

    
        
          Damned Cold

        

        
        
          Sam Harlan, Vampire Hunter, Volume 3

        

        
        
          Kevin Lee Swaim

        

        
          Published by Kevin Lee Swaim, 2017.

        

    



  
    
    
      This is a work of fiction. Similarities to real people, places, or events are entirely coincidental.

    
    

    
      DAMNED COLD

    

    
      First edition. June 2, 2017.

      Copyright © 2017 Kevin Lee Swaim.

    

    
    
      ISBN: 978-0692622186

    

    
    
      Written by Kevin Lee Swaim.

    

    
      10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

    

  



  	
	    
	      Also by Kevin Lee Swaim

	    

      
	    
          
	      Project StrikeForce

          
        
          
	          Project StrikeForce

          
        
          
	          The Chimera Strain

          
        
          
	          Project StrikeForce: Exodus

          
        
          
	          StrikeForce Reborn

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Sam Harlan, Vampire Hunter

          
        
          
	          Hard Times

          
        
          
	          Damned Cold

          
        
          
	          Deal with the Devil

          
        
          
	          Near Dark

          
        
          
	          Come What May

          
        
      

      
    
	    
	      
	      Watch for more at Kevin Lee Swaim’s site.

	      
	    

	  
    


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

Also By Kevin Lee Swaim

Dedication

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

A note from the Author

Sign up for Kevin Lee Swaim's Mailing List

Also By Kevin Lee Swaim

About the Author



  	
  	
			 

			
		
    To my loving wife.

      

    

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter One

[image: ]


They say a watched pot never boils. I disagree. I once owned a diner, and I can assure you a pot boils whether anyone watches the damned thing or not.

I stood at the kitchen sink, thinking about watched pots and my recently developed urge to smash a pot against someone’s face.

Anyone’s face.

Before I fled my old life, I had rarely felt anger. Not real anger. Not that kind that makes you want to hurt people, to make them bleed and cower in fear and piss themselves. No, this anger was new and fresh and terrifying.

I was scrubbing a skillet, still contemplating watched pots, when the phone finally rang. I glanced back to the kitchen table, where Sister Callie Calahane was quietly reading the book I had given her for Christmas.

She raised an eyebrow, her emerald eyes wary.

I held up my soap-covered hands and nodded down the hall. “Can you?”

She closed her copy of The Epic of Gilgamesh and hurried to grab the phone before the answering machine picked up.

I went back to scrubbing the cast-iron skillet, then rinsed it off, turned on the stove, and put the skillet on to dry. While the skillet warmed, I listened as Callie spoke quietly with whatever lost soul had called for our help.

Her end of the conversation was as clear as if she were standing next to me, even though she was fifty feet away. People who knew about such things called it the change—the result of my first kill, the vampire essence burning through my body, enhancing my senses, giving me great strength and resilience.

They neglected to mention it also brought a soul-crushing, mind-numbing hunger. My meals were full of bloody rare steak, and the grease and blood that drained down the back of my throat never quite satiated the hunger.

And, apparently, it gifted me with a bottomless pit of rage.

Just fantastic.

I could barely discern the man’s voice on the other end of the call. Callie answered, her voice warming by degrees. “Yes,” she said. “We will be there. Yes, Father. Of course. Let me write it down.”

There was a scratch-scratch of the pencil as she hurriedly scribbled information on a pad of paper, then cleared her throat. “Thank you, Father. See you soon.”

She hung up and returned to the kitchen, a pad of paper in her hand. Callie was a young woman in her mid-twenties, tall, with striking auburn hair and wearing jeans and a dark flannel shirt. She constantly reminded me she was a sister, not a nun, and she had followed me home from Peoria after I had murdered my daughter.

Her twin sister, Katie, had helped me during my first vampire hunt, until a vampire named Pearl had ripped her guts out.

The death of Katie Calahane lay between us during every moment and every conversation. The death of my daughter, and my wife, and my kin, Jack Harlan, lay there too. Their deaths cast a long shadow, and Callie dealt with it better than I did.

“That was Father Jameson,” she said.

“What does he want?” Father Jameson was a priest from St. Louis. I had last seen him in the basement of the Cathedral Basilica when he helped me up the concrete stairs and into Jack’s truck. I mentally counted up the weeks and winced.

Fourteen weeks. It has only been fourteen weeks.

