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Previously, in 
New Outsiders #48…

… two prophecies barreled forward in two different times, pitting
our heroes against the forces of the Church of Blood in a global
battle for the beliefs of the world; in 1935, Zara of the Crimson
Flame marched forward to reclaim Zandia for her enigmatic Sanguine
Father, as Midnight led a team to battle for the Holy Grail, joined
by Black Beauty's treacherous minion Avery Updike and mysterious
Opus Dei agent Nicodemus and Rose brought her team to Gorilla City
to recover the Second Prophecy of St. Dumas; while in the present
day, Batwoman's team stormed the Flagstaff temple of Church of
Blood only to stumble into an ambush, Black Canary's team was
caught between Zandian troops and Gorilla Knights defending Trin
Dee's old monastery holding the Second Prophecy, and Huntress and
Speed struggled to keep their team on track to reclaim the Grail
again, only to be confronted by Riddler, Twisted Sister and the
newest Blood-owned Vigilante!



And now…




The

DANGER TRAIL!

Issue #19: “Affairs of Blood and Fate, Part Four”
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Flagstaff, Arizona

Very Late December, 1935

The elegant black Cadillac pulled up to the front gates of the
compound and waited for them to part. When the ironwork barrier
parted, the car continued down the road, and pulled up in front of
the ornate cathedral that stood at the center of the complex. The
beautiful gangster Black Beauty slid out from the back seat and
straightened out her velvet dress as two men, dressed in scarlet
and bearing a fiery eye amulet about their necks, hurried to pull a
crate from the trunk. Set into position, Black Beauty marched up
the large granite steps and led her entourage into the Temple of
the Crimson Flame.



She glanced around as she walked down the building's nave, the
footfalls muffled by the blood-red carpet and yet still echoing
throughout the vaulted chamber. Aside from their steps, nothing
made noise, and nothing distracted her from the towering banners of
gold and crimson flames, and monolithic staring eyes. So similar to
the building in Istanbul, and no less creepy and haunting. Beauty
hadn't been religious about anything since she learned that money
bought all the power in the world, and her looks could get her
money with nothing more than a swivel of her hips. Now, so close to
the finish of this latest job, she found herself more and more
unnerved, and anxious to be done with it all. I'm never taking
another church job, I swear, she mused as she reached the
center of the rounded chamber, where steps led up to a central
altar.



It looked like it was carved from ivory, and unlike the fire and
eye imagery everywhere else, it was laden instead with symbols and
designs like blood. She shivered and looked around as the two men
placed the crate onto the altar and then scurried back to the base
of the dais, and knelt in reverence. And next time, only my own
guys, she grumbled as she adjusted her hemline to recapture
their attentions with a strategic glimpse of her garter. She
grinned when she saw their eyes focus properly. Then it faded when
she noticed another man approach.



“You're every bit as talented and attractive as I've been informed,
Black Beauty,” the man said as he swept up to the altar. He was an
older man, with a gaunt face and sunken cheeks, salt-and-pepper
hair swept back from a receding hairline and thick brows over dark
eyes. He wore a scarlet cassock and was draped in a bone-white
cloak, that fluttered around his ankles at his brisk pace. “But
your charms notwithstanding, my followers remain loyal to me, I
assure you.”



She shifted uncomfortably at his innuendo and released her
attentions on the other two. “You're the top man, then? A pleasure
to meet you at last.”



“Not so much a pleasure as you say,” he chuckled softly as he
stopped at the top of the dais, at the opposite end of the altar
and crate from the woman, as he looked at her. “I am the Sanguine
Father.” His hands rested on the wood and he let himself smile
cruelly.



“Well, it's done,” Beauty replied as she nodded toward the prize in
his hands. “Now pay me what I'm owed and you won't have to give any
more thought to who can direct your lackeys.” She sashayed around
the altar now, past where the two men looked up and recaptured
their attentions.



“Oh no. No, no,” he chuckled as he turned to look at her. “You are
invited to stay for tonight's celebration, for the Rite of
Deciding, for the culmination of the First Prophecy.” The Sanguine
Father stared hard into her eyes, and she stared back at him, iron
wills colliding in silence and a veneer of civility. “It is my duty
to bring all to the enlightenment of the true faith, after all.” He
leaned in close and added in a whisper, “And I have no fear about
who my men will follow.” He straightened back up and pried the top
of the crate open with sheer bare-handed strength, belying his
thin, aged appearance. He gazed within and smiled ecstatically.
“No, Black Beauty, you will remain here, as my guest, and attend
tonight's ceremony, and only after that, if necessary, will you be
paid.” He continued to look fondly upon the object within the
crate. He closed one eye and stared at it, opened it and closed the
other eye and saw it in its other shape and chuckled. Then he
switched eyes again, and once more.



Black Beauty shivered at the sight and slowly stepped down to the
floor. “Thank you so kindly,” she said in an icy voice and snapped
her fingers. “Gentlemen, I would relax before tonight's…
festivities,” she said and the two lackeys stood and followed her
out.



