Opening – Demons Don’t Exist
Marian Young sighed as she swept the walk in front of the shrine she called home. A slight breeze ruffled her tangled chocolate brown hair and she scowled, trying in vain to stop the hair from flying into her sunken blue eyes. Ever since she was fourteen and begun training to become a full-fledged exorcist, cleaning the front steps of the shrine was her duty. It had been five years since her training started and she still never liked it, especially since she had to wear the ceremonial exorcist robes whenever doing her duties. The heavy embroidered robes would have been useless in a real fight, but that didn’t matter since the possibilities of an actual demon showing up were next to nil. Not that Marian really believed in demons or vampires or the whole host of mythical creatures that were said to be evil. 
‘I’m only doing this because my parents want me to…’ Marian thought dismally. Both of her parents had been exorcists and had inherited the shrine from its previous owners and they obviously believed that their only child would follow in their footsteps. Marian, for her part, only wanted to have a fairly normal college life and someday go into a career in business. True, she was interested in her parents’ stories of wiping out aggressive and rampaging demons and there was a special spot in her heart for old fairy tales, but to make an actual career out of something like that? It wasn’t in her cards, she was certain of it. ‘Still…the stuff they’ve taught me is kind of cool. Like sealing magic…and that weapon in the middle of the prayer hall.’
The weapon in question was the treasure of the Tiger Shrine. A pair of curved sabers, the steel blades glinted with an inner light and the edges was said to be so sharp that it could cut through another sword and not leave a mark on the blade. Not only that, but the two blades could be joined together to make a double-bladed polearm. Marian wasn’t sure where it came from, but both of her parents said it was an important relic from some big human/demon war from a long time ago and she was inclined to believe them.

There was another chilly breeze and Marian shivered, clutching the straw broom close to her body. Grimacing, she placed the broom against the shrine entrance and strode back to the inner temple where it would be warm. It might have been something in the air…maybe she was just being paranoid, but she couldn’t help but feel that today was a bad day. Something bad was going to happen and there was nothing she could do about it.

Sighing and trying to comb her hair back in place with her fingers, she simply hoped her instincts were hideously wrong. As she strolled through the candle-lit hallways of the temple, she gave polite smiles at the other apprentices and exorcists that were also training at the site. She couldn’t help but stop and wave at a small class of young children brimming with spiritual power and a giggle escaped her lips as they all waved back. Their instructor quickly waved her away and Marian skipped off, her spirits lifted from the sight. 

She arrived in the prayer hall, the spacious room empty save for her mother. She was kneeling in front of the ornate, golden tiger statue that stood at the opposite end of the hall, the shrine’s treasure resting on the wooden altar in front of her. She turned at the sound of Marian’s footsteps and smiled warmly at her daughter, getting to her feet. “Have you finished sweeping, Marian?”
“Yes, mom.” Marian said, her tone dragging a bit as she put a bit of irritation in her voice. “What should I do next?”
“Hmm…your father and I are going to be out for the afternoon to investigate a disturbance, so you’ll be the head of the temple while we’re out, okay?” She said, patting Marian on the head comfortingly. “We should be back late in the evening, so you’ll have to make your own dinner. Make sure all the trainees get to sleep on time, okay?”

“Yes, yes…” Marian said as she tried to hide a smile. She would die before she admitted it, but she loved getting patted on the head. And being put in charge of the entire shrine and temple was awesome too. It showed that her parents trusted her despite the fact she thought all of this was mostly hogwash. 
“Be a good girl, okay? And don’t forget to study! It might be summer break, but you’re going to be going to college soon!” Marian’s mother smiled and gave Marian one last pat before turning away and leaving her frowning daughter alone. 

“It’s like three months away…” Marian sighed irritably and scratched her head, looking at the tiger statue. That was another thing that bugged her about the shrine, actually…it was a shrine in Southern California that was dedicated to one of the animals on the Chinese zodiac yet was designed with a Japanese theme. It was a hobblecobble of various cultures and that fact alone made it really weird. 

Still, she had her duties to attend to and for the next few hours she patrolled the grounds, watching the various instructors teach their students. The Tiger Shrine was easily one of the biggest training temples in all of California (not a particularly hard feat) and there were multiple rooms dedicated solely to martial and spiritual training for exorcists. Most of the students and instructors stayed in the temple’s numerous guest rooms and Marian was quick to make sure that everyone was safe as night fell. 
After making herself a small meal of white rice and beef curry, she carried the steaming plate of food to the prayer hall. She placed it next to her after kneeling in front of the altar and closed her eyes to begin her evening prayers. She had just barely got past the first chants when a sudden explosion rocked the temple, tossing her off of her feet and sending the holy sabers clattering to the ground. 

