. "You know what I mean. Lucas is no walk over."

      "So what you are saying is, we’re fucked?"

      Frank raised his hand in a supplicating gesture. "Unless we can somehow find something that’s going to give us a fighting chance against this guy, then yeah, I’d say we’re fucked."

      In a way, it was the answer I needed to hear. In that moment, all of my indecision was gone, leaving me with one certainty.

      I had to trade my soul for the Demon Blade.
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      I didn’t know much about summoning demons, except for what I’d read in the books Frank had given me. From what I’d read, though, when it came to summoning you could either summon a particular demon like we did Abigor, or you could just sort of put a call out into the aether and wait to see which demon answered. As I didn’t have time to research particular demons and their respective traits and personalities, I decided to cast my net wide instead. For my needs, basically any mid to high-level demon would do, as long as they had the power to do as I asked of them. It was risky and probably reckless, what I was intending to do— reaching out to unknown and unpredictable entities—but it had to be done.

      Once Frank had gone outside to bury the bodies of Patrick and Letty, I located a Summoning Spell inside of one of Frank’s demonology books, tearing out the page, folding it up and putting it inside my jacket pocket. I obviously couldn’t do the summoning in the cabin, so I would have to go out into the woods to do it instead, well away from Frank.

      Before I left, I stopped outside my bedroom door to listen for a moment. Through the cracks in the door, I could see a strange yellowish light coming from inside. I could also hear Eva mumbling words in a low voice; words that sounded incomprehensible to my uneducated ears. I listened hard for any signs that Lucas was awake, but I heard none. When my hand hovered over the door knob, I was tempted to turn it and enter the room, but I didn’t. Instead, I walked away, out the front door of the cabin and off into the woods.

      It was the early hours of the morning, so it was still dark and cold, the clear sky still fall of stars. As I walked deeper into the dark woods, I was well aware that I might be making a huge mistake. It was a risk, offering up my soul to some as yet unknown demon, for a weapon that may or may not exist, and if it did exist, may or may not kill Abigor. But I also knew that even if it was highly likely that Abigor was fucking with me in some way, that I still had to take the chance. The times couldn’t get any more desperate. I mean, the world was about to end—things couldn’t get much worse than that.

      I must have walked for about fifteen minutes, stopping only when I came across a small clearing that was deep inside the woods. The silence was oppressive as I looked around, my night vision helping me see. There was a chance that Abigor had posted his minions around the place, though after surveying my surroundings carefully, I saw nothing that aroused my suspicion or made me feel as if I’d been followed. Aside from a few woodland creatures scurrying through the undergrowth, I was completely alone.

      Reaching into my jacket, I took out the page from the book. Then I emitted a slight grace glow from my other hand and held it over the page like a torch, so I could see the words clearly. The ritual called for a number of things, including a circle of protection, iron, salt, runic candles and a few other items, but I wasn’t bothering with any of that. It was all for protection, which I wasn’t too worried about. Sure, I was being reckless, but I also didn’t have time to fuck about.

      After clearing my throat, I began to read the invocation written on the page. The words were in a language that I struggled to wrap my tongue around, so I told myself I would just keep reading it over and over until something happened. The words were important, but so was the intent of the one who read them. So when I spoke the words, I held the steadfast conviction that I wanted to speak to a demon interested in doing a deal for my soul.

      That was the most terrifying aspect of the ritual for me. It wasn’t that I was going to be face to face with another demon, it was that I was offering my soul to whichever demon could help me. The enormity of that caused a tightness in my chest, as if my soul was pushing to get out before I traded it away to some demon.

      "You can stop reading now."

      The voice came from behind and I spun around, dropping the page as I thrust my hand out in front of me, which was already loaded with grace and ready to fire. Standing there was a youngish guy in a dark suit, his hair blonde, his eyes a piercing blue. He looked less like a demon and more like a damn salesman, which I supposed was fitting, giving what he was there to do.

      "Who are you?" I asked him, which was a dumb question, but I wasn’t sure what else to say.

      "Duh," the demon said. "I’m the one you just summoned, love." His accent was English, and he had a sarcastic smile. "You can go ahead and lower that grace. I won’t bite you. My name is Mullin, by the way." He gave a small, somewhat mocking bow. "At your service."

      I stared at him a moment longer before warily lowering my hand, but keeping the grace just below the surface in case I needed it quick. "Leia," I said.

      He smiled. "Yes, I know, or should I say, I know your mother. She has quite the reputation in Hell."

      My jaw dropped slightly as I stared at him. Was he fucking with me?

      "You’ve met my mother?"

      "More than once, yes. Looking at you now is like looking at a younger version of her, though not as…haunted."

      "Haunted?" I shook my head, still reeling from the acknowledgment present in his words, that my mother was really in Hell. Until now, everyone had just been assuming that’s where she was. No one had actually seen her there. Now here was this Mullin, verifying what everyone had been thinking for years.

      My mother was really in Hell.

      Or Mullin could just be fucking with me, as demons do, but I didn’t think so.

      "Do you grant favors, Mullin?"

      He put his hands in his trouser pockets and stood casually. "I thought you were going to say wishes there for a second, to which I would have replied, I’m a demon, darling, not a Djinn. I hate those fuckers, you can’t trust them."

      I snorted. "That’s rich."

      Mullin took a few steps toward me, and I tensed up until he stopped. "Look love, you put the call out, I answered. I’m here to do business. I make deals, it’s what I do." His smile was disarming and cold at the same time. "You’re lucky I answered your call as well. There are plenty of other demons out there that could’ve answered, and who aren’t as nice as I am. I also see you haven’t bothered with any protective measures, which means you are either naive or foolish."

      "Neither," I said, thinking that I was both. "I’m just in a hurry. Do you know a demon named Abigor?"

      He thought for a second, then shook his head. "Can’t say that I do."

      "Seriously? He was like, the architect of Hell, one of the original Fallen."

      Mullin sighed and rolled his eyes. "Listen, love, Hell is not the purely fire and brimstone place that it used to be. It’s changed a lot over the millennia, it’s become more…sophisticated. No one cares much anymore about the old guard. Most of them have been usurped and forgotten by demons like me, who have a different vision of how things should be."

      "Uh huh. Well, this Abigor, who you say no one cares about anymore, is here in this world, and he intends to take it over or destroy it…probably both."

      Nodding, Mullin said, "I see. Sounds like a desperate attempt by an old geriatric bastard at becoming relevant again. Pathetic really."

      I shook my head at his dismissiveness. "Well, pathetic or not, the bastard is doing real damage and needs to be stopped."

      He chuckled as he looked me up and down. "What, and you’re going to do it, are you? No offense, but you don’t look like much of a threat to me, love. I doubt this Abigor will quake in his boots at the sight of you."

      Asshole.

      I took a breath to keep my rage down. "First of all, fuck you. Second of all, do you want to do a deal or not? Or did you just come here to mock me?"

      "That depends," he said as he folded his arms. "What kind of deal did you have in mind?"

      "I need something called the Demon Blade," I said. "It’s meant to be in Hell. You ever heard of it?"

      Mullin nodded slowly as he narrowed his eyes at me. "How could you possibly have heard of the Demon Blade? It’s rarely spoken off, even in Hell."

      "Abigor told me about it. He thinks I won’t go after it, but he’s wrong about that, obviously. Can you get it or not?"

      He took a deep breath and considered for a moment. "Such a rare item will cost you dear, but I think you are aware of this already."

      I nodded. "Yes, I am."

      "Well," he said coming closer. "I’m not one to turn down the opportunity to acquire myself a Nephilim soul, so I’m quite willing to do a deal here. Your soul for the Demon Blade."

      Jesus, I thought in a burst of panic. Am I really about to trade away my soul?

      Yes, I was, because no matter how terrified I was, I knew I had no choice.

      "You have a deal," I said quietly, the words feeling heavy in my mouth.

      Mullin smiled as he reached inside his jacket and took out a long piece of parchment, which he unrolled to about two feet in length, holding it up for me to see, or see as well as I could in the darkness. "This is our contract. You need to sign it."

      "Jesus," I said shaking my head. "The whole idea just seems farcical, signing a fucking contract. What...do you demons just carry these around in your pocket for a rainy fucking day?"

      Mullin just smiled. "You can’t do business without contracts."

      I shook my head. "Whatever, just let me see it." When he handed me the long parchment, I saw that one side was completely covered in text, amounting to millions of tinily written words. "This isn’t even in English."

      "No, it’s in Hellion. Would you like me to translate? It might take a while, though…" He smiled deviously.

      "Fuck you. You know I don’t have time."

      "Well then, I’ll give you the short version. It simply states that in return for your immortal soul, I will get you what you want, which is the Demon Blade."

      "It takes all these words just to say that?"

      "Most of what is written there is just terms and conditions, boring fine print, nothing to worry about."

      "I’m sure," I said making a face at him.

      "So are you going to sign or not?"

      Last chance to back out…

      "You got a pen?" I said eventually, wondering if my mother felt this pressured when she signed her contract, which in hindsight I suppose she did, given procuring Frank's soul and returning it to his body must've been time critical.

      As Mullin pulled out a long dagger from inside his jacket, I took a step back. "Relax," he said. "What do you think, that I’m going to stab you? We’re making a deal here. The knife is to draw blood so you can sign the contract. Hold out your left hand."

      "Why not the right?"

      "It’s always the left. You Nephilim have no respect for tradition."

      I held out my left hand, and he quickly pricked my thumb with the tip of the knife. I then hovered my bloody thumb over the end of the contract, hesitating for a further moment before finally sighing and pressing my thumb against the parchment, leaving a bloody print behind.

      The deal was done. There was no turning back now.

      Mullin took the parchment from me, rolled it up and slid it inside his jacket again.

      "Don’t I get a copy?"

      "Don’t worry, I’ll have a copy sent to your secretary."

      "Jesus, you’re a sarcastic prick, aren’t you?"

      "Well, don’t ask silly questions. Of course you don’t get a copy."

      "I think my lawyer might like to look it over."

      "Who’s being sarcastic now? Besides, there is no looking it over. The deal is done. Accept it."

      Asshole.

      "So now what?" I asked as he put the dagger away.

      "Now I take you to Hell so you can get the Demon Blade," he said casually.

      I shook my head. "Wait, what?"

      Mullin smiled. "The deal’s for you to get the Demon Blade. I didn’t say how. Did you think I would just click my fingers and the weapon would appear in my hands?"

      "Well, yes, something like that. I didn’t think I would have to go to fucking Hell!"

      Sighing exaggeratedly, he said, "Life is full of disappointments. Are you ready to go?"

      "To Hell? I…"

      Who is actually ready to go to Hell? I mean, really!

      He shook his head in mild annoyance. "Don’t worry, where you are going, you won’t be in the thick of it, so to speak. The Demon Blade is kept in a very isolated part of Hell."

      "Isolated? That doesn’t make me feel any better."

      "Look," Mullin said. "I really don’t care. You either come with me to retrieve the sword, or I just leave right now with your soul. It’s up to you."

      As I took hold of his outstretched hand, I thought to myself, Fucking demons.

      Then it was off to Hell.
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      Within a second of me grabbing Mullin’s hand, it felt as if my whole body disintegrated, and suddenly, I was sucked up into the ether and transported at great speed; a speed so fast, I could barely comprehend it. Not that I had time to comprehend anything at all, for in the blink of an eye, my atoms were reassembled and I found myself standing on a narrow ledge of the side of a great mountain. The wind was gusting so strongly, I had to fight to keep my balance and stop myself being blown off the ledge. To the front of me was a mountainous landscape that was covered in thick dark clouds, out of which red forks of lightning came like jagged serpent tongues. The whole environment was also shrouded in a strange sort of muted red light that only served to give the place an overall nastier feel.

      "Is this Hell?" I asked Mullin dumbly as he stood with his hands in his pockets, as if the wind and extreme height didn’t bother him at all.

      "Yes," he said smiling. "Lovely, isn’t it? This place would be classed as the Outer Reaches. Not much lives here, if anything can be said to 'live' in Hell."

      As if to prove him wrong, a loud screeching sound came from above, quickly followed by a long, dark shape moving through the clouds. "What’s that then?"

      "That is a Skyscreamer. Nothing to worry about, unless it sees you." Mullin then gestured behind me at the opening to a cave. "I suggest you get in there and find what you are looking for before the serpent comes back."

      I turned and looked into the pitch black maw of the cave, then looked back at Mullin. "You aren’t coming to help me?"

      He shook his head as if the very thought was anathema to him. "No way, love. I’ll just wait here."

      "But…" I shook my head. "I don’t even know what to look for."

      "You’re looking for a sword. You’ll know it when you see it."

      Cheeky bastard.

      The cave looked to be about the most uninviting thing I’d ever seen, and I felt a long entrenched sense of claustrophobia rise in me, tightening my chest. "What’s in there?" I asked, a note of panic in my voice. "Are there…things in there?"

      "Things?" Mullin tittered to himself. "You’re in Hell, love, there’s nothing but things."

      I shook my head. "This isn’t what I had in mind when I sold my fucking soul, you know. Aren’t you supposed to help me or something? There’s nothing stopping you teleporting in there and getting the sword yourself."

      "You’re right," he said. "There isn’t anything stopping me, but I’m still not going to do it."

      "Why not?"

      He shrugged. "It’s not my job to do the legwork for people. It’s in the contract, if you’d bothered to read it. Just give me a shout when you come back out. If you come back out."

      "Bothered to read it?" I began. "Are you fucking—"

      He disappeared before I got any further.

      Fucker!

      "Wait! You can’t fucking leave me here! Mullin! Shit!"

      Another loud screeching sound from above startled me as the Skyscreamer passed overhead again, but lower this time, to the point where I could make out most of what it looked like. From the brief glimpse I got of the creature (and a brief glimpse was enough, believe me), I saw that it closely resembled a dragon from Oriental lore, having a massive horned head and a long body with spikes running at intervals along its spine. Its scaly skin was a dark green color, but this being Hell, the creature appeared to be rotting in places, having gaping holes all over it as if some disease were attacking it. I didn’t know what Skyscreamers fed on exactly, but I had no doubt the thing would view me as a tasty meal if it saw me, so I decided I needed to get out of sight quickly, and the only way to do that was to go inside the cave.

      With no other choice, I turned and faced the dark opening.

      Then I swallowed hard and walked into the pitch darkness.
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* * *

      Even with my enhanced night vision, I could barely see a thing when I entered the cave. It was like the darkness in Hell was somehow denser than it was on Earth. So I had to emit a beam of grace from my hand so I could see where I was going. Despite what Frank said about grace being finite, mine showed no signs of running dry just yet (thank fuck!). That didn’t mean it wouldn’t run out at some stage, I just didn’t know when.

      Maybe it won’t, maybe my grace is infinite.

      It was a comforting thought, even though I doubted it was true. Why should I be so special when every other Nephilim’s grace was finite, as far as I knew anyway?

      Evolution…good genes…pure luck…

      I didn’t care at that point what the reason was, as long as I had light to see by in that dank hole.

      It felt like I was trapped in a nightmare as I took small, tentative steps deeper into the cave. There was the fact that I was in Hell, for one, a fact I was still struggling to wrap my head around. It only seemed like five minutes ago that I made the decision to go down this path, and now here I was, in the damn thick of it. It was a little overwhelming, to say the least. Fucking terrifying, in fact, especially when you have a sometimes extreme case of claustrophobia. Even the steady influence of my grace couldn’t keep away the shortness of breath and the need to panic.

      There was also the fact that the cave I was in seemed, I don’t know, just weird. The rock itself was a dirty black, the color of coal maybe, but much denser, almost like flint. Over every square inch of the rock there was also a thin film—a slimy substance, the origins of which I couldn’t even begin to fathom. It was like slug trail everywhere, but thicker. It also smelt terrible, like faeces.

      Had some creature made this stuff, I wondered, or did the rock just secrete it somehow?

      Who the fuck cares? Let’s just find the Demon Blade and get the fuck out of this place.

      It seemed like a good plan for about five seconds, until another jarring thought, along with a bolt of fear, made me stop dead in my tracks.

      What if Mullin’s lying? What if there’s nothing in here and he just left me?

      It was horrifying to think that I could be stuck in, not just Hell, but in the asshole of Hell…forever.

      I had to crouch down as my chest constricted painfully. "Oh Jesus," I gasped grabbing my chest. "I’m fucked…stupid…stupid stupid…"

      STOP!

      I actually startled when I heard the thought in my head, a voice that may or may not have been my own, and which sounded like it had been shouted into my ear.

      Is there someone else in here with me?

      "Hello?" I said quietly, then shook my head after a moment as I told myself to get a grip: there was no one else in the cave with me; it was just my own mind trying to stop me spiraling into full-blown panic mode…

      Closing my eyes for a moment, I took a few deep breaths and forced myself to look at the situation clearly, finally coming to the conclusion that my only real play was to take Mullin at his word, and to push on and find the Demon Blade.

      I had to believe the thing that could kill Abigor was in that cave somewhere.

      Just as long as there was nothing in the cave that could kill me first.
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* * *

      Once I’d decided that I was going to push on no matter what, I began to feel, not better, but at least functional. The feelings of claustrophobia eased off as the cave began to widen out. All the same, I was glad when it finally gave way to a huge antechamber, and I felt like I could breathe again.

      But my feelings of wellbeing were short-lived when I became aware of a presence in the room.

      Multiple presences, actually.

      When I increased the intensity of the grace emitting from my hand, the room became more illuminated. As I peered at the wall to my right, I thought my eyes were deceiving me, because it looked like the wall itself was moving. It was only when I’d edged closer that I realized the wall wasn’t, in fact, moving.

      Instead, things were moving over it.

      Black shapes like shadows slithered over the rock. "What the fuck?" I whispered.