She passed quickly through the main doors and back out into the
open air, leaving the strange man behind her. She passed by an
elderly man bent over a hedge of blood-red flowers, giving the
wrinkled, white-capped person no heed as the two minions followed
with lust-filled eyes. The old man shook his head and gave a heavy
sigh as he stood up. He stretched, his hand at the small of his
back, and listened to the ancient joints creak. He tilted his
Stetson back on his head and stared up at the temple, and then back
to Black Beauty's passage and sighed again. He tugged down on the
worn, carved wooden bird that held his blue neckerchief in place
and wiped his forehead with it, then pushed the wire-rim glasses up
the bridge of his nose. He tugged the material back into place,
bound it back with the thunderbird clasp and went back to his
flowers, smiling now that he could tell that his deception would
soon come to an end.

 

 



Flagstaff, Arizona

In the present

Mother Mayhem smiled so serenely at the four invaders as she swept
her hands at her two allies. “Before the dangerous ones can think,”
she said softly as Spider released a pair of arrows and Shadow
Thief's arms lashed out down the hall.



Batwoman reacted first, kicking up to her feet and leaping for the
archer. Grace stood next and caught both arrows in the chest. Her
cocky grin twisted into cries of pain as the super-swift slivers of
blood-soaked wood pierced her shoulders and pinned her to the wall.
Anarky didn't stand, but instead rolled back away from Zatanna and
Grace, as he watched Shadow Thief's arms catch the magician by
surprise. Zatanna had opened her mouth to speak, and instead, one
fist collided with her lips and teeth, tearing soft flesh and
cracking hard enamel, as the other arm wrapped around her slim
waist and slammed her into the hard floor.



Spider grunted in pain as Batwoman's kick tossed him onto his back,
but then Mother Mayhem stepped up, and caught the sleek, muscled
leg. “Mmm, you've kept yourself in shape, I can't wait until you're
back in the fold.” Her fingers gripped the limb painfully and flung
Batwoman away like a doll.



“Where did you get strength like that?” Anarky asked in surprise,
his staff out and crackling with energy.



“The Second Prophecy comes close to fruition, and the fervor of our
brethren gives me such a rush, child,” Mother Mayhem replied as she
walked forward, slow and deliberate. Her eyes were locked on
Barbara, but the redheaded heroine had enough awareness to flip
away and back to Anarky.



Grace had pulled herself from the wall and, with agonizing grunts,
tore the arrows from her shoulders. “Fine, you bitch, let's see
whose rush is bigger.” She grinned through the pain, blood seeping
down her powerful biceps. Mayhem merely stopped and beckoned her
forward with a finger, in a challenge that enraged the super-strong
bouncer; so enraged her, she paid no heed as Shadow Thief pulled
Zatanna forward, headfirst into the small of Grace's back.



“Okay, enough's enough, I'm putting her down!” Anarky said as he
started to charge forward, but Barbara caught him with her arm and
pulled him tight to her.



“No, we have to retreat, have to get back-up!” she said as she
watched Zee's limp body fall to the ground, knocked unconscious by
Grace's invulnerable body, as more charged arrows tore into her
abdomen. “Damn it!” She pressed the switch on her utility belt and
let the portal to the Outsiders headquarters swallow her and Anarky
up and away from their enemies.



“Don't care… how many… of those ya got… ” Grace growled, blood
leaking from her mouth, and several other wounds, as she staggered
closer to the archer. “Gonna… gonna give them back… to you… ” Fury
in her eyes, she pulled the arrows from her body and gripped them
tight, intent on jamming them back into Spider, who continued to
back off.



Shadow Thief's arms wrapped around her neck and squeezed as hard as
could be, while Mother Mayhem stepped up and punched with all her
might, at last putting the powerhouse down, though her knuckles
throbbed from the attempt.



“Well done, well done. Brother Blood will be so pleased with you
both,” Mother said with a purr as she turned away. “Bring them to
their room, and bandage them up. Feel free to make sure they are
healthy, but do not get carried away before they are
brought back into our embrace.”



“I'll take care of Zatanna,” Shadow Thief said as he turned
three-dimensional and headed for her. “Always did have a thing for
a woman in a tux.” He laughed as he glanced at Spider, and shivered
instead.



Spider's face was contorted in anger as he grabbed Grace by her
feet. “Threaten me with my arrows, will ya? When Brother Blood
gives the word, we'll see who's shoving what into who!”



The pair walked down the hall with their prisoners, while far away,
in all senses of the word, Batwoman and Anarky fell into their
base.



“How could you?” Anarky snapped at her, that passive-faced gold
mask unable to hide the venom in his voice. “How could you retreat
from Blood like that? Leave your friends like that? That was our
only chance!”



“I don't believe that, I won't believe that,” Batwoman said as she
recovered quickly, and limped for the communication room. “Mother
Mayhem with super-strength, Shadow Thief amped up, Spider with
arrows that can punch through Grace… there was no
way the two of us were doing a thing against them. We make contact
with our other teams, and gather our forces.” She paused at the
monitors and saw newsbreaks reporting another pair of church
bombings, and sighed. “What's Blood's gain doing that?” she
muttered. She turned her attention back to Anarky. “And you, don't
question me, and don't let your hate for Blood get in the way, got
it? We're going to stop him, and save our friends, and there's
nothing you can say that'll make me think differently!”



