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Chapter One
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They say airplanes are the safest way to travel. Frankly, I’d rather take my chances fighting a vampire in a damp, dark basement.

“Sam,” Sister Callie Calahane murmured. “Relax.”

I glanced over at Callie, who was calmly sipping Diet Coke from a clear plastic cup. The other passengers on the plane drank and chatted with their companions, seemingly oblivious to the imminent danger. “Who will help Henry if we die?” I whispered.

“We’re not going to die,” Callie said. “It’s only turbulence.”

“But—”

“They didn’t even stop the drink service, Sam.”

“How long is it going to be like this?”

The plane bucked back and forth in the sky, and the peanut M&M’s I had eaten at the airport in Des Moines before boarding lurched around in my stomach. I grabbed the airsickness bag from the back of the seat in front of me and held it to my lips, taking deep breaths, my lungs working like bellows, desperately trying to keep the M&M’s down. The stench of twenty-seven different types of perfume and cologne in the airplane cabin wasn’t helping, and I swallowed repeatedly.

“Don’t you think you’re being a little ... melodramatic?” Callie whispered.

Callie was in her mid-twenties, with shoulder-length auburn hair and creamy skin dusted with freckles. She was a Sister of the Order of the Sacred Cross, an ancient group of women who protected the world from vampires, and she had saved my life at least a dozen times since following me home from the archdiocese in Peoria, Illinois.

She had stood beside me as I had stabbed my daughter, Lilly, through the heart with a silver dagger, killing the freshly turned vampire. She had moved with me to Iowa and helped me stop my first vampire attack in Marshalltown. She had been with me when I had faced a coven of witches and the demon Haagenti in the wintery woods of Monticello, Illinois. And she had been with me when I had faced off against the vampire Ancients after they had summoned the Devil to Chicago.

I had developed strong feelings for Callie’s twin sister, Katie, after fighting off vampires with her in Indiana, but a vampire had ripped Katie’s guts out during an attack at my great-uncle Warren’s house. Callie was the spitting image of Katie. It made things awkward at times, but Callie never seemed to notice. She was a good person, a woman of strong faith, and my closest friend.

“We’re going to die,” I muttered.

I must have said it a bit too loudly, because a mother and her teenage daughter in the row in front of us turned to glare at me.

“He hasn’t flown before,” Callie said to the woman. “Please forgive him.”

They glared at me for an uncomfortably long time before finally harrumphing and turning back to face the airplane’s front.

“Thanks,” I said to Callie. “I guess I’m...”

“You’re worried.”

“I’m not worried.”

“You’re right. You’re scared.”

“Callie—”

“We’re out of options, Sam. We need help.”

I whispered, “Need I remind you of the kind of help we got from the last ... you-know-what?”

“That was an unfortunate incident.”

“Incident?” I hissed, my ears ringing with a surge of anger.

The woman in front of me spun around and glared.

I wasn’t having any of it. “Mind your own business.”

“I’m so sorry,” Callie said to the woman. “He’s normally very nice—”

“He doesn’t sound very nice,” the woman said.

The daughter grabbed her mother’s shoulder and whispered loudly, “Don’t talk to the crazy people, Mom.”

The woman shrugged off her daughter’s hand and said to me, “If you don’t mind your manners, I’m calling the flight attendant.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Callie said. She grabbed my arm and squeezed hard. “Please accept our apologies.”

I’m not apologizing. How about I beat the snotty attitude out of her? Look at the way she’s staring at me. So much contempt. Her and her mouthy daughter. I could crush her windpipe as easily as wringing a chicken’s neck. Then I’d see about her daughter. She’s, what, seventeen? Eighteen? She’s got a nice figure—maybe if I ripped her clothes off...

“What?” I muttered to myself.

Callie turned to me with a worried look. “Are you okay, Sam?”

“I’m fine. It’s this airplane. It makes me sick to my stomach.”

We both knew I was lying. I didn’t blame Callie for being worried. Killing a vampire led to what vampire hunters called “the change.” Some of the vampire’s essence entered your body. It gave you enhanced strength and speed, and it slowed the aging process.

Until my ancestor, the famous vampire hunter Jack Harlan, nobody had ever lived long enough to kill more than a handful of vampires. As it turned out, there was more than the risk of a horrible death at the hands of a monster. I had learned with Jack—absorb enough vampire essence, and you could turn into a vampire yourself.

“We’ll be landing soon,” Callie said. “Focus on your breathing. Take deep breaths—”

“I am.” It came out harsher than I had intended. I took a deep breath of the stale cabin air and said to the woman in front of me, “I’m sorry. I’m sick to my stomach.”

