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Chapter 1




I fuckin’ hate demons. That’s what ran through my head as I got out of the car and walked up the sidewalk to the Garda home. It was a nice place, for the suburbs. There was a two-car garage off to one side, a neatly manicured lawn leading up to flowerbeds in front of a nice little porch, and an SUV in the driveway because I’m sure the garage was full of bicycles, tools, lawnmowers and other shit that I only see when I get a call out here in the ’burbs. I live in a condo in the middle of downtown Charlotte, so the only time I see lawn equipment is when I get lost in a home improvement store looking for a new mallet or maybe a new wheel for my grinder. 

I walked up to the pale yellow siding nightmare of a home and stepped up on the front porch. The welcome mat was a little askew, the only imperfect thing in an otherwise totally Good Housekeeping image. I took a deep breath and closed my eyes, opening my Second Sight and taking a look around. My third eye saw nothing out of the ordinary on the porch, no roiling black evil miasma ready to consume my soul and suck me down into the depths of Hell. It looked just as Martha Stewart in the supernatural spectrum as it did in the visible one. Good, I thought, maybe the little darlin’s just on the rag and I can get the fuck out of here and back uptown before the game lets out and traffic gets stupid. 

I opened my eyes and snapped back to the mundane world. After a second to adjust back to seeing the world with my eyes instead of my soul, I rang the bell. A dog immediately went apeshit on the other side of the door, as if the real trouble wasn’t already in the house. A couple of shouted “shut up”s later, the door opened and a flushed forty-something man opened the door. The top of his balding head stopped at about my nose, but I’m tall, so I was used to that. His polo shirt had sweat stains under his man boobs, and it stretched tight across his spectacular belly. He looked up at me, close-set brown eyes set deep in a florid face, capped off with a red nose that only happens when you’ve hit the bottle pretty hard for a pretty long time. 

“You Harker?” he asked, glaring up at me. 

“Yep,” I said. 

“You got ID?” he asked. 

No. I just randomly wander up to houses in suburbia and pretend to be an exorcist, hoping to arrive at the exact time their appointment was set for. I bit my tongue before that one could escape and just handed him my card. 

“You got any photo ID?” He had that belligerent tone of a middle manager, the kind of guy that shits on all his employees’ good ideas until somebody smarter than him hears them, then takes credit for the good one. 

I didn’t bother to hold back this time. “You want my badge number, too? This shit doesn’t exactly come with a union card, pal. You called me, remember? I’m here, the right time, the right address, now let’s see if I’m in the right place. I’m Quincy Harker. You got something needs banishing, or should I just go back to my sofa and NFL network?” 

“Sorry, sorry. No need to be a—” he cut himself off, but I didn’t. 

“Dick? Yeah, I’m a dick. You’re the stupid bastard who lets a demon into his teenage daughter, yanking me off the couch in the middle of the first Panthers playoff run in living memory, but of course I’m a dick because I didn’t immediately take off my hat and wipe my shoes before entering your fucking Ikea palace here. Now point me towards your daughter’s room and get out of my way before I do something really dickish, like turn you into a toad.” 

I pushed past the stammering jackoff and stomped towards the stairs, registering him mumbling something about the bedroom at the end of the hall. I didn’t need his instructions; as soon as I stepped onto the second floor, I could feel what I was there for. This time the sense of evil, of just wrongness was so strong I didn’t need my Sight to find it. It almost knocked me over the second I turned toward the door. 

The hallway was just like a normal two-story house, scene for slaughter in so many slasher flicks. There was a small bathroom to the right of the stairs, and three bedrooms arranged around the left-hand hallway. One of these would be the master bedroom, with its own bath, and the other two would be the kids’ rooms. The one on the left had pictures of motorcycles and rock bands with more makeup than KISS, but the one at the end of the hall was unadorned. Just a simple brass nameplate announcing it as Kayleigh’s room. 

I could tell from thirty feet away that Kayleigh’s room had some seriously evil shit in it. I rolled my head and cracked my knuckles, then opened up my Second Sight to get a good look at the evil in the magical spectrum. 

I slammed my Sight shut almost as quickly as it came into focus, shaking my head to clear the images from my mind. But there is no Visine for the mind’s eye, and I was stuck with that shit forever. Whatever was on the other side of that door wasn’t human, was powerful as shit, and was really hungry. It was also in a really good mood, which disturbed the fuck out of me. There’s nothing worse than a happy demon, at least as far as the humans around it are concerned. 

“Mr. Garda?” I yelled down the stairs. 

“Yes?” his voice came back. I might have heard ice cubes jingle in a glass. Good—if this was as bad as I thought it was, he was going to need to get seriously drunk. 

“Who else is home?” 

“What do you mean?” 

“I mean, who else is in the building? Is your wife here? Your son?” I left off the “jackass,” but it was pretty well implied. 

“No, they’re gone. My wife is out of town on business for two weeks, and my son has been staying at a friend’s house since Kayleigh got sick. It’s just you, me and Kayleigh.” And whatever has got its claws wrapped around Kayleigh’s soul. 

“That’s good. You might want to make yourself scarce for a little while.” Please don’t ask a lot of fucking questions.

“Why?” 

Shit. “Because what I’m dealing with up here is pretty dangerous, and I don’t want you to get hurt.” And I don’t want this fucker to have another vessel to jump to if your daughter suddenly becomes uninhabitable.

“I don’t think I can—” 

“Would you please just get the fuck out so I can quit worrying about your fat ass and save your daughter?” I yelled. Maybe a little direct, but I really didn’t want to have to fight this thing more than once. I heard a clatter of footsteps and then the front door slammed shut. Nice. I didn’t believe he’d actually leave. Maybe that panicked edge in my voice was useful after all. 

I turned back to the door. “Just you and me, now, buddy. So why don’t you come out of the girl and let’s handle this like men?” 

The voice that answered rang through my head like a dentist’s drill, piercing and ululating. “I can’t come out. Not yet. But when I do you’ll see that I’m nothing like a man.”

Then it laughed, and in that laugh were the screams of millennia of tormented souls, all shrieking together to make one terrible sound. 

“Then I guess I have to come in,” I said, and strode to the door. I lifted a size 11 Doc Marten and kicked the door just beside the lock. The jamb splintered, the door flew in, and my worst nightmares were realized. 

“Oh fuck me,” were the only words that came to mind as I looked at the picture before me. Geiger couldn’t have imagined a sense of greater torment. Hieronymus Bosch had nothing on the cruel artist that created the image before me. I didn’t throw up, but only because I learned years ago never to have breakfast before an exorcism. You puke on a couple of nuns and that gets drilled into you pretty fast. 

The thing in the bed used to be a pretty little girl. I knew this because I’d seen enough pictures of her around the living room and on the walls going up the stairs to figure it out. There wasn’t anything pretty about what was in front of me. It still kinda looked like a little girl, if that little girl’s face was stretched into new positions from screaming for the last two days, if that little girl’s pajamas were covered in piss, shit, sweat, blood and pus, if that little girl’s matted hair was stringy with vomit and other bodily fluids. If that little girl, who probably stood around five-two and weighed maybe a hundred ten pounds last week looked like she was about to give birth to a goddamn baby elephant. 

The demon hadn’t possessed Kayleigh Garda. It had impregnated her. And it was about to deliver Hell on earth. 

I staggered back from the shock and the stench and raised my Bible in front of my face. The thing laughed. I realized that I wasn’t talking to Kayleigh, or the demon that possessed her—I’d been talking to her soon-to-be-born half-demon child this whole time. Kayleigh was gone, dead from the inside as the demon consumed her body and soul. And in a couple of hours, it was going to burst free of Mommy and move on to eating anything and anyone it could find. I backed slowly out of the room, then turned and ran down the stairs, almost tripping over an Xbox controller in my mad dash to the front door. I took several deep breaths, then stepped out onto the porch where Kayleigh’s dad stood chain-smoking Camels. I guess he hadn’t really left after all. 

I walked over to him and leaned on the porch rail. 

“Well?” he said after a moment’s silence. 

“It’s worse than I thought.” 

“How bad is that?” His voice went up a little on the end, like he was fighting off panic. I didn’t blame him. I was a little, too, and it wasn’t my little girl up there. Of course, I did have to live in this dimension, so demons running loose sounded like a terrible idea to me. 

“Your daughter is dead. I’m very sorry.”

“But I heard her, she was talking just a minute ago!” He spun around to rush back inside, but I grabbed his arm right above the elbow. 

“That wasn’t her. That was the demon. It was using her vocal chords.” Please don’t make me explain.

“What? That’s stupid. It was Kayleigh. She’s up there, and she’s in trouble, and you’re too chickenshit to help.” He pulled against my grip, but got nowhere. I’m a lot stronger than I should be for my size.

“Demons don’t have voices like you and I do. If they’re possessing someone, they can control their body completely, use their voice perfectly. You’d never know it wasn’t Kayleigh if it didn’t want you to. But this thing, it won’t have to use Kayleigh’s voice for long.”

“You mean it’s going to let her go?” I hate it when they hope for the best. 

“I mean it’s almost through with her. It’s killed her and has devoured almost everything it can. When it’s finished, it will leave Kayleigh and come out here looking for another meal. If that happens, it will be almost unstoppable, because it will have one foot in our world and one foot in Hell. Usually demons can’t stay in this world past sunrise, but not this one. It won’t be bound by normal demonic rules, and it will be very, very hungry. I need to destroy it while it’s still in your daughter.” 

I watched him process as much of that as he could, and thought he got pretty far for a mundane, but I could almost see the moment when hope made him go stupid again. “But you can save her, right?” 

Yep, every friggin’ time. Sometimes I think we should have left Hope locked in Pandora’s box. It causes as much trouble as it fixes. “No. She’s dead. Her heart is still beating, but Kayleigh is dead. The demon inside her has eaten her soul. All that’s left up there is a meat suit that a demon is wearing with a face that kind of looks like Kayleigh’s, but not really very much. And if I don’t get up there, and send this thing back to Hell before it delivers, we’re going to all be in a lot of deep shit.” 

I saw the realization cross his face a second or two after I said the word “deliver.” “Deliver? You mean my Kayleigh is pregnant with a demon? But, she’s only fifteen! She wears a promise ring! This can’t happen! We had the talk, we agreed that she should wait… She doesn’t even date.” He collapsed into a chair on the porch and I just stood there, staring at him. The man wasn’t the least bit surprised that his daughter was possessed by a soul-eating demon from Hell, but the mere thought of his precious little girl bumping uglies with some senior in the back of daddy’s Lexus reduced him to tears. People and their fucking priorities. 

I went back inside, but not before popping out to the trunk of my Honda for a few extra goodies. I sealed the door behind me both mystically and physically. Mystically with a spell of warding designed to provide a non-lethal shock to humans trying to get in, but a lethal shot of balefire to anything from any of the lower realms. Angels could come and go with no problem, although I wasn’t expecting anyone from the upper reaches to come join my party. Physically I wedged a chair under the door. 

A few strides and a lot more deep breaths found me outside the bedroom again. I so did not want to do this. But it’s my job. This was why they paid me the little bucks. 

I raised my foot to kick the door in again when a soft voice called from within. “Come in, John Abraham Quincy Holmwood Harker. We’ve been waiting for you.” 


Chapter 2




I fucking hate demons. I hate them even more when they know who I am. There’s power in names. That’s one of the things you learn early in my family, and I understood it before I could read. Names identify things, and people, and if you can find out the true name of someone or something, you have a great deal of power over it. Fortunately, the names our parents give us only very rarely match up with our true names, so knowing my full name only gave the demon the tiniest hold on me. But it did give the monster a pretty good idea of what I could do, which was information I was trying to keep quiet until it became important. 

I opened the door. The Atrocity Formerly Known As Kayleigh sat up in bed and grinned at me. 

“Hello, Mr. Harker. Are you here to celebrate my birthday? Are you my cake? Because childbirth always leaves me hungry.” Kayleigh’s once-lustrous hair was dark with sweat and matted all around her face. I knew what it meant. Demons aren’t born the normal way, the anatomy doesn’t work. They consume their host from the inside out, starting with the soul and moving on to the mind and then the flesh. They feed on pain and fear, and once they’ve taken all a host has to give, they burst out of the body and go looking for more places to cause pain and fear. It leaves the host body looking a little like the soldiers from Alien, only tenfold. From the look of things, this demon was going to burst out of Kayleigh any minute and go cause trouble all over Charlotte, and all over the world if left unchecked. 

That’s where I came in—the checking. I began the Catholic rites for exorcism, speaking slowly and under my breath, more to distract the demon than to actually try to pull it out of the girl.

“And what are you trying to do, Harker? Exorcise me? You know that takes faith, and a direct line to something higher than yourself. Do you even believe there’s a higher power, Harker? What do you pray to when you get down on your knees every night? Tell you what. I’ll be outside this little womby-womb in a few minutes and then you can get down on your knees in front of me.” The demon’s voice was shrill, piercing, a dentist’s drill to my brain. 

I closed my eyes to focus on my ritual. I mumbled my way through the litany, the part that’s supposed to be performed with an audience chanting along either in unison with me or call-and-response style, depending on the line. I’ve never been one for the litany. I’d rather keep the innocent bystanders out of the room, bystanding where they can’t get their souls munched on like canapés. 

“I command you, unclean spirit, whoever you are, along with all your minions now attacking this servant of God, by the mysteries of the incarnation, passion, resurrection, and ascension of our Lord Jesus Christ, by the descent of the Holy Spirit, by the coming of our Lord for judgment, that you tell me by some sign your name, and the day and hour of your departure. I command you, moreover, to obey me to the letter, I who am a minister of God despite my unworthiness; nor shall you be emboldened to harm in any way this creature of God, or the bystanders, or any of their possessions.” 

The body on the bed writhed and screamed at me, shouting profanity in about seven human languages and three demon variants that I recognized, then it flopped to the bed and lay still. I watched it for a few seconds then shook my head. It’s always the same thing. I walked over to the bed, well within arm’s reach, and leaned down, far too close to a monster who had a thing for biting. 

All demons have a thing for biting. And fucking, and killing, and desecrating holy places, and raping, and pillaging, and burning. Burning is one of their favorites. But this one liked to bite, I could tell from the way it had morphed Kayleigh’s teeth to sharp points as it had taken over her body. So I did what any reasonable human being would do—I put my face right next to its ear and whispered, “I know you’re faking, you son of a bitch.” 

It reacted about like I expected. It was fast, the body of a coltish preteen with years of community league soccer behind her meshed with the unholy might of a hellspawn enabled her to lunge from the bed faster than any human could react. A normal priest would have been lying on the floor with his throat ripped out. 

I’m not a priest, and I’m sure as hell not normal. I’m Quincy motherfuckin’ Harker, and the blood of Dracula himself runs through my veins. I dodged the demon’s bite, yanked the silver cross from my belt and brought it around and down through the back of What Used to Be Kayleigh’s skull. I put the tip of the cross right on the little ball in the back of her head where the skull meets the spine, the soft spot that just barely protects the medulla. It didn’t protect it enough. The three-pound crucifix, blessed in holy waters from the font of St. Peter’s Church, crunched through the thin bone walls and severed the brain stem, shutting down all neurological activity instantly. She died so fast her body didn’t know it was dead until a couple of seconds later, when it stopped getting signals from the brain. She collapsed face-first on the hardwood floor, limp, dead. 

I knelt beside her. I turned her over and pulled her the rest of the way out of the bed so she was lying on the floor looking up at the ceiling. I sat down, cross-legged, and pulled her head into my lap as the last light of Kayleigh fled her eyes, and then I closed them. I closed my own eyes and felt a tear slide down my nose. I took a deep breath, looked up at the ceiling and said, “If you’re up there, you son of a bitch, and if for once in your worthless existence you’re paying attention—take care of her.” 

God and I have an interesting relationship, to say the very least. 

I closed my eyes again, took another deep breath, and then opened them to look down at the dead girl in my lap. “You can open the eyes now, asshole. I know you’re still in there.” 

The demon opened his eyes and smiled at me. “Why Harker, I must thank you for this gift. This body is young, strong…” The demon trailed off as it realized there was something wrong. 

“Paralyzed?” I offered. 

“What did you do? How did you do that? Why can’t I get out? Why can’t I make it work? What’s going on?” The demon’s eyes were darting side to side, looking for a clue, but it had no mobility from the neck down. 

“Oh, sorry about that. You see, I knew you’d just about finished eating Kayleigh’s soul, so I only had a few seconds to get her out of there before you were done with her, and then her soul would be gone, with no chance of Heaven. That didn’t seem very nice to me, so I decided to fuck with your plan. And while I was fucking with your plan, I decided to just fuck with you at the same time. You see, when I crushed Kayleigh’s brain stem, I didn’t just kill her body and free her soul. I left her body a quadriplegic, and that gives you a whole lot of fuck-all to work with.” My mom always told me I swear too much. I told her she was provincial and old-fashioned. She told me that both statements were true. She was right. I swear too much. But almost always only at demons. Except when I swear at people. And angels. And minor elder Gods. And traffic lights. And a lot at elevators. Fuck it, I swear too much. 

