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“Have you ever danced with the devil
in the pale moonlight?”
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Prologue
  

  

White House Situation Room
1420 hours
 

“THE CALIPHATE HAS beheaded two more, Mister President.” CIA Director Augustus ‘Gus’ Hinton looked as grim as the news that he carried, although he was rarely confused with Little Mary Sunshine, even on those rare occasions when he came bearing good tidings. “The videos appeared online yesterday morning for about an hour, until somebody notified YouTube—then they were taken down, of course. The victims’ identities have been authenticated, as has the fact that the killings were… genuine.”
President Robert Leffingwell leaned back in his leather chair and slowly rubbed the bridge of his nose with two fingers. “Who were they?”
“Philip Martin Gardner, an aid worker from Cincinnati, believed abducted by Hamas in the Beqaa Valley about a year ago. We assume the Caliphate bought him from them—probably with a shipment of arms, which Hamas needs badly. The other victim was a British citizen, Lee Arthur Dunn. He was a sergeant assigned the UN peacekeeping force, disappeared in Syria something like eighteen months ago. It’s not known whether he was taken by the Caliphate directly, or was the object of another trade with some militant group operating in the area. They all claim to hate each other, but there’s a lot of cooperation in practical matters.”
“I doubt that it matters now, especially to Sergeant Dunn,” Leffingwell said bleakly. “How many does that make so far?”
Bradley Stevens looked up from the file he had open in front of him. Since being appointed Leffingwell’s National Security Advisor thirteen months earlier, he averaged four hours’ sleep a night, and looked it. “Nineteen confirmed since the Caliphate made their big move twenty-six months ago, Mister President. Four other beheadings have not been authenticated, but are considered ‘probable.’”
“‘Probable’,” Leffingwell repeated, making a face as if it were a dirty word. “I know I’ve asked this before, but nobody’s come up with a satisfactory answer—what do these crazy fuckers want?”
Jerrod Unger was Assistant Secretary of State for Middle Eastern Affairs and the ranking member from State present, since the Secretary was currently in Pakistan. He cleared his throat and said slowly, “They say they want all Western troops out of the Middle East.”
“That’s not what I asked.” Leffingwell was tapping his fingers on the oak conference table. “Besides, nobody really expects that to happen, not even the Caliph himself, uh…” Leffingwell snapped his fingers a couple of times.
“Razin Abbas,” Hinton said.
“Yeah, Abbas,” Leffingwell said. “Even he’s not deluded enough to believe a total withdrawal’s a real possibility. The US cannot, and will not, simply abandon its military presence in such a crucial area of national interest—especially under duress.”
“Well, he is and he isn’t, Mister President,” Stevens said. “Deluded, I mean. It may be that he believes the public beheadings of Westerners will cause public support for your military strategy to decline, in effect forcing you to withdraw our forces, or at least scale them back severely. Abbas is a student of history, sir. He’s aware of what happened in this country during the Vietnam War.”
“Vietnam was before 9/11,” Leffingwell said. “And anyway, his atrocities are having the opposite effect on public opinion—right?” He glanced down the table, focusing on Hannah Rabinowitz, his Special Assistant for Political Affairs.
“Yes, sir,” she said, not bothering to consult the sheaf of papers in front of her. “Support for military action—of any kind—was at 72 percent, as of yesterday. There’s no polling data yet to reflect the most recent atrocities, but based on trends, it will probably increase between three to seven percent. It might even get a bigger bump this time, since this is the first instance of two beheadings occurring on the same day—or, I should say, being released on the same day.”
“Why does the notion of my popularity going up because men are having their heads lopped off make me kind of sick to my stomach?”
Recognizing a rhetorical question when they heard one, the others present did not venture an answer. But at least one of them answered it within his own mind.
Because you’re a fucking wimp, that’s why, Ted Burnett thought. Hell, three or four more beheadings, and we could probably get the Senate to declare war on those ragheads. Assuming that bunch of mental defectives could ever agree on anything.
None of the disdain that Burnett was feeling even flickered across his face—he was too old a hand ever to portray what he was thinking. As the CIA’s Deputy Director for Operations, Burnett was the number two man at the agency. In theory, he shared that role with Leon Stewart, the Deputy Director for Intelligence. But Stewart, for all his brains and Harvard Ph.D., was a weak personality who had been appointed to the job largely on the strength of several books he’d written a decade earlier while heading some egghead think tank or other.
Burnett, on the other hand, had come up through the ranks of intelligence professionals. He’d spent three years as head of the Office of Special Projects—most of which were so ‘special’ that Congress was never informed about them. That had been after six years spent as CIA Station Chief in Cairo, which had followed his four years in Moscow as Assistant Station Chief. Burnett’s first major assignment for the Agency had sent him to Latin America, where he had carried out a number of missions that were never described in his personnel file—indeed, they had never been written down anywhere. The spook jargon for what he’d been involved in was ‘wet work,’ but if ever asked about those days Burnett usually described himself, with no hint of irony, as a “troubleshooter.”
Leffingwell looked again at his National Security Advisor. “Beheadings aside—and I don’t for one minute want to imply that I’m trivializing those atrocities—just how bad has the situation become, Brad?”
Stevens pushed some buttons on the console in front of him, and one wall of the Situation Room suddenly lit up with a map of the Middle East.
“As you can see, Mister President,” he said, “the Caliphate now in effect controls all of Iraq.”
Glancing toward the President, Burnett thought, What did you expect after you pulled all the US combat troops out, you
fucking idiot? The coming of the Peaceable Kingdom?
“And since the assassination of Bashir al-Assad by a suicide bomber three months ago, the Caliphate has greatly expanded inside Syria, to the point where they control roughly two-thirds of the country.”
Leffingwell stared at the map bleakly. “And they made their move on the Saudis what—six weeks ago?”
“Seven, Mister President,” Stevens said. “It’s less of a military assault at this point than a religious one, although Caliphate forces have been seen in great numbers recently along the Iraq-Saudi border. But more worrisome than the prospect of military action is that the Caliphate is working to undermine the religious support for the Saudi royal family—and if they succeed, the government will lose all legitimacy in the eyes of its people.”
“King Abdullah’s chickens have finally come home to roost,” CIA Director Hinton said, “and I wish I could say to the old bastard ‘I told you so’ right to his face.”
“Probably a bad idea, Gus,” Jerrod Unger said. “The Caliphate’s not the only ones who behead people, you know.” The joke was not only feeble but in poor taste, so nobody laughed—but a couple of them came close.
It was in the mid-Eighteenth Century when Muhammad ibn Saud, the founder of what would become the great House of Saud, entered into what would prove to be a devil’s bargain. His partner was Muhammad ibn ’Abd al-Wahhab, an imam and teacher who advocated an ultra-conservative interpretation of Islam. By the time Saudi Arabia became a state in the 1920s, the pact had evolved into an agreement between Wahhabi clerics and the now-royal family. The Wahhabis would give their support to the new regime, telling their followers that the House of Saud’s rule was the will of Allah and should be obeyed without question. In return, the Saudi rulers agreed to give Wahhabi clerics a free hand, along with the material support they needed to spread their extreme version of Islam throughout the region. Over the next hundred years or so, the Saudi state had prospered (due largely to the discovery of a large amount of oil under its sands) and so had Wahhabism, which became the official state religion of Saudi Arabia.
Then along came the radical Islamic fighters calling themselves the Caliphate—who were themselves followers of Wahhabism. After their military successes in Iraq and Syria, they were in a position to offer Saudi Arabia’s Wahhabi clerics a new option—to withdraw their support from the ruling House of Saud and give it to the increasingly powerful Caliphate, whose goal was to establish a fundamentalist Islamic state that would encompass the entire Middle East. And not all the Saudi princes saw this movement as a bad idea—which was akin to citizens of ancient Rome regarding the approaching barbarian hordes with something like eager anticipation.
The Caliphate, which already essentially controlled Iraq and Syria, was in danger of taking over Saudi Arabia. With Saudi Arabia came its oil—and all of the money that the oil generated. The prospect of these vicious religious fanatics controlling billions of dollars—as well as a big share of the world’s oil supply—kept knowledgeable westerners awake late into the night, and that number included most of the people now gathered in the White House Situation Room.
“So, what, then?” the President asked. “Boots on the ground in Saudi Arabia?”
Army General Caleb Carpenter, Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, spoke for the first time since the meeting had begun. “We could do it, Mister President—absolutely. Logistics is one of the things our military is best at. But I’m not sure there’s anybody there to fight, at the moment. As I understand it, the Caliphate hasn’t put any troops in—yet.”
“It’s a moot point anyway, Mister President,” Unger said. “Without an explicit invitation from the King, we can’t effect a military response. Not unless we want to go to war with Saudi Arabia, which would be undesirable at the best of times, which these surely are not.”
“He invited us in after Saddam Hussein invaded Kuwait in 1990, dammit,” Leffingwell said. “He was afraid Saudi Arabia was next on Saddam’s list, and he was probably right.”
“That was in the face of a tangible and immediate military threat, sir,” Carpenter said.
“The General’s right, Mister President,” Stevens said. “The situation this time is less clear-cut. There’s no telling how Abdullah is going to respond. And some of his advisors are sympathetic to the Caliphate.”
“We could accelerate the bombing, couldn’t we?” Leffingwell asked. “The Caliphate has virtually nothing in the way of air defenses—and even if they did, it’s pretty hard to defend against a Cruise missile.”
“Abbas knows that too, sir,” Stevens said. “Over the last six weeks, he’s been basing his fighters among the civilian populations of Iraq and Syria. The more we bomb, the more civilians we’re going to kill.”
“And every dead civilian probably means two more supporters of the Caliphate,” Hinton said. “It’s the same problem we faced in Vietnam—and as you recall, we lost that one, sir.”
Leffingwell slammed his palms down on the arms of his chair. The sound surprisingly loud in the crowded room. “So you’re telling me the greatest military in the world is helpless in the face of the Caliphate? Is there no power on Earth that can stop these bastards?”
Ted Burnett let his gaze rest upon the Commander in Chief, currently acting, in Burnett’s view, like a frustrated child. None of the disdain he felt showed on his face, of course. No, Bobby boy, there may not be a power on Earth to get us out of this mess you’ve created. But fortunately, there’s another power that may just be the answer—if only the right people have the resolve to use it. And I’m pretty sure we do.



  

  

Chapter One
  

  

“THIS IS WHERE we found him,” the Sheriff said, pointing. Dan Sturbridge was a big man in his forties, with the look of a body builder gone slightly to seed. Tiny salt crystals clung to the armpits of his uniform shirt where the hot desert air had dried his copious sweat almost as soon as it formed.
There wasn’t much to see—just the usual scrubland with an area about ten feet square marked off by yellow crime scene tape. Within the square, the dirt was torn up in places and some long-dried stains marked the earth. They were dark brown, but might have once been the bright red of fresh blood.
“It was a couple of hikers came across him,” Sturbridge went on. “Said they had to walk for an hour before they could get enough bars on their phone to call 911.”
“Did you get on ID on the victim?”
“Scott Gerald Rivers, age 29,” Sturbridge said. “Lived in San Diego. No criminal record, if it matters.”
“What did you use, fingerprints? I’m guessing you didn’t put any of these photos out on the wire.”
“Didn’t need to run his prints. Guy’s wallet was still in his pants—or what was left of his pants. Had plenty of ID—along with credit cards and 148 bucks in cash.”
“So much for robbery as a motive, then,” Morris said. “What was Mister Rivers doing out here, all by his lonesome, Dan? Any ideas?”
“Camping, looks like. We found a campsite, about 80 yards the other side of that patch of cactus. There was a tent set up, along with some gear, dried food, and a fire that had long since burned out. Looked like none of his stuff had been disturbed. What he was doing over here, so far from his campsite...” Sturbridge shrugged his big shoulders.
“Running from something, maybe,” Morris said. “Or could be he was dragged.” He looked at the nearby ground for sign, but the hard-packed earth was resistant to impressions from anything lighter than an elephant, and anything else useful had already been blown away by the desert wind.
“What about crime scene photos?” Morris asked.
“The official ones are all on file at the DA’s office. You’d need a court order to get a look at ’em.”
Sturbridge opened the Nokia tablet he’d brought from the police car. “But I already figured that, so I used my phone to take some shots of my own. Coroner’s guy wasn’t too happy about it, but he didn’t have the authority to stop me.”
He fiddled with the device for a few seconds, and then passed it to Morris. “Here’s the first one. Just swipe your finger upwards to see the rest.”
Morris spent the next few minutes studying the images of what, he had been told, had once been an adult human being.
“Coyotes,” Sturbridge said suddenly.
Morris looked at him. “What was that?”
“The official word we put out was that the fella had been eaten by coyotes. After first dying of natural causes, that is.”
“But you don’t think that’s what really happened.” It was a statement, not a question. Nobody ever sent for Quincey Morris to deal with a pack of coyotes. It would be like bringing in an exorcist to rid your house of a termite infestation. That was the kind of mistake that Sturbridge would be unlikely to make. He and Morris had worked together before.
“No, the poor bastard died of trauma, not any kind of disease. And it wasn’t any damn coyotes that killed him, neither,” Sturbridge said, and gave vent to a long sigh. “Cal Burns—he’s the Coroner—says the bite radius is all wrong, for one thing.”
“This was no boating accident,” Morris muttered under his breath.
“Say again?”
“Forget it. Did the coroner have any thoughts as to what did make these bite marks? Mountain lion, maybe?”
“No, he checked some reference book and said the wound pattern was all wrong for one of them. Said the guy’s neck wasn’t broke, for one thing. That’s the way mountain lions kill their prey, apparently.”
“So, what’s your coroner’s considered opinion as to the cause of death?”
“On the record, he hasn’t got a clue,” Sturbridge said.
Morris let several seconds pass in silence, then finally asked, “And off the record?”
There was another pause before Sturbridge said, “Cal told me the bites looked... humanoid.”
Morris scrolled through at a few more of the unofficial crime scene photos before saying, “Humanoid—not human?”
Sturbridge shrugged. “That was the word the man used.”
“I assume you asked him why.”
“’Course I did. He said the jaw was what he called ‘distended’—a little wider and longer than you find in people. Also, the teeth were sharper than normal for humans. He said they were about halfway between teeth and fangs.”
“I see,” Morris said.
“Oh, and one more thing. The doc says that there were two distinct bite impressions on the body, possibly even three. That means there was at least two of these fuckers, whoever—whatever—they are.”
Morris nodded slowly. “Seems a reasonable conclusion.”
“Reasonable?” Sturbridge made a sound that might have been laughter. “There’s nothing reasonable about any of this, Quincey. That’s why I called you in—and God help me if the taxpayers find out what I’m spending their money on. But there’s a ‘Miscellaneous’ category on the annual budget report, and I don’t usually get too many questions about it. You’re going in there—as a ‘consultant.’ So, come on, Mister Consultant, you’re supposed to be the expert in the weird shit. What the fuck am I dealing with here?”
Morris returned Sturbridge’s tablet. “I want to take a look at that campsite before we go, and once we get back to your office, I’d like to see the autopsy report,” he said. “But from what I’ve seen so far, Dan, I’d say you’ve got yourself a ghoul problem.”



  

  

Chapter Two
  

  

THAD HOLLOWAY LEANED forward and placed an eight-by-ten photograph on Libby Chastain’s coffee table. He did it very gently, as if afraid of damaging the table or the picture—or maybe what the picture represented.
“A police detective asked us,” his wife said, “whether it was possible that Kayla could have just run away.” Ellen Holloway had the drawn, twitchy look you see in an alcoholic badly in need of a drink—or a worried woman who hadn’t slept for three days.
Libby studied what was clearly a high school graduation portrait for a few moments, and then looked up. “What did you say to him?”
“We told him he was full of shit,” Thad Holloway said. “There was no reason for Kayla to leave home. None. She got along fine with us—for a teenager, I mean.”
“I also pointed out to him that Kayla is an intelligent young woman,” Ellen Holloway said. “Intelligent enough, if she were leaving home, to bring some clothes, money, and her allergy medication. Not to mention her toothbrush. None of that was missing.”
Libby nodded. “Does she have a bank account?”
“A checking account at Chase,” Thad Holloway said. “She never had more than three hundred bucks in it, and the current balance in her checkbook is two hundred and forty-seven dollars, and change.”
“The last check she wrote was to AT&T, for her cell phone bill. Fifty-six dollars, which is about average,” Ellen Holloway said.
“I assume you’ve checked the record of her recent calls,” Libby said.
“The cops did,” Thad Holloway said. “Just the usual calls to her friends, that’s all.”
“Do her friends include a boyfriend?”
“Not at the moment,” Ellen Holloway said. “She parted ways with the last one about... two months ago.”
“All right,” Libby said. “And you reported her missing …?”
“Four days ago,” Thad Holloway told her. “She never came home from school that day—she goes to Queens College—and if she was going to spend the night with a friend, she would have called us. And brought a change of clothes with her, too.”
“Did the police issue a, what do they call it, an Amber Alert?”
“They told us they couldn’t,” Ellen Holloway said. “She doesn’t fit the criteria under the law. The missing child has to be under eighteen, and Kayla turned nineteen last February.”
“And there was no evidence that she’d been abducted,” Thad Holloway said. “No witnesses, no ransom demands—not a damn thing. So now they’ve started with this ‘runaway’ bullshit.”
“We even hired a private detective,” Ellen Holloway said. “He spent a week—”
“At fifty-five bucks an hour,” Thad Holloway said sourly.
Ellen Holloway shot her husband a sideways glance before continuing. “He talked to her friends, checked with some of the places where runaways go for help... Nothing.”
Libby sat back and looked at the Holloways, seated side-by-side on her couch. “I guess that brings us to the main issue,” she said. “What do you wish of me?”
“We heard that you were a, uh...” Thad Holloway seemed to have trouble finishing the sentence.
“The word you want is ‘witch,’ Libby said gently. “Nothing to be sensitive about—I put it on my business cards.”
“Okay, sure,” he said. “But you sure don’t look like, I mean, you know...”
“A crone in a conical hat, riding on a flying broomstick?” Libby’s smile was a little tired, as if she had dealt with this a hundred times before. “No, we don’t do that anymore, Mister Holloway—assuming we ever did, which is doubtful. It’s a pity, in some ways. Storing a broom in this town would be a lot cheaper than paying for off-street parking.”
“We’ve been told that you can use magic to locate things,” Ellen Holloway said. “And people.”
“Yes,” Libby said, nodding slowly. “I have had some success doing that sort of thing. White magic can be very effective in what’s called remote location.”
Thad Holloway shook his head. “White, black, what’s the difference?”
“There are many differences, Mister Holloway,” Libby said. Her voice was a little sharper than before. She had been a practicing witch for a number of years, but she was still capable of being irritated by the casual ignorance many civilians had about her work.
“Explaining them all,” she went on, “would involve more time than you’re probably willing to spend. But there are three key distinctions that I am willing to share with you.”
She ticked them off on her fingers as she spoke. “One, the source of my magic’s power is Light, not Darkness. Two, unlike the black variety, white magic cannot be used to harm anyone—at least, not directly. And third, because I do not practice black magic, there is at least a fair-to-middling chance that I will not spend eternity screaming in the fires of Hell.”
Thad Holloway seemed chastened, a little. “So, no deals with the devil, huh?”
“None at all,” Libby said, then decided to try lightening the mood a little. “But I did have a dyslexic cousin once, who tried to sell her soul to Santa.”
It took them a moment to figure out that she was joking. There was no laughter, but Libby saw the corners of Ellen Holloway’s mouth twitch in a ghost of a smile. Thad Holloway, however, just looked at her.
Not really an occasion for levity, is it?” she thought. Slick Move, Libby. Next, you can make jokes about his daughter’s face showing up on a milk carton—that ought to be a real knee-slapper.
After a moment, Ellen Holloway asked, “So how do you do this locating trick?”
“There’s a preparatory ritual”—with most civilians, Libby had found that ritual sounded better than spell—“that I perform. Then I start working with a series of maps, and a magically-charged pendulum. The maps start out fairly large-scale, and become more narrowly specific in response to the results I’m getting.”
Ellen Holloway nodded slowly. “How precise are the results? When you’re done, I mean?”
“I’m afraid that varies,” Libby said. “Magic isn’t an exact science—if it’s a science at all. For one thing, it depends on how densely populated the target area is. If she’s in a farm house, for instance, and I’ve got a good map or aerial photo to work from, I may be able to pinpoint the exact building. But if we’re talking about an urban area, it’s hard to isolate one life reading among so many others. In the past, I’ve been able to get as close as a city block. But not always.”
“Not always?” Thad Holloway said. “You mean, sometimes it doesn’t work?”
“I’m afraid so,” Libby told him. “For one thing...” She hesitated. “...the process only works if the person I’m seeking is... still alive. I’m sorry to have to raise that possibility.”
“We’ve considered it ourselves,” Thad Holloway said. “Believe me. But if Kayla is still alive, you’ll be able to find her? Within a city block, or whatever?”
“I’ve had good success with this technique, Mister Holloway. But it’s not infallible. I wish I could promise success—but I’d be lying to you if I did.”
“Well, there’s that much in your favor, anyway,” he said. Then he frowned. “But you expect to be paid five hundred dollars, win or lose.”
Libby had dealt with this issue many times, although she’d found that repetition didn’t make it any more enjoyable.
“You’re paying me for my time, effort, and expertise,” she said patiently. “Just as you would any other professional.”
She thought Thad Holloway might have given a quiet snort of disbelief at her use of ‘professional,’ but decided to pretend she hadn’t noticed.
“I assume you’ve come to see me,” she went on, “because someone you trust told you that I’m good at what I do. They were right—I am. But I’m not infallible. I require payment in advance—in return for which you will receive my absolutely best efforts.” She looked at Ellen Holloway, then back at her husband.
“If those terms aren’t acceptable to you...” Libby spread her hands, which she thought was more tactful than saying, Don’t let the door hit you in the ass on your way out.
The Holloways turned to look at each other. Whatever nonverbal conversation went on between them lasted perhaps twenty seconds before Ellen Holloway said to Libby, “When can you start?”
“Almost immediately. I’ll need you to provide me with an object that your daughter has handled regularly—something that she had an emotional connection to. Once you’ve done that—and paid my fee—I can begin the preparations.”
Ellen Holloway reached into her voluminous purse and produced a silk scarf done in a muted paisley pattern of black and purple. “This one was Kayla’s favorite,” she said, placing the scarf on Libby’s coffee table. “She’s probably worn it a hundred times.”
“That should do very well,” Libby said. “I’ll be sure to return it to you, once I’m done.” And if the poor kid’s dead, you’ll probably want it as a memento.
“Can we... watch while you perform this—what did you call it?” Ellen Holloway said. “Remote location?”
Libby shook her head gently. “I’m sorry,” she said. “Even if you kept absolutely silent throughout the process, your presence would almost certainly be a distraction.”
She had performed the remote location spell with others watching in the past, but not by choice—and never in front of people with the kind of emotional stake in the outcome that the Holloways would bring to the procedure. Even if they could have kept absolutely still and silent—which Libby suspected was beyond them—their presence would affect Libby’s concentration. And that could make the difference between success and failure.
Thad Holloway’s face bore the expression of someone who had just bit into a lemon. But then he reached slowly for his hip pocket and produced a wallet. “You okay with hundred-dollar bills?”



  

  

Chapter Three
  

  

STURBRIDGE LOOKED AT Quincey Morris for three, maybe four seconds without speaking. Finally, his voice without inflection, he said, “Ghouls.”
“What were you expecting?” Morris said? “Flesh-hungry space aliens, like those things Sigourney Weaver was always killing in the movies? Would that have been any easier to believe?”
Sturbridge dropped his eyes. “I dunno. Maybe. I guess I was thinking it might be something like... zombies.”
“You’ve been watching too much TV,” Morris told him. “There’s no such thing as zombies—not the way you mean, anyhow.”
“You just lost me there,” Sturbridge said.
“I mean, there are such things as zombies,” Morris told him. “Within the religion known as voudoun, which Americans have corrupted into ‘voodoo,’ there are some practitioners of great power.”
“You mean, like, witch doctors?”
“Something like that, except in voudoun they’re called houngans. The male ones are, anyway. Female practitioners are known as a mambo. And a few of those people, if they know the right ritual to use, have the power to raise the dead, and bend them to the houngan’s will. That’s real—I know, I’ve seen it.”
A few years earlier, Morris and Libby Chastain had run afoul of Queen Esther, the most powerful mambo in New Orleans—a town where many take the practice of voudoun very seriously. She had sent four machete-wielding zombies after them. Morris had been prepared to deal with that particular problem—which didn’t mean that he was free from nightmares about it, even now.
“I guess asking you about that would come under the heading of ‘TMI,’ huh?” Sturbridge asked.
“Yeah, I think it would,’ Morris said. “But here’s something that isn’t—the kind of zombies you’re thinking of, the ones from the movies, that’s just bullshit.”
“No brain-eating, huh?”
“Not so’s you’d notice, no. George Romero’s the guy who started that, back in the Seventies, he just made it all up. Zombies aren’t caused by a virus or nuclear radiation, and they’re sure not interested in eating anybody’s brains—unless their master orders them to, and I’ve never heard of that happening. Romero was just creating his own variation of vampire mythology.”
“How do you mean?”
“In those movies, the zombies need brains to continue their existence, right?” Morris said. “And whenever they chomp down on some poor bastard’s skull, they make another zombie.” He shrugged. “Substitute blood for brains, and you’ve got Varney the Vampire, whose story predated Romero by about a hundred years.”
“But vampires—they’re not just pop culture bullshit.”
“No, they’re not, podner. As you and I have reason to know.”
“And ghouls—they’re real, too.”
“Afraid so.”
“Yeah, okay, but aren’t they just supposed to eat corpses? I saw some dumb movie on Netflix last year, and it had a bunch of ghouls in it. They were digging up bodies from graveyards and eatin’ ’em, not killing live people.”
“You’re right, Dan,” Morris said. “Generally, ghouls subsist on the flesh of the dead. That’s why they’re often found around cemeteries. But if their normal food supply isn’t available... well, it’s kind of like a poster I once saw.”
“What are you talking about? What poster?”
“When I was in college, one of the guys in my dorm had one on his wall—bought it at a head shop, or someplace. It’s a cartoon drawing of two vultures, sitting side by side on a tree branch, and one of them turns to the other and says something like, ‘Patience, my ass! I’m gonna kill something.’”
“Yeah, I think I’ve seen that one, now that you mention it.”
“Well, that’s the way it is with ghouls. If there isn’t any dead human flesh available, they’ll just go and make some.”
“Killer ghouls,” Sturbridge said. “Shit. Well, what are we gonna do about it?
“What we are going to do is wait a few days, while I drive back to Austin and get some things I’ll need—stuff that I’d have trouble getting on a plane, even in checked luggage.”
“Okay—then what?”
“Then I thought, you and me, we’d go camping.”



  

  

Chapter Four
  

  

WHEN HER PHONE began playing its all-purpose ringtone of Sympathy for the Devil, the demon known as Ashley didn’t bother checking the caller ID. She knew who was on the line.
Bringing the phone to her ear she said, “Hello, darling. Horny again already?”
“After last night, are you kidding me?” Libby Chastain said. “I probably won’t be horny again for a year—or two or three days, whichever comes first.”
“I’ll be amazed if you can hold out for three,” she said, “but in the meantime, we could go to a museum and pick up a little culture.”
“Seriously?”
“Of course,” Ashley said. “I read in New York Magazine that the Museum of Sex is having an exhibit called ‘History of the Dildo.’ Some of their specimens go back to ancient Rome—although I happen to know Assyrian women were using them at least a thousand years earlier.”
“Sounds like fun,” Libby said, “but we’ll have to do it another time. Actually, I wanted to talk to Peters. I know he’s got his own phone, but I never asked him for the number, and it’s unlisted.”
“If you’re looking to fuck Peters, Libby, the least you could do is invite me along. I’ve told you before, I don’t know how many times, that we’d make a great threeway.”
“I’ll keep that in mind, but right now I want to discuss business with him.”
Malachi Peters had once been a top-tier assassin for the CIA, until he was killed while on a mission during the latter years of the Cold War. For his sins, he was consigned to Hell—until someone decided his talents were needed again back on the Earthly plain.
A renegade group of demons had arranged for one of their number to cross over and possess Senator Howard Stark, a leading candidate for the US Presidency. Once in office, the demon could make its host pull the nuclear trigger, setting in motion a chain of events that would wipe out humanity once and for all. This is a prospect that demons tend to regard with glee. But another faction in Hell had feared that such an act could bring on Armageddon—a final battle between Light and Darkness, which the forces of Darkness might very well lose.
So Peters had been sent back to this world with the mission of assassinating Senator Stark before the man could be elected President. The forces backing Peters had also given flesh to Ashur Badaktu, a female demon whose mission was to accompany Peters, assist him as needed, and keep him from being distracted by his famously overactive libido. The demon had accordingly taken the form of an extremely beautiful woman who called herself Ashley. She’d provided sage advice and wise counsel, and some supernatural assistance, as needed. She had also helped Peters stay focused by fucking his brains out on a regular basis.
The mission had not gone exactly as anticipated, especially after the pair had encountered Quincey Morris and Libby Chastain, who had their own plan to derail the Stark candidacy. Howard Stark was still alive, although he had not been elected President of the United States, and never would be.
Once the matter was resolved, Ashley and Peters had expected to be recalled to the torments of Hell, but then they had learned that a civil war had broken out between the two factions who had either supported or opposed the Stark operation. In the ensuing chaos, the female demon and the former assassin who’d been sent to Earth had apparently been forgotten by the Powers That Be Down Below—a situation that could continue for a thousand years, or come to an end tomorrow.
Liking each other well enough, the two had decided to continue their partnership, taking on occasional work as supernatural investigators while enjoying the pleasures of their newfound flesh—both with each other and a number of other partners. Ashley’s sexual appetite extended to both human sexes—as Libby Chastain had found out, both to her delight and dismay. Over her relationship with Ashley, Libby was what might best be called conflicted.
Ashley put down the phone and called, “Peters—it’s for you!”
After hearing the reply, “I’ll be right there!” Ashley picked up the phone again and told Libby, “He’ll just be a second. What’s up?”
“I’ve got a remote locating job, and I need somebody to plot the arcs on a map as I go.”
“You could’ve asked me, you know. I can plot with the best of them.”
“No, I couldn’t,” Libby said. “You’re too... distracting.”
“Why thank you, sweetheart. That’s one of the nicest things any human has ever said to me.”
“Besides, having you around makes it harder for me to do my work.”
“You mean, because I’m evil.”
“Let’s just say your demonic nature interferes with my ability to use white magic effectively.”
“Pity, that. But here’s Peters—I’m sure he’ll help you out.”
“Okay, thanks.”
“I hope to see you soon, Libby.”
There was something in the way Ashley said her name that was reminiscent of the way vampire Bill Compton used to say Sookie, back before True Blood jumped the shark. It made Libby moist between the thighs—which, she knew, was exactly what Ashley had intended.
Goddamn demon, Libby thought.