The woman raised a carefully tweezed eyebrow. “I ... don’t like flying either.” She turned back to her daughter. “All is forgiven. Right, honey?”

The daughter nodded without enthusiasm.

All is forgiven? Oh, how I wish it were that simple.

* * *
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I stared in awe at LAX’s terminal six. I didn’t have a lot of experience with airports, and it was cleaner than I’d expected, with lots of whites, and blues, and steel. Callie nudged me to keep me moving so I wouldn’t hold up the passengers behind us.

We made our way to the baggage claims area and nearly had to fight our way through the throng of people to claim our bags. I glanced around the airport. “Where are we meeting this guy?”

“He’ll find us.”

“How?”

She shrugged. “He said it wouldn’t be a problem.”

“Sounds like a jackass.”

“That ’bout sums it up,” a low-pitched voice rumbled behind me.

I spun around. A thin man in his fifties with chocolate-colored skin and deep-set brown eyes stared back at me. He wore faded denim jeans, a short-sleeved black shirt, and heavy combat boots. I recognized the style of clothing because I often wore the same highly functional clothing when I was hunting vampires. “Jeremiah Deacon?”

The man’s eyes narrowed. “You don’t much look like Jack’s kin.”

I opened my mouth to offer a sharp retort, but a shiver ran up my spine as the oily blackness in the pit of my stomach rippled up my throat, reacting to the darkness within him. “Yeah, you’re Deacon. I can feel it.”

Deacon’s lips pressed into a thin line. “Grab your bags.”

I turned to Callie to protest, but she shook her head. When the luggage carousel finally spun by with our suitcases, Callie and I grabbed them and followed Deacon to the parking lot, where Deacon pointed at a black Cadillac Escalade.

I resisted the urge to whistle. The vehicle was massive. The frame barely rocked as I climbed into the passenger seat and slammed shut the thicker-than-usual door. “What is this?”

“A dealer who specializes in selling a certain type of vehicle to foreign governments, drug cartels, and other unsavory types sold me this.”

I raised an eyebrow. “It’s armored?”

Deacon smirked. “It won’t stop a vampire attack, but it sure beats nothing.”

Callie gave him a curious look. “But is it enough?”

“Sometimes enough is all we get, Sister. If there’s one thing I’ve learned, it’s you damned well better take any advantage you can get.”

“So,” I drawled, “are we going to get this show on the road?”

Deacon shrugged. “You in a hurry to die?”

Outside the Escalade, travelers of every size and color hustled and bustled in all different directions. “What do you think those people would do if they found out vampires and demons and the Devil are real?” I asked.

Deacon grunted. “We do what we do to keep them safe.”

“And if we don’t?”

“Evil takes over and kills everything and everyone until there’s nothing left.” He hesitated and then said sharply, “We cool?”

Callie started to speak, but I raised my hand. She squinted at me, but I shook my head and said to Deacon, “We’re on the same page.”

Deacon grunted. “We’re going to get along fine, Sam Harlan.”

* * *
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The drive into downtown Los Angeles involved a massive number of vehicles creeping along crowded highways and interchanges until Deacon wheeled the black Escalade up to the private entrance to a six-story building and pressed a button on his dash. A steel door rumbled up and we entered the building, the steel door slamming closed behind us with an echoing boom.

I tried to make out the details of the parking deck in the dim light. “Cheery.”

“This is my fortress,” Deacon said.

“Your what?”

“My fortress. Ain’t no vampire going to enter this building.”

“How do you secure it?” Callie asked from the backseat.

“The Ark.”

“The ... Ark?” Callie choked out.

“What ark?” I asked.

Callie cleared her throat and said, “The Ark of the Covenant, Sam.”

“The Ark is real? I thought it was something from an Indiana Jones movie.”

Deacon gave me a sidelong glance. “It’s real.”

“No way,” I said. “No freaking way.”

“You’re surprised?” Deacon asked. “Isn’t your house protected too?”

In fact, I had begun to suspect something protected Jack’s house in Iowa. “Maybe.”

“It’s what I heard.”

“From who?”

Deacon never took his eyes from the road. “Can’t quite recollect.”

“You can’t remember?”

“Might have been from someone who knows someone.”

“Why do I get the feeling you know more about me than I know about you?”

“Because you ain’t as dumb as you look,” Deacon said. He pulled the Escalade into a spot next to a gray Toyota Celica and climbed out of the SUV. “Grab your bags.”