‘Wha…what was that?’ Marian thought to herself, her mind in a daze as she staggered to her feet. Holding a hand to her forehead, she could dimly hear sounds of fighting and there was a thudding sensation in her mind that she had never experienced before. There were shouts for the head of the temple, so she quickly gathered up the sabers and ran towards the noise. ‘Are we under attack? By what, tanks? Who would even attack a shrine?!’
The obvious answer of demons quickly sprang to her mind, but brushed it aside. ‘Demons in this day and age? Even if they did exist…that sort of stuff only happened in the olden times. They were sealed away, after all…’
But when she burst out of the temple, she saw a sight that made her blood run cold. The shrine’s front walk was devastated from the explosion and human corpses littered the ground, staining the dirt red with their blood. Severed arms and legs hung everywhere and what bodies hadn’t been mutilated were being torn apart and eaten by the hulking monsters. Even the moon itself…it hung full in the sky, casting a crimson shade over the world. 

Marian took a step backwards, her hands shaking as the sabers threatened to slip out of her grasp. She looked around wildly, still seeing some exorcists trying to fight against the overwhelming tide, and while her mind raged at her to get into the action, her legs felt like they were made out of iron. “This…this can’t…this isn’t happening…”

“Miss Young!” 

A shout from the left and she turned her head, spotting one of the instructors she knew well. His white robes were stained with demonic black blood and one of his arms hung limply at his side. He ran up to her, panting heavily as he tried to regain his strength. “Miss Young…where are your parents? We need help…they took us by surprise. We’ve barely had a chance to fight back and their numbers are so…”

“They…They said they were going out to investigate a disturbance.” Marian said weakly, trying to shut her ears to the screams ringing around her. “They should be back soon!”

“Okay…then we have hope. You have Kenshiko, correct?” He looked at the sabers and nodded. “Good, there’s a secret passage in the prayer hall. You must escape with our treasure and tell the other shrines about what has happened!” 

“B-But…” Marian stammered, flinching when she heard the sound of crunching bone. “This…this is ridiculous!”

“This is what’s happening. Bring your training to mind…” The instructor said, grabbing Marian by the arm and running back towards the temple. “You cannot panic! Millions of lives may depend on your survival…I know this is terrifying, but you must remain strong!”

“A-Ah, wait!” Marian stammered as she was carried along, stumbling after the older man. She quickly gathered her wits, holding the blades close to her body as she ran after the instructor. Before she could get far, however, she suddenly tripped and fell, a coarse, cold hand grasping her ankle. She let out a shriek and the sabers clattered against the wood and skittered away. 

 “Is this the young prodigy of the Tiger Shrine?” A seductive, cool voice said and Marian felt shivers run up her spine. “What a cute child~ Our orders were to kill everyone, but maybe I’ll keep you around as a little personal treat.”
“Back away from her, vampire!” The instructor shouted and Marian suddenly felt the grip around her ankle disappear at the demon was blasted away from her. Scampering to her feet, she quickly grabbed the twin sabers and ran up to the experienced exorcist. Turning to face her attacker, she saw a tall, lithe woman dressed in a tight, night-blue dress. Long, raven black hair fell in waves around her pale white skin and her blood-red lips were split in a wicked smile. 
‘I bet she’s definitely going to be different from the vampires in that lousy novel…’ Marian thought as she began to back away, holding her sabers in a shaky defense stance in front of her. ‘Can I even fight her? My parents taught me the basic fighting arts but this whole thing….I think I’m going to go crazy.’
“Miss Young…please escape. I’ll hold her back.” The instructor whispered as he stepped in front of her, giving her a slight nudge. Facing the vampire, he pulled out several magical seals, holding the paper in between his fingers. “Demon! You will get no farther into this temple!”
“Isn’t that just darling?” The vampire said, stroking her lips with gloved fingers. “Are you a knight protecting the princess? This isn’t the middle ages anymore, you realize.”
The exorcist said nothing beyond throwing a pair of seals at the vampire, one of them falling at the floor under her feet while one floated in front of her. Crossing his hands and forming a symbol, he shouted, “Dual Seal – Binding Square!”

There was a brief flash and a wall of light appeared around the vampire and she blinked curiously at it, poking at the barrier with a finger. She giggled and shrugged, eying the instructor with amusement. “This is the best you could come up with? The holy arts surely have deteriorated, then.”