“But why—”

“Why can’t you just jump out, like you always do? Yeah, that’s the necklace I slipped on little Kayleigh while I was praying. It’s got these twelve little charms on it, all around the cross. One for each apostle.” 

“You put me in a Saints’ Chain? You son of a—” 

I punched him in the face. It wasn’t terribly effective, since his body was dead and he didn’t feel pain, but he was surprised, and it did shut him up before he said anything bad about my mother. I don’t abide anyone saying anything bad about my mother. 

I leaned in so my face was uncomfortably close to the demon’s. “Here’s the deal. You can stay trapped inside that dead body by the Saints’ Chain and hope that in a few hundred years the body will decay enough for the chain to fall off the neck and let you loose, or you can tell me what I want to know and I’ll banish you right here and now. So what’s it going to be, a couple centuries in a lead-lined box, or scurry on home like a good insect?” 

He glared at me for a long moment, which would have been unbearable for most people. I’ve had what some people would call an interesting life, and what sane people would call an absolute fucking nightmare existence, so being glared at by a demon didn’t even register. 

“Fine, what do you want to know?” it asked. 

“Who summoned you?” 

“Like I have any idea. I don’t know, and I don’t care. All I cared about was getting out of Hell and up here on furlough for a couple weeks until some self-righteous prick like you found me and sent me home. You know, it’s not too late—we could still party.” I felt the demon’s essence pressing on my mind, trying to worm into the cracks in my consciousness and take hold. I blinked twice, then focused my eyes on the demon’s and pushed with my own being, flooding the demon’s mind with the essence of me. And the essence of me isn’t very pretty. You know you’re an asshole when a glimpse inside your head makes a demon draw back, and that’s exactly what happened. 

“Wanna play some more?” I asked. 

“Hell no! I’ll tell you the whole thing, just let me go after that. It was a frat party, Saturday night, Omega Sigma Iota. Some horny fucktards called me up to persuade the girls at the party to be just as horny as they were. It didn’t work out quite like they had planned. They all got laid, just like they instructed. But maybe they didn’t all get laid by who—” 

“Or what?” I interrupted. I’d had a few conversations about human sexuality with demons in my past, and they had pretty flexible views on inter-special relations.

The thing inside Kayleigh grinned at me, and my stomach did a couple of flip-flops and a barrel roll or two. Thinking about what the demon made those boys have sex with made me really happy I’d skipped breakfast. 

“Or what,” it confirmed. “They expected a fucking. They got one. I held up my end of the deal, and I got this barely-used meat suit all to myself. Until you came along and fucked it all up. So send me home, shitheel. I’m going to have a world of trouble with the boss when I get home.” 

“You mean Lucifer?” I asked. 

“No, fuckwit. I mean my wife. The last time I got a chance to run off after some young live bait, she did macramé with my intestines for a millennia. And that was her idea of a warning.” Good to know even demons had women troubles. Not that I had enough time to chase women to give me troubles. 

“I’m going to have to have your name to banish you.” True Names have power, and someone who holds a demon’s True Name can call or banish it from anywhere. I could see his reluctance in giving me his real Name. I didn’t blame him. I wouldn’t trust me with it, either. But he didn’t have a choice. He whispered his Name to me, and I repeated it until I got all the syllables right. Demon language is kinda like all the nastiest-sounding parts of Latin and German thrown in a blender with a bunch of apostrophes and just a little bit of Klingon sprinkled in for garnish. I finally got it right, and was ready to proceed. 

I reached into a pocket of my leather jacket, pulled out a vial of holy water, and sprinkled it on Kayleigh’s forehead. “Begone from this vessel, Krag’tharisman’teak, in the name of the Father, and of the Son, and of the Holy Ghost, I banish thee.” I opened myself up to the Source, closed my eyes, and pushed. I felt the demon leave Kayleigh’s body and opened my Sight. 

Before me stood a humanoid figure, shimmering from within with a reddish light. The demon’s spirit manifested as a nearly seven-foot tall winged human with goat hooves and clawed hands. It looked at me, eyes wide in, I don’t know what, surprise that a human could actually banish it? Shock that someone without any real faith could perform the ritual? I couldn’t tell, and the demon’s soul didn’t stick around long enough for me to ask. I watched closely as a small hole opened up in the aether behind the demon, and the soul was sucked back to Hell where it belonged. 

I stood up, Kayleigh’s limp body in my arms, my knees protesting from sitting on the floor too long. I put her in the bed, pulling the covers up tight around her neck and taking the Saints’ Chain off her body. If you ignored the blood seeping from her neck wound, it looked almost like she was sleeping. I knelt beside the bed and put one hand on her forehead. 

“All right, God. I know you’re up there, probably watching something stupid like soccer or The Dick Van Dyke Show reruns, but this one needs a little help. She didn’t deserve what happened to her, so she doesn’t deserve to deal with your usual Purgatory bullshit, or some stupid line at the Pearly Gates, or whatever crap you’ve cooked up this year to keep the humans cooling their heels outside of heaven while you and your band of merry fuckwits sit on clouds and play harps or whatever it is you bastards do. So let her in, and take care of her like you didn’t do while she was alive.” 

“You know, Q, one day he’s going to actually listen to one of your ‘prayers,’ and I’m pretty sure he’s gonna be pissed.” The voice from behind me was cultivated and slightly British. It was also female, which made it all the worse. 

“Hello, Glory.” I stood and turned to the angel in the corner. “Was she one of yours?” 

“No. She wasn’t mine to watch. Sorry, you’ll have to blame someone else this time.” Glory leaned against the wall, casually gorgeous like a woman who is beautiful the minute she rolls out of bed, all Heidi Klum class and Sandra Bullock girl-next-door sexy rolled into one stunning package that stood about five and a half feet tall and had blonde curls falling down her back like a waterfall of gold. She was dressed for work, not business, which meant jeans, boots and a silky-looking tank top that made me want to run my hands all over her torso. I thought better of it quickly. Copping a feel on a celestial body is a good way to get disintegrated. 

“Who was her angel?” I asked. Yes, guardian angels are real. Yes, everybody has one. No, they’re not really worth a shit, as was evidenced by the dead girl in the bed I was standing beside. 

“I’m not going to tell you, Q. It’s not your day to die.” Glory was my angel. As such, it was her job to keep me from dying before my appointed time. I didn’t make it easy on her. Picking fights with angels is a good way to get dead, and I’ve done it more than once. 

“So it’s Michael? Gabriel? One of the big boys?” I pushed, trying to see if I could get something out of her. I needed to punish someone, something for this girl’s death, and sending the demon back to Hell just didn’t feel like enough. I have a thing about supernatural beings fucking around in the heads of innocent young women. Call it a family issue. 

“I’m not telling you. I will tell you that it was her time. She was dead by tomorrow no matter what. If she didn’t go to that party and get possessed, then she would have wrapped her car around a tree on her way to school in the morning. Or maybe she would have had a massive aneurism. Or just tripped going down the stairs and broken her neck. I don’t know the how, I just know the when, and this was all part of The Plan.” 

“Fuck the Plan.” 

“You seem to do everything in your power to do just that every single day. But not today. Now what are you going to do about her?” 

“I’m going to find the frat boys who thought it was a good idea to summon a demon just to get a little underage pussy on a Saturday night, and I’m going to emasculate them with a blender and a bottle of Tabasco sauce.”

“That’s not what I meant. You have a dead teenage girl in her bedroom and the murder weapon with your fingerprints all over it. How are you going to deal with the whole not going to jail thing?” I hate it when she talks like a Joss Whedon character. It’s bad enough my guardian angel ripped off her name from a Buffy character, I really can’t deal with it when she starts talking like the show, too. 

“I’ve got a plan.”

“Is it better than your last plan?” 

“I don’t remember my last plan.” I totally remembered my last plan. This one wasn’t all that much better.


Chapter 3




It took a little mojo, three fairly complicated spells, a minor summoning that wasn’t exactly on the white side of magic and a whole lot of arguing with Glory, but by the time I left the Garda residence, Kayleigh’s body was exorcised and sanctified, Mr. Garda was on his way to the drugstore to buy some Nyquil for his sick daughter, and the toaster was rigged to blow the gas oven sky-high about ninety seconds after I got into my car. I hated to do that to the poor guy, he’d really lost enough for one day, but most people’s minds aren’t built to deal with the kind of shit I spend my life dealing with. So a little suggestion mixed with some fairy dust I keep in my toolbox for situations best forgotten, and Mr. Garda would never remember that his daughter died in her bed a couple of hours before delivering literal Hell on earth. 

He’d feel guilt, of course. He was a parent who’d lost a child, and I could only imagine what that felt like. Fortunately, given my line of work, it looked pretty unlikely that I’d ever have to find out. Which meant I also wouldn’t spawn any demon-summoning, high-school-girl-raping, overprivileged doucherockets like the ones I was about to visit some seriously unholy vengeance upon. Although, thinking about it, my plans for the fucktards that got Kayleigh knocked up with a demon baby pretty closely mirrored some of the smiting the Almighty did back in the Old Testament days, back when he actually paid attention to what happened down here, before we got to too much begetting for him to keep track of. 

I pulled up in front of the frat house at about two in the morning, but you’d never know it was late from the music blaring and the drunk kids hanging out of the windows and lounging on the porch and front yard. I walked up the sidewalk, my boots making a solid thunk-thunk rhythm that sounded a lot like the beat of fists on flesh. That thought almost cheered me up a little as I bounded up the steps and flung open the door. 

“If you’re not a member of this frat, get the fuck out.” I didn’t say it very loudly. I didn’t have to. I pushed my voice to make sure everyone in the building heard it, and put just enough suggestion behind it laced with imagery of fire and bloodshed that a veritable flood of bimbos and hangers-on cascaded down the stairs and out of the house like rats following the Pied Piper. 

“What the fuck, dude? Who the fuck are you? Where the fuck is everybody going? We still got a party goin’ on here!” A shirtless, blonde college-age Justin Bieber lookalike with a square jaw and more abs than an Olympic sit-up team walked up to me and bumped chests with me. 

I stared at him. He actually bumped his chest into mine, like we were fucking gorillas in a mating ritual or something. I backhanded the little fuck to the ground and stepped on his balls. “I’m the motherfucker that just ended your party, shitbird. Now get the rest of your brothers into the living room. I’ve got questions. You’ve got answers.” He scurried backward until he could reach the stairs, then scrambled to his feet and started rounding up members. 

Another one came up to me, all full of bluster and righteous indignation. “What is this about? I’ll have you know, my father is Jacob Marlack; he’s a very important attorney in this city and I know my rights—” 

I cut him off by grabbing his throat in my left hand and marching him backward into the living room where most of his fraternity had gathered. I steered him to the couch and shoved, forcing him to sit. “I’m going to say this once, and I get irritable when I have to repeat myself, so pay attention. I don’t give a fuck who your daddies are, how much money they have, or what they do for a living. I don’t give a flying shit if you can buy Rhode Island. I’m here for information and the faster I get it, the fewer of you bleed. Are we clear?” 

I looked around the room. A couple of the boys looked like they wanted to say something, but the ones next to them either smacked them or just shut them up. And they were boys, for fuck’s sake. Most of them had three chest hairs between them and they’d already summoned a demon. They were so fucked and they had no idea. I felt bad for them for about a second and a half, then I remembered what Kayleigh looked like, lying in her bed, dead at my hand because these assholes wanted to bang an underage girl. These stupid fucks that could have had their choice of college tail but wanted something different. And I had to clean up the goddamn mess. 

“Last Saturday night you boys had a little party.” 

I started, only to be immediately interrupted by the drunkest of the Overindulged Ones. “We have a fuckin’ party every fuckin’ night, asshole. You’re going to have to be more spefi . . . scepifi . . . specific.” He grinned and high-fived the brother sitting on the couch next to him. 

I gathered my will and murmured, “Sobrietate.” Then I pushed my will at him. He went from happy drunk to a little green, then pale, then sweating, then miserable and holding his head as he went from tanked to stone-cold sober in about three seconds. I was impressed that he didn’t puke. 

“May I continue?” I asked. There were nods all around. The boys were looking from me to their now-sober friend with what I thought were appropriately frightened glances, so I thought I might make some headway this time. “Now, at this party was a cute girl named Kayleigh. She looked a lot like the girl in this picture.”  I produced a snapshot I’d pulled down off the wall in Kayleigh’s house. You know, before I burned it to the ground with her demon-violated corpse inside. 

“Anybody recognize Kayleigh?” Lots of shaking heads. “Really? You guys are absolutely certain you’ve never seen her before?” A lot more shaking of heads, but several sideways glances, too. Most of them landing on Mr. My Daddy’s a Lawyer. Big surprise. 

I walked over to young Mr. Entitled. “What’s your name, kid?” He was exactly the kind of kid I would have hated in college, if I’d gone to college. Tall, thin but with a layer of muscle that said he’d spent his time on the lacrosse field or cross-country team. The kind of confidence and good looks that come from decades of breeding and successful parents. He had perfect teeth, brown hair that curled artfully down just over his eyes in a tousle that looked like it took at least an hour to perfect. I wanted to punch him in his perfectly straight Roman nose. 

“I don’t have to answer any of your questions, fucktard. I know my rights.” He seemed determined to tempt me to violence. 

I took a deep breath, let the mental roulette wheel land on “fuck it,” and gave in to temptation. I punched him in the nose. “You have the right to tell me what I want to know, or you have the right to bleed. Your call.” I leaned in close, where his buddies couldn’t hear what I was saying, and whispered “I’m not a cop, you little shitball. I’m your worst fucking nightmare. I’m somebody who actually gives a shit about that little girl, and really wants to do bad things to the people that hurt her. And your name is on top of my list. So tell me what went down, and I might decide that you’re not worth the time and effort to destroy.” I pulled in a little of my will and lit up my eyes with soulfire. It’s a cheap parlor trick, but it scares the shit out of the mundanes. It did the job this time, too. 

“Fine, fine, I’ll talk, but not here. Let’s go to the library.” He stood up, and I backed off enough to give him a little room. He turned to the rest of his brothers and said “This is nothing, just a protective big brother who needs to look at some security tapes to make sure we didn’t take advantage of his precious little darling. Eric, can you come help run the computer for me?” He walked off, obviously expecting everyone to just go back to normal now that he’d made his proclamation. Must be nice to have minions. A big kid with close-cropped red hair and sprinkling of freckles that would keep him getting carded well into his forties got up and walked close behind. I shrugged and followed them. 

My idea of a fraternity house library was a room with a couple of ratty desks and a huge stack of Penthouse. These guys had different ideas. They led me through the house, every room looking pretty much like I expected, decorated in video games, beer signs and posters of half-naked women. Until they led me through a pair of heavy wooden double doors that opened into the kind of library that would make a dedicated bibliophile fall to their knees weeping. The room was lined with ceiling-height bookcases, and leather spines stared out at me from every angle. No paperback bestsellers here—I spied a complete set of legal manuals from three different countries, about fifteen different Bibles and holy books, and one entire corner shelf unit glowed in my Sight so brightly that the magical aura bled over into the real world, casting pale purple light on everything within four feet of it. 

The lead kid noticed my squint and chuckled. “Impressive, isn’t it? We have one of the largest occult libraries in the South, and no one suspects it. After all, what kind of idiot would trust a bunch of drunken frat boys with some of the most powerful magical texts in history?” 

“An amoral idiot that doesn’t care what happens to anyone who wanders by the front door would be my guess.” I sat on the arm of an overstuffed leather chair, making myself the apex of a triangle that let me keep one eye on the door and the other on the shelf of spell books.

“Careful, Mr. Harker, that’s my father you’re talking about.” 

I opened my mouth to speak, but he held up a hand. “Yes, I know who you are. You don’t dabble in the occult circles in this town without learning who the other players are, so to speak. I knew you the second you walked in, all billowing duster and self-righteousness. How is little Kayleigh? Has she delivered yet? Is it a boy?” The smile on his face made me want to punch him again, and keep punching until my hand got tired, but I thought better of it. This kid was way more than he seemed, and I needed to know where he learned his tricks before I killed him, so I could go and kill his teacher, too. 

Just for the record, I don’t kill every bad guy I come across. I don’t believe that killing is the best solution to every problem. I’m not one of those “every problem is a nail” guys. I just kill the monsters that are so far removed from human that they’ll never feel or show a shred of remorse no matter what they do or who they do it to. And frat boys. Apparently, I kill frat boys, too, because this little bastard was in dire need of defenestration. 