I gave Callie a questioning look, and she gave me a brief nod. We grabbed our bags and followed Deacon through a steel door and down a hallway, then took an elevator to the sixth floor. The doors opened to a bright and sunny view of downtown Los Angeles, the walls mostly glass and steel, with a series of desks and conference rooms against the northern wall.

A man in his forties watched us from the biggest of the conference rooms. He wore all black with a priest’s white collar, and his close-cropped gray hair and stern face gave him a perpetually angry look.

He opened the door and motioned for us to enter, and we took seats at a long wooden table. The priest said to Deacon, “He doesn’t look like much.”

Deacon slid into the steel-and-fabric chair across from us. “Then put him back on the plane.”

“Hey,” I said. “We’re right here. If you have something to say—”

The priest’s eyes narrowed. “I’ve heard about you. We all have. One-eyed Jack’s distant grandson. Frankly, I’m skeptical.”

“Who are you?” I asked.

“You’re Father Pierce,” Callie said. “I’ve heard about you too.”

I looked the man up and down. “Father who?”

“Griffin Pierce,” Deacon said.

“Having fun with this?” Pierce asked Deacon.

Deacon smiled lazily. “It ain’t often I get to enjoy myself.”

“You think—”

“Watch your tone,” Deacon said. The smile vanished, and his eyes took on a thousand-yard stare. “You’re in my house.”

“A house the Church helps pay for,” Pierce said.

I slammed my fist against the table hard enough to splinter it. It was as loud as a gunshot in the enclosed space. Everyone turned to look at me. “We flew all the way here to discuss a threat,” I growled, “not to listen to your bullshit. If you won’t listen, we’ll be on our way.”

Callie’s mouth opened, but she didn’t say anything. Pierce stared at me like I’d dropped in from another planet, but Deacon gave me an almost imperceptible nod and said, “The boy has a point.”

“He does,” Pierce said begrudgingly. “What is so important you couldn’t tell us over the phone?”

I took a deep breath and said, “The Ancients are coming.”

Deacon shrugged. “Ain’t nothing we can do about that.”

“You know about them?”

“Rumors,” Deacon said. “Stories. Twelve of the oldest vampires, crafty and dangerous. Right?”

“We’ve already killed three of them,” I said.

Deacon’s mouth slowly dropped. “You ... what?”

“We killed the Crone, the Scholar, and the Magician three weeks ago in Chicago.”

“Well, now ... that explains a few things.”

“What things?”

Deacon stabbed his finger at Father Pierce. “Griff better explain it.”

I turned to the priest. “What’s he talking about?”

“I’m an exorcist,” Pierce said.

I gave Callie a quizzical look, and she nodded her confirmation. “Okay,” I said. “What’s that got to do with—”

“A demon,” Pierce said. “It’s been saying your name. For the past two weeks, the demon has been cursing your name over and over again.”
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Chapter Two
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A prickly sensation ran down my spine. “That ... can’t be good.”

“Is this some kind of game?” Callie asked. Her hand found my arm and squeezed uncomfortably tight, like a bird’s talon.

“It ain’t no game,” Deacon said. “Griff may be a pain in the ass, but he ain’t a liar.”

“A demon knows me,” I said. “How? Is it because of what we did to Haagenti?”

Father Pierce studied me. “I heard about the demon named Haagenti—”

“From who?” I asked. “Father Jameson?”

Father Patrick Jameson was a priest and former exorcist from St. Louis. I hadn’t seen the priest since the night at Allerton Park in Monticello, Illinois, when a fight against a Haagenti-possessed witch named Meriwether had taken a terrible turn. A raging fire had burned the last of Jameson’s thinning hair from his scalp, and the few times I’d spoken to him over the phone, his voice had sounded hollow, like he had seen too many horrors he preferred to forget.

I sympathized. There’s so much I’d like to forget too.

“The Church has been doing this for a long time,” Father Pierce said. His voice was thick with barely veiled anger. “You don’t know how deep the Vatican’s resources are, or the things we’ve done to protect humanity—”

“I’m not some kid,” I said. “I’ve been killing vampires for almost a year, and I even managed to help drive Haagenti back to Hell.”

“Patrick Jameson and Sister Calahane drove Haagenti back to Hell,” Father Pierce said. “I’ve read the reports. You’ve been blundering about like a fool, nearly killing yourself and everyone around you.”

“Without Sam, Haagenti would have discovered the truth about vampires,” Callie said. “Without Sam, the demons would have broken through the Gates of Hell, and the world would have burned.”

“I’ve never heard such nonsense.”