Callie absently thumbed the pad of paper. “A woman is missing.”

I laughed before I could stop myself, a grating sound that carried no humor. “There always is.”

Callie frowned. “Sam—”

I turned away, afraid to speak, and took a seat at the kitchen table, trying to avoid her gaze. “Tell me about it.”

“The Father received a call from a priest in Bement,” Callie said, taking the seat across from me, watching me intently.

“A vampire?”

She shrugged. “The priest isn’t sure. It’s not like the Church prepares them...”

It was a sore subject with Callie. And, now that I was in the family business, it didn’t sit well with me, either. “What’s Jameson want us to do?”

“He would like us to look into it.”

“I’ll bet he would. Why doesn’t he go himself?”

“He’s there now,” she said.

I tried and failed to hide my surprise. “He is?”

She nodded. “I told him we would help.”

“Of course you did.” I was still avoiding her gaze, but from the corner of my eye, I saw her lips quiver.

“We need to talk about it.”

I shook my head. “Talk is overrated.”

“It’s not your fault. You did everything you could.” The growing sense of frustration in her voice belied the pity in her eyes.

“Tell that to Lori Glick,” I said, shoving away from the table. The oak chair screeched against the wooden floor, and I was up and walking before Callie could answer.

I made my way down the basement stairs, past the freezer full of paper-wrapped beef, and swung the door to the armory open with a clang. The armory was a forty-foot-long, thirty-foot-wide concrete room, with a domed ceiling I couldn’t reach with a stepladder. A dizzying array of weapons lined the walls, with knives and swords and guns hanging from pegs. A wooden bench full of gunsmithing tools occupied the center of the room, and gray carpet tiles covered the floor.

Industrial metal shelves full of ammunition stood neatly arranged to my left. Beside them was a Rubbermaid container full of wooden stakes. At the far end of the room, near the door that led to the garage, sat an old-fashioned black steel safe as tall as a man and nearly as wide.

Inside the safe was a fortune in gold, silver, and paper currency, a gift from my great-great-great-grandfather, Jack Harlan. The money, the armory, and the house and land in Toledo were his legacies—mine to use as I saw fit.

I had wanted to hunt vampires.

Until it all went so wrong.

The change had already healed my broken finger and ribs. The bruises and contusions had disappeared—gone as if they never existed. My side still ached, as did my back, my finger, and wrist, but my body was in some semblance of working order.

If I could just get my mind right.

I removed the Kimber .45 from my Galco shoulder holster, checking the magazine for silver bullets. It was a gift from Mary Kate Glick, originally intended for Jack, and its substantial weight felt good in my hand. Two extra magazines rested in leather pouches under my right arm, and I checked those as well, then holstered the Kimber.

It was my new nervous tic, like checking every room in the house for misplaced items and craning my neck to listen for unexpected noises.

Footsteps approached from the basement. Callie entered the armory and watched as I removed a plastic ammo can and filled it with boxes of silver ammunition, and then she grabbed several boxes of silver twelve-gauge shotgun shells from the metal shelves and handed them to me. I grunted and filled the ammo can to the brim, shut it, and looked up to her.

She had removed the modified Remington 870 from the wall, a heavy shotgun with a pistol grip and collapsible stock that she had claimed as her own after Jack’s death. She was now proficient enough with it that I no longer worried she might accidentally shoot me.

I had spent most of November and the early part of December practicing with the Kimber. After countless hours, it was now an extension of my arm. It had to be. The weapons were beautiful, well-maintained tools of our new trade, but more than that, our lives depended on them.

That thought depressed the hell out of me.

Callie set her Remington on the bench and said, “I’ve got the directions.”

“How far?”

“Bement is in Central Illinois. About three hundred miles, give or take.”

I grunted. “Anything nearby?”

“It’s east of Decatur,” Callie said.

I could almost hear her unspoken words. The place where Katie died.

I bit my lip. “We won’t make it until after dark.”

She watched me, her face a careful blank. “I want to stop in Peoria if you don’t mind.”

“You want to see—”

“Father Lewinheim.”

It was the least I could do for her. “I’m sure he’ll be glad to see you.”

“Sam—”

“What am I supposed to tell him?”

Her eyes were full of empathy. “You don’t have to seek his approval, Sam. He won’t judge.”

“He ought to,” I said. “He damned well ought to.”