      From what I could make out, some of the shapes seemed vaguely humanoid with heads and limbs. I had never seen anything like them before, and I began to wonder if maybe they were wraiths, or perhaps damned souls that had been inside the cave for centuries or millennia.

      Creating a light in my other hand, I moved both hands around so I could take in more of the room. It soon became apparent that the moving black shapes were all over the place, covering every wall right up to the high ceiling. When I looked up, I noticed the bigger shapes that appeared to be hanging there. They had no real form, and looked like shadows peeled off the wall and hung like dirty sheets on a washing line.

      Shaking my head, I decided I didn’t have time to dwell on the local wildlife. With my hand out in front of me to light the way, I walked forward to explore the rest of the room, using my other hand to throw light to the side of me. My grace appeared to be the only thing keeping the shadow creatures at bay. They would slither up so far, then slink back again when they got too close to the bright light, which was fine by me.

      A few moments later, I caught sight of something on top of a large, flat rock. My heart increased with excitement as I quickly walked to the rock and saw what looked like a sword sitting there.

      "Oh my god," I whispered, hardly able to believe that I had found what I came for.

      Mullin wasn’t lying after all.

      The sword, if it was the Demon Blade (and I had no reason to believe it wasn’t), was not what I was expecting. For some reason, I was expecting this massive sword with an intricately carved grip and engraved steel. The sword I was looking down at wasn’t at all like that, though. It was quite small for a start, maybe four feet in length, with a short handle that seemed bound by ordinary leather. As for the blade itself, it seemed to be steel, double-edged, the metal itself dull in color. The only thing which stood out was the red V-shape, starting at the hilt and ending at the tip of the blade. This shape appeared to be sunken into the steel slightly, and was made from a completely different substance, though I didn’t know what.

      I’ll find out later, I thought. Let’s just get the thing and go.

      When I went to reach for the sword, though, my hand stopped about six inches away as it hit something hard. "What the fuck?" I said, trying again from a different angle, only to have the same result.

      I stood for a moment, shaking my head. There seemed to be some kind of invisible force field around the sword. Even after trying every angle, I still couldn’t get my hands on the sword. It was like pushing against glass.

      "Why?" I said. "How in the fuck…" I didn’t even finish I was so frustrated.

      Then I felt something bite my leg, and I screamed in pain and shock. As I swung around to direct the light of my grace near the ground, one of the shadow creatures scurried away from me.

      "Bastard!" I hissed as I crouched down to examine my leg.

      How the fuck can a shadow bite!?

      I didn’t know, but it did. I had blood seeping from my leg to prove it.

      As I was examining the strange bite marks, I became aware of a presence close by, and I quickly swung my hand in that direction, causing the shadow creature that was trying to sneak up on me to screech and slither back.

      One thing was for sure. If I didn’t get out of that place soon, I would end up overrun by those fucking things.

      But I wasn’t going anywhere without the sword. If I didn’t get the sword, what would there be to go back to? Hell on Earth in a day or two’s time? Certain death?

      I quickly stood up and turned to face the sword again. If it felt like invisible glass was surrounding it, then maybe it would break like glass as well. It was worth a try.

      Directing a good deal of my grace into my right hand, I drew back my arm and then punched out as hard as I could. Disappointment hit me when my hand bounced off whatever energy surround it. Sparks of grace flew everywhere due to the high impact of the punch, but my hand still didn’t go through it.

      I was about to curse and try again when I noticed I could see for the first time the force field covering the sword. It was a dome of ruby colored energy, except at the place where I’d hit with my grace. There, the energy was a bright bluish-white, and it was beginning to spread all over the rest of the dome.

      I watched as the grace finally covered the whole dome until there was no red energy left. Then the grace itself did something I totally wasn’t expecting. It formed into a loose sort of tendril, and then made its way back into my right hand and into my body.

      "Holy shit," I breathed, but I didn’t have time to wonder what was going on.

      The Demon Blade was now unprotected. Quickly, I reached forward, smiling as my fingers wrapped around the grip of the sword.

      Fuck yes. Now it’s time to get out of here.

      As far as I was concerned, there wasn’t even time to examine the Demon Blade, or test its weight and balance or anything else. Another minute spent in that room with all those slithering shadow creatures aching for a good munch was a minute too long.

      Gripping the Demon Blade in my right hand, and using my left hand to emit a beam of light, I began to cross the room so I could get the hell out of that unholy mountain.

      Speaking of unholy, I barely took two steps when an ear-splitting screeching came from above, filling the entire room with a sound so cacophonous, I thought my ear drums were going to explode. I actually covered my ears with my arms and crouched over against the noise until it had stopped. When it did, I shone my grace above me and looked up to see that the hanging shapes had now unfolded like umbrellas, revealing in the center of that darkness, a massive circular maw with rows and rows of pointed teeth that seemed to go on forever, as they spiraled deep into the creatures gullet, if it even had a gullet. Then, one by one, the creatures detached themselves from the ceiling and began to propel themselves frantically around, folding and unfolding as they did so, like hellish jellyfish.

      "Motherfuckers had to fly, didn’t they?" I said to myself as I immediately began to run across the uneven floor of the room, heading for the tunnel at the other side.

      But the things above me were fast. In seconds, I had two of them diving at me. When they hit, they hit hard, as if they were made of solid organic material, which they weren’t. The only thing solid about them was their huge mouths, and the sharp as fuck teeth that tried to bite me.

      Instinctively, I swung the Demon Blade at them, but it went right through them as if they were made of nothing but smoke. It seemed impossible to hurt them, especially when you had their flightless brethren on the floor snapping at your heels like vipers. I did my best to stamp away the ones on the floor, but again, it was like stamping on smoke that dissipated and then instantly came back together again.

      After feeling several sharp teeth rake across my scalp, I cursed and swung my left arm around like a weapon, loading my palm up with grace and light that I tried to make as intense as possible. So intense, the light illuminated the whole room, driving every last shadow creature back into the farthest reaches where some shadows still existed. I’d never heard so much pained screeching. Wincing against the terrible noise, I quickly walked backward until I reached the tunnel of that opening, still keeping the light on the creatures. The light was fading in intensity, though, and there was no way I could maintain it without rapidly depleting whatever grace I had left in me.

      So I made the decision to kill the light as soon as I entered the tunnel, and then turn and run like fuck before the shadow creatures could catch up with me again.

      The plan seemed to be working until the tunnel further began to narrow, forcing me to slow my pace. Once I did, the shadow creatures caught up with me, scurrying along the walls and ceiling, scratching and biting me wherever they could, which by the way, felt like all over. The best I could do was keep moving forward while trying to keep my right hand out behind me so I could emit enough light to keep most of the creatures away.

      But after some time, that light began to fade. Not completely, but it wasn’t intense enough to deter the creatures still stalking me. The only thing I had going for me was the fact that the cave seemed to be widening out again, and if I remembered correctly, that meant the exit was no more than fifty yards or so away.

      Fuck it, I thought, before turning and making a run for it, my barely emitting grace providing me with just enough light so I could see ahead of me as I ran, while I tried not to trip on the treacherously slimy floor as I went.

      Eventually, I could just about make out the dull light of the exit up ahead, at which point my grace stopped working completely, leaving me in total darkness. In a panic, I ran blindly toward the light at the end of the tunnel (story of my life), hoping I would be fast enough to outrun the creatures chasing after me, having no fucking idea of what I was going to do once I exited the cave, and especially if those shadowy fuckers came screeching out after me.

      The closer to the exit I got, the faster I ran, pushed along by the hellish symphony of screeches and screams that echoed off every surface. I was in such a hurry to leave the cave, that I forgot the ledge outside was so narrow, and in fact, I didn’t realize this until I was already tumbling head first into nothingness…

      …at which point, I started to scream.
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      I was still screaming when I felt hands shaking me, forcing me to open my eyes and realize that I was standing safely on solid ground, and that Mullin was standing in front of me, smiling his ironic smile.

      "It’s okay, love," he said, clearly amused by my still petrified demeanor. "You can stop shaking now. I teleported you before you could plunge to your death."

      I stood and took several deep breathes before speaking, noticing as I did that we were back at the clearing in the forest. "I thought I went over the edge," I said. "I felt myself falling…"

      Mullin rolled his eyes at me. "If you’d fallen, you’d still be falling, believe me. I caught you just in time."

      Noticing the smug smile on his face, I gave him a sarcastic smile of my own. "My hero."

      "Now is that any way to talk to the demon who just got you what you most needed in this world?"

      I shook my head at him. "Please," I said. "You have my fucking soul, don’t forget."

      Mullin smiled. "That I do, and I always collect."

      "When?"

      He shrugged. "Whenever it pleases me to, though I’m not known for my patience."

      "You’re an asshole, you know that?"

      "Yes, I’m the asshole who now owns your soul."

      The Demon Blade was still in my hand, and I gripped it tight as I stared at him.

      "I know what you’re thinking," he said. "You’re thinking you’ll maybe test that blade out on me. I wouldn’t advise it."

      I turned the blade in my hand. "Why not?"

      Before I could even blink, Mullin had rushed forward and disarmed me of the Demon Blade, holding its edge to my throat. "I hope you are quicker than this when you come to fight Abigor," he said, for the first time showing real menace, his eyes glowing a deep orange as he glared balefully at me. "Perhaps you should let someone more qualified wield the sword instead."

      Anger flared in me at that moment, partly because I was pissed off that he would put a sword to my throat, and partly because I knew he had a point. So what if I now had the Demon Blade in my possession? That didn’t mean I was going to be able to kill Abigor with it, a being more powerful than I could ever imagine.

      Not that I was going to admit any of that to Mullin, so instead I shot my left hand up and wrapped my fingers around the sword, not even caring that it was cutting into me. At the same time, I shot my right fist out and landed a grace punch on Mullin’s abdomen. Shocked, his grip loosened on the Demon Blade as he went flying back, leaving the weapon in my rightful hands again.

      Mullin glared at me a moment after he had regained his balance. Then he smiled as if the punch meant nothing. "Feisty."

      "Fuck off."

      He smiled again, this time more cryptically. "Things around here are promptly about to get rather interesting, which coming from a demon who's interacted with and granted contracts for the better part of ten millennia, that's an accolade a filthy mortal such as yourself shouldn't take lightly. You my dear are someone I've been most fortunate to come into contract with, just as it was fortunate to get your mother’s contract as well."

      I almost did a double take. "What? You have my mother’s contract?"

      "Just remember our contract, little Nephilim, that is the only one you need to worry about." He bowed his head slightly as if about to make his exit. "Whatever happens, you’ll be seeing me again soon."

      Before I could say anything else, Mullin smiled and disappeared.

      I didn’t move from the spot I was standing on for at least a minute as I stared at where Mullin had been. The bastard owned my mother’s soul. It was no coincidence that he of all demons had heeded my call earlier.

      He had been waiting on it, as if he knew it would eventually come to this. That, or he was in cahoots with Abigor. Either way, it didn’t matter.

      All that mattered was that I now had the means to kill Abigor and save my brother.
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* * *

      With my hand still bleeding, I was anxious walking back to the cabin, not because I would have to explain where I just was, but more because I wanted to know how Lucas was doing. It didn’t seem to matter that the world could end for all of us soon. That only made me want to be with Lucas more. I was beginning to see that when two souls really connect, as mine and Lucas’s had, it didn’t matter what was going on around them. Not even a coming apocalypse could break that connection. It was comforting in a way, but also slightly terrifying, because what if I lose him?

      "Jesus…" I breathed as I continued through the woods, Demon Blade in hand. Dawn was breaking, so I couldn’t have been gone that long, even though it felt like I’d been gone for days. Clearly time moved much slower in Hell than it did on Earth, which didn’t surprise me at all, as time was probably used as just another way to draw out the torture in that god forsaken place. Despite having just visited for a short period, I felt soiled, as if my soul—which belonged to Mullin now—was unclean. Lord knows how my mother was getting by in that in that asshole of the universe—if she was getting by at all, and her humanity hadn’t been crushed by years of unending—and unspeakable—horror. It didn’t bear thinking about.

      As I neared the edge of the woods, I stopped suddenly when I realized I had come upon the spot where I buried Kasey, recognizable by the patch of freshly turned earth, which was slightly higher than the rest of the ground surrounding it. Walking to the grave, I crouched down and placed one hand on the damp earth. A sudden ache of grief made my stomach tense, followed by a predictable wave of guilt. For a moment, I wished desperately that things could go back to the way they were a year ago, when it was just me and Kasey and whatever drugs we managed to score. It wasn’t a great life by any means, but at least it was simple and predictable for the most part. Now nothing was simple, and everything was dangerously unpredictable.

      As I stood up, it hit me: I had traded my soul away for a sword.

      I hadn’t really thought about it up until then, but now the enormity of what I had done was sinking in, and a kind of numbness with it.

      "It’s over for me," I whispered as I stared ahead at nothing. "No matter what happens."

      I was now at the mercy of a demon who would probably delight in taking me back to Hell, but for good next time.

      At least now I could begin to understand everything that my mother did in the past. There was no way I could blame her for anything now, not when the apple didn’t fall so far from the damn tree.

      In fact, I’d be joining her soon enough.

      Maybe everyone will, I thought, just before I leaned over and vomited.
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* * *

      "Where the hell have you been?" Frank asked as I walked into my bedroom. He was in the middle of putting all of Eva’s stuff back in the box he’d brought it in. His eyes quickly went to the Demon Blade in my hand. "What is that?"

      I stood in the doorway for a moment, still a little disorientated from my express trip to Hell and back, not to mention from the bites and scratches all over me. "In a minute," I said distractedly as I walked toward the bed, toward Lucas. "How is he?"

      Lucas certainly looked better than the last time I saw him. He was still unconscious, but most of the black poison under his skin had faded, and he didn’t look so gray anymore, which I’m sure had everything to do with the fact that he no longer had that black shard going through his chest.

      "He seems to be recovering," Frank said.

      "His body needs time to heal itself," Eva said from behind me, having just walked into the room. "He was lucky he was so strong. A lesser demon would not have survived."

      A huge sense of relief washed over me, and I went to Eva and hugged her. "Thanks Eva."

      Eva smiled, her eyes inevitably going to the sword in my hand. "You can thank me by explaining where you have been the last few hours, and what that sword is in your hand."

      "You could’ve let us know what you were up to," Frank said. "We thought something had happened. I thought I explained the importance of team work to you."

      I nodded. "You did, and I’m sorry. It was just something I had to do alone, that’s all."

      "What do you mean?" Frank asked. "And why do you look like you’ve had a fight with a clowder of alley cats?"

      I held the sword up for them to see. "This is called the Demon Blade. Guess what it does?"

      Frank shook his head and looked at me deadpan. "Kills demons?"

      I nodded. "More importantly, it can kill Abigor."

      Eva looked at Frank as if she was skeptical, then Frank took the sword from me to examine it. "Well," he said after a moment. "It’s not like anything I’ve ever seen before. Even the glyphs are strange, and what is this reddish substance in the center?"

      Eva came to examine the sword as well, staring intently at the symbols engraved on the blade. "These glyphs are Hellion," she said, then looked at me. "Where did you get this, Leia?"

      Crunch time. Do I tell them the truth, or do I lie?

      After a moment of painful deliberation, I finally settled for somewhere in between. "I’d prefer not to say for now."

      They both looked at me, clearly taken aback by my response. "You’d prefer not to say?" Frank said, then shook his head. "What the hell, Leia?"

      "I know it sounds bad, Frank," I said. "But trust me, it’s best you don’t know where I got the sword from. All that matters is that I got it, and that it’s real. It can kill Abigor."

      "How did you even—" Frank stopped and puffed his cheeks out. "You know what, forget it." He held up the sword in front of him. "This thing can really kill that bastard?"

      I nodded. "Yes, it can. If you knew where it came from, you wouldn’t doubt me."

      "I’m not doubting you," he said. "But you have some big time fucking explaining to do if we ever survive this mess we’re in."

      "Absolutely," I said nodding, just glad I didn’t have to tell them I had traded my soul away. Frank would be super pissed at that, apocalypse or not.

      "Okay then," Eva said, still giving me weird looks as if she was trying to work out where I’d been. My paranoia kicked in, and I started wondering if she could somehow sense that I’d been to Hell. Frank did mention she was an empath of sorts, so it wouldn’t surprise me if she somehow intuited where I’d been. If she did, she was electing to say nothing of it. "I suppose we just have to find Abigor now, and confront him."

      "Actually," Frank said as he handed the Demon Blade back to me. "I’m way ahead of you on that one."

      I raised my eyebrows. "Oh?"

      "While Eva was taking care of Lucas, and while you were…gone, I did a Location Spell to find Josh."

      "Of course," I said nodding. "Wherever Josh is, Abigor is probably there as well."

      "That’s the thinking, yeah," Frank said.

      "So where is Josh?" I asked.

      "The Warehouse District," Frank said. "I even managed to pinpoint which warehouse he was in."

      The thought of having to confront Josh made me sick to my stomach. He was my twin brother, and I was about to potentially engage him in battle. It wasn’t right, and my rage at Abigor grew as my grip on the Demon Blade tightened.

      "Are you okay, Leia?" Eva asked.

      I allowed myself to breathe, then nodded. "I just want my brother back."

      Frank and Eva said nothing for a moment, as if they refused to utter any platitudes designed to instill false hope. Not that I expected them to, as I already knew the odds were stacked heavily against us.

      "We had better go and get ready," Frank said eventually. "Given that we don’t know how many seals Abigor has left to break, we can’t afford to wait around."

      "I’ll be along in a minute," I told them as they both walked out of the room, Frank giving me an intense look before he left, though I’m not sure what it was supposed to mean.

      My attention was now on Lucas anyway. I laid the Demon Blade on the floor and sat gently on the edge of the bed as I took hold of his hand. A few seconds later, I was surprised and delighted when he half opened his eyes and looked at me.

      Smiling down at him, I said, "Hey," in a quiet voice.