I took a deep breath and shoved all my murderous thoughts way down deep inside. “You seem to have me at a disadvantage, Mr.…” I let the name trail off as I made my way over to the shelf of magical goodies. The texts there were pretty typical, if incongruous by their setting. There was a Necronomicon, a Satanic Bible, the collected writings of Aleister Crowley, a treatise on the Marquise de Sade, an entire shelf of introductory spell books, and several volumes of Martston’s Creatures of the Otherworlde, an encyclopedia of things that go bump in the night. I had about four volumes myself, but had never seen a complete set. The shelf before me was missing only Volume Seven - Sasquatch to Vampire. 

“Alexander Marlack,” the kid said, extending a hand. “And this is Eric Brown, our chapter President.” I shook his hand, managing to keep from wiping it on my jacket when he let go. Marlack gestured to a pair of sofas that faced each other across a coffee table. I sat in the center of the one facing the door. I watched Deadwood; I know what happens when you sit with your back to a door. 

“So you knew you were putting a demon inside that little girl,” I said as I sat down. I tried to keep my voice even, but it was pretty hard since most of my concentration was focused on not burning the two little bastards to ash where they sat.

“We did.” Marlack’s face was expressionless, like we were talking about the weather.

“Why the hell would you do something like that?” I asked. I suppose I hoped somewhere deep down that there was a piece of these little shits worth saving. 

“I wanted to see if we could actually summon a demon. And when we did, we needed somewhere to put it. Kayleigh wasn’t someone we’d miss, so I stashed the demon there.” The smug prick could have been talking about a tech stock split, the level of emotion he was showing.

“And you knew that it would eat her from the inside out and then go on to wreak indescribable havoc until it was banished, right?” 

“That fit with what I’d read, but as I had never summoned a demon, I had no proof.” He leaned back and crossed one ankle over the other knee. “But what is that to you? Why are you here?” 

“Why am I—you soulless piece of trash—I’m here because less than four hours ago I put a cross through the back of that girl’s head to keep her from destroying the entire neighborhood.” 

“Oh, so you murdered a little girl and you’re here to make yourself feel better because we’re the monsters that put a demon in her?” His friend hadn’t spoken, but at least had the good grace to look ashamed at what he’d done. Marlack just grinned, stood up and started pacing the room like he was making a closing argument. “You killed that girl, Mr. Harker, not us. And don’t tell us that there was nothing you could have done—there are dozens of exorcism rituals available if you’re willing to look for them. You just didn’t look. You did what you do—you rushed in there, guns blazing, coat swirling in the mist at your feet and killed that child. Admit it, you’re worse than the demons you claim to hunt!” He timed himself perfectly, finishing his little spiel right in front of me, bent over with his finger in my face. 

The only problem for him was that I was a few years past being intimidated by rich college kids in expensive libraries. I stood up, grabbing his extended finger in my fist and bending it back sharply. As I stood, he dropped to one knee and started pawing at my hand, trying to get me to cut loose. Wasn’t happening. 

“Listen to me, you entitled little fuckbag. I came here hoping there was a better answer for what happened that night than statutory rape and demon summoning, but now I find out that it was worse. You weren’t just an ignorant pawn; you knew exactly what the fuck you were doing. And instead of trying to find some way to make it right, or even show a scintilla of remorse about the little girl that died because of you, you rabid fuckmonkeys sit there and try to turn this around on me! Well, Mr. Marlack, I guarantee you one fucking thing. You’ve hurt your last little girl.” With that, I reached out into the world around me and drew in my will. I focused my eyes full of soulfire on little Alex Marlack and shut out everything but the screams. 


Chapter 4




I walked out of the room about ten minutes later feeling pretty good about myself. That feeling lasted all the way to the front door, where I first caught sight of the flashing blue lights and the three cop cars surrounding my beat up Honda. There was a woman in a dark pantsuit leaning on the front fender of my car, and my heart sank through my kneecaps when I saw her.

Detective Rebecca Gail Flynn, rising star of the Charlotte Mecklenburg Police Department, fervent non-believer in anything supernatural and spectacular pain in my ass. She’d decided a couple of years ago that I was a fraud, and that it was her sworn duty to bring me in. Since then I’d had a ridiculous number of jaywalking tickets, broken taillights, random license checks a block from my house and a couple of anonymous tips called in about my arsenal of automatic weapons. None of her best efforts had ever turned up anything incriminating, but they certainly made it harder to do business with a certain level of my clientele who are uncomfortable with their business dealings being observed by a mortal, much less a mortal police detective. 

Of course, I’d never killed a teenage girl in her bed and burned down her house three hours before running into her, either. Detective Flynn looked positively radiant illuminated in flashing blue LEDs as she walked toward me flanked by two gigantic officers with biceps the size of my thighs and no necks. Good thing I didn’t inflict any physical damage on the assholes here, I thought.

“Mr. Harker, how are you this fine evening?” she asked. 

“Well, Detective Flynn, I’ll have to admit that I was having a glorious night until you showed up. Blue isn’t exactly my favorite color, you know,” I replied. I stood on the sidewalk in front of the frat house, arms folded. Flynn and her gorillas had me blocked from my car, and they knew where I lived anyway, so there was no point trying to get away from them. I decided to hang tight and see what her game plan was.

“Let’s see if you prefer orange. I hear it’s the new black, you know.” She smiled at her pop culture reference. I didn’t. If she was talking orange jumpsuits, she must have thought she actually had something on me for a change. “Would you like to come down to the station and answer a few questions for me, Mr. Harker?” It was phrased like a question, but it had all the earmarks of an order. Too bad I’ve never been the obedient type. 

“Nah, I think I’ll just go home and catch up on Downton Abbey if it’s all the same to you.” I stepped forward, reaching out as though I’d open the door to my car, but one of the no-necks moved into my path. 

“It’s not. All the same to me, that is. Come with us, Mr. Harker.” She gestured to one of the waiting cruisers. 

“I’ll follow you in my car.” I reached again, and the no-neck put his hand on my chest. I looked up at him, judging whether or not I could take him. I could, but he’d slow me down enough for his friend to Taser me.

“You’ll ride with me,” Flynn said, and walked past me to the most obvious unmarked car in the world. The dark blue Chevy sat a few yards in front of my car, engine running. I shrugged and followed her, since I wasn’t going to get to go home until I dealt with her questions. I slid into the passenger seat and pulled out my cell phone.

“Who are you calling?” Flynn asked. 

“I thought I’d give my lawyer a call. Since I’m being held by the police and all.” 

“You’re not being held, Mr. Harker. You’re just being casually questioned about an assault that was reported by one of the fraternity brothers here.”

“I’ve never seen you do anything casually, Detective Flynn. I might like to watch that sometime.”

“Don’t hold your breath. And give me your phone. You don’t need to call anyone.” 

“I don’t think you get to make that determination,” I said, but handed my phone over. It didn’t matter; I’d already sent the text to Uncle Luke telling him that I was getting arrested again. It happened so often since Flynn put me in her sights that I had a shortcut programmed into the phone. 

We rode without speaking to the police station, Flynn tapping the steering wheel in time with the radio. It was never good for me when cops were in a good mood. I followed her into the station and down the hall to Interview Room #3. This wasn’t my favorite of the interview rooms, but I didn’t complain. They were all pretty much the same. Room #1 was a little bigger, but was often disgusting from previous interrogations. Room #2 was the same size as #3, but the chairs wobbled, and Room #4 was small, almost as though it were for juvenile offenders only. 

I took a seat on one side of the table and Detective Flynn sat across from me. There was a tape recorder in the center of the table, with a small microphone next to it. A pair of security cameras monitored the room from the corners of the wall near the ceiling, and the obligatory two-way mirror covered one wall. I murmured a quick disruption spell under my breath as Flynn closed the door, gathered my will and pushed out at the cameras and the recorder. I smiled a little as the red lights on the cameras winked out. I was pretty sure there didn’t need to be a record of anything we said tonight. 

Flynn sat down and pressed the button on the tape recorder. “Just to make sure we don’t have any misunderstandings, right, Mr. Harker?” Flynn said with a fake smile. 

I returned her smile with one of my own, equally fake. “Absolutely, Detective. I certainly want to cooperate to the fullest with the lawful authorities.” 

Her smile flickered momentarily when she noticed the tape recorder wasn’t working. She turned to the mirror and said, “The recorder in this room is out; can someone bring me a spare?”

A few seconds later one of her no-necks came in carrying a fresh tape recorder. She set it on the table beside the one I’d already cooked and reached down to the floor to plug it in. As soon as her eyes were off me, I murmured, “Adflicto Affligo,” under my breath and pushed my will at the new device. 

Detective Flynn successfully plugged the recorder in and smiled as the red light winked on when she pressed the Record button. I smiled just as widely as it flickered out a couple of seconds later. She turned back to the mirror, but before she could speak, I said, “I’ll just break the next one, too, Detective.” I pitched my voice low, so the people on the other side of the glass couldn’t hear me, but there was no mistaking my words. 

Flynn whirled around and glared at me. “You did this?” She gestured at the recorders. “How?” 

“Magic. I’ve explained before that there are stranger things on heaven and earth than are dreamt of in your philosophy, Detective. But I’d suggest you keep your voice down or your compatriots on the other side of the mirror will think you’ve lost your mind. Again.” My last little barb was a reference to some department-mandated therapy the good Detective had undergone after being first on the scene to a school shooting several years back. 

Her eyes narrowed, and I could almost see her calculating the best place to start cutting to keep me alive the longest and still inflict the most pain, but all she did was turn back to the mirror. “This recorder’s on the fritz, too. I’m going to take my notes manually.”

She turned back to me. “What do you know about a fire in Midwood this evening? The Garda residence, to be specific.” 

“I know nothing.” 

“Bullshit. You were seen leaving the house moments before the first 911 call was made. A girl died in that fire, Harker, and I know you had something to do with it.”

“Let me guess. An anonymous tip placed me at the scene, right?” 

“And then we pulled the Garda’s phone records and saw that someone in that house called your cell phone this afternoon and spoke to you for four minutes. That’s a lot longer than leaving a message, but not a casual chat. That was you, booking an appointment at the Garda’s for tonight, wasn’t it?” 

I tried my best to look chagrined, but I’m very bad at it, so I’m sure I failed. “Yes, Detective, I did have an appointment at the Garda’s house tonight, to discuss the possible possession of their daughter. But she was fine when I left her, and the house was intact.” Technically true, since in comparison to having a demon in her womb, dead was certainly further along the scale to “fine.” 

“And then what were you doing at the Omega Sigma Iota house?” Flynn asked. 

“I was working on a case.”

“The same case?” 

“I’m not at liberty to discuss it.”

“Get liberated.” Detective Flynn probably had a finely tuned sense of humor, with a rapier sharp wit and an appreciation for Jerry Lewis movies. It just never showed its face when I was around. 

“Yes, it was the same case. It seems a couple of frat brothers summoned the demon which possessed Kayleigh Garda.” I was never terribly cautious discussing the details of my cases with Detective Flynn, since she didn’t believe in what I did anyway. I’ve found that bland honesty goes a long way into making people ignore the truth, particularly when the truth is hard to believe.

“What was Kayleigh Garda doing in a frat house?” Flynn asked.

I felt my neck start to get a little red. “Well, Detective, I bet she was being stupid, which is the inalienable birthright of the high school student, which is why there are things like laws and police departments to protect them. But good job, Flynn. I bet you passed ‘Blaming the Victim 101’ with flying colors.”

“Don’t give me that shit, Harker. I’m just wondering how anyone that young even finds out about a party at a frat house.” 

“Good lord, woman, did you even go near a college? You don’t have to know about a party at a frat house, there’s always a party at a frat house. All Kayleigh Garda had to do was walk past the house on the sidewalk wearing a little bit of makeup and her slutty best friend’s shoes and they would have thrown open every door and poured her first drink for her!” I’ve found my tolerance for police stupidity has decreased as I’ve grown older, and I’m older than almost everyone I know, dashing good looks aside. 

“Can the attitude, Harker. I don’t need it. I’ve got a suspicious fire with your fingerprints all over it, a prominent citizen’s kid getting harassed, again with you neck-deep in it, and a dead teenager in her house with injuries that don’t look like they came from a fire, and once again the evidence points straight at you, so maybe, just maybe, you want to cooperate with me for once instead of giving me a bunch of bullshit about demons and witches and things that only exist in fairy tales. What do you think of that?” 

“I think I want my lawyer.” I leaned back in the chair and crossed my arms. There was obviously no way I was getting her to see sense, so I may as well move along to the “spend the night in jail” portion of my evening. 

“Fuck your lawyer. You tell me what I want to hear or I’ll put you under the fucking jail.” Flynn leaned over the table and got right in my face. 

I leaned in, getting uncomfortably close to her, but she couldn’t back down or she’d lose face in front of everybody watching through the glass. Then I whispered, so low that she had to get even closer to hear me, “You want to know what happened tonight? Well here’s the real fucking deal, Detective. I’ve shit all over your cameras and recorders so nobody can hear this but you, so here you go. Those overindulged fucktards at the frat house summoned a demon and let it play with Kayleigh Garda. It fucked her fifteen-year-old body and destroyed her mind. Then it impregnated her, with a demon. Not a baby, not a human, but a fucking demon that ate her from the inside out, starting with her soul. 

“By the time I got there tonight, Kayleigh’s soul wouldn’t fill a thimble, much less her body. I stopped the demon from completely destroying her soul, and sent it back to Hell where it belonged, but it killed Kayleigh in the process. Then I went to the frat house and found a couple of junior sociopaths who don’t give a fuck who they destroy so long as they don’t miss their tee time. I had just finished bringing down a fuckton of fiery vengeance on the little bastard who called up a demon to rape and destroy Kayleigh Garda when you showed up. I know the drill from here, so why not just call one of your pet apes to take me down to holding for the night until my Uncle Luke shows up to pay my inflated bail in the morning?” 

She leaned back, shook her head briefly, then leaned in and slapped the shit out of me. “Fuck you, Harker. And fuck your bullshit stories. One of these days you’re going to fuck up and leave some evidence we can use, and then you’re done. Game fucking over.” She reached into a pocket and pulled out a handcuff key. She dropped it on the table and said, “You know your way out by now. Don’t make me waste the time walking you out.”

“Keep your key, Detective,” I said, shaking my wrists and letting the loosened handcuffs drop to the table. “I was out of those things before you ever stepped into the room.” I stood up, brushed some imaginary dust off the front of my jacket, and headed for the door. 

I bumped shoulders with the no-neck partially blocking the door in the hallway, and forgot to check my strength until I’d almost knocked him flat. I flicked out a hand and caught the front of his uniform shirt before he hit the ground and pulled him back to his feet. No point in completely pissing off every cop in the building.





Chapter 5




Uncle Luke was waiting for me outside the station, his Mercedes convertible purring in a No Parking zone and roundly ignored by all the dozens of cops walking past. Uncle Luke looked the same as ever—short, high cheekbones, wavy dark hair, skin the white of a fresh notebook paper and piercing eyes that took in everything around him. Uncle Luke didn’t miss anything, and didn’t mind people knowing it. I walked around the car and slid into the passenger seat, flipping the radio to a classic 90s station. Luke immediately flipped it back to show tunes and we battled over that for a while before Luke finally snapped the radio to OFF and reached over and cuffed me on the back of the head.

“What the hell were you thinking, setting fire to the house?” he asked me, his sibilants getting that extra little hiss that told me his fangs were out and he was really pissed at me. 

“Seemed like a good idea at the time,” I muttered, rubbing the back of my head. Uncle Luke, as he had decided to be called this generation, packed quite a punch for an old dude.

“Much to my chagrin, your mother said the same thing about conceiving you.” 

“And look how awesome that turned out, Unc. Her and pops both rotted away to dust, but you and I are still kicking! Ain’t immortality grand!” 

“Oh, fuck off.” He drove in silence for a couple of minutes, but it didn’t take long for his curiosity to get the better of him. “What was it?” 

“Demonic possession. A bad one. It had a little girl. I had to take pretty drastic measures.”

“You couldn’t exorcise her?” 

“Possession isn’t the right word, I guess. It was more like demon impregnation. And she was about to give birth to it.”

“Fuck me.” 

“Fuck us all. If that thing had gotten out…”

“You couldn’t banish it.” For a converted bad guy, Uncle Luke had a pretty good handle on right and wrong.

“Nope. It would be native to this plane. An immortal, amoral, incredibly powerful monster that could never be sent home. Just what I want hanging around the suburbs.” 

“Yeah, that would send property values straight into the shitter.” When you live as long as Luke, real estate speculation is a long-tail game.

His cell phone rang as we were turning into his driveway. He pressed a button on the steering wheel and spoke into the air. “Card here.” 