“It is true,” Callie said. “Sam has saved us all. And now we need your help. The Ancients are coming for us.”

“Us?” Deacon asked.

“Henry Hastings,” Callie said. “Do you know about the Vampire Sheriff?”

“I’ve heard of him.”

“He’s an Ancient,” I said. “Cicolluis, the Knight.”

Deacon’s mouth dropped again. “He’s been here all this time?”

“Chima, the Magician, forced Cicolluis to kill the real Henry Hastings and assume his identity. Cicolluis has kept the balance between vampires and our world for nearly a thousand years. Without him...”

Deacon frowned. “I still don’t get—”

“Henry was with us when we killed the Scholar, Erlik, and the Crone, Enid. He killed Chima, and now the rest of the Ancients are headed to Hot Springs, Wyoming.”

Deacon squinted at me. “Good.”

“What?”

“Let them kill each other,” Deacon said.

“But—”

“It’s probably the best thing that could happen for us, Sam. As long as the monsters fight each other, we win.”

Father Pierce watched our exchange with a growing look of dread. “Tell me everything you know. Leave nothing out.”

“Why?”

“I know some of your story, but apparently I don’t know all of it.”

“So?”

“There are forces at work here that someone like you might not understand.”

“The Devil thought I understood.”

Deacon and Pierce bolted up in their chairs. Pierce said, “Impossible.”

“It is possible,” Callie said. “Chima summoned Lucifer to open the Gates.”

Pierce swayed in his chair. “The ... Devil. You spoke to Him?”

I nodded. “He held back the demons until we could close the Gates.”

“You ... you lie,” Pierce sputtered.

I sighed. “Why would I lie?”

Pierce turned to Deacon, who shrugged and said, “I believe him.”

Pierce slumped back in his chair. “I’m ... I’m going to ask you again. Tell me what happened. From the beginning. Please.”

“Sure,” I said.

I told the two men my story over the next two hours, from the attack in my diner to the battle in Chicago. Callie joined in occasionally to provide details I’d forgotten, and sometimes the men asked questions, but they mostly listened in disbelief. When I finished, Deacon said, “You want us to help you battle the Ancients. And you think we can stop them before they kill us?”

“Basically? Yeah.”

Deacon shook his head. “That’s not a plan. It’s suicide.”

“We’ll have help.”

“Unless you got an army,” Deacon said, “it ain’t going to be enough.”

Pierce raised his hand. “About the abomination—”

“Peter,” I said. “His name is Peter.”

Pierce frowned. “I’d heard rumors about the first man, God’s first attempt to grant a creature free will, but I thought it was nonsense. He created vampires?”

“Not on purpose,” I said. “He ... he accidentally...”

Even to my ears, it sounded weak.

“Back up,” Pierce said. “Demons don’t have free will. You’re mistaken. Church doctrine—”

“I don’t know about Church doctrine,” I said. “I’m not a priest or scholar.”

“Obviously,” Pierce said.

“Lucifer told me they don’t have free will,” I said. “He said if they get it, we’re all screwed.”

“The Devil is the Prince of Liars,” Pierce growled. “You can’t trust anything He said.”

“Everything He said makes sense. He could have made an agreement with the Ancients, but He didn’t. He held back the demon horde.”

Pierce turned to Callie. “I understand why the boy can’t see it, but you know thousands of years of doctrine can’t be wrong.” He stabbed his finger at me. “This ... boy ... is claiming the Bible is wrong. It’s blasphemy. He’s blaspheming!”

“It may be the Bible is wrong,” Callie said. “If God assigned Lucifer to Hell to keep the demons at bay, to enforce a system where demons aren’t allowed free will, think what that would mean.”

“But—”

“Father,” Callie said. “Vampires are made from the darkness that came before creation. And the demons want the secret to the darkness. It will give them free will and allow them to break out of Hell. If Lucifer is telling the truth, it breaks God’s perfect plan. It would undo ... everything.”

“It sounds crazy,” I said. “Trust me, I know. But it makes a twisted kind of sense.”

Pierce sank back into his chair, his face pale. “I don’t know what to make of this.”

Deacon said, “The world’s gone mad, Griff. Either we kill ourselves trying to stop it, or we do nothing, and the world definitely ends.”

“That isn’t my job,” Pierce mumbled. His haunted eyes found mine as he grappled with his church’s doctrine and a new, larger truth. “I’m an exorcist.”

“Father?” I said. “The Ancients were trying to make a deal with the demons. If we don’t stop them, they’ll try again. And if we don’t stop, they will succeed. You understand what’s at stake?”