      He did his best to smile back, but he was still far too weak. Instead, he squeezed my hand, though I barely felt it.

      Leaning over, I gently kissed him on the lips. "I’m glad you’re alive."

      "Me…too…" Lucas said in a whisper, then tried to smile again.

      "Shhh…you don’t have to talk."

      I sat for what seemed like quite a long time, just staring at him as he did his best to keep his eyes open, unsuccessfully. Eventually, I took a deep breath, then said, "I’m sorry, but I have to go now. You already know what for." One of my tears ran off my cheek and splashed his face. I reached down and softly wiped it away. Then I realized that he was trying to say something, and I leaned my ear close to his lips so I could hear.

      "…No matter…what happens," he whispered. "I will…see you…again…"

      His eyes closed, and they didn’t open again as he fell back into what I hoped was a deep, restorative sleep.

      Sniffing back tears, I touched my finger to my lips before touching his. "I hope so," I whispered back.
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      Roughly two hours later, Frank parked his Chevy at the end of a road somewhere in the middle of the Warehouse District. About five hundred yards up the road was a large square building, which according to Frank, is where Josh and hopefully Abigor would be. As Frank cut the engine and killed the lights, I leaned forward from the back seat to look between him and Eva. It was dark and wet outside. Although lights glowed from some of the surrounding warehouse buildings, I saw no light coming from the target building.

      "Are you sure they’re in there?" I asked Frank. "The building looks empty."

      "Location Spells don’t lie," Frank said. "I know Josh is in there. Not sure about Abigor, but we’ll soon see, won’t we?"

      The Demon Blade lay next to me on the back seat, and I wrapped my hand around the grip of the sword. Back at the cabin as we were gearing up in Frank’s cellar, I broached the subject of who was going to use the Demon Blade against Abigor. Although I felt that it should be me, given everything I had to do to get the weapon in the first place, I wasn’t arrogant enough to think that was reason enough to keep hold of it. Both Frank and Eva were far more experienced than I, and much more skilled when it came to welding a sword, so I offered the Demon Blade to them. When I did, they both looked at each other for a moment, then back at me.

      "You got the sword," Frank said. "You should use it."

      I shook my head as doubt attacked me. "I’ve never even fought with a sword before," I said. "Least of all against a demon as powerful as Abigor. I stand less chance than either of you."

      Eva came forward and smiled as she put a hand on my shoulder. "It’s not always about skill or experience, Leia," she said. "Sometimes, it’s the one with the most to lose who is more powerful. You have more motivation to kill Abigor than we do."

      Frank came forward as well, and stood beside Eva. "Don’t worry," he said. "If you die, one of us will take over."

      Eva elbowed Frank hard in the ribs. "Frank!"

      I laughed and shook my head. "Jesus, Frank."

      "What?" he said, then sighed. "Look, no one is going to die tonight if I can help it, except that bastard Abigor. No matter who has that sword, we work together, okay?"

      "All three of us?" I said. "Shouldn’t we be rounding up the cavalry for this?"

      "The cavalry?" Frank exchanged glances with Eva. "We are the cavalry."

      "What? Surely there must be other Watchers…"

      "There is," Eva said. "Just not that many. I called a few who are on their way, but it will take them several hours to get here from other cities, which by the way, are presently just as chaotic as ours, so yeah... we're all the cavalry there is."

      "In other words, we don’t have time to wait," Frank said.

      "Jesus." I shook my head. "This is beginning to feel more and more like a suicide mission."

      "Look," he said. "I know the odds seem massively stacked against us, but I don’t think I’ve ever been on an operation where the odds haven’t been stacked against me. This is how it always is."

      "Unfortunate, but true," Eva said. "We usually find a way to prevail. If your mother were here, she would probably say, 'Stay alive, keep fighting'. It was kinda her motto."

      "Personally," Frank said. "I prefer look good, do good."

      I shook my head at him and smiled. "Wise up, Frank."

      He smiled back. "Hey, at least I get the first part right."

      "You wish."

      "Seriously, though," Eva said. "You do your mother proud."

      Swallowing back my emotion, I said, "Thanks Eva."

      Now, as we all sat in the car, the prospect of dying seemed a lot more real than it did back at the cabin, at least to me.

      "All right," Frank said. "Let’s do this."

      The three of us got out of the car and Frank popped the trunk. From it, he took two Berettas and shoved them into the twin holsters beneath his jacket. Then he took out a large military grade automatic rifle, checking the mag clip before slamming it back in again.

      Eva was dressed in tight fitting black clothes, and her hair was gelled and tied back from her face. Equipped with two custom Glocks and a set of runic, metal-tipped batons crisscrossed on her back, she looked particularly badass.

      I had my Glock 19 strapped to my leg, loaded with rune engraved bullets designed to stop demons. I also had my Watcher Knife, and of course, the Demon Blade.

      "What do we do if we meet other Nephilim in there?" I asked after wiping rain from my face. "They’re going to be like Josh, all demonized. They’ll attack us."

      Frank stood with his rifle pointing upward. "If they attack, there isn’t much we can do. We have to defend ourselves."

      "We should try not to kill them," Eva said.

      Frank shook his head. "That might be unavoidable."

      "And Josh?" I asked. "What about him? How do we…contain him, without hurting him?"

      Eva reached around and took a smallish gun from out of her waistband, holding it up for me to see. "With this."

      I stared at the gun a moment, then realized it didn’t look like an ordinary gun. "It is that a tranquilizer gun?"

      "Yes," she said. "The dart is loaded with a substance that I created, designed to render the target unconscious immediately. It won’t work on a demon like Abigor, but on someone like Josh, it should do the trick. When I get the chance, I’ll use it on him."

      "Thanks, Eva." My worry was eased slightly. At least there would be a chance that Josh didn’t have to get hurt.

      I couldn’t say the same about the rest of us, though.

      Frank closed the trunk and we all looked ahead to the warehouse building as the rain began to get heavier. "Let’s go," he said.
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* * *

      Frank led the way as we stuck close to the other buildings, cautiously making our way to the warehouse. Frank held his rifle out in front of him as he moved, while Eva held her Glock. The Demon Blade was in my hand, and all I could think about was swinging it at Abigor.

      That’s if Abigor was inside the warehouse. We were almost upon the building, and thus far, there were no signs of life. No guards posted around the building, no lights coming from inside.

      "Seems quiet," Eva said in a low voice.

      "Yeah," Frank said as we came upon a side entrance. "Too quiet if you ask me."

      "You think they know we’re coming?" I asked. "Josh may be able to sense my presence."

      Frank put his hand on the door handle and pushed down, opening the door just a bit. "Oh... I’m 100% confident that they knew we were coming, and that if he's here, then Abigor has already sensed our presence. That’s why there's no sentinels on guard around the warehouse, which in itself confirms his presence."

      He went in first, his rifle shouldered as he aimed into the darkness, the slightest green haze being emitted from the night vision scope on his rifle; a scope he had no need for, but which was still handy in certain pitch black environments.

      Eva went in next, and I followed behind her. Then we all paused for a moment to listen, and let our eyes adjust to the gloom. Eventually, I was able to make out the room we were in, which was a huge space that had stacks of wooden crates dotted about the place. Upstairs, there was a walkway and a number of offices, all shrouded in darkness. The silence in the place was heavy and conspicuous.

      "There doesn’t seem to be anyone here," I whispered.

      "We don’t know that yet," Eva said. "Let’s look around."

      When we went to move further into the warehouse, I stopped suddenly as I became aware of two other presences in the place. The first presence caused a chill to go through me as I breathed in sharply. There was no mistaking the cold malevolence of it.

      It was Abigor.

      I felt Josh’s presence also.

      "Guy’s," I called out in a hushed voice to Frank and Eva, who were a few yards ahead as they turned around to look at me.

      But as I was about to tell them that we weren’t alone, the lights in the room suddenly came on, or at least some of them. Most of the light was focused around the center of the room, bringing into view a person—a man—who was standing there. The man was tall, dressed in some sort of black suit. His hair was dark and short, and his face was looking straight ahead. I thought he was in some sort of trance until he turned his head slowly to look at us, his light blue eyes impassive. There was also something about the man. He had a very familiar presence to him, and at first, I thought he was Nephilim. But when I saw the look of shock on Frank and Eva’s faces, I realized the man wasn’t Nephilim.

      He was an angel.

      There was no mistaking the force of the grace flowing through him, which even from a distance, I could tell was much more powerful than my own, or indeed, any other Nephilim I’d met.

      "What the hell is an angel doing here?" Frank asked, voicing the question we were all thinking.

      "That’s a good question," another voice answered from across the room, a voice I recognized immediately as belonging to Abigor. This was confirmed when he suddenly appeared from behind a stack of crates. He stood there in his weird military uniform and smiled at us like a welcoming host. "And one which you will soon have an answer to."

      My grip tightened around the Demon Blade as I stared hard at Abigor. At that moment, I felt like charging at him, swinging the sword at his neck and chopping his head clean off. I held back though, knowing such a move would be foolish, and would probably get me killed.

      No, I thought. I have to wait, pick my moment.

      "I don’t like this," Frank said quietly as he aimed his rifle at Abigor.

      "Neither do I," Eva said. "I have a bad feeling about this."

      "You can lower your weapons," Abigor said. "I have no desire to kill any more of you hybrids, unless you force me to that is."

      "What’s with the angel, Abigor?" Frank asked. "Nephilim aren’t enough for you, so you’re kidnapping angels now?"

      "Not exactly." Abigor made a motion with his hand that resulted in Frank’s gun being ripped from him, landing on the floor and skidding away. Eva’s Glock went next, flying from her hands and sliding across the floor, ending up several feet away. Frank immediately went for one of his Berettas, but Abigor stopped him. "Don’t be stupid. Take that gun out and I’ll rip your arm off this time."

      Frank sighed as he removed his hand from the butt of the gun inside his jacket. "Asshole."

      Abigor ignored Frank’s insult and looked at me. "Leia," he said, a strange sort of glee in his eyes. "I see you have the Demon Blade with you." He laughed and shook his head. "I must say, I didn’t think you would do it. Trading your soul just for a chance to kill me, that’s…commendable, really, but ultimately pointless, I’m afraid."

      Needless to say, both Frank and Eva were staring at me, shock on their faces. "Leia," Frank said. "What is he talking about?"

      I shook my head and said nothing. What was there to say anyway? It was done now. I was more concerned with Abigor’s closing words anyway. "What do you mean, pointless?" I asked him as a heavy sense of dread fell over me.

      Abigor shook his head at me, as if I was completely stupid, which was how I was starting to feel. "Leia, Leia," he said. "I’m sorry to inform you that the weapon you have in your hand is useless, at least in your hands."

      "What…what do you mean?"

      "Oh, Leia." He chuckled to himself. "I would’ve thought the name alone would’ve given it away, but since it hasn’t, I’ll explain. That so-called 'Demon Blade' you have in your hand has been designed to be wielded only by demons. In the hands of a Nephilim, or anyone else for that matter, it’s just another sword, and certainly not capable of killing me."

      I shook my head as if he was lying. "You’re just saying that to trick me."

      Abigor laughed, louder and longer this time. "But I’ve already tricked you! That sword you have there is one of thousands that were forged during the last Great War in Hell. It was handed out to King Mordred’s army, to use against Grand Duke Leonard’s army, and while it can potentially kill me, unless you are a demon, you cannot activate its power. So you see, my little hybrid, you might as well have brought a toy sword with you instead."

      I stared at Abigor for a long time, wanting so hard to believe that he was just lying, but it didn’t seem that way. Even when I looked at Frank and Eva, their faces said it all.

      "Perhaps you need proof," Abigor said as he took several steps toward me. "Then we can get on with things." He stood with his arms held to his sides. "Come at me."

      Rage began to boil in me as I held the sword out, gripping it tight.

      "Don’t, Leia," Eva said. "He’s messing with your head."

      "Come at me, Leia!" Abigor bellowed, his eyes now glowing. "Kill me! It’s what you came here to do, isn’t it? Now do it!"

      As my rage suddenly boiled over, a scream of fury came from my mouth as I charged toward him while he just stood there waiting. When I reached him, I didn’t hesitate. I plunged the sword into his waiting chest, shocked at how easy it was to do so. The lack of resistance meant I ran right into him as the blade went deeper. Our eyes locked as I held onto the sword a moment longer, before letting go and stepping back.

      Abigor stared down at the sword in his chest for a moment, then looked up at me and smiled. "Do you believe me now, Leia?"

      I could only stare in disbelief as Abigor pulled the sword out of his chest, blood splatting all over the floor as he did so.

      My head began to shake. "No…"

      Everything was for nothing. Trading my soul, going to Hell, getting the sword.

      All for nothing.

      Behind me, I heard footsteps as Frank and Eva approached, probably to pull me back from Abigor, only Abigor put one bloody hand out and stopped them both in their tracks. When he make a downward motion with his hand, I turned around to see Frank and Eva on their knees as they stared at me. Their faces and bodies were unmoving, just as they were when we summoned Abigor at the cabin.

      I tried to control my sense of defeat as I turned around to look at the demon again. "Why?" I asked him. "And where is my brother? I know he’s here."

      "We’ll get to Josh in a moment," Abigor said as he tossed the Demon Blade—or whatever the hell it was really called—onto the floor with a clang. "I’ll answer your earlier question first. You asked me why, and my answer is because I could, Leia. It was also a rather entertaining way to get you to come here. I could have just kidnapped you, of course, but where is the fun in that?" He laughed to himself, like the whole thing was one big joke to him. "Also, the retrieval of the sword was a test of sorts."

      "A test?" I shook my head in disgust as I struggled to control my anger. "What for, to see if I’m worthy to be one of your goons?"

      He shook his head. "Not exactly, although Mullin does work for me, so technically, your soul is mine now, which means you will be under my command soon enough anyway, whether you like it or not."

      Jesus, can things get any worse?

      "The real reason I sent you to Hell to get the sword," he continued, "was to test the purity of your heart. Only someone with a pure heart could’ve broken through that force field to get the sword, which is how I set it up by the way. As it happens, I am in need of someone who is pure of heart. I’m in need of you, Leia."

      I was sick of his games, and neither did I care why he supposedly needed me. "Where is Josh?"

      Abigor clicked his fingers, and Josh suddenly appeared beside him. Straight away, I could tell there was something different about my brother. All the arrogance had gone from his face, replaced by fear as he stood motionless beside his master.

      "Josh!"

      "I’m sorry, Leia," Josh said as he looked at me sadly. "He brainwashed me, he—"

      He stopped talking when Abigor punched him hard in the stomach, sending Josh to his knees as he struggled to breathe.

      "Leave him alone!"

      "I will," Abigor said. "Once you do something for me."

      I shook my head, then looked at Josh, who seemed to be crying now. "Do what?"

      "Well," Abigor said. "I’ve no doubt you and your little Watcher friends have worked out what I’m doing here. I’m breaking the sacred seals that keep the Hell Gate in this city closed, and I’m down to the last one. Guess what it entails."

      I looked across at the angel, who still stood impassively looking forward. I also noticed he was standing in a magic circle, probably a trap of some sort. "Does it have anything to do with him?"

      Abigor smiled. "Yes, it has everything to do with him. You see, Leia, I need you to kill him for me."

      I shook my head as I stared at him. "What?"

      "Am I not speaking loud enough for you? I said I want you to kill him, thus breaking the final seal. Only the pure of heart may handle the Angel Blade he has on him."

      I looked across at the angel, whose eyes were now on me as he seemed to be waiting on my response. "No, I’m not doing it."

      "I thought you would say that, which is why I brought your brother along."

      Abigor stepped behind Josh, who was still on his knees. I watched in horror as Abigor took hold of Josh’s chin and twisted my brother’s head to the side.

      "Wait!" I shouted, going forward. "Don’t!"

      "I’ll let him live," Abigor said. "I’ll even let you have him, but only if you do as I ask and kill that insufferably pious being over there."

      I stared at Josh as the tears continued to run down his cheeks. It wasn’t like Josh to be crying, which triggered my suspicion. What if the two of them are playing me, I thought, just to get me to kill the angel? Why is Josh suddenly not a demon anymore?

      "You’re lying."

      "Am I?" Abigor said as he twisted Josh’s head further around. "Would you like to test me?"

      Shit. Even if they were both playing me, I wouldn’t put it past Abigor to kill Josh anyway, just to prove his point, and then force me to kill the angel afterward. There was also the fact that once I killed the angel, Abigor would be free to open the Hell Gate, and we would all be dead anyway, or at least under the thumb of Abigor and whatever evil he unleashed.

      But the fact was, I didn’t want to be responsible for my brother’s death. I just couldn’t stand there and watch Abigor snap Josh’s neck right in front of me.

      I looked back at Frank and Eva, who stared back at me motionless. No doubt they were screaming internally for me not to do what Abigor said, which was fair enough, but it wasn’t they who would have to watch their brother die—it was me. Clearly, Abigor had won anyway. There would be no stopping him or his heinous plan to unleash Hell on Earth. No matter what I did, the world was going to end. The best I could do was save my brother, which is what I set out to do in the first place, after all.

      "Okay. I’ll do it. But let my brother go."

      Abigor kept a hold of Josh. "I will, once you kill the angel."

      "Don’t do it, Leia!" Josh shouted suddenly. "He’s going to kill me anyway!"

      Abigor twisted Josh’s neck another inch, causing Josh to cry out in pain. "I’m not sure how much more pressure his neck will take before it snaps. Sometimes, I don’t know my own strength in this world."

      I held a hand out. "Don’t hurt him, please! I’m doing as you asked."

      With heavy footsteps, I walked to where the angel stood inside the trap. His blue eyes looked into mine as I stood in front of him, and I was surprised when he smiled at me. "It is all right," he said.

      I shook my head. "But I’m about to kill you."

      "There is a reason for all things, even my death."