He ignored the vampire’s taunting as he pushed Marian away. “Escape, Miss Young! I don’t know how long I can hold her off!”

“B-But-!” Marian protested, looking around the temple. It was eerily quiet within the wooden walls and to her, it was even worse. Now she couldn’t even tell if anyone else was alive within the building. “I should…help you fight.”

“No…Miss Young, there is nothing you can do. The temple is lost.” He said hopelessly, shaking his head. “All we can do now is make sure that you survive and tell other exorcists about what happened here. With the holy treasure of the Tiger Shrine…I believe you can do that. Don’t throw all our efforts away.”

“G…Ghh…” Marian bit her lip before nodding quickly and turning to run. She heard the vampire’s mocking laughter behind her as she ran and suddenly there was a loud shattering sound as the barrier broke into shards of light. Placing her hands over her ears, she continued to run. Her bare feet padded on the wooden floor as she turned towards the prayer hall…and stopped in her tracks when she saw the carnage in front of her.
Her legs wobbled under her and she fell on her knees, glad she hadn’t eaten her dinner yet. The stench of death and rotting meat hung heavy in the air and she heaved, shutting her eyes to try to erase the horrible sight from her memory. Decorating the prayer hall entrance were the bodies of exorcists and trainees, their corpses mingling with an even larger amount of demon corpses that were already beginning to dissolve into shadowy motes of magic. Some of the trainees had only been eight years old…
Marian heaved again, collapsing on the ground as bile rose up in her throat. Angrily choking it down, she staggered back to her feet. ‘I can’t…give up now. They…I’ve got to give them a reason for their sacrifice. This shouldn’t have…this never should have happened.’
She stumbled into the prayer hall, avoiding the corpses where she could, and walked in to see a demon standing in front of the tiger statue. A hulking beast with a spiked back and curling horns on the top of its head, black fur coated most of its body. It turned on its two hooves, a thin tail wagging behind it as it spotted Marian. With a raspy, gurgling voice, it said, “What great service…the meals come up to us.”

“D-Demon!” Marian screamed, caught off-guard. She stumbled backwards, ready to run, but the doors immediately slid shut.  Dark purple energy tied the panels together and Marian ground her teeth together, turning to face her target. Fear pounded in her chest as she raised the sabers, the blades shining golden in the dim light. “Fine…fine…if you want to fight. Face the might of the Tiger Shrine’s master!”
“Your flesh will fill my stomach, human!” The demon roared as it charged at her, a bloody claw raised as it tried to cut the exorcist in two with a single slash. Marian watched the incoming demon with a sort of detached hopelessness, the years of training and instruction moving her body. She spun away from the vertical slash, filling one of her sabers with holy energy and swinging it down at the demon’s outstretched arm. It sliced right through, the black blood hissing and evaporating to nothingness as the arm fell to the ground.
The demon roared with fury, but Marian wasn’t finished yet. Throwing one of her swords in the air, she quickly drew a paper seal. Ducking under the demon’s guard, she stuck the seal right onto the demon’s chest. A quick backstep later, the saber fell back into her grip and she thrust it straight through the seal, her lips moving quickly as she summoned another burst of holy energy. “Perish…”

She was flung backwards by the sudden blast as the seal was infused with holy magic, the ink glowing red before the demon was ripped to shreds by a horrific explosion. Marian stumbled to her feet, her ears ringing as she walked over to the demon’s corpse and retrieved her sword. As expected, the holy blade was stainless and a small smile graced Marian’s lips as she quickly picked up the Kenshiko’s sheathes from under the altar.

She had finished belting them to her outer robes when she heard a familiar laugh from behind her. She shivered, chills running down her spine as she turned to face the vampire from before. Little had changed in time she had made her mistake. The only difference was the vampire’s flushed cheeks, the reddish blood on her gloved fingers…and the severed head of instructor who had given his life to protect her. “My, my…you dispatched my servant so easily. Ah…of course…the Kenshiko. The Tiger Shrine’s greatest treasure. That explains it all.”
“G…Get away from here, d-demon…” Marian stammered, grabbing one sword and pointing it at the vampire. Adrenaline was pumping through her veins and her breath came out in rapid gasps as she tried to restrain the urge to fight. She knew there was no way for her to win. She might have been strong…easily the greatest exorcist apprentice in the whole shrine, but this was a very high-ranked demon in front of her. “Leave us alone…”

“Us? I’m afraid it’s just you, little pet.” The demon woman laughed and shook her head at Marian. “It’s a shame…the last disciple of the Tiger Shrine. Bereft of parents…whatever will you do next?”