  

  

Chapter Five
  

  

QUINCEY MORRIS LED Dan Sturbridge out through the rear entrance of the Sheriff Department’s headquarters and over to where he’d parked the midnight-blue Mustang. He’d left it at the far end of the parking lot, away from other cars and the possibly prying eyes of their owners. He unlocked the trunk, raised the lid, and gestured for Sturbridge to come closer. “This is what I brought from Austin,” he said. “I figure it ought do the trick.”
Sturbridge stared into the trunk for a few seconds. “Yeah, I can see why you didn’t want to try taking this stuff with you on an airplane,” he said.
Morris reached in and brought out a long, heavy sword. He removed the leather scabbard to reveal a slightly curved blade about three feet long. The leather-wrapped handle was protected by a brass guard.
Sturbridge stared at the formidable-looking weapon. “This what I think it is?”
“It is if you’re thinking of a US Cavalry saber,” Morris said. “I bought two of them a few years ago. Not originals, of course—you can get those from collectors, sometimes, but they’re pretty damn pricey. But thank the Good Lord for Civil War reenactors.”
“Those guys who dress up in Union or Confederate uniforms and play war on weekends? I’ve got a cousin who’s into that stuff. I never understood the attraction, myself. I figure God gave us refrigerators and microwave ovens for a reason.”
“Turning the clock back on technology never appealed to me, either,” Morris said. “But the thing I like about those fellas is that they insist on absolute authenticity for the stuff they use—or as close to it as is possible.”
Sturbridge nodded. “Yeah, my cousin Barry’s like that, too. As if it matters to anybody but him.”
“Consequently,” Morris said, “this here is a very accurate copy of the saber used by Union forces in the Civil War—or what my great-grandmother insisted on calling ‘the war of Northern aggression.’ In fact, the quality of the metal is quite a bit better than what they had to work with in the Nineteenth Century. These two that I bought cost about two hundred bucks each, but they were still a lot less expensive than a couple of originals—which might well be fakes, anyway.” He shrugged. “It’s good steel, and that’s what counts. I don’t give a damn about authenticity. I just want the damn things to be sharp.”
“And you need these why, exactly?”
“Because one of the sure ways to kill a ghoul is by decapitation. And if you’re dealing with them in the wild, so to speak, a saber is the most practical weapon to use. The ones they sell to reenactors, they mostly have pretty dull blades, to avoid accidental carnage during battle scenes. But since carnage is exactly what I have in mind, I spent about an hour apiece sharpening these things. Check the edge on this one—but be careful you don’t cut yourself.”
Sturbridge gingerly ran his finger along the flat side of the blade, close to the edge but not quite touching. “Christ, you could probably shave with this thing.”
“Possible, but not recommended,” Morris said. “Just one blow from a saber might not take a ghoul’s head right off, but it’ll put him down long enough for you to finish the job.”
“Uh-huh.” Sturbridge sounded less than enthusiastic. He returned the saber to Morris, who carefully put it back in the trunk. Then he brought out something that looked like it might be the product of an illicit union between a camcorder and strobe light. “Check this out,” he said, handing it to Sturbridge.
The device, which seemed to be made mostly of plastic and glass, fit comfortably in the palm of his hand. Four identical lenses protruded from its front.
“What’s this?” he said. “Some kind of video camera? You figure to make movie stars out of these fuckers?”
“Could be kind of interesting, now that you mention it, but it’s not what I had in mind,” Morris said. “What you’ve got there is a Nitecore TM 26. Just about the most powerful portable flashlight in existence. That little thing will put out 3,800 lumens with just a flick of your finger.”
“I don’t know what a lumen is, but I assume you’re saying that it’s pretty fucking bright.”
“‘Pretty fucking bright’ is exactly what this thing is, Dan. By way of comparison, the most up-to-date model police flashlight produces somewhere around 1,000 lumens, max.”
“Well, at least you’ll be able to see the damn things—that’s for sure.”
“Yeah, but it’s good for more than that,” Morris said. “Ghouls hate bright light. That’s why they never hunt during the day.”
“You figuring to chase ’em away? I thought the whole point was to kill the fuckers.”
“It is—and, no, I’m not planning to drive them off. The unexpected super-bright light shined right in their faces ought to confuse them—maybe even freeze them in place for a few seconds. That should be enough for us to take appropriate action—either with the saber …” Morris bent over the trunk again. “… or with this.”
While fussing with whatever was in his trunk, Morris said over his shoulder, “Wish I could have brought two of these, as well, so we could each have one. But the 1,400 dollar price tag on these babies makes that impractical.”
When he straightened up, Morris was holding what looked a lot like a scuba tank. There was an elaborate valve attached to one side, and from that ran a hose that looked to be about ten feet long, ending in a nozzle that looked like it belonged on a fire hose. Morris wrestled with the thing for a few moments until he had his arms through the shoulder straps, securing the tank in position on his back while he gripped the nozzle in one hand.
Sturbridge gaped at him. “Quincey, what the fuck…?”
“Dan, let me introduce you to my friend, the GoPro flamethrower. GoPro, meet my friend Dan.”
“What the hell is that, military surplus?”
“No, the military models are bigger, and pretty hard to get these days. The US military stopped using them in 1978. This one was made by a bunch of good ol’ boys at the GoPro Corporation in Arkansas, although I don’t know who their customer base is—besides me, I mean.”
Sturbridge stared at Morris for several seconds, then slowly shook his head. “And you brought that fucking thing over a state line, didn’t you?”
“Sure did—and it was perfectly legal, too.”
“Get the fuck oughta here.”
“It’s true, Dan. Although the Bureau of Alcohol, Tobacco, and Firearms has got restrictions on machine guns, assault rifles, silencers, sawed-off shotguns, and I don’t know what all, they don’t regulate flamethrowers.”
“Well, damn, don’t that beat all?”
“Yeah, I know. Maybe it was an oversight when they wrote the law, or maybe nobody in Washington thought a civilian would have any use for a flamethrower. Of course, most people don’t know about ghouls, do they? The kind they have in Congress don’t count.”
Sturbridge ran a hand slowly through his thick mop of brown hair. “What’s it use for fuel, napalm? I read someplace that’s what our guys used in Vietnam.”
“Uh-uh. Napalm’s easy enough to make—all you need is gasoline and soap flakes—but the boys at GoPro tell me this little darling works best with a mixture of diesel fuel and gasoline, in a proportion of nine to one. I know they’re right—I’ve had occasion to use thing a couple of times before this, and the diesel and gas mix worked just fine.”
“Do I want to know what those occasions were?”
“No,” Morris said, “you probably don’t.”
Sturbridge took in a deep breath and let it out slowly. “So, you’re either gonna burn the ghouls to a crisp, or whack their heads off.”
“That’s the plan.”
“What about a good old-fashioned shotgun, loaded with double-ought buckshot?”
Morris shrugged. “Maybe it would work, maybe it wouldn’t. The literature on this particular subject is sketchy, unreliable, and sometimes contradictory. Be a shame to rely on a shotgun and then find out, in the last second of your life, that it’s ineffective against ghouls.”
“I kinda see your point.”
Morris slipped the fuel tank’s straps off his shoulders and carefully returned the flamethrower to the trunk.
“You haven’t said anything about crosses and other religious stuff. That works pretty well against vampires, as I remember.”
“Not all supernatural creatures are vulnerable to the same things, Dan. Now, I’ve never heard or read anything that says religious symbols have any effect against ghouls—but if you want to wear some, I’m sure it won’t do any harm.”
Sturbridge was staring at his shoe tops. He might have found them the most fascinating things in the world. Without looking up he said, ”Yeah, um, about that.”
“About what?”
“Me.”



  

  

Chapter Six
  

  

“OKAY, MARK IT,” Libby Chastain said.
Mal Peters leaned over Libby’s kitchen table and used the pencil and ruler to draw another line on the map of New York City, following the arc that the pendulum had been traveling. It was the fifth line that he’d drawn, and all of the lines intersected at the same point: Manhattan Island.
The pendulum consisted of a length of fine silver chain from which swung a diamond-shaped emerald, onto which Libby had carved a number of mystical symbols. Before beginning the process, Libby had spent half an hour renewing the spell that allowed the pendulum to function, in the right hands, as a psycho-location device.
“At least she’s alive,” Libby said as she straightened up. “I confess I had my doubts. When somebody disappears the way Kayla Holloway did, you tend not to expect a good outcome. Or at least I don’t.”
“Considering all the things that can happen to an abducted girl in this city,” Peters said, “talking about a ‘good outcome’ might be kind of premature, Libby.”
“Point taken.” Libby began rolling up the map. “Well, she’s alive, or I wouldn’t have gotten any psychic ‘hits’ during the ritual. Alive, and apparently somewhere in Manhattan.”
“That really narrows it down, all right,” Peters said.
“Sarcasm is uncalled for.” Libby’s tone showed that she hadn’t taken offense. She and Peters had been through a lot together—and once you’ve helped to save the world a couple of times, petty affronts seem to lose their significance. “And narrowing it down is what the rest of this procedure is designed to do. Excuse me a moment.”
Libby took the map with her, and returned a few minutes later bearing what looked like several more.
“Not all my distant location work is local,” she said, “but a lot of it is. I’ve accumulated several maps of the city and its surroundings, some of them quite detailed. If I have to, I can use Google Maps and a computer screen, but the spell seems to work better with ink on paper—probably because that’s what it was originally designed for.”
Libby sorted through the maps she’d brought in, and selected one. “So we start with Manhattan, and narrow it down from there.”
She unrolled the map on the table, weighing down the corners with nearby kitchen items. Hearing a soft snort of laughter from Peters, she looked at him. “What?”
“I never really thought of a butter dish as having a role in magic before. I’ll have to mention it to Ashley.”
“The kind of magic she works probably has no need for a butter dish,” Libby said. “A cup full of baby’s blood might be closer to the mark.”
She picked up the pendulum again, murmuring a few words of Latin to keep the spell strong. “Ready?”
“Start swinging, kiddo.”



  

  

Chapter Seven
  

  

MORRIS CLOSED THE trunk lid then turned and leaned against it, hands in his pockets. He would have been more comfortable with his arms folded across his chest, but he didn’t want to give Dan Sturbridge an impression of disapproval. He thought he knew what was going on, and it would require careful handling.
“What about you, Dan?”
“It’s just that... look, Quincey, I’ve been in law enforcement a long time. I’ve had to deal with a lot of dangerous people. I’m not yellow.”
“I never thought you were,” Morris said evenly.
Sturbridge went on as if Morris hadn’t spoken. “I’ve chased suspects down dark alleys, not knowing whether they were armed or not—and sometimes, they were. I’ve served warrants in neighborhoods where most cops wouldn’t go without a SWAT team in their back pocket. I’ve risked my life plenty of times, over the years. But this...” He made a gesture that seemed to Morris to combine frustration with despair.
“You did okay when we had to deal with those vampires that time three years ago,” Morris said. “In fact, I’d have said you did fine.”
“That’s ’cause I didn’t really believe it was vampires we was after. I figured it was just a few nuts who had taken the Goth thing one step too far and were acting like vampires. And by the time I found out just how wrong I was...”
“You had no choice but to fight. It was fight or die. Or worse.”
“Exactly. That’s exactly the way it was. And afterward... afterward I had nightmares about it for months. For months. I took to sleeping with a cross around my neck, and another one over the bed—and I’m not even Catholic.”
Morris nodded. He was no stranger to horrific nightmares himself.
“So why’d you call me in this time, Dan?” he asked.
“I figured you’d handle it yourself, without dragging me along. Anyway, don’t you have a partner now? Some kind of witch? That’s what I heard, anyway.”
“You’re right,” Morris said. “I do have a partner these days. Her name’s Libby Chastain, and she is a witch—the kind who practices white magic, which is still pretty damn powerful.”
“Then why don’t you get her down here? Sounds like she’d be more help to you than I could ever be.”
“Not a bad idea, in principle,” Morris said. “But Libby lives in New York City, where she’s got her own private consulting business.”
“A consulting witch?”
“Yeah, pretty much.”
“And she makes a living doing that?”
“A pretty good living,” Morris said. “With a population as big as the one you’ve got in the New York metro area, it’s not hard to find quite a few folks who believe in magic—or who are desperate enough to need to believe.”
“Yeah, I guess even if one percent are believers, that still adds up to an awful lot of people.”
“It sure does, podner. And I’m not going to ask Libby to drop whatever she’s doing and come running out here, if it’s not an emergency.”
“You don’t think that a bunch of fucking ghouls killing and eating people amounts to an emergency?”
“No, I don’t,” Morris said. “A threat—yes. One that has to be dealt with—yes. But out there in the desert, a long way from any human habitation...” He shook his head. “I don’t figure the ghouls are likely to find a lot of people to prey on. Besides...”
When Morris didn’t immediately go on, Sturbridge looked at him. “Besides, what?”
“Pretty soon, Libby’s going into seclusion for a month with other members of her Sisterhood. She won’t be available for anything else until that’s over with.”
“Seclusion? You mean some kind of retreat, or something?”
“Don’t know for sure, but I get the impression that it’s probably a bigger deal than just taking a month off for prayer and meditation. The whole thing’s supposed to be a big secret, so she hasn’t said much about it. The way she put it was, ‘It’s a witch thing—you wouldn’t understand’.”
“Okay, fine, I get it,” Sturbridge said, his voice sounding a little desperate. “But isn’t there somebody else you could call in to help you?”
Morris shook his head slowly. “Nobody I could get on short notice. Nobody I’d trust, anyway.” He gave the Sheriff a measured look. “I trust you, Dan.”
“Even though I’m shit scared?”
“I’m scared of those things, too, Dan. Seriously. But somebody once defined courage as ‘being shit scared, and still doing what you have to.’”
“Yeah? And who said that?”
“Me,” Morris told him. “I did.”
“Look, Quincey—”
“It has to be you, Dan. I won’t do it alone—it’s too dangerous. I need somebody to watch my back. You called me in, Dan. This is your county, and it was one of your taxpayers that the fuckin’ ghouls had for dinner. The next victim will be one of yours, too, most likely. Unless we stop it now.”
Sturbridge turned and walked away—or started to. He stopped after two or three steps and just stood there, his back to Morris. Morris wasn’t sure what Sturbridge was looking at—the Sheriff’s headquarters, people going in and out, the parked cars, or maybe nothing at all. After perhaps a minute, he turned and walked back. His face was expressionless. “All right,” he said. His throat was so tight, he seemed to have difficulty getting the words out. “But I get the fuckin’ flamethrower.”
“Wouldn’t have it any other way,” Morris said through a grin. “Unless you have some experience lopping off ghouls’ heads with a cavalry saber, that is.”
“No—they don’t teach that one at the California Police Academy. Not yet, anyway.”



  

  

Chapter Eight
  

  

EIGHTY MINUTES AND six maps later, Libby Chastain put down the magically-imbued pendulum. “That’s it,” she said. “I’m pretty sure we’ve found her.”
“Interesting process,” Mal Peters said. “We could’ve used you in the CIA back in the old days.” He looked back down at the map, and the building that had been circled in pencil. “How certain are you?”
“That she’s alive, or that she in this building?”
“Either. Or both.”
“I’d bet the ranch, if I had one, that she’s still alive. I’ve never had a false positive reading that continued from one map level to another.”
“Sounds pretty good to me. Okay, how about the location?”
Libby pursed her lips for a couple of seconds. “I’d put it close to ninety percent, Mal. That’s been my track record, ever since I mastered the technique about five years ago.”
“How many searches are we talking about here?”
“Twenty-six, twenty seven—something like that.”
They were both staring at the map now, which showed a three-block area of what was still called the Meatpacking District, although the last of the abattoirs and butcher shops moved on decades ago. It runs from the Hudson River to Hudson Street, and from Gansevoort Street north to West 14th. It’s quite a fashionable neighborhood these days, or parts of it are.
“Not exactly an inconspicuous location, is it?” Peters said. “I was expecting something along the lines of a tenement, or maybe an abandoned warehouse.”
The building, which was located at the intersection of 9th Avenue, Hudson Street, and West 14th, appeared to be triangular in shape—an unusual occurrence in any city, let alone Manhattan.
“Maybe they’re following the principle of hiding in plain sight,” Libby said. “Let’s see what Google Streetview can tell us about that building.”
They soon learned that it was called, logically enough, the Triangle Building, or sometimes the Little Flatiron Building (to distinguish it from the much larger and well-known Flatiron Building in midtown). The oddly-shaped structure had apparently been built in 1849 as a factory for the Herring Safe and Lock Company. That incarnation lasted until the 1880s, when it was converted into stores, with lofts on the top floor. These days, the Triangle Building houses a fancy and well-regarded Italian restaurant, although the top floor lofts still remain.
“The basement’s got an interesting history,” Libby said, reading from her laptop screen. “The restaurant uses it as a lounge these days, but it used to be a gay bar, and before that a gay leather bar, and before that it was home to an establishment called…” She looked up from the screen then, and there was an odd expression on her face as she said, “The Hellfire Club.”
Peters shook his head. “That was just the name for a BDSM swingers club that was down there in the Nineties. Nothing like the kind of hell fire that you and I know about—I think the owners just wanted to sound wicked.”
She gave him a crooked smile. “And you know about this how?”
“Article in the Village Voice a couple months back,” he said. “The writer was waxing nostalgic for all the kinky establishments you could find in the Meatpacking District back in the old days.”
“Sic transit gloria,” Libby said.
“For sure, although I’m not sure ‘glory’ is the proper word. Anyway, whatever happened to the girl, I don’t figure she was abducted by anybody who hangs around that basement these days, Libby. I had a drink there once—the place is about as wild as Salt Lake City on Christmas Eve.”
“So you know the building,” she said.
“Oh, sure.”
“If Kayla is in there somewhere, what’s your best guess as to where?”
“Unless the people who own the restaurant are in on it, which I kinda doubt, it’s gotta be one of the rooms upstairs.”
Libby peered at the image on her computer. “Looks like four floors worth of ‘upstairs,’ Mal.”
“So I see. I think most of it’s been converted to apartments now, with lofts on the top floor.”
“Shit,” Libby said.
“Yeah, I know. Can’t you narrow it down any further?”
“Not from here.”
“Then I guess we better go scope out the Triangle Building, huh?”
She looked at him. “We?”
“Sure, why not? I got nothing else going this afternoon. Besides,” he said with a grin, “we might get into some trouble. I’d like that.”
“I’m hoping we won’t encounter trouble,” she said. “But I’ll bring my wand and a couple of odds and ends, just in case. Are you violating the city’s concealed weapons laws, as usual?”
Peters reached under his jacket and around to the small of his back. A moment later, he produced a small but impressive-looking automatic made of stainless steel.
“Kimber Ultra Carry, .45 caliber,” he said. “It’s like my Amex card—I never leave home without it.”
“Fine. Give me five minutes to get some gear of my own together, and then we’ll get going. I don’t want to waste any more time.”
“The kid’s been gone four days now, Libby,” he said gently.
“I know,” she said. “But sometimes I get feelings about the subject when I’m doing remote location, and that’s what I picked one up this time—and it’s a bad one.”
Peters looked at his watch. “Twenty after four. Almost rush hour.”
“Then we’d better do some rushing of our own.”



  

  

Chapter Nine
  

  

THE SUN WAS low in the desert sky by the time they finished putting up the small tent they’d picked up at a Dick’s Sporting Goods in town. Inside it were the two cavalry sabers, the miniature flame thrower, and enough food and water to last them until morning. No sleeping bags, though—on this trip, falling asleep could well prove fatal.
“We best gather up all the dead branches and stuff we can find,” Quincey Morris said. “Come sundown, we want us a nice, big campfire.”
“I hear ya,” Dan Sturbridge said. “Hot as it is around here during the day, the temperature drops like a rock after dark.”
“True, but that’s not what I had in mind,” Morris said. “I want to make it easy for the ghouls to find us.”
Sturbridge gave a nervous laugh. “Now that’s something I never thought I’d ever hear somebody say. You figure the fucking things might have some difficulty? Hell, we’re camped no more than a quarter-mile from where they killed the last poor bastard.”
“Yeah, I know. But there’s not a lot written about ghouls in the literature, and some of what I found contradicts other stuff. Nobody knows for sure whether ghouls hunt by sight, or by smell, or what. Besides, a big fire gives us lots of light to fight by.”
“I thought that’s what your fancy flashlights were for.”
“Uh-uh. They illuminate only a small area, although very intensely. Besides, flashlights can be dropped, or knocked out of your hands. We don’t want to be fighting blind, because one of the other things nobody is sure about is whether the fucking ghouls can see in the dark.”
The worried look on Sturbridge’s face deepened. “So if the—what do you call it? The literature?—isn’t all that reliable, how come you’re so sure the swords and that flamethrower are gonna do the job?”
“Because I’ve seen for myself that they work. This ain’t my first rodeo, you know. I’ve fought ghouls before.”
“Yeah? How many times?”
“Once. That was enough.”
Sturbridge looked at Morris, then looked away. “Maybe we should’ve brought some more help,” he muttered.
“Like who?” Morris asked. “Can you see yourself asking any of your deputies to volunteer for a ghoul hunt? Once they figured out you weren’t kidding, they’d start drafting a letter to your boss, asking to have you committed.”
Sturbridge was silent for a few seconds. “Yeah,” he said finally. “Yeah, I guess you’re right.”
“Besides,” Morris told him, “with the right equipment, you and me can handle a couple of ghouls—maybe three at the most.”
“How can you be sure it’s only two or three?”
“Because of the bite marks on the body, Dan.” Morris spoke slowly, as if explaining things to a small child. “There were only two distinct sets of markings, with some others that weren’t clear enough to ID. That makes no more than three, right?”
“Yeah, okay, but what if there was some who didn’t get at the guy’s body? You see that with coyotes sometimes. If food’s limited, the alphas of the pack get to eat, while the rest are left sucking hind tit.”
“Nothing like that has ever been reported in the literature about ghouls. For one thing, they either work solo or in small groups—there’s no ‘pack’ for us to worry about.”
“But you said yourself the literature wasn’t always accurate. What if it’s wrong this time?”
Morris tried to keep the sarcasm out of his voice, but didn’t entirely succeed. “Then I guess we’re just fucked, aren’t we?” He took in a big breath, let it out, and then said in a gentler tone, “Come on, podner, let’s get on that firewood.”
An hour later it was full dark, with about a million stars visible through the clear, dry air. Their campfire provided some welcome warmth in the rapidly cooling night. More important, it illuminated the area around it to a circumference of perhaps fifteen feet.
Morris and Sturbridge sat a few feet apart on a dead log that they’d dragged to the campsite. “I know you’ve practiced putting on the flamethrower and getting it ready for action,” Morris said. “If something happens, don’t try to rush—let your muscle memory tell you what to do. I’ll keep them at bay long enough for you to get set properly. After that... well, it’s barbequed ghoul for dinner, I reckon.”
“Why don’t I just strap it on now, and be ready?” Sturbridge asked.
“We don’t want to scare ’em off, remember? Long as we look harmless, they should come right at us. By the time they figure out what they’ve walked into, it’ll be too late for them to run.”
“Too late for us, too.”
“We’re not here to run, Dan. Exterminators don’t run from the bugs—they kill them.”
The two men sat there for almost an hour, feeding the fire as needed and sometimes making quiet conversation about the Texas Longhorns’ chances of a national championship this season.
Sturbridge was saying, “I think if they can beat Notre Dame in the fourth week, they’ve got a half-decent...”
Then Morris put a hand on the Sheriff’s knee, gripping hard. “Sshhh.”
A few seconds later they both heard something that was midway between a growl and hiss—a sound that seemed to come not from one source, but several all at once.
The two men sprang to their feet and turned at once toward the source of the strange noise. They had visitors, all right—and as the gray shapes moved slowly into the range of the campfire’s illumination, Quincey Morris realized just how wrong the literature on ghouls had been. They were looking not at two of the horrific creatures, or even three. Morris counted seven of the things, and at that moment realized that what he had mockingly said to Sturbridge earlier had actually come to pass. They were fucked, all right—big time.



  

  

Chapter Ten
  

  

AFTER ENDURING THE claustrophobic misery that is the New York City subway system during rush hour, Libby Chastain and Mal Peters found themselves on Ninth Avenue in the Village, looking across the street at the triangular red brick structure known as the Little Flatiron Building.
At one point during their crowded and cramped journey, Peters had whispered to Libby, “I thought Ashley told me once that you can use magic to fly.”
“Not very fast, and not very far,” Libby had muttered. “Especially with two people involved. Sorry.”
“Too bad. It would be a lot more fun than this sardine can, not to mention smelling better. Any chance you could whip up a spell that would turn everybody else in this car into ants?”
“Don’t give me ideas.”
Now as they stared at the building, Libby said, “I’ve never been to this part of town, but darned if that building doesn’t look familiar, somehow.” She had to speak loudly, so that he could hear her over the noise of the traffic and all the people passing on foot.
“Maybe in the movies,” Peters said. “You ever see Fatal
Attraction?”
“With Glenn Close as the psycho-bitch from hell? Sure—although it was a long time ago.”
“That was supposedly the building where she lived. They used what we’re looking at now for the exterior shots.”
“That must be what I’m thinking of, then. Nothing like giving the place a cheerful history, even if it was made up.”
After another minute, Peters asked, “So, you getting anything? Is she really in there?”
Libby shook her head, frowning. “Too many people—I can’t isolate her life energy from all the others. We’ll have to go inside and walk each floor.”
“What’re you planning to do if we find the right apartment?”
“Go in and get her, of course. As I said, there’s a good chance she’s in danger.”
“That’s okay with me—but isn’t that what the cops are for?”
Libby nodded solemnly. “Quite right. So, why don’t you call 911 and tell them we need a SWAT team from Emergency Services down here right away. You can explain that this witch you know says she’s been getting psychic vibrations that tell her a missing girl is inside, and probably in serious trouble. Go ahead—I’ll wait.”
“Well, when you put it like that...”
“Come on—we can catch the light if we hurry.”
They agreed that the restaurant and its cocktail lounge below street level were the least likely places, and should be kept until last.
A few seconds later, they were in front of the building’s main entrance. With Peters standing behind her to block the view of any passers-by, Libby produced her wand, muttered a couple of words, and touched the tip to the security keypad. With a soft buzz, the door clicked open.
Elevators in older buildings are notoriously unreliable, so Peters and Libby took the immense, winding staircase up to the second floor. They walked the well-lit carpeted hallway slowly, Libby holding her wand flat against one leg to avoid drawing attention. Peters had transferred the Kimber .45 from its usual spot near his pelvis to the waistband just left of the belt buckle where it was covered by the light jacket he wore but still readily accessible.
Libby got no useful emanations from any of the apartments on that level. As they climbed the stairs to the next floor, Peters asked her, “What do we do if you get a hit—or whatever you call it—at one of these places? Knock on the door and ask for Kayla?”
“Well, we could always call the police. I could explain to them that I’m a witch and that I’m getting psychic vibrations from—”
“Okay, okay—you already made your point.”
“The sense of unease I experienced while doing the map search could mean any number of things. Maybe she’s developed a crack habit or hooked up with an abusive boyfriend. On the other hand, it could mean she’s in imminent danger of death. There’s only one way to find out for certain.”
“Go in and get her.”
“Score one for the man from the CIA.”
“I haven’t been with the Company for a long time. That was literally, a lifetime ago.”
“I know, but I thought calling you ‘the man from Hell’ might sound rude.”
“You got any thoughts as to—”
“Quiet.”
They had just passed apartment 311. Libby turned back, softly walked to the door, and placed both hands flat against its surface. She stood like that for several seconds, eyes closed in concentration.
Then she turned to Peters and said, “This is the one, and whatever danger she’s in is worse than a drug habit—a lot worse. We have got to get in there right now.”



  

  

Chapter Eleven
  

  

“HOLY MOTHER OF God,” Sturbridge said softly. Morris wasn’t sure if that was a reaction to the ghouls’ physical appearance, or their unexpected number, or both.
Morris had seen ghouls before, and this bunch was consistent with his past experience. They were vaguely humanoid—unsurprising, since ghouls had once been human, before being infected by the virus bacillus ghoulianas. The most common means of infection was the bite of another ghoul, although most ghouls lacked the self-control to stop knawing on a human after just one bite. Good thing, too—or the world would be ass-deep in ghouls by now.
The creatures were hairless, with skin that hung limply from their naked bodies and sunken eyes that seemed to glow in the light of the campfire. Their teeth looked sharp and mean, while their fingers ended in claws that were long and slightly curved. As they stared at what they doubtless regarded as their dinner, the seven ghouls made intermittent sounds that were somewhere between a hiss and a growl.
“Two, you said, Quincey. Two—maybe three.” Sturbridge sounded like he was on the edge of panic.
“Doesn’t matter,” Morris said. “You ready with that flame thrower?”
“Yeah, all set to go. I just hope it’ll be enough.”
“It will be,” Morris said with a bravado he did not feel. “Okay then. Stand where you are. Make them come to you. When they get within range, fry the motherfuckers.”
“What’re you gonna do?”
“Keep them from getting behind you.”
Morris gripped the hilt of the saber with both hands and brought the weapon up to shoulder height, unconsciously imitating the ready position of the samurai.
As if on command, the ghouls surged forward. They had apparently never seen a flamethrower before, because they made no effort to avoid Sturbridge as he aimed the nozzle at one and squeezed the trigger. A gout of flame shot out to engulf the nearest ghoul, who staggered back, making a high-pitched sound which might have been a scream.
The first ghoul to reach Morris hesitated, its eyes on the cavalry saber. Morris faked with his head and shoulders as if he were about to move to the right. The ghoul took a sideways step in that direction and Morris swung the saber hard. The sharp, heavy blade cut right through the thing’s spinal column and severed the head, which went spinning out into the dark beyond the campfire’s reach. A moment later, the obscene-looking body collapsed to the ground.
Two down, five left to go, Morris thought. With his peripheral vision, he saw the flamethrower give a second belch of fire that turned another ghoul into a tower of writhing, screaming flame.
Two more ghouls came at Morris. Having seen what he’d just done to their comrade, they separated and approached warily, their vicious claws slashing the air even before they were close enough to do any damage.
Morris knew that the last thing he and Sturbridge could afford was a protracted battle that the ghouls might win, or, at best, slink away from. In the latter case, Morris and Sturbridge would have to find the survivors all over again, and even ghouls weren’t stupid enough to walk into the same trap twice. No—it had to end here, and quickly.
Taking one hand away from the saber’s handle, Morris grabbed the ultra-powerful flashlight that was clipped to his belt. He flicked it on and gave one of the ghouls a three second blast right in its sunken eyes. The ghoul cried out and took a step back, temporarily blinded.
Morris tried to give the same treatment to his buddy, but this one was pretty smart, for a ghoul. It quickly raised the back of one hand to its eyes and blocked out most of Morris’s flashlight beam. Of course, covering your eyes with a hand means you still can’t see what’s going on. Morris took advantage of that with a quick step forward to deliver a one-handed downward slash with the saber that bisected the ghoul’s skull as neatly as a watermelon at a Fourth of July picnic.
But when Morris tried to pull the blade back out, he found it was stuck in the ghoul’s cranial cavity. After a quick glance left to make sure that the other ghoul was still night-blind, Morris yanked hard, bringing the saber, and the stumbling, dying ghoul it was still attached to, right toward himself.
With their bodies practically touching, the odor coming from the ghoul was almost enough to make Morris vomit. But he was still able to use his right knee to deliver a vicious shot to the creature’s lower abdomen while still keeping a tight grip on the saber. The force of this nasty shot to the gut propelled the ghoul backward as Morris, with strength born of desperation, wrenched the saber free.
So another ghoul was out of the fight, either dead or dying. Morris was starting to feel cautiously optimistic about his chances for survival—right up until the moment when Sturbridge screamed, “Quincey!
The motherfucker went out!”