“Yes,” Pierce said in a voice barely above a whisper. “It would mean the end of everything.”

“You’re damned right it would,” I said. “Help me stop the Ancients before they make a deal. Please.”

“I can’t leave Los Angeles,” Pierce said. “Not yet.”

“Why not?”

Pierce chewed at his lip but said nothing.

Deacon raised an eyebrow and said, “Tell them, Griff.”

“Tell us what?” Callie asked.

“There’s a young girl,” Pierce said. “She’s barely more than a child herself. She’s possessed.”

“You can exorcise the demon when you get back,” I said.

Pierce shook his head and slumped forward. For a moment, the weariness on his face reminded me of Father Jameson. “She’s being ... it’s like torture. The demon refuses to leave. Every day, every hour, the demon is still inside of her ... I can’t leave.”

“She’s just one girl—”

“Sam,” Callie said softly.

“What?”

“Think about what you just said. She’s just one girl?”

A cold ball settled in my stomach, and I gasped for breath. Dammit, she’s right. My daughter was just “one girl.” Katie was just “one girl.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “You’re right, of course. What can we do to help?”

“You don’t have the necessary training,” Pierce said.

“I may not know the ceremony,” Callie said, “but I have faith. With our help, you can save this girl.”

“You don’t walk into an exorcism unprepared,” Pierce said. “This demon is strong. It’ll take—”

“Griff,” Deacon interrupted. “Ain’t nothing going to make it worse than it already is.”

“Worse than it already is?” I asked. “How?”

“You’ll find out soon enough,” Pierce murmured. “God help you, but you’ll find out.”

* * *
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Deacon and Pierce left to make arrangements. As soon as Callie and I were alone, she said, “Sam, are you hungry?”

“No.”

“You are.”

“Quit saying that.”

“Then quit denying it. You ate those cheeseburgers over six hours ago.”

“Don’t forget the M&M’s at the airport.”

“Your diet—”

“I find it disturbing how closely you watch my diet.”

She inspected me. “Ever since Chicago, you’ve been—”

“I’m fine.”

“—angry. I was going to say you’ve been angry.”

I snorted. “I’ve been angry for a while.”

“Yes, but—”

“It’s not any different—”

“It is different, Sam. The change has driven you harder and further since you spoke with ... Him.”

“You mean Lucifer. The Devil. Satan.”

Callie nodded. “Yes.”

I laughed bitterly before I could stop myself. “I was a normal guy, Callie. Now I’ve spoken to the Devil. And, get this, the Devil is rooting for me!”

“Sam—”

“Now I have to help with an exorcism and then try to stop the oldest vampires on earth from bringing about the apocalypse.”

The corner of Callie’s mouth quirked up. “Well, when you say it out loud...”

I closed my eyes. “This is my life?”

There was a long silence. I opened my eyes and noticed Callie glaring at me. “Sam Harlan,” she said, “if you don’t quit whining and start acting, you’re going to get us all killed.”

The tone of her voice was harsh, and the look on her face was even more so. “Jesus, Callie—”

“Don’t you take the Lord’s name in vain, and don’t you dare wallow in self-pity. You, of all people, know what’s at stake. You may be a simple man, but you’re a good man. So, suck it up, quit complaining, and do something about it.”

A sudden rush of heat boiled up inside of me. “Are you trying to piss me off?” I growled. “I’ve killed my daughter. I’ve killed my wife. I’ve lost everything...”

“And you’ll let the world burn because of it? You were about to abandon some poor girl to a demon!”

The heat inside me became a tidal wave. “You ... you think...”

Something about Callie’s words tickled at the back of my mind. I pushed the anger down and managed, “You think there’s something wrong with me. You’re trying to make me angry!”

The stern look on Callie’s face evaporated. “You have to get angry, Sam, or we’re not going to make it. We’re counting on you. I’m counting on you.”

“You don’t think we’re up for this?”

Callie shook her head and said slowly, “It doesn’t matter. We can’t give up. God willing, we’ll save this girl, and then we’ll stop the Ancients.”

Her voice, usually full of confidence, sounded afraid. That, more than anything, scared me. She’s not only worried. She thinks we can’t do this. What will we do without her faith?

The anger in my belly turned to a ball of ice, and I glanced up at the ceiling. God, if You’re listening, we could really use some help. A sign, maybe. Anything.

The door to the conference room opened, and Deacon nodded at us. “Time to go.”