* * *
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It was only a short walk through the tunnel to the machine shed, a heated building with a concrete floor and a mechanic’s lift in the far right bay. A Camaro, an F-150 pickup truck, and even a vintage Indian motorcycle occupied the garage, but the Chevrolet Cheyenne had been Jack’s main vehicle. I had repaired it as best I could after a vampire had slammed me into the side and crushed the passenger door.

The truck wouldn’t win any awards, but it was powerful and functional, and that’s all I cared about.

Pegboards full of tools draped the walls. Rolling tool chests sat underneath. I placed Callie’s Remington inside the middle drawer of the four-foot-long black Craftsman toolbox against the back wall. The plastic ammo cases went in the top, along with several wooden stakes and an ancient Army Colt M1911, a duplicate of the one I had lost in October. The silver Bowie knife joined them. It was fourteen inches long and would be awkward driving with it strapped to my hip.

I grabbed the toolbox, picked it up, and made my way to the back of Jack’s truck. The toolbox weighed in at several hundred pounds, but I easily manhandled it into the truck’s bed before shutting the tailgate and topper.

Callie stood watch, dressed in a thick brown jacket and faded jeans. Her eyes swept over me, appraising. “Are you going to keep wearing that?” she asked.

I glanced down at my black leather trench coat. “It suits me.”

“It’s cold. Wouldn’t you prefer something warmer?”

“Don’t need it,” I said. “I don’t get cold. Not anymore.”

The corner of her eyes tightened. There was worry there, but there was also something else. I had a sneaking suspicion that it wasn’t just empathy, but that she was carefully charting the progression of my bodily changes.

Jack had become something far from human, and Callie had to know it would happen to me. I hadn’t asked her about it because I really didn’t want to know the answer, but if push came to shove, I was hoping she would kill me before I turned into a monster.

“Will you need something to eat?” Callie asked.

I nodded. We had taken to carrying a paper bag full of beef jerky wherever we went.

There was no telling when the hunger would strike.

Callie left, and I climbed into the truck and pushed the remote button hanging from the truck’s visor. The door rumbled sideways behind me with a squeal of metal. I thought about replacing the home-brewed contraption Jack had built. The shed had enough overhead space for a roll-up door. Then I realized I would have to find someone I trusted to do the work.

It was probably the reason Jack had built it himself.

Callie returned with a heavy canvas duffel bag slung over her shoulder and a paper bag in her hand. She turned off the lights in the shed and got in the truck, stuffing the bag full of beef jerky behind the seat and the duffel in the floorboard.

I hit the button to close the shed door and backed down the lane. A light dusting of snow covered the gravel lane, just enough to make the rear tires slide. The temperature was hovering in the upper twenties. It wasn’t terribly cold, but wasn’t warm enough to melt the snowfall from the day before.

A few miles of gravel roads and soon we were heading east on US-30. The truck ate up mile after mile of interstate, passing rolling fields empty of corn and soybeans, the bleak, dreary landscape broken only by lonely stands of trees, rest areas, and the occasional blip of a town.

The sun was setting when we cruised into Peoria. The winter solstice was barely a week behind us, and the sky now darkened before peak afternoon rush hour traffic. We parked the truck down the block from the rectory and got out. The air was thick with the smell of bitter car exhaust and the rank, fishy odor from the Illinois River to the south.

An old warhorse of a nun sat behind a wooden desk inside the rectory, reading a book. She wore a brown dress with a matching headdress, and when she glanced up, her mouth puckered like she had sucked on a lemon. Her eyes narrowed and her breath caught in her throat.

I gulped. I had seen that nun handle a massive semiautomatic pistol, and the look on her face suggested she had no problem pulling it again.

Then the nun saw Callie and her expression warmed from subarctic to something almost resembling warmth.

Almost.

“Sister Beulah,” Callie said, stepping forward. “It’s so good to see you.”

The old nun tilted her head ever so slightly. “Sister Callie. Still with the Harlan.”

“Good to see you too, Sister,” I said. Well, that’s what I meant to say, but the words that came from my mouth were, “Frighten any children today?”

Callie’s mouth dropped.

I didn’t blame her. I looked from her to Sister Beulah. The old nun’s brown eyes darkened, literally darkened, and there was a whooshing in the room like the air pressure had dropped.

“What did you say?” the nun demanded.