A reedy voice came over the car’s speakers. “Master, sunrise approaches. Will you be home in time?” 

“I’m almost home now, Renny.” 

“Very good, Master. I will prepare your rooms.”

“Renny? I’ve told you not to call me Master. It’s a new century. We need to change with the times.” 

“Yes, Master, I’ll try to remember.” Renfield clicked off and Uncle Luke just shook his head. 

He looked over at me. “They never change, do they?” 

“At least as often as you do, Mr. Luke Card. Or Mr. Alucard. Isn’t that the name you used when you hired Dad? Why not just own it? Be fucking Dracula. I bet nobody would believe you.” 

“I’m sure they wouldn’t, but I don’t want to take the chance. Besides, if I have to invent new identities every few decades, what of it? It just gives me opportunity to see the world.” 

“At night,” I reminded him. 

“Yes, at night.” Luke let out a little sigh as we pulled into his four-car, light-tight garage. His entire house, all eight thousand square feet of it, was outfitted with lightproof shades and light locks for all the doors. Luke slept most days, but if he needed to be up, he could go anywhere in his home safely. And since those shades were all bulletproof and the walls reinforced with plate steel, pretty much anyone inside was safe, too. 

We walked through the garage into the kitchen where Renfield waited for us. He’d been a college student in the sixties, studying hotel management. Uncle Luke was looking for a replacement for his last Renfield and offered this one a live-in position as housekeeper, butler, personal assistant and chef. He didn’t mention the blood-drinking thing until the contract was signed. But Renfield VI took it all in stride and deposited the paychecks. He was getting close to retirement age now, and had begun looking over recent Johnson & Wales hospitality majors for a replacement. I wasn’t sure what Luke had planned for Renfield when he retired, but I’m pretty sure it involved memory wiping and white sand beaches. I’d been with Uncle for four Renfields counting this one, and he always provided for their well-being after they left his employ. 

“Master, you didn’t tell me you were bringing Mr. Quincy,” Renfield chided. Only the Renfields got to scold my uncle; it was a perk of the job. I guess if you’re going to be Dracula’s manservant, you’re going to grow nuts of steel pretty quick. 

“My apologies, Renny. My… nephew wasn’t planning on visiting today, but he ran into some difficulties last night that required my services.” 

“Oh dear. Mr. Quincy, are you injured? Should I fetch my sewing kit?” 

“No, Ren. I’m good. I just got arrested for burning down a house, that’s all.”

“Oh. Well, if that’s all, then. I shall fix you some breakfast. Eggs and bacon?”

“Kippers?” I asked. Some things you never outgrow, and I’m a turn of the century boy at heart. Turn of the twentieth, that is.

“No, sir. I’m sorry, but North Carolina seems to be lacking in good kippers.” 

“You can only expect so much from the Colonials, Ren. No matter how far they’ve come, they still drink shit beer and don’t understand proper football. I’ll take the bacon and eggs, though. Poached, please.” 

Renfield laughed at my soccer joke and went off to the kitchen, happy to have someone to cook for. I knew that Uncle sometimes sat with him and smelled the food just to make Ren feel better, but it wasn’t the same. I made my way into the den, where Luke sat waiting for me. I took a chair across from him and waited for it. 

He didn’t make me wait long. “So you burned down the house to hide the evidence of demon infestation?”

“Yep.” 

“How did you get caught?” 

“I went after the assholes who started the whole mess. They summoned the demon, raped the girl, then let the demon play with her. I think I convinced them that was a bad idea. One of them had a rich daddy. He made up some bullshit about seeing me leave the house right before the fire broke out and called the cops. There’s no evidence. I can’t be convicted.” 

“It may be inconvenient enough for you to merely be charged. Your identity cannot become known.” 

“I have good documents.” 

“I know. I had them forged for you.” 

“So what’s the worry?” 

“Who was this rich daddy you speak of?” 

“Some asshole lawyer.”

“Good god, child, talking with you is like pulling teeth. Does the asshole lawyer have a name?” 

“Have you ever thought, Uncle, that maybe the reason I don’t always give you much information is because it’s something I want to handle on my own, without you drinking the bad guys. Maybe every once in a while I don’t want you to get involved.” 

“I am involved, Quincy. I just got you out of jail.” 

“Fair enough. His name is Jacob Marlack, and he’s got a serious collection of black magic texts that he lets his idiot son play with.” 

Uncle Luke didn’t respond for a long time. I hate it when he does that; he gets all super-still and just sits there, like a statue covered in clown white makeup. After a couple of interminable moments, he looked at me and said, “Fuck.” 

Uncle Luke doesn’t swear much. And when he does, it’s usually pretty old-school stuff. For him to drop an F-bomb was a big deal. “What’s the deal with Jacob Marlack?” 

“I know him. He’s a powerful witch. I met him many years ago when he was just beginning his study of the dark arts. I thought I had persuaded him to stop. Apparently I was wrong.” 

“Why don’t I know this guy?” I’ve worked with Uncle Luke almost since we moved to the States, right after my parents died. 

“I met him before I met your father. He tried to kill me in Romania.” 

“Wait, what? You knew him before—” 

“Yes, before all that. Before your mother, before your father, before that fat shite Van Helsing, before any of them.” 

Yeah, all that happened, apparently. All I know outside what’s in the book (which Uncle Luke wrote, by the way) is that as far you’d know from Luke, Van Helsing’s first name was “fat shite.” 

Uncle Luke went on. “Marlack was a young wizard then. This must have been shortly after your President Lincoln was shot by that actor.” 

“John Wilkes Booth,” I added.

“Yes, him. Well, a few years after that, I was in my home in Romania when I heard a pounding at the door. It was rather uncommon for me to receive visitors at my home during those years—” 

“On account of the whole ‘eating the villagers’ thing, and the fact that everyone for fifty miles was terrified of you.”

“I could do with a little healthy fear on your behalf, young man.” He smiled when he said it, so I was pretty sure he didn’t want to rip my throat out, but it was good to keep in mind that Uncle Luke was really Dracula every once in a while. This was shaping up to be one of those nights that I didn’t want to lose track of the fact that one of history’s greatest monsters was sitting ten feet from me. 

He continued. “I answered the door, hoping it was just a lost traveler. It was late, and I felt the need for a snack. But when I opened the door, I faced a man holding a massive silver crucifix and brandishing it in my face. I instinctively flinched, but there was no power in the talisman other than the native pain I feel in the presence of silver. I felt nothing of the repulsion I had often felt when in the presence of holy symbols and holy men. That’s when I realized two things: that holy objects only held sway over me when wielded by true believers, and that this man had no more faith in God than I do.”

“I’m pretty sure he believes God exists, but I don’t think they’re friends on Facebook,” I quipped. Renny brought my eggs with a large glass of orange juice and a Coke. He set the whole meal up on a little folding tray complete with silverware and tiny solid gold salt and pepper shakers. It was just like room service, but I didn’t have to tip. I started to eat as Uncle Luke went on.

“I smacked the fool’s hand away and pulled him inside. I looked into his eyes, wondering what kind of fool comes to a supposedly haunted castle in the middle of the night, and saw no fear there. That gave me pause, and as I hesitated, the fool pulled a clove of garlic out of a coat pocket and shoved it in my face.” 

I snorted back a laugh and orange juice almost came out my nose. Luke continued. “Exactly. I pushed the garlic away;, not because it harms me in some way, but because the smell was so strong it made me gag. My senses are very heightened, so strong smells are unpleasant, and I never liked garlic even when I was alive. The Gypsies cooked with garlic. It makes me think of them. And I hate Gypsies. So I looked at the man and asked him if he had anything else he wanted to try. He pulled out a vial of holy water, but I stopped him before he could throw it on me. I think I broke his arm at that point. I dragged him into my den and put him in a chair, then demanded an explanation as to why he had sought me out.”

“He told me his name, Jacob Marlack, that he was from the United States, and that he was looking for books of magic. I told him I had none, and that for humans to meddle with forces beyond their reckoning was folly. I then offered to feed him to my wives so that he could gain a greater understanding of the powers of which I spoke. He declined my offer, and demanded to be given my magical texts. I repeated that I had no such things, and he grew angry with me. I have long since lost any fear of a mortal’s anger, but this was something more. This Marlack was no longer just a man, and as his rage grew, his scent changed. He no longer smelled human, but began to reek of sulfur. I wanted him out of my home, so I called upon my servant to dispatch him.”

“Was this the first Renfield?” I’ll own it—he had me wrapped up in the story. Luke doesn’t often talk about the old days, so any time I get a chance to see behind the curtain into his past, I’m all over it. 

“No, this was Curtis. He was my valet and my guard. Curtis had spent time with the English Army in India or some other sweltering place, and he was a man of some size and great strength. But when he laid hands upon Marlack, the American flung him aside as though he were a child. Curtis’ skull smashed against the stone walls and he died instantly. I was quite annoyed at this point, for good servants are difficult to find, and discreet ones even more so. I rose and advanced upon Marlack, determined to drink from the fool and perhaps bespell him into a few decades of servitude for his insolence, but when he spoke, the voice was not his own, or anything belonging to this world.

“It spoke of power, and hunger, and ageless times before men walked the earth. It spoke of destruction like I had never witnessed, even I, who had walked the earth for half a millennium, and I was afraid.” 

Luke looked at me, and I’d never seen that expression on his face before. “I was afraid of that creature then, and I am afraid of it now. I forbid you to pursue this investigation further. I will speak no more of this.” 

“The hell you say,” I said. “You don’t forbid me shit, Uncle, because I’m not your kid, I’m not your blood, and I’m not your goddamn servant. I’m going after this motherfucker, and I’m going to bring him down. Now you can either finish the story, and maybe I can get some good info out of it on how to bring him down, or not. But either way, there will be justice for Kayleigh Garda, and I’m going to bring that justice down around Jacob Marlack’s old demon-possessed ears. I’ve fought demons before. They don’t scare me.”

“A fact I understand all too well. But this is more than just a demon, and it’s more than a sorcerer. It is some evil blend of the two, and you should be scared.”

“I’m not.” 

“Then you’re a fool.”

“Not the first time that charge has been levied, Unc. Now what happened with you and Marlack?”

He took a deep breath and looked to the sky as if for help. Both were oddly human gestures for a vampire as old as Uncle Luke, and they made him seem more vulnerable somehow. 

“He spoke to me for a long time, Marlack did. He tried to persuade me to work alongside him, using my natural abilities and his magic to enslave entire countries. I was not interested. I was still a feudal lord at heart; I had my keep, I had my villagers paying tribute, I had my servants—I had no need for globalization. I was perfectly happy with a virgin to eat once a month and plenty of donors for the between times. Once Marlack understood this, he ransacked my library looking for magical texts that simply weren’t there, then left, muttering about ‘provincial fools’ and ‘bumpkins’ under his breath the entire time. I stood atop my battlements and watched him go, hoping that my path would never cross his again. I know that humans consider me to be a monster, and perhaps I am a creature of my appetites, but that man is more than a monster—he is pure evil.” 


Chapter 6




I leaned back and digested both my eggs and Uncle Luke’s story. After a while, I spoke. “So he didn’t do anything but change his voice and that made you think he was carrying a demon around in his head?”

“The fact that his eyes glowed purple may have had something to do with it as well,” Luke replied. 

“Okay, that’s something to go on. Purple fire may be his demonic signature,” I said. 

“Like always saying the wrong thing at the wrong time is yours.” 

“Kiss my ass, Unc. I’m going to go upstairs and get some sleep.” 

“Then what?” 

“Then tonight I’m going to pay Mr. Marlack a visit, and we’re going to discuss the etiquette of statutory rape, demon impregnation and having me arrested. I expect the conversation to turn violent. It may even start there. Thank Renny for breakfast for me. And Uncle,” I said, standing up and heading for the door. 

“Yes?” 

“Thanks for bailing me out. I really didn’t want to have to deal with this bullshit while I was awaiting trial for murder.”

“You’re welcome. After all, what is family for?” He laughed, one of those old-school super villain laughs, then flashed into smoke and disappeared. 

I looked around the study. “I hate when you do that!” I yelled to the empty air, then headed upstairs to my room to catch a few hours’ shuteye. 

I live in an apartment near Uptown, but I’ve kept a room at Uncle Luke’s for as long as I can remember. We all did—my brother, my sister and me. I walked into my room and looked at their picture on the dresser. It’s the only thing I’ve got from the old days. I’m not Luke, I don’t drape my walls in velvet tapestries and bitch and moan about days gone by and gripe about all the “horseless carriages” and the general decline of civility. I just keep one photo, taken when we were all in our twenties, of me, James and Orly. That was before we realized how different I was, how much of mother’s blood was changed and passed down to her firstborn. That was back when we thought vampires were just stories that mother told us at night to make us keep our windows locked from the inside. 

I looked at the picture, yellowed and brittle and framed for its own protection, and thought about how much I felt like that paper some days. Old past my time, frayed around the edges and getting brittle with age. Then I shook my head, tried to derail my self-pity train, and poured myself a stiff drink. None of that OJ and Coke shit, either. A proper drink, Scotch with no ice and one lone drop of water to release the flavor. I knocked back the first one, and used the second to chase a couple of Vicodin down the old windpipe. It promised to be one of those days—the kind where my dreams are way more real than I want to deal with—so anything I could do to hold them at bay would be welcome. I checked email and surfed the web for a little while looking for information on Jacob Marlack, then when my eyes got heavy and the whiskey and painkillers started to take effect, I kicked off my shoes and sprawled, face-down and fully clothed, on the duvet and nearly drowned myself in goose down and opulence. 

I awoke some five hours later, undrowned in feathers and with a taste in my mouth like the sewers of Riyadh City. I looked around the room and saw a fresh can of Coke sweating on the night stand where by all rights my Scotch should have been, but Renfield is an industrious and slightly morally superior fellow, so I chose discretion over drugs and whiskey and chugged the soda. I stripped down and walked into my bathroom, finding the customary towels and washcloth laid out for me. 

I don’t know if Renny just comes in and does these things when I’m here, or if there’s some little magical spell he casts each day to freshen up the linens in the room, but everything is always sparkling and dust-free, no matter what ridiculous hour of the day or night I happen to wander in. Sometimes I wonder exactly who is thrall for whom in my uncle’s relationship with this Renfield, then I decided I don’t really give a shit, as long as he doesn’t get in the way. And he never gets in the way. 

A quick shower later, and I dressed in a change of clothes from my armoire. In any other place I’d call it a closet, or if I were feeling particularly genteel, a wardrobe. But in Uncle Luke’s place, it was an armoire. And I offered up another silent prayer of thanks to Saint Renfield for the clothing in there, because it all fit and had been mended since the last time I dressed there. That had involved a werewolf and a misunderstanding about a gambling debt. Actually, he’d understood the amount of my debt perfectly, just not my complete and utter disinterest in paying. That led to an unpleasant discussion and little bits of fur and brain matter becoming rather embedded in the fabric of my jeans. Renfield had either replaced those jeans, or done an amazing job of getting wolf brain out of the knees, because they felt like brand new. I only knew they were my old pants when I found a spare fang in the right front pocket. 

I got dressed and headed downstairs, groaning a little when I remembered that my car was still at the frat house. Gods only knew what those little fuckwits had done to it by now. Renfield met me at the bottom of the stairs, a little smile on his lips. 

“Mr. Quincy, good evening. I trust you feel better after your nap?” 

“I do, thank you for the Coke. I would join you for dinner, but I have to get going. There’s some pressing business I need to attend to with a man who calls demons for fun. Could you call me a cab?” 

“Of course, Mr. Quincy. You are a cab.” 

“You know, just because a joke never gets old, doesn’t mean it was ever funny in the first place. Now how about arranging some transportation for me?” 

“Certainly, sir. Your keys are in your duster, on the hook by the front door. Right front pocket.” Of course. Renfield was a manservant, an old-school, get-shit-done kind of manservant who didn’t need to be told to go get his boss’s nephew’s car from out front of the house where he’d been arrested the night before, he just did it. And we won’t talk about how he got those keys from the pocket of the pants I was sleeping in, but it explained the dream I had about Salma Hayek in the movie theatre watching E.T. Well, it explained part of the dream, anyway. 

“Thanks as always, Ren. You’re the best.” 

“I know.” 

I chuckled a little as I walked past him and out the front door. The sun had set, but that didn’t give me a good gauge on time. It was fall, so that could be anywhere from six to eight in the evening. Either way, it was about the right time to go pay Mr. Marlack a visit. A visit I sincerely hoped he was not going to enjoy. 


Chapter 7




I wasn’t surprised when I found out that Marlack’s office was on the top floor of one of the massive monuments to small penises and corporate dickheads downtown. I also wasn’t surprised to find that he was still at work at 8:15 PM on a Thursday. I was surprised to find magical wards poured into the concrete on the building’s cornerstone and etched into the windows in the lobby. The wards on the windows flared briefly as I pulled the heavy glass door open and stepped into the atrium. My boots thunked across the marble floor, and I watched as the wage-slave security guard struggled awake behind his huge circular desk. 