There was a sharp pain in her chest and Marian’s eyes widened. Shaking her saber, she shouted, “What do you mean?! Where are my parents?!”
“You never noticed? Perhaps you require more training…” The vampire simply pointed at a near corner and the candles suddenly flared, illuminating Marian’s father slumped in the corner. A shattered holy sword was clutched in his hands and there was a deep gash in the center of his chest. It was obvious that he was dead and Marian whipped her shaking blue eyes back to vampire.
“And...?! Where’s my mother?!”

“Your mother is right here…right, dear?” The vampire beckoned to someone outside of the hall. Within a few moments, Marian’s mother stumbled into the hall. Her long, blond hair was matted with blood and her auburn eyes had a dull haze in them. Her robes were torn in dozens of places and hands hung limply at her sides as she came to a halt. The vampire only giggled and wrapped an arm around Marian’s mother, smirking. “Don’t you like what we did to her? She’s all ours now…”

“M-Mom!” Marian shouted, tears streaking down her face as she ran to her mother’s side. She barely got past two feet before a dark blast sent her flying into the tiger statue and crumpling down to the ground, coughing in pain.

“Nope, nope, nope~ No touching reunion for you today, young Marian.” The vampire said mockingly, waggling a finger. “Now…I know I’m supposed to simply kill you and take those swords…but…well, the orders were more like a set of guidelines. It’s been so long since I could walk the world of men…I want some fun~”

“What do you…” Marian gasped, spitting out blood as she painfully got back to her feet. “What do you demons want…?”

“Oh…that’s such a broad question.” The vampire tapped her lips with a finger. “Love, faithful slaves, dominion over all mankind, a nice lover to cuddle up with during the late hours of the night…we’re just like you humans~ Well, except we’re much more proactive and ruthless about getting the things we want. And we want so, so much.”

“You’re not going to get it.” Marian said, trying to sound tough. The words rang hollow in her ears, though, and she only got a mocking laugh in return. “I…I mean it!”
“Humans are so silly sometimes~” She laughed again, shaking Marian’s mom by the shoulders as she looked at Marian. A wicked grin came to her face as she pointed at the young exorcist. “You should discipline your child…tell her that she shouldn’t talk back to her betters like that.”

“Yes…” She nodded before shambling forward, looking like a zombie as she slowly with drew seals from the sleeves of her robe.

“Mom? M-Mom? Don’t…don’t listen to her, mom.” Marian said weakly, her voice breaking as her mother plodded inexorably towards her. “What…what did you do to her, vampire? Why is she listening to you?!”
“Don’t you ever read books?” The vampire sighed, twisting a strand of hair around her fingers. “Vampires have the ability to turn other beings into thralls. Oh, your mom resisted sure enough, but all it took was a little more…um, persuasion. And lots of demonic blood. If I’m not mistaken, she might mutate any minute now…Oh, that ought to be interesting. I’ve always wondered what would happen to a human if it was injected with lots of demon blood.”

Marian had no time for an answer as she suddenly found herself under attack, dodging a seal thrown at her head only to step on another one planet on the ground. She let out a choked scream as the seal exploded with light and lifted her in the air, the holy magic tearing at her soul and mind. She fell to the ground, coughing and wincing as she tried to stand…only for her foot to slip out from under her and send her to the ground again.
“Oh ho ho~! I really want to keep you around…such a clumsy one~ I find that quite cute in humans, you know.” The vampire laughed, dark tendrils of magic curling around her fingers. With a nonchalant flick, she sent them writhing towards Marian. She tried her best to avoid them, jumping, stumbling, and moving as fast as she could to avoid the strings. But her attention was so focused on the vampire’s magic that she didn’t even notice when her mother planted a seal on her stomach.
“N-No-!” Marian choked out before a paralyzing surge of energy wracked her body. Screaming wordlessly, she hung in the air for a couple of moments before a dark string wrapped itself around her neck and yanked her to the ground. Coughing and choking, Marian was dragged to the vampire’s feet. She weakly looked up at her captor and offered her a bitter smile. “Your feet stink.”
The vampire’s only reply was to smile and tug, tightening the noose. Marian gagged, her saber slipping out of her fingers as she grasped at the strings, trying to pull them off of her.

“What a naughty, naughty child.” The vampire looked over at Marian’s mother, who was standing blankly next to her. “Did you ever teach her any manners?”