      "Yes," Abigor shouted over. "My reason."

      The angel held my gaze, his eyes strangely peaceful as they somehow put me at ease. He then reached inside his jacket and took out a long silver dagger with a corkscrewed blade, that glowed brightly as his grace ran through it. "Take it," he said, holding it out.

      Stepping forward to the edge of the angel trap, I took the blade from him, which felt much lighter than I expected. There was hardly any weight in it at all, yet the steel was dense and hard. Immediately, I felt my own grace flow into the blade, illuminating it slightly. "I’m sorry," I said as I held the tip of the blade to his chest. "I really don’t want to do this, but…" I trailed off, realizing that no matter what I said, it didn’t matter.

      The angel smiled like he knew something I didn’t. "You are simply following your path."

      I frowned slightly, and was about to ask him what he meant, when he suddenly grabbed my arm with both hands and pulled the blade into himself, grimacing as it went in. Shocked, I pulled the blade out and stood back, just as the angel appeared to explode in a brilliant flash of light that I had to shield my eyes against.

      When I next looked, there was nothing left in front of me but empty space, and for whatever reason, this caused a rage to ignite in me, a rage that I directed at Abigor when I suddenly raised the angel blade in my hand, intending to throw at him, to kill him with it. But as soon as I went to throw the blade it disintegrated, leaving me holding nothing but air and minuscule shards of its otherworldly metal.

      Abigor chuckled at my misfortune. "A little failsafe that ensures the blade doesn’t end up in anyone else’s hands. I should be thankful, eh?" He laughed this time, a sound I had to close my eyes against for fear that would drive me insane.

      Eventually, I turned and looked at him. "I’ve done what you asked, now let my brother go."

      "Gladly," Abigor said, smiling as he released his grip on Josh’s neck.

      As Josh stood up, I went to walk toward him, but stopped suddenly when I looked into his face and saw that his eyes had gone completely black. I shook my head. "No…"

      Josh started laughing as Abigor stood next to him, an almost fatherly hand on Josh’s shoulder. "Oh, Sis," he said. "You didn’t really think I wanted you to save me, did you?"

      I stood staring, unable to speak as a horrible numbness worked its way through my body, and the next thing I knew, I was on my knees as tears started to stream down my cheeks.

      "Well done, Leia," Abigor said. "You get an A star for that."

      They both laughed then, as if the whole thing was hilarious, then they teleported away, their laughter still ringing in my ears.

      Not far away, I sensed Frank and Eva, now free from Abigor’s telepathic grip as they stood staring at me.

      I couldn’t even look at them.
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      "What the fuck just happened?" Frank said to no one in particular as he and Eva stood just a few feet away from me.

      "Abigor won," I said dejectedly, still on my knees. "That’s what happened."

      "Yeah, I know that, but…fuck it, I’m just going to say it—you didn’t have to kill the fucking angel, Leia."

      "Frank…" Eva started to say, but I cut her off.

      "It’s okay, Eva. Frank is right."

      "You might as well have handed him the keys to the fucking Hell Gate!" Frank shouted.

      "Fuck you, Frank!" I jumped to my feet to confront him. "I thought he was going to kill Josh, what did you want me to do?"

      Frank shook his head as if I didn’t understand. "It’s one person against the rest of the world. Don’t you fucking get that?"

      "Of course I fucking get it!" I screamed back. "But Abigor would’ve made me kill the angel anyway, after he had killed my brother just to prove a fucking point! I wasn’t going to watch my brother die in front of me, and then watch him slowly do to you what he did to Letty and Patrick."

      "Well," Frank said, his face contorted with anger. "Now you have to watch the rest of the fucking world die instead!"

      His words cut like a knife as I stood quivering with emotion I didn’t know what to do with, except scream it at him. "Fuck you, Frank!"

      Eva stepped in between us at that point, just as I felt my grace rise to the surface on a sea of anger and despair. "Enough!" she said sharply. "Back off the two of you!"

      Frank and I glared at each other for another moment, then he shook his head and walked away, heading toward his rifle lying on the floor a distance away.

      I stood with my hands on my hips, and sighed heavily as I tried to hold back my tears. "I fucked up, Eva."

      "No," Eva said firmly as she held both my arms. "You didn’t, you were just in an impossible situation. Even Frank knows Abigor would’ve made you kill the angel somehow. He’s just angry at the situation, he’ll calm down soon enough."

      I sighed and looked into her eyes. "I really thought it was him, I thought it was Josh—the real Josh. How fucking stupid am I?"

      Eva laid one hand on my cheek. "You aren’t, this is just a lot of pressure for someone who hasn’t been in the game long. Speaking of which…"

      "What?" I said as her face hardened slightly.

      "Well, it’s like this, Leia," she said. "I can’t condone the things you did to get us here."

      "I know and I’m—

      "Let me finish please."

      I nodded and she carried on.

      "You found out about the Demon Blade and you didn’t even think to consult us on it. Instead, you went off half-cocked, summoned a demon in a risky fashion, and then gave said demon your bloody soul! And the whole time I’m at the cabin trying to heal the person you purport to be in love with, and yet you go and leave him! Jesus, Leia…" Eva shook her head as she tried to contain her own anger and frustration. "If we ever get out this mess, you and I need to sit down and have a long talk about what it means to be a Watcher, and what it means to work as part of a team."

      I stood there, shamed, not knowing what to say except, "I’m sorry," knowing that words wouldn’t change anything.

      "It’s okay," Frank said, having walked back over, his voice calmer now. "Christ, you’re just a kid at the end of the day, trying to deal with shit that would drive most other people mad. But Eva’s right, though, a long talk is due if we ever survive this."

      Tears rolled down my cheeks, and I went and hugged him because I didn’t know what else to do. He didn’t respond much at first, but after a moment, his arms tightened around me, and for a brief moment, I felt the way I did when my father used to hug me, which was safe and consoled.

      "All right, that’s enough," he said eventually. "You’re getting my best Judas Priest T-shirt wet."

      Laughing to myself as I pulled away, I shook my head at him. "I’ll get you a new one that says, 'I survived the apocalypse'."

      "Yeah, right. I don’t think anyone will be wearing that T-shirt." Then he thought for a second. "Unless it said, 'I survived the apocalypse, but now I’m in Hell.'"

      "'Thanks for asking'."

      We both burst out laughing, which to me was a release of tension more than anything else, and also because, you know…funny shit.

      "Seriously, you two," Eva said shaking her head. "Talk about gallows humor. You are your mother’s daughter, Leia, I tell you that."

      "Shit," Frank said. "If you can’t laugh at the end of the world, when can you?"

      "About that," I said.

      "What, the end of the world?"

      I nodded. "Yeah. All may not be completely lost."

      Frank and Eva looked at each other. "What do you mean?" Eva asked.

      "Hold on." I went and searched for a moment, until I found what I was looking for. The Demon Blade was still lying where Abigor had thrown it. In his arrogance, he had left it behind. I picked it up and returned to Frank and Eva, who were staring at me like I’d finally cracked under the strain.

      "I think we’ve already established that the so-called Demon Blade is useless," Frank said. "What are you doing with it?"

      I shook my head as a slight smile appeared on my face. "He didn’t say it was useless, he said it was useless in the wrong hands."

      Frank didn’t get it yet, but Eva did. "But, Leia, we aren’t demons. We can’t bring out the sword’s true power."

      "And," said Frank, "the only demon we know who could bring out the swords power is too weak to even move."

      I nodded. "I know that, but I wasn’t talking about Lucas."

      "So who…"

      "I know what she is talking about," Eva said looking at me. "She’s talking about one of us demonizing ourselves so we can tap the power of the sword to kill Abigor."

      "I’m not talking about us," I said. "I’m talking about me, because of the three of us, it’s me who's already traded away my soul, so what's a bit of demon blood going to do?" I shrugged. "I’m screwed however you look at it, so why not make it two-for-two?"

      Frank and Eva looked at each other, neither of them speaking for a long while as they seemed to consider everything. I, on the other hand, had already considered everything seconds after Abigor and Josh had left. I had already made the decision to get demonized, and then to go after Abigor with the Demon Blade, and kill him.

      It had to be me. Every ounce of my being said so.

      "Well," Frank said eventually. "I haven’t known you that long, Leia, but I know you’re probably as damn stubborn as your mom was, so…" He paused and shook his head. "I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I’ll back your plan, if that’s what you want to do."

      Eva sighed as she stared at me. "I’m happy to take your place, you know. You don’t have to do this."

      "Yes, I do," I said. "I’m on borrowed time anyway, remember? My immortal soul is no longer immortal…"

      Frank made a snorting sound and shook his head in disbelief. "I can’t believe you sold your soul, Leia, and to some fucking scumbag demon who’ll probably—"

      "Frank." Eva made a face at him to stop.

      "It’s fine, Eva." I shrugged at Frank. "Hey, at least we have the sword, right? Thanks to Abigor’s arrogance in thinking he could play us—"

      "Play you, you mean," Frank said.

      "Frank!" Eva elbowed him in the ribs.

      "What? I was just saying…"

      I shook my head as I tutted at him. "Anyway, the point is, Abigor fucked up, and now we have the chance to make him pay for it."

      "A very slim chance," Frank said. "I mean, let’s be real here. Even if we successfully demonize you, which by the way, neither Eva nor I have ever done to anyone, because you know…why the hell would we?" He shook his head. "That aside, if we do get the ritual right, what then? You’ll be a fucking demon like your brother. The last thing you’ll want to do is kill the head honcho who you suddenly find you have a deep and meaningful connection to." He held a finger up then. "But, and this is a big but, say you somehow manage to control yourself…you still have to kill one of the most powerful demons there is." He pointed to the sword. "With that fucking woefully inadequate looking thing."

      "Jesus, Frank," I said, taking offense despite myself. "Don’t sugar coat it, will you?"

      Frank sighed and held his hands up. "I’m just making sure you understand the situation."

      "I think she understands, Frank," Eva said. "I think you made it all crystal clear."

      "Don’t make me out to be a bad guy here. I was just saying, that’s all. It doesn’t mean we aren’t going to go through with this mad plan."

      "It is a mad plan," I said. "But it’s the only one we’ve got."

      No one could argue with that.

      "All right," Frank said. "Let’s go turn you into a demon, and hope you don’t try to kill us."
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      A few hours later, I found myself in Frank’s sparsely lit cellar, holding a gold chalice that was filled with nearly a pint of Lucas’ blood, for which he had given his consent to use, though just barely.

      Tethered to the floor before me, there was also a small sized goat, though it was nearing the end of its life. The goat was watching Eva as she walked in circles around me in a kind of trance, while she mumbled the strange sounding words to the spell she was using; a spell designed to turn me into a demon, or a half-demon at least. No one was sure how potent the magical transformation would be, nor how much of a demon I would become. We weren’t even sure if it would be possible for me to completely come back from such an insane transformation, just as we were uncertain if we could pull back Josh and the other Nephilim.

      To be honest, though, the time for sanity had passed. The only thing that mattered now was survival.

      Frank lurked behind me near the stairs. Occasionally, he would hand something to Eva, like the lit candle she was now walking around with, a black candle that smelled a lot like burning meat, its foul smoke filling up the room. I hardly noticed, though, for I was in something of a trance myself since Eva had begun the ritual, which seemed like ages ago. I didn’t know if it was the herbs she was burning, or the words she was speaking, but something was having a strange effect on me. I was becoming weirdly distant from everything, like I’d taken one too many Oxys. A certain level of unreality settled into the proceedings. Things started to become surreal and slightly trippy. I couldn’t help staring at the dark blood in the chalice. Lucas’ ruby life force, which I was about to drink when Eva told me to. It was Lucas’ blood that was the key to the ritual, which required the blood of a high-level demon, which Lucas was, of course. Although the outcome of the ritual couldn’t be completely predicted, Eva did say that the personality of the demon whose blood is drank, would have a bearing on the eventual behavior of the person being demonized. In any case, we would see.

      Eva suddenly stopped in front of me. "Give me the chalice," she said in a strange sort of low voice, her huge eyes almost looking through me.

      In a dream-like state, I slowly held out the chalice for her to take. Then she took a couple of steps back and carefully put the chalice on the floor. Frank appeared a second later, to hand Eva a long dagger. I already knew what for. This part of the ritual required the person being demonized to brutally murder an innocent. Fucked up, I know, but we were trying to turn me into a demon, not an angel. As Frank often said, sometimes your hands got dipped in innocent blood along the way to getting things done. It’s the way things are, in our world at least.

      As we weren’t about to sacrifice a person, we agreed that an animal should suffice. The ritual didn’t specifically state that the sacrifice had to be a person. It merely stated an innocent should be murdered, and looking into the eyes of the goat before me, I was fairly certain it was as innocent as you could get. Murdering the creature in cold blood was the only way to activate the demon blood inside me.

      A part of me was completely disgusted with what I was about to do, but that part of me was soon overwhelmed by the ton weight of reality. This ritual represented our last chance to stop Abigor and save the souls of billions. If a goat had to die in the process, then so be it.

      I took the knife from Eva as she handed it to me. It felt cold and heavy in my hand as I turned it so the blade was pointing downward. The goat looked at me frightened. It knew what was coming. It also knew there was no escape.

      Forgive me…

      I plunged the dagger into the goat’s skull first, to give it a quick death. As it fell over, I dropped to my knees and began stabbing it repeatedly until my movements where frenzied and practically out of control. As arcs of blood flew everywhere, I told myself it had to be this way, that brutality was a part of my life now, along with spilling blood and doing hellish things that I didn’t want to do.

      This is who I am now, I thought as I kept stabbing until I could stab no more, and I sat back, covered in blood and breathing heavily. The look of horror on Frank’s face said it all.

      Eva stepped forward and handed me the chalice. "Drink."

      I took the chalice and forced myself to drink what was left of Lucas’ blood, while Eva stood over me, another foul smelling candle in her hand as she uttered more strange words, the words seeming to reach a crescendo as I finished drinking the blood.

      When I was done, I dropped the chalice and leaned forward on my hands. My stomach wanted to eject the contents I had just filled it with, but I wouldn’t allow it—there was no way I was about to go through the ritual again. The blood was the essential sauce, which maybe isn’t the best comparison given the circumstances, but you know what I mean:

      The blood had to stay down.

      As I remained on my hands and knees, it suddenly felt as if the blood in my stomach had started to boil. This was quickly followed by needles shooting into my spine, or at least that’s how it felt. Needles which soon stabbed my skull from within, causing me to grip my head as a scream of pain erupted from my mouth.

      Then it seemed like my whole world exploded as a great collision of energy within me collided. A new form of energy was making itself felt, and it was overpowering my grace, to the point where I hardly felt it anymore. All I felt was this new power burning through me. As I fell to the floor and convulsed, it was more out of ecstasy than pain, such was the seductive allure it contained. The line between the two sensations had blurred to the point where they were both the same. My mind was on fire as a form of darkness rushed into me. This wasn’t just some vague kind of darkness, but thee Darkness which filled me up completely, turning my blood cold, and bringing with it a deep sense of malevolence, not to mention an overwhelming need to destroy whatever or whoever was around me.

      Which happened to be Frank and Eva, both of whom were standing uneasily as they watched my transformation play out. When I finally looked up at them, they both drew back in horror, and probably not just because I was covered in goat and demon blood. My vision had changed slightly, so no doubt my eyes had as well, perhaps turning black like Josh’s had. The world had taken on a reddish hue, and when I looked at Frank and Eva, I could see their energies flowing through them, including their grace, the sight of which filled me with deep disgust. All I wanted to do was destroy it with the dark energy that now flowed through me.

      My lips peeled back into a sneer as I glared at Frank. "Leia," he began as he went to come forward, but raising an arm, I used my new power to telekinetically push Frank away with enough force to slam him back several feet until he hit the wall and fell to the floor, lying there in a semi-conscious daze.

      "Frank!" Eva shouted, and then turned to look at me.

      But I was already upon her, closing the distance in less time than it took for her to blink. My hand gripped her throat and I lifted her effortlessly off the ground, holding her aloft like some prize trophy, my eyes following the path of her grace around her body to the source in her belly. All I would have to do is puncture her stomach with my fingers and rip out her innards, killing the flow of that offensive light energy.

      My fingers pressed against the flesh of Eva’s stomach as she struggled unsuccessfully to free herself from my iron grip. As my nails began to pierce her soft flesh, I smiled with delight as I anticipated the warmth of her innards closing around my hand.

      "Leia! Stop!" Frank was up and standing there with one hand held out toward me.

      My fingers stopped pressing as I turned my head slowly to look at him. To me at that moment, Frank wasn’t someone I cared about. He was just a meat parcel with offensive energy running through it, nothing more.

      "You unleashed me," I said in a menacing voice. "Now you will pay the price. Both of you."

      I pressed my fingers harder into Eva’s flesh, and this time she screamed in pain, causing me to smile, her agony providing me with a singular pleasure I had never felt before.

      "No, Leia, wait!" Frank persisted. "Remember why you’re doing this, think about Josh, about saving him…"

      The mention of Josh’s name was like a bolt of electricity going through me, and I froze for a second as a long forgotten memory came bubbling up from somewhere in my mind. The memory was of me holding onto Josh’s hand to stop him from falling down a very deep, and very dark, well. We couldn’t have been any more than five or six, yet somehow I had the strength to pull Josh up so he could get a hold of the edge, and then I helped him haul himself out of the well altogether. I don’t even remember how he managed to fall in the first place, nor how I was able to catch him in time. I just remember holding him there, and thinking that if I let him go, I would never see him again.

      Suddenly, I felt that same way now, as if Josh was dangling over a well and only my grip was keeping him from falling into the darkness below, never to be seen again.

      "Josh needs you, Leia," Frank said, more softly this time. "We need you, to fight Abigor, remember?"

      Stop…they are not the enemy…

      A whispering voice in my head. Sounding like me, but strangely not me.