“Don’t worry, Frank, it’s just me.” I waved my library card at him as I walked past the desk to the bank of half a dozen elevators. 

“Huh? My name’s Dennis. Who’s Frank? And who are you?” The guard was almost fully coherent by the time the express elevator dinged open and I stepped inside. I gave him a little wave as the doors slid closed, then pressed the button for the sixty-fourth floor. 

Nothing happened. The button lit up for a second, then went dark. I looked around, then noticed the card reader set above the bank of buttons. Obviously Mr. Marlack didn’t want any unexpected or unauthorized visitors. 

Since the next time I willingly walk up sixty-plus flights of stairs will be the first, I pressed my fingertips lightly to the card reader, focused my will on the device, and whispered, “Laborious pro merda,” which loosely translated into, “Work you piece of shit.” I pressed the button for the top floor again, and this time the elevator jerked into motion. I leaned against the back wall of the elevator car, arms crossed, feeling pretty darn satisfied in myself. After all, I’d saved the girl’s soul from Hell, figured out who was responsible, and was about to go do some serious smiting. That was a pretty good couple of days for me, even with an arrest thrown in for good measure. All I had to do was bludgeon Marlack into losing interest in the occult, and then finish showing his son the error of his ways. No problem. 

Until the doors opened on the sixty-fourth floor and I stepped out into the biggest damn casting circle I’d ever seen. The elevators sat in the center of the floor, and the second I stepped out, I felt myself cross a magical barrier that had every hair on my body standing at end. And you have no idea how uncomfortable that is while wearing pants. I turned in a slow circle, trying to take in all the unnatural details I could before I opened up my Sight. As bad as this place looked in normal light, I really didn’t want to know what it looked like in the magical spectrum, but I was pretty sure I wasn’t going to have that choice. 

The floor was black marble with gold inlays. To a normal observer, the gold was in random patterns, but if you turned your head just a little and squinted just right you could see the runes set into the floor. That kind of precise gold work must have taken months, and cost millions, but given the kind of critters Marlack’s kid played with, Daddy obviously knew enough to set his defenses. I was standing inside one edge of a ten-foot circle, and I couldn’t break it if I tried. The second I stepped into it, the circle invoked, bringing up a mystical barrier between me and the rest of the known universe. Nothing was getting into that circle unless I, or someone else, summoned it. That wasn’t the part that worried me. I was much more concerned with the fact that I couldn’t get out. 

The rest of the floor, as much as I could see through the shimmer of the magical wall, was decorated in early twenty-first century office dickhead. Lots of exposed chrome and uncomfortable seating, a lot of track lighting and no plants or magazines anywhere. The whole place was designed to make you think the man in the office was very important, and that you aren’t. As soon as my eyes lit on the doors to the office, some dark wood double doors that were probably brought back personally from an expedition down the darkest reaches of the Amazon, the golden knob turned and the doors flung outward. Following in their wake was a tall man, thin but not gaunt, wearing a very sober pin-striped suit and a classy red striped tie. He looked every inch the captain of industry, and appeared to have no more magic than poor old Dennis down in the lobby. 

Until I closed my eyes and looked at him. That’s when I saw the power swirling around him like a heavy green fog. That’s when I could read the sigils carved onto his soul from twenty feet away and knew I was in the presence of a man who lusted for power like I lusted for Angelina Jolie, and would do absolutely anything to get it. He walked across the floor, his perfectly polished loafers making a thin click-click, the brisk click of his steps counting down the remainder of my time on earth, I’m sure. 

“Mr. Harker, I presume?” He stopped just in front of me and held out a hand. 

I looked at the hand like it was something disgusting, which it was. After a few seconds, he pulled it back. Marlack looked up at me with a rueful grin. “I suppose civility was too much to ask for. So be it. What do you want?” 

“I’m here to tell you to stop.” 

“Stop what?” 

“Playing around with things you don’t understand. You’re messing with stuff humans have no business getting involved in, Marlack.” 

“I’ve been involved with those things, things like your Uncle Luke, since long before you were born, Mr. Harker. I don’t think I’m going to stop now just because you don’t approve of my son’s recreational activities.” 

“Recreational?” I spluttered. I couldn’t even get the word out right. “You call summoning a demon and letting it rape a little girl recreational?” 

“No.” Marlack’s smile disappeared and his eyes went cold. “No, I call it stupid. And I appreciate you dealing with the situation before it got out of hand. But it has been dealt with, and now your services are no longer needed. So, thank you for sending the demon back to Hell. Now, please leave my office.” 

“I don’t think so, pal. You’ve got a lot to answer for, not the least of which is giving that douchecanoe you call a son the books to raise demons with in the first place. What the hell were you thinking?”

“I was thinking that he needed to start learning to use his gifts, the gifts I worked very hard to bestow upon him. And if he decided to use those gifts on some whore at a party, then the world loses one whore, and nobody notices. Even you only care because he happened to pick an underage whore. If she’d been eighteen and white you wouldn’t give a damn. But Laws a’mercy, we gots to help the little brown girl! We gots to take our liberal guilt and uncle’s money and help the poor little wetback!” 

“Fuck you, pal. Your kid raised a demon, and you taught him how. There’s a price for that, and now it’s time to pay up.” 

“And who appointed you the Morality Police, Mr. Harker? Who gave you the badge and the gun and told you to clean up Dodge City?” He was right in front of me now, less than five feet away, inches from the edge of the circle, which he could obviously pass through without any trouble. 

“I did. When I promised that little girl’s father I’d try to save his daughter.” An image popped into my mind, one I’d worked very hard to keep buried for the past several days. It was a little girl looking at me through the back window of a car as it drove away. I blinked a few times to shove the image back down inside and focus on the asshole at hand. 

“Well, Sheriff, I suppose we are at an impasse,” Marlack said. 

“I don’t think so,” I said, and stepped back, crossing into another circle as I did so. The barrier that had surrounded the two of us flicked out of existence as the new circle invoked. His power flickered to life in the material plane, and a solid barrier of will sprang into existence along the edges of the circle he stood in, freeing me but separating the two of us. I reached out and touched the surface of the circle, watching the vibrant green magic swirl and pool around my fingertips. I pushed against the magic, and it turned hot to the touch. I snatched my fingers back. 

Marlack laughed. “You can’t think my circle is so weak, can you, Harker?” 

“I don’t know,” I replied honestly. “I haven’t tested it yet.” With that I drew a silver dagger from the small of my back and jabbed it into the barrier. The blade penetrated about an inch into the circle, then stopped, slowed as if I had stabbed some almost solid mass. The green magic swirled faster, focusing on the blade, and the silver dagger turned red, then white-hot, and melted, falling into two puddles separated by the circle’s scribing. 

“You’re going to have to do better than that,” Marlack said with a smile. 

“I can.” I didn’t boast. I didn’t yell. I just pulled out a 9mm Glock pistol and fired fifteen rounds into the magical barrier. I angled the shots off to the side, away from Marlack’s face and more importantly angled the ricochets away from my own. Green lights flared up with each impact, and I saw Marlack’s brow furrow, but his circle held. 

“Now are you beginning to understand what you’re dealing with, boy?” Marlack asked after the ringing in my ears subsided a little. 

“I’m getting a pretty good picture,” I said. I stepped into the office and began pulling thick law books off the shelves. I took my time building a nice little two-foot wall around the outer edge of the circle, all the time ignoring Marlack’s queries. Once I had the circle completely ringed in bound paper, I pulled out my Zippo, drizzled a little lighter fluid across the tops of the books, and lit them on fire. The books with lighter fluid on them blazed to life, and the fire quickly spread to the entire ring of books. Marlack was perfectly safe from the flames within his circle, but unfortunately for him there was still plenty of air traveling through his magical barrier. 

I walked across the office and looked for a way to open his floor-to-ceiling windows, but apparently they don’t allow that sort of thing in high-rises. So I put my fist through the glass, shattering it and letting some fresh air in. At least for me. The added oxygen just made the book fire blaze up even higher, and Marlack began to cough. I pulled a chair over from Marlack’s desk and sat by the window, keeping the worst of the smoke from my eyes. 

A fire alarm blared to life, but a whispered, “Silencio,” shut the fire alarm system down before the sprinklers kicked in. Marlack coughed inside his precious circle for a couple more moments, then with a wave of his arms and flash of green light, he dispelled his protective barrier. Another wave of his hands and my circle of burning books broke apart and flew into all corners of the room. Some of them even hurtled through the air and out the open window I was sitting next to. I would have been concerned, but there was too much smoke for Marlack to see me, much less throw a book at me. 

I got up and walked over to the coughing wizard. Tears streamed down his face, and soot stained his forehead. I grabbed him by the throat and pulled him upright. “Now we’re going to talk about your book collection, and then we’re going to talk about what kind of punishment your son gets to face.” 

Marlack glared at me, then coughed up a mouthful of sooty air in my face. I blinked and wiped my face to clear my vision, and when I could see straight again, Marlack was standing several feet away, perfectly composed. There was nothing in my hand but his necktie. I hate illusionists. 

“That was a good trick, Mr. Harker, but not quite good enough.” 

“I think it did alright. It got my hands around your throat.” I stepped forward, shoving myself forward with my enhanced strength and speed, but Marlack vanished as my hands went right through his neck. I really, really hate illusionists. 

I spun around, looking for the annoying magician. Marlack stood in the center of the room, in a circle surrounded by more circles and sigils than my eye could trace. I looked down, making sure that I wasn’t trapped in any of the room’s many inlaid circles myself, and started toward him. 

“Debilitatio.” Marlack pointed at me, and a bolt of green energy flew from his fingers. I leapt into the air, but the spell was cast on me, not just hurled in my general direction, so the magical arrow bent like a guided missile and followed my every move. It struck me square in the chest as I came down from my leap, and all my limbs turned to jelly. I landed on the inscribed marble in a heap, unable to move or feel any of my extremities. 

I listened to those goddamn dress shoes click across the floor again, thinking about what kind of pansy wears hard-soled shoes to a fight as Marlack stepped over me. He reached down and rolled me onto my back before kneeling beside me. “Now I think it’s time for this charade to end, Mr. Harker. Let’s stop pretending that you are any threat to me, and I’ll stop pretending that you’re going to live through the night. Vis vires.” 

With the murmured Latin, his hands glowed a deep purple, almost black against his pale skin. He reached out with his long fingers and wrapped one hand in the collar of my shirt and the other around my belt. Marlack stood, and hefted me over his head as he did so, like a professional wrestler hoisting a child. My two hundred and forty pounds bounced in his grip like it was nothing, and Marlack strode to a window, hefted me once more, then chucked me through like so much battered garbage. 

I felt my skin tear as the glass shattered across my face, then the cold wind rush by as I made my rapid descent. I had just enough time to think that maybe Marlack was more than I had expected when I spun over in midair and saw what was rushing up to meet me. 

I had just enough muscle control to mutter, “Oh fuck,” before I landed face-first on the roof of a parked Suburban.


Chapter 8




I lay there, face full of broken glass and Chevrolet factory paint, thinking about the poor choices I’d made in life. 

That’s total bullshit. I lay there thinking, Fuck that hurt, until the first flashing red and blue lights showed. Then I shifted my internal monologue to just, Fuck. I still couldn’t move, although I wasn’t sure if it was due to Marlack’s spell or the grievous injuries I’d just sustained, and I could tell by the sirens that there were ambulances and police arriving on the scene. The last thing I wanted to do was explain to some overzealous public servant exactly how I was still alive after a sixty-plus story fall onto several tons of Detroit steel. 

That’s more bullshit. The last thing I wanted to do was fight Marlack again, but the next to last thing I wanted to do was deal with the cops or the EMTs. So I made myself move. I peeled my broken body off the roof of the broken car like the coyote in a Road Runner cartoon, leaving a fair amount of blood, skin and a couple of teeth behind. I knew from experience that the blood and skin would replace itself in a few hours, but the missing teeth were going to be a problem for the next couple of days. 

I had just rolled to the ground and pulled myself up to my knees when I heard one of the last voices I wanted to hear right in that moment, the usually welcome tones of Detective Rebecca Gail Flynn. 

“Mr. Harker. This is where I would typically say something witty like ‘fancy meeting you here,’ except that I am totally and completely unsurprised at seeing you here. After hearing reports of strange flashing lights, explosions and a man falling to his doom from the upper offices of the Pantheon Building, it brings me no surprise at all to see you here in the middle of an explosion of blood, broken glass and property damage. I’m not even surprised to see you alive, no matter how bizarre that may be.” She reached down, helped me to my feet, then continued helping me right into a spin that ended with me face-down on the hood of the destroyed Suburban with handcuffs clicking shut around my wrists. 

Flynn hustled me into a nearby squad car and gave the uniform behind the wheel strict instructions to take me to jail, directly to jail, and not to allow me to pass “Go” or collect my two hundred dollars. After a quick thump on the roof of the car, Flynn receded in the back mirror and I turned to face the driver. 

“I don’t suppose you’d consider a detour through the emergency room, would you? I think my everything might be broken,” I said through the Plexiglas divider. 

“Detective Flynn said straight to the station. So you go straight to the station.” He never turned, not even flicking his eyes up to the mirror. 

“But do you want to be the one that ‘just follows orders’ or do you want to be the guy that takes compassion on a fellow human being that’s suffering?” I tried to make myself look suffering. It didn’t take much, since I was still bleeding from a dozen cuts and my left eye was swollen almost completely shut, but my escort still wasn’t looking. 

“I want to be the one that’s not playing crossing guard outside all through the winter. So you’re the one that’s going straight to the station.” He kept his eyes firmly focused on the road, leaving me to bleed and throb at my own pace. 




*****




The drive to the station took a solid twenty minutes, during which the worst of the bleeding stopped and a couple of small shards of glass expelled themselves from my face as the cuts there started to heal. I decided that I had lost three teeth in the fall, and hoped I hadn’t swallowed them. That always made for an unpleasant morning after. Officer Silence held a hand on the back of my head to keep me from further injury as I got out of the car, a nice touch I thought. He perp-walked me in through the back door and up to Central Booking, where I was fingerprinted (again), had my mug shot taken (again), and was escorted to the drunk tank for holding (again). I settled in on my bench and rubbed my chafed wrists while taking stock of my situation. 

I’d failed horribly in my attempt to beat Marlack into submission, or even understanding of his wrongdoings. He wasn’t just unapologetic; he was gleeful about his depravity. I’d ended up in jail, where I was somewhat less than effective in both avenging Kayleigh Garda and protecting any other girls from Marlack’s brat and his fraternity brothers. All in all, I had to admit it was a pretty godawful night. I was sitting there, minding my own business and listening to my blood clot, when a voice jarred me from my moping. 

“That’s my seat.” I looked up at a lump of a head atop a mountain of flesh sitting somewhere near seven feet off the ground. 

I stared at him, not moving. My mind flashed back to everything I’d ever learned about predators, both human and not. Then I thought fuck it, and stood up. “If this seat means enough to you to die for, then have it. I’ll go sit over there. But if you start some bullshit about that being your seat too right after I get comfortable, then we’re going to have a problem. The kind of problem that involves somebody washing a lot of your blood down the drain in the center of the floor and me quite possibly causing serious injury to my hand while beating your fucking face in. Got it?” 

The mountain held up both hands and backed up a couple of quick steps. “Hey man, I don’t want no trouble. You can sit wherever you like. I was just gonna say that I’d been sitting there before I had to go pee, and could you scoot over a little. Okay? But I’ll go sit somewhere else. Just don’t beat me up, please?” His voice was a lot higher when he was scared shitless, and on second look he was just a fat lush spending his weekend in the drunk tank, not some hardened criminal trying to establish jailyard supremacy. 

I stood up. “Never mind, buddy. Total misunderstanding. I’ll go sit over here. You have a nice sleep.” I crossed the room to the other bunk, all of eight feet away, and sat down facing the now-terrified drunk. 

A dreadlocked head popped over the bunk, looking down at me. “You are not a nice man.” The head said, then broke into a grin. “I’m Jake.” 

“I’m not interested.” 

“I’m not trying to pick up a date, bro, just making conversation. What happened to you? You look like you got run over by a steamroller.” 

“I fell down.” 

“Shit, man, how far?” 

“About sixty stories.” 

“Bullshit!” 

“Fuck off then.” I lay down on the bunk and put my hands behind my head. Jake’s head disappeared for a minute, then the rest of him spun into view as he dropped down off the top bunk and sat at my feet. He was a skinny black dude with long dreads, a pierced nose, the bloodshot eyes of the cosmically stoned, and a Bob Marley Legend t-shirt. I shook my head. I tend to immediately discount the musical opinions of people wearing shirts with records that were released before they were born. Of course, before I was born they were making music on wax cylinders, so I suppose I’m only a poseur if I wear a Mozart shirt. Which I never will. 