I was trying to stammer out an apology, but the unexpected surge of anger came back. The blood rushed to my face and made the tips of my ears burn. “Don’t worry, Sister. It’s okay to look down your nose at me. I’m just a Harlan.”

A buzzing ran up my spine and the tension in the room increased. I felt like a very small insect that Sister Beulah was about to smite, and I knew in that instant that the old nun was no longer just a woman, the same way I was no longer just a man. Whatever Sister Beulah was, it was interwoven with things like faith, and power, and God’s judgment.

The nun spoke softly, but her words hammered me to the hard linoleum. “Hold your tongue in the House of the Lord, boy.”

“Sister!” Callie cried out, raising her hands. “We’re not here to cause trouble. We just want to speak with Father Lewinheim!”

I was sprawled on the floor, panting for breath. It felt like an invisible boulder had landed on me. I strained against it, but it was useless. I couldn’t lift a finger.

And I didn’t want to.

I’d felt God’s presence before, and it wasn’t the warm, fuzzy love of a creator who sacrificed his son for our salvation. It was a mind-clawing terror that made my bladder burn and my sphincter tighten. I would give anything, do anything, to make it go away. Tears ran down my face, and I choked out a contrite, “Sorry. I’m sorry.”

And, like that, it evaporated, gone as if it had never existed. The nun stood there, her hands on her matronly hips and her piercing eyes focused on me with laser-like intensity.

I stood and tried to apologize, but Sister Beulah turned her attention to Callie. “The boy shall not pass.”

Callie was watching with a horrified expression. “But Father Lewinheim—”

“The Guardian decides who shall pass,” Sister Beulah said, “and I say the boy stays. For now.”

* * *
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I watched the traffic pass by outside while I waited for Callie to return. Sister Beulah sat at her desk, but I kept my eyes focused on the window.

Me? Scared?

Sure I wasn’t.

The only sound in the room was the rumble of the cars passing outside and the occasional whisper of paper as the Sister flipped a page in her book. Finally, after what seemed an eternity, the door to the hallway opened and Callie entered. “Father Lewinheim says to let him pass.”

Sister Beulah closed her book and stared at me for an uncomfortably long time, then grunted and said, “Be on your best behavior, Harlan. Your best behavior.”

I didn’t gulp. Nor did I race from the room. “Yes, Sister.”

Callie nodded her approval, then led me through the hallway and up the stairs to Lewinheim’s door. “He wants to speak with you. Alone.”

“Why?”

She shrugged. “He’s already spoken with me.”

I knocked softly and waited until the old man’s voice beckoned me in.

The smell of the elderly and the infirm was heavy in the small room. A neatly made bed pressed against the far wall, a stuffed-to-the-brim bookcase against the other. Lewinheim sat on his recliner in the center of the room. He looked tired. His face was a maze of wrinkles and age spots, and the thin ring of white hair on his head was almost gone.

He raised a weathered hand and motioned for me to come closer. “Samuel.”

I nodded. “Father.”

The old man eyed me critically. “You’ve changed.”

“How so?”

The old man motioned to the chair at his desk. “Sit. Please.”

I grabbed the chair and approached him, sitting as close as I dared. “What did Callie tell you?”

Lewinheim offered a small smile. “You’ve been busy. Tell me about ... Halloween.”

“There’s not much to tell,” I finally said. “There was a vampire. I killed it. People died.”

“Yes,” the old man said, nodding his head. “The Sheriff was there?”

“Henry helped clean up,” I acknowledged.

“You don’t trust him,” the old priest noted.

I barked out a laugh. “Not in the slightest. He’s been ... helpful, but he’s an ancient vampire. Sometimes our interests align. He seems to like me, but I don’t know if that matters.”

The old man closed his eyes. “Well spoken. He fights against his nature, but he’s still unbelievably dangerous.”

I nodded, even though Lewinheim couldn’t see me.

Henry Hastings was the right-hand man of the Ancients, the twelve oldest vampires on earth. In his role of Sheriff, he kept the vampire world hidden from the public and maintained the status quo. Henry had helped with Jack in Tangier and with Ignacio Santiago in Marshalltown, but he was a thousand-year-old vampire.

“What else did Callie tell you?”

The old man opened his eyes and squinted at me. “I would rather hear it in your words.”

“There was a vampire. He was after this family—”

“They were scourged,” the old man said.