      The same voice I heard in that cave back in Hell.

      But who did the voice belong to? Was it just my own addled mind talking back to me? Was my mind starting to crack under the strain? Or was there somehow something or someone inside of me? Whatever the case, the voice was right. Frank and Eva were not the enemy.

      Abigor was.

      The darkness in me retreated as my grace made its presence felt once more. It didn’t take long before it dampened down the dark energy enough for me to think clearly again, and I realized that I was still holding Eva up by the neck. Gasping in slight horror, I let her go and she dropped to her knees, Frank rushing over to see if she was all right. I could only stand there and stare at the blood dripping from my fingers.

      But before I could even shake my head at what I’d just done, I felt the darkness push back and try to overcome my grace again. This time, though, I made a concerted effort to keep the darkness at bay, which wasn’t easy since it was so damn strong.

      When I looked at Frank, he said, "Don’t let it control you, Leia."

      Easier said than done, for I soon found the harder I fought the darkness within me, the harder it seemed to push back. Merely telling myself that I was in control wasn’t enough. The darkness didn’t give a shit.

      "Think of Kasey," Eva said.

      Upon mention of Kasey’s name, a familiar grief and gut wrenching guilt overcame me, and at the same time, the dark power in me retreated, held back by my rising sense of humanity. That’s when I realized what Eva already knew— that emotion could be used to control the darkness within me, especially those with positive sentiments. Kasey’s smiling face, for instance, which gave me a sense of joy, helped to drive back the darkness further, until eventually I could control it myself through conscious will, for the time being at least.

      I was well aware that the darkness in me was growing stronger by the minute, though, so I didn’t bank on keeping control of it for too long.

      "I’m okay," I said to Frank and Eva, who both stood looking warily at me. "I have control of it, for now at least. I suggest we don’t hang around, though."

      Frank nodded. "I agree."

      I looked at Eva. "I’m sorry, Eva."

      Eva shook her head as she held her hand over her stomach, blood leaking through her fingers. "I’ll heal, don’t worry about it. We all knew the risks, right?"

      I nodded. "I guess so."

      "We should gear up," Frank said. "Abigor is probably at the cemetery by now. Shit, for all we know, he’s opened the Hell Gate already."

      "Well," I said. "As we don’t appear to be overrun by demons yet, I’d say that he hasn’t, but if he has, then we need to close it again."

      Frank smiled at me as he shook his head. "I love your optimism."

      Smiling back, I said, "Stay alive, keep fighting, right?"

      Now Eva was smiling. "Indeed, though perhaps we should now test the Demon Blade, to see if you can really tap its power."

      The Demon Blade was on the bench behind Frank, and he lifted it and it handed it to me. I was hesitant about taking it at first, because I was afraid that Abigor was lying about the sword’s power, and that nothing would happen when I touched it. But just looking at the sword as Frank held it out, I knew there was something different about it, at least to me. I sensed a definite power in the blade that I didn’t sense before.

      My sense was confirmed when I finally grasped the sword myself. The second I did, the darkness in me reacted by rushing to the surface, as if the sword itself was a conduit for it, no real difference to the Watcher Knife and the grace inside me. As I held the sword with both hands, the red V in the center began to glow a radiant crimson, the dark power in me activating it somehow. The sword itself also grew in length, extending by another foot at least as it increased in width as well. Now the Demon Blade was much heavier in my hands, its power flowing into me as mine flowed into the steel.

      As this combining of power continued, Frank suddenly snatched the sword from my hands, perhaps sensing a loss of control beginning to show in me. "That’s enough of that," he said.

      I glared at him angrily for a moment, the darkness in me swirling agitatedly in protest. "Give it back," I growled.

      Eva stepped in front of me. "Connect with your grace again, Leia," she said gently. "Come back to the light."

      I stared at her, confused for a moment as the two powers fought for supremacy within me, light against dark. Thanks to Eva, though, the light was able to regain control again.

      "Shit," I said, shaking my head. "Maybe…maybe you should hold onto the sword until we get to the cemetery. I don’t think I can control myself otherwise."

      "Good idea," Frank said as he placed the sword on the bench behind him again. "At least we know it works."

      "But against Abigor?" Eva said.

      "I guess we’ll see soon enough."

      I left them to gear up while I went upstairs to my room, firstly to quickly change clothes as I was covered in blood, and secondly to see Lucas before I left on my suicide mission. He was still barely conscious as I kneeled on the floor next to the bed and laid my hand over his. "We have to go now," I said in a near whisper.

      Lucas’ eyes opened almost fully as he managed to focus on me. "You got this," he whispered back, bringing tears to my eyes.

      I really hoped he was right.
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      I went back down to the cellar to find Frank and Eva ready to go, both of them armed to the teeth. Frank even had a Katana strapped to his back. "Here," he said, handing me the Demon Blade, but this time the sword was wrapped in a piece of canvas. "As long as you don’t touch it, you should be fine."

      I hesitantly took the wrapped blade from him, holding it for a second to see if I felt anything. There was a definite undercurrent of power, but as I wasn’t making physical contact with the sword, the darkness in me didn’t have the same reaction as it did before, and I was able to maintain control.

      As we moved down the hallway toward the front door, I stopped by the bedroom and looked in on Lucas one last time. He lay still in the bed, his chest rising and falling gently. He would be fine, there was no doubt in my mind about that.

      It was the rest of the world I was worried about now.

      When I went outside, I found Frank and Eva standing staring out across the valley to the city beyond. It didn’t take me long to see what they were both staring at.

      "Holy shit," I said quietly as I stood beside them.

      "Yep," Frank said. "Holy shit."

      Directly above the city, some sort of maelstrom had formed, which all but shrouded the whole city in darkness, even though there were at least a couple of hours of daylight still left. Black and gray clouds swirled around each other, occasionally illuminated by forks of red lightning.

      "Does that mean the Hell Gate has been opened?" I asked.

      Frank shook his head. "I don’t know, but if he gate hasn’t been opened yet, it soon will be."

      "It’s a gathering of power," Eva said. "We should really hurry."

      As Frank drove, she began to flick through the channels on the radio.

      "What are you looking for?" I asked her.

      "I’m checking to see if my local government contacts heeded the warning I gave them earlier."

      "What warning?"

      "To initiate a citywide lockdown, what else?"

      "What reason did you give? There’s a monster in town?"

      Eva shook her head at my glibness. "A terrorist attack, of course. Or at least, that’s how my contacts would’ve translated it for the public. Privately, they know the truth."

      When Eva found a local news channel, she turned up the radio to hear the announcement being made, and we all listened intently to the male voice reading it.

      "…Once again, the city is currently under attack by terrorists, and government officials are warning all citizens to stay indoors. Please remain at home, lock all your doors and keep your lighting at a minimum. Government agents and the National Guard are currently dealing with the threat, and would like to assure the public that it will be over soon. Once again, get off the streets and stay indoors, so that emergency response teams can do their jobs…"

      "That’s enough of that," Frank said, suddenly switching the radio to a different station that was currently playing Highway To Hell.

      "Really, Frank?" I said. "Highway To Hell?"

      Frank cracked a smile as he shrugged. "I’d say it’s fitting, wouldn’t you?"

      I looked at Eva from the back seat and we both shook our heads. As inappropriate as it was, the music and Frank’s easy going attitude did release some of the tension in the car. This wasn’t the first time Frank had rushed toward what might be certain death, so no doubt turning the music on was deliberate, and a tried and true way of taking one’s mind off impending doom, at least a little bit.

      When we reached the city in record time, helped by the fact that nine out of ten cars were traveling in the opposite direction, we found the place to be in chaos. Naturally, people were panicking and running scared because they had no idea what was happening. The sky was like nothing anyone had ever seen before, especially as it blocked out the daylight completely, bringing with it gale force winds and driving rain. Many people had simply abandoned their cars in the middle of the road, either to get a better look at what was happening above them, or to simply run off in a panic, leaving other motorists with the impossible job of navigating around them. If there wasn't a need for carrying the small arsenal in our possession, then motorbikes would've been the ideal mode of transport; and indeed, it seemed that many commuters with said options were making the most of this difference.With so much disruption everywhere, it soon became impossible for Frank to drive us any further. "We’ll have to go the rest of the way on foot," he said as he pulled the car into a side street and parked it there.

      We exited the car to the constant noise of the storm and gusting winds making light work of various objects not firmly tied down. People’s panicked screams also punctuated the air.

      Christ, I thought. He’s really doing it.

      The bastard was in the process of ending the fucking world! Which he said he would do, but to actually witness it all happening first hand, turned things from a bad dream into a full-blown nightmare.

      Greenmount Cemetery was about a mile and a half away. The three of us started running immediately, pushing our way through the throngs of people that lined the streets. The degree of differing expressions on most people’s faces ran the fall gamut from joyous euphoria to bewilderment to utter fearful panic and hysteria as they gazed up at the alien-looking sky. Those who didn’t have their heads tilted up inevitably came to stare at me, Frank and Eva as the three of us ran along armed to the teeth, and dressed like we were in some fantasy action movie. No one tried to stop us, though…lucky for them.

      As we neared the cemetery, I couldn’t help but reflect on the fact that somehow, it had ended up my responsibility to stop Abigor, and to stop the world from becoming the new Hell. Christ, not too long ago, I was no more than a slacker with a drug habit. Now I felt like the Spartan from that movie 300, who had just one chance to defeat his enemy. It all came down to a single spear throw. That’s how it felt to me: like I had just one last shot to kill Abigor. The Spartan missed his shot. I hoped I didn’t miss mine as well.

      When we finally got to the cemetery gates, there was a crowd of people there, none of whom looked too afraid or surprised by what was happening. There was maybe two dozen of them, and I sensed the grace in them all.

      They must be the other Watchers, I thought. The one’s Frank and Eva contacted.

      There was no time for niceties as Frank got their attention. "All right, listen up!" he shouted over the noise of the maelstrom overhead. "The plan is to get Leia here close enough to Abigor that she can take her shot with the Demon Blade. If you come across any Nephilim, put them down, but try not to kill them."

      The crowd of Watchers were all staring at me, probably asking themselves how someone as young and inexperienced as me held the fate of the world in her hands.  If I could’ve answered that question, I would have said, "Beats the shit out of me."

      Which would be the absolute truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            40

          

        

      

    

    
      I have to say, it was exhilarating walking into that cemetery alongside a couple of dozen other Watchers, every one of them prepared to die if it meant stopping Abigor. Not that this last aspect was exhilarating, more worrisome. No one was under any illusions. Everyone knew there'd probably be less who walked out of the cemetery than those walking in, unless of course the slightly weird brunette girl with the sword could somehow slay one of the most formidable demons to ever walk the earth. Despite my lineage, the good standing reputation of my mother, and Frank’s endorsement, I still got the impression that the rest of the Watchers thought the whole thing a joke. A few even pulled Frank and Eva aside to voice their concern, insisting that no way should something so monumentally important be left up to an inexperienced eighteen-year-old. Frank, bless him, explained what I had to do to earn the dubious honor of being the one going up against Abigor, though this did nothing to abate the hard stares coming my way, and in some cases only exacerbated them.

      Not that any of that really mattered. The only thing that mattered as I walked through those heavy iron gates was that I had a job to do, which was to take down Abigor and save Josh.

      Up ahead, the first of Abigor’s minions, if you wanted to call them that—both demonized Nephilim and pure demons—came running at us through the heavy rain, just as a massive thunder clap sounded overhead. It felt as though some otherworldly being clapped had their hands to sound the start of the Greenmount Cemetery war between the Light and the Dark; the human mortal dimension being the victor's prize.

      As Frank yelled for everyone to get ready, I quickly unwrapped the Demon Blade and tossed the cloth. The second my hands touched its grip, the simmering darkness immediately began to boil and pump its way through my body, once again reducing any contact with my grace until I could barely feel it anymore. As my vision changed and I became much more aware of movement, I allowed the darkness to take near total control. My hunger for violence increased ten-fold, and as far as the darkness within me was concerned, everyone around me was a target for that violence. It was only down to the fact that I still had some small semblance of control deep inside of me, that I was able to resist turning the Demon Blade on my fellow Watchers.

      When I charged forward along with everyone else, I made sure to maintain that semblance of control, for I knew I would need it if I came across Josh, which I fully expected to.

      For the most part, though, I let the darkness reign.

      The first of Abigor’s minions that I came across happened to be a pure demon in the body of young man who had probably been in college not too long ago. Underneath the fleshsuit, I could see clearly the dark energy of the demon’s real form. As he came upon me brandishing a large knife, his face registered surprise when he saw me, and he slowed right down. To him I was a fellow demon, or at least another demonized Nephilim, which no doubt he wasn’t expecting. I didn’t slow my pace at all, though, and smiled as I continued running at him as I held the now extended Demon Blade with both hands. Before the demon even knew what hit him, I swung the sword as hard as I could at his abdomen, the sword leaving a glorious red streak of light behind it, as it cleaved the demon in two, spilling the guts of his fleshsuit over the grass.

      From that pile of guts, the shadowy spirit of the demon hung in the air for a second, its glowing orbs glaring at me. Then the demon’s spirit just seemed to dissipate in the air, as if it was being washed away by the pouring rain. Intuitively, I knew the demon was dead, and its spirit would never be coming back.

      A smile crossed my face, not only because killing the demon was immensely satisfying to the dark power in the driver’s seat, but also because I now knew the Demon Blade would be enough to kill Abigor.

      As I stood for a moment and looked around me, I saw my fellow Watchers clashing with dozens of Abigor’s minions, their blood mixing with the rain in the resultant battles. I had never felt so alive in my life as I bore witness to the frenzied violence happening around me.

      This is what a battlefield is like, I thought. This is where I belong.

      With adrenaline and exhilaration flowing through me with my new demonic powers and the power of the Demon Blade, I told myself it was only the darkness in me that lusted after the violence, and basked in the bloodshed. But somewhere deep inside, the real part of me was also enjoying it, so much so that my grace couldn’t help but be drawn out, only to mingle with the darkness already flowing through me. Now it was beginning to feel like my power was being magnified, as light and dark combined. Perhaps it was grace trying to wrestle back control, but it didn’t feel as if the darker power was calling the shots anymore. My lust for violence was now being tempered by a need for restraint, which was just as well, because a demonized Nephilim girl not much older than myself, was now charging at me with what appeared to be a spear in her hand.

      The girl’s eyes were as black as mine probably were as she aimed the spear at my head, her face full of raw aggression and hatred. My first instinct was to deflect the spear with the Demon Blade and then counter with a cut to the girl’s abdomen, which would’ve surely killed her. I saw the whole sequence play out in my head as the girl’s spear came toward me, and it would’ve been easy to turn the sequence into a reality.

      Lucky for the girl, the influence of my grace made me drop the counter strike after I deflected her attack. The girl was Nephilim, and I had no wish to kill one of my own, even though the darker power in me wouldn’t have minded at all.

      "You’re Josh’s bitch sister." She had long blonde hair and wore military fatigues. "I was hoping to meet you."

      "Well," I said as I walked around her, the Demon Blade in my right hand. "Now you have."

      "Unlucky for you bitch!"

      The girl lunged at me with the spear again, and I quickly sidestepped her attack, bringing the Demon Blade down on top of the spear, breaking the shaft in half. As I stepped back, the girl continued her attack with what was left of the spear, swinging it at me as she tried to slash me with the long steel head, grunting with effort as she did so. I managed to avoid most of her swipes until one of them caught me across the chest, slicing my clothes and then my flesh, cutting at least a quarter inch deep. Yelping in pain, I stepped back and quickly glanced down at the seeping wound in my chest. The girl continued circling me with a now joyous expression on her face, swinging the broken spear in one hand. Clearly she was enjoying this stand off, but I wasn’t. I didn’t have time for it either, and no doubt Abigor had told the girl and her fellow soldiers to keep the Watchers at bay—to kill them—so he could get on with opening the Hell Gate.

      Well, fuck that, I thought, just before pushing my hand out before me to focus the power I was gathering in myself, which I have to say, was all dark.

      Focusing on the girl’s right leg, I suddenly made a tight and very deliberate fist. The result of this action was that the girl’s femur snapped, as surely as a sledgehammer blow would’ve snapped it. She screamed as she toppled over and fell to the ground. "Fucking bitch!"

      "You’ll thank me later," I said, already turning away from her as I sensed more demons in the vicinity. Indeed, when I turned around, one of the demons appeared right in front of me as if he’d teleported there, which he likely had. Before I could react, the demon lashed out, raking my stomach with his claws as they razored the flesh there. Instinctively, I swung the Demon Blade in retaliation, but just as the blade neared the demon’s neck, he teleported again, and the next thing I felt was his fist in my back, driving me forward almost to my knees. Cursing, I swung the Demon Blade blindly behind me, but once again he'd disappeared, leaving me to again swing at nothing but air. I turned in every direction for a moment as I waited on him appearing again. When he did appear, it was right in front of me, but this time my sword was perfectly positioned to strike, and I stabbed it through the demon’s stomach before he could get a chance to do anything else. He looked at me in shock for a moment as I kept the blade embedded in him. When I retracted it, his fleshsuit fell to the ground as his real form was exposed. The dark entity hung in the air for a second before it dissipated just like the other one’d I’d killed.

      After that, things got really crazy. The center of the cemetery seemed to have turned into a cacophonous war-zone, as Watchers, demons and demonized Nephilim, all fought furiously on the rain-soaked battlefield. As I made my way through this throng of violence, I fought with whoever tried to stop me, incapacitating the Nephilim by breaking their bones, and outright killing the demons with the Demon Blade. Things got so heated that everyone’s bloodlust went sky high. More than once, I had to stop myself from using the Demon Blade on my fellow Watchers who I inevitably clashed with, though I ended up injuring a few when I unthinkingly used my telekinetic power on them, something I didn’t regret at the time, but which I knew I would later.