“Hey man, I’m just trying to be friendly. How did you fall that far and live? Did you go, like, super-limp or something? Are you like a superhero? Or are you just really, really fucked up? I mean, I read once that if you’re fucked up enough, you don’t get tense at the moment of impact, and you can like live through almost any fucking thing. Like getting hit by a bus or whatever. Is that what happened to you?” 

It took me a minute to parse the sentence, but when I did I just shook my head. “Go away, kid. I’ve had a really shitty night and I just want to sleep this off, get up in the morning, post my bail, and go home. I don’t want to deal with fighting for turf, I don’t want to deal with making friends, and I don’t want to talk about my night. You got all that? Good. Now get your ass off my bunk and leave me alone.” 

“Nah, I don’t think so.” He leaned back and grinned at me. 

I sat up, looking around for a weapon. That’s when I noticed that no one else in the cell was moving. At all. Not like they were asleep, like they were frozen in time. Or like I was suddenly outside of time. I jumped out of the bunk and stomped across the cell, trying to find something to kick that wouldn’t hurt too much in the jail slippers I was wearing. 

After a minute of fruitlessly looking for something to use as a weapon, I turned back to my bunk, where “Jake” was now sitting cross-legged in the center of the bed, smiling at me like a cat with a bellyful of canary. Then I realized what was happening. “Goddammit, Glory, what the fuck are you doing here?” 

“Guardian stuff. You know, making sure you don’t become somebody’s prison bitch while you sleep, that sort of thing.” My angel’s voice sounded strange coming through Jake’s weed-scarred vocal chords, but it was probably doing all sorts of good things for him being inhabited by one of the Host. 

“Yeah, like that was going to happen.” I looked around the cell and waved at the others in my little twelve by twenty room. There was Tubbo, the innocuous fatty that I’d given up the first bunk to. He was probably three hundred fifty pounds of Jell-O and milquetoast, not exactly the stuff my nightmares were made of. Then there was skinny Jake, too high to tie his own shoes, much less subdue me. That only left one little guy stretched out on the top bunk across the room, a banker-looking dude about five-eight with wire-rimmed glasses and a receding hairline. He looked too timid to take eleven items through the express lane at the grocery store, much less attack anyone. 

“It was. The guy whose body I’m inhabiting? He killed three people last night in a psychotic break. In the movie in his mind, you’re his high school girlfriend and this whole conversation has been taking place after prom. You two had been waiting months for this perfect moment, and he was about to seal the deal with you.” 

“Not while I’m still breathing,” I said, looking back over at Jake. He looked harmless, if high. “Are you sure he’s delusional?” 

“He thinks Fox News really is fair and balanced,” Glory replied. 

“Yup, batshit crazy,” I agreed. “What about these two dweebs? Weren’t they going to help?” I pointed at Tiny and Tubbo on the other bunk. 

“They aren’t the ‘get involved’ type. The fat one is so scared he pees a little every time anybody speaks to him, and the other one is a complete blank to me.” Her brow furrowed as she said that. 

“What do you mean?” I asked. 

Glory stood up, in Jake’s body, and walked over to the side of the bunk where the little guy was frozen. She stared at him for a few seconds, then turned back to me. “Run.” 

“What? Where?” I asked. Glory/Jake had this look of pure terror on his/her face, like nothing I’d seen before. What the hell could scare an angel? I found out as the little nebbishy guy, who looked like a less butch Les Nessman off the old TV show WKRP in Cincinatti, sat bolt upright in bed, bounded across the room, and wrapped his legs around Jake/Glory’s neck. The second he touched the angel, time started moving at its normal pace again, which is to say way too fast for my comfort. 

Nebbish had his legs locked around Jake’s neck, and I could tell from the look on Jake’s face that he had no idea how he’d gotten there. Apparently whatever was in the other prisoner bounced Glory out of Jake on contact. Then Nebbish straightened his legs out and twisted at the hips, crossing his ankles and pushing himself upwards on his hands in a sitting position. The twist he put on Jake’s neck resulted in a very unhealthy-sounding POP, and the dreadlocked head lolled to one side, eyes going blank in death. 

Tubbo saw the body drop to the floor in front of his bunk and curled up the fetal position. I could smell the urine flowing from across the cell. No help coming there. Nebbish dropped from the top bunk, straightening his shirt as he stepped up to me. 

“Mr. Harker, what a pleasure to meet you. I was instructed to tell you that Jacob Marlack sends his warmest regards. And by ‘warmest,’ he is referring to the Hell he has hired me to send you to. Have a nice trip.” Nebbish threw a punch at my midsection that probably would have sent his fist out through my spleen if it connected. I decided that it shouldn’t connect, so I sidestepped the punch and grabbed Nebbish’s wrist. I pulled, and he flew past me to crash face-first into the bars of our cell. 

He turned around, and the look on his face made me take an involuntary step back. The little bastard was smiling. Blood was streaming down his forehead from where his head impacted the bars, and he was grinning at me through the red drops. He came at me again, keeping his hands low and outside to prevent me from going around him this time. I saw what he was doing, so I didn’t go around him. I went straight at him instead, diving headfirst across the floor, rolling over onto my back as I slid between his spread legs, and kicking upward with a front snap kick from the floor. My slipper caught him square in the nuts, and he toppled forward. He recovered fast enough to turn his tumble into a forward roll, and was back on his feet facing me by the time I scrambled to my feet. 

“What the fuck are you?” I asked. 

“What am I?” Nebbish repeated. “You ask the wrong question, mortal. I am not a what, but a who. I am the Grand Marquis Fornas, leader of twenty-nine of Hell’s legions, corrupter of the sciences, defiler of the experiments, and despoiler of the philosophies. I am a warrior, a poet, a scholar, and your doom.” He lunged at me again, but I’d used his monologue to maneuver us around so that Tubbo was right behind me, and when Fornas leapt, I dropped flat, leaving the Grand Marquis to fly face-first into a great big pile of terrified, gibbering drunken pee. He shrieked with rage and turned to fling himself at me again, but with enough time to think for once, I caught him in midair and pressed my right hand to his forehead. 

“Exorcizo te, omnis spiritus immunde, in nomine Dei Patris omnipotentis, et in noimine Jesu Christi Filii ejus, Domini et Judicis nostri, et in virtute Spiritus Sancti, ut descedas ab hoc plasmate Dei, quod Dominus noster ad templum sanctum suum vocare dignatus est, ut fiat templum Dei vivi, et Spiritus Sanctus habitet in eo. Per eumdem Christum Dominum nostrum, qui venturus est judicare vivos et mortuos, et saeculum per ignem.”

I wasn’t sure if it would work with me not knowing Nebbish’s True Name to cast out the demon, but I poured my will into my right hand and felt the tattoos flare to life along my arm and my palm. They burned as the power of The Word coursed through me, and Nebbish dropped to his knees screaming. I screamed right along with him, because having holy magic run through your arm feels an awful lot like sticking your middle finger in a light socket while being struck by lightning and peeing on an electric fence all at the same time. 

The air around us went dark as noxious purple-grey smoke billowed from Nebbish’s mouth, nose, ears and eyes, and all I heard over the sound of screaming was more screaming and a faint fire alarm in the distance. Finally, after what felt like a year but was probably all of thirty seconds, Nebbish’s eyes went back to normal human hazel eyes, all the smoke in the room cleared in an instant, and I fell to the floor with a diminutive accountant on top of me. 

I lay there trying to catch my breath and wondering exactly how I was going to explain this to the nice man lying on top of me when suddenly Nebbish’s weight was lifted off me and I was hauled roughly to my feet. My eyes were still trying to focus, but I got a good look at Detective Flynn as the two uniforms dragged me out of the cell and down the hall. 

“I warned you, Detective, I’m the reason we can’t have nice things,” I said, giving her my best saucy smile. Then I passed out. 


Chapter 9




I came to in Interview #1, appreciating the upgrade to the bigger room this time. I wasn’t handcuffed to anything, and there was a bottle of water in front of me, so I drank it to try and get the taste of demon smoke out of my mouth. Even three-day-old grocery store sushi can’t hold a candle to the nasty that is demon funk. 

I downed the water in a long pull, squeezing the sides flat as I went. I held it up and shook it at the camera in the corner of the room, then turned it upside down in the universal sign for “more?” No dice. I set the empty bottle on the table, turned to the big two-way mirror in one wall that served as an observation window and waved, then pointed at the empty bottle again. 

“Service in this restaurant sucks. I’ll have you know that my review will reflect as much,” I said, pushing my chair away from the table. I’d just put my feet up and leaned back when the door opened and Detective Flynn stomped in. She strode across the room, knocked my feet off the table, and sat down across from me. I sat up and scooted my chair forward, putting my elbows on the table and situating myself directly in front of the microphone. I fully intended to blow it up, but I wanted to make it look good for the observers.

“What the fuck happened in there, Harker?” Flynn asked. 

I raised an eyebrow. “Why Detective, such language is unbecoming a professional like yourself. I don’t know that I will ever be able to repair my image of you.” 

“Go fuck yourself. Now what happened in that cell?” 

“Why should I bother telling you? You won’t believe me.” 

“Try me.”

“I’ve been trying you for three years now. Every time you haul me in, I start off with the truth and have to go further and further afield of it to find something you’ll believe. Why don’t you just tell me what you want to think happened in there and I’ll agree to it?” 

“I don’t know how you did it, but somehow you managed to goad a man in custody for shoplifting into fighting with you in a holding cell, and then you set off some kind of smoke bomb, filling the jail with smoke and obscuring exactly what was going on in there, while for some reason the shoplifter and a low-level pot and Adderall dealer got into an altercation, leaving the dealer dead, and the shoplifter attacking you, of all ridiculous people. Those are things that I know happened. Now I want to know why.”

“I told you, I can’t explain it in any way that you will believe.” 

“And I told you to try me.” 

“I’m tired of wasting my breath, Detective. And I’m tired of being here. So why don’t you either put me back in holding, or show me to the door?” 

“Why don’t I just fast-track an arraignment on murder charges, hold you here until that happens, and then throw away the key? I’m tired of this, Harker. I’m tired of all the weird shit happening when you’re around, I’m tired of not being able to explain anything to anyone, and I’m tired of the goddamn mess you leave behind!” Flynn was standing with her hands on the table, sweat staining the neck of her dark purple blouse, and her hair falling from the usually neat ponytail. Her jaw was clenching and unclenching rapidly, and a vein had popped out a little on her forehead. My expert analysis revealed that she was pissed.

Unfortunately for Detective Flynn, any electronics in the room, and my own chances of getting out of jail that night, I was in pretty shite mood myself. I stood up slowly, doing that twitchy thing I know I do with my fingers when I’m about to lose my shit, where I tap each finger in succession off my thumbs, faster and faster until I just make a fist and really get the shitshow started. It goes back to when I was younger and tried to keep my temper by counting to ten. Usually I lost interest in counting along about the fifth language, and just hit whatever was pissing me off. I was really hoping I could keep my shit together enough not to punch Detective Flynn. I kinda liked her, and really didn’t need the drama that punching cops brings in America. 

“Detective Flynn,” I began slowly. “If you think it’s tough being around me, having to occasionally clean up some of the mess when I leave, being thrust into the middle of pieces of my strange and cursedly interesting life, please take a second and think how it must feel to fucking live it. I don’t get to go home after filling out paperwork about the man who died in the cell tonight, I get to go home and see his face in my dreams. I don’t get to put a neat little label on the fire and smoke that billowed through your precinct tonight, I have to live with the fucking scars.” I rolled up my sleeves and showed my tattoos. 

Usually they aren’t visible, being applied with a magically enhanced UV ink. But when I call upon the power stored there, they burn out the ink, the hard way, by setting the ink on fire while it’s still in my skin. That leaves a nasty set of burns that takes weeks to heal. Then I have to go back in to a mystical tattoo artist and have the work redone. In UV ink again. With spells entwined into the design. Spells that take a piece of my soul to fuse to my body and my being. It takes about three weeks to be healed enough to get the tattoos done, then about another four weeks to heal from the tattooing. So I don’t burn those up lightly. Also, having second-degree burns running the length of both arms and down each finger hurts like a son of a bitch.  

I went on. “Now I’m going to tell you what happened in that cell. And I’m going to make sure that everyone behind that glass can hear it this time. But there will be no recording. Are we clear?”

“What do you intend to do about that, Mr. Harker?” A voice came through the grill under the window. 

“This.” I replied. I held my arms out toward the ceiling, spread out from my shoulders in a “Y.” “Futue te ipsum!” I said at the top of my lungs and pushed my power out through my fingertips. The camera on the wall exploded in a shower of sparks, the table recorder in the center of the table flew six inches into the air and landed on its back, smoking. The two-way mirror shattered, and three very surprised men in suits stood staring at me from the other side. One man sitting at a computer suddenly jerked a set of headphones off his head and threw them to the ground, cursing as sparks flew from his laptop. A high-pitched squeal came from Detective Flynn’s pocket, and she jumped up, reached into her pants, and threw her smoldering cell phone onto the ground. I smirked as all the men in the observation room did the same. 

“Now that we can chat undisturbed by all these electronic toys, let me give you all the lowdown on what happened here tonight. If there’s anyone in that room that you don’t think is high enough in the food chain to hear what I’m about to tell you, now’s your chance to send them home.” The suits looked at each other, then at the technician, who was still rubbing his scorched ear. After a couple of seconds of silent consultation, one of the suits with a square jaw and air of authority tapped the tech on the shoulder and pointed at the door. The skinny tech pouted for a second, but then looked at me and apparently decided that he wasn’t that interested in finding out the truth if I had anything to do with it. 

“Good,” I said. “Now let’s be clear about this—there are things in this world that men and women aren’t meant to understand. We aren’t supposed to know these things exist, much less how to fight them. The things that go bump in the night, the monsters in the closet, the shadow out of the corner of your eye—that’s where I live. These are the things I deal with every fucking day, and neither your gun, nor your badge, nor that little medal of St. Jude you wear on a silver chain around your neck will protect you from the shit that is going down in our fair city these days. Nice choice, by the way, St. Jude. I’ve always tossed an extra coin his way when I make an offering. I figure if anybody’s gonna look after me, it’ll be him.”

“Why don’t you tell us exactly what it is that’s got you so scared, Harker?” Flynn asked. She was back in her chair, burning pants forgotten as she pretended to be having just another normal day at the office. Her left hand trailed up to trace the medal under her shirt, but she caught herself and with a visible effort pulled it back to the table. 

“Jacob Marlack,” I said.

“Yeah, he’s the one who filed the most recent complaint against you,” Flynn replied. 

“Like I give a fuck about his complaint. I’m much more concerned about the fact that he’s summoning demons. Actually, it’s worse than that. He’s letting his fratboy son summon demons and use them to seduce and rape underage girls.”

Flynn looked at me for a long moment and then sat back down, leaning on the table. “Why is it never just drugs? Other detectives get meth heads flipping out and shooting their wives and children over a fucked up batch of bastardized cold medicine. I get an overgrown Harry fucking Potter and his evil wizards.” 

“I guess you’re just lucky, Detective,” I said. 

“That’s not exactly what I’d call it.” She turned to where the mirror used to be and spoke to the three men standing there. “I assume since you haven’t called for the men in white suits with the jacket that buckles in the back that you’re taking this seriously?” 

The men looked at each other, then the one with the square jaw walked out of the room. A few seconds later the door to the interview room opened and he stepped in. He walked like twenty years of military, and had a “don’t fuck with me” set to his jaw. He pulled a chair from the wall over to the table and sat down, sliding a badge holder over to me. I opened it, and staring back at me was a picture of Crew Cut with the name “John A. Smith” under it in blue block letters. Written over the picture were the words “US Department of Homeland Security” and on a line right below that, in much smaller print, “Paranormal Division.” A gold badge on the facing side displayed the Homeland Security logo with an assortment of the world’s major religions’ holy symbols arranged in a circle on the shield the eagle was holding.

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Smith,” I said, sliding the badge back over to him. “Looks like we’re in the same line of work.” 

“And what do you call your line of work, Mr. Harker?” Smith asked. He didn’t return my smile. I decided not to feel hurt. 

“I call myself a security specialist.” 

“You lying sack of shit, you call yourself a demon hunter.” Flynn leaned back in her chair, arms crossed across her chest. 

“Same thing, Detective. Same thing.” 

“What can you tell us about Marlack?” Smith asked. 

“What else do you want to know? He summons demons, lets them screw little girls, and then casts them aside like so much garbage,” I said. “Now are you going to help me kill this motherfucker, or what?” 