I nodded. “We didn’t know. The vampire ... got into their heads. The mother and daughter were willing, I think. There was another daughter. Olivia. I saved her, but the rest of the family...” I swallowed hard. “Only the father survived. He’s...”

I paused, waiting for the tightness in my chest to ease, then continued. “The father’s been committed to the state. They say he’s suffering from dementia. There was another family. The Glicks. The father and daughter were murdered by the vampire. I thought I had saved their son...”

As I spoke, I realized how inadequate it sounded. The Mendozas were dead, the Glick family torn apart.

I heard a growling sound and realized it was coming from me.

“You cannot blame yourself,” Lewinheim said. “You tried.”

“I tried—” The words caught in my throat. “I tried and failed. Miserably. I almost got myself killed. I almost got Callie killed. I didn’t think—”

“It would be so difficult?” Lewinheim asked. “You didn’t expect to make decisions that were a matter of life or death? You thought you could take Jack’s place and exact some form of revenge for your family?”

I felt the anger rising again. “I sound like an idiot.”

Lewinheim shook his head. “You are no idiot. You are a troubled young man who thought his grief would somehow make him perfect.”

I rocked back in the chair. “I’m not Jack. I have no idea what I’m doing.”

Lewinheim sat quietly, his sad gray eyes full of empathy. “I know what it is like to fight against evil, Samuel. You ask a question I’ve pondered since Jack’s death. I wonder if I made a difference. I wonder if the lives lost due to my actions were part of God’s will. I wonder if I did the right thing.”

We stared at each other in silence, until I finally asked, “What’s the answer?”

“After many years of prayer, I’ve come to the conclusion that there is no right answer,” Lewinheim said. “Only faith.”

* * *
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Callie had joined us in Lewinheim’s room. I offered her my seat, at which she rolled her eyes. Lewinheim watched us with great interest, and it was starting to creep me out. “Father? Why do you keep looking at me like that?”

Lewinheim shrugged. “You know about the change. You know the effects are ... profound.”

Callie turned to stare at me, her face full of concern.

My stomach sank. “What aren’t you telling me?” I asked. It felt like I was moving through a fog. “There’s more, isn’t there?”

“What more?” Callie asked. She turned back to Lewinheim. “Father? What don’t we know?”

Lewinheim glanced down at the floor. “You’ve experienced the hunger, but yes, there is more.”

“Why didn’t Jack tell me?” I asked.

Lewinheim raised his head and said, “He probably would have told you—”

“What else?” Callie asked. “What else will Sam endure?”

The Father’s hand trembled as he wiped at his forehand, and I noticed the old man’s hands were covered in even more liver spots than before. “Increased emotions, Callie. He will feel intense anger, greater than he has ever known.”

I realized I was holding my breath. “What else?”

“Fear, of course. Disgust. Sadness. Surprise.” The old man paused. “It’s not all bad. You will also feel great happiness.”

I shook my head. “I don’t see that happening.”

“There’s more,” Callie said, “isn’t there? I could always tell when you weren’t completely honest.”

The old priest’s head jerked and his lips twitched. Finally, he said, “He will have ... strong appetites.”

Strong appetites? “That doesn’t sound that bad. I’m getting used to the hunger.”

The priest glanced from Callie to me. “Appetites, Sam. Longings.”

Callie blinked.

I managed to say, “Uh—”

“You mean ... sexual urges,” Callie said.

The Father nodded. “It’s difficult for me to speak of. Jack mentioned it, but only briefly and never in detail. I didn’t pry, of course. I preferred not to hear the salacious details.”

Callie’s eyes found mine, eyes that were so much like her sister’s. “Have you been having feelings like that?”

“I’m not comfortable talking about this,” I said. “Not with you.” I hitched my thumb at Lewinheim. “Not with him, either. No offense, Father.”

“I’m a sister,” Callie said patiently, “not a robot. I understand how sex works.”

“Callie,” I said, “I don’t care if you were Jesus Christ himself, I’m not discussing it.”

“Sam!” Callie said, clearly upset by my blasphemy.

“Leave the boy alone,” Lewinheim said. “He hasn’t recovered from losing his wife. He doesn’t want to speak of it.”

Callie bit her lip. “I respect you, Sam, but I also live with you.”

“Damn it!” I barked. “Of all the things to be worried about, that’s what bothers you? Not the vampires? Not that we could die at any moment? Or that we keep making mistakes?”