      Abigor was at the back end of the cemetery, and he was currently standing between two large tombstones. Both his arms were held out before him as he loudly spoke in the evil-sounding Hellion. Before him, a large part of the ground was beginning to quake and move as if some great force were tearing it up from within. Then a part of that ground suddenly fell away, taking a few tombstones with it, as a familiar looking muted red light burst up from the ground.

      The light of Hell.

      "So good of you to join us."

      Josh suddenly appeared from behind a mausoleum, walking toward me with a wolfish grin on his face. We stared at each other for the longest of moments, both of us knowing since the warehouse that it would inevitably to come to this—a violent clash of opposites.

      "It’s not too late, Josh!" I shouted over the noise of the wind and the battle still raging behind me. "You don’t have to do this!"

      "Oh, but I do." His gaze shifted slightly, and I realized he was looking at three demons racing toward me on my left. As if to prove a point to him, I rushed at the oncoming demons, reaching them in the blink of an eye, decapitating two and running through the belly of the third.

      Then I stood there looking defiantly at Josh, and for just a second, I saw his confidence drop, replaced by a glimmer of unmistakable fear.

      "I’m in awe of how you’ve changed," he said as he began to move toward me. "You even went so far as to demonize yourself. Seriously, Sis, I’m impressed."

      The darkness in me just wanted to attack him, to slay him with the Demon Blade just as I did to the other demons.

      But Josh isn’t a demon, he’s my brother.

      The thought was enough for me to hold myself back from attacking, to retain a semblance of control. I then walked toward him, stopping a few feet away.

      "Please, Josh. I know you, and you don’t want this." I glanced over at Abigor, who was about twenty feet away. He was so engrossed in opening the Hell Gate, I’m not even sure if he had noticed me yet. "We can stop him…together."

      Josh stared at me with eyes that were not completely black, and which reflected the kernel of doubt I had just put in his head. For a moment, I thought I had gotten through to him, but then he shook his head and his demon eyes reappeared.

      "This is happening whether you want it to or not, Sis." He took a step closer, and my hand automatically gripped the Demon Blade tighter. "It would be better if you could join us. Save yourself the agony."

      My emotions tried to rear up when I realized there was no persuading him, but the darkness flowing through me made sure those emotions stayed down. Which is probably just as well, because I may have cried right then.

      Instead, I used my mind to direct my power at Josh, taking him by surprise and knocking him back several feet through the air until he slammed into a tombstone that cracked under the impact. Given the power I had just hit him with, I didn’t expect him to react so quickly, which he unfortunately did, using his own telekinetic power to hit back at me.

      I felt the force of his power hit me, but the second it did, my own power reacted by stopping his, and then pushing back. Soon the two of us were facing one another, our respective powers locked together in a battle for supremacy. The force was so great that I feared every one of my bones would break under the pressure.

      A smile appeared on Josh’s face as he started to move toward me, his power clearly stronger than mine. "You know what I’m going to do, Sis?" he said. "I’m going to do to you what you did to those other Nephilim. I’m going to break your legs, and probably your arms; then I’m going to leave you here so you can helplessly watch the world end."

      My head shook in sadness as I looked desperately at him, only one question dominating my mind. "When did it all go so wrong, Josh?"

      Josh reeled back slightly, the question clearly jarring him. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean when did you start to hate me so much?" I took a step forward, my eyes never leaving his. "Was it when we were kids, or when Dad was killed? Was it after all those times you’d defended me in the foster homes? Was it when I turned to drugs, and I wasn’t around as much? Or have you always hated me, Josh? Is that it, have you always hated me?"

      He seemed taken aback by the emotion in my voice, and wrong-footed by the bluntness of my questions. His dark eyes portrayed the mix of doubt and confusion pulling at him from within. "I…maybe I just fucking hate myself, you ever think of that?"

      "I don’t get it. Why?"

      Josh gritted his teeth as if the darkness in him wasn’t happy at him dropping his mask of hate for even a moment. "Because I couldn’t save them, that’s why."

      "Save them? Save who…Mom and Dad?"

      "Yes!" he snapped. "I stayed in my fucking room while Dad was getting killed!"

      I shook my head in disbelief. "But we were only kids, Josh. You couldn’t have done anything…"

      He shook his head and closed his eyes for a second. "It doesn’t matter anyway. The more I hate, the more power the darkness gives me, and that’s all that matters. You aren’t the only junky in the family, Sis."

      Just then there was a sudden pain in my right leg as I felt his telekinetic power twist around my femur in an attempt to crush the bone. I directed more of my own power into pushing back against his, knowing that if he broke my leg, it was over. There was no way I could heal quickly enough to continue, nor could I carry on if I couldn’t walk.

      Way to have your own brilliant idea used against you…

      The only edge I had was the Demon Blade, which I still held in my hand. From the distance I was at, I could probably throw it at him with enough force for the blade to penetrate him. But if I did that, I might kill him. I had no idea if the Demon Blade only killed demons, or if it killed everything, including demonized Nephilim.

      My resistance against his power was slowly but surely decreasing. The strain started to show in my face as I expected my leg to snap at any second.

      I glanced across at Abigor, who was still in the process of opening the Hell Gate. Going by how much red light was bursting up from the ground, it appeared he had nearly completed whatever ritual he was performing.

      The world was minutes away from being over, and there was no one around to stop it from happening. None of the other Watchers were approaching Abigor, either because they were engaged in fighting, or because they were too frightened to. In the latter case, I couldn’t blame them. They all knew how futile their ability to engage Abigor would be.

      It was up to me to do something.

      With my femur about to splinter into a dozen pieces, I suddenly raised the Demon Blade and threw it as hard as I could at Josh. Before I even threw it, I had expected him to stop the sword somehow, either telekinetically, or merely by teleporting out of its flightpath. But such was the speed the sword traveled at, that he wasn’t able to do anything before it speared him through the chest.

      His influence over me now severed, Josh stared at me a moment as he wrapped both hands around the leather grip of the sword. My mouth dropped open in horror at what I had done…at what I had to do.

      When Josh managed to pull the long sword from his chest with a cry of effort, he dropped it on the ground and feel forward to his knees, his hands and chest covered with blood.

      What have I done? I thought as I ran to him, catching him in my arms as he went to fall back. "I’m sorry, Josh," I said as tears streamed from eyes. "I really didn’t want to hurt you…"

      He suddenly gripped my wrist in one bloody hand, and a slight smile appeared on his face as he looked up at me. For the first time since he was demonized, I saw the old Josh in his eyes. "How did we get to this?" he now asked me back, as blood spurted from his mouth.

      I shook my head as the tears dripped from my face. "I don’t know. I’m so sorry, Josh. I love you…Josh? Josh!"

      His eyes were open, but he had stopped breathing.

      I was trying to convince myself that he wasn’t really dead when I felt a hand on my shoulder, and I looked up suddenly to see Eva standing there, two bloodstained batons in her hands, crimson streaked across her face and arms. "Leave him," she said urgently. "I’ll take care of him."

      "But…" I didn’t want to leave him, even though I knew I had to.

      It was Abigor’s raised voice that eventually made me let Josh go and stand up. The Demon General was laughing to himself; a sound that immediately filled me with rage, until all I wanted to do was kill the bastard.

      Eva locked stares with me as she handed me the Demon Blade, which was still dripping with Josh’s blood. "Do what you came here to do."

      Taking the sword from her, I used my rage to summon every ounce of power I had in me to the surface.

      Within me, a now vaguely familiar voice whispered:

      Destroy him!

      Then I charged at Abigor.
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      A guttural growl escaped from my mouth as I rushed at Abigor, the Demon Blade held high with both hands as I prepared to bring it down on him. In my mind, I pictured his skull cleaving in two after I delivered the death blow, and his stinking evil essence breaking apart and being wiped from existence. Right up until the last second, it seemed like things would go this way, until Abigor, without even looking at me, shot his hand out and redirected some of the power he was using to open the Hell Gate, stopping me dead in my tracks and filling my body with immediate pain.

      "Didn’t anyone ever tell you that it is rude to interrupt?"

      He stood near the edge of the chasm, rain matting his longish hair to his face. His eyes glowed as he turned around to glare at me.

      Staring back I felt no fear, despite the pain he was pumping into my body. All I felt was the burning desire for violence and bloodshed, as the darkness within all but consumed me…and spoke to me in a seductive voice that was now clearly different to the previous, vaguely familiar one.

      Attack him…cut him down…destroy him…now!

      Abigor grinned over at me. "This was something I didn’t expect. You willingly gave yourself to the Darkness, child. Perhaps you belong at my side after all, seeing as your brother’s no longer useful to me."

      Make him bleed…make him suffer…

      "I don’t think so."

      Abigor narrowed his eyes at me, and then suddenly teleported closer, landing no more than six feet away. "You are different from your darkness-infected brethren." He shook his head as if he couldn’t put his finger on it. "Your power is different somehow, more evolved it seems, but at the same time…still repulsive."

      My mouth curled into a sneer. "Good."

      Smiling slightly, Abigor nodded. "Come then, let’s get this over with so I can get on with giving this world what it deserves, which is eternal damnation." He took a defiant step forward. "You want to destroy me with that blade, then come and do it puny hybrid!"

      Despite the dark voice within telling me to charge forward and attack, I didn’t do so immediately. I knew the second I charged, Abigor would just teleport and I’d be left attacking thin air again.

      "Maybe I don’t want to attack you," I said as I began to move toward him, the Demon Blade now held loosely by my side, like I had no intention of using it anymore. "Maybe you’re right. Maybe the world is going to hell whether I like or not, and I’d rather be on the controlling side."

      Abigor stared hard at me as I stopped about three feet away from him. He said nothing for a long moment as he considered me. "You know what, Leia? I think having you at my side would be like having a thorn in my side. To use an expression I’m sure you are familiar with, you’d be a pain in the fucking ass, as you have so far proven to be."

      A slight laugh escaped me and I nodded. "That’s true—"

      I swung the Demon Blade suddenly, and with as much speed and power as I could muster.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      The Demon Blade reached Abigor’s neck all right; it even bit flesh, but Abigor teleported before the blade could cut any deeper than a fraction of inch. Then I felt an arm as hard as an iron bar wrap around my neck from behind, followed by another over the top of my sword arm, locking it into place.

      "I’m really fucking sick of you," Abigor growled, his voice dropped in pitch. "So I’m going to break you now, and leave you lying like a broken doll as you await eternal damnation like every other wretched being on this cursed planet."

      I screamed when he broke my arm, and the Demon Blade was flung from my grip, landing near the edge of the chasm. With my right arm now hanging uselessly by my side, I tried to reach the Watcher Knife with my left hand, but it was no use, I couldn’t reach it.

      Abigor then spun me around and held me by the throat. My eyes widened at how different his face now looked, him having dropped his glamour altogether. His demon face had morphed with the face of his human one, to form a monstrous mask with pointed teeth and massive glowing orange eyes. When he punched me in the abdomen, I heard the crack of several ribs breaking. When he punched me again, I felt those jagged ribs slice me internally, perforating my lungs as they sliced sharply through the flesh of my abdominal cavities, likely reaching through the compound fracturing of my lower ribs into the mortal injury of a punctured spleen; the redundant organ now bleeding so heavily as to be a cause of death in its own accord. His grip around my throat was so tight that I couldn’t even scream with the pain running through me like fire. The dark power in me then took over as it tried to use psychic energy to loosen Abigor’s grip, but to no avail.

      Then, over the noise of the storm and the rushing of blood in my ears, I heard someone scream my name.

      "LEIA!"

      My focus shifted past Abigor, and I saw none other than Frank standing about ten feet away, right in the middle of someone’s grave. Covered in blood and dirt, Frank suddenly shouldered his automatic rifle and began firing rounds into Abigor’s back.

      Furious, Abigor let me go and I fell to the ground as he spun around to see who was shooting him. I stayed on my hands and knees for moment as I gasped for air, then looked up to see Abigor running at Frank, who was still shooting.

      "Frank!" I tried to shout, but my throat was so damaged that only a hoarse sort of whisper came out.

      Just before Abigor reached him, Frank tossed his gun and pulled out his Watcher Knife, which didn’t seem to bother Abigor, as he caught Frank’s wrist on the first attack.

      That’s when I knew Abigor was going to kill Frank if I didn’t do something. Frantically, I looked around for the Demon Blade, spotting it a few feet to the right. I scrambled across the ground and grabbed the sword, still half choking as I struggled to my feet, screaming at the pain in my abdomen, which felt like razors cutting me from the inside.

      Gritting my teeth at the pain, I ran toward Abigor with the Demon Blade, this time in my left hand. As I ran as best I could, I had to watch Abigor hit Frank with punch after punch. In no time, Frank was limp and dripping blood as Abigor held him up by the hair.

      No…

      I raised the sword and swung it hard when I was within striking distance, but at the last second, Abigor did something I couldn’t have predicted.

      Pivoting suddenly, Abigor put Frank in the path of the Demon Blade, dangling Frank’s limp form by the hair. By the time I realized what Abigor had done, it was too late for me to stop or alter the trajectory of the sword as it impacted with Frank’s ribcage.

      The sword didn’t slice him in half as I expected, though. Instead, the blade seemed to bounce off him as if something had stopped it. At first, I thought it was some kind of magic. But as I looked at where the sword had cut into Frank’s clothes, I noticed something underneath. Something brown in color, like leather.

      My mouth dropped open in amazement. He was wearing leather body armor.

      You sneaky son of a bitch, Frank.

      Once Abigor realized the sword didn’t cut as expected, he simply tossed Frank aside like a broken doll. Then it was just me and him again.

      Obviously, I didn’t hesitate, and I swung the Demon Blade at him, but he ducked underneath my blow, grabbing my arm and breaking it.

      I screamed.

      Then the real blows started. Punch after punch all over my body, ending with a final one to the top of my skull as I lay on the ground, barely conscious.

      Then that low, demonic voice seeped into my ears like the darkness itself.

      "I’ll see you in Hell, Leia…the new Hell, that is."
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      I was dying.

      My body was so broken, my insides so torn to shreds, that there was no way I could heal myself on my own—the damage was just too severe. I also couldn’t move my legs, thanks to Abigor stamping on my spine, probably severing it. My arms were broken, all of my ribs, and my face felt pulverized. If I could’ve seen myself in a mirror, I reckoned I would have looked like roadkill, with my face like a lump of ground beef.

      The two powers in me, my grace and the darkness, struggled to fix me, but the damage was too extensive. What I needed was someone else’s grace to heal me, but as there was no one around, I had no choice but to lie there in the pounding rain while I listened to Abigor not far away, as he completed the rest of the ritual that would completely open the Hell Gate. When I heard him shout, "Rise, my spawn, rise!" I knew it was over.

      For me and the world.

      Well, I thought, my mind now strangely serene, I tried.

      I tried to save my brother, to save the world. I gave it my best, and my best wasn’t good enough. If I could have shaken my head, I would have. Who was I to think I could ever succeed anyway? Especially against ancient forces whose power I couldn’t even begin to understand, never mind fight.

      I don’t know why, but I whispered, "Sorry, mom. I’ll be seeing you soon…"

      That was all that was left for me, I realized. My soul belonged to a demon, and soon I would be in Hell, under his command no doubt. The fact that the rest of the world would be in Hell as well (just a different Hell), didn’t make me feel any better.

      A calmness washed over me as I stared, half conscious, at the dark sky above.

      My eyes closed for a moment as I waited on death to take me.

      Then something in me told me to open them again, and when I did, I found myself in my bedroom back at the cabin. I was standing up in this hallucination, my body perfectly fine. What else could it be if not an hallucination brought on by dying?

      Then I realized Lucas was in the room as well. He came walking out of the shadows in the corner, immaculately dressed in a light gray suit, looking as perfect as he did the day I first met him.

      "Lucas?" I said. "What’s going on?"

      Lucas stopped in front of me and gave me a grave look. "You’re dying, Leia."

      "I…know….I think. What is this?"

      "I’m still here recovering." He gestured to the bed, and sure enough, there he was lying there, his eyes closed. "This is all in your mind. I felt your distress, so I used our shared blood to create this connection with you."

      "So…you’re not really here?" I reached out and took his hand. "You feel real."

      "I am real, in your mind, but that doesn’t matter. You need to do something."

      I shook my head as I moved in to hug him. "Do what? I’m screwed. I’m never going to see you again."

      Lucas grabbed my shoulders and firmly pushed me back. "Listen to me, Leia." His eyes were deeply serious. "You have the power to come back from this, I can feel it in you. It’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before. Can’t you feel it?"

      I nodded, suddenly grasping what he was talking about. "Yes Lucas, but it’s the Darkness, and just one more of its manipulations designed to get me to accept its place within my soul."

      "No! This is different, Leia, I can feel it. You need to connect with that entity to draw it out, and then use its power to take down Abigor."

      I snorted slightly. "Abigor made fucking mincemeat of me and everyone else. How am I supposed to defeat him?"

      Lucas put his hands gently on the side of my face as he stared deep into my eyes. "Trust the power in you, Leia. Let it come through. Let it out."

      He kissed me then, and for a brief moment, everything felt fine with the world. There was no death or destruction, nothing but the sweet bliss of being with the person that completed me.

      But that soon changed when I opened my eyes and found myself back at the cemetery. Then the pain came rushing back in like a torrent of pure fire.

      It felt different this time, though. It may have been like fire, but it now felt more like a baptism instead of a roasting, as strange as that may sound. Somewhere deep inside me, something was growing, something that had been awakened in me the second I did the demonizing ritual.

      "Sister," a voice suddenly said deep within me, a voice that sounded like my own, only gruffer. I knew then it was the same voice I’d heard in the cave, and earlier in Frank’s cellar. "If you want to live, sister, you will give yourself over to me."

      "What? Who are you?"