Chapter 10




I gave Crew Cut my most charming smile, which I’ve been told reminds people of Anthony Hopkins from Silence of the Lambs, but he didn’t even blink. In fact, he stared at me so long without blinking I started to wonder if he had eyelids. Finally, he nodded a little and waved to the other two men. 

One came into the room and Smith said, “Bring us some more water. I think we’re going to be able to work with Mr. Harker here.” 

“Are you fucking insane?” Flynn asked. “Because he is. You heard what he was babbling about, right? Demons, monsters, things that go bump in the night? What the fuck, Smith? You can’t possibly believe in this shit.” Flynn stood up and started pacing around the interview room muttering to herself. 

“Detective, you’re still in this room as a courtesy,” Smith said. Flynn froze in her pacing and turned slowly to stare at the back of the agent’s head. “Now if you’d like to sit down and contribute to the discussion, that’s fine. If you’d like to sit down and keep your goddamn mouth shut, that’s also fine. But you will sit the fuck down, right the fuck now, or you will leave this room. Do you understand me?” 

Smith never raised his voice. He never changed the cadence of his speech one bit, and didn’t even turn to look at the stunned detective. But there was no question in my mind that he was not a man to fuck with. And I am not widely regarded as someone who knows many boundaries. Flynn stood there gaping for several seconds until the door opened and the other suit came back with three bottles of water. He set the water on the table and stood there, awaiting further instruction. Smith waved a hand, and the suit in the room with us and the suit still in the room behind what used to be the two-way mirror both left and made themselves scarce. 

“They’ll take up positions outside the doors to make sure we aren’t disturbed. Now, Detective, we have a problem to deal with. Are you part of the solution?” He motioned toward Flynn’s chair, and she sat. 

I unscrewed the cap on a bottle of water and sucked it down, still trying to get the taste of exorcism out of my mouth. “So what can I do for you, Agent Smith?” I asked. 

“Just exactly what you intended to do before meeting me—kill Jacob Marlack.” 

Flynn’s head whipped back and forth between Smith and me. “What? Are you serious? We can’t just—” Smith held up a hand, and Flynn cut her words off like a spigot. 

“He kicked my ass the last time I tried. You got something to help even the odds?” I asked. 

“Information,” Smith replied. 

“You want to elaborate on that, pal, or are we going to play cat and mouse all night?” I downed the last of my water and reached out for another. Smith gave me a little “go ahead” with his hand, and I took another drink. Rate I was going, I supposed I could drown Marlack in piss if nothing else came to mind. 

“We think Marlack has been at this game for quite a while, and may have some enemies that could come in handy.” He pushed a piece of paper across the table at me. I took it, and looked at the names written there. My eyes widened at the third name on the list. 

“These are some of Hell’s heaviest hitters. You’re telling me that Marlack double-crossed these guys and lived to tell the tale?” I asked. 

“Somehow that’s exactly what he’s done. And along the way he’s done a lot worse than just giving a few teenaged girls over to be demon meat. He’s engineered mass killings all over the world, with his fingers in pies from Cambodia to Haiti. For about the last century and a half, if there’s been incredible bloodshed and suffering, he’s been involved. 

“But never the front-page stuff, only the stuff where the ‘civilized’ world won’t pay attention,” Smith continued. 

“You mean he only kills brown and yellow people,” I translated. 

“Pretty much. That keeps him off the radar of the people with the resources to root him out and take care of him once and for all.” 

“Until now. What’s different now?” I leaned back and put my feet up on the table and sipped my water while studying Smith. He was a white guy, late forties but still looked like he could kick a normal human’s ass pretty well. He probably ran, did calisthenics, took target practice three or four times a week, that kind of thing. He wasn’t a golf course and gym kind of lean, he was the walk into the woods for a week with a bandana and pocketknife kind of whipcord muscle. But there was something in his eyes that held me. This was a man that had seen some serious shit, and walked away from it, but not without leaving some pieces of himself behind. 

“I’m different now. We have a very small department, but we have the full force and authority of the Department of Homeland Security at our disposal.” 

“Like the boys in those Mission:Impossible movies. All the toys, but none of the backup. If we fuck up, we’re on our own. Right, Agent ‘Smith?’” I put a little extra emphasis on the name to let him know that I knew it was fake. He smiled a little half-smile that was as close as I’d seen him come to a grin. 

“That pretty much sums it up. Now I’ve given you some valuable information about our friend Jacob Marlack. Do you know what to do with it?” 

Then it clicked. “You can’t do it yourself. That’s why you want me. You don’t have enough magic to light a fucking candle, do you?” 

“Not even the tiniest bit,” Smith confirmed. 

“So I get to be the sword.” 

“And I’m the arm. Exactly.” 

“Well loosen your grip on my johnson. I’ve got this.” 

“And where do I fit into this little magical Justice League?” Flynn asked. 

“Do you want in, Detective?” Smith asked her, and something in his tone told me he was asking a lot bigger question that his words would indicate. 

Flynn must have heard the same thing, because she didn’t answer right away. She looked at Smith, then at me, then at the shards of glass on the floor. “This is one of those moments that no matter what I say, I’m probably going to look back on it in twenty years and regret my decision, isn’t it? If I say yes, I go down the rabbit hole with you lunatics and my career stalls at Detective. I’m done with any kind of real career advancement, and any good things that happen to me in my job, I don’t get to tell anyone about. If I say no, I spend the rest of my life working cases and saying, ‘What if?’” 

“If it makes you feel any better, the odds of you living twenty years in this line of work are pretty slim,” I said. That’s my idea of being helpful. I kinda liked Flynn. She was a pain in my ass, but she was a constant, something steady that I could count on. I wasn’t sure I wanted her involved in my world, not really. 

“I’m in.” I was afraid of that. No detective worth a damn could turn down something like this, and Flynn was one of the best I’d ever met. 

“Fine, then. Let’s get Mr. Harker out of here and see what can be done about our friend Marlack. Mr. Harker—” 

“Call me Q. Looks like I’m stuck with you for a little while, no need to stand on formalities. Right, Smitty?” 

“Sure,” the agent replied. I’m sure he gave not a single shit what I called him, as long as I killed what he wanted killed and didn’t rack up too big a civilian body count in the process. 

“And what would you like me to call you, darlin’?” I looked at Detective Flynn. “Becky? Gail?” 

“Flynn will do just fine. And if you don’t mind horribly, I’ll keep calling you fucknuts. At least in my head.” She stepped to the door and opened it. “Let’s go. I’ll have to do some fast talking to get your release paperwork processed, but—” 

“I’ve got it covered, Detective,” Smith said. “I might not be able to light a candle magically, but when it comes to paperwork, I’m the greatest wizard you’ve ever seen.” 

I stood up and followed Flynn out the door. “Why Agent Smitty, did you just make a joke? Was that an honest-to-Jebus federal agent sense of humor? I thought they removed those when you stepped in the front door of Langley.” 

“They reissue them when you’re assigned to smartass wizards with vampire DNA.” Smith shouldered past me through the door as I stood there gaping. Shit. He knows about Luke. I’m so fucked. 





Chapter 11




The ride from the police station to Marlack’s office building was a circular exercise in me trying to get information out of Smith and him deflecting my questions into questions about what we knew about Marlack. Which resulted in a whole lot of him not learning fuck-all new, and me not learning fuck-all, period. We pulled up in front of Marlack’s high-rise and I was impressed to see that the ruined Suburban was gone and the glass in the front of the building had already been replaced. 

“It’s an illusion,” Smith said as we got out of the car. “No way he could have spun glass out of the air that fast.” 

“It’s not an illusion, Smitty. It’s called a fuckton of money. He didn’t have to spin glass out of the air. He just called an emergency glass repair place and paid them triple their daytime rate,” I said. “There’s not a hint of magic anywhere on the outside of the building.” 

“I assume that changes as we move inside?” Flynn asked. 

“Yeah, if you had a magical Geiger counter that thing would blow your eardrums the second we stepped off the elevator. Speaking of which, is there a plan? Because I can speak personally to the fact that just going in and punching him in the face isn’t very effective. And there are no SUVs out front to break our fall this time,” I said. 

“Marlack’s not here. We’re just searching the place,” Smith said. 

“With what warrant?” Flynn asked. 

“With this one.” Smith drew his pistol and rapped on the front door with the butt of it. When the guard came to the door, Smith pointed the gun at his forehead, and the door opened. 

“Key card,” Smith said to the wide-eyed guard. It was Dennis, the same guard I’d bespelled earlier in the evening. 

I reached out, touched his forehead with one finger and whispered, “Somnus.” His eyes rolled back in his head and he collapsed in a heap on the floor. “Take a nap, Dennis,” I said. 

Flynn knelt down and felt around for a pulse. “What did you do to him?” She asked. 

“Would you believe a sleep spell?” I asked. 

“Why not?” she asked. “How long will he be out?” 

“A couple hours. He’ll wake up feeling refreshed,” I lied. He’d wake up feeling like the worst hangover in the free world, but I was pressed for time. 

We rode the elevator up in silence, by the thirtieth floor everyone was humming along to “The Girl from Ipanema.” The doors dinged open on Marlack’s penthouse office, and again I marveled at how quickly things could get cleaned up if you had more money than God. 

“What are we looking for, Smith?” Flynn asked. I wandered the office studying the characters scribed in the protective circles on the floor. If I could get a sense of the origin of Marlack’s magic, maybe I could get a hint on how to stop him. I found a few symbols I recognized, then came across a set that looked familiar, but I couldn’t quite place them. I pulled out my cell phone and dialed a number. 

“Hey, why didn’t your cell phone blow up?” Flynn asked. 

“Because mine was confiscated, remember? We had to stop by and get my personal effects out of hock before we left the station?” There was no way I was going to fight a badass wizard in the jail slippers they’d put me in after they confiscated my Doc Martens. I listened to the phone ring several times, then a familiar voice came on the line. 

“What do you want, Quincy, I am getting ready for bed,” Uncle Luke said. He sounded grumpy. I must have interrupted his bedtime snack. I just hoped whoever he was munching on didn’t bleed out. 

“I was calling for Renny, Uncle Luke. That’s why I called his phone.” 

“You call my Renfield, I decide if he can answer.” I knew I should have waited another ten minutes for sunrise, but I decided time was of the essence. Put another check mark on Quincy’s List of Bad Decisions. 

“Sorry about that, Uncle. But I need to talk to Renny. I need him to research some symbols for me.” 

“Get your own Renfield. Mine’s busy.” 

“No he’s not. He’s probably just standing there waiting for you to hang up the phone and go to sleep so he can take your nightcap away and give her a cookie and glass of orange juice.” I could almost hear Luke look around the room, realize I was right, and hand the phone to Renny. 

“Mr. Quincy, what can I do for you?” Renny’s voice was crisp, not at all like someone who was a thrall to a vampire and got kept up to all hours of the night dealing with my uncle and then run ragged all day cleaning up my messes and managing Luke’s business interests. I decided to continue to ignore the exhaustion he must be dealing with and just keep being the inconsiderate ass my uncle raised me to be. 

“I need some help, Ren. I’ve got some symbols here that I know are mystical, but I don’t know where they’re from. If I could find their origin, I might be able to inflict serious carnage upon a very bad man. Do you have time to help a brother out?” 

“Does this have anything to do with the unpleasant situation the other night that left a young girl dead and her family’s home burned to the ground?” 

“If I had anything to do with anything like that, which I’m not saying I did, then this would directly lead to me beating the ever-loving shit out of the man responsible,” I said, keeping an eye on both Detective Flynn and Agent Smith as I fenced with Renny. Normally I would have dispensed with all the bullshit, but I still saw a greater than zero chance of one or both of them trying to put me in jail for a very long time. 

“Send me the images. I’ll commence to research the moment I have dispensed with my duties here,” Renny promised. 

“Thanks, Ren.” I hung up the phone and texted the pictures to Renny, then walked over to where Smith and Flynn were poking around a large desk and bookcase at one end of the room. I walked over to join them and sat on the edge of the desk. 

“What did your uncle’s man have to say?” Smith asked. 

“That’s a little annoying, you know?” I shot back. 

“What, the whole bit where I know who you’re talking to and everything about you and you know nothing about me?” 

“Yeah, that.” 

“Too bad. Now what did Renfield know?” 

“Nothing yet. He’ll do some research and let us know. You find anything in his files?” 

“Nothing,” Flynn said. “It’s way too clean for any legit businessman. There’s not even a receipt for a strip club or any record of his pulling even a minor tax dodge. It’s perfect. That’s how you know he’s dirty.”

“So where do we go from here?” I looked at Smith. 

“Until we hear back from your guy, we’re done. We knew this wasn’t a case we’d make in the material plane. It’s on you to find something on Marlack.” 

“Why do I need anything on him? He admitted to me that he summons demons. He admitted that he lets the demons have their way with innocent girls. What more do I need?” I might have raised my voice. I might also have stood up and waved my arms a little. There might have been a little glow around my fingers that made Smith pull back a little. 

“What else do you need? You need a way to beat him. Or did you forget the bit about being thrown out a window the last time you tried to go toe-to-toe with this guy? I don’t give a shit about evidence. I haven’t been looking for proof, because this motherfucker’s never going to trial. I’ve been looking for a way to kill him, or at least send him to Hell where he belongs.”

“What the actual fuck are you saying, Smith? We’re not arresting Marlack?” Flynn put herself right between me and Smith, and she was tall enough to get right up in his face. Not so much me, I’m pretty tall. 

“Arrest him? Where have you been, Detective? Do you think that your jail could hold Harker here for a second longer than he wanted to let you? Then what good do you think it’s going to do against the guy that kicked his ass?” Smith didn’t back down an inch. I’m not sure he knew how. 

“Could we just stop going on about him kicking my ass? Just for a minute. Because, you know, I’m going to have to go do it again. And I’d like to have one tiny shred of confidence left, if it’s quite all right with you two,” I said.

“So due process is out the window?” Flynn asked, still nose to nose with Smith. 

“Due process isn’t even in the same zip code, sweetheart.” 

That’s when it happened. I’d been waiting for the tragic slip for a couple hours. It’s the same mistake men over fifty with crew cuts always make with really smart women in their early thirties. They can hold it in for a while, but eventually there’s a misplaced “sweetheart” or “darling” or, when it gets really good, a “cupcake.” 

Flynn decked him. Smith was a solid-looking man, a good two hundred pounds and a hair under six feet tall, and it looked from the bulges in his cheap government suit that had some muscles under that jacket. It didn’t help. Flynn uncorked a right hook that came from her knees, and she’s a tall chick. At five-ten or so and probably one-eighty, she was no wilting lily. Flynn looked like she worked out, and from the way Smith’s head rocked back, she had a hell of a punch. She caught him on the point of the jaw and he dropped to one knee, reaching out for the edge of the desk to keep from going all the way down. 

“Let’s be crystal fucking clear about one thing, Smith. This might be your show, and we might play by your rules, but I’m nobody’s fucking sweetheart. I am a gold-shield detective, a veteran of the US Marine Corps, a marathon runner, a sharpshooter, a certified pilot and a black belt in three different martial arts. If you need backup, I’m your girl. If you need somebody to patronize, look elsewhere.” 

“Sorry about that, sunshine.” Smith shot her a sideways grin from his knee. “Sometimes my prejudices slip out. I’ll try to keep my chauvinism in check if you promise not to hit me every time I mess up.” He reached up, and Flynn grabbed his hand and pulled him to his feet. 

I cleared my throat. “If you two have decided who has the bigger dick, and my money’s on Rebecca Gail, I’ve got news from Renfield.” I waggled my phone at them. 

“What have you got?” Smith asked. 

“Renfield says that the symbols on the floor indicate an alliance with Gressil, a prince of Thrones, sort of a colonel in the army of Hell,” I said. 

“Does that help us?” Flynn asked. 

“Yeah, it tells us who Marlack is working with, and I know how to use that. But it’s not going to be pretty, and it’s going to be really dangerous. You two might not want to be around for the next part.”

“I’m not letting you out of my sight, Harker, so you can get that idea out of your head.” Flynn turned the same look on me she’d just used on Smith. The biggest difference was, I didn’t care. 

“Fine. Suit yourself. But I’m not going to have time to look out for you two, so I’d suggest when we get there I draw you a circle and you stay in it, no matter what.” 

Flynn opened her mouth to argue, but Smith touched her on the arm. He gave her a little shoulder shrug, and she let it go. 

“Great,” I said. “Now let’s go. We’ve got to get to Marlack’s house before sunrise, and I still have a stop to make.” 

“What’s the stop?” Smith asked as we walked toward the elevator. 

“24-hour grocery. I need a late-night butcher who has plenty of pig’s blood around.” 

“Why does he even bother asking?” Flynn muttered under her breath as she stomped off toward the elevator. I don’t think she’d gotten the memo on the enhanced vampirish senses yet. 