  

  

Chapter Twelve
  

  

PETERS TOOK A step back and looked dubiously at the door of apartment 311. “Kicking one of those things in—it’s a lot harder than it looks on TV,” he said, “and I haven’t got my lock picks with me, either.”
“Doesn’t matter,” Libby said. “Just be ready to go in fast.”
Peters nodded. Pulling the Kimber from his waistband, he thumbed the hammer back as quietly as he could. He looked up and down the hall, but could see no one stirring. Most of the tenants were probably still stuck in rush hour traffic.
Libby touched her wand to the door handle and said something in a language that Peters didn’t recognize. A moment later, there was a soft click as the lock disengaged and the door swung open a couple of inches.
Libby glanced toward Peters, took in a deep breath, and slowly pushed the door wide open. She stepped through and immediately took a pace to the right so that Peters could follow her into what looked like a spacious living room, although with most of the furniture pushed back against the walls.
The sight that greeted them was something out of a bad horror movie—the kind you watch late on a Saturday night because you’re bored and the stuff on all the other channels is even worse.
For starters, there were the hooded figures, dressed in long gray robes that stopped being fashionable about 1538—four men who had been chanting softly until Libby and Peters interrupted them. The four had turned toward the door and were looking at their visitors with a mixture of surprise and rage.
Most of the other elements from a cheap Hammer Films knockoff were present, as well: pentagram drawn on the hardwood floor—check; candles burning at each point of said pentagram—check; naked girl, (presumably the missing Kayla Holloway) suitably gagged to keep the screaming down, tied over the pentagram so that her hands, feet, and head each touched one of its points—check; some kind of sickly-sweet incense burning in a brazier—check; oh, and don’t forget the knife that one of the cowled men was holding—long, with an intricately curved blade that would be useless for slicing bread but just about perfect for plunging into the heart of the aforementioned naked girl, whose eyes above the gag were bulging in terror. It appeared as if the man with the knife had been just about to employ it for its intended purpose when Libby and Peters unexpectedly joined the party.
The knife wielder pushed his cowl back, revealing a bald, burly man with thick eyebrows who bore a passing resemblance to former B-movie star Tor Johnson. He pointed the knife at the two intruders and screamed, “Kill them both! Now!”
Peters raised the Kimber, adopting a two-handed combat shooting stance. “I wouldn’t do that, if I was you,” he said.
But the men, who appeared unarmed, paid the gun no heed—Peters might just as well have been pointing his finger at them. They headed toward Peters and Libby like NFL linebackers intent on sacking a particularly arrogant quarterback.
White magic won’t allow a witch to hurt someone, but it’s great stuff for playing defense. Libby had a spell prepared that would freeze all four men in place for as long as she wished. She was raising her wand to cast it when the bald man, who seemed to be in charge, reared back and threw the ceremonial knife at her. Libby’s magic could have dealt with that, too—but not in the half-second it would take for the knife to leave the man’s hand and reach its intended target, which seemed to be her throat. Libby had fast reflexes, and she was able to get a hand up in time to deflect the flying blade—but it was the hand that was holding her wand. The knife’s impact slashed her fingers and caused the wand to fly halfway across the big room. In pain, bleeding, and without her magic wand, Libby was now powerless to prevent the three men from reaching them.
Peters, however, was not so impaired. He put a .45 bullet into the head of the nearest man at about fifteen feet, sending blood and brain tissue to splatter the nearest wall. He did the same to the next man at twelve feet, and the third man had almost reached Peters when he receiveda bullet in the chest that passed through the left ventricle of his heart before exiting through the back of the medieval-looking robe. The shot was instantly fatal, but physics is physics. The man’s momentum carried him into Peters, who crashed to the floor with the dying man on top of him. Cursing, Peters pushed the dead weight off himself and came up on one knee, already seeking to acquire the final target. He was lining up the sights just as the bald man produced a gun of his own, a big revolver, and aimed it right at Peters’ face.
The two men stayed like that for several long seconds, each knowing that to fire was to bring on his own death an instant later.
Nobody knows how long this Mexican standoff would have continued, but then Libby, pale as a spectre and bleeding freely from her right hand, said softly, “I’ll... I’ll fetch my wand.” She began to move slowly in the direction the wand had taken when it had been knocked from her hand.
“Hold it right there, bitch,” the bald man growled.
“Fuck you,” Peters said, his voice tight with tension. “What’re you gonna do, huh? Take the gun off me so you can shoot her? You won’t even live long enough to pull the fucking trigger, asshole.” Without taking his eyes off the man, Peters said, “Go on, Libby. Get your wand. This situation could use a little magic.”
Before Libby could take another step, the bald man said, “You two Americans?”
“Yeah,” Peters said. “So what?”
“So you should know that you just gave your country a good, hard fuck up the ass.”
Then, in one fluid motion, he opened his mouth wide, stuck the gun barrel in and pulled the trigger.



  

  

Chapter Thirteen
  

  

MORRIS TURNED TOWARD Sturbridge, intending to run to his friend’s assistance—but another ghoul stepped out of the darkness and into his path. What’s more, the ghoul Morris had blinded seemed to have recovered and was moving toward him purposefully.
Morris swung the saber in a wide arc to make the ghouls move back a step and give him some maneuvering room. “Use your light, Dan!” he yelled, without taking his eyes off the two ghouls in front of him. “Blind the fuckers, then use your sword!”
Goddam flamethrower should have plenty of fuel left. Maybe the ignition switch shorted out, or the hose feeding from the
tank got a kink in it—not that it makes much difference now. Goddam fucking shit!
Morris planned to follow his own advice—the part about blinding the ghouls, anyway. He was raising the four-bulb flashlight to do exactly that when one of the creatures made a sudden lunge toward him, its razor-sharp claws seeking his throat. Morris jumped back, but one foot landed on a patch of loose sand and went out from under him. Morris fell backwards but had enough sense to turn the fall into a roll that would put some space between him and the ghouls.
Rolling on the ground while holding a razor-sharp saber is tricky work. Morris managed that well enough, and even hung on to the sword—but he lost his flashlight in the process. And as he scrambled desperately to his feet, a sharp pain high up the inside of his right leg told him he’d pulled something in the fall, probably a groin muscle. He had just decided that things couldn’t get much worse, and then he heard Dan Sturbridge scream in terror.
Morris risked turning his head in that direction for an instant, and that was long enough for him to see Sturbridge as he broke and ran, stripping off the useless flamethrower on the way. He was headed west, back the way they had come and presumably toward the jeep which was parked a quarter mile away. Sturbridge ran as if all the demons of Hell were after him—and he wasn’t far wrong, either, since one of the ghouls shambled after him to disappear into the darkness. The other ghoul spent a moment staring in the direction his buddy had gone—and then turned, heading straight for Quincey Morris.
Under these circumstances, Morris thought, running away looked like a very good plan, but the ghouls trying to kill him clearly had other ideas, and every time he tried to take a step, the damaged muscle in his leg reminded him that fast movement was a very bad idea.
Three against one is pretty crappy odds, even if the three are ghouls. Wonder how fast these fuckers can run? Probably faster than some idiot with a torn groin muscle.
Morris slashed the air back and forth to keep the three ghouls at bay while part of his mind pondered the ancient Roman practice of falling on your sword. He wasn’t sure exactly how that form of suicide was accomplished, but he did know the Roman gladius was a hell of a lot shorter than the saber he now held, so that avenue of escape was probably denied to him.
Morris was damned if he was going to let himself be overwhelmed by sheer numbers and eaten alive by these monstrosities—that was just not permissible. He slashed at the ghouls, who stepped back out of range for a moment and then moved in again. Morris was wondering whether he had the gumption to slit his own throat and had just about decided to find out when something appeared behind one of the ghouls he was facing and tore its head off in a single, savage, movement.
The other two ghouls turned to gape, much as Morris was doing. That same something, moving too fast to be seen clearly in the uncertain light, closed with one of the remaining ghouls briefly and even from ten feet away Morris could hear its spine snap.
The third ghoul began backing away then, but it didn’t get more than a few yards before being engulfed by the mysterious shape, still moving too fast for Morris to get a clear view, especially this far from the fire. He heard what sounded like the beginning of a scream, but it was quickly cut off—and a few seconds later, Morris understood why, as the ghoul’s head came bouncing out of the darkness to land a few inches from his left foot.
Morris just stood where he was, the point of his saber touching the ground, as he tried to make some kind of sense out what had just happened. Then a shape was coming slowly toward him out of the dark. Unlike the shambling gait of the ghouls, this one walked liked a human. A moment later, Morris saw that human is exactly what it was—or appeared to be.
Morris’s savior was a man of middle height and average weight, with longish hair parted in the middle and a thin moustache traversing lips that appeared very red in the firelight. He wore dark clothing, a stark contrast to his skin, which was very pale.
Stopping about fifteen feet away, the man nodded pleasantly. “Good evening, Senõr Morris,” the man said, his Spanish-accented voice a pleasant tenor. “I am Ignacio de la rey Muñoz. It pleases me that you appear uninjured by these... beasts, although I very nearly arrived too late to be of assistance.”
Morris’s mouth moved a couple of times, but no sound came out. Finally, he managed, “Well, I reckon the first thing I should say under the circumstances is ‘Thank you’—so, gracias, Señor Muñoz. You have saved my life, and perhaps more than my life. Gracias.”
The man made a slight, graceful gesture. “De nada.”
“The second thing I need to say is who—or what—the hell are you?”
Muñoz gave him a tiny smile. “I find it odd that you would ask such a question, Señor. It is well known that you have been acquainted with many of my kind—right before you killed them.”
The smile broadened to reveal a pair of canine teeth that were longer than the norm, and very sharp-looking.
Morris’s hand unconsciously tightened around the grip of the saber he still held. He knew what he was facing now.
Vampire.



  

  

Chapter Fourteen
  

  

THE AIR IN apartment 311 was thick with the coppery smell of freshly shed blood. Tendrils of gun smoke hung in the air like ghosts, as if the spirits of the four dead men were already departing the corpses that were strewn across the floor. Libby Chastain, blood dripping from one hand, stared at the body of the baldheaded man, who had just splattered the ceiling and one wall with most of the contents of his skull. “Why... why would he do that? I wasn’t going to kill him! I couldn’t, even if I wanted to—not with magic, anyway.”
“I haven’t got even the second-cousin of an idea,” Peters said. “But I do know this much—we’ve got to haul ass out of here within the next three minutes. Even if none of the neighbors are home from work yet, a bunch of people in this building, and maybe some outside, just heard five gunshots, and at least some of them are calling 911, if they haven’t already. Even New Yorkers aren’t that blasé.”
Libby looked at him. “Why three minutes?”
“Average NYPD response time to emergency calls is nine minutes. But ‘average’ means some were longer and some shorter. We don’t want to cut it too fine, you know? Like you said before, the cops might not give our witchcraft story a sympathetic hearing—they’d be more likely to lock us up and lose the key.”
Libby rubbed the palm of her good hand over her face a few times, as if trying to wake up from deep slumber. “All right, then. We’ll get out quick as we can.”
“How’s the hand?”
Libby looked over the area where the thrown knife had caught her. “Not bad. A couple of cuts, and one’s kind of deep. But no permanent damage, I expect.”
“Can you do some hocus-pocus and heal it?”
She gave him a wry smile. “I wish. But you can’t use white magic to directly benefit yourself.”
“Well, that kinda sucks, doesn’t it?”
“You betcha. But several members of the Sisterhood live in the city. I’ll ask one of them to fix me up later.”
“Great—but we can’t just walk out of here with you bleeding like that. People will notice, and we don’t want to be noticed—not now.”
“Good point. Got a clean handkerchief on you, by any chance?”
“Always. Want me to bind that up for now?”
“Please.”
While Peters was tying the white cloth around Libby’s two injured fingers, she said, “You’re the only man I know who still carries a handkerchief.”
“What can I say? Mentally, I’m stuck in the Eighties. Hold still.” Half a minute later, he asked, “How’s that?”
“Much better—thanks. You know, we’ve got to get the girl out of here, too.”
“Why? The cops will take good care of her.”
“If they find the girl, that leads them to her parents. They find the parents, and that leads to me. And once the cops get to me, they’re going to start asking some questions that I don’t have good answers for.”
“I see your point,” Peters said. “Okay, I’ll cut her loose—you see if you can find her clothes. And if she had a purse or backpack, get that, too. No point leaving her ID behind.”
“Right. But there’s something we need to do first.” Rummaging in her enormous black leather bag, Libby produced a Samsung Galaxy S5 and walked to where the pentagram was laid out on the floor. To the bound, naked girl she said, “It’s okay, Kayla—nobody’s going to hurt you now. Your parents sent us, and we’re here to take you home.”
Turning to Peters, Libby said, “Set Kayla free, would you? Then take her to whatever passes for a bathroom in here, if it isn’t too gross. Let her sit down, maybe wrap a towel around herself, and drink some water. I’ll be along shortly.”
Peters pulled out a folding knife with a six-inch blade and clicked it open. Before kneeling to cut the girl’s ropes, he looked at Libby. “What’re you up to?”
“I’m pretty sure I can manage the camera one-handed, so I’m going to take some shots of the pentagram and the rest of the occult paraphernalia these people were using. I also see what looks like a spell book on that table behind you. I’ll get a few pictures of that, too.”
“Okay with me, but if the cops ever get hold of your phone and match what’s in there with the crime scene photos, you could have some heavy explaining to do.”
“I know, but don’t fret. I’ll be deleting everything I photograph within a few hours—right after I’ve shown it to Ashley.”
Frown lines appeared on Peters’ wide forehead. “Why her?”
Libby made a gesture in the direction of the pentagram. “It looks like these fools had in mind to summon a demon. Now, who do we know who’s better versed in that subject than Ashley?”
“Nobody I can think of.”
Three and a half minutes later, they were in the hallway, closing the apartment door softly behind them. Libby, her arm loosely around the waist of Kayla Holloway, watched Peters wipe his fingerprints off the doorknob and said, “Elevator or stairs?”
“Stairs. We’re less likely to run into somebody who’ll remember us.”
As they walked toward the stairway, Libby continued a process she had begun inside the apartment. She gently rubbed the back of Kayla Holloway’s neck with one hand while saying, very softly, “Everything’s fine, Kayla. Nobody’s going to hurt you, and there’s nothing to be afraid of. Let’s go home, now.”
Before they returned the girl to the care of her parents, the three of them would spend several hours at Libby’s condo. Libby would devote considerable time and magical skill to helping Kayla forget most of what had happened to her since her abduction—especially the four men she had just watched die violently, and the man who had killed three of them. Later, she would also work some subtle magic with the girl’s parents, encouraging them to contact the police with the news that Kayla, it seemed, had been a runaway after all. But she had returned safely, and the authorities need not concern themselves further. Sorry to be a bother. In time, both the girl and her parents would forget that she had disappeared for a few days, and they wouldn’t even remember Libby Chastain’s name. Libby always insisted on being paid in cash, so there would be no paper trail leading from the Holloway family to her.
Peters had traded guns with the bald man, wiping his own prints from the Kimber before wrapping the bald man’s dead hand around it. The gun had never been registered anywhere, and the man who’d sold it never even knew Peters’ name. With luck, the police would develop a theory that the bald man had killed the others before taking his own life.
The fly in that particular ointment was the slug that had passed through the bald man’s skull before burying itself in the ceiling, since it had not been fired from the same gun that had killed the others. But there was a good chance that the bullet would be so deformed that ballistics tests would be impossible, anyway. Besides, it was not exactly unheard of for Homicide detectives to ignore the one inconvenient piece of evidence that would prevent them from closing out an investigation.
Even if the case remained open, it would be filed under ‘Pending’ and eventually moved into the ‘Cold Cases’ drawer to be forgotten about forever. Probably.
As the three of them started down the stairs to street level, Peters said quietly, “Just before he offed himself, the bald dude said something like, ‘You’ve just fucked your country up the ass.’ What the hell was that about?”
“I don’t know,” Libby replied. “But I’d be very interested in finding out. Maybe Ashley can help us with that.”



  

  

Chapter Fifteen
  

  

QUINCEY MORRIS STOOD very still, wondering if he had been rescued from the metaphorical frying pan only to be cast into the proverbial fire. Muñoz had spoken truly—Morris had killed a number of vampires in his time, as had his father and grandfather before him, all of them following in the footsteps of the original Quincey Morris, who had died in far-off Transylvania, but not before helping to dispatch a certain Count Dracula.
So why did this bloodsucker save me? Because he wanted to take revenge himself—maybe something a lot worse than leaving me to become a ghoul entrée?
A human taking on a vampire—one on one, after dark—was virtual suicide, unless the human was very well prepared, for both offense and defense. Morris was not well prepared at all. He had come here to fight ghouls—not the bloodsucking undead.
The blade of the saber, which was not coated in silver, was useless. The only sacred object that Morris had on him was the small silver crucifix that he always wore on a chain around his neck, but it was currently covered by his undershirt, a Princeton Tigers sweatshirt over that, and the jacket he had worn against the desert chill. The chances of him getting the crucifix into play before the vampire could cross the three paces separating them made Davy Crocket’s odds of surviving the Alamo look pretty good by comparison.
For the second time in less than five minutes, Quincey Morris began to consider the wisdom of cutting his own throat.
Although a vampire’s supposed ability to read the minds of humans is a myth, it seemed that Muñoz had correctly assessed Morris’s dilemma.
“You need not contemplate either battle or suicide, Señor Morris. If I wished your death, all I need do was stand back while the ghouls made of you a meal. And if I had in mind for you a worse fate…” Muñoz’s toothy smile made a brief reappearance. “… that also would have been accomplished by now.”
Translation: if I’d wanted to commit the ultimate irony of draining your blood and turning you into a vampire like myself, I would have already done it, dummy.
Morris opened his hand and let the useless saber drop to the ground. “You make a good point, Señor Muñoz. So, what do you have in mind?”
“As you Anglos say, that question has two answers, Señor—a short one, and a longer one. The short answer is, in a word, conversation. A rational discussion between two intelligent men, neither of whom is contemplating the slaying of the other—at least not at present. I feel you owe me that much, considering…” Muñoz made a gesture that took in the bodies of the ghouls. “… everything.”
Morris nodded slowly. “Okay. Conversation seems reasonable—the non-hostile kind. You’re right—I do owe you that much, if not more. But I’m concerned about my friend, who headed off in that direction—” Morris pointed. “— with a ghoul in hot pursuit.”
Muñoz looked at him curiously. “You still consider Sheriff Sturbridge your friend, after he ran away, leaving you to almost certain death?”
“Yeah, I know.” Morris shook his head. “Maybe I’ll get pissed off about it later, but right now I just feel sorry for the guy. I pressured him into taking on something outside his capabilities. Dan’s no coward—he’s faced down more than a few humans who were armed and dangerous.” And a couple of years
ago, he even helped me kill some vampires, Morris thought, but decided to keep that information to himself. “I just asked too much of him this time.”
Muñoz inclined his head a few inches in a brief bow. “I admire your forbearance, Señor. In similar circumstances, I doubt I could be as forgiving. In any case, you need have no concern about the Sheriff—I dispatched the ghoul who was pursuing him before I arrived here. You will find your friend waiting where you parked your vehicle.”
“I don’t know,” Morris said. “The frame of mind Dan’s in, he might get in the jeep and just start driving.”
“That may well be his intention,” Muñoz said. “But an intention without the ability to carry it out is of no consequence.” He removed a small object from his pocket and tossed it to Morris. “You will wish to return this to him, I’m sure.”
Morris had caught the thing by reflex, but now he looked closer at what he was holding—it was a distributor cap. Without this, Dan’s jeep was going nowhere. “You’re very thorough, Señor.”
“Thank you. I try to be.”
“You said a minute ago that your request had a second part. Mind if I ask what that is?”
“Not at all. I hope to secure your services—for a matter that you would probably undertake willingly, were you made aware of it. In short, Señor Morris, fully realizing the incongruity involved, I wish to hire you. And the estimable Señorita Chastain, or course.”
Morris blinked a couple of times as he tried to get his mind around the idea of a vampire as an employer, rather than a mortal enemy.
After a few seconds he said, “Hire us to do what?”
“Something that you have already done at least once already, or so I am led to believe.”
“I’m too damn tired to play word games, Muñoz,” Morris said. “Just what is it you want Libby and me to do?”
“What else, Señor? To save the world.”



  

  

Chapter Sixteen
  

  

ROOM 519 WAS three floors above Ted Burnett’s office in what they call the Original Headquarters Building at Langley, but he always took the stairs instead of using the elevator. This was about the only exercise he had time for these days, especially after initiating Special Project H, which was consuming more and more of his attention and energy.
The room on the fifth floor had until recently been used as a conference room. Ted Burnett had commandeered it for his pet project because 519 was one of the cleanest rooms in a building that is chock full of clean rooms.
‘Clean’ in this sense has nothing to do with the amount of dirt on the carpet or how often the wastepaper baskets are emptied. Indeed, the rug in Room 519 is vacuumed only once a week, by a custodian with a security clearance who is under the direct supervision of an armed guard with an even higher security clearance. Each of the three wastepaper baskets in 519 has an attached shredder that renders anything run through it—and every discarded bit of paper goes through it—into finely chopped confetti that is then burned in a special incinerator by another custodian with a security clearance.
In intelligence jargon (which is commonly called ‘spookspeak’ by its practitioners) a ‘clean’ room is one that is impenetrable to electronic surveillance of any kind, no matter how state-of-the-art such attempted eavesdropping might be. Its floor, ceiling, and windowless walls are lined with lead, its single door is guarded by both armed agents and a battery of security cameras that are monitored 24-7, and the room is ‘swept’ daily by experts whose equipment can detect even the most subtle of listening devices.
Ted Burnett sometimes admitted, but only to himself, that such a degree of security might reflect more than a touch of paranoia. But he was also aware, as Joe Heller has famously observed, that being paranoid doesn’t mean that someone isn’t really out to get you.
Doctor Hans Westin’s main worktable in Room 519 currently contained only a couple of legal pads, a computer terminal, and a spiral-bound notebook with a stained cover and pages that were beginning to darken with age.
Ted Burnett flopped into a padded armchair that was a few feet from the worktable and said, “Well? Can you do it?” The use of conversational niceties was not part of Burnett’s otherwise impressive skill set.
Westin tapped the pen he had been writing with on the pad a couple of times. “Yes,” he said finally. “Yes, I can. Probably.”
Burnett let the silence build for five or six seconds before saying, “‘Probably’ isn’t good enough, Doctor.”
Westin refused to cower. He had dealt with bullies before, and this man was a classic case. Burnett could smell fear, like a Doberman—and would react in a similar fashion. But Westin was not afraid.
“I’m afraid that ‘probably’ is the best that I can give you, at least at this stage.” He gestured at the worn notebook. “The math works, the physics works. As for the theological aspects...” He let his thin shoulders rise and fall in an elaborate shrug. “Theology is not my field. But based on what I do understand, yes—it works. In theory. But there’s no way to be certain that it will work in practice until I try.”
“It worked once before,” Burnett told him. “Back in ’03. Although the result was more of a side-effect than part of the experimental design. Clayborn and his team were carrying out research in what he called the ‘space-time continuum.’”
Westin glanced at the notebook again. “Yes, I gathered as much. A fascinating concept, and Clayborn had developed an entirely new way of approaching it. It would be very interesting, I think, to discuss it with him in detail.”
“Not possible,” Burnett said. “Clayborn died in a laboratory accident not long after conducting the experiment in question. A great pity, really.”
There was no compassion in Burnett’s voice, and Westin doubted that for this man pity would ever be anything more than an abstract concept.
“If the... result of the experiment that you are so eager to recreate was merely a side-effect,” Westin said, “and Clayborn was not available for interview, how do you know that it worked at all? Were the other members of his team debriefed?”
“His team?” Neither Burnett’s face or voice showed anything but polite inquiry.
“Of course. Clayborn must have had a team working with him—there’s no way one man could carry out a procedure like this operating solo. Too many tasks had to be performed simultaneously, or in very close sequence.”
“You’re right, Doctor. Unfortunately, Clayborn’s team died in the same laboratory accident that later claimed his own life.”
“And the details of this... accident?”
“Are classified, and available strictly on a ‘Need to Know’ basis.”
“And you don’t believe that I have such a ‘Need to Know’?”
“No, you don’t,” Burnett said. “If it were relevant to your present work, you would have been briefed on it. You haven’t received such a briefing because it isn’t relevant.” Burnett did not end this mini-lecture by saying “Case closed,” but his tone of voice sent the message as clearly as words would have.
Destin tapped his pen some more. “I see—or, rather, I don’t. But I suppose it’s of no consequence. That does, however, bring me back to my original question. Why are you so certain the side-effect was, in fact, achieved in 2002?”
“There was an investigation carried out by a minor government agency, the Office of Scientific Integrity.” There was a touch of mockery in Burnett’s voice, as if he found the phrase ‘scientific integrity’ to be mildly oxymoronic. “This case wasn’t their sort of thing at all, really—the agency’s usual brief was tracking down misuse of federal grant money, that sort of thing.”
“So, why were they involved?”
“Oh, Clayborn’s proposal had received substantial government funding, so they were able to claim jurisdiction—at least for a while. They assigned an investigator who was fairly resourceful, as it turned out. A former Navy SEAL named Pacilio, Padillo—something like that.”
“If there was an investigation, then there must have been a report of some kind,” Westin said.
“Naturally. Reports are the lifeblood of bureaucracy, after all—without them, government agencies would curl up and die.”
Westin waited for more—but there was no more. After about ten seconds of silence, he spread his hands and said, “So?”
“So what, Doctor?” If Burnett had bitten off half a stick of butter before beginning the conversation, it could later have been extracted from his mouth completely intact.
“So, may I please have a copy of the report? The sooner I see it, the better—for everyone concerned.”
Burnett had read the document summarizing what was referred to ‘the Fairfax incident’—so called because Clayborn’s lab had been located in Fairfax, Virginia—so many times, he practically had it memorized. He could have, without hesitation, recited the names all nine members of the research team, whose mutilated bodies were found, along with Clayborn’s, in and around the laboratory. He could, if asked, have summarized the autopsy report on each of the eight men and two women who had died that night. Such an account—which Burnett had never been called upon to give—would have necessitated frequent use of words like ‘tortured,’ ‘raped,’ ‘burned,’ ‘eviscerated,’ ‘flayed,’ ‘fractured,’ ‘blinded,’ and ‘beheaded,’ along with a host of other verbs that are commonly used to describe the atrocities that may be inflicted on the human body. He also knew what happened in the weeks afterward, and what the total body count of the case had been.
His first viewing of the report, almost six months ago, had produced images in Burnett’s mind that given him nightmares for five nights running—an admission of softness that he would never have revealed to anyone. Subsequent readings had blunted the impact—the human psyche is infinitely flexible, and can adapt to almost any circumstances, given time. “Resilience,” the head shrinkers call it.
Nothing like that could possibly happen this time, though. Clayborn and his people had been utterly unprepared for what had crossed over when they had opened the portal for a few seconds. They had failed to take even elementary precautions, because they had not conceived that such safeguards could possibly be necessary. Burnett now knew exactly what could happen—and he had planned accordingly. The Fairfax disaster would not be repeated. It must not be repeated—the future of his country was at stake.
Now Burnett looked across the table at Westin and said, “Access to that report is restricted, Doctor.”
Westin gave him raised eyebrows. “I have a Top Secret clearance, Mister Burnett—you saw to that yourself. If there’s a higher security classification, I haven’t heard of it.”
“Yes, but even someone with the highest-level clearance doesn’t necessarily get to see all material that is so classified.” He tried for a self-deprecating grin, which did not come easy for him. “Hell, there are even some files that I don’t have access to.”
This was a lie. If there was a highly classified document owned by an agency of the US government that Ted Burnett hadn’t seen, it was only because he’d had no interest in looking at it. There were those photos of J. Edgar Hoover in drag, for instance, which were said to be stashed somewhere in the Justice Department. Burnett had never been moved to seek them out, or even verify their existence. Scandalous material in itself didn’t interest him—especially if the subject were long dead and hence beyond blackmail.
Burnett slapped Westin’s worktable lightly with both hands and stood up. “But I tell you what, Doctor,” he said in an attempt at bonhomie that worked almost as well as the self-deprecating humor, “you deserve to see a copy of that report, and I’m going to see that you get one. It may take a little while, federal bureaucracy being what it is. The document has never been digitized, far as I know, so once I get authorization I’ll send a couple of competent people to go through the files. You’ll get the report just as soon as it’s humanly possible to provide one.”
Burnett took a couple of steps toward the heavy metal door, then turned back. “In the meantime, I’ll expect you to proceed as planned. As you’ll see, there’s nothing in the Fairfax document that should cause any delay, or undue concern. Good morning.”
Then he walked out of Room 519, the cleanest of clean rooms, leaving Hans Westin with his mouth half open to ask one of the several questions that Burnett’s visit had raised in his mind. He had no way of knowing that those questions would never be answered.
On the stairs back down to his office, Burnett was thinking, You’ll get a copy of the report, Doctor. Absolutely.
“A couple of days after Hell freezes over,” he muttered aloud, then realized he was smiling—the first genuine expression of emotion to appear on his face in several days. Something about that phrase just struck him as being so... right.



  

  

Chapter Seventeen
  

  

THE EVER-PRESENT DESERT breeze gusted a little, causing the campfire to flare up briefly. If Morris had entertained any doubts that he was speaking to one of the undead, the way the firelight reflected redly off the man’s eyes would have put them to rest.
“‘Save the world,’” he repeated. “I’ll say this for you, Señor Muñoz, you know how to get a man’s attention.”
“Forgive the melodrama, Señor, but I speak the truth—and, I fear, without exaggeration.”
Morris tried to take a step, and winced. “Mind if we continue this sitting down? I’m pretty sure I pulled a muscle earlier, and staying on my feet is getting to be pretty uncomfortable.”
“Of course.” Muñoz made a polite gesture in the direction of the fire, which was starting to burn low. “Lacking more luxurious accommodations, perhaps we might adjourn to the place where you and the Sheriff were sitting earlier.”
Morris limped his way over to the log and gingerly lowered himself down. Instead of joining him, Muñoz said, “Do you wish me to add more wood to your fire? Although I am not affected by such things, I know the cool air may be uncomfortable for you.”
“I appreciate that. Thank you.”
A few minutes later, the vampire and the vampire hunter were seated side-by-side, staring into the rekindled campfire.
Without shifting his gaze from the fire, Morris said, “You mentioned something about hiring Libby and me to save the world. Is this your idea, or did someone send you?”
“I represent a group, you may wish to call it a consortium, of like-minded individuals. We are in accord concerning the nature of the threat we face. After some discussion, it was decided that you and Señorita Chastain were best suited to deal with it.”
“Why us? I mean, I can’t speak for Libby—but you were right when you said my contact with vampires up to now has been... antagonistic.”
“Indeed, Señor. That antagonism was mentioned, by several of those present. But we decided that it should be overlooked, for the time being. The past is one thing, the future another. We are willing to put aside the former in other to secure the latter.”
“You want me to secure the future... for vampires?”
“No, Señor. We wish you to secure the future of all humanity. I did not use the phrase ‘save the world’ in jest.”
“Then maybe you’d better stop talking in vague generalities and tell me just what you expect us to do.”
“Before explaining your role in addressing this problem, I should perhaps explain the nature of the problem itself.”
“Then, please—do so. And if you can do it in less than half an hour, all the better.”
Morris was not usually given to sarcasm, especially with potential clients. But it had been a stressful evening, what with almost getting eaten by ghouls and all. And every time he shifted position, however slightly, his pulled groin muscle punished him with a good, hard contraction. It wasn’t any higher than ‘five’ on the pain scale, but enough to make him irritable and impair his judgment.
Morris didn’t turn his head, but his excellent peripheral vision caught the look that Muñoz gave him. Morris was suddenly very aware that he was sitting three feet away from someone who could tear his throat out in, literally, the blink of an eye.
“Very well, Señor Morris,” Muñoz said stiffly. “I shall strive to be more... I think your word is ‘succinct.’”
“Listen, I didn’t mean...”
“Some associates and I have reason—good reason—to believe that there is a faction within the government of the United States that is engaged in a plan to summon forth certain residents of Hell, gain control over them, and then use them to destroy the country’s enemies—especially the so-called ‘Caliphate.’”
Morris covered his eyes with one hand for a couple of seconds. Then he lowered the hand and said “Wait—you’re telling me that…”
“That members of the US intelligence community have developed a plan to weaponize demons. There, Señor Morris—is that succinct enough for you?