      "I am you. I am what you need to become. I am your dark passenger, and you must set me free."

      "Set you free?"

      "Yes, release me," she said. "You must understand, Sister, that I have been a seed in you since your birth, and while I am partly of the darkness, I am not the Darkness. I hack the darkness as I hack your grace, forming a power that is of both, that is neither good nor bad, depending on how you choose to use it. I am asking you to have faith, Sister, faith in me, in our combined powers, but most of all, in yourself and your Divine destiny."

      Divine destiny? What the hell was this? Was I going mad in the last moments of my life?

      It didn’t feel like that. The entity in me, the dark passenger, I knew it was real. Knew she was real. She had been whispering to me all this time, directing me, when all along I thought it was the darkness, when really, she had just been using the darkness to form herself, though into what exactly, I didn’t know. Whatever this entity was, I felt like I could trust her completely, and that she would never try to harm me. That was the only absolute I was sure of, oh... and the fact that I and humanity would shortly perish, and thus I had nothing else to lose.

      "You are released," I said out loud. "My body is yours."

      For a second, I got the impression my dark passenger was somehow smiling.

      Then the pain started.

      My back arched off the ground as I screamed. Bones were shifting and breaking in me, coming together to form different structures than before. My muscles strained and bulged as they grew around the new bone structure. When I looked at my hand, I saw my fingers stretching as thick claws burst through the skin.

      What is happening to me?

      Panic began to set in as my body continued to grow and stretch into something else entirely. My teeth elongated into points, and then I heard a sickening crunch as something burst through my scalp and grew upwards. When I looked at my skin, it had become thick and leathery, turning a weird blue color. Small spurs of bone began to break out all over me, especially around my chest and arms, covering me like armor.

      As I flipped over onto my hands and knees, a guttural growl left my mouth just as an extreme itching sensation started between my shoulder blades, at which point my shoulder blades burst through my back, elongating and growing into something else entirely.

      It was only when I stood, feeling massively tall now, that I realized they were wings. The weight on my back was such that it affected my center of gravity, which I then had to adjust to suit the new adornments there.

      The physical transformation was only half of it, though. Internally, a new kind of energy flowed through me. It was a perfect balance of light and dark, and it felt much more powerful than either of the two powers alone.

      Holding my arms out, I looked down at myself, unable to keep from feeling a certain level of disgust and despair at what I had become. "What am I?"

      "You mean what am I?" that voice inside me said, and I realized that my dark passenger was now in control, had been since I gave it permission. "You can call me Demon Leia…if you like."

      Demon Leia stretched her powerful body like she had just awoken from a centuries long sleep. Although I could feel every movement of every muscle, it was she who was directing them.

      "So now what?" I asked, just a passenger in this new body. "No way am I just sitting back while you pilot this…body, or whatever it is."

      "What do you propose, Sister?"

      Without even having to think about it, I turned Demon Leia’s head—my head—to find Abigor standing by the edge of the Hell Gate. Dark steaks flew out of the muted red light, merging with the darkness outside.

      The spirits of demons, fresh from Hell.

      "We do this together," I said. "I’m not just going to be along for the ride in my own body…whatever my body is now."

      "As you wish, Sister, but please allow me to direct things at least until you grow used to this new form, of which my instincts are already connected."

      "Okay, fine," I conceded. "You can stop calling me, Sister, by the way. It’s a little weird since I hardly know you, whatever you are."

      "I was born in you. I am a part of you."

      Abigor had noticed me, or rather Demon Leia, by this point. He stood staring wide-eyed as demon spirits streaked past him.

      "Let’s continue this discussion later."

      "Agreed."

      I walked toward Abigor in my new demon body, who continued to stand there, slightly aghast at what was walking toward him it seemed.

      "What is this?" he asked after I’d stopped not far from him. "This can’t be. Such a transformation is impossible." His eyes looked up and down my body. "A mere hybrid cannot transform in such a way, and into such…a thing of absolute beauty."

      I must admit, I never expected him to say that last part. I was a horned demon with blue skin after all, but I guess Abigor’s tastes run a little different.

      "Well," I said. "This thing of beauty is going to kill your ass."

      He half smiled as he shook his head, clearly unconcerned by my threat. "Please, let’s not do this. I mean, look at you. If you don’t belong at my side now, then—"

      "I never fucking will. Exactly right."

      I charged forward then and swung the glowing Demon Blade at his neck, but he easily ducked under it and then moved in the blink of an eye to my rear.

      "Okay," he said glaring at me now. "You want to fight me? Then you fight the real me."

      In an instant, the man I’d been staring at was replaced by a massive demon that seemed to stand at least ten feet tall. There was no dramatic or even gradual transformation involved. One second Abigor was a man, the next a demon. His general shape was still vaguely human, and he had huge feathered wings that seemed to have been a brilliant white at one time, but which had now mostly turned black and various shades of gray. I remembered then that Abigor was once an archangel. In his heyday, he no doubt looked formidable and blindingly, well…angelic. Now he was just formidable, especially with his heavily muscled body and the two twisting, glistening black horns protruding at length from his skull. His skin looked charred, as if a blow torch had been applied to every inch of it. Parts of him seemed to glow a faint orange, as if those parts were burning still. There was even a fire in his eyes, and in his hands a flaming sword that seemed to go on forever. Taking it all in, you could say my prior empowerment began to falter, even if no more than a little bit.

      "Fear not, Sister," Demon Leia said telepathically. "Just allow me to do what I was born to do."

      "What’s that?"

      "To destroy."

      Demon Leia jumped high into the air, the velocity creating a strange sensation in me, as if I’d been sitting on a rollercoaster that had taken off suddenly, and now I had no choice but strap in and go along for the ride. It was like what I'd imagine it would feel like to be an avatar. I felt her overwhelming need for violence burn immensely within her, so strong it was practically built into her genetic makeup. Even if I wanted to wrestle back control, I didn’t think I could. Neither did I think I should, given Abigor’s fallen archangel super-status.

      He was now hovering in the air as well, his massive flaming sword pointing toward the ground, as he beckoned with one hand. "All right, New Bitch," he said in a low-pitched voice. "Let’s see what you’re made of. Come and get me!"

      Demon Leia, needing no further encouragement, shot forward like a bullet, the Demon Blade pointing straight out in front of her, as she tried to spear Abigor with it, but Abigor used his own sword to deflect the oncoming attack. As Demon Leia turned mid-air to attack again, Abigor’s burning sword came into view as it came slicing down toward her. The sword was so close, I thought there was no way she was going to be able to move in time, and that the humungous sword would cut her—or should I say, fucking us!—in two. Yet somehow, she managed to turn away from the sword’s path to narrowly avoid it, at the same time bringing the Demon Blade up and then down as she struck back at Abigor with it. I could hardly believe it when the Demon Blade sliced through Abigor’s lower right leg, completely severing it below the knee.

      Abigor roared mightily as he turned to face Demon Leia again, his dark face a mask of pain and fury. "Bitch!"

      Inwardly, I smiled, a smile that was reflected on Demon Leia’s mouth as she hovered, staring at Abigor while black blood dripped from his severed leg. Not only that, he appeared to be in agonizing pain, a pain that contorted his face along with the unmistakable fear there. As it was the Demon Blade that made the cut, it seemed to have weakened him considerably. Where he was probably used to healing himself immediately and retaining all of his power, he was now in the unique position of having to deal with pain and loss of power like an ordinary mortal would have to. Intuitively, I knew this scared him the most—the thought of final death after all of his millennia of being alive.

      Demon Leia charged again at blinding speed, but Abigor swatted her head with his huge clawed hand, knocking her off course. I felt the pain go through her body, and the disorientation of being struck mid-flight. She recovered quickly, though, and just in time to deflect Abigor’s next sword blow, using the Demon Blade to do it.

      After that clash of swords, a whirlwind of pure violence ensued, with Demon Leia and Abigor both locked in battle as they spiraled high into the dark sky, where streaks of lightening jabbed all around them. Things were moving at such a dizzying speed that it was difficult for me to discern what was happening most of the time. I felt it, though, when Demon Leia got slashed or burned by Abigor’s sword. I also felt each time the Demon Blade slashed or stabbed Abigor, or when Demon Leia’s fist or foot slammed into him. Throughout it all, I was beginning to get much more of a feel for the demon body my own had transformed into for reasons I still didn’t fathom. I was beginning to understand just what the body was capable of, to the point where I began to feel comfortable in this new skin. I’d also be lying if I said being in that body wasn’t the most exhilarating thing I had ever experienced. No drug could come close to replicating the feeling that came from knowing you had massive power at your fingertips.

      The most astounding thing of all, though, was the fact that I had somehow birthed the being I had become. As soon as I had that thought, my consciousness seemed to merge with Demon Leia’s until it felt like I had full control over her now.

      Suddenly, it was just me fighting Abigor.

      And I was more than okay with that as I clashed swords with him, the two of us pushing against each other as I made sure to look him straight in the eyes. I wanted him to see it was me, that it was the girl whose brother he lured away and corrupted.

      That it was the girl he underestimated.

      Something faltered in him as I stared at him, and I half smiled because I knew exactly what he saw in my eyes.

      The knowledge of certain victory.

      Without warning, I pushed off his sword and spun myself around a full three-hundred-and-sixty degrees, swinging the Demon Blade around in a wide arc as I did so. The turn was so fast, Abigor hardly had time to react. By the time he did, the Demon Blade was already slicing through his neck, coming out the other side a split second later, having decapitating the demon beast for all the world to see. His severed head spun around in the air for a second, before dropping away into the darkness below. The rest of his body stayed where it was, the black wings still keeping it hovering. A short moment later, Abigor’s shadow form came screeching out of his physical body. The decapitated corpse dropped like a stone suddenly, plunging to the earth below, but the shadow form remained, its two burning orbs glaring at me, its formless mouth now silent as it began to dissipate, the howling wind tearing it to pieces until there was nothing left.

      Until Abigor had been wiped out of existence.

      Forever.
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      "Nicely done, Sister."

      I remained hovering in the dark sky for a moment, hardly able to believe what I had just done.

      "Is he really gone?" I asked.

      "He is destroyed. So yes."

      Even in my new demon body, the relief washed over me.

      Then I remembered the Hell Gate. Looking down, I could see it was still wide open, and spirits continued to pour out of it at an alarming rate. Who knew how many demons had escaped so far?

      Too fucking many, I thought.

      I flew down and hovered above the huge chasm, which seemed to go on forever in its depth. "I have no fucking idea of how to close this, or even if it can be closed."

      "Yes, you do."

      "What? How?"

      "The Demon Blade. When you kill a demon with it, that demon’s essence is distilled into the blade. It is what makes it stronger with every kill. Contained within that essence is the memories of the demon. If you access Abigor’s memories, then perhaps you will discover how to close the gate that he opened."

      "How the hell do you know this?"

      "It appears I was born with knowledge."

      I nodded, hardly having time to comprehend that. "Of course you were. So how do we access Abigor’s essence with the sword?"

      "Press the sword against your forehead, and then project your consciousness into the sword. All you have to do is think about it, but I hear the experience can be quite overwhelming."

      "You hear? How could you have…" I shook my head. "You know what? Never mind."

      I did as she said and placed the bloodstained sword against my forehead, then I closed my eyes and tried to project myself into it. At first, I thought it wasn’t working. But then I seemed to get pulled into this massive current of vastly flowing images and sounds and feelings. It was like plunging straight into an icy river, and just as shocking. So much so, that I had to pull put out.

      "Holy shit!" I gasped. "It’s too much…"

      "Focus, Sister! You must do this!"

      I nodded. "All right, I’m going in again."

      The second time I dived head first into that current of information, it was still as shocking, but this time I managed to keep from panicking too much. I just tried to float in it, to let the sounds and images wash over me, the feelings to flow through me. As I did, I saw things no one should ever see, heard things no one should ever hear, and felt things that made me indescribably sick. The Demon Blade had claimed the living consciousness of thousands of demons—imprisoning them in a way—and all of their memories were now contained within it. Somehow or other, I had to try and locate Abigor’s memories, and then locate the one that gave me the ritual to close the Hell Gate.

      As impossible a task as it might have seemed right then, somehow I managed to slow my mind and concentrate on what I wanted to find. Pretty soon, I began to get glimpses of Abigor’s memories, going right back to when he was still an archangel. Surprisingly, he was only mildly better as an archangel than he was as a demon. Clearly, he was always an insane megalomaniac. After his descent into Hell, he only got worse. The bastard had lived so long, it was near impossible to know when he might have learned how to open the Hell Gates. It was only when I changed my focus to the books he had read in his lifetime that I eventually located the ritual, which Abigor had learned from a book of dark magic located in a library in Hell. The script to the ritual ran to many hundreds of words in a language I’d never seen before, let alone know how to pronounce, and I began to panic that I would firstly, never remember them all; and secondly, be unable to speak them.

      But a moment later, Demon Leia’s voice drifted into my consciousness. "You can come back out now, Sister. I have this."

      "You mean you got this," I said as I disengaged from the information stream and came back into reality.

      "That’s what I said."

      "No, you—"

      Demon Leia took control of the demon body before I could say anymore, and then flew down to the Hell Gate, landing by the edge of the chasm, from which the spirts of demons still flew out like a scene from Ghostbusters, screeching as they went.

      As I became the passenger again, Demon Leia raised her arms and began to recite the complicated words to the ritual in a deep, gruff voice that was full of power and control. Within seconds, the gaping chasm began to close up, the red light within becoming gradually more diminished as the earth seemed to stitch itself back together.

      Minutes later, the earth closed up and finally sealed off the gate once more, the light of Hell disappearing just as a few lucky demon spirits managed to make it out in time. As I watched the dark spirits fly off into the gloom, I wondered what damage they were going to cause once they established themselves in this world. A lot, no doubt, but I would worry about that later.

      When the Hell Gate was finally closed, Demon Leia dropped her arms by her sides and gave a sigh of satisfaction. "A job well done, Sister."

      "Thanks to you."

      "No, thanks to you, Sister. You created me, you birthed me. I am here because of you."

      "Birthed you? That sounds slightly gross."

      Demon Leia turned so we could survey the rest of the cemetery. Before us was a mass of bodies spread out everywhere, some Nephilim, many of them demon. No doubt there were Watchers among the dead and injured as well. Through the thick fog and rain created by the maelstrom that still raged overhead, I looked for signs of Frank, Eva and Josh, but I couldn’t see them.

      "You’ll find them," Demon Leia said. "In the meantime, my work is done here, as much as it pains me to say so, for I would very much lean into the chance of experiencing more of this world first-hand…but alas…"

      "What?" I prompted her.

      "Alas I am being pulled in a different direction at present. It is over to you now, Sister."

      Before I could even ask what she meant, I felt the sudden onset of changes happening, as I painfully transformed back into my normal self, ending up on my hands and knees as the rain pounded my naked body.

      "Are you still in there?" I asked out loud, but there was no reply from Demon Leia. I could barely feel her anymore. The dark power that flowed through me before was gone as well. My grace was the only power that I still felt.

      Is she gone now, I wondered, just like that?

      As I stood up, I realized Demon Leia could never be gone, because she was now a part of me as much as my heart and lungs were a part of me. She was in there, and I could feel her, although she remained respectfully muted, and on the edge of my consciousness.

      Watching and waiting for the next time I would need her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After taking a coat from a dead Nephilim (I know, classy, right?) to cover up my nakedness, I managed to locate Frank, who was sitting up with his back against a large tombstone.

      "Frank!" I crouched in front of him as I took in his battered face and bloodstained body. "Jesus, are you all right? I thought you were fucking dead."

      Frank managed a painful smile. "Nope, still looking good…"

      I shook my head at him. "Yeah, real good."

      Taking his hand, I pulled Frank to his feet as he groaned in pain and rested one hand on my shoulder. "You did it."

      I nodded. "Not just me."

      "Yeah, I saw." He shook his head as he looked at me. "I can’t even begin to…"

      "I know, neither can I."

      "You were…a demon."

      "Pretty much, but different. I’ll explain it later, if I can. We need to find Eva and Josh."

      As we went to walk away, we were confronted by two other Watchers who had walked purposely toward us, two middle-aged guys, both with Watcher Knives in their hands.

      "Stop!" one of them said, pointing at me with his knife. "You aren’t going anywhere…demon!"

      I shook my head in disbelief. "Guys, what—"

      "We can’t let you walk out of here," the other Watcher said, smaller and stockier than his partner.

      "Carl," Frank said. "What is this shit?"

      "You know what it is, Frank," Carl said. "She’s some kind of demon. She’s a threat."

      Frank shook his head. "She just fucking saved your ass and everybody else’s!"

      Carl’s partner glared at me as he came closer with the knife. "She’s dangerous."

      As I readied myself for a fight, Frank suddenly pulled out a gun from inside his jacket, aiming it at the two Watchers while still holding onto me for support. "Back off, guys. I mean it. There’s been enough death here today."

      Carl and his partner looked at each other, and then looked at Frank like he was some kind of traitor to the cause. "This isn’t over, Frank," Carl said as they began to walk away. "Not by a long shot!"

      "Assholes," Frank said as he put his gun away. "Just ignore them."

      "Ignore them?" I shook my head. "They think I’m the enemy now, Frank."

      "That’s just how they’ve been conditioned to think over the years. All demons are bad, and all demons need to be killed."

      "I’m not really a demon," I said. "I’m something else, but we’ll discuss it later."

      "Yes, we will. In the meantime, let’s go find Eva before this battered body of mine decides it isn’t going any further."

      Frank continued to hold onto to me as he limped along. After five minutes of searching, we finally found Eva, who was on the ground, crouched over the prone form of Josh. When Eva saw us, she immediately went to Frank and hugged him. "You’re okay," she said.

      "I’m fine," Frank said. "How’s Josh?"