Chapter 12




We pulled up in front of Marlack’s house in Smith’s Government Issue black sedan with blackwall tires. He wouldn’t let me get out at paint “FED” on the hood in Day-Glo yellow, no matter how obvious he was being with his choice of vehicle. I know, I asked several times. Smith rolled down his window at the squawk box by the gate, but I leaned forward between the front seats, pointed at the closed wrought iron gate and said, “Lane patescit.”

A few sparks sputtered out from the control box to the left of the squawk box, but I wasn’t planning on Marlack being around long enough to care. We drove through and up the long circular drive to the front steps. I got out of the car and walked around to the trunk. Smith popped the latch and I dug out two pints of pig’s blood, four wax pillar candles, a stack of porno mags big enough to keep a varsity football team occupied for a month, and a small box of sidewalk chalk. 

“Keep the dogs from fucking up my circle, will you?” I asked Detective Flynn as she got out of the car.

“What dogs—” She started, then drew her sidearm as four SWAT team rejects with MP-5s and Dobermans came out of the house and leveled their weapons at the three of us. I ignored them and went about my business drawing a circle on the driveway and reinforcing it with pig’s blood. Smith had his badge in one hand and a Smith & Wesson pistol in the other, so I decided the security goons were pretty unlikely to interfere. 

At the cardinal points of the circle I took out my pocketknife and blended a little of my blood with the pig’s and placed a candle to lock the circle in this dimension. I lit the candles walking widdershins while murmuring an incantation I learned from a voodoo priestess in Charleston. She taught me a lot of things about magic, and the different ways to use bodily fluids in conjuring, and my left hamstring still twinges a little when I think of her. But I always smile. 

Once I had the candles lit and the circle invoked, I stepped out and placed the porno mags in the center of the circle. Then I raised both hands to the sky and said, “Glory, if you’ve still got any juice with the Big Guy, I’m gonna need a fuckton of forgiveness after this one.” Then I focused my will and shouted, “Asmodeus, conjure te!” 

Nothing happened. 

I did it again, this time adding a few drops of my blood splattered into the circle as I summoned Asmodeus. 

Still nothing. 

The third time I shouted the invocation I didn’t stop with Latin. I moved into French, German, Italian, Spanish and finally finished by slicing another gash across my palm, flinging a good tablespoon of my blood into the circle and shouting “Asmodeus, you horny motherfucker, get your three-peckered ass up here and take my goddamned offering, you putrid bucket of herpes!” 

“That’s my boy.” A sibilant voice issued from a cloud of crimson smoke that billowed into existence in the center of the circle. “Hello, Quincy.” 

“Hello, Asmodeus.” 

“It’s always so good to see you. You’re looking well.” 

“You look like someone lit a bloody fart.”

He laughed. That was a good sign. I tried to keep the demonkind amused, or at least off-kilter. If you let them get their feet under themselves, you’re fucked. “Quincy Harker, you know I love the women of your plane, but why are these only photographs? What kind of weak-assed shit is this?” 

“This isn’t a social call, Az. You’ve got a problem.”

“I’m a Prince of the Seraphim condemned to Hell for all eternity, never to see the face of my Lord again and to spend the rest of my days licking the ass of that fuckup Lucifer. I’ve got more problems than you’ve got blood cells, vampling. What is it this time?” 

“Gressil,” I said simply. 

“That idiot? He could fuck up a wet dream, I’ll give you that, but he’s more of an annoyance than anything.” 

“He’s building an army. He wants your spot.” I watched the smoke carefully. If it stayed red, Az was interested. If it turned black, he was pissed. Any other color, and he already knew about Gressil’s treachery and I’d wasted two pints of pig blood and four perfectly good candles.

The red darkened slightly. “Talk,” Asmodeus said. 

“He’s been working with a human sorcerer, Jacob Marlack, to send little demons through and breed here on earth. Only one reason he’d be making more demons where you couldn’t see them. He’s coming after you.” There was another reason, but Asmodeus was too proud to realize it. You see, most demons are pretty stupid. They like to eat, fuck and kill, not necessarily in that order. Marlack was giving these baby demons a chance to do all three, and they got to stick around our plane for a little while afterwards and kill a lot of brown people. A bonus for any demon that didn’t think too far down the “What’s in it for this guy?” path. 

“That fucking asshole. I knew he’d been spending a lot of time with his pet human the past hundred years or so, but I didn’t think there was anything more to it than some death and debauchery. I should have known he was working another angle. Motherfucker!” The smoke was black now, so I made my play. 

“Well, Az, tonight’s your lucky night. Guess whose front stoop I summoned you onto?” I waved my hand at the mansion in front of me. 

“What’s your piece of this, Harker? You don’t do shit out of the goodness of your heart, especially not for my kind.” 

“He hurt a little girl. I don’t like that. I want to see him suffer, and he kicked my ass when I tried to take him out.” 

“So you want me to be your enforcer?” 

“I want you to put your lieutenant in his place. Best way to do that is to take out his pet wizard. Solve my problem, solve yours.” 

“What do I get out of the deal?” Az asked. The smoke was back to red now, but there were enough flashes of black throughout his form that I knew I still had him. Asmodeus didn’t get to be a Prince of Hell by being forgiving of treachery. 

“You get to kill the wizard and anybody left inside the building two minutes from now.” I sent a raised eyebrow at the security guards, who had frozen in place as soon as the demon summoning started. Smart guys, they didn’t need to end up dead. One turned around and ran inside while the other three bolted around the right side of the house, taking the Dobermans with him. They were less concerned with their guns than the dogs, because their rifles clattered to the porch in their wake. 

“And what’s to keep me from just breaking your little circle and eating your soul right now?” Az asked. 

“This,” I said. I opened my shirt and showed him the medallion hanging around my neck. He saw it, and a flash of blue shot through the red smoke. 

“Where the fuck did you get one of those?” the demon asked.

“Not on the list of shit I feel like sharing with you, Az. Now do we have a deal?” 

“I will enter the house and kill Jacob Marlack. I will also kill anyone still inside the house after I enter.” 

“Then?” I prodded.

“Then I will return to Hell.” He would be pulled back to Hell at sunrise anyway, because the transition between day and night broke all summonings, but I wanted to make sure he didn’t linger a second longer than it took him to finish his mayhem inside the house. 

“And you will harm no one that is not within the walls of the main house.” 

“And I will harm no one not inside the main house.” 

“Then you are free to hunt, demon.” I reached out with a toe and scrubbed a break in the circle, setting the Prince of Hell loose on the earth. Asmodeus took on what I’ve always thought of as his fighting form when he stepped out of the circle. He had long legs that ended in hooves, red skin, arms that hung almost to his knees and ended in wicked claws, and a narrow mouth full of long pointed teeth. He turned his black, pupilless eyes on me and smiled. 

“One day we’re going to dance like this and I’m going to decide that it will be worth the punishment of Lucifer to break our covenant, Harker. That will be the day I wear your intestines for a necklace as I face my judgment.” 

“That will be the day I give you an enema with holy water and fuck you in the ass with a dildo made from the true cross, you nasty bastard. Now go kill that motherfucker.” 

Asmodeus gave me a grin that made my blood freeze and said, “We’ll see, Harker. One day we’ll see.” Then he turned and strode into the house, kicking the double doors in with one huge hoof. 

As soon as he was out of sight, I slumped against the car and reached in my pocket for a bottle of Wild Turkey from one of my other stops. I knocked off about a third of it in one slug, then held it out to Smith, who took a long pull and passed it over to Flynn. She shook her head and handed it back to me. I screwed the cap back on and put it away, still leaning against the car. 

“Was that a real demon?” Flynn asked. She was staring at me, but hadn’t come any closer. 

“As real as your…” I let it go. I know I’m tired and terrified when I can’t even make a smartass remark about a cop’s boobs. 

“Yeah, it was real,” I said. 

“That’s fucked up,” she said, staring into the house. We kept hearing random crashing from the house, but I could tell that Az hadn’t found Marlack yet. Then the light show started, and I knew it was just a matter of time. 

“Fucked up is my life, sweetheart.” I took another pull off my bottle and offered it to her again. This time she took a slash.

“Like I told him, I’m nobody’s goddamn sweetheart.” She held the bottle out to me, then the first scream rang out from inside the house. It was a high-pitched thing, like an animal being tortured, and it went on far too long. Flynn took another drink of whiskey and handed the bottle back to me. I finished it off, then tossed the empty into the bushes by the porch. 

“Aren’t you worried about fingerprints?” Flynn asked. 

“Mine aren’t on record anywhere,” I said. 

“Bullshit. As many times as I’ve booked you, your prints are—” 

“Mysteriously missing from your system, Detective,” Smith said. 

“I think I hate you both,” Flynn replied. 

“That’s the safer sentiment,” I said. Smith nodded. The screams from inside the house stopped, and a couple of minutes later Asmodeus walked out, picking his teeth with a claw. 

“My work here is done, Harker. Are you sure you don’t have anyone else you want me to kill?” the demon asked. 

“That’s a long list, Az. And I don’t think all the Unholy Host could get to my whole list by sunrise. Good night, and good luck with Gressil.” 

“That fuckwit needs the luck. He’s going to be spinning coals in the lowest level of the pit for the next five thousand years.” Az stepped into the circle, shifted back to smoke, then billowed out of existence. I blew out the candle and scuffed another few bits of the circle out of existence, just for good measure. 

“You got this?” I asked Smith. “I’m fucking beat.” 

“What, you’re just going to leave? I thought you wanted justice for that little girl,” Flynn asked. 

“I got it. Marlack’s dead. And just like I expected, it didn’t bring Kayleigh back. At best it erased a little of the dark from my soul, but I probably put as much black on it by consorting with Asmodeus as I took off by bringing that cocksucker to justice.” 

“And what about his kid? I thought that was important to you?” Flynn kept poking. 

“Tomorrow morning your cyber division is going to get an anonymous link in their email pointing them to a backdoor onto the Omega Sig server. That server will have video files on it of several high-ranking fraternity members, including young Master Marlack, forcing themselves on young women. Some will be students at the university, some will still be in high school. That should take care of his ass.” 

“When did you set that up?” Flynn asked. 

“When I talked to Renny on the phone tonight.” 

“Your uncle’s butler is a hacker?” Smith asked. It had taken me all night, but I’d finally managed to surprise the fed. 

“A Renfield is a lot more than a butler. He’s my uncle’s daytime eyes and ears and business partner. And yeah, this one’s a CIA-level hacker.  Now can I do like the book says and go the fuck to sleep?” 

“Get in, I’ll drive you home,” Smith said. 

I was snoring in the back seat before we pulled out of the driveway, dreams of little girls walking through the gates of Heaven dancing in my head. 




THE END
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THERE WAS NO ticking clock, no traffic din, no wind in the trees, not even the sound of his own breathing. Nothing broke the silence that followed until her lips parted, and she asked a single, simple question.

“Why are you here?”

Drawn like an adder ready to strike, the woman sat across the room on a divan. He stood near the door by one of the room’s tall, narrow windows, a shaft of sunlight cutting across his face. Though the shadows obscured her features, he could feel her dark eyes studying him. He knew the question was coming. He just didn’t want to answer it.

Not yet.

“So it’s true?” he asked.

She shook her head. “I didn’t say that.”

He let the beads of the rosary in his pocket slide one by one through his fingers and allowed himself a cautious smile. “Are you familiar with a man named Mihai Iliescu?”

“I’ve heard of him.”

“It’s remarkable how many have.”

“It’s not so remarkable if you have an appreciation for antiques.” She glanced around the room. He followed her eyes.

Indeed, the room spoke to her appreciation. It boasted several fine examples of Rococo Chinoiserie, including the divan on which she sat. The value of the two Empire-style tables on either side would have allowed him to retire in luxury then and there. A portrait set in a gilt frame hung on the wall to his right, notable both for its subject and its creator—Rembrandt van Rijn.

The most extraordinary object in the room, however, hung on the wall behind her. Unmistakably Turkish, the giant tapestry could not be any less than three hundred years old. Filaments of dark crimson, blue, cream, and black flowed through the green fabric, invoking lush hills and pomegranate trees heavy with blossoms. In the center the thread formed a tiny mosque with a splendid domed roof and four gleaming minarets. The tapestry’s graceful arcs and arabesques danced around the woman’s poised figure, the green color in the fabric setting off her olive skin.

“No, perhaps not so remarkable,” he said, “but I’m sure it came as a shock to many that a quiet mid-level Romanian bureaucrat had such a passion. He managed to amass quite the collection before he died—furniture, books, artwork, jewelry … relics.”

He drew out the last word so that it lingered, haunting the space between them for a moment before fading away.

If she reacted, he couldn’t tell. “Remind me again, Mr. Mire. What do you do?”

“It’s Dr. Mire, actually. I teach history at a university back in the States. I’ve also written a few books about medieval and Renaissance Eastern Europe.”

“And what interest does an American university professor have in the antique collection of a Romanian civil servant?”

He held his hand out to the sunlight beaming in through the open window. Adam Mire had learned to appreciate simple things like the warm late summer sun on his skin and the light playing on the leaves of the linden trees outside the woman’s townhouse. A part of him felt sorry for her, and he more than understood her reticence to answer what most would see as outlandish accusations.

He returned his attention to the woman still sitting across from him, her face still hidden in the shadows. “I’m not interested in the collection per se—but then neither are you. You’ve been making inquiries into the whereabouts of a certain item rumored to be part of the Iliescu estate.”

“And what is this item?”

“A medallion in the likeness of a dragon, formed into a circle with its tail wrapped around its neck. On the dragon’s back is a cross, and around the outside an inscription, ‘O Quam Misericors est Deus, Pius et Justus.’”

“‘O How Merciful is God,’” she spat, “‘Faithful and Just.’”

A cloud passed in front of the sun. The room grew darker and colder and. if possible, even stiller. Shadows reached across the floor toward him like grasping hands threatening to ensnare his feet. Instinctively, he backed away until the sun reemerged. The shadows retreated, though not exactly to where they had been. Around the woman they remained darker.

“And if I did seek such an item, what about this medallion leads you to make the allegations you do, Dr. Mire?”

He swallowed, struggling to suppress the sense of unease that had appeared unbidden in the pit of his stomach, and tried to keep his voice steady. “This medallion is not the type of thing an antique collector would bother with generally, and its value as a museum piece is only marginal. But its worth can’t be counted in currency, or what a museum curator might be able to see under a microscope. The stories and legends surrounding it and its owner go back centuries. Some are written. Some are not. Some have even inspired poets and novelists. But what most people don’t realize is that there is a tiny scrap of truth in each of these stories. I want to know the entire truth.”

“Stories and legends of some ancient, legendary artifact. You have nothing more?”

Adam took a deep breath. “Only that according to his doctors, Mr. Iliescu died of an ‘unidentified blood disorder,’ just as your husband did.”

Her eyes flashed with an emotion hard for him to classify. Pain? Anger? Loss? “You know nothing about my husband or how he died.”

The outburst surprised him. He noticed that even though more than a year had passed since her husband’s death, the woman still wore her wedding ring on her right hand. He found it curious she would do something so sentimental. “My apologies,” he said. “You’re right. I don’t know. In fact, I don’t have proof of anything I’ve claimed today.”

She raised an eyebrow. “But you make claims nonetheless.”

“There’s no need to worry, Mrs. Ashrafi. I’m not interested in telling anyone anything I know.”

Her expression changed again, this time to one he could read a little easier. He had seen it before in others—something feral, something predatory. “There is only one way to ensure you will not tell anyone.”

He clutched the rosary still concealed in his pocket. “With all due respect, Mrs. Ashrafi, whom would I tell? My professional reputation demands I verify every claim I make. I could never produce enough evidence to make anyone believe those such as you exist. My career would be over in an instant.”

“Then I’ll ask you again, Dr. Mire. Why are you here? What is it you want?”

“I want to know why you’re seeking this medallion.” Adam took a breath. “The very thing that gave Dracula his name.”

The minutes passed, measured only by the beating of his heart. Her dark eyes bore into him. Adam wondered if he had miscalculated, if he would be able to reach the door before she pulled him screaming into the shadows. She glanced at the photograph in her hand. He had used it as a calling card of sorts, to gain an invitation inside her home. The woman in the photograph bore an uncanny resemblance to her, though the picture would have been taken long before she was ever born—if the age she was in fact matched the age she appeared.

“You intrigue me, Dr. Mire,” she said, brushing her fingers across the picture. “I’ll tell you what you want to know, on the condition that you tell me how you found me.”

Adam slowly let out the breath he had been holding. “That’s a long story, I’m afraid.”

The corners of her mouth turned up in a twisted smile. “I don’t mind, Dr. Mire. Unlike you, I have all the time in the world.”
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