  

  

Chapter Eighteen
  

  

THE WOMAN CALLING herself Ashley, who was better known in some circles as Ashur Badaktu, Demon of the Third Rank, finished looking at the digital photos and handed Libby’s phone back to her. She turned to the man sitting on the couch next to her and said, “That was some good shooting, darling. You haven’t lost your touch.”
“Thanks,” Peters said. “Spending a couple of hours at the range every week helps.”
“I’m sure it does,” she said. “But I was referring more to your willingness to kill in cold blood and without hesitation. You don’t get that at any pistol range, and it’s one of the things I love about you.”
She reached over and patted the knee of Libby Chastain, who was seated in an armchair a few feet away. “And yet Libby here is incapable of cold-blooded murder, or of any other kind, and yet I love her, too. Go figure.”
“I’m not trying to start something,” Peters said, “but I’m pretty sure the official Vatican line on demons is that you’re incapable of love.”
Ashley snorted through her perfectly-shaped nose. “The official Vatican line also used to be that the sun revolves around the earth. They damned near burned Galileo for heresy when he proved otherwise, so fuck the Vatican. Anyway,” she said, “I certainly feel something for the two of you. Maybe it’s just another manifestation of lust.”
“Not that there’s anything wrong with that,” Peters said.
“Indeed, no,” Libby said, just to be saying something.
“I’m glad you agree, Libby, dear,” Ashley said, and there was a subtle quality in her voice now that gave Peters an immediate erection, even though he and Ashley had been lovers ever since his return from Hell two years earlier.
The effect was not lost on Libby Chastain, either. Ashley’s brief touch on her knee had made Libby moist about her stocking-tops, and now she felt her nipples coming erect in response to whatever Ashley was doing with her voice. She and Ashley were sometime lovers, and the ‘sometime’ aspect derived from Libby’s conflicted feelings about the relationship. It wasn’t the lesbian aspect that was problematic—Libby had come to terms with her own bisexuality long ago. But the idea of a white witch having sex—fantastic sex though it was—with a former denizen of Hell seemed at times so fundamentally wrong. And yet she kept coming back—although there were limits to where she was willing to go with Ashley.
“I really wish you’d consider doing a threeway with me and Peters sometime, sweetie. He really is quite a good fuck, for a human male, that is.”
“I keep telling you I’m not ready for that,” Libby said. “And I may never be.”
Ashley looked in Libby’s eyes and said, that same subtly sexy quality in her voice, “I could make you want to, you know. Right now, even.”
Libby swallowed a couple of times before speaking. “I’m sure you could,” she said, a little unsteadily. “But if you did that, I’d never come near you again, afterwards. And I’m pretty sure there’s a spell I could whip up that would make me immune in the future to whatever you’re doing right now—and I will, if I have to. I may be your lover, Ashley, but I’m not your sex toy.”
Ashley raised one eyebrow, but didn’t look away. Libby was thoroughly wet right now, and she was aware that Ashley knew it. She called upon all her hard-won mental discipline to banish from her mind the vivid image of the three of them, naked, in Ashley’s king-size bed—Libby with her face buried in Ashley’s shaved crotch while Peters took her from behind...
Peters leaned over and used an index finger to poke Ashley’s shoulder a couple of times. “Come on, sex queen,” he said. “Give her a break. Besides, we need to talk about what those dead guys were up to, remember? It could be important.”
Ashley turned her head and looked hard at Peters. But after a moment she shrugged and said, “All right, be a party pooper. See if I care.”
As soon as Ashley had broken eye contact, Libby felt her racing heartbeat begin to slow, and her tumescent nipples returned to their normal state. The porn film that had been playing in her mind faded to black, allowing her to concentrate on other matters. “We’ve told you what we found when we walked into that apartment, and you’ve seen the photos of the aftermath,” she said to Ashley. “Were these people doing what I think they were doing?”
Ashley looked at her again, but this time Libby’s libido was unaffected by the gaze. “Depends on what you think they were doing,” she said matter-of-factly. “If you figure they were in the process of ineptly trying to summon a demon—I’d say, yeah, you got it right.”
“Why ‘ineptly’?” Peters asked.
“Shit, I don’t even know where to start.” Ashley picked up Libby’s phone again and swiped with her finger until she found the photo she wanted. “They got the pentagram wrong, for one thing. The apex is pointing upward—to summon a demon, it’s got to be pointed downward, as if reaching down to Hell. Point it upward, you’re invoking Heaven. And as far as I know, it’s impossible to summon an angel—apart from the fallen kind, that is.”
“Now that I think about it, none of our Wiccan spell books contain anything about conjuring up an angel,” Libby said. “It’s never even mentioned. I wonder why that is?”
Ashley gave her the kind of look that any village idiot would recognize at once. “If you lived in heaven, would you want to leave?”
“You said that they made other mistakes,” Peters nodded toward the phone. “Like what?”
Ashley squinted at the photo, swiped with her finger, then swiped again. “Well, the wards they’ve got at the points of this half-ass pentagram are positively lame. I doubt they would hold back a pissed-off Lhasa Apso, let alone a fire-breathing denizen of Hades.”
“They don’t really breathe fire,” Peters said. “As we both have reason to know.”
“Just an expression,” Ashley said.
“And a good thing, too,” Libby said. “Any other ways they fucked up?”
“As a matter of fact, yes. Let me get another look at…” She swiped the screen of Libby’s phone a few more times. “This grimoire they were using... right, here it is. By the way, strong work getting the title page, Libby. It’s often more informative than the cover.”
Libby nodded, pleased that things between her and Ashley seemed to be on an even keel again.
“Looks like they were working from a copy of the Le Grand Grimoire. I wonder how they got their hands on that piece of shit.”
“Why’s it a piece of shit?” Libby asked.
“Because the author—some idiot Frenchman whose name I can’t remember—claimed the basis for the book’s power was a pact he’d made with Lucifuge Rofocale.”
“Get the fuck out of here!” Peters said with a grin. “Seriously?”
“That’s what the guy wrote,” Ashley said. “As if!”
Libby looked from Ashley to Peters and back again. “This sounds like an inside joke that I’m not getting,” she said. “I admit that demonology isn’t my strong suit, but...”
“Lucifuge Rofocale is Satan’s First Minister,” Peters said. “In a place full of really, really bad dudes, he is the baddest.”
“Second baddest,” Ashley said.
“After the Boss himself, yeah.” Peters nodded. “Anyway, he’d no more make a pact with a human—any human—than you or I would make a deal with an earthworm. It’s ridiculous.”
“And if he did enter into such a pact,” Ashley said, “just for giggles, say—the first thing he’d do when summoned would be to devour the guy who called him, wards or no wards.”
“Not even if the wards were done properly,” Libby said, “by someone who knew what he was about?”
Ashley shook her head. “Wouldn’t matter. Nothing any human sorcerer could construct would hold back someone like Lucifuge Rofocale. Which proves that this so-called grimoire is a piece of shit, quod erat demonstrandum.”
“I love it when you talk dirty,” Peters said.
Ashley gave him a tender smile and said, “Well, then, darling, Paresque nobis novem continuas fututiones.”
“What’s that mean?” he asked her.
The smile still in place, she winked and said, “I’ll tell you later.”



  

  

Chapter Nineteen
  

  

“‘SUCCINCT’ DOESN’T BEGIN to describe it,” Quincey Morris said. “If you’d asked me yesterday, I’d have bet serious money that I’d never hear the words ‘weaponize’ and ‘demons’ used in the same sentence. Except maybe in some horror movie.”
“Accept my assurance, Señor Morris, that this is not a movie I refer to. And even if it were, such a film would not be fiction, but a documentary—a uniquely disturbing one, to be sure.”
“It’s insane. The whole idea is insane.”
“Si, insane,” Muñoz said. “But real, nonetheless. As real as... as the drops of blood that currently mar the surface of your boots.”
Morris hadn’t even noticed—but, sure enough, there they were. The blood droplets looked brown in the firelight.
Glancing at Muñoz he said, “Listen, if that stuff is, uh, bothering you, I can take a minute and clean—”
“That will not be necessary, Señor. The blood of those creatures does not stimulate my appetite—quite the contrary, in fact. But I thank you for your consideration.”
The two of them stared silently into the flames for a few seconds. “Demons as military weapons,” Morris said softly. “Talk about getting a fucking tiger by the tail.” To Muñoz he said, “You know I have to ask you what the source of your information is.”
“Of course. I would be surprised if you did not.”
A twig lay at Muñoz’s feet. He picked it up and studied it, or appeared to. He might have found that bit of wood to be the most fascinating thing in the world. “One of our number, a woman, lives near Washington, DC. She works as a prostitute, what one might call a high-class call girl.”
“Lot of those around the capitol district, I expect,” Morris said. “The best ones provide what’s called the Total Girlfriend Experience, for a hefty price.”
“Ah, you are a man of the world, Señor Morris. You have personal knowledge of such matters?”
“No, but I read a lot. Go on.”
“As you imply, this woman make a great deal of money from her clients. Most of them pay her with cash or a credit card, but a few, a very select few, have been permitted to know her true nature. These men purchase her services with their blood.”
“Sounds dangerous,” Morris said.
“It might be, in less experienced hands. But she has been doing this for some time, and is careful to take no more than one pint at a time—two at the most.”
“No, I mean it’s dangerous for her. People talk, Muñoz, even those who have been pledged to secrecy—and this isn’t exactly a matter of national security, is it? Sooner or later one of her blood donors, after one drink too many, is going to tell somebody he’s been fucking a vampire. The guy he tells won’t believe it, probably. But some day that guy will say something around another guy—and that one might just have some sharp wooden stakes in his basement.”
“Someone like you.” Muñoz’s voice was neutral. They might have been discussing the best place to find good seafood in Georgetown.
“That’s right—someone like me.” Morris spoke with no more affect than the other man had.
“I think she can take care of herself—after all, she has been doing so for over 300 years. And we should both be grateful to her, Señor Morris. For it was she who obtained the first glimpse our community had into this demented scheme, if only by chance.”
“So what you all know about this... program isn’t restricted to what this woman has to say.”
“Not at all. She uncovered the first link in a chain which ends with the two of us sitting here this evening.”
“And the first link came from what—pillow talk? Some sex-drunk GS-12 bragging about his super-secret inside knowledge of Project Hellfire?”
“Bragging—no. Talking in his sleep—yes. It intrigued my... associate sufficiently for her to awaken the man and place him under vampiric influence long enough to find out what else he knew about the subject, and then to erase his memory that he had spoken at all.”
Morris shifted on the log, trying to find a position that would make his pulled groin muscle stop throbbing—and failing utterly. Stifling the groan that he really wanted to give vent to, he said, “And what did this seductress find out?”
“Apparently the man—whose rank was GS-14, I believe, had received an email he was never supposed to see. He had a ‘Top Secret’ security clearance, but the document attached to the email was marked ‘Restricted—Project Staff Only,’ or some such designation. Naturally, he read it with great interest.”
“Naturally.”
“One of the things he learned was that this super-secret undertaking was known at one time as ‘Project Erebus.’ Does that name resonate with you, Señor Morris?”
“Erebus.” Morris rubbed both hands across his face and tried to flog his tired mind into a higher level of functioning. It had been, with one thing and another, a very long day.
“It’s ancient Greek for something like ‘shadow’ or ‘darkness,’” Morris said. “In Greek mythology, Erebus referred to—what was it?—either some god or to a specific place in the underworld, depending on context. I think some of the Roman writers used it as a synonym for ‘Hades.’”
“Which is, of course, Hell,” Muñoz said. “Very good, Señor Morris—your education at Princeton was clearly not wasted.”
“Yeah, and I’m devastating at Trivial Pursuit, too. What else did this super-secret memo have to say?”
“It claimed that the project’s fruition would produce what I believe was referred to as ‘the ultimate answer to Islamic fundamentalist extremism,’ or whatever descriptive phrase the government is using these days. And, although it was not mentioned by name, the man who read the document said there was a clear implication that the Central Intelligence Agency was involved.”
“Of course,” Morris didn’t bother to hide his scorn. “They’re like horse shit—all over town.”
“Señor?”
“Just an expression my gram used to come out with. Libby and I had a run-in with the CIA not long ago—or with some rogue element of it. They were involved in a feud with the—” Morris realized he was on the verge of saying more than he should. The fewer people who knew about his and Libby’s recent adventures with the CIA, the Knights Templar, and a group of jinn-conjuring Arab terrorists, the better. “That doesn’t matter,” he told Muñoz. “But if there’s any devilment, literal or not, going on, I wouldn’t be at all surprised that Langley is ass-deep in it.”
“Si. That organization has been mixed up in some extremely nasty matters in the past—and appears to be so involved again.”
“But that’s not all you have to go on is it—one document that some guy wasn’t supposed to see, and might have misunderstood?”
“Not at all, Señor. As I said, it was the first link in a chain. Or perhaps a better metaphor would be a jigsaw puzzle. The document I spoke of was the first piece—indeed, without it, we would not have known that a puzzle even existed. Since then, other pieces have been found, and added. It is not yet finished, this puzzle—but even incomplete, what it depicts is worrisome in the extreme.”
“You believe that the CIA is planning to summon demons, control them, and send them against ISIL, ISIS, or whatever the hell that bunch of fanatics is calling itself these days.”
“The current designation, I believe, is the Caliphate. Yes, that is exactly what we believe. Indeed, ‘believe’ is too mild a term—we know.”
Morris stared silently into the fire for a little while. “There’s a short story I came across in some science fiction anthology years and years ago. Can’t recall the title, or even who wrote it. It was nobody’s idea of great literature, or even great science fiction—but I guess it’s stayed with me all this time. I didn’t even realize that I remembered it, until now.”
“Pray enlighten me, Señor.”
“There’s this scientist, who’s been working on some kind of super-duper mega-weapon—the specifics aren’t provided. He lives alone, except for his son, who he’s taking care of. I guess the kid is supposed to be around twelve, and he’s also what we used to call mentally retarded.”
“I believe the polite term today is ‘developmentally disabled.’”
“Whatever. It’s clear that the boy has the mind of a four-year-old. One night, dad and the kid are at home, and there’s a knock at the door. It’s a stranger, a pleasant enough guy, who asks if he can talk to the scientist about his work on the mega-weapon. The visitor wants him to stop, for the sake of humanity, and all that. The scientist is having none of it. He says something like, ‘Once we build it, the weapon will have twenty-three layers of safeguards, and it’s none of your business, anyway.’ He’s about to kick the guy out, when the phone rings. This is back when everybody still had land lines.”
“So he had to leave the room to answer it,” Muñoz said. “I believe I can discern the direction this account is taking.”
“You probably discern correctly. So dad takes the phone call, but he’s back in a couple of minutes. He tells the visitor he won’t discuss his work, and he wants the guy to leave. The guy says, ‘Very well. Oh, I met your son while you were gone. A lovely child. I left him with a small gift—I hope you don’t mind.’ Dad says, ‘Yeah, whatever,’ and shows the guy the door. Then he goes in the next room where his son is playing. He gets one look at the ‘gift’ and stops dead. Then very softly so as not to frighten the kid, he says, ‘Can I look at your new toy? Just give it to daddy, that’s right.’ The kid hands it over. It’s a .38 Special revolver—fully loaded.”
“Yes, it would have to be, would it not?”
“And dad is just... flabbergasted. The last line of the story has him thinking, What kind of man would put a loaded gun
in the hands of an idiot? Dad’s not real PC himself, you see.”
“Pardon, señor? What is ‘PC’?”
“Politically correct. Thinking of his kid as an idiot, instead of ‘developmentally disabled’—although I’m pretty sure nobody was using the fancy term back then. Anyway, the reader is invited to draw his own conclusions, and it doesn’t take Einstein to figure out what they’re supposed to be.”
“Indeed, Señor Morris. Although I perceive some unintentional irony in your invoking of Einstein’s name, considering his support of the so-called Manhattan Project.”
“You’re right—I hadn’t thought about that. But you get my point—and the point of the story.”
“Of course, Señor—and a most apt analogy it is, too, considering the insanity now being contemplated in Washington.”
“What do you care?”
“Señor?”
“What does it matter to you, and whoever sent you, whether some fools in Washington call up a mess of demons and try to use them against ISIS? Doesn’t sound like vampire business, to me.”
“It is what you call ‘vampire business’ for two important reasons. One is the power and unpredictability of demons.”
“Are demons stronger than vampires?”
“The answer to that, like many questions, depends on how one defines one’s terms, Señor. It is fair to say that those among the undead whom I have consulted are not eager to live in a world where they must contend with the powers of Hell.”
“Probably wise of you.” Morris said. “What’s the other reason?”
Muñoz gave an an elegant shrug. “I would have thought that to be obvious.”
“Let’s pretend it’s not.”
“It is known that someone with proper training and the right... reference materials may be able to call forth one of the Fallen. You have seen this yourself, yes?”
“Seen it? I still dream about it.”
“Then you understand the distinction between summoning a demon and controlling it, once it has reached the Earthly Plane.”
“Demons can’t be controlled—not reliably. And the more powerful they are, the less likely that any controls will work.”
“You are, as the expression goes, preaching to the choir, Señor Morris. Indeed, that is at the heart of the decision that was made to secure your services.”
Morris reached down, wincing, and picked up some pebbles from the ground near his feet. He began tossing them, one after another, into the dying campfire. Once the last pebble had been consigned to the flames he said, “Why me? Why hire me—and Libby for a job like this?”
“Why? It is obvious, surely. Are you not Quincey Morris, the great occult investigator?” Muñoz keep most of the irony he must have been feeling out of his voice—but not quite all of it.
“Cut the crap, Muñoz. I’m an occult investigator, yes—not a demonologist. In terms of the occult, I’m a general practitioner, rather than a specialist.”
“And yet you have experience with the demonic, Señor. This much is well known.”
Morris glanced at him. “‘Well known?’”
Again Muñoz gave an elegant shrug. “Known in certain circles, is what I meant to say.”
“If you know that I’ve had contact with demons, then you should also know that it didn’t always work out real well.”
Morris slipped off his jacket, then used two fingers to pull his shirt and undershirt away from the left side of his neck. “See that?”
Muñoz studied the patch of fibrous skin that Morris had just revealed. “That must have been most painful to receive, Señor Morris. A burn scar, yes?”
“That’s exactly what it is—the result of half-a-second’s contact with a very special kind of fire—Hellfire.”
“It sounds like a most interesting story must underlie that injury. Perhaps you might relate it to me, on some other occasion. But the presence of that scar proves my point, rather than refuting it.”
“How do you mean?”
“You have been close enough to a demonic force to acquire that burn. And yet here you are—alive, apparently sane, and physically unimpaired. A number of individuals who have had similar contact cannot, alas, say the same.”
“You can look at it that way, if you want to.”
“But there is another reason why we wish to employ you, Señor Morris, and it transcends even your considerable experience with the supernatural world.”
“And that would be?”
“My sources tell me that you have the ear of President Leffingwell.”
“You’re not serious.”
“This is hardly a situation appropriate for humor, Señor Morris, as I am sure you will agree. I am entirely serious.”
“Well, if your ‘sources’ led you to believe that I’m tight with the President, then you need to get some new sources, pronto. I don’t ‘have the ear’ of Leffingwell or anybody else who matters in Washington. I’ve never even met the guy.”
“I may have used an incorrect phrase to describe your relationship. Even after several centuries of practice, my English is sometimes imprecise. You may not have the President’s ear, but he is aware of you, beyond doubt—aware, and, perhaps, even indebted.”
Morris made a scornful noise. “I don’t think ‘indebted’ is a word that means a lot to politicians. In my experience, gratitude has a very short half-life, and in Washington I doubt it lives long enough to draw more than a couple of breaths.”
“And yet you were released from prison by a Presidential pardon, after only a few months’ incarceration. And did Mr. Leffingwell not write a personal letter, commending your service to your country and expressing regret that such service could never be made publicly known?”
“How the hell do you know about that?”
“As I said, Señor, I have my sources—some of them in the nation’s capital.”
“That’s not really surprising, I guess. From what I hear about the culture in Washington, a few vampires wouldn’t even be noticed. They’d probably be great lobbyists, if they aren’t already. But, okay, let’s say the President knows who I am. Maybe I’m even on the White House Christmas card list. What’s it matter to you?”
“We believe it likely that President Leffingwell is unaware of the insanity that is being contemplated by certain members of the intelligence community in the name of national security. Were he informed of the danger, by someone whose opinion on such matters he respected, he might well be moved to put a stop to it.”
“That might not be as easy as you think,” Morris said. “The US intelligence community, as you call it, has always been pretty sizable—since World War Two, anyway. But after 9/11, it grew like a... flood-swollen river, developing branches and tributaries all over the place. You may have heard that the way the government deals with most problems is to bury them in money.”
Muñoz nodded. “Si, I was aware of this tendency. So much waste.”
“The apparatus has grown so damn huge, that in some cases, not only does the left hand not know what the right hand is doing—the left hand might not even be aware that the right hand exists.”
“You seem very well informed about such matters, Señor.”
“Like I told you before—I read a lot.”
“Even if what you say is true—and it may well be—the President is still the individual with the best chance to kill this snake with a single, sharp blow.”
The metaphor made Morris shudder. He had a thing about snakes. “And what if it doesn’t work?”
Muñoz produced a toothy smile that contained no amusement whatever. “Then, Señor Morris, I will rely upon you to find another solution. There is, after all, more than one way to skin a snake.”



  

  

Chapter Twenty
  

  

“I KNOW WHAT you mean about the delusions that some people have about the power to control demons,” Libby said. “Quincey and I encountered a prime example a few years ago, in Idaho—or maybe it was Iowa, I’m always getting those confused. A dying zillionaire named Walter Grobius had hired some black magic types to call forth Satan himself, in the hopes of being granted eternal life.”
“Well, there’s hubris for you,” Ashley said. “How did that work out for him? Not well, I trust.”
“Not well at all,” Libby said. “Instead of eternal life, he got an agonizingly painful death—followed, I assume, by agony of a rather more permanent sort. The eternal kind.”
“‘What fools these mortals be’,” Ashley quoted. “And I assume those guys you and Peters encountered over in the Village were of the same stripe. I bet they didn’t even check whether the girl they were going to sacrifice was a virgin. Was she, do you know?”
“I can’t say the subject came up,” Libby said. “Why, does it matter?”
“Sure it does. A virgin sacrifice just won’t do it,” Ashley said.
“I thought virgin sacrifices were the norm,” Peters said. “I mean, for people who were into that sort of thing.”
“For pleasing a god, sure. It’s a way of saying, ‘Nobody else has fucked her, Lord—we saved her just for you.’ The sacrifice, whether human or animal has got to be a ‘pure victim.’ The ancient Hebrews knew that—the goats they sacrificed to their version of the Big Guy had to be the best of their flock, without blemish or defect. But none of that’s any good for invoking the powers of Hell.”
“Everything’s got to be opposite, you mean,” Libby said. “Like in the Black Mass.”
“Exactly, sweetie. Of course, if your kidnap victim, Carol, um—”
“Kayla,” Libby said. “Kayla Holloway.”
“If Kayla was a virgin, that’s easy enough to take care of before the sacrifice. But they’d have done better to just grab a streetwalker. The virginity issue is pretty much moot, abduction would be easier, and her pimp wouldn’t be likely to hire someone as skilled as you to find her, Libby.”
The matter-of-fact way she’d spoken sent a shudder down Libby’s spine. Because Ashley looked like a human—and such a beautiful one, at that—it was easy to fall into the error of assuming that she was human. Libby had the tendency to do that, herself. But every once in a while, Ashley would do or say something to remind her of what she really was.
And a good thing, too. Otherwise I might one day make the catastrophic mistake of falling in love with her.
“Okay, so these guys were inept sorcerers,” Peters said. “I understand that. What I don’t get is why the last guy stuck the gun in his mouth, or why he said what he did just before doing it.”
“That stuff about fucking America?” Ashley said. “What was it, exactly?”
“He asked Peters and me if we were Americans,” Libby said. “When we said yes, he told us, ‘Then you’ve just fucked your country up the ass.’ Or something like that.”
“Interesting turn of phrase,” Ashley said. “It conjures up the image of Lady Liberty, skirts pushed up over her hips, bent over a bed while some guy spreads her ass cheeks apart and—”
Even Peters seemed embarrassed by this turn in the conversation. “All right, Ashley, we get the idea. Give it a rest, will you?”
“Colorful phrasing aside,” Libby said, “what does it mean?”
“It sounded like something you’d get from a spook,” Peters said. “One of those goons from Homeland Security, or some other hush-hush agency.”
Ashley gave him a raised eyebrow. “Like the CIA, you mean?”
“The Central Intelligence Agency does not, and, by charter, cannot, conduct operations within the confines of the United States.” Peters delivered this little speech with a straight face, but couldn’t suppress a grin once he’d finished. “I thought everybody knew that.”
“In other words, those may have been CIA guys in that apartment,” Libby said.
“Sure,” Peters said. “It doesn’t sound like CIA’s kind of thing, but I’ve been away so long that I’m no longer sure just what their kind of thing is, anymore.”
“Is conjuring demons any government agency’s thing?” Ashley said.
“Didn’t use to be, far as I know,” Peters said. “But, like I said, I’ve been away.”
“All right, let’s put that question aside for a moment,” Libby said, “and look at another one. Corny dialogue aside, why did the bald man kill himself?”
“We’re assuming he was a government agent, yes?” Ashley said.
Libby nodded.
“So, under what circumstances would one of those guys take his life?” She turned to Peters. “That puts the ball back in your court, sweetie.”
“The short answer is,” Peters said, “to avoid being captured and tortured for information. That’s why some spooks carry cyanide pills. Hell, I used to pack one, myself.”
“Because you were afraid that you’d talk if things got rough?” Libby asked.
“Not necessarily. Thing is—you’re in for a real bad time, whether you ultimately talk or not. And if you break early, they’ll probably assume you’re lying and keep working on you, anyway. Either way, all you can expect is a lot of agony, followed by a bullet to the head when they’re done—if you’re lucky.”
“Were you ever tortured?” Libby asked him.
Peters shook his head. “No, fortunately—unless you count those times when Ashley was in in one of her S&M moods.”
This earned him a stinging slap on the upper thigh that made even Libby wince. All Peters did was grin. “Not now, honey—we have company.”
Libby absently scratched her chin, something she only did when thinking hard. “Maybe we’ve been going at this all wrong,” she said. “Let’s try and see it from the bald man’s perspective. At the moment he killed himself, what did he know about us?”
“Not a hell of a lot,” Peters said. “I’d never met him before, and there’s no way he could have been briefed about us—hell, even we didn’t know we were going to that apartment until about an hour before we got there.”
“That’s what he didn’t know,” Libby said. “Let’s try to focus on the information he did have. What did he learn about us from the moment we walked in the door?”
“I think I see where you’re going with this,” Ashley said. “Okay, for starters, he’s just watched three of his associates get mowed down in quick succession. So he knows Peters has a gun and knows how to use it, and he probably has bullets left. That’s one fact.”
“Right,” Libby said. “And a second one is that he knows I’m a witch.”
Ashley frowned. “He does?”
“Sure, he does. He sees me raise my wand, right? I had a spell prepared, and I was going to freeze all four of them in place, which would have avoided the need for any violence. But I never get a chance to cast it, because as soon as I raise the wand, the bald guy takes the knife he’s been holding and throws it at me. Why would he do that, unless he’d recognized the wand for what it was? Peters was holding a gun, for crying out loud. He was the logical target.”
“Could be the guy thought you were holding some kind of a weapon of your own,” Peters said. “A mundane weapon, I mean.”
“I doubt it,” Ashley said. “In physical terms, a magic wand is no more than a sharp stick. The closest thing it resembles in the everyday world is the baton used to conduct an orchestra. I can’t see how baldy would mistake it for something dangerous—he sounds like a guy who might know something about weapons.”
“And don’t forget what happened afterward,” Peters said. “The bald guy’s got a gun out, and the two of us are in a Mexican standoff. Libby’s hand is hurt, but she says something about, “I’ll go get my wand.’”
“That’s right,” Libby said. I remember now. And as soon as I say that—”
“Baldy starts to swing his gun in your direction, even though I’m pointing the Kimber right at his face.”
“So he recognized the threat,” Ashley said. “He knew what he was dealing with.”
“And even if he didn’t, I made it clear a second later. I told him, ‘You blast her, and I’ll blast you,’” Peters said. “Then I told Libby—”
“You said, ‘Go get your wand. We could use a little magic around here.’ Or something like that.”
“And that’s when baldy gives us that ‘fucking your country up the ass’ stuff,” Peters said. “Then he sticks the gun in his mouth. Bam! End of story.”
“Interesting,” Ashley aid. “He took his own life rather than face your magic, Libby. Do you suppose he knew you were a white witch?”
Libby thought about that. “No way to know. I mean, white and black practitioners use different kinds of wands, but you’d have to be an expert to tell the difference just by looking.”
“He and his buddies were messing around with black magic,” Peters said. “Maybe he was an expert.”
“I doubt it,” Ashley said. “An expert in the dark arts would know how to conduct a proper demon summoning. From what those photos show, this was more like the gang that couldn’t cast straight. But, let’s say he thought you were a black witch, Libby. What would he expect to happen?”
“You’d know more about that side of things than I would, Ashley.” Libby shrugged. “But I suppose I could have committed any number of atrocities on him, depending on how much preparation I’d done. Struck him blind, set him on fire, blast him through the nearest wall. All kinds of nasty stuff.”
“All kinds, indeed,” Ashley said. “Including interrogation, since black magic allows one to inflict all kinds of pain.”
“Obviously,” Libby said.
“But since you’re a white witch, what would you really have done, once you got hold of your wand? Would your damaged right hand have been a hindrance?”
“Not really. We’re trained against just such a possibility, so I can cast spells holding the wand in either hand.”
“All right, then. So you pick up your wand with your left hand. Than what?”
“First thing I’d do is get baldy’s gun away from him. Next, I would have frozen him in place—although, come to think of it, that wouldn’t be necessary, would it? Peters already had him covered.”
“Keep in mind, we didn’t have a lot of time to hang around,” Peters said. “Like I told you at the time, the cops were probably on their way by then.”
“In that case, I’d have probably put a Compliance spell on him, to make him obey me. Then I suppose we could have walked him out of there, right along with Kayla. Once we had him alone someplace, I’d add a Truth-telling spell, just in case the Compliance spell wasn’t enough to get him talking. Then I’d start asking questions.”
“Like what?” Ashley said, but not as if she were actually curious. Libby assumed she was trying to make some kind of a point. She wished Ashley would hurry up and get to it.
“I’d want to know who he was, who—if anybody—he was working for, why he was trying to summon a demon, and what all that ‘fuck your country up the ass’ stuff was supposed to mean.”
“So, whether you were a white witch or a black one, the bald man could have found himself under interrogation which he would be powerless to resist, yes?”
“I hate it when you get all didactic, Ashley. But—yes, he could have been successfully interrogated, either way.”
“Do you suppose that idea might possibly have occurred to him?”
There was a long silence in the room before Libby said, “You mean... he killed himself rather than be interrogated—because he was determined not to reveal what he knew?”
“It seems the most reasonable conclusion, don’t you think?”
“Quod erat demonstrandum,” Libby said.
Ashley smiled at her. “I love it when you talk dirty.”