      I was already down on my knees, leaning over Josh and wondering why he wasn’t conscious. The sword wound in his chest seemed to have mostly healed, though.

      "He needs further care," Eva said. "I can’t do it here. We’ll have to get him to my place where I can work on him."

      "Will he be okay?" I asked her as I stared at Josh’s face.

      "He should be. Now that Abigor is dead, most of his dark influence should now be gone. We’ll see when he wakes up."

      "What about you, Leia?" Eva said, looking strangely at me. "Are you okay?"

      "You saw what happened?"

      "Some. You will have to explain it to me later."

      "I can barely explain it to myself, but I’ll try."

      As the maelstrom overhead began to die down, the rain stopped at last and the sky lightened up, lifting the gloom with it. Suddenly, there was the sound of helicopters and men shouting in the distance.

      "Probably the D.O.D. and their off-the-books cover-up squad," Frank said. "We need to get out here."

      "The government knows about this stuff?" I asked.

      "You’d be surprised what the government knows. They’d just as soon cover us up as well, but they need us to do the dirty work. I can’t face their inevitable questions, though, so let’s just go."

      "How?" Eva asked. "They clearly have the place surrounded already."

      As Eva looked around for another exit, Frank helped me lift Josh onto my shoulders. It took every ounce of strength I had left to bear his dead weight, and I couldn’t help but wonder how long I’d be able to carry him for as my legs protested under the strain. But I soon almost forgot about my pain when I heard a familiar voice nearby.

      "Anyone need a lift?"

      I turned slowly, a smile spreading on my face as I saw Lucas standing a few feet away, looking strangely incongruous in his gleaming dark suit, considering everyone else was covered in blood and dirt.

      "Lucas…" I said. "You’re all right."

      Lucas smiled as he came toward me. "And so are you, I see."

      I shook my head. "Barely."

      "Lucas," Frank called. "Perfect timing as always."

      "We have to stop meeting like this, Frank."

      "Yeah, yeah…just get us to hell out of here, will you?"

      Lucas smiled. "Whatever you say, Frank."
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      Despite the magnitude of everything that had happened, I hardly had time to think about it after Lucas teleported me, Frank, Eva and Josh to Eva’s house. Then him and Frank disappeared again, this time to extract the other Watcher’s left behind, as well as the remaining Nephilim who were once under Abigor’s command.

      I found out later that the once demonized Nephilim, dozens of them apparently, were teleported by Lucas to a disused warehouse somewhere. There, Frank and a few of the other Watchers performed a ritual in order to cleanse the perplexed Nephilim of whatever darkness was left in them. According to Frank, the ritual was successful, and the young Nephilim returned to wherever they had come from before Abigor lured or took them away. Some of the demonized Nephilim couldn’t be saved they were so far gone, though, and turning them out into society as agents of darkness wasn’t really an option, according to Frank. When I asked what they did with the corrupted ones, Frank just shook his head as if he didn’t want to talk about it, and I didn’t push him on it. Of those Nephilim who appeared to be free of the darknesses’ grip, a fair number of those were placed under surveillance, as no one could be sure if they were completely cleansed or not. Only time would tell.

      As for the Hell Gate, although it was now gone, a significant number of demon spirits had escaped through it. No one knew how many, or what kind of demons had escaped, but all agreed it was a serious problem in the making. The demons were out there now, and no one had any doubt they would raise their ugly heads soon enough, at which point, the Watchers would be waiting to take them down.

      Josh remained unconscious for several hours as he lay in Eva’s basement. We both gave Josh a considerable amount of our grace (what was left of it anyway), which sealed up the wound in his chest; the wound that I caused, which I was reminded of every time I now looked at him. Another source for my seemingly bottomless guilt. It was a wonder to me that Josh was even breathing at all, considering the extent of his injuries. The only thing that saved him from the death powers of the Demon Blade was his hybrid nature and the grace which still flowed through him.

      Speaking of grace, the stuff was a fucking miracle, there was no other way to put it, giving its miraculous healing properties, and despite all of Josh’s dark power, it was the power of the light that had ultimately saved him at the end of the day.

      I was alone with him in the basement when he finally woke up, Eva having excused herself to go and get cleaned up. My smile was shaky as Josh sat up slowly, one hand going to his chest where the Demon Blade had punctured it.

      "It’s okay," I said quietly. "You’re healed."

      Josh looked at me for the first time, and it was all I could do to hold his gaze, such was the guilt I felt when I looked into his eyes. He said nothing for a long time, his former confident and cocky demeanor now diminished thanks to the absence of the darkness in him; or if not absent, then at least dulled. I doubted the darkness would ever be absent from his soul. Not anymore.

      "So it’s over," he stated eventually, and I couldn’t tell if he was glad or disappointed by that.

      "Yes. Abigor is gone."

      Josh looked away and nodded. "Yeah."

      "Are you okay? Stupid question, but you know what I mean. I just need to know if you’re okay, Josh, if we’re okay."

      Josh took a deep breath before looking at me. "Right now, Leia, I really don’t know anymore, and that’s the truth. I don’t know anything anymore."

      I frowned, his words compounding my guilt. "What do you mean?"

      "I mean, I need to get out of here, wherever here is."

      "You’re in Eva’s house."

      "Who’s Eva?" He shook his head. "Never mind. Where are my clothes?" He swung his legs off the bed, keeping the sheet across his waist.

      I passed him his torn and bloody clothes, which he proceeded to put back on. "What are you doing, Josh? Where will you go?"

      "I need time to think." He pulled his boots on, and then his torn jacket. "I’ll contact you when I’m ready to."

      Tears stung my eyes. "When you’re ready?"

      He nodded. "Yeah."

      As he turned to leave the basement, I said in a rush of emotion, "I was trying to save you, Josh. You know that, right?"

      His stare was blank. "Yeah, Sis…I know."

      That word Sis was like a knife to my heart.

      I couldn’t even speak as he walked away.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The following day, I drove into the city in Josh’s car. I had expected him to come and collect the Mustang at some point, but I hadn’t heard from him since he walked out of Eva’s, and something told me I wouldn’t be hearing from him for a while. Fair enough, if that’s the way things had to be. At least he was safe and no longer a demon, and that was all I cared about. Where he went from here, I couldn’t be sure, but my fears told me that he might choose to seek out the darkness once again thanks to its seductive allure. During his time with Abigor, he'd no doubt made lasting connections to a dark underground that most likely existed within the shadows of the city. There he could possibly seek out a demon who could offer him a return to the darkness. Such was my fears. Time would tell if they were justified or not.

      The city itself was getting back to normal. A lot of damage had been done, both by the freak events caused by Abigor’s breaking of the sacred seals, and also by the public when they went into full panic mode. The city took the brunt of the damage since it was where the Hell Gate was located. The media blamed terrorists for unleashing a chemical attack that not only effected people, but also the atmosphere, which explained the freak weather incidents. Nobody questioned the official story, and the word demon was never mentioned once anywhere, except from religious fanatics who thought demons were trying to bring about the apocalypse. I mean, come on, right? Who would believe that?

      I drove to the New Market area in the east of the city where I knew there was a dog pound. The pound housed dozens of different dogs all in need of a home. It was heart-breaking really, seeing them all behind cages, their fates contingent upon the kindness of humans and how cute or adorable the dogs themselves happened to come across. I hated having to walk past the cages as the dogs barked for my attention. It was even worse because I knew what it was like not to have a home. Josh and I used to have to go through the same process as kids, hoping someone decent would take us in. Unfortunately, it was never anyone decent, at least not until Diane came along.

      And look what happened there.

      I shook my head to remove the thought from my mind, focusing instead on the dogs, until eventually I came across what I was looking for.

      A black Labrador.

      It was still a pup at just over six months old, once part of a large litter that had simply been abandoned by someone. The pup I was looking at was the last of the litter, but by no means the runt. He was big for his age, and thickly muscled. When he saw me coming, he immediately ran and jumped up to put his two front paws on the cage, his tail wagging furiously like he was out to impress. I broke into a wide smile as I crouched down to introduce myself. "Hey there, little one," I said, stroking his fur through the cage as he licked my hand.

      "Well," the woman who worked there said. "What do you think?"

      I stood and looked down at the dog. "I think he’ll be a worthy successor is what I think."

      In the car, I put the pup on the floor of the passenger side, but he immediately jumped up onto the seat and sat like he had every right to be there. When I put my hand out to pet him, he gently started biting me.

      "Those are some sharp teeth you have there. Maybe I should call you Fang. What do you think?"

      The little dog yelped and bit my hand again, and I laughed. "Fang it is."

      When I got Fang home, I found Frank sitting drinking on the back porch, the sun just beginning to sink behind the trees in front of him. He didn’t notice me at first as I came around the side, as he seemed to be too busy staring intently at nothing, his head full of dark thoughts no doubt. It was only when Fang barked that Frank looked around, a look that was part puzzlement and part delight coming over his face as he saw me holding Fang.

      I put the pup down, and he immediately ran toward Frank, landing his front paws on Frank’s leg as he stared down at the pup slightly dumbfounded. "What is this?" he asked me.

      "His name is Fang," I told him.

      Frank put his drink on the ground and picked Fang up, holding him aloft as he examined him. "You got me a dog?"

      "I figured it was the least I could do, considering what happened to Bane."

      Frank placed Fang on his lap, a huge smile on his face now as he playfully ruffled Fang’s ears. When he finally looked at me again, I saw there was tears in his eyes. "Thank you."

      I smiled back at him. "No," I said. "Thank you, Frank."

      Frank held my gaze for another moment, then went back to playing with Fang.

      As I walked away, I heard Frank say to Fang excitedly, "Hey, you like whiskey boy?"

      I could only shake my head. At least he was happy.
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* * *

      A short while later, I decided to take a walk in the woods before darkness settled over everything. Not that I minded the dark, but the woods were nicer in daylight. I found calm amongst the gently swaying trees and the soft chorus of the birds.

      I also sought the solitariness of the woods because I was trying to reconnect with my demon "sister", but for whatever reason, she was unreachable. I could still feel her presence in me, but it was faint, as if she were now lying dormant until the next time she was needed. To be honest, I sort of missed her. I missed being in that powerful body, and I missed the intermingling of light and dark power that formed the new power within me. I thought at the time that I would always have access to that new power, and to Demon Leia, but it was starting to seem more like a "pull in case of emergency" type deal, where I would only have access to my demon during a life or death situation. It was clear, after all, that Demon Leia was all about the violence and the bloodshed and the fighting. She was born out of a need for those things, so probably having her around all the time wouldn’t have been the best idea. At any rate, I was sure I would see her again soon enough, though perhaps not in this world, if things went the way I feared they would.

      At that point, I began to think of my mother. The way I thought about her now was so different to how I used to think of her. Before, she was a virtual stranger to me, or at least the part of her that mattered. Now, after everything I’d been through and everything I’d done, I had a much better understanding of who she was. More importantly, I now better understood why she had to make certain difficult choices, such as selling her soul to save someone else. She just did what she had to do, and so did I. Because of this, I was becoming increasingly convinced that my mother had to be saved from Hell somehow, and that I and my demon sister were going to do it. I just didn’t know how yet, and I hoped as well that there was enough of her left to save after enduring the horrors of Hell for so long. Either way, I fully intended to find out one way or the other.

      My thoughts became interrupted when I heard a branch snap nearby, as if someone had walked on it. My hand went immediately to my Watcher Knife, and I pulled it out of its sheath and spun around to face whoever was there.

      I froze when I saw who it was.

      "You…"

      Mullin smiled as he stood with his hands clasped in front of him. "Hello, Leia," he said. "I’ve come to collect."

      As Mullin’s smile widened, it became clear that I would perhaps be seeing my mother a little sooner than I thought.

      Maybe a lot sooner.

      In Hell.

      
        **The story continues in the next book, Demon’s Legacy.**
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      Sorcerer’s Creed is my other urban fantasy series, featuring the magically endowed August Creed. The series is dark and gritty, with a generous amount of snark. Check out the sample chapter below.

      

      
        SPELL BLASTED

      

      The sheer force of the magical energy that crackled through the air was so powerful it slammed me against a brick wall as surely as being punched in the chest by the Devil's fist. I slid down the wall to the stinking floor like I'd just taken a hard right hook to the jaw. The invasive magic took hold within me, initiating a chain reaction that I couldn't stop. The spell blew through my every defense: the talisman around my neck, the protective tattoos on my body, and the Druidic runes etched into my trench coat. I might as well have been a goddamn Sleepwalker with no protection at all.

      What am I even doing here? Where am I?

      The faint smell of decayed flesh mixed with sulfur hung thick in the air, signifying that black magic had just been used, which is never good. It’s like turning up at a children's party to find Beelzebub tying balloon animals with a shit-eating grin on his face, from which nothing good can surely come. It’s the same with black magic; nothing good ever comes of it.

      I sat dazed on the floor, blinking around me for a moment. My mind was fuzzy and partially frozen, the way it would be if I’d just woke from a nightmare. It appeared I was inside an abandoned office space, the expansive rectangular room lined with grimy, broken windows that let cold air in to draw me out of my daze somewhat. It was night, so darkness coated the room, the only real light coming from the moon outside as it beamed its pale, silvery light through the smashed skylights.

      Confused and more than a little uneasy, I struggled back to my feet and blindly reached for the pistol inside my dark green trench coat, frowning when I realized the gun wasn’t there. Then I remembered it had gone flying out of my hand when the spell had hit. Looking around for a moment, I soon located the pistol lying on the floor several feet away, and I lurched over and grabbed it, slightly more secure now that the gun’s reassuring weight was back in my hand.

      There were disturbing holes in my memory also. I vaguely recalled confronting someone after tracking them to where I was. But who?

      Try as I might, I couldn’t get a clear image. The person was no more than a shadow figure in my mind. I didn’t even have a clue as to why I was following the mysterious person in the first place. Obviously, they had done something to get on my radar. The question was what, though?

      The answer came a few seconds later when my eyes fell upon the dark shape in the middle of the room, and a deep sense of dread filled me immediately; a dread that was both familiar and sickening at the same time. Swallowing, I stared hard at the shape lying prone in the gloom. Then, over the sharp scent of rats piss and pigeon shit, a different smell hit my nostrils—the heavy, festering stench of blood.

      When I gingerly crossed to the center of the room, my worst fears were confirmed when I saw that it was a dead body lying on the floor. A young woman with her throat slit. Glyphs were carved into the naked flesh of her spreadeagled body, with ropes leading from her wrists and ankles to rusty metal spikes hammered into the floor. I marveled at the force required to drive the nails into the concrete, a feat that surely could only have been achieved through magic.

      Along the circumference of a magic circle painted around the victim was what looked like blood-drawn glyphs. The sheer detail of them unnerved me as I took in a quality that could've only come from a well-practiced hand. The tingling in my spine from all these factors combined with a vague recognition, one inhibited by whatever spell I’d absorbed.

      I breathed out slowly as I reluctantly took in the callous butchery on display. The dead woman looked to be in her early thirties, though it was difficult to tell because both her eyes were missing; cut out with the knife used to slice her throat, no doubt. I shook my head as I looked around for a few seconds in an effort to locate the dead woman’s eyeballs. Not finding them, I surmised the killer probably took them; or worse, used them in some way. Sick bastard.

      Staring down at the woman again, I noticed she looked underweight for her size. She was around the same height as me at six feet, but there was very little meat on her bones, as if she were a stranger to regular meals. I also noted the needle marks on her feet, and the bruises around her thighs. This, coupled with how she had been dressed—in a leather mini skirt and short top, both items discarded on the floor nearby—made me almost certain the woman had been a prostitute. A convenient, easy victim for whoever had killed her.

      If the symbols carved into her pale flesh were anything to go by, it would seem the woman wasn't so much murdered as ritually sacrificed. At a guess, I would have said she was an offering to one of the Dimension Lords, which the glyphs seemed to point to. The glyphs themselves were not only complex, but also carved with surgical precision. The clarity of the symbols against the woman’s pale flesh made it possible for me to make out certain ones that I recognized as being signifiers to alternate dimensions, though which dimension exactly, I couldn’t be sure, at least not until I had studied the glyphs further. Glyphs such as the ones I was looking at were always uniquely different in some way. No two people drew glyphs the same, with each person etching their own personality into every one, which can often make it hard to work out their precise meanings. One thing I could be certain of, however, was that the glyphs carved into the woman’s body resonated only evil intent; an intent so strong, I felt it in my gut, gnawing at me like a parasite seeking access to my insides, as if drawn to my magic power. Not a pleasant feeling, but I was used to it, having been exposed to enough dark magic in my time.

      After taking in the scene as a whole, I soon came to the conclusion that the woman wasn't the killer’s first victim; not by a long stretch, given the precision and clear competency of the work on display.

      “Son of a bitch,” I said, annoyed now that I couldn’t recall any details about the case I had so obviously been working on. It was no coincidence that I had ended up where I was, a place that happened to reek of black magic, and which housed a murder that had occult written all over it…quite literally, in the victim’s case. I had been on the hunt, and I had gotten close to the killer, which was the likeliest reason for the dark magic booby trap I happened to carelessly spring like some bloody rookie.

      Whoever the killer was, they wielded profoundly powerful magic. A spell that managed to wipe all my memories of the person in question wouldn't have been an easy spell to cast, or even to come by for that matter. The killer was also an adept of some kind, of that that there was no doubt. And given the depth of power to their magic, it also felt to me like they had channeled magic from some other source, most likely from whatever Dimension Lord they were sacrificing to.

      Whatever the case, the killer’s spell had worked. Getting back the memories they had stolen from me wasn’t going to be easy, and that’s if I could get them back at all, which depressingly, I feared might just be the case.

      After shaking my head at how messed up the situation was, I suddenly froze upon hearing a commanding voice booming in the room like thunder.

      “Don’t move, motherfucker!”

      

      
        **The Sorcerer’s Creed Series is available from Amazon.**
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