* * *
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Deacon drove us through the streets of Los Angeles in his armored Escalade. Outside, the city had a harshness to it. The sun seemed brighter, somehow, than where I’d grown up in Ohio. It gave the pastel yellow and blue storefronts a plastic look. We passed mile after mile of pawnshops, liquor stores, tobacco shops, and nail salons. As we cruised past a group of people exiting a marijuana dispensary, I said to Deacon, “What a charming city.”

“This ain’t exactly the best part of town,” Deacon said. “Don’t worry. We’ll be going upscale soon enough.”

Pierce grunted. “The Church doesn’t maintain it because of its size or splendor.”

“Size?” I asked. “Splendor?”

“The Catholic Church owns many properties across the country,” Pierce said. “Take Jeremiah’s office—”

“I pay damned good money for that building,” Deacon said.

“You pay a dollar for every decade,” Pierce scoffed.

“That’s the deal,” Deacon said with a smirk. He turned right and headed up a steep hill into an older part of town where the houses were larger and covered in shades of sand-colored stucco. “If you don’t like it, take it up with the Vatican.”

“I have,” Pierce growled. “Many times.”

“I guess they don’t mind paying the bills to keep someone like me on their good side.”

“How long have you two worked together?” Callie asked.

Callie was being delicate, almost carefully so. I wonder if she’s as ... suspicious of the Vatican as I am. Except for Father Jameson, they haven’t been of much help.

“What’s it been, Griff? Twenty years?”

“Twenty-one,” Pierce said. “I had returned from Rome. During my training, Father Gregor had told me of vampires. I didn’t believe him.”

Deacon snorted. “You believed in demons but not vampires? What an—”

“Why did you seek him out?” Callie asked quickly.

“I knew of the Church’s arrangement,” Pierce said. “The salary they paid him, and the building they rented to him. I argued it was a waste of valuable assets better used training more exorcists...”

“Until you ran into a vampire,” I guessed.

“Yes,” Pierce said. “I encountered a ... monster. It was feeding on children. On children!”

“He called me begging for help,” Deacon said.

“I didn’t beg,” Pierce snapped. “I ... it was unbelievable.”

“Until it wasn’t,” I said.

“Until it wasn’t,” Pierce said softly.

“You get many vampires here?”

Deacon shook his head. “Damned few. Three in the last twenty-five years.” He hesitated, then said, “At least three I found.”

“And killed,” I said.

“Yeah.”

“You think there’s more?”

“Maybe.”

“Have any proof?”

“Nah.”

“Bodies?”

“Nope.”

“You get any ... feelings—”

“Look, I ain’t saying there have been any vampires, but I can’t rule it out.”

“You have a reason for believing there is a vampire,” Callie said.

Deacon turned and gave us a dark look. “I’ve been all over this city, covered every inch of trails. I haven’t found any vampires.”

“But?” I asked.

“I can’t rightly say why ... but something has been setting my teeth on edge for years. It could be...”

“What?” I asked.

“It could be I’ve been doing this job for too many years,” Deacon said. “You know what I mean?”

There was a moment of silence, and I said, “I think I do.”

Pierce turned back to look at us with hollow eyes. “The vampire was brutal. Like a mindless killing machine. I—I wasn’t trained...”

“The last priest around here who knew about vampires retired years ago,” Deacon said. “Griff helped, did a decent job, too. He’s helped ever since...”

“You split your time between exorcisms and vampire hunting?” Callie asked.

“I’m an exorcist,” Pierce said, “but I can’t ignore what I saw.”

“And it only took a handful of dead kids to make you see the light,” I muttered to myself. Callie elbowed me in the ribs, and I said hurriedly, “Sorry. That wasn’t fair.”

Deacon glanced up in the rearview mirror and caught my eye. He tipped his head, ever so slightly. At first, I thought I had imagined it, then he turned back to the road, nodding at a pair of teenagers strolling along the sidewalk.

I glanced around. As we had wound our way through the hills, the number of pedestrians had dropped dramatically. The pair of teens in their knee-length black shorts and blue-and-gold football jerseys were the first we had seen in nearly five minutes. “Is it me,” I asked, “or are there hardly any people around?”

Deacon snorted. “It’s a damned weird city. The more expensive the neighborhood, the fewer people on the street. I don’t know, maybe it’s the heat or the humidity, but by the time you get out this far, you’re lucky to see anybody, ’cept for gardeners and pool boys.”

I pointed at one of the houses nestled in the hills, easily three times the size of Jack’s farmhouse. “I take it these don’t come cheap?”

Deacon shook his head. “You really ain’t ever been nowhere, have you?”