  

  

Chapter Twenty-One
  

  

LIBBY CHASTAIN POURED Quincey Morris a cup of coffee, put the pot down, and resumed her seat across from him on the couch.
“Weaponizing demons, may the Goddess help us,” she said, and shook her head. “I wish I could say I’m surprised.”
I know,” Morris told her. “Somebody once said that desperate times call for desperate measures, and quite a few people in Washington are feeling pretty damn desperate these days. From what I see on the news, I guess I don’t blame them.”
“‘Desperate’ and ‘insane’ are two different things,” Libby said. “At least, they should be.”
“Maybe insanity is desperation carried out by other means, to paraphrase von Clausewitz.”
“Wasn’t there some Senator who had the bright idea of infecting all the ISIS fighters with the Ebola virus? There was a story in Yahoo News a few weeks ago.”
“I read the same one. I think it was a Congressman from Louisiana or Arkansas or someplace.”
She gave him half a smile. “Or Texas?”
“Oddly enough, no. I’d have recognized the name in that case. Which is not to say that my home state doesn’t have its share of loony politicos.”
“Like the guy who compared gay marriage to the zombie apocalypse? He was one of yours, wasn’t he?”
“Afraid so. A state rep from the Fort Worth area named Joe Bob Riggins. I was hoping that it would stay a local idiocy and contain the embarrassment, but then some guy in Dallas blogged about it, and the wire services picked the story up.”
“Before an effective treatment was found, lots of these fundamentalists used to say that AIDS was God’s judgment on homosexuality. Remember?”
“Oh, sure. You could hear that bullshit from the pulpits every Sunday—even in Austin.”
“I wonder if it ever occurred to them to wonder why lesbians didn’t usually get AIDS, if God was punishing people for homosexuality. You’d think He would be an equal opportunity avenger.”
“A couple of friends of mine and I were talking about that over drinks one night, years and years ago. After about the fourth round, or maybe it was the fifth, we thought we’d figured it out—the inconsistency, I mean.”
“And what did you decide? Theologians around the world are waiting with bated breath to hear. Or not.”
“Well, according to most of the major religions—Judaism, Christianity, Islam—God is portrayed as a male figure, right?”
“Hinduism has goddesses, Quincey—not to mention Wicca.”
“I know, that’s why I didn’t mention them. But for millions, maybe billions, of people, the deity is seen as masculine.”
“Okay.” Libby shrugged. “So?”
“So we figured out why lesbians don’t get AIDS—God’s a guy, so He likes to watch.”
Libby covered her eyes with one hand and made a sound that resembled a chuckle combined with a groan. “Here have some more coffee,” she said. Pouring, she chuckled once again.
“What?”
“Just an image I had—an old guy with a big white beard, sitting atop a cloud in his Barcalounger, a stack of DVDs from Girlfriends Films piled next to his TV.”
“Girlfriends Films?”
“One of the few studios producing good quality lesbian porn.” Libby may have blushed a little as she said it.
If Morris noticed the blush he made no mention, but he did say, “And you know about this how?”
“I read a lot.”
Libby stirred milk into her own coffee. After a few seconds, in a more serious tone she said, “Do you think that vampire—what was his name? Perez?”
“Muñoz. Ignacio de la Muñoz. Or so he claimed.”
“Do you think Muñoz was telling you the truth?”
“I’ve been turning that over and over in my mind ever since I met him, and it always comes out the same—I can’t see what he has to gain from spinning me a yarn.”
“To get you into trouble with the feds, somehow?”
“Seems pretty damn complicated, if his goal was to fuck me up. Hell, he could’ve killed me himself, right then and there—or, if he wasn’t hungry, just stand back and let the ghouls do it for him.”
Libby nodded slowly. “So, we’ll proceed on the assumption that this taming demons stuff is really going on.” Libby nodded slowly. “I wonder if what Muñoz told you has any connection to something Peters and I stumbled on to the other day?”
Morris looked at her. “You... and Peters? Working together? When did this start?”
She gave him a smile of mild exasperation. “Untwist your knickers, Quincey. You were on the other side of the country, right? And by the time I’d narrowed down the target location, I had a strong feeling that there wasn’t any time to waste. I was right, too.”
Morris’s expression became rueful. “Consider my knickers untwisted. Sorry for the moment of... whatever it was. Now maybe you’d best tell me what went down.”
“It started when I got a call from this couple whose daughter had gone missing...”
Libby told him everything, stopping only to answer Morris’s occasional questions. Finally, she said, “Then I brought Kayla home, and worked a little magical amnesia on all three of them. So, unless I missed something, there’s nothing to connect me with Kayla, nor is there anything to connect Peters or me to the four dead bodies in that Village apartment.”
Morris was silent for perhaps ten seconds, eyes narrowed in concentration. “So Peters thinks the suicide of that last guy means he was a government agent, in effect taking the cyanide pill to avoid giving anything up under magical interrogation.”
“That’s what he said. It makes a certain amount of sense, I think.”
“Yeah, it does—but it’s not the only possible explanation. Could be the guy was some kind of religious fanatic, which might help explain the ritual that the four of them were attempting. And a lot of religious nuts have a death wish, whether conscious or not—it’s not restricted to members of Al Qaeda or ISIS.”
“I hadn’t thought of that,” Libby said. “I suppose it’s possible. Although I’m not aware of any modern religion that calls for demon-conjuring. There’s the so-called Church of Satan and its imitators, I guess, but I doubt that any of those people could conjure a demon on the best day they ever had. Every Satanist that I ever met was either a nihilist or looking to get laid, or both.”
“You can’t say that about the bunch we encountered a couple of years ago, in Iowa.”
“Idaho.”
“Whatever,” Morris said. “Pardee and his cronies weren’t amateurs—far from it.”
“No, but they weren’t religious fanatics, either. Pardee was a black wizard motivated by hubris and greed. His boss, the rich guy with cancer, uh...”
“Grobius. Walter Grobius.”
“Yeah. Grobius paid Pardee a pile of money to conjure up Satan so that Grobius, that moron, could bargain with him. And Pardee was arrogant enough to think that he could do it—call up the devil himself and keep him from laying waste to the entire fucking world once he got here.”
“Maybe those guys in the apartment had something similar in mind.”
“I dunno,” Morris said. “From what you’ve told me about their skills, or lack thereof, comparing one of those guys to Pardee is like putting a Little Leaguer in the same category as Roger Clemens.”
“You’ve never encountered misplaced confidence before?” Libby said. “I know I have.”
“Yeah, good point. But it occurs to me that we don’t need to speculate on the identity of Mister ‘fuck your country in the ass.’ We should be able to find out who he was, and who he was working for.”
“By doing what?”
“Okay, bear with me. After you and Peters left that apartment with the girl, I assume the NYPD showed up.”
“No need to assume. They showed up, all right—it was all over the news.”
“All right, then. The Homicide dicks from whatever precinct have a problem. They’ve got four bodies, all dead from gunshot wounds, and no ID on any of them—is that right?”
“Yep. Peters and I checked all four of them. None was carrying ID of any kind.”
“That itself is probably significant, although I’m damned if I know why at the moment.”
“That’s maybe not the best turn of phrase, under the circumstances,” Libby said gently.
“Just an expression, is all. So, okay, lacking paper identification for any of the victims, the Homicide cops will have their forensics people take the prints of all four. These will go over the wire to the FBI, which keeps a huge database of fingerprints. If any of those four guys has ever had his prints taken, the FBI computer will come up with the name. Or names. The NYPD detectives get the word, probably within forty-eight hours. And if they can get it, so can we.”
“I don’t have any contacts in the NYPD,” Libby said. “Do you?”
“No—but we both know people at the FBI.”
“Fenton and O’Donnell.”
“Uh-huh. They’re back at work by now, right?
The two agents, who had been involved in Morris and Libby’s last case, had rolled their car at high speed while in pursuit of terrorists who were planning to turn a powerful djinn loose in New York City. Both had been injured.
“Yes they’re back,” Libby said. “I got an email from Colleen about three weeks ago, saying that she and Fenton were fully recovered and eager to get back in harness. I was able to speed up her recovery some with a healing spell, and I’m pretty sure she did the same for Fenton.”
FBI Special Agent Colleen O’Donnell was also a practitioner of white witchcraft, and a good friend of Libby’s.
“I’d think it would be easy for them to get a look at the message traffic between NYPD and the people running the database,” Morris said, “and to let us know if any of those sets of prints rang the cherries.”
“It’ll probably make their task easier if we can tell them what precinct the request came from.”
“I can find that out with a phone call—two at the most.”
“Good,” she said. “I’ll pass that information on to Colleen, along with the request.”
“And if any of those four guys is identified, it might be useful to know if he has an FBI file, and what’s in it.”
“I’ll tell her that, too. Maybe you can talk to her and Fenton face-to-face when you’re in Washington.”
“Washington.”
“When you’re down there telling President Leffingwell all about the CIA’s ‘take a demon to lunch’ program. Have you figured out how you’re going to get in to see him?”
“I’ve been giving the access problem a lot of thought. Can’t just knock on the front door of the White House and if the President’s got a few minutes to talk.”
“Not unless you want to get arrested,” Libby said. “Again.”
“Right. And even getting a message to him requesting a meeting is going to be hard. There’s an awful lot of layers between the Oval Office and the world you and I live in.”
“So I understand.”
“And to the people who make up those layers, assuming they’ve heard of me at all, I’m just a pardoned felon who claims to spend his time messing around with vampires, ghouls, and demons. In short—a nutcase”
“Yes, I see the problem.”
“That’s why I’m not going to talk to him,” Morris said. “You are.”



  

  

Chapter Twenty-Two
  

  

Oval Office
The White House
1822 hours
 

“THANK YOU, MISTER President.” Vaughn Murdock, White House Chief of Staff stood and walked slowly to the door that connected the President’s office with his own, his steps soundless on the thick carpet. Murdock looked as if he hadn’t slept in three days, but then he always looked like that. He could appear on the verge of exhaustion and still be the smartest guy in the room at any of the countless meetings that he attended.
Robert Leffingwell watched as Murdock slouched through the door to his office and closed it behind him. Even though it was nearly 6:30 in the evening, Leffingwell knew his Chief of Staff would be at his desk for several more hours, absorbing the information he would need to cope with tomorrow’s round of meetings. His total dedication to the job had already cost him his marriage, and Leffingwell would have felt guilty about that if he did not depend on Murdock so heavily.
Unlike his Chief of Staff, Leffingwell still had a family, and they were expecting him for dinner at 7:00. He pressed a button on his desk intercom and said, “Joyce, that’s it for today, right?”
The Appointment Secretary’s voice came back at once. “Almost, sir. Senator Stark is waiting—you asked me to add him to the schedule yesterday.”
“Damn, that’s right.” Stark’s phone message had made its way to Leffingwell yesterday, and the President had been intrigued. Need a few minutes to continue the discussion we began
last time.
Stark’s last, and only visit to the Oval Office had been the day after Leffingwell’s inauguration. It was an appointment that Leffingwell was unlikely ever to forget, since it had revealed to him the demonic plot that had been behind certain melodramatic events taking place at the Republican National Convention.
It was also the occasion for Leffingwell’s introduction to a pair of quite remarkable individuals. One was a woman named Elizabeth Chastain who’d said she was a witch. The other, known only as Ashley, was the most sexually compelling creature that Leffingwell had ever seen, even though she’d claimed to be a demon from Hell who had taken on a human aspect. By the time the meeting was over, Leffingwell believed both of them.
Although he would admit it to no one, Leffingwell still had recurring dreams about Ashley in which the two of them engaged in erotic acts that Mrs. Leffingwell had not only never tried but had almost certainly never even heard of.
Leffingwell said into the intercom, “Bring him in, will you, Joyce?”
Half a minute later, there was a discrete tap on the door that led to the outer office. Leffingwell called “Come in!” and Joyce Mitchell, who’d worked for Leffingwell since he’d been a lowly state rep, ushered in Howard Stark. Two years earlier, Stark had been Leffingwell’s principal competition for the Republican Party’s Presidential nomination until he was shot three times in the chest and nearly died. The assailant, Stark’s administrative assistant, had perished moments later in a hail of Secret Service gunfire.
Joyce Mitchell slipped out as the two men shook hands. “You’re looking well, Howard,” Leffingwell said. “Fully recovered, I’d say.”
“You don’t ‘fully recover’ from three bullet wounds at my age, Mister President—or so the doctors tell me. But I’m doing pretty well, considering.”
“Glad to hear it.” In addition to the massive presidential desk, the room contained a small group of armchairs arranged in a rough circle. They were used for meetings, or for when Leffingwell wanted to put a visitor at ease. “Come on,” he said, “why don’t we sit over here?”
Once they were seated, Leffingwell gave the room a quick scan, as if looking for someone other than his guest. He said to Stark, “Before I ask what’s on your mind, Howard, I was wondering if you’d... brought anyone with you this time.”
“As a matter of fact, I did, Mister President.” In a slightly louder voice he said, “Libby, I think that’s your cue.”
Even though he was expecting something like this to happen, Leffingwell still started a little as Libby Chastain suddenly appeared in the chair to Stark’s left.
“Good evening, Mister President,” she said. “It’s good to see you again.”
“Hello, Libby. Likewise, I’m sure.” Turning to Stark, he said, “Is Ms. Chastain our only guest, or did you bring anyone else with you?”
“Just Libby, Mister President. Ashley’s not here this time.”
“I see.” Leffingwell was surprised at just how sharp his disappointment was, but he was a politician and used to concealing his emotions.
Just as well, probably. These two probably aren’t paying a social call, and it would be hard to concentrate if I kept looking at Ashley and envisioning those full lips of hers wrapped around my cock.
“Well, then,” Leffingwell said, “what can I do for you folks?”
“As was the case last time, Mister President,” Stark said, “I’m here essentially as an escort, to give Libby a way to get in here. She’s the one who has business with you.”
Leffingwell looked at Libby curiously. “Since you can apparently become invisible at will, why the need for an escort?”
“I wouldn’t wander around the West Wing, invisible or not, without an invitation, Mister President. It would be bad manners—and under some definitions of the term, might even be considered espionage.”
“I appreciate your consideration,” Leffingwell said, “although I’m not sure there’s a Federal statute that covers espionage by invisibility.”
“I also know that you’re an extremely busy man,” Libby said. “What I wanted to discuss with you will take a little time. I would hardly expect to just appear in the Oval Office and ask you drop what you’re doing, cancel your appointments, and talk to me.”
“Well, you’re here now, and I have some time, so—go ahead.”
“Mister President,” Stark said, “perhaps I should excuse myself. Although as a Senator I have a Top Secret security clearance, I don’t have any ‘need to know’ in this matter. If you’d prefer this conversation to be just between Libby and you—well, I believe you have a small office adjacent to this one. If you’ll point out the correct door to me, I’ll be happy to wait there while you and Libby talk.”
“What’s your preference, Libby?” Leffingwell asked. “Would you rather have the Senator leave us to speak privately?”
“I’d rather have him stay, if it’s all the same to you, sir. Through no design of his own, Senator Stark already knows a great deal about the general area that I’m going to talk about, and I’d value his opinion. But it’s your office and your call, Mister President.”
Leffingwell looked at Stark. “I’ve long trusted the Senator’s discretion, Libby. If you’d like him to sit in, it’s all right with me.”
Stark inclined his head for a moment. “Thank you, Mister President.”
Leffingwell glanced at his watch. “Then perhaps we might, as the saying goes, cut to the chase. I was hoping to have dinner with my family in the residence tonight.”
“All right, sir,” Libby said. “To the chase it is. I’ll give you the short version, then elaborate as you think best.”
“Fine.” Leffingwell sat back in his chair. “Proceed.”
Libby hesitated for a moment, as if unsure of the right place to start. Then she said, “I have it on good authority that someone in the CIA is planning to bring forth from Hell a number of demons, with the goal of using them against America’s enemies, such as ISIS.”
Leffingwell sat looking at her, gently drumming the fingers of his right hand. At last he said, “If it weren’t for what Howard told me about the situation he found himself in a couple of years ago, and gave credence to it by the sudden appearance of you and Ashley, I’d be inclined to think you insane, Libby. As it is, all I think to say is... tell me more.”
“There isn’t a lot more to tell, Mister President,” she said. The only corroborating evidence that I can personally offer is what appears to have been a ‘pilot program’ that I encountered in New York recently.”
She described what she and Mal Peters had seen, and done, in the Greenwich Village apartment—without giving Peters’ name or explaining his status as a resurrected former CIA assassin.
Leffingwell was frowning long before she had finished. “So your unnamed... colleague murdered four men on that occasion?”
“He shot three of them, Mister President, and I think a good case can be made for those killings as being self-defense. The last man, as I said, killed himself rather than be taken prisoner.”
“Why on earth would he do that?”
“Our theory is that he was afraid what he might reveal under magical interrogation. He was so committed to whatever cause he served that he took his own life rather than run the risk of talking.”
“The act of a true fanatic,” Leffingwell said. “We don’t see that sort of thing very often these days—outside some parts of the Middle East, that is.”
“I don’t believe he was some kind of Islamic fundamentalist terrorist,” Libby said. “Based on what he said before he died—”
“That business about fucking your country up the ass.”
“Yes, sir. That, along with the information we have about the CIA operation designed to raise demons, my best guess is that the man was an intelligence agent. He might even have been part of some kind of experiment or something, to see whether summoning demons is in fact possible.”
“And is it? Possible, I mean.”
“Yes, Mister President, it is,” Libby said. “I’ve seen it done.”
“And so have I, Mister President,” Stark said. “Much to my regret.”
It was quiet in the room for a few seconds, the kind of silence you rarely find in urban buildings these days—especially those as busy and bustling as the White House. From outside there is almost always traffic noise, and indoors it is rare to escape the sounds made by people in nearby rooms. But the Oval Office is so well insulated that none of those things penetrated. Libby was wondering if that might be a metaphor for the Presidency itself when Leffingwell broke the silence.
“Demons,” he said, shaking his head as if to negate the unpleasant reality he faced. “I used to think they were largely invented by the Catholic Church in the Middle Ages, as a way to keep the common people in line. ‘Disobey the Bishop, and the Devil will get you’—that sort of thing.”
“There was a time when I shared your disbelief, Mister President,” Stark said. “Sometimes, I lie in bed at night and wish I could go back to the point in my life when I was unaware of such things. Whoever said ‘Ignorance is bliss’ didn’t know the half of it.”
“‘After such knowledge, what forgiveness?’” Leffingwell said.
Libby looked at Stark, then back at the President. “Excuse me, sir?”
“Something T. S. Eliot wrote, a long time ago,” Leffingwell said. “I used to read his poetry in college. Odd, isn’t it—the things that stick with you despite the passage of years.”
“I’m not sure if knowing about such things precludes forgiveness,” Stark said. “I hope not. But it can sure cost you an easy night’s rest.”
“Let’s go back to this alleged CIA plot to use demons as instruments of warfare,” Leffingwell said. “You implied earlier, Libby, that you had other information about this matter beyond what you’ve personally seen. I certainly hope that’s true, because basing your claim solely on that nasty business in New York involves a leap of faith, not to mention logic, that I’m not prepared to make just yet.”
“Then I’m glad we’re not in a court of law, sir,” Libby said. “Because I’m pretty sure the other evidence I have to offer would be considered hearsay and thrown out.”
“I’m not prepared to throw anything out just yet, Libby,” Leffingwell said. “Go on.”
“It comes from Quincey Morris. I know that you and Quincey haven’t met, but I’m quite sure you know who he is. I don’t imagine that any President hands out full pardons willy-nilly, as if they were business cards.”
“Indeed not. I am, of course, well aware of Mister Morris’s reputation, as well as the service that you and he rendered to this nation in freeing Howard here from the grip of that demon who had possessed him.”
“Good,” Libby said. “Quincey regrets that he can’t be here personally to brief you. He figured that, pardoned or not, it would be better for him not to be seen entering or leaving the White House—and becoming invisible is, unfortunately, not one of his many talents.”
“Still, I’d like to meet him some day,” Leffingwell said. “All right, then, what would Mister Morris have to tell me if he were here?”
“This is where it gets kind of complicated,” Libby said. “Quincey was told about this rogue CIA operation by, um, a vampire.”
Leffingwell looked at her for a few seconds, then allowed a wry expression to cross his lean face. “Well, I suppose it makes a certain amount of sense,” he said. “If I can accept the existence of demons and witches—and I must, since I trust the evidence of my own eyes—I suppose it isn’t all that much of a stretch to include vampires in my belief system. They really exist, do they?”
“Yes, sir, they really do.”
“Is everything you see in horror movies real? Ghosts, and werewolves, and ogres and trolls and the rest of it?”
“Some of the creatures you’ve just named are real, Mister President,” Libby said, “and others aren’t. But perhaps that’s a conversation we should have at another time.”
“And a damned interesting conversation it would be, too. But you’re quite right, Libby—let’s stick to the relevant facts. But before we continue, I need to make a phone call.”
Leffingwell stood up. His guests followed suit—Stark because he was schooled in White House protocol, and Libby because she had watched The West Wing on Netflix and recalled the scene in which President Bartlett had admonished a rude visitor: “In this House, when the President is standing up, nobody sits.”
But Leffingwell waved them back down. “Please—keep your seats. This will just take a minute, and won’t involve any classified information.”
He walked to his desk, picked up the phone, and tapped in a two-digit number. After a few seconds he said, “Hi, it’s me. You and the kids might as well start dinner without me—I’m going to be late.”
After a brief pause he said, “Yeah, I know I promised. But something’s come up, and I have to deal with it now. I’ll see you as soon as I can.” Another pause. “Okay, bye.”
Leffingwell returned to his guests. Once he was seated again he said to Libby, “So, tell me about the conversation this... vampire had with your partner. Although it just occurred to me that given Quincey’s famous ancestor, I would expect that he and vampires would be deadly enemies.”
“Normally they are, Mister President. But they believe this CIA plan to be so potentially disastrous, they’re willing to put aside past animosities. Or, at least the one who talked to Quincey was.”
“Interesting—and rather alarming,” Leffingwell said. “All right, so what did this vampire have to say?”
Libby related everything Quincey Morris had told her about his bizarre meeting with Ignacio de la Muñoz. She did so without resorting to notes; like any witch, Libby had developed phenomenal powers of concentration.
Leffingwell only interrupted her once, as she was describing what had brought Quincey Morris to the desert that night in the first place.
“Ghouls,” he said, without changing expression.
“Yes sir. They’re out there, too.”
“Of course they are. Please proceed.”
Once she had finished, Leffingwell sat in silence for a few moments. “So this vampire Muñoz didn’t offer any evidence to support his story.”
“No, sir. But he said such evidence existed.”
“That particular technique goes back to Joe McCarthy, if not before.”
“Yes, sir, I know,” Libby said. “It would have been better if Muñoz had shown Quincey some tangible proof of what he’s claiming. But apparently it’s compelling enough to have Muñoz and some other vampires very concerned—concerned enough to take extraordinary measures.”
“How do you mean?”
“Well, after all, they hired a man who you correctly described as their archenemy to put a stop to it—and they did so after first saving his life. Under ordinary circumstances, any vampire would be pleased to kill Quincey Morris, I think. Heck, there might even be a bounty on him among the undead—we once heard a rumor that there was.”
Leffingwell nodded slowly, then turned to Stark. “What’s your take on this, Howard?”
“I don’t know anything about vampires or ghouls, sir—outside of the movies, that is. But I know that I’d trust Quincey Morris and Libby Chastain when they were talking about the supernatural world. They’re the experts.”
To Libby, Leffingwell said, “Why would a bunch of vampires give a damn whether someone over in CIA is conjuring demons—assuming that’s really what’s going on?”
“A couple of reasons, sir. One is, demons are more powerful than vampires. Quincey said that Muñoz didn’t admit that, exactly, but he implied it. Vampires see themselves as being at the top of the food chain—after dark, anyway. They don’t want to be replaced by demons.”
“They’re scared of demons.”
“Yes, sir—they are. Muñoz didn’t say it in so many words, but that’s what he meant.”
“You said there were a couple of reasons. What’s the second one?”
“Muñoz, and whoever sent him, believes that should demons establish themselves in this plane of existence, it would endanger the vampires’ food supply—in the long run.”
“And their food supply is...”
“People, sir.”
Leffingwell blinked a couple of times. “Muñoz believes if this alleged demon-conjuring project succeeds, it will wipe out humanity? Seriously?”
“Yes, sir. For what it’s worth, I agree with him.”
Leffingwell looked at her for a couple of seconds before saying, very deliberately, “You think the people engaged in this... enterprise, assuming it really exists—are in effect, committing suicide?”
Libby shook her head. “No, sir. Not deliberately. But hubris is hardly unheard of in intelligence circles, is it? They probably believe that they can actually bring forth a number of mankind’s most dedicated and dangerous enemies, control them, and send them out against the Caliphate, or Al Qaeda, or whoever we’re worried about next week. Or next month.”
“And you believe this to be... infeasible?”
“Oh, the summoning part is feasible, Mister President. There are probably any number of practitioners around the world who can summon demons. But, as for controlling them...”
Libby leaned forward, cleared her throat, and then recited:
 

“There once was a lady from Niger
who rode on the back of a tiger.
They returned from the ride
with the lady inside
and a smile on the face of the tiger.”
 

She sat back, spread her hands, and said, “Viewed as poetry, it’s pretty jejune, Mister President. But as a philosophy, especially when you’re talking about controlling demons, it’s right on the money.”
“Demons can’t be controlled?”
“Not reliably. There are practitioners who seem to be good at it, but that’s only true until they make their first mistake. With demons, your first mistake is usually your last. And it’s difficult enough controlling a single demon, even for an experienced witch or wizard. Summoning multiple entities, and trying to bend them to your will...” Libby shook her head, expressing the sheer futility of such an undertaking.
“A pity, that,” Leffingwell said. “It sounds as if they’d make formidable weapons against some of our enemies.”
“So would nuclear weapons, Mister President,” Stark said. “But you haven’t employed them, have you, sir? And I believe I know why: because you’re quite aware that the after-effects would be uncontrollable—and disastrous.”
“You draw a nice analogy, Howard,” Leffingwell said, and stood. This time, he did not motion his guests back into their seats. “I want to thank you both for coming here tonight. If the information you bring is reliable, then clearly there’s something going on at CIA that I need to put a stop to.”
“It’s reliable, Mister President,” Libby said. “I’m as convinced of that as I am about tomorrow’s sunrise.”
“I don’t doubt your sincerity, Libby—not for one moment.”
A couple of vertical frown lines appeared on Libby’s forehead, just above her nose—as if this was not quite the response she had been hoping for.
“With all respect, sir, I hope you’ll act quickly,” she said. “According to Quincey, one of the things that Muñoz didn’t know was the timetable these rogue CIA people are following. They might be planning to launch this insanity six months from you—or it could be tomorrow.”
“No need to worry, Libby,” Leffingwell said. “I won’t waste any time attending to this.”



  

  

Chapter Twenty-Three
  

  

HOWEVER, ONCE HIS visitors were gone, wasting time is exactly what President Robert Leffingwell did—although only in the nation’s capital is sitting still and thinking very hard regarded as a waste of time.
He considered slipping into Vaughn Murdock’s office and having the Chief of Staff apply his formidable intelligence to the problem, but he didn’t. Eventually, even Murdock had left.
More than once, Leffingwell looked at the elaborate telephone on his desk. Joyce Mitchell had probably gone home by now, but one of the operators on the White House switchboard could reach out to wherever Gus Hinton was at the moment and get the Director of Central Intelligence on the line. Leffingwell did not pick up the phone.
He even contemplated just returning to the residence to spend a few hours with his family before the kids went to bed. But he remained seated behind his immense desk, known as the Resolute—a gift from Queen Victoria to President Rutherford B. Hayes in 1880. Pieces of furniture, no matter how elaborately carved, don’t usually have names attached, but this one had been made from the timbers of HMS Resolute, the first ship to explore the Arctic. Leffingwell sometimes envied Hayes the relative simplicity of his job back then, although it probably had not seemed all that easy to the big man who occupied the Oval Office 130-some years ago.
Robert Leffingwell’s current problem had two interrelated components. One involved credibility—could he trust the information that had been presented to him tonight?
So this little horror story comes to me courtesy of Libby Chastain. What do I know about her, really? She’s a so-called ‘white’ witch, she can do magic—the real kind, as I’ve seen for myself—and she helped Quincey Morris and a few other people, along with someone named Ashley who claims not to be ‘people’ at all—in saving the nation from the first demon-possessed President, give or take Richard Nixon.
She’s got an FBI file, but there’s not an awful lot in it. The Bureau opened the file only after that business at the national convention two years ago. They dug into her past, the way they always do, and came up with—nothing. In fact, most of the file consisted of negatives—no convictions, no arrests, no grand jury indictments, no history of mental problems, no suspicious associations, unless you count that Quincey Morris character, and he was only considered suspicious on the strength of what happened at the convention, about which nobody is saying much. There was a rumor that a couple of the Bureau’s own agents, who work out of Behavioral Science in Quantico, had some contact with them over the years, but there’s nothing in writing to support that, and the agents claim they have nothing to say.
Shit.
The other part of Leffingwell’s problem had to do with the integrity of the information chain. He’d learned from playing the Broken Telephone game in grade school that the more people information passes through, the more distorted it will become en route to its intended destination. His life and career since then had provided innumerable examples of the same phenomenon, although they tended to involve more complex messages and much higher stakes.
So I proceed on the assumption, for now, that Libby is telling the absolute truth—as she perceives it. She has no agenda other than the one she claims—to prevent a disaster of literally Biblical proportions. But she doesn’t have personal knowledge of any of it, apart from that bizarre business she walked into up in New York recently. What she knows about this comes from Quincey Morris, who’s supposed to have received it from a Latino vampire, for Chrissake, who supposedly saved Morris from being eaten by a bunch of fucking ghouls. And who told this guy Muñoz about it? How many levels of possible distortion did the story pass through before it even reached him?
Leffingwell’s Fourth Grade teacher, Mrs. Monicelli, had started the Broken Telephone game by whispering in the ear of one of the kids, “There are three rats living underneath the school building, and their names are Hughie, Dewey, and Louie.” By the time the message had passed through 28 sets of ears, one whisper at a time, the final version was “There are a bunch of huge rats living in the city sewers, and they ate three guys named Louie, Marty, and Harry.”
So there’s a rogue CIA operation dedicated to summoning a bunch of demons and sending them against the Caliphate? What did that item sound like at the beginning of the chain? How many people, or not-quite-people, had it passed through before it got to Libby? And how accurate was it to begin with?
Shit.
And even if it’s true, is it really a bad idea? In some ways, it sounds better than anything we’ve got going now. Maybe Libby is exaggerating the dangers of trying to control demons. After all, she’s supposed to be a ‘white’ witch, and summoning demons sounds like something that black magic people would get involved with. Libby’s got to be suspicious of that bunch, and fearful, as well. Too suspicious, maybe? Too fearful? Or is she right about putting a loaded gun in the hands of a mental defective?
But if it could really be done, with adequate safeguards in place, how cool would that be? Razin Abbas thinks he’s such a fucking badass, wiping out whole villages of Kurds or Iraqis because they dare to oppose the Caliphate. Wonder how he’d do when confronted with the biggest badasses in creation—the kind with names like Beelzebub and Leviathan, or whatever they’re called?
Shit.
Leffingwell picked up the phone and tapped in the digits that would connect him to the Top Secret voicemail system that only he and his Appointments Secretary had access to. She would check it tomorrow, immediately upon arriving at 7:00 a. m.
“Joyce, find a free hour in my schedule for the day after tomorrow. If you have to move or cancel something, then do it. Once you’ve made a slot, get on the horn to Langley. Tell Gus Hinton that I want a meeting at that time with him, Stewart, and what’s his-name, Burnett. No additional staff. See you in the morning.”
Robert Leffingwell stood up, stretched, and walked toward the main door of the Oval Office. He hoped his wife had saved him some dinner.