“I’m the black sheep of the family.” Marian gasped out, managing a smirk. She didn’t know what she was doing. She was terrified out of her wits and she could feel her heart pounding so hard that she thought it would burst right out of her chest. Yet in her mind there was only that same defeated calmness that allowed her to make bad cracks and jokes. “Always thought you vampire types were nothing more than a horrible fairy tale. You mindless, sex-crazed, emo freaks!”

“How amusing~ The dog is learning to bite back.” The vampire said pleasantly as she stomped on Marian’s shoulder. Marian heard more than felt the shattering bone and she screamed again, tears running down her eyes as she tried to cope with the pain. “You know…when I’m done with you, I think I’ll turn you into a vampire as well…just as you can be that mindless freak.”
“S-Shut up…Don’t…don’t even know your name, crazy…crazy bitch.” Marian murmured, closing her eyes as the room began to spin around her. Her body was aching in a million places and she was certain she was going to faint. 

“I suppose I should tell you that…I am the Vampire Lady Ceraria, ruler of my own personal patch of Hell and eventual conquered of this pathetic land you call America.” She smirked, tugging on the leash and lifting Marian to her knees. Opening her mouth wide to reveal her fangs, she leaned in to bite at Marian’s neck. “It’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance…”

“Pleasure’s…all mine!” Marian said as she rammed her head against Ceraria’s. She collapsed on the ground afterwards, her head throbbing as she heard the vampire cry out in pain. Tugging on the leash around her neck, she blasted it apart with skilled use of holy magic. Scrambling for her saber, she pointed it victoriously at Ceraria, giving her a bloodied smile. “Hah…” 
“Oh…I’ve heard much about this famed human resilience.” Ceraria said, scowling now as she wiped blood away from her lips. “You’re like cockroaches…never could give up and accept defeat. I suppose I shall have to be more drastic in my methods.”

She pointed a finger at Marian’s mom, who only nodded before appearing in front of Marian. Marian quickly tried to defend herself, but was unprepared for her mother’s hands reaching for her neck and lifting her upwards, slowly choking the life out of her. Marian kicked and thrashed in her other’s grip, feebly punching at her arms in an attempt to free herself. 

“M-Mom…stop it…Mom…please!” She gasped, looking down at her mother’s blank eyes and desperately trying to find some life in them. “S-Stop this! You’re…you’re strong! You’ve a-always taught me to f-fight against demons and…and…”

The hands only tightened and Marian saw black spots as she began to go limp. “M-Mom please…just know…just know that no m-matter what I said before…I…I love you…”

There was a sudden tightening right before she was dropped to the ground. Marian hit the floor with a loud gasp, pawing at her throat as she gulped in breaths of life-giving air. Opening her eyes, she saw her mother confronting Ceraria right before the vampire drove a hand straight through her mother’s chest. Blood spattered her face and all she could see was the vampire’s hand grasping her mother’s heart in her hand before she crushed it, splattering even more of the coppery liquid around. 
Too tired to even scream or get up, Marian just gave up, beginning to cry as the vampire tossed her mother to the same corner as her father. She could have closed her eyes to the sight, but the moment she did that all she could envision was the horrible sights she had seen. In the face of all that, keeping her eyes open in the face of her family’s murderer wasn’t a bad end at all. 
“Such a shame…at the end, she managed to resist even me. Familial ties are always so strong.” Ceraria said as she kneeled next to Marian, taking off one of her gloves and letting her long nails caress the exorcist’s skin. “Ah…so soft…you were so beautiful when pretended to be strong. But now…alas, you’re not nearly as appetizing a morsel anymore.” 
“Just kill me already!” Marian choked out. “I’m tired of hearing your bullshit!”

Ceraria gave a start at the heat in Marian’s voice and she giggled. “Nevermind then~ I guess you do have some spirit left in you…perfect. Hmm…I think I’ll let you live for a while longer~ It’d be a shame to get rid of such potential. Ahhhh…imagine the possibilities. No, no…I won’t kill you now. I’ll let you grow…become stronger before I pluck you off the vine.”
“Still…I don’t want to lose track of you entirely…Ah, I’ve got it!” Ceraria kissed a fingertip before pressing it against Marian’s left shoulder. There was a hissing sound as a nail slowly burned its way into Marian’s skin and the exorcist weakly thrashed in pain. Coldness settled in her body, clutching at her heart before promptly disappearing.

“What did…you do to me…” Marian whispered, feeling the last strands of her conscious begin to slip away.

“I’ve just marked you as my own, pet~ Don’t worry, your mistress will keep a good watch over your progress. Become strong, Marian…I would do so hate to have a servant who couldn’t even fight back.” 

Marian heard one last giggle before she sank into the comforting darkness. 

