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Sam slammed his fists against the earth, a raw scream tearing from his throat. "Sam, get up! We need you. This isn't over!"

He lifted his head, a chaotic scene of snarling beasts and predatory vampires filling his vision. Grasping the jeweled sword, he surged to his feet, adrenaline a cold fire in his veins. A beast charged, and he met it with a savage slash, cleaving it in two. Another lunged, and he spun, the sword a blur, ending its life just as quickly.

Aria surveyed the battlefield, a sea of vampires pressing in, her gaze then rising to the shimmering energy fence. "Extend the fence, down!" she commanded.

Sam gripped the sword, channeling his power. The fence pulsed, extending down through the rock, a deadly barrier. Beasts outside slammed into it, their howls turning to sizzles as they fell, dead. A pack of vampires rushed Aria, but she waited, letting them close before unleashing a burst of searing energy, incinerating them.

Sam's eyes narrowed on the remaining beasts within the perimeter. He moved like a whirlwind, running the first one through, the sword a merciless extension of his will. Aria finished the last, her blade a flash of silver. The beast, a woman, crashed to the ground, her eyes wide.

"I know what's coming," she rasped.

Sam stalked toward her. "Where's my brother?"

The woman tried to rise, a choked scream escaping her lips as pain ripped through her. She held out a trembling hand. "Please, help me."

"Tell me where my brother is!"

A cruel laugh bubbled from her throat. Her hands shifted, claws extending. "He's dead!" she shrieked.

Sam's control snapped. He swung the sword, the blade a swift, brutal arc, severing her head. He shook off the blood, his gaze fixed on the dark maw of the cave entrance. "What happened to the spells?" he demanded of Aria.

She shook her head, her expression grim. "He must have had a powerful sorcerer with him."

"Yeah," Sam grunted, his eyes lingering on the spot where Jason had vanished. "The ones who gave us the book." He glanced at the hole. "We have to find him."

As he moved, something caught his eye—a faint sparkle. He bent down, picking up a power stone. He slipped it around his neck, feeling its thrumming energy. Closing his eyes, he recited the protection spells from his father's journals. "Now we're safe." He turned toward the castle, his steps firm. "I'm going to wake Megan and the baby."

Aria placed a hand on his shoulder. "Don't you think we should wait, find out what happened first? He was badly wounded, Sam. He could be..."

"No!" Sam's voice was sharp, cutting her off. "He's not dead. He's lost, that's all." He continued upstairs, entering the secret room where Megan and the baby slept. "I'll find him," he vowed, his voice low and fierce. "I'll bring him back."

Sam spent the night in the training room, poring over his father's and grandfather's books.

"What are you doing?" his mother asked, entering and sitting beside him.

"What happened to Dad's brother?"

"He was killed young, like your grandfather's brother. That's why they joined forces."

"But their powers were weak."

She nodded. "It's true. They weren't as strong, but they fought bravely. Your father was a gifted magician, and your grandfather a master weapon smith."

"Do you think Jason's dead?"

She hesitated. "I don't know how to answer that. I've seen many good men die. Don't pity him, even if he's gone. He'll find peace, and do good in another way." She left, leaving Sam alone with his books.

He searched through the night, seeking answers about portals and the woman in the cave. Finally, he leaned back, stretching. Aria appeared, her hands gliding over his arms and chest. He stood, following her to her room.

The next morning, Sam dressed quietly and returned to the training room.

"You hungry?" Aria brought him food and coffee. He ate quickly, his mind still racing.

"How are you?" Dean asked, noting Sam's bruises.

"Looks worse than it feels."

"Thanks for fighting with us." Dean smiled at Aria as he left.

"If you need me, I'll be in my room." Aria leaned against the table. "You don't have to say anything. Let's just live in the moment." She left, leaving Sam puzzled.

Sam stood on the castle ramparts, watching Teg and the other dragons soar overhead. His hand went to the power stone. Teg dove, landing before him.

"What do you know about the woman in the cave?"

"She's beyond a demon, young brother. Beyond this world and the next. She was here initially and she’lll be here at the end."

"What does that mean?"

"Some answers are clearer when not given directly. The answers you seek are hard to find, but those you've fought know them."

"You have to tell me something! I have to save Jason!"

Teg spread his wings. "It will take more than a sword to save him if he lives. The place he's been taken is one of great torture. The woman will make it hell for him." With a powerful beat of his wings, Teg soared into the sky.
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Jason strained against the chains, the rough metal digging into his skin. "Stop that," the guard growled, turning. "Or you'll get another beating." Jason froze. He glanced at the scars marring his chest, a testament to the strange healing of this place. The air was thick with the stench of damp earth, then suddenly, icy cold. Jason's breath plumed before him. The guard crumpled.

Figures emerged from the shadows. The Beast Master, flanked by grotesque pig-like creatures, stepped into view. "Awake, are we?" He unlocked the cell and lunged, his hand clamping around Jason's throat.

"Play nice, Beasty," a smooth voice purred. The woman from the cave stood there, her eyes glowing an eerie blue, her red hair flowing, her white dress shimmering. "Just in time to save you."

Jason tried to summon his power, a flicker of light at his fingertips, then nothing. "Enchanted chains," she chuckled. "Keep that magic buried, if you value your life."

"Who are you?" Jason spat.

"Many names, brother," she smiled. "Call me Mania."

"Hell's goddess," Jason said, his eyes fixed on her.

"You've done your homework." She turned to the fallen Beast Master. "My loyal general. You should have come when I called. Weak." Her hand shot out, grasping his throat. A sizzle filled the air. "You let humans beat you."

The Master choked. "No, my queen! I let him stab me, to bring him to you!"

A cruel laugh echoed. The Master's skin cracked, his eyes hollow as she drained his life. "Weakling!" she hissed, kicking the corpse.

She waved a hand. The chains fell away. "Play nicely," she said, her voice soft. "Come, we feast."

Jason followed her up a stairwell. At the top, a vast armory spread before them: beasts, vampires, demons forging weapons. "My army waits," Mania said. "Soon, the earth will be mine."

They walked through a hallway to a table. Girls waited at either end. "Sit," Mania said. "No escape."

Jason sat, watching as she took her place. Plates of pizza appeared. Jason ate ravenously.
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