I resisted the urge to tell him I’d been too busy fighting monsters. “How much farther?”

“The end of the road,” Deacon said.

“End of the road?”

Deacon slowed the Escalade and pulled into a gated driveway surrounded by thick shrubs, punched a code into the keypad hanging from a steel pole, and waited for the steel gates to swing open.

“Fancy,” I said.

“It was a gift from a wealthy patron,” Pierce said.

“He died and left the Church a mansion?”

“She, actually, and yes. We’ve kept it for years for ... certain uses.”

“For possessions,” Callie said.

“Yes.”

We followed the driveway up to a small parking area next to a French country house, or at least my mental image of a French country house. Round rooms at the corners of the house resembled turrets, and the pointed peaks soared thirty feet above the thick bushes and trees seemingly on the verge of overwhelming the estate.

Pierce led us up a stone path to a pair of massive wooden doors and into the house. The place was old, and it smelled of stale air and old varnish. There was another scent too, and for a moment, I was transported back to grade school and the sawdust-like concoction the school janitor sprinkled onto vomit whenever one of my classmates hurled their guts out.

A nun in full habit was waiting for us. She was an older woman and looked like she might have topped out at one-sixty, with deep crow’s-feet around her eyes and crooked teeth. She glanced at Callie, nodded her head, and gave me a careful inspection.

I gave her my best reassuring smile, but it must not have been reassuring enough, because she glared at me for an uncomfortably long time before telling Pierce, “She’s gotten worse.”

“Sister Freida, this is Sister Calahane and Sam Harlan.”

Sister Freida scowled but led us deeper into the house and stopped in front of a doorway. “She’s not well.”

“Has she spoken?” Pierce asked.

Sister Frieda grimaced. “She hasn’t, but...”

Pierce said to us, “The girl’s family are good Catholics. They came from Tijuana when she was a teenager.”

I said, “How do you know she’s possessed?”

“She started speaking in tongues.”

“Are you sure she’s not ... crazy?”

“She was thoroughly evaluated by two different psychiatrists,” Pierce said. “They did nothing for her. Her grandmother begged the Church for help.”

I peeked inside the room. A young woman with raven-black hair and dark olive skin knelt on a small bed. She’s barely out of her teens. She turned to stare at me, and I stumbled back.

Her eyes were solid black, like twin obsidian stones, and she hissed, “Sam Harlan. Weak, pathetic fool. Have you come to test your resolve against us?” The thing inside the girl laughed, the sound like something wet and slimy splattering inside a steel drum.

I shut the door and turned to Pierce. “How in the hell does it know my name?”

“You are correct,” Sister Freida said. “That thing comes from Hell. It is a spirit of intellect, and it looks to tempt you, Mr. Harlan. Don’t let it.”

“I can handle temptation,” I muttered. “I get really pissed off when they try to kill me.”

The nun raised an eyebrow. “A demon tried to ... kill you? You are mistaken. Demons may only tempt mortals—”

“Is that so,” I said. “You have a lot of experience?”

Pierce raised his hand. “Sister Frieda has helped with dozens of exorcisms.”

“And you’ve only ever seen demons tempt people? Lucky you.”

The nun arched an eyebrow but didn’t speak.

“What is this poor young woman’s name?” Callie asked.

“Patricia Martinez,” Pierce said.

“What do you need from us?”

“This demon is stubborn,” Pierce said. “It has refused to fully show itself. Now that it’s speaking, perhaps we can find out what it wants and then banish it to Hell.”

I pointed at the door. “You’re sure there’s no danger?”

“The only danger would be the danger you bring,” Pierce said. “As long as you remain confident in your faith, you have nothing to fear.”

“Sure,” I muttered to myself as we followed them into the bedroom. “Nothing to fear. What could possibly go wrong?”
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Chapter Three
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Patricia Martinez sat up from the edge of the bed and pulled at her simple white shirt. “Finally. Have you come to deal?”

Pierce held up his hand. “Begone, demon.”

The girl smirked as her tongue darted across her lips, the mannerism eerily similar to a vampire’s. “Begone?” she asked in a gravelly voice. “Begone?”

“Leave this poor girl alone,” Pierce commanded. “Torment her no more.”

“Are you for real?” Martinez growled. She stood and took a delicate step forward with her bare foot.

Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Deacon frown.

Pierce didn’t seem to notice. “Leave, or I shall smite you with the full power of the Lord Almighty.”

“Smite me?” Martinez asked. “Who talks like that anymore?”

“You will—”

“Wait,” the young girl hissed. “I know you, priest. I can feel the hole inside of you.”