“Calm down,” Lewinheim said. His tired old eyes blinked furiously. “This is the anger I was talking about.”

I growled in frustration. “Father, people depended on me. They trusted me. I promised them I would keep them safe and I ... didn’t.”

Callie started to speak, but I fixed her with a stare and said, “C’mon, Callie. You know it’s true. I tried my best, but it wasn’t good enough. I almost got you killed in Marshalltown. You saved us, not me.”

“That’s not true,” Callie said. Her eyes were full of emotion. “You did your best. I know you blame yourself, but if not for you, Santiago would be alive, and Olivia would have received the gift. Juan and Franco and Elias would still be dead. Colden, too.”

I wanted to scream at her. I wanted to scream at the Father. Instead, I just laughed until I felt tears streaming down my face. “Yeah. Maybe. But what about Duane and Carrie Glick? What about Angie Bent? Twenty-four years old and her head torn from her body like so much useless meat. Carrie wasn’t even seventeen, for God’s sake. Seventeen!”

I stood and paced around the room. I wanted to move, to walk or run, to do something physical to relieve the tension boiling inside me.

Callie and Father Lewinheim just watched in silence.

I must have made two circuits of the Father’s small room before taking my seat again. “Father? I know God exists.” I nodded at Callie. “I’ve seen His wrath. What I don’t understand is why He allows evil to exist. Why do vampires get to roam this earth?” My voice rose, sounding almost panicked. “Why doesn’t He do something about it!”

The Father shook his head sadly. “Sam, you may not take comfort in my words, but I do understand. I was like you, a long time ago. I wanted to do the right thing. The Christian thing. Without Jack’s help, I would have died.” He paused, his breath rattling around in his chest. “I asked many of the same questions. My faith almost deserted me. I was full of anger. I wondered how God could leave us to the monsters. Then I realized...”

Callie turned to the Father, her mouth open. “What did you realize?”

The old man turned his gaze upon me. “That perhaps God had done something. Perhaps God had sent me Jack Harlan.”

* * *
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Callie was speaking quietly with Lewinheim, but I wasn’t listening. I was leaning back in the old chair, and although I tried to focus on their conversation, a part of me wondered if the Father was right. I wondered if God had led Jack to a young Edmund Lewinheim, and if fate was a real thing, manipulated by a powerful divinity. Was I part of it?

Did God allow Stacie and Lilly to die so that I might do His bidding?

I was so caught up in my thoughts that I almost missed Lewinheim’s comment about Father Jameson. “What was that?”

Lewinheim glanced up in surprise. “I was telling Callie about my first meeting with Patrick. He was quite skeptical of vampires. You know that many in the Church are kept unaware of their existence—”

“I don’t understand that,” I said. “I was underneath the Cathedral Basilica in St. Louis. They’ve practically got a dungeon under there.”

Callie started to speak, but the old man hushed her. “You have to understand, Samuel. The modern age has washed away much of the Church’s ancient ways, but there are still things the Church must do. Functions the Church must perform. Patrick was ... training.”

“For what?” I asked.

“You have seen much since September,” Lewinheim said. “There is much you have not seen. How much do you know about demons?”

“Demons?” I asked. “You’re kidding.”

The old man frowned. “Patrick was a young man and strong in his faith. He was training as an exorcist.”

I looked to Callie for confirmation, but she just bit her lip. I wasn’t ready to let it go. “You’re serious. Exorcism? Like in that movie?”

“A shameful spectacle,” the old man said through pursed lips. “An exaggeration of certain aspects and a glamorization of others. Demons exist. They are very real.”

I was rendered speechless. Just when it seemed I had come to grips with the dangers lurking around every corner, a fresh new monstrosity exposed itself. I looked from Lewinheim to Callie, but I couldn’t even formulate a basic question.

“Demons are those angels God tested and found wanting,” Callie said. “They were cast out from God’s presence.”

“Demons are real,” I finally managed. “They exist? They walk the earth?”

“Not in the physical sense,” Callie said. “They are spirits of intellect. They think and reason and try to prove to God how fallible humans are. They possess people so that they might experience a physical body, and so they might tempt mankind away from God’s love.”

“And Jameson was training to exorcise them?”