  

  

Chapter Twenty-Four
  

  

“SO WHILE LIBBY’S over at the White House visiting the Chief Executive,” Quincey Morris said, “I thought I’d see if you guys were in town and receiving visitors. Imagine my delight to find out that you were when I called this morning.”
They were meeting in a conference room on the third floor of the FBI’s training center, which was located just outside DC in Quantico, Virginia. Agents Colleen O’Donnell and Dale Fenton each had a cramped office in the basement, the home of Behavioral Science Services—offices that were too small to hold more than one visitor comfortably. But the training center has many rooms of various sizes, and finding a free conference room had taken Fenton just two phone calls.
One wall was lined with official photos of all of the Bureau’s Directors. Morris was a little surprised to see that there were only seven pictures up there until he remembered that J. Edgar Hoover had occupied the Director’s office for thirty-some years, holding on to the job well past his prime on the strength of his secret files and the ever-present threat of leaking their contents. Hoover, it was said, had files on everybody.
“I noticed on the way up here that you two seem to be moving around okay,” Morris said. “You’re both fully recovered, I hope?”
Eight months earlier, Fenton and O’Donnell had been driving on an interstate highway, following a car containing some very unusual terrorist suspects. The men in the subject vehicle had included a wizard who had discouraged pursuit by magically creating the illusion that a brick wall had appeared across the highway a few hundred feet in front of the FBI agents’ car. Fenton had been driving, and he had reacted instinctively, swerving off the road to avoid what appeared to be a deadly obstacle in their path.
Trying to make a ninety-degree turn in a vehicle traveling at 70 miles an hour is a physics experiment with a preordained conclusion. Completely out of control, the car had careened off the road and rolled three times. There had been no fire, fortunately—but even with seat belts on and air bags deployed, both Fenton and O’Donnell had been banged up pretty badly. Fenton had sustained a dislocated shoulder along with sundry contusions, and Colleen had received a concussion when her head had struck the passenger door’s window, along with numerous bruises of her own.
“Yeah, we’re doing okay,” Fenton said. “When she was released from the hospital, Colleen came to see me and worked some mojo on my shoulder, which helped it heal up faster.”
Fenton hadn’t known that his partner was a white witch when they’d first started working together. She had been forced by circumstances to reveal that fact two years earlier, and by that time Fenton had experienced enough of what he called “the weird shit” to realize that there were a lot more things in heaven and on earth than he had ever thought possible.
“I wasn’t able to do much about the bruising, though,” Colleen said. “Unfortunately, even healing magic has its limits.”
“Don’t matter.” Fenton’s brown face split briefly in a grin. “We people of color don’t show that stuff as badly as white folks do.”
Colleen took a sip from the can of Diet Coke that she’d brought in with her and said to Morris, “If you’re here to see us, and Libby’s talking to the President, I assume something’s brewing—something big and nasty, and you want Dale and me to jump right into the middle of it.”
“You’re right about the first part,” Morris said. “It’s big and it’s nasty, all right. But all I want from you guys is information, if you have it—or can get it.”
“Yeah, I think we’ve heard that before,” Fenton said.
“Tell us what you need from us, Quincey,” Colleen said. “And why.”
So he laid it all out for them—the ghouls, Muñoz, the plan to weaponize demons. The whole nine yards.
When he had finished, there was s silence in the room that lasted about fifteen seconds until Colleen O’Donnell broke it by saying, “Well, Quincey, it’s a shame your life has been so dull and uneventful lately.”
“I know,” Morris said. “If it gets any worse, I’m likely to start watching daytime TV, just to break up the monotony.”
“No need to do anything desperate,” Fenton said. Then he shook his head slowly a couple of times. “Fuckin’ CIA. It’s not enough they get to overthrow governments—now they wanna overthrow the whole damn world.”
“They probably don’t see it that way,” Morris said.
“No, they wouldn’t,” Fenton said. “The morons.”
“I never thought I’d find myself agreeing with a vampire on anything,” Colleen said. “But this guy Muñoz is right—anybody who tries to raise multiple demons, there’s no way they’ll keep control of them. The damned things will get loose, and then...”
“We’re fucked,” Fenton said.
Morris nodded. “Royally. So I’m thinking it would be a real good idea to stop this from happening, assuming it’s really in the works.”
“You believe this vampire?” Fenton asked. “Any chance he’s been feeding you a load of bullshit?”
“I’ve given that a hell of a lot of thought,” Morris said. “And I can’t see how spinning me a yarn about this plan benefits him, or vampires in general. And if he just wanted to fuck me over, he could have done it right there in the desert. I could have ended up as a ghoul entrée, or even worse, one of the undead.”
“I bet you’d make a hell of a vampire, Quincey,” Colleen said with a tiny smile.
“Yeah, and wouldn’t that get my ancestors turning over in their graves. Great-grandpa would probably climb out of the ground and stake me himself.”
“So, assuming Muñoz told you the truth,” Fenton said, “it looks like you’ve already got it covered. I mean, Libby’s talking to the President—the guy at the top of the food chain. If something’s going on, he’s the man to fix it. What do you need me and Colleen for?”
“Because there are too many variables at the White House level.” Morris ticked them off on his fingers. “One: the President tells Libby that there’s no way anybody in the government could do this without his knowledge—and since he’s never heard it if, it’s not happening. Case closed. Two: Leffingwell says, truthfully, ‘I had no idea something like this was happening, but if it is, I’ll stop it.’ So, he goes to the DCI and says, ‘What the fuck is going on?’ And the guy says, ‘No way we’d do anything like that, Mister President—put it out of your mind.’ And the DCI—what’s his name?”
“Hinton,” Colleen said.
“Right, Gus Hinton,” Morris said. “So, if he says that, there’s three additional possibilities—one, he’s well informed and telling the truth, two, he’s well-informed and lying about it to Leffingwell, or three, he’s not aware of what going on, but thinks he is. In other words, Hinton’s telling Leffingwell what he thinks is the truth when he says ‘No way’, but people somewhere in the Agency are actually planning to carry out this demon idiocy, and Hinton doesn’t know about it.”
“Yeah, the CIA is fucking huge,” Fenton said. “I guess it would be possible to keep something like this from the big boss. After all, secrecy is what these guys eat, drink, and breathe.”
“So, if there’s no way to know for sure if Leffingwell is either lying or being kept in the dark,” Colleen said, “Why is Libby going to see him in the first place?”
“Because he’s still our best chance to stop this thing—assuming it’s really going on.”
“If he really wants to stop it,” Fenton said.
“Exactly,” Morris said. “And if he doesn’t—that’s where you guys come in. You’ve got contacts in the CIA, I assume?”
Fenton and O’Donnell looked at each other. “Some,” Colleen said after a moment. “We know a handful of people, and a few of them know some other people. The two agencies still don’t have a real close relationship, even after 9/11 showed us all the costs of not cooperating.”
“But if something like this demon project is really in the works,” Fenton said, “it’s gonna be buried pretty deep.”
“I know,” Morris said. “On the other hand, something of this magnitude—keeping it completely contained is going to be difficult. The Agency is good at hiding stuff, but mostly from outsiders. Inside... maybe not so much.”
“Well, we’ll see what we can do about getting inside, without getting out own asses in a sling. Maybe a little magic will help with that.”
“I hope so,” Morris said. “And much though I hate to rush you folks in what is essentially a favor...”
“We don’t know how much time we have until D-Day,” Fenton said. “I hear you.”
Colleen O’Donnell looked at her partner. “D-Day?”
“D for demon,” he said.
“Not to mention ‘death,’ ‘destruction,’ and ‘devastation,’” Morris said.
“We’ll get on it today,” Colleen said.
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Conference Room C
The White House
1446 hours
Two days later
 

THE PRESIDENT WAS running late, of course. The three men had been in Washington long enough to know that the President—any President—is almost always late for meetings and appointments. They were not inclined to take it personally, but were nonetheless impatient for the meeting to start, so that they could find out what was on the President’s mind.
This was not usually an issue.
Normally, before sitting down with any members of the intelligence community, the President would indicate, sometimes days in advance, what he wanted to discuss. Hell, it was standard operating procedure with anyone in government or the military who was scheduled to meet with the Chief Executive. This only made sense—it gave those attending a chance to prepare and to choose which material to being along with them—and if need be, to work out in advance the best way to cover their asses.
But not this time. The Appointments Secretary had specified who was expected to attend, along with when and where—and nothing more. And she had politely declined to answer questions.
Burnett and Stewart, the two Deputy Directors, had been invited to share the DCI’s car for the ride over from Langley. As the armored Lincoln Town car left the underground parking garage reserved for senior staff, the first words out of the Gus Hinton’s mouth had been, “Either of you got the faintest notion what the fuck this is about?”
His subordinates had responded negatively, and both were telling the truth. Stewart, the Deputy Director for Intelligence, certainly had no idea. Ted Burnett didn’t know what the meeting was about, either. But from the moment he’d received the summons, a worm of unease had slowly been burrowing its way through his guts. There was no way that Leffingwell could know about Project H. Burnett had made sure the security was airtight. Airtight.
But something was in the wind, and Ted Burnett didn’t like the smell, faint though it was. Paranoia is endemic in intelligence work, and Burnett knew it. However, he was also well aware that being paranoid didn’t mean that someone wasn’t getting ready to yank your pants down, bend you over, and fuck you in the ass.
But nothing of this concern showed in Burnett’s face, voice, or body language. He had first learned to conceal his true feelings as a boy enduring the terrors of Catholic school. His professional life over the last thirty-two years had raised the schoolboy’s rudimentary deception skills to something approaching a high art.
At last a Secret Service agent opened the conference room door, said, “Gentlemen—the President,” and stood aside for Leffingwell to stride in. The warm, fake political smile that seemed to be his face’s default setting was absent this time. Leffingwell looked as grim as adeath row chaplain.
Well, that not a surprise, Burnett thought, as he and the others stood up. Nobody calls a meeting like this to show slides of his vacation in Bermuda. So it’s nut-cutting time, with the only question remaining whose testicles will be under the blade today.
 

 

PRESIDENT ROBERT LEFFINGWELL stopped a few yards short of the polished conference table and waited while the Secret Service man closed the door behind him. He took the opportunity to make a quick study of the three top men in what is still America’s premier intelligence agency, despite the massive organizational reshuffle that had followed the disaster of 9/11. In the middle of the trio stood Hinton, whose bright blue eyes and bushy white eyebrows made him look like somebody’s benevolent grandfather. To Hinton’s left was Leon Stewart, whose slim build and bookish manner reminded Leffingwell of the kind of kid who is always picked on in the Darwinian jungle that is high school. On the DCI’s other side stood Ted Burnett, with the heavy jaw and close-set eyes that Leffingwell associated with those bullies who used to pick on a kid like Stewart, back in the day.
“Take your seats, gentlemen,” Leffingwell said. He walked briskly over to the chair opposite them and sat down.
Even after committing himself to this meeting, Leffingwell had spent a number of sleepless hours dealing with what he saw as his central dilemma. One part involved what he thought of the sanity issue: How do I talk to men like this about some plan to weaponize demons without them deciding that I’m ready for the loony bin?
The other component was the clarity issue: How do I talk about this in enough detail so that any of them who does know about this demon business—assuming it really exists—will understand what the hell I’m talking about?
After a lot of time spent pacing around the residence in the small hours, he thought he’d discovered the answer. Now to see if he was right.
“Thank you for coming on such short notice.” The three CIA men had effectively been given no choice, but on such polite fictions are Washington relationships built. “I should tell you in advance that you’re likely to finds this meeting frustrating, because there’s a limit on the amount of information I’m going to share with you. And I can’t even tell you why there’s a limit.”
Gus Hinton’s eyebrows lowered as a frown slowly spread across his face, but his voice was carefully deferential as he said, “Mister President, at the risk of stating the obvious, all three of us here have received the highest security clearance. If there was a level above Top Secret, we’d have it.”
“I’m aware of that, Gus,” Leffingwell said, “and let me stress that my concern doesn’t stem from any issues of trust. As you point out, you and your two colleagues have been entrusted with some of the nation’s most closely guarded secrets, and I have not once since taking office had reason to regret the faith that’s been placed in you. I don’t regret it now. But the situation I find myself in... well, it’s complicated. It constrains how much I can tell you.”
“Within the executive branch, the President can talk about pretty much whatever he wants,” Burnett said. “Or so I would have thought.”
Leffingwell produced a pained smile. “And you’d be right, Ted—most of the time. But this instance is unique, in my experience. I’ve received information from a source I trust, a source outside the executive branch. And as a condition for being made privy to this information, I had to promise not only to keep the source a secret but to avoid revealing details that would make guessing his identity possible.”
“In describing something like that, I’d say ‘unique’ was an understatement, sir,” Hinton said. “But perhaps you could share with us as much of this as you can, and we’ll proceed from there.”
“That’s exactly what I had in mind.” Leffingwell leaned forward. “Here’s what it comes down to: I have reason to believe that somewhere in the Agency is a group—or team or taskforce, I don’t know the proper nomenclature—that is working on the development of a... forbidden weapon.”
The three CIA men waited, as if expecting more to follow. When nothing did, Hinton said, “Mister President, are you talking about something in the CBRN category?”
‘CBRN’ means weapons of a chemical, bacteriological, radiological, or nuclear nature. Such items were once referred to as ‘weapons of mass destruction’, but the term has fallen into disuse after a president started a war over said weapons, then failed to find any once the war was over.
“Possibly.” Leffingwell was pleased with himself for coming up with ‘forbidden weapons.’ It was broad enough to give him wiggle room but specific enough that somebody who was messing around with demons would probably get the idea.
Leon Stewart, Deputy Director for Intelligence, expressed the confusion all three of them were feeling.
“Mister President,” he said, “I don’t understand. If we’re not talking about CBRNs, then what’s left?”
“That’s a damned good question, sir,” Ted Burnett said. “If you’ll pardon me for saying so.”
“I understand your frustration,” Leffingwell said, “and I sympathize. I’m not trying to make you crazy. “But ‘forbidden weapons’ is the term that was used in describing the situation to me, and I was unable to obtain clarification from the source.”
“‘Forbidden’ can mean a number of things, depending on context,” Hinton said. “Frankly, it’s not a word that’s used much in the intelligence trade, Mister President. It’s reminiscent of the way the Chinese used to refer to the Imperial Palace in Bejing—they called it ‘the Forbidden City.’”
“Or something out of H. P. Lovecraft,” Stewart said.
Leffingwell looked at him. “Who?”
“A pulp writer in the 1920s or 30s. People still read him today—some people. Lovecraft was always going on about ‘forbidden books,’ or ‘forbidden knowledge’—that sort of thing.”
“Never heard of him,” Leffingwell said. “But whatever my source was referring to, I doubt it was the work of some pulp writer from the days of yore.”
“It would be easier to get a handle on this,” Burnett said, if we knew who or what was doing the ‘forbidding.’ Are we talking about some kind of weapon that’s forbidden by international law, or by US law, or by the Agency’s charter, or what?”
Leffingwell shook his head slowly. “I wish I could help you, Ted. But I’ve told you everything I know—which, I admit, isn’t a hell of a lot.” He had deliberately put a slight emphasis on the word ‘hell’ when he spoke, but if any of the others noticed, they gave no sign.
Stewart scratched his chin. “Ted’s reference to the agency’s charter just now got me thinking, Mister President. Although I’m pretty sure the word ‘forbidden’ doesn’t appear anywhere in there, I’ve heard it used by some people when discussing one of the charter’s provisions.”
“Which one?” Leffingwell asked him.
“The one dealing with domestic activities by the agency—which are of course, prohibited. So one could say that CIA is forbidden from engaging in operations within the borders of the United States.”
“I can recall hearing about some instances when that provision was honored more in the breach than in the observation,” Leffingwell said.
“Some earlier administrations were apparently less scrupulous in following the agency’s charter,” Hinton said. “But I can assure you, Mister President, CIA does not conduct operations within the United States, nor will it—not on my watch.”
“But an operation isn’t the same thing as creating a weapon,” Burnett said. “Is it?”
“I suppose it would depend on how broadly you define the term,” Stewart said. “Or how narrowly.”
“With respect, Mister President,” Hinton said, “this conversation is starting to resemble a dog chasing its tail. Maybe it would help clarify matters if you told us this much—just what is it you want us to do?”
“I want you to conduct a discrete inquiry,” Leffingwell said. “Find out if someone or some group within the agency is engaging in activity that is illegal, unethical, unauthorized or inappropriate. And if they are, I want it stopped.”
“In other words,” Hinton said carefully, “you want us to engage in a witch hunt?”
He’s just given me an opening to drop another hint, Leffingwell thought. “It’s only a witch hunt, Mister Director,” he said somberly, “if, at the end, you turn up a real witch.”



  

  

Chapter Twenty-Six
  

  

TWENTY MINUTES LATER, Leffingwell was alone in the Oval Office. As usual, he had appointments scheduled through the rest of the day, but Joyce wouldn’t send in the next one—a couple of Assistant Secretaries from Commerce—until he buzzed her.
He thought about the meeting just ended and remembered the way the three men from the CIA had looked at him as he’d ushered them out of the room. They were restrained—of course, polite—of course. But there was a definite ‘what the fuck?’ vibe in the room that had followed Leffingwell’s guests as they’d left.
That didn’t go as well as I’d hoped—maybe my ‘forbidden weapons’ idea wasn’t quite as brilliant as it looked at 3:30 this morning. Those CIA guys aren’t quite sure what to make of it—that much is clear. They either think I’ve lost my mind, or that I’m playing some sort of subtle game that they can’t figure out yet. They’ll be watching me closely at future meetings for further evidence that I’ve gone completely off the rails.
Of course, if this ‘demon weapon’ business is the real deal, and one of them knows it, then maybe I’ve lit a fire under him. If I have, we’ll have to wait and see just how bright it burns.
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THE LINCOLN TOWN Car allocated for use by the Director of Central Intelligence had a glass divider between the passenger compartment and the driver. The thick glass could be raised and lowered at the touch of a switch, just like the tinted windows. Although the driver, Jock Mahoney, was himself an agent with a Top Secret security clearance, Gus Hinton nonetheless raised the soundproof barrier before saying, “What the fuck was that all about?”
“I imagine that’s something all of us have been thinking for the last half hour, sir,” Burnett said.
“Is the President…” Leon Stewart hesitated before completing the sentence. “… mentally ill?” It was the closest that Stewart, a devout Baptist, had ever come to uttering blasphemy.
“I...” Hinton shook his big head slowly two or three times. “I give him an intelligence briefing three or four times a week—been doing it ever since my confirmation. The last one was just two days ago. He sometimes asks questions or makes comments along the way, but they’re always intelligent, to the point, and... rational.”
“Well, ‘rational,’” Burnett said, “is not a word I’d apply to what just went on in there.”
“Nor would I,” Stewart said.
“Still…” Hinton said thoughtfully. I’m no mental health expert, but it seems pretty unlikely to me that someone—anyone, really, but especially the President of the United States—would go from zero to sixty on the Totally Wacked-Out Crazy scale within forty-eight hours.”
“What’s going on, then?” Burnett asked.
“He knows something,” Hinton said. “Or thinks he does.”
Stewart raised his hands from his lap and spread them a couple of feet apart. “About what?”
“Don’t know,” Hinton said. “But if we assume that the leader of the free world hasn’t slipped his cable, then something strange is going on. Maybe even he doesn’t know what it is, exactly. But something... highly unusual.”
“That would explain this fishing expedition he’s sent us on,” Burnett said.
“I think he called it a witch hunt,” Stewart said. “Which is also puzzling. A witch hunt, by definition, is a search for something that doesn’t exist. Like McCarthy’s domestic communist conspiracy, back in the 1950s. Why would Leffingwell give us an assignment he believes to be futile? Unless he really is crazy.”
“Or unless he thinks there really are witches,” Hinton said, as if to himself.
Stewart and Burnett looked at each other, then at their boss. When the silence had gone on nearly long enough to be unbearable, Stewart broke it, with a single word. “Sir?”
Hinton gave the DDI a wintry smile. “Don’t worry, Leon—I haven’t decided to join the President in Never-Never Land. But I occasionally wonder if Hamlet was right about there being more things in heaven and on earth than are dreamt of in our philosophy. Take that business at the Republican convention a couple of years back.”
“When Stark was knocked out of contention after his assistant shot him three times?” Stewart said. “Nothing... mystical about that, sir. Insanity, maybe—on the part of the assistant. But nothing... you know.”
“I wonder,” Hinton said. “There were a lot of rumors flying around at the time—some of them from fairly credible sources. Something about an exorcism being performed on Stark, for instance. And another story about some Secret Service agents being driven temporarily insane by something they saw—something that not one of them remembers now.”
“With respect, sir,” Burnett said, “that’s tabloid stuff.”
“Maybe so,” Hinton told him. “But here’s something that isn’t. There was a fella named Quincey Morris—I remember the name because it’s so unusual—who was arrested at the convention and later indicted by a federal grand jury on a list of charges long enough to put him away for ninety-nine years to eternity, if he was convicted on all of them. Either of you remember how the trial came out?”
Stewart just shook his head but Burnett said, “I never paid much attention to it, sir. It was the Secret Service’s case—and the FBI’s, too, I suppose. Not the agency’s business.”
“No, you’re right, it wasn’t,” Hinton said. “But that was a trick question I asked you. There was no trial in that case.”
“Morris copped a plea?” Stewart asked.
“Nope—he was granted a Presidential pardon, a fact that was definitely not publicized by the White House.”
Stewart was scratching his chin again. “A full pardon? Interesting.”
“It gets even more so,” Hinton said. “When I heard about it through one of my White House sources, I was curious enough to do a little research on Mister Morris. No Agency resources were used, which might have been inappropriate—just a few minutes spent with Google.”
After a few seconds of silence, Burnett said. “You seem to be developing a flair for the dramatic, sir. So, if you’re waiting for someone to feed you the next line, I’ll do the honors. What about Mister Morris was so interesting?”
“His occupation. Don’t know what the fella puts on his tax form—asking the IRS would have raised too many awkward questions. But, according to Google, Morris’s business card describes him as an ‘occult investigator.’”
There was another silence, and, again, Burnett was the one to break it. “That’s kind of interesting sir, but I’m not sure how it bears on our current problem.”
“Only insofar as it references the whole ‘more things in heaven and on earth’ question,” Hinton said. He took a few seconds to rub his big hands over his face. “Okay, here’s what we’re going to do. It’s our job to obey the President’s orders, whether they seem batshit crazy, or not.”
Stewart gave him raised eyebrows. “So, we’re going on a ‘witch hunt,’ sir?”
“Not a witch hunt—a fishing expedition. Put the word out that the Director’s office has reason to believe that something seriously untoward is going on within the agency. Anybody who comes forward will not face retaliation, and may, in fact, even be rewarded. But anybody who is found to be concealing information will face not only summary dismissal but a possible indictment on national security grounds.”
Barnett pursed his lips in a silent whistle. “That’s a pretty wide brief, sir.”
“I know that—it’s designed to give anybody with a guilty conscience a bad case of the sweats. Hell, even if the President is straight out of the Twilight Zone on this, there’s a good chance we’ll uncover some malfeasances, large or small, that we didn’t know about. So it’s a win-win.”
His subordinates may not have agreed with Hinton’s assessment of an inevitable positive outcome, but they did what subordinates always do when given orders from on high, no matter how foolish they may appear. “Yes, sir,” they said, virtually in unison.
When the car reached its destination in Langley’s secure parking garage, Burnett was barely out of the back seat before his phone—a secure version of the iPhone 6—was in his hands. He had not even reached the elevator before the text message had gone out to Clyde Nealee, his number two.
My office. Now.
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WHEN THE ELEVATOR from the parking garage brought Ted Burnett up to the third floor of the Old Agency Building, he emerged from it the very picture of calm. He had spent a few moments downstairs composing himself, and nothing in his face, body, or gait gave any hint of the emotions that were churning inside him.
Room 333 was the office of the Deputy Director for Operations, but you’d never know it from looking at the door, which boasted no identification other than the number plate. None of the rooms at CIA headquarters have identifying information on their outer doors, with the exception of restrooms. If a visitor doesn’t know what room number he needs, then he’s shit out of luck—or would be, except every visitor to Langley is always accompanied by an armed escort who knows the function and occupant of every room in the building.
Like all the other rooms, Burnett’s office had an electronic keypad in place of a lock. He tapped in the six-digit access code, but was so distracted by his thoughts that he got it wrong. IMPROPER AUTHORIZATION the tiny screen informed him. ACCESS DENIED.
Burnett tapped in the code again, slowly and deliberately. If he got it wrong twice in a row, security would be alerted and Burnett, Deputy Director or no, would very quickly find himself staring at the business end of several large-caliber automatics in the hands of security personnel. Since he was in absolutely no mood for that kind of nonsense today, he got the access code right the second time, listened for the buzz, and entered his office. He took just a couple of steps inside then stopped, listening to the door close and lock behind him. He took the pause to make sure that the additional frustration caused by the stupid lock was not going to push his temper over the edge where someone could see it displayed. Burnett never showed his feelings in public—ever.
He walked on, giving his secretary a nod as he passed her desk. He didn’t ask if there were any messages. Something urgent would have prompted either a text message or a phone call. Anything less vital would be found in his email, his voicemail, or, rarely, a written note left on his desk.
Assistant Deputy Director Clyde Neale was waiting in Burnett’s outer office, thus unknowingly saving himself from the royal ass-reaming that Burnett would have delivered in private had Neale been late.
Burnett opened the door to his private office and jerked his head toward Neale, ordering him to follow. Inside, Neale closed the door behind him and waited to see what particular bug was up the boss’s ass this time.
At 5’9” and 142 pounds soaking wet, Clyde Neale looked as if he would have trouble contending successfully with a large paper bag. But appearances can, of course, be deceiving. Neale was a twenty-year devotee of Muay Thai, perhaps the most vicious of all martial arts. Two years earlier, he had been confronted by a couple of knife-wielding muggers in the parking lot of a ‘gentlemen’s club’ he’d been visiting on one of his rare nights off. In the files of the DC police, the case was still open, officially listed as ‘double homicide, probably gang-related.’
“He knows,” Burnett snarled. “The motherfucker knows.”
It was unclear to Neale as to who the motherfucker in question might be, or what he might know, but experience had taught him that when he was in a rage, Burnett needed to vent for a while before any productive discussion could take place. Neale settled back in one of the comfortable visitor’s chairs and concentrated on maintaining his poker face. When Burnett was in one of these moods, any facial expression on an onlooker could be misinterpreted as amusement or some other inappropriate sentiment, driving the already enraged Burnett to the point of apoplexy.
Burnett was behind his desk now, bent forward with his palms flat on the old-fashioned blotter. “Fucking Leffingwell has it from some unnamed but irreproachable source that somebody around here is developing a ‘forbidden weapon.’ What exactly such a weapon might be, our esteemed but spineless Chief Executive either doesn’t know or won’t say. But he’s concerned about it, you betcha. And he’s got me and Stewart and even fucking Hinton on the lookout for anything around here that might smell, you know, ‘forbidden,’ and now Hinton is telling us to look for whistleblowers who’ll turn in their bosses, their colleagues—hell, even their fucking mothers, in return for immunity from prosecution and the promise of some as-yet-unnamed reward. Well, let’s you and me be clear on one thing, my friend—if I turn up anybody on this project who looks like he’s even dreaming about spilling his guts, the motherfucker won’t have any guts left to spill, by the time I get done cutting him open, yanking them out a foot at a time, and making him chow down on ’em.”
Neale sat impassively and listened. He knew the tirade would go on for a while, and it did. But finally Burnett wound down and flopped into his leather desk chair, breathing heavily. He might have run a couple of miles or just finished having sex with a movie star—although the expression on his face would seem to make the second possibility a long shot.
Once his respiration had returned to something like normal, Burnett got up and walked to a sideboard where he kept a small but well-stocked bar. After pouring himself a double shot of eighteen-year old Glenfiddich, he looked over his shoulder at Neale. “You want anything?”
This was no more than a courtesy, since he knew that Neale didn’t drink. But it was a welcome sign that Burnett had returned to a semblance of sanity and restraint.
Once the DDO was back behind his desk and had taken his first sip of the stuff he sometimes called “liquid Heaven,” Neale spoke for the first time since entering the room.
“So the President knows something, or thinks he does.”
“Yeah, him and his ‘forbidden weapons,’” Burnett said, and made a rude sound. “He doesn’t have much, or you and I and a few other people would already be behind bars.”
“I’m not so sure,” Neale said. “There aren’t any federal statutes, or local ones, for that matter, which cover the conjuring of demons.”
“Maybe not, but I’m sure that wily old bastard Hinton would find something to charge us with. But the fact that Leffingwell knows anything at all, or even suspects anything, is bad fucking news. We’ve got a leak, somewhere—there’s no other explanation.”
Neale shrugged his thin shoulders. “Not much of a leak, though—otherwise he wouldn’t be just talking about—what did he call them? Forbidden weapons?”
“He may have a little more than that,” Burnett said. “I was thinking about it on the ride over here. I wouldn’t have thought that a guy like our President could be convinced that demons really exist—not in the sense that you and I know they exist. But in the car Hinton mentioned some guy named Morris, who sounds like he might be a player in this kind of game.”
“What’s Morris got to do with Leffingwell?”
“I don’t know, but there’s some kind of connection. Morris was apparently in federal prison last year, awaiting trial on a long list of charges, when Leffingwell wrote him a Presidential ‘Get out of jail free’ card.”
“Did he now?” Neale brought a small notebook out of his jacket pocket and wrote something in it. “I think we’d better find out a bit more about Mister Morris.”
With a slight smile Burnett said, “I can’t believe you still write stuff down on paper. Why don’t you get yourself one of those tablets?”
“If necessary, a piece of paper can be burned, flushed, or swallowed—all of which is more than can be said for one of your tablets,” Neale said. “You were saying that Leffingwell may know more than he’s letting on?”
“Yeah, I think he just might. I mean, let’s say that Leffingwell’s been told that somebody in the Agency is messing around with demons, and he actually believes it. He can hardly say so, can he? Not in a meeting with high-level people in government. They’d think he was insane—as it is now, Hinton isn’t sure the guy isn’t nuts.”
“That’s a good point. Leffingwell has to preserve his credibility, doesn’t he?”
“Exactly. If the President says ‘forbidden weapons,’ he sounds kind of weird. But if he starts talking about people summoning demons, then he’s fucking certifiable.”
“At least he sounds that way to those who don’t know what we know.”
“Which is most people,” Burnett said. “And a damn good thing, too. But for now, we need to find out who tipped Leffingwell off that something hinky is going down.”
“How do you want to handle it?”
Burnett sat back in his chair, the rich leather creaking in response to the weight shift. “It must have happened the day before yesterday. Hinton says he did a security briefing at 9:00 a.m., and that Leffingwell was his normal, dull self.”
“And it’s about 7:30 that night when you get the summons to the meeting you just left.”
“Uh-huh. Something happened between 9:00 in the morning and 7:30 at night, two days ago. Leffingwell either had a meeting, or got a phone call, or received a message, either electronically or by snail mail.”
“Fortunately,” said Neale, “every damn thing the President does is written down somewhere. Visitors are logged in. All phone calls are logged, both incoming and outgoing. But the mail is going to be tougher. The President’s email is restricted access, unless you’ve got a subpoena.”
“Subpoena? We don’t need no stinkin’ subpoena,” Burnett said, in an atrocious attempt at a Spanish accent.
Neale, who had seen The Treasure of the Sierra Madre a few times himself, got the joke and laughed politely. He was glad that Burnett’s mood seemed to be improving. Corny humor was a small price to pay, in his opinion.
“Right,” Neale said. “No subpoena—we can hack his email.”
“It wouldn’t be the first time, either.”
“Snail mail is gonna be harder, though. Incoming mail is logged, but not the contents—there’s no written record of exactly what he gets.”
“We’ll worry about that if all the others crap out,” Burnett said. “Somehow I think it would take more than a letter to persuade our esteemed President to believe in the existence of demonic power.”
“I bet he’ll believe it once the Caliphate is turned to cinders by infernal fire,” Neale said.
“By then, it’ll be too late—and we’ll be national heroes, anyway.”
“If it works.”
“It has to work,” Burnett said. “It has to.”