Anarky stared back through the helmet he wore, and said nothing.
The gold face hid the wicked smile that curled across his face at
her words though, as he let her get back to contacting the others
for updates. You keep thinking that way. Go right ahead, and
think like that.

 

 



Fellowship of the Full Circle Monastery, Zandia

So close to the end of December

“Here's hoping this works,” Midnight muttered as he looked into the
small bare room. All that filled it was a chalk circle lined with
ancient words, marked out with smoldering pots of incense and
small, guttering candles, and three kneeling people. The masked man
looked over at Avery Updike and tried to keep from rolling his eyes
at the cowardly little man.



“I've heard about this order,” Avery said in a quiet voice, as he
glanced down the hall behind them. “Maybe I should try to enter?
After all this, get a chance to change my life around. That's the
whole point, right?”



Midnight continued to watch Andrew Bennett, the stranger Nicodemus,
and his lovely Trin Dee as they murmured words, knitted brows in
concentration, and focused their efforts on Trin's coin, usually
used to find the Queen of Blood. “That's the idea,” Midnight
answered. “Ancient order of monks, dedicated to helping people find
balance, understand the world in a different way, arm them for
redemption. You sure you're up for that?”



“Let's see what happens at the end of this little crusade first, I
guess,” Avery answered with a nervous chuckle. “It'll be tough
giving up the afternoon martini, but if it saves my soul, right?”
He shrugged with a weak smile.



Midnight rolled his eyes up this time and just stared at the ritual
in the small meditation chamber. He took a deep breath and exhaled
slowly, not having any other answer for the little weasel. They
both jumped when they heard Nicodemus speak.



“Where the Mother Road leads to the Eye that sees Hades in the
Heavens, there lies a hidden well of blood that threatens to taint
mankind,” Nicodemus intoned, with no indication that he knew he
spoke.



“What was all that?” Avery asked in confusion as the candles in the
room suddenly fluttered out and left smoke that curled into the
incense.



The three people within slowly opened their eyes, and shook their
heads, collecting wits and starting to stand, as Midnight mused
over the words. “Mother Road… Hades in Heaven?” He snapped his
fingers and grinned. “Pluto. Hades is also Pluto, and Pluto was
discovered at the Lowell Observatory not… five years ago.
Observatory's in Flagstaff, where Route 66 just opened up a few
years back too… also called the Mother Road, our first real
interstate highway.”



“Flagstaff? Arizona? We're headed to Arizona?”



“Was that what we learned?” Trin asked as she picked up her coin
and slid it into her pocket. Midnight hugged her tight and
nodded.



“Glad it worked, but now, how do we get there?” Nicodemus asked as
Andrew followed his two partners out of the room. “Plane would be
fastest.”



“We can arrange for one, but who can fly?” Andrew asked.



“I can fly a plane,” Avery offered. “I'll do it.”



“Okay, got a destination, and transportation, and pilot. Let's get
to work then,” Midnight said. “I just wish I could figure out what
a well of blood was supposed to mean. That's the only part of all
this I'm not sure about.”



“I think I can answer that one,” Trin spoke up as the group headed
to their rooms to collect their things and make arrangements.
“Zandia was controlled by the Church of Blood before the Great War.
When the theocracy was overthrown—”



“No,” Nicodemus muttered angrily. “Survivors?”



“Moved to the States, I am led to believe,” Trin confirmed.



“I'm not aware of any Church of Blood in the States, but Arizona's
a big, flat, lonely place still,” Midnight said. “And you said it
was hidden, so maybe a fake name?”



“Only one way to learn for sure,” Andrew said. “We go to Flagstaff,
and beard the enemy in his den.”



As the group gathered their things and headed to acquire their
plane, the settled portions of Zandia became increasingly
unsettled. Zara of the Crimson Flame marched through the village of
Trenna, trailed by an army of followers armed with rifles, pistols,
and weapons formed from farm tools. Whipped up by the fervor of her
words, this makeshift troop rolled through Trenna like a tidal
wave; torches and bonfires erupted across the streets, houses and
surrounding countryside, as Zara's floating fiery eye turned to ash
any resistance, and gazed in gratitude upon those who joined its
mistress.



Without pause, she continued through Trenna and the march of
revolution swept toward the city of Gamenn. Her army had tripled,
and when it reached the outskirts of the city, it faced the Zandian
army, hunkered behind hastily erected sandbag walls and
foxholes.



“Do not attempt to resist,” Zara said as she stood before her
people, and stared at the soldiers that aimed their weaponry at
her. “Come, and feel the fiery truth of the Crimson Flame! Do not
mindlessly do the work of our usurpers, the defilers who would
drive from our holy land the spiritual truths that gave birth to
our homeland! Join with us, make us mightier, let the fires fill
your hearts and souls!”



A major watched the approach, and listened to her spiel and
snarled. Not this close to true command, there was no way his
government was collapsing this close to true command. “Fire!” he
barked at the men hunkered over their tripod-mounted machin