Lewinheim nodded. “Anyone can exorcise a demon if they have a sufficient amount of faith. The stronger the faith, the easier the exorcism. The young train with older priests so they might be prepared, so that their faith won’t waver. Demons are cowards.”

“How does that work?” I asked. “How can the Church acknowledge demons and exorcisms, but vampires are kept quiet?”

“No one knows where vampires come from,” Lewinheim said. “They are not fallen angels. They are ... something else. Demons are as interested in vampires as they are in humanity. Nothing would suit the demons’ purpose better than to use the knowledge of vampires to corrupt humanity’s faith in God.”

“So how did Jameson wind up fighting vampires?” I asked.

Lewinheim sighed heavily, then raised a coffee mug from the small table next to his recliner and took a sip. “Patrick’s success came at a high price. The eighties were a difficult time. The Church had almost abandoned exorcisms after a ... series of accidental deaths. That movie did not help. As the older priests retired, there were so very few who still believed. Patrick’s work was in demand, and it led to—”

“He burned out,” I finished for him.

Lewinheim took another sip from his mug. “His faith was still strong, but he suffered from stress.”

“Post-traumatic stress disorder,” Callie said quietly.

Lewinheim nodded. “It wasn’t called that, but yes, he had panic attacks. Nightmares. He had seizures. I thought he might lose his mind if he continued. Demons are infinite. They have forever to tempt humanity. Our lives are but a flicker of a candle to them.”

I guessed what was coming next. “Someone was attacked by a vampire. Someone he knew.”

“Yes,” Lewinheim said. “A parishioner was attacked and left for dead. Father Frank Ford, a dear friend of mine, was called in to try and cleanse the woman. He asked Patrick for help.” The old man’s eyes filled with tears, and he wiped at them with the back of his hand. “The woman turned and slaughtered Frank before he could finish the ceremony. Patrick managed to stab her with Frank’s crucifix. It was made of silver, you see, and set fire to the woman. She burned, and Patrick saw for himself what so few of us knew. He came to me, then, and I taught him as best I could. I introduced him to Jack. It was so long ago...”

“Father?” Callie asked. “Are you okay?”

Lewinheim blinked. “I ... don’t know where the years went. I remember the look on Patrick’s face. He didn’t want to believe, but he saw it with his own eyes. I remember it as if it were yesterday. Where have all the years gone?”

The old man was tired. I caught Callie’s eye and nodded at the door. “We have to go, Father. We have a job to do.”

Callie leaned in and hugged the old man. “Thank you, Father. For everything.”

“Of course, my girl. Be safe.” Lewinheim turned to me. “Be good, Samuel. Don’t lose your faith. I believe God works through us. Through you.”

Before I could stop myself, I said, “God needs to start pulling His weight.”
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Chapter Two
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We made our way down the stairs and to the vestibule where Sister Beulah waited. She glanced up from her desk and nodded at Callie before fixing me with an icy glare.

I stopped and bowed my head. “Thanks for letting me pass, Sister. I’m sorry about earlier.”

Sister Beulah harrumphed, but she relaxed a bit and said, “Be on your way, Harlan, and keep Callie safe.”

I nodded. “As if my life depended on it.”

There was steel in the old nun’s eyes. “It just might, boy. It just might.”

Callie grabbed my arm and hustled me out through the front door. “Come, Sam. We’re running late.”

We were crossing the street when I finally asked, “What’s up with Sister Beulah?”

Callie glanced down the now-darkened street and pointed to a gap in the heavy traffic. We hurried across the street, and Callie said, “Sister Beulah protects the rectory. I thought you knew that.”

In fact, I had not known that. “Why does she keep giving me the stink eye?”

Callie was opening the passenger door when she finally spoke. “The Sister can ... look into people.”

I slid behind the wheel, digesting that. “She sees something in me she doesn’t like. Doesn’t that concern you? Because it’s freaking me the hell out.”

“Language, Sam,” Callie said sharply.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Heck. It’s freaking me the heck out.”

Callie spoke slowly, as if to a child. “You’re a good man, Sam Harlan. You’ll get through these changes. Jack survived them. You will, too.”

I stuck the key in the ignition and fired up the Chevy. “Do I have to remind you what happened to Jack?”

Before Callie could speak, I threw the truck into reverse, backed out of the parking space, and headed for I-74.

We had crossed the Illinois River and were headed up a hill when I heard Callie finally murmur, “I haven’t forgotten.”