  

  

Chapter Twenty-Nine
  

  

THE WILLARD HOTEL in Washington is just two blocks down from the White House, and the two-bedroom suite that Quincey Morris had rented offered a fine view of the National Mall and all its historic monuments.
The knock on the door came at a little after 7:00 in the evening. Libby Chastain answered it and admitted FBI Special Agents Fenton and O’Donnell into the suite’s living room.
“The ghost-busting business must be doing pretty well,” Fenton said, looking around the room. “The Willard’s one of the priciest hotels in town, and now I can see why.”
“Business isn’t bad,” Morris said, walking in from his bedroom. “Besides, what good is money if you can’t buy a few of life’s luxuries? It’s not like I expect to live long enough to retire.” He said this casually, as if the likelihood of his early, violent death was a simple fact with which he had come to terms long ago.
The FBI agents were directed to the sofa, with Libby and Morris in armchairs opposite. After his offer to order coffee or drinks from room service was politely declined, Morris said, “Although it’s always nice to see you guys, I assume you wouldn’t have said you were coming over tonight unless you had something for us.”
“Something, yeah,” Fenton said.
“But a lot?” Colleen added. “Afraid not. Before we offer up our pitiful pennies, I was wondering if you’ve heard anything from the White House.”
“Not a whisper,” Libby said. “And I made sure President Leffingwell had all my contact information before I left the Oval Office. I checked with Howard Stark earlier today, and he hasn’t heard anything, either.”
“I guess Leffingwell doesn’t see himself as under any obligation to keep you informed,” Fenton said. “But it sure would be nice if he did.”
“Damn straight,” Libby said. “And it might still happen. Could be I’ll hear from him an hour from now, or maybe tomorrow—or never. So, while we’re waiting, why don’t you fill us in on what you guys turned up. Pennies are better than nothing, especially when you’re stone broke.”
“A lot of what we’ve got amounts to nothing more than a weird vibe we’ve been picking up from talking to our CIA contacts,” Fenton said. “Colleen noticed it, too.”
“Something’s in the wind,” Colleen said. “We can tell from the way people clam up when we mention certain subjects.”
“Everything’s nice and friendly at first,” Fenton said. “Just casual conversation, you know? Then one of us finds a way to work the word ‘demon’ into the discussion and—bam! Everything closes down faster than a whorehouse with the Vice Squad at the door.”
Colleen looked at him. “I’m not even going to ask where that metaphor came from.”
Fenton shrugged one shoulder. “TV, mostly,” he said. “I watch a lot of HBO.”
“Uh-huh. That’s a good answer—I’d stick with that.” Turning back to Morris and Libby, Colleen said, “It wasn’t a fluke, either—happened to us four times.”
“Five,” Fenton said, “if you count the guy I talked to on the phone yesterday.”
“Nobody in the CIA knows a thing about demons, and nobody wants to know,” Colleen said. “We were thinking about calling you to report that we’d come up with zilch, when we had some luck. Or Dale did.”
“I figured since that vampire told you the CIA guys messing around with demons want to use ’em against the Caliphate, it wouldn’t hurt to talk to a few guys I know in the Bureau’s Anti-Terrorism Unit.”
“That’s right,” Morris said. “The fucking Caliphate’s already sent some American converts back here from Iraq, all primed to commit jihad.”
“Four lone wolf attacks so far,” Colleen said. “They’ve killed two cops, one off-duty Marine and some woman who was just out shopping. Wounded a few others.”
“So you talked to some FBI anti-terror guys about demons,” Libby said. “And…?”
“And nobody’s heard anything about what might be going on now,” Fenton said. “But one guy, who’s been around since J. Edgar Hoover was a file clerk, told me some government-funded scientists are supposed to have summoned a demon—by accident, no less—back in 2002 or thereabouts.”
“By accident,” Libby said softly. “Goddess save us.”
Fenton snorted. “I know, right? Supposedly, the thing they brought over possessed one of the scientists, killed all the others, and went on a torture-murder spree along the East Coast, until it was tracked down and stopped by a government agent. Guy almost died in the attempt.”
Morris looked at Libby with raised eyebrows, then turned back to Fenton. “An agent from the Bureau, you mean?”
“Uh-uh. He supposedly worked for a federal agency that doesn’t even exist anymore. It was called—hold on.” Fenton pulled out his smartphone and tapped the screen a few times. “Yeah, that’s it—the Office of Scientific Integrity.”
“Never heard of it,” Morris said.
“Neither had I,” Fenton said. “I looked it up, though. It was a small operation that was phased out during the Bush administration—the second one.”
“It doesn’t sound like the first place you’d look, if you wanted somebody who could chase down a demon-possessed serial killer,” Libby said.
Fenton nodded. “I know. Their brief was investigating fraud by people with government research grants. The project that supposedly brought the demon over was government-funded, so that’s how this scientific integrity outfit got involved. But apparently the dude they sent was no pencil pusher. Former Navy SEAL—fought in Vietnam, supposed to be some kind of real badass.”
“Wonder what he was doing investigating Ph.D.s who’d fudged their data?” Morris said.
“Beats me,” Fenton said. “Maybe he got tired of all the killing.”
“Does this Rambo have a name?” Libby asked.
Fenton glanced at his phone again. “Yeah—Michael Pacilio.”
“Wonder where he is, after all this time,” Morris said. “Or even if he’s still alive.”
“Turns out, I can help you with that,” Fenton told him. “There’s a huge central database for all federal employees, living and dead. Goes back to 1961—seems like somebody in the Kennedy administration started it. Not everybody has access to this beast, but my FBI creds got me in.”
“And Pacilio was in this database?” Morris asked.
“Yeah I found him—and also found out that the guy died in 2011—cancer.”
“Shit,” Morris said.
“Yeah, I know,” Fenton said. “Sounds like he might have been a good guy to talk to about our current problem. However, all is not lost.”
“How do you mean?” Libby said. “The man is either dead, or he isn’t—and I don’t do séances. They’re all fake, anyway.”
“Oh, Mister Pacilio’s dead—no doubt about that. But I wondered about the organization he worked for, this Office of Scientific Integrity.”
“But you told us that was dead, too,” Libby said. “W’s people killed it.”
“Yes, they did,” Fenton said. “But Colleen had an idea about that, and it worked out pretty well.”
“Nothing all that profound,” Colleen O’Donnell said. “But it did occur to me that, unlike most people, organizations that die leave files behind. And you know how Uncle Sam hates to throw anything away—he could go on one of those reality TV shows about hoarders.”
“The records still exist?” Libby said.
“Well, the thing is, when a federal agency is melded with, assigned to, or eaten up by a bigger agency, all their files go with them,” Colleen said.
“But the Office of Scientific Integrity wasn’t taken over,” Fenton said. “It was abolished.”
“So, if the government never destroys records,” Morris said, “where’d they go?”
“The National Archives and Records Administration,” Fenton told him.
“I made a few phone calls over there earlier today,” Colleen said. “And the result was both good news and bad news.” She paused.
“Come on, girl, don’t be a tease,” Libby said. “Give us the good news first.”
“Okay. Well the good news is that the nice folks over at NARA checked for me, and it turns out that the records of this obscure government agency are, in fact, available there. Anybody with a researcher’s pass can get at them, and you can get a pass right there at the front desk, after filling out a couple of forms. I’ve done it, myself.”
“I’ve got a funny feeling I know what the bad news is gonna be,” Morris said.
“If you were thinking that none of the stuff is digitized,” Fenton told him, “then you win the prize, Quincey. Seems nobody thought the Office of Scientific Integrity was important enough to assign somebody to turn their paperwork into something computer-friendly. It’s all still on paper. In boxes, I understand. Big boxes—lots of them.”
Morris looked at Libby, then at Colleen. “I don’t suppose either of you witches knows a spell that will sort through those records for us magically.”
“I wish,” Colleen said. “I could sell it to the Library of Congress for a few million bucks and retire. But that’s just not one of the tasks that magic is good for, Quincey.”
Morris turned back to Libby, who nodded grimly and said, “Looks like we do it the hard way.”



  

  

Chapter Thirty
  

  

THE NEXT MORNING, even though Special Agents Fenton and O’Donnell had returned to their jobs at Quantico, Quincey Morris and Libby Chastain were not, apparently, done yet with the ‘good news/bad news’ paradigm.
The good news was that the National Archives and Records Administration was located at 700 Pennsylvania Avenue, just a few blocks from their hotel. The bad news was that Libby Chastain was allergic to dust, and the basement vaults of NARA do not appear to have been dusted since Dwight David Eisenhower was an up-and-coming young Army officer. Libby began sneezing shortly after their arrival at Public Vault G, which was probably far enough underground to serve as a fallout shelter in the event of nuclear war, if not the Apocalypse.
“I don’t think I ever noticed that dust has this effect on you,” Morris said.
“That’s because we’ve never been anywhere together where the dust was quite this... concentrated,” she said, and sneezed again.
“Why don’t you work a little magic to help—oh, right. You can’t, can you?”
“No, I can’t use magic for my own benefit, apart from self-defense. If Colleen were here she might be able to do something, but she’s not, so—fuck it.”
“Sorry I can’t help,” he said.
“Maybe you can, cowboy. You’re one of the few men I know who still carries handkerchiefs. Got a spare, clean one on you?”
“Sure, and you’re welcome to it. But it looks like you’ve got most of a box of tissues in your bag, there.”
“It isn’t for blowing my nose.”
“Oh. Okay, here.”
“Thanks.” Libby opened up Morris’s handkerchief, grasped two diagonally opposite corners, and twirled it a few times. Then she tied the two ends she was holding behind her head, creating something a lot like the masks that Old West highwaymen were always wearing in the movies.
“This should keep the worst of it out of my nose,” she said. “But if I hear one Jesse James joke, I’m turning you into a toad.”
“I thought you told me that white magic doesn’t let you do stuff like that.”
“Maybe I lied.”
“Ok, Jes… uh, Libby. Let’s see if we can find the files for 2002. You want to start on that side?”
The shelves on three walls were full with the cardboard bankers boxes that everybody uses for storing files. They were organized in no particular way that either Morris or Libby could ascertain. There were agency files, personnel files, financial records, and a number of boxes labeled simply ‘Misc.’
After about two-and-a-half hours, they realized something was wrong.
They had figured that the boxes marked “Agency Files” would most likely contain what they wanted, so they laboriously lined the boxes up in chronological order, from the Office of Scientific Integrity’s chartering in 1991 up to its dissolution in 2005. They were all there, now lined up in neat rows—except for one.
“The stuff for 2002 is the only year missing,” Morris said. “Coincidence, maybe?”
Libby slowly untied her makeshift dust mask. “An ancient Japanese philosopher once said something like, “There are no coincidences—only what is necessary.”
“Necessary to whom?”
“To whoever took the fucking box—that’s who.”
They returned to the main floor and spent twenty minutes talking to Archival Assistant Cindy Ficke, a cute little thing from Savannah, Georgia who did her best to be helpful.
“No, sir, no ma’am. The kind of files you’re describin’ would not be permitted to leave the building. Uh-uh. We allow people to make photocopies of whatever they want, but the originals, they stay right here—unless there’s a subpoena from a court, or maybe a Congressional committee, o’ course. That’s the only time the records are allowed out of the Archives.”
Morris gave her his most charming smile. “Would it be possible to find out whether the box we’re looking for has been the subject of a subpoena, Cindy?”
“Why sure, Mister Morris—I’ll be happy to look that up for you. It’s just take a sec.”
It took a little longer than a ‘sec,’ but Cindy’s computer informed her that the agency files of the Office of Scientific Integrity for the Year of Our Lord Two Thousand and Two had never been named in a subpoena by anyone, ever.
“Only thing I can think of,” Cindy said, “is maybe the ones you’re interested in got misfiled, somehow. We can put a search on ’em, but it might take a while. We’re kinda understaffed at the moment—budget cuts, you know.”
“How long would ‘a while’ come to, Cindy?” Libby asked. “Just your best guess.”
“Oh, golly—I’d have to say six months, for sure, maybe seven.”
They thanked Cindy for her trouble and headed back to the basement.
“Cute girl,” Morris said in the elevator. “I think she liked me.”
“I’m sure she did.” Libby was unfolding a small sheet of paper that she’d been holding in her right hand.
“What’s that?” Morris asked.
“Hmm. Cindy’s phone number, apparently. Guess she liked me even more.”
Back in the vault, Morris said, “I guess it’s possible one or more of these damn boxes could be mislabeled. We might have to—”
“Wait. Stop.” Libby’s brows were knit in concentration. “These boxes are labeled as to the type of records they contain—agency files, finance, personnel, and so on.”
“Uh-huh. What’s on your mind, Libby?”
“What was the name of that former SEAL Fenton was telling us about last night? The one who stopped the serial-killing demon.”
“Pacilio. Michael Pacilio.”
“Since Mister Pacilio was employed by the agency, he’d have a personnel file, wouldn’t he?”
“Yeah,” Morris said. “Yeah, he would, most likely.”
“I wonder how informative that file might be, assuming we could lay our hands on it?”
“I don’t know,” he said, “but if it’s anything good, I’m buying you a case of allergy medicine, once we get out of here.”
“Let’s see if we can dig up the file before we do any celebrating.”
Twenty-some minutes later, “Morris said, “Bingo!”
“You’ve got it?”
“Yeah—Pacilio, comma, Michael J. It’s a thick sumbitch, too.”
Morris started flipping through the contents and muttered, “Holy shit.” A few seconds later, he said it again—louder.
He handed the bulky folder to Libby and turned toward the door. “Take a gander at this, will you? I’ll be right back.”
“Where are you off to?”
“The lobby. The girl said photocopying was permitted, right?”
“Yes, that she did.”
“I have to get some change. We’re gonna need a lot of it.”
“Say ‘Hi’ to Cindy for me.”



  

  

Chapter Thirty-One
  

  

ONCE THE SECRETARY had told him to go in, Clyde Neale opened the door to Burnett’s office, closed it behind him, and took his customary seat in one of the chairs arrayed in front of the big oak desk. Resolutely low-tech as ever, Neale had brought with him a yellow legal pad which now rested across his thin legs.
“Well?” Burnett said impatiently. Polite conversation, Neale was reminded for the hundredth time, was not his boss’s strong suit.
“I’ve checked Leffingwell’s appointments and meetings for the day when someone presumably told him about those ‘forbidden weapons.’ All of them are more or less consistent with mundane Presidential business—except for one.”
Rather than ask the obvious question, Burnett made an impatient gesture that told Neale to quit building dramatic tension and get on with his fucking report.
“Senator Howard Stark was our beloved President’s last appointment on that day. Most people, apart from the White House staff, that is, who get face-time with Leffingwell are scheduled anywhere from a week to a month in advance, but Stark’s appointment was made just the day before.”
Burnett scratched his chin. “What’s so important about the Junior Senator from Ohio that he gets into the Oval on such short notice?”
“I’ve been asking myself the same question,” Neale said. “Stark doesn’t swing all that much weight in the Senate these days. Ever since he came back to the Hill after getting shot, he’s been the equivalent of what the Brits would call a ‘back-bencher.’ He shows up—most of the time, anyway—casts his vote when called upon, and goes home. Doesn’t say much in committee hearings, and never speaks from the floor anymore. The scuttlebutt is that he won’t even run for re-election next time out.”
“And yet this has-been has the ear of the President.”
“So it would seem. You know, there were all kinds of rumors flying around after Stark caught those three bullets in the chest at the convention a couple of years back.”
“What sort of rumors?”
“Well, there’s one that goes like this: when the Secret Service agents finally broke into the room where Stark was being held, the Senator was in the process of undergoing an exorcism.”
“Exorcism? As performed by who?”
“Don’t know. Like I said, it was just a story going around—one of several, all of them mutually contradictory.”
“Still...” Burnett drummed his fingers on the desk blotter. “If it’s true, that means Stark has had some acquaintance with demons—or, at least a demon.”
“Could be,” Neale said. “But that doesn’t give him any knowledge about Project H. Shit, it wasn’t even in the planning stages, two years ago.”
“No, it wasn’t.” Burnett was quiet for a few seconds. Neale fancied he could almost hear the wheels and gears turning in that formidable mind.
“Maybe somebody who does know something about Project H had a few words with Stark, knowing he’d be more likely to treat it seriously than anybody else in the Senate—or in Washington, for that matter. Somebody who wanted to get word to Leffingwell, but didn’t have the access to the Man that Stark has.”
“That means we need to know who’s been talking to the Senator.”
“Fuckin’ A right we do. I want eyes and ears on Stark 24/7, effective immediately. And get his phone records, home, office, and cell—especially for the days immediately before he met with Leffingwell. The phone numbers will give us names, and once we have the names...”
“We can do the same as I did with Leffingwell’s appointments—look for the one who doesn’t fit in with the others.”
“Very good,” Burnett said. “I knew there was a reason I was keeping you around.
“Then let me give you another reason why you should. A couple of FBI agents have been nosing around over here.”
“Nosing around how?”
“What I hear is, they’ve only talked to people they already knew. They try to make it casual—nothing like an official investigation, all very friendly. But then one of them brings up the word ‘demon.’”
“Demon.”
“Uh-huh.”
Burnett slammed the desktop with the flat of his hand. “This fucking project is leaking worse than a machine-gunned hippo! Jesus H. fucking Christ—does everybody know about it?”
“It looks like only a small number of people are involved.”
“That was hyperbole, you fucking idiot.”
“Yes sir, I suspected as much. In any case, none of our people the Feebies talked to have any involvement in Project H, so they came away empty.”
“But they know something—and I want to know what they know and when they knew it. Get on their phone records, too—every phone they have access to.”
“Right. Do you want eyes and ears on them, as well?”
Burnett drummed his fingers some more. “No—it’s too risky. These are professionals, if I can use that term in reference to the FBI. They might tumble to the surveillance, which could give us a bigger problem than we’ve got already. What are their names, anyway?”
“Fenton and O’Donnell. They work out of Behavioral Science at Quantico. A black guy and a chick, apparently.”
“How very Affirmative Action—old man Hoover must be turning over in his grave. All right, get their personnel files from Justice, while you’re at it.”
“That might take some time.”
“Then why are you still sitting there wasting it? Get moving.”
Neale allowed himself a brief mental of image of what Burnett would look like with his spine broken in three places, then stood up. “Yes, sir. I’m on it.”
Any faint hopes for an apology that Neale might have entertained were dashed when Burnett said, “Maybe whoever spilled the beans to the two Feebies didn’t do it by phone. Every visitor to Quantico is logged in, right?”
“Should be. It’s SOP for all federal agencies.”
“Get the log covering the past week. Look for anomalies. I want names. If this cancer can be contained, it can be excised. Surgically.”
It took Neale a few moments to understand what his boss what getting at. “That list of names is going to include Howard Stark, sir. We can’t just hit a U.S. Senator. The resulting uproar...” Neale made a gesture that said the rest of the sentence was self-evident.
“Maybe you’re right—maybe,” Burnett said. “But, on the other hand, FBI agents get killed in action all the time, don’t they?”



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Two
  

  

SITTING ONCE AGAIN in the CIA’s cleanest of clean rooms, Burnett said, “So, we’re on schedule to launch at the end of this month?”
“If everything stays on schedule, yes we are,” Dr. Hans Westin said. “Of course, ‘if’ is a dangerous word. One might say, for example, ‘If it had not been for that iceberg, the Titanic would have had an uneventful maiden voyage’.”
“Don’t play word games with me, Doctor. “Will you be ready to go on the thirty-first, or not?”
The man had no understanding of the complexities of science. None. With his fingers mentally crossed, Destin said, “Yes. Yes—we shall be ready.”
“And you haven’t scheduled it for Halloween out of some fanciful belief in tradition—or even superstition?”
“Not at all. As I’ve told you, the mathematical calculations show that the energy waves we need to tap into will be very strong on that date. It may even be, centuries ago, that the math was the basis for the superstition.”
“I don’t follow you.” Burnett, clearly, was not a man who enjoyed being made to feel in any way mentally inadequate.
“What I mean is,” Destin said hurriedly, “is that those who first designated that date as All Hallows Eve may have been unconsciously influenced by the same cosmic forces that we will ourselves take advantage of.”
“You’re saying that people unconsciously realized it was an evil day and built the Halloween myth around it?”
“Scientists don’t deal in words like evil, Mister Burnett, but I’d say you have grasped the concept. The celebration, if that is the proper word, began with the ancient Druids, who made blood sacrifices to placate their gods that time of year. The ancient Romans, who may or may not have known of the Druidic myths, called the occasion Parentalia, the feast of the dead—although they celebrated it in mid-winter. Quite independently, the Celts began celebrating the feast of Samhain, during which they—”
“All right, Doctor. This lecture is fascinating, but I’d say you’ve made your point. You didn’t just pick Halloween for a giggle.”
“I have never been known to do anything for a ‘giggle,’ Mister Burnett,” Westin said stiffly.
“No, I suppose not. So, you’re sure that launching the project on Halloween gives us the best chance of success.”
“That is correct. There is another time, at the end of April, which is also propitious, although not quite as—”
“We are not waiting until Walpurgis Night to make this happen, Doctor Westin. Allowed to continue their present rate of advance, the Caliphate might well be in control of the whole Middle East by then, and at that point even an army of demons might not be enough to roll them back.”
“And, in such an instance, I expect the amount of bloodshed involved would increase exponentially.”
“That too, or course. All right, Doctor, I’m counting on you. We launch on Halloween—come Hell or high water.”
Westin wasn’t sure whether a smile was appropriate. Burnett might be indulging in some mild humor, but if so it would be the first that the scientist had ever seen from him. No, an expression of amusement was too risky.
Maintaining his usual serious demeanor, Westin said “I shall try my very best to have all in readiness by that date.”
The look Burnett gave him was enough to freeze Westin’s blood, and the scientist was cold blooded to begin with.
“No, Doctor Westin—you will not ‘try.’ You will ‘do.’ There are interlopers who are nibbling like rats at the edges of Project H. Like rats, they will be exterminated—but they may be more of them to come. Even the President has heard a whisper, although he will soon be assured that his suspicions are groundless.”
“I understand that, but there are factors beyond our—”
“If this project does not launch on the thirty-first, Doctor, then it may ultimately fail. Our country cannot afford failure, and I will not permit it.”
Destin was offering reassurances as Burnett reached inside his suit jacket. He came out with a spiral notebook, which he knew would amuse Clyde Neale if he saw it. But, as Neale had once said, some information could not be entrusted to the digital world. Besides, he thought the notebook would make an effective prop in the drama that was about to begin.
He opened the notebook and began to flip through its pages with exaggerated slowness. Westin had stopped talking now and was watching with puzzlement and some degree of apprehension. He soon learned that the apprehension was justified.
“Ah, here it is.” Burnett stopped turning pages. “You’re married for twenty-seven years, wife’s name Louise, two children—Martin, 24, residing in St. Louis, and Martha, 19, currently a sophomore at MIT. Is that information accurate? No need to answer, Doctor—I already know that it is.”
“Why—why are you telling…”
“Quiet—I’m not finished. You were married once before, I believe. Wife Mary Ann, deceased. Two adult children—Sandra and Mary Beth, both married. Sandra has given you three grandchildren and Mary Beth only one, possibly because she’s miscarried twice since little Carl was born. I’ve seen their pictures. Cute kids—if you like that sort of thing.”
“Mister Burnett, please.”
“Be patient, I’m almost finished. You have two brothers, I see. Richard lives in Boston with a wife and your two adorable nieces. David’s in Atlanta, twice divorced, no issue from either marriage.”
Burnett flipped the notebook closed and put it away, but Destin didn’t speak. He just sat with an expression of quiet horror on his thin face.
“I can see you grasp the subtext of my little monologue, Doctor. I knew you were a smart man. I’ve just named fourteen people, toward whom even a cold fish like yourself probably has some degree of affection. Is that correct?”
Westin just nodded.
“Very well, then. If Project H does not launch on schedule on the thirty-first—or if it should launch, but fail to produce the desired results, then all fourteen of those people will die—some of them quite horribly. I think I’ll save the most gruesome deaths for the grandchildren. That makes a certain amount of sense, don’t you agree?”
Doctor Hans Westin was an articulate man, and a brilliant one, but for the first time in his adult life he was speechless, struck dumb by the insanity of what he had just heard. And he believed it. This madman was capable of doing, or rather ordering done, exactly what he had threatened.
“It may occur to you,” Burnett went on, “once you’ve calmed down a bit, to contact your relatives and warn them. To suggest that they take immediate and long vacations, perhaps. If you attempt something so foolish, I’ll know. And then I’ll kill two of the people on that list, just to show you the folly of trying to fuck with me.” Burnett leaned forward and spoke very deliberately. “No one fucks with me, Doctor. No one. And most especially not you.”
Burnett stood up. “I’d say ‘Have a nice day,’ but even I’m not that hypocritical. Let me wish you a productive day, instead—followed by many others over the next three weeks.”
After Burnett left, Doctor Hans Westin sat there, in the cleanest of clean rooms, staring at the door as if hoping Burnett would reappear and say, “Just kidding.” The warden gets that call from the governor, and the execution—of an innocent man, of course—is stopped at the last minute. That kind of thing is always happening in the movies, but Westin suspected it was rare in real life. There would be no phone calls for him. After a while he stopped wasting time with foolish fantasies, turned on his computer, and went back to work.



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Three
  

  

THEY FINISHED READING Michael Pacilio’s personnel file at 11:34 that night. Apart from a half-hour devoted to eating a room service meal, and a few bathroom breaks, Morris and Libby had worked straight through from when they’d returned to their hotel suite a bit before 5:00 am. Libby would read a page, then pass it to Morris who would read, then lay it on the coffee table face down so as to keep the pages in order.
By prior agreement, they had not discussed the file while perusing it, deciding that ‘read first, talk later’ was the most efficient way of dealing with the 344-page document. They had not spoken of it during their brief dinner, either. Instead, they’d found some dumb TV sitcom to watch while they ate, thinking that it might help lighten their mood—a hope that was unrealized.
So, apart from muttered exclamations like “Fuck,” “Holy Shit” and, “Oh, My Goddess,” they had read in silence. And now they were done.
“Well,” Morris said, “do you want to begin, or shall I?”
Libby shook her head slowly. “Those poor people.”
“The scientists in the lab, you mean?”
“Them, along with all the other innocent souls that this... creature slaughtered for its own amusement.”
“Along with the two people it possessed—the scientist... what was his name?”
“Barbour,” Libby said. “Peter Barbour.”
“Yeah, him, along with the state cop it jumped into after Barbour died in that car crash. It was the cop’s body it used to go back to the lab in the hope of running the machinery again to let all of its infernal buddies come on over to play.”
“Which was the same thing those fools tried to do last year after burning down all those churches. Goddess above, when will people learn?”
“Well the first one wasn’t people, strictly speaking.”
“No—that was the demon. Asmodeus, right?”
“Asmodeus,” Morris said, nodding. ‘Lord of lechery, prince of corruption.’”
“Sounds like you were quoting something there. Or someone.”
“Fella I used to know—Sebastian. William Sebastian. He was in the same line of work as we are, more or less. Said he tangled with Asmodeus once and got away with his skin and soul, intact—but just barely.”
“When was this?” Libby asked.
“Back in the Seventies, I think he said.”
“So Asmodeus comes back for a return engagement in ’02. After having a fine old time murdering, raping, torturing, and mutilating—not necessarily in that order—he decides it would be fun to use the same... what would you call it? A machine?”
“Yeah, I suppose. A machine, a device, a mechanism, a device, a contraption—”
“Stop showing off, Quincey, I already know you got 790 on the SAT verbals.”
“Well, call it whatever you want. It’s still a gateway to Hell.”
“And Asmodeus wanted to start it up again, so that all the legions of Hell could be set loose upon the earth. He almost made it, too.”
“Except the Pacilio guy stopped him. It’s a pity, for a number of reasons, that he’s dead. I’d like to shake his hand.”
“Maybe you’ll get to, one day. In the meantime, there’s the device itself. The report says it was destroyed—disassembled, crushed, it pieces scattered in the wind. Or words to that effect.”
“It’s not the device that worries me—it’s the plans. The notebooks of this guy, uh—”
“Let me look.” Libby ruffled through the papers stacked on the coffee table. “Here—Richard Clayborn.”
“Yeah, him. The report says his notebooks went missing.”
Libby looked at another page. “Yes, they call them ‘the subject of an ongoing investigation.’ I think that Washingtonese for, ‘We don’t know where the fuck they are.’ But if they turned up later, it would still be in the report, wouldn’t it? As an addendum, or something?”
“If they were found while the Office of Scientific Integrity was still in existence, yeah, I’d think the report would say so.”
“So, either the notebooks were never found, or...”
“Or they turned up later, in the hands of someone who kept the discovery to himself, for reasons yet unknown.”
“Maybe it was another, less benign government agency,” Libby said. “And they kept the fact to themselves for reasons we now know all too well.”
“Hmm. It would explain a lot, wouldn’t it?”
“But not everything, unfortunately. Like, who exactly in the CIA has them now, and whether they’ve been able to recreate the technology used in 2002. Also, just when exactly the shit is supposed to hit the fan. We don’t know that, either.”
“No, we don’t.” Morris massaged the bridge of his nose with a thumb and forefinger. “Halloween is what—three weeks away?”
“Just about. That would be a good time to carry out something like this, wouldn’t it?” Libby said. “Might as well have the karmic forces of evil on your side.”
“We ran into some people a while back who thought Walpurgis Night would be a propitious occasion for demon summoning, although they had a more low-tech approach in mind. How do you figure Halloween stacks up against Walpurgis Night, in terms of karmic evil. Just as good?”
“It’s better,” Libby said. “Or worse, depending on which side of the gates of Hell you’re on.”
“Yeah, that’s what I was afraid of.” Morris stood up, vertebrae in his lower back cracking in protest. “I don’t know about you, but I could use a shower.”
“Me, too. Reading that stuff makes you feel, I don’t know... soiled, somehow.”
Morris nodded as he stifled a yawn. “I reckon we ought to head back to New York tomorrow. We’ve probably done as much as we can down here. Anyway, there’s a couple of folks living there that we need to talk to.”
“Who’ve you got in mind?”
“Who would know more about the doings of Hell than a couple of people who’ve spent time there? I’m referring, of course, to Peters and your girlfriend.”
“I wish you wouldn’t refer to Ashley as my girlfriend, Quincey.” Libby realized that she’d spoken a little more sharply than she’d intended.
“Sorry—no offense intended. For future reference, what would you prefer I call her?”
“I’m still working on that,” Libby said.