Pierce blanched. “You do not know me!”

“We have matched wits before. You lack a firm center. It leaves you open to influence. Tell me, priest, do you have nightmares about it? Do you lie awake at night, praying in the terrible darkness, staring into the abyss? Do you hear the calls? Does your weakness—”

“I’m not weak!” Pierce snarled.

The girl snickered. “So easily shaken. Perhaps ... so easily taken?”

“Tell me your name, demon,” Pierce demanded. “Which hellspawn are you?”

The girl snapped her head from side to side in a blur of frantic motion. “I don’t have time for this. Harlan? Harlan! Deal with me, and I’ll let you live.”

I started to speak, but Pierce shook his head and said, “You speak to me. The Lord commands you!”

The girl rolled her eyes. “So tiresome. Harlan! Deal with me, and I’ll allow you to keep the whore.”

“Whore?” I said.

“Whore?” Callie repeated in a voice dripping with venom.

“Sore spot, eh?” The girl stuck out her tongue and waggled it. “You know what I want, Harlan, and I know what you want. Give me the secret. Give me what I need.”

“Demon,” Pierce began. “The Lord—”

That was as far as Pierce got. The girl bounded forward, nearly ten feet, and backhanded Pierce across the face. Pierce’s head rocked to the side, and the sound of smacking flesh echoed inside the room. Pierce collapsed to the floor, clearly stunned.

I barely had time to react before the girl grabbed Sister Frieda by the neck and lifted her from the floor.

I stumbled forward. “Jesus!”

Deacon lunged at the girl, desperately pulling at the girl’s hands wrapped around the Sister’s throat.

Callie rushed to Deacon’s side and screamed to me, “Help him!”

I grabbed Martinez’s hands and pulled as hard as I could, but her hands were like iron. Sister Freida made sloppy wet noises and kicked her legs, her heavy black shoes spasming uselessly.

“Let go,” I growled, “or I’m gonna—”

“You can’t hurt her!” Callie screamed into my ear. “It’s not the girl doing this. It’s the demon!”

The girl’s head swiveled ninety degrees to stare at me, and her lips parted in a wicked grin. “It’s a real bitch, isn’t it? You can’t save the nun, and you can’t kill the girl. Heh. Such a conundrum.”

Sister Frieda’s face was turning a mottled purple, and thick, stringy drool rolled down her chin and onto the front of her habit.

“Sam,” Deacon panted. “Sam! We got to do something soon!”

“You can’t kill her,” Callie insisted. “The girl is innocent.”

“It ain’t about innocent,” Deacon said. He turned to catch my eye and raised an eyebrow.

“Callie,” I said. “We’re running out of time.” I pulled as hard as I could but to no effect. “We’re going to have to—”

There was a crunch as the girl’s hands squeezed harder, snapping the bones, tendons, and ligaments in Sister Freida’s neck.

Sister Freida’s legs jerked and then went still. The sharp smell of ammonia filled the room as the old nun’s bladder emptied. The girl finally released her grip and the Sister’s body collapsed to the floor.

A wail echoed through the room as Pierce howled in anguish. Before I could turn, before I could do anything, the young girl shoved me aside and grabbed Callie by the throat.

“No!” I screamed.

Callie’s eyes caught mine, and she managed to shake her head.

“We can’t stop her,” Deacon said. “We can’t kill her. What are we supposed to do?”

“Pierce,” I said. “What can we do?”

“I ... I don’t know!” Pierce shouted.

“Sam,” Deacon grunted. “Hurry!”

The girl shrieked out, “Give me what I want, Harlan. Tell me the secret, and I’ll let your whore live!”

Callie’s eyes bulged out and the whites of her eyes were tinted with red. She managed to shake her head, warning me not to hurt the girl.

I didn’t care. I didn’t care about the old nun, and I certainly didn’t care about the young girl. I wanted to grab the young girl’s neck and break it as easily as the girl had done to Sister Freida. I wanted to make the girl pay, and I didn’t give a damn if she was innocent.

I’ll kill her. I’ll tear her throat out. Let’s see if a demon stays trapped inside a dead host. I’ll...

The anger boiled up inside, but it slowly dawned on me the anger wasn’t mine.

At least, not all mine. It’s the change, pushing me harder and harder.

“Deacon,” I said. “Do you have a gun?”

Deacon nodded, released his hold on the girl’s hands, and pulled a .45 handgun from a paddle holster under his shirt. I took the gun and, with all my enhanced strength, smashed the butt against the girl’s right wrist, shattering
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