I didn’t have a comeback, so I focused on brooding while I drove. We headed east to Bloomington, then south to Decatur. Small town after small town whizzed by, little Podunk out-of-the-way places that were little more than a gas station, a small school, a few houses, and a fast-food joint if they were lucky.

We roared through the darkness. The empty fields outside were an endless sea of grayish black with no evidence of the snow we had left in Iowa. I took the I-72 exit on the north side of Decatur, and we were almost past the edge of the city when I said, “Do you want to see where Katie died?”

Callie had been staring into the darkness, but she turned and frowned. “What did you say?”

“Warren’s house is just a few miles south of here,” I said, “along the lake. That’s where Pearl killed her.”

Callie shuddered and turned to stare out the window at an oil rig slowly pumping away in the middle of a nearby cornfield. “No,” she finally said. “I don’t want to see where Katie died. No more than you want to go back to Arcanum.”

I sighed. She was right.

What’s done is done.

We reached Monticello, a small community halfway between the cities of Decatur and Champaign, around seven. I took the first exit, drove over the Sangamon Creek and past the sewage treatment plant, and stopped at a four-way light next to the Super Pantry gas station.

“Father Jameson is meeting us at Hardee’s,” Callie said, pointing at the garish building to our right.

The light turned, and I made the right and then a sharp left into the parking lot and parked near the back, well away from the few cars in the lot. “Is Jameson inside?” I asked.

“Yes,” Callie said. “He said there’s nowhere to get coffee in Bement.”

“Every town should have a good coffee joint,” I grumbled, then pointed to the restaurant. “When this becomes your best coffee bet, it spells doom.”

Callie offered a rare smile, and it warmed me to my toes. I immediately felt guilty. It wasn’t that I didn’t like Callie as a person, but I still had mixed feelings about her sister.

Sometimes when we were preparing to go to sleep for the night, me with my Kimber in Jack’s old room and Callie with her Bible in the spare bedroom she had claimed as her own, I could almost imagine she was Katie.

Then I would blame myself for letting her sister die at the hands of Pearl Mills. And, after that, I would feel even worse as I remembered how I had loved my wife, Stacie, and how my feelings for Katie had risen before Stacie was even dead.

Completely dead, anyway.

I shivered, even though the cold air no longer bothered me.

* * *
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Father Jameson sat with another priest at a corner booth. They were the only customers in the place. Normally I have found the greasy smell repellent, but it made my stomach growl with a hunger that went all the way to my core. I motioned for Callie to join them as I made my way to the counter and placed my order.

I paid the plump woman in the red shirt and took my bags and my large coffee and headed to join them. Father Jameson looked exactly as I remembered—a medium-sized man in his late fifties, with broad shoulders, short sandy-blond hair, and wrinkles around his hazel eyes deep enough that they wouldn’t be considered laugh lines anymore.

The man next to him was six inches shorter than me and in his late twenties. He had close-cropped black hair, brown eyes that looked abnormally large thanks to his black horn-rimmed glasses, and a neatly trimmed goatee that matched my own. Jameson wore jeans and a dress shirt while the young man was dressed completely in black.

Both wore the white priest’s collar. Neither looked thrilled to see me.

“Samuel,” Jameson said, starting to rise from the orange booth.

I waved him back down and sat across from him, next to Callie. “Father.” I opened one of the paper bags and yanked out a hamburger, one-half pound of beef on a thick bun. I bit into it and barely chewed, then swallowed and took another bite.

They watched me eat. Callie displayed no emotion, but the young man watched me with skepticism. Jameson frowned and started to speak, but I glared at him until he stopped. I continued until the hamburger was gone, then drank half my coffee in one long swig.

The hamburger tasted good, much better than it had any right to. There was a part deep inside of me that wanted the hamburger to be less well-done and more bloody, but I tamped that part down and withdrew another hamburger. I took a big bite, chewed a little, then tipped the hamburger to the other priest. “Who’s the kid?”

The young man started to speak but Jameson raised a hand and stopped him. “This is Ethan Mosley. He’s the priest at Saint Michael in Bement and the one who called for help.”

“Uh-huh,” I said, then slurped more coffee to wash down the burger. “The kid calls you and you call me.”

Jameson had a pained look on his face. “I’m sorry about Jack.”

“You heard,” I said. “Why am I not surprised?”

“I talked to Edmund
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