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Four
  

  

“AS YOU DIRECTED, I looked into that funny business at the Republican National Convention a couple of years ago,” Clyde Neale said, “specifically the circumstances under which Senator Stark collected three 9mm slugs in the chest.”
“I hope you found something interesting,” Burnett said.
“That I did. Accounts differ, but the consensus would seem to support the following facts.
“One: While escorting Stark along a corridor on one of the underground levels of Madison Square Garden, Stark’s Secret Service detail, consisting of six experienced agents, were all simultaneously rendered catatonic by something that none of them can remember, although all of them recovered within a few days.
“Two: once his Secret Service protection was disabled, Stark was abducted, along with his Administrative Assistant, Mary Margaret Doyle.
“Three: Stark and Ms. Doyle were apparently taken through a nearby door into a storage room. The door to this room is clearly indicated on the Garden’s building diagram—but after Stark was abducted the door just... disappeared. Other Secret Service agents, with assistance from NYPD Special Services, had to break through the brick wall to get into the room.
“Four: when the agents and cops finally broke through, they found Senator Stark tied to a chair while a priest, one Father Martin Finlay, attempted to perform an exorcism on him. Finlay, who died in a plane crash last year, had performed a number of exorcisms over the years at the behest of his religious order, the Dominicans.
“Five: also present in the room was one Quincey P. Morris, of Austin, Texas. He was arrested without resistance. Morris’s business cards describe him as an ‘occult investigator.’ He frequently works with a woman named Elizabeth Chastain, who advertises herself as a ‘white witch.’ She was not present when Morris was arrested.
“Six: Once Morris and the priest were in custody, Stark was being escorted out of the room to receive medical treatment. That’s when Ms. Doyle grabbed the pistol from the holster of a slow-witted Secret Service agent and fired three bullets into Stark before being fatally shot herself by other agents. Her motivation remains unclear, although one Secret Service agent reports that her dying words were something like ‘Not such a monster, after all.’
“Seven: Stark was rushed to Bellevue for emergency surgery. He was close to death at several points—but as you know, he has fully recovered—physically, at least.”
“Fascinating,” Burnett said. “And this little recitation is supposed to interest me why?”
“That will become clear once I share with you some other information that has recently come to light.”
“Really? Then share away—without wasting any more of my time.”
“I’ll try my best sir,” Neale said, keeping most of what he felt out of his voice. “One item of relevance is something we already knew, but is worth remarking upon again: Quincey Morris, the self-styled occult investigator was arrested following Stark’s rescue and charged with a long list of federal crimes. Six months later, Leffingwell quietly pardons him, along with the priest, Father Finlay.”
“What did Leffingwell know that the Secret Service, or Justice, didn’t?”
“Hard to say for sure. But I decided to check Leffingwell’s appointment schedule for his first six months in office. I struck pay dirt right at the start. On his first full day in office, President Leffingwell’s first appointment was with Senator Howard Stark.”
“Well, now—that is kind of interesting.”
“It gets even more so. Stark had asked for a half hour of the President’s time. But not long after the meeting started, Leffingwell cancelled his appointments for the rest of the morning. Stark didn’t leave until just before noon.”
“And Stark got there when?”
“He was brought into the Oval Office at 8:03, sir.”
“Four hours with the President,” Burnett said. “Shit nobody gets that, even the Joint Chiefs of Staff—unless we’re on the verge of war, or something.”
“I guess Stark must have had some interesting things to say. And there’s more, sir.”
What Burnett said next was something that Neale had never heard the man utter in his presence: “You have my full attention.”
Neale unconsciously sat up a little straighter. “A source of mine at the Bureau says that Morris and Chastain have worked with Fenton and O’Donnell, unofficially, several times in the past. But there’s nothing about it anywhere in the files. The scuttlebutt is that the four of them were involved in that very odd business in Iowa a few years back, when Walter Grobius’s estate was destroyed, along with everyone inside.”
“Idaho,” Burnett said.
“Excuse me?”
“Grobius’s place was in Idaho. I’ve been there, myself.”
“Sorry, sir—I’m always confusing those.”
“What else have you got?”
“Morris and his partner Chastain, the alleged witch, were in town recently. Took a suite for four nights at the Willard.”
“A suite? Two bedrooms?”
“Yes, sir.”
“They’re not fucking?”
“I have no intel on that sir. Would you like me to find out?”
“No, it doesn’t matter. Continue.”
“The Willard, as you know, is just a few blocks from the White House—although neither of them have appeared on Leffingwell’s appointment calendar—this week, or ever.”
“Neither did some of Bill Clinton’s girlfriends.”
“Sorry, sir?”
“I was just thinking that it’s possible to pay a call on the President without it being noted on the record—if that’s the way the President wants it.”
“I suppose so. Well, there’s no record of Morris or Chastain visiting the President, but I did follow up on your idea concerning the visitor’s log at Quantico. One of the people who signed in a four days ago was named Quincey Morris. He signed out again eighty-five minutes later.”
“Does the log say whom he went to see?”
“No sir—it just covers the main entrance to the building. But Fenton and O’Donnell’s office is in the basement, with the rest of the Behavioral Science types. And the log shows they were in the building at the time Morris visited.”
“Hmm.” Burnett was quiet for a little while. “When do we have the first report that these FBI types were asking questions over here about demons—before Morris’s visit, or after?”
“Let me check.” Neale flipped notebook pages. “Here—after. The first incident was the day after Morris presumably saw them.”
“Did Stark visit the President before or after Morris and Chastain checked into the Willard?”
“Just a second.” More page flipping. “After—two days afterward.”
“And where are Morris and Chastain now?”
“They checked out of the Willard this morning and caught a Jet Blue flight to JFK.” Neale checked his watch. “Wheels down about twenty minutes ago, if it was on time.”
Burnett had on his desk a large model Nokia tablet. He turned it on and began drawing circles on the screen, writing things in them, and connecting the circles with lines. Neale was not invited to participate in the process, so he sat and waited.
Burnett was done in three or four minutes. “Okay,” he said. “We have a prior connection between Morris and Leffingwell, going back to the Convention. There’s no evidence that Morris or his girlfriend saw Leffingwell recently, but he didn’t start talking about demons until they’d arrived in town. Stark has a past connection with Morris and Chastain, and we know he did see Leffingwell before the President started talking, in his cryptic way, about ‘forbidden weapons.’
He looked up at Neale. “Make sense so far?”
“Yes, sir—it’s all supported by the intel.”
“Now, these two feebies—Fenton and O’Donnell. They’ve got some kind of unknown prior connection with Morris and Chastain. Morris probably visited them at Quantico a few days ago—unless you can think of anybody else down there he might have reason to look up.”
“No, sir. There’s no one else in the Bureau with any known association to those two.”
“All right, so Morris pays a call on Fenton and O’Donnell, and shortly thereafter they start asking Agency personnel what they probably think are subtle questions about demons. Does the intel support that, too?”
“Yes, sir—all the way.”
Burnett stared at the tablet’s screen moodily. “There’s a structure building here. And if we let it continue to develop, we could wake up and find ourselves hemmed in by it. Result: Project H is never launched, the fucking Caliphate takes over the entire Middle East, thus gaining control of a big chunk of the world’s oil and the revenue it generates, and you and I get fired, at minimum, and more likely face a series of federal indictments which we might be able to plead down to a twenty-year sentence in a palatial resort like Leavenworth. Sound reasonable?”
Neale nodded glumly. “Yes, sir—in a depressing sort of way. Unless, of course, parts of the structure are removed before the encirclement is complete.”
“I like the way you think, Clyde—mostly because I’m thinking the same way.”
Burnett turned the tablet off and sat back in his chair. “We can’t touch the President, that’s out of the question. Besides, the VP is an even bigger idiot than Leffingwell. Stark? He’s a minor US Senator, but still a Senator. His death would attract a lot of attention, much of which would be outside our ability to control. But a couple of FBI field agents—well, I’d say they could be considered expendable. They’d even get their names on a plaque in the Hoover Building’s lobby. And as for Morris and Chastain, they’re civilians and hence the most expendable of all.”
“Chastain is supposed to be some sort of witch, sir.’
“Yeah—and my grandmother claimed she could foresee the future, but the old bitch never bought herself a big-money lottery ticket, even though she played every day.”
“Yes, sir.”
“I want an action plan to deal with these four individuals—for my eyes only, and I want it within forty-eight hours. Clear?”
“Of course, sir. What about collateral damage?”
“What about it?”
“Do you want the action plan designed to minimize or eliminate it? That will take longer to formulate, of course.”
“We’re talking about preserving the vital interests of the United States of America, Neale. Compared to that, what are a few civilians who wonder into the line of fire? It’s regrettable, to be sure. But you can’t make an omelet without breaking eggs.”
“Yes, sir. I believe I’ve heard that somewhere.”
“Then keep it in mind—and get to work.”



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Five
  

  

Two days later
 

CLYDE NEALE SLIPPED into his usual chair in front of his boss’s desk. He had brought his ever-present legal pad with him, along with an air of excitement that only Burnett knew Neale well enough to discern.
“I take it you’re bringing good news,” Burnett said. “I hope so—good news would be welcome right about now.”
“Actually, I’ve got good news and better news.”
“You know I hate those fucking word games,” Burnett said sharply. “Get to the point.”
“Yes, sir,” Neale said, his excitement only slightly dampened by the rebuke. He felt like a chess player who has just watched his opponent commit exactly the mistake that will make Neale’s checkmate in three moves inevitable.
“You ordered me to develop action plans for the elimination of four individuals who usually operate in pairs: Morris and Chastain is one, and the feebies, Fenton and O’Donnell, make up the other. I had developed tentative plans for the removal of each pair. The basic structure of each seemed sound, but I wanted to work out a few more details before I presented it to you for approval. Then this morning, I got a phone call.” He paused expectantly.
“I warned you about being a fucking drama queen, Neale.”
“Yes, sir. Sorry. The call was from one of our people at NSA who’s monitoring Chastain’s phone. This morning, she gets a call from one Special Agent Colleen O’Donnell, who seems to be friendly with Chastain, based on the conversation.”
“Are they having dyke sex together? Is that what you mean?”
“No, sir—the conversation didn’t seem sexually intimate, just friendly. Of course, that doesn’t preclude a sexual relationship between them. If you want, I can put somebody—”
“Never mind. Just get on with the fucking phone call.”
“Right. I’ve verified the contents, by the way, by having him play it for me. O’Donnell says that she and Fenton are going to be in New York next week for some law enforcement conference. She asks if the four of them—O’Donnell, Fenton, Chastain and Morris—can get together at some point to discuss what O’Donnell refers to as ‘developments.’”
“Developments in what?”
“She didn’t say, sir. I suspect she was being deliberately cryptic, out of habit. And it was an open line, after all.”
“All right. What else?”
“They agreed that next Tuesday around 4:00 p. m. would be a good time. Chastain says Morris is still in New York, staying at a hotel. Our surveillance confirms that, by the way sir. Morris is at the Waldorf Astoria, paying $329 a night for a single.”
“So they’re not fucking.”
“Morris and Chastain? Apparently not, sir.”
“Is Morris’s hotel room wired?”
“Yes, sir. He hasn’t said or done anything of interest to us since he checked in.”
“No hookers stopping by?
“Afraid not, sir. He hasn’t received any visitors at all.”
“What about Chastain’s apartment?”
“It’s actually a condo, sir.” Neale stared at his legal pad for a couple of seconds. “I regret to report that we don’t yet have it wired.”
“Why the hell not?”
“We sent people over there, even before Chastain got back from Washington. They couldn’t get inside.”
“I thought our people were supposed to be experts at this kind of thing. You saying they couldn’t pick the damn lock?”
“The senior man on the team tells me that the locks are standard for the building, nothing special. The knob turned, but they couldn’t get the door open, not even with both of them leaning their weight against it.”
“How do they explain their failure?”
“They don’t sir—it was the only door into the condo, so it’s not like she could have put a bar across it from inside.” Neale cleared his throat. “But she is a witch, sir.”
“Don’t start with that witch nonsense again. Hire another team—someone competent this time. Subcontract it, if you have to.”
“These guys were supposed to be the best—but, yes sir.”
“So the reason you were so excited coming in here is because next Tuesday all four of our pigeons are going to be in the same coop.”
“Exactly, sir. We can, literally, kill four birds with one stone, if we use the right stone.”
Barrett nodded thoughtfully. After a few seconds he said, “A radio-controlled bomb hidden in the condo would probably be best. We wait until they’re all gathered together, then bang.”
“I agree—that sounds like the best approach.”
“Have Special Devices prepare the bomb. Give it to the new team you’re sending over to her condo, with proper instructions.”
“Yes sir. But what if these guys can’t get in either, sir?”
Burnett scowled. “You really think that’s a viable possibility?”
“Hard to say, sir. But I know the team I already sent were first-rate.”
“All right, put together a back-up plan. Maybe an RPG from across the street—whatever seems best given the location. Just in case Chastain’s ‘magic’ keeps our new and improved burglar squad from delivering the goods.”
“I’ll cover both possibilities, sir.”
“If you do have to use Plan B, work out some kind of cover story we can leak to the press afterward. Chastain was selling drugs, or maybe building bombs for Al-Qaeda—whatever will sell the best in the New York market.”
“I’ll get some good people on it, sir. We keep a number of New York media types on retainer.”
“Next Tuesday,” Burnett muttered. Then to Neale he said, “I was hoping to get all the wet work done sooner than that. But this is a good opportunity, and we’d be fools to waste it. See that we don’t.”
“Yes, sir.”



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Six
  

  

Five days later
Tuesday
4:05 p. m.
 

LIBBY CHASTAIN OPENED the door to her condo to find Ashley and Peters waiting. “Hi, come on in,” she said. “The others are already here.
Introductions were unnecessary—they had all worked together before, in one instance stopping a demon-possessed politician from becoming President of the United States. Her other guests already had beverages, so Libby told her newest arrivals to follow her to the kitchen, where she asked what they’d like to drink.
“Since Quincey’s here,” Peters said, “you’ve probably gotsome good bourbon on hand. I’ll take a little of that, thanks.”
Then Libby turned to Ashley. Just looking at her made Libby feel a little week in the knees, but then Ashley had that effect on a lot of people, male and female—and liked it just fine. She said, “I’d just like some water, Libby. A small glass, please.”
Libby gave her an odd look but said, “Sure—coming right up.”
A minute later, Peters had his Jack Daniel’s while Ashley held a glass with about four ounces of water in it. She looked at the glass intently for a few seconds, and the clear liquid slowly changed into something that was dark amber.
Ashley held out the drink to Libby. “Here, have a sip.”
Libby drank a little bit and her eyebrows raised as she swallowed. “I don’t drink the stuff much, but I know good Scotch when I taste it.”
“Twelve-year-old Glenlivet,” Ashley said with a smile. “The Galilean isn’t the only one who can pull off that trick.”
“Strong work,” Libby said. “Shall we join the others?”
Libby’s living room furniture included a Danish Modern sofa with a matching loveseat and chair. The loveseat was occupied by Special Agents Fenton and O’Donnell, and Morris had claimed the armchair, which meant that Libby would be sharing the sofa with the latest arrivals. Any hope she might have had of sitting next to Peters was dashed as Ashley took a seat in the middle. As Libby, having no choice, sat down next to Ashley, the blonde demon whispered in her ear, “I was thinking of giving you a good, hard orgasm while we’re in the middle of this little party. Would you like that?”
Libby turned to her, her smile bright but the gray eyes hard. “No I wouldn’t, actually. Maybe later.”
Libby turned back to her guests, hoping that Ashley would have the decency to leave her alone while others were present—even as she knew that decency wasn’t one of the things that Ashley did best.
Libby said to the group, “Thank you all for, er, coming.” Damn Ashley. “What we’re going to cover at the start is mostly for the benefit of Ashley here and Peters, who need to be brought up to speed before we can all put our heads together. And—who knows?—maybe going over it again will help the rest of us clarify our thinking.”
She paused, as if waiting for objections. When no one said anything, she went on, “As you know, Quincey and I were in Washington recently trying to find out more about this alleged CIA plot to summon demons and use them as weapons in the Middle East. I managed to have a private conversation with President Leffingwell, who claimed to know nothing about this business, and I believed him. I think the President took me seriously, and he said he was going to look into the matter without delay. I haven’t heard back from him. I realize that the leader of the free world has got better things to do than get in touch with me, but it’s still worrisome. We’re concerned that either he decided not to treat this as an urgent matter, or that he tried and ran up against a bureaucratic stone well. Quincey and I were ready to pack up and go home when Dale and Colleen paid us a visit. Maybe you guys can take it from there?”
“Dale and I talked to some CIA people we know,” Colleen said, “mostly low-level grunts like us, but—”
Ashley stood up suddenly and walked away from the sofa. Libby looked to see if something was wrong, but Ashley gave her a wave that said, It’s fine, go on. Libby, although puzzled, turned her attention back to Colleen, even though she had heard this narrative before.
Fenton had taken over now, relating what he’d heard from an acquaintance at the FBI’s Counter-Terrorism Division when Peters suddenly said, “Ashley! What’s wrong?”
Ashley looked at him, frowning. “My spider sense is tingling.”
“Despite the dumb movie quote, she’s not kidding, guys,” Peters said. “Ashley can sense trouble before it starts—it’s saved my ass more than once.”
The rest of them began looking around the room, as if danger could be lurking behind one of Libby’s potted plants.
“It’s not in here,” Ashley said. “But it’s close. Excuse me for a few minutes.”
In one lithe motion, Ashley lowered herself to the floor, stretched out, and closed her eyes. A moment later, she ceased all apparent movement, including breathing.
“It’s all right,” Peters said. “Ashley’s just gone walkabout. She’ll be back soon.”
Libby looked at Peters. “Astral projection?”
“Something like that, I guess. She never really explained how it works. All I know is, here body is on the floor over there, but her spirit is someplace else—taking a look around outside, most likely.”
“I’ve done something like that a few times,” Libby said. “But it takes me a lot of preparation.”
Fenton turned to Colleen. “Can you do stuff like that?”
“Yeah, but I rarely feel the need. It’s very fatiguing, too.”
“I know what you mean,” Libby said. “I’m like a limp dishrag for an hour once I come back.”
“It doesn’t affect her that way,” Peters said, gesturing toward the still form on the floor. “She’s always rarin’ to go when she gets back from one of these jaunts.”
Ashley opened her eyes, then sat up and got to her feet quickly. “We all need to get out of here—right now!”
Of course, they all stood gawking at her.
“I’m serious—move, unless you want to fucking die here. I’ll explain once were out.”
She herded them quickly out the door and into the hall. Libby was the last to leave, closing the door behind her. “Now what?” she said to Ashley.
“Lobby. Elevator’s not safe—take the stairs. Come on, move!”
Libby lived five floors above street level. Fortunately, all of her visitors were in good physical condition, and walking fast down a bunch of stairs is easier then climbing up.
The lobby of the building was deserted. It was maybe forty feet square, with worn carpet on the floor and a couple of armchairs for those who found themselves having to wait for someone. One wall was covered with the residents’ mail boxes.
Ashley headed for the corner that was farthest from the front door. “Over here—I don’t want to yell, or be overheard.”
When they were gathered around her she said, “There’s three guys on the roof of the building across from you, Libby. They’ve got an RPG and they’re planning to fire it right into your living room. They act like they know what they’re doing, too.” She didn’t need to explain that an RPG was a rocket-propelled grenade, a sort of miniature missile used in battle to destroy tanks. They had all been around the technology of death long enough to know that much.
“The only reason they haven’t set it off yet,” Ashley said, “is they’re waiting to see if any more people show up. Apparently their orders are to kill everybody in the place, if they can. And I imagine that RPG round would do the job very nicely.”
“Oh, my Goddess,” Libby said. “I’ve got to warn the other tenants!”
“There’s nobody home in the other condos on your floor,” Ashley said. “I listened for heartbeats as I left.”
“But the other floors,” Libby said. “You know what an RPG round can do. I have to—”
“Stop!” Ashley said. “Let me deal with it. Anyway, what are you going to do, Libby—bang on doors and tell them your demon girlfriend says they have to evacuate the building?”
“You’re not my girlfriend,” Libby said.
“That’s for later. I’ve got to hurry. If any of other tenants come in, spin them a yarn about a fire alarm, or something.”
She turned and began walking fast toward the street door.
“Ashley!” Peters called.
She looked back, still walking. “What?”
“Try to get one alive.”



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Seven
  

  

“I DON’T THINK anybody else is coming, man,” Casco said. “Might as well get it done.” He held a pair of military field glasses trained on the living room window of the condo across the street—the one belonging to the woman they were sent to kill.
Prichard, the team leader, looked through the RPG-7’s optical sight. “Shit, I can’t see anybody over there at all now. Where’d they go?”
“Maybe they made us, and split?” Manny Acevado said.
“Not likely,” Prichard told him. You see anybody over there standing at a window and staring over this way? I sure as hell didn’t.”
“And if they decided to bail, they woulda come out the front door, right?” Casco said. “We didn’t see nobody looked like any of them come out the building, man. I been watching.”
“If they got spooked somehow, could be they went out the service entrance, come out the back of the building,” Acevado said.
“Wouldn’t matter. I walked the place earlier today,” Prichard said. “The back door comes out into an alley, and it has only one way out—right there, next to the building. See it? They’d come out that way, we’d have seen ’em, clear as day.”
“Maybe they all went into the bedroom for some sexy time, Casco said. “Get some orgy action goin’—what you think?”
“I could get into some of that shit,” Acevado said. “There’s a bunch of fine-lookin’ tail over there, man. You see that redhead? Bet she’s got freckles—all over.”
“I could go for the blonde that arrived a few minutes ago,” Prichard said. He didn’t take his eye away from the RPG’s sight. “You see her, Casco?”
“Yeah, I got a look, man. Nicest-looking piece of ass I seen outside of Penthouse. Bet she’s in that bedroom right now—one cock in her mouth, and another one up her butthole, moanin’ like a bitch in heat.”
“Oh, you boys say the nicest things.”
It was a woman’s voice, coming from the flat expanse of roof behind them.
The three of them spun around, although it took Prichard a little longer because of the weapon he was holding. Still, he was the first one to speak.
“Who the fuck are you?” he said. “And what are you doing up here?”
“I might ask you the same question,” she said. Her voice was like a caress. She nodded toward what Prichard had in his hands. “Is that an RPG you’re holding, or are you just glad to see me?”
“Jesus Christ,” Acevado breathed. “It’s her, man. The chick from across the street.”
“Can’t be,” Casco said, but not like he really believed it. “No way she coulda got across the street without us seein’ her.”
“I’d say my presence here refutes that claim, wouldn’t you?” the woman said pleasantly.
“What’s that—‘refutes?’” Casco said.
“Don’t worry about it,” she said. “There won’t be a test later. Not for you.” Excuse me.”
She was wearing a multi-color striped blouse above a pair of black pants and short-heeled shoes. At 5’9’ in her bare feet, the woman hardly needed the extra lift of high heels. Now she began unbuttoning the blouse—her movements brisk, as if she were undressing alone instead of putting on a show. She shed the blouse and dropped it on the roof surface next to her. She wore no bra, and she clearly didn’t need one. Her breasts were—perfect. There was no other word for it. Then she kicked off the shoes and began unbuttoning her pants.
“Lady, what are you doing?” Prichard asked. His voice was husky with lust. “I mean, did you want...”
“Oh, I wouldn’t want you boys to get the wrong idea. I am not, sorry to say, one of your sex fantasies come to life.”
She unzipped the pants, dropped them, and kicked them aside. The red bikini panties she wore underneath joined the pants a moment later. They could see that she was shaved bald, like a porn star—although no porn actress they had ever seen affected them quite like this.
“It’s just that,” she said as she straightened up, “I hate to get blood all over my clothes.”
The three men were staring at her, their brains so full of lustful images that at first they failed to process what she’d just said. Prichard, the smartest, was the first to make sense of her words.
“What? Get blood... where? What’re you—”
She moved toward them then, faster than any human being should be able to—not difficult for Ashley, who wasn’t really human.
She hit Manny Acevado with a knuckle punch that he never saw coming though he was looking right at her—or rather, at the blur she had become. His first indication that he was in trouble occurred to him as he lay on the roof a moment later, choking on his own blood and trying to remember how to breathe.
Louis Casco just had time to get his hands up for some sort of defense when his head practically exploded from the vicious karate kick that fractured his skill in three places. He was still alive when he dropped to the rooftop, but that painful state of affairs did not last much longer.
Prichard was trying to bring the RPG up, although what he thought to do with it was not clear—it is not intended as a close-range weapon. In any case, it was torn from his grasp before he could raise it to eye level. Ashley slammed the butt of the RPG into Prichard’s diaphragm, and he bent double in agony before slumping to the worn shingles of the roof surface.
This blow was not fatal—Ashley had pulled it deliberately, instead of rupturing three or four of the man’s internal organs. He was clearly the leader of this inept trio, and she had questions for him.
After a few minutes, Prichard’s pain had abated enough so that he could emerge from the fetal position he had adopted instinctively when he fell. Ashley roughly pushed him onto his back, then straddled him, her knees just touching his ribcage. The impact as some of her weight landed on his stomach was pure agony that abated only slowly. Finally, the pain receded enough so he could think, after a fashion, and his first thought was: The most beautiful woman in the world is naked on top of me, and all I wish is that I could die.
Zack Prichard finally understood what irony meant. The knowledge came to him fairly late in his life, but then some people never figure it out, no matter how long they live.
“What’s your name, sweetheart?”
“Zack—Zack Prichard.”
Ashley lifted some of her weight off him and dropped it back down onto his crushed chest. The only reason Zack Prichard didn’t scream any louder was that he lacked the air in his lungs to do so.
When he could speak again, he gasped, “That’s my name, I swear it. I got ID—see for yourself.”
“Oh, I believe you, Zack. What I just did—that’s what you get for telling me the truth. You can just let your imagination work on what’s going to happen if you start lying.”
She bent her face closer to his. “I’m going to ask you a series of questions, Zack. Every time you refuse to answer, or if you lie to me, I’m going to do something appalling to you. Do you understand what ‘appalling’ means?
“Yeah, yeah—I understand. I’ll tell you anything you want to know.”
“Very good,” she purred. “And, Zack—if you do answer each of my questions honestly and with full detail, when we’re all done, I‘m going to give you a present. Would you like to know what it is?”
“Yeah—yeah, sure.”
“I’m going to let you die, Zack. Won’t that be wonderful?”
“Yes, please—ask me anything you want, then let me fucking die. Please.” Zack began to weep softly.
“Tears! Oh, how sweet of you, Zack.” She traced a finger along the tear track on one cheek, then brought it to her lips. “Oh, yum! I’d forgotten how delicious tears taste—I once had access to a regular supply, you know, but that was some time back. There aren’t many things I miss about my former home, but I confess the taste of tears is one.”
Ashley gave vent to a contended-sounding sigh.
“Now, then—let’s begin, shall we?”



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Eight
  

  

ASHLEY RETURNED TO the lobby of Libby’s building about an hour after she’d left. She looked cheerful and refreshed, as if she’d spent all afternoon being pampered at a spa.
She glanced around the lobby. “I expected to find a group of your fellow residents down here fuming, Libby,” she said.
“A few did come in,” Libby told her, “but I used a little magic to persuade them that they had some urgent shopping to do before dinner.”
“Very nice,” Ashley said. “Well, shall we all go upstairs? It’s quite safe now.”
Back in Libby’s living room, Ashley told them what she’d learned on the roof of the building across the street.
“Only one of them, the leader, was CIA. The other two were rent-a-thug types who work for anybody with the money to hire them—CIA, DIA, one of the Mafia families, a Columbian drug cartel—it’s all the same to them. Or, rather, it was.”
“What about the leader?” Fenton asked. “What’s his name?”
“Zack Prichard.”
Fenton looked at his partner. “Ring a bell?” Colleen just shook her head.
“You sure that was his real name, and not a cover ID?” Fenton said to Ashley.
“Oh, yes, I’m quite certain that Zack told me the absolute truth about everything I asked him.”
“‘Told,’ past tense?” Morris said.
“Yes,” Ashley said. “I’m afraid that Zack has passed on, along with his two associates. But I’m sure they’ll all make a lot of nice friends in Hell.”
“What else did you get from him besides his name?” Morris asked.
“One thing I learned was that he got his marching orders from somebody named Clyde Neale, who is apparently the Assistant Deputy Director for Operations down there in Langley.”
“Clyde Neale,” Fenton said. “Yeah I know that little bastard.”
Libby looked at him. “Anything you’d care to share, Dale?”
“Ah, it’s a lot of stuff, over the years. Let’s just say Neale and I have a history, none of it good. And I’ll tell you something else—if Clyde Neale is in on this, you can bet his boss, Ted Burnett, is in it too, right up to his neck. Neale doesn’t so much as take a shit without Burnett’s knowledge and permission.”
“So, if Neale is Assistant Deputy Director,” Peters said, “then his boss is Deputy Director for Operations?”
“That’s the guy,” Fenton said.
“Sounds like somebody who swings a lot of weight at the Agency,” Morris said.
“Oh, yeah,” Fenton said. “He’s either a Number Two or Number Three guy, depending on how you figure it. I’m betting that Burnett sees himself as Number Two, if not Number One-and-a-Half.”
“He wants what’s-his-name’s job?” Libby said. “The Director?”
“Gus Hinton, that’s the guy,” Fenton said. “Thing about Burnett is, he doesn’t just want to be Director—he sometimes thinks he is the Director.”
“Things are starting to fall into place,” Libby said. “Assuming we’re willing to make a few minor leaps of faith, that is. We know the what—summoning demons and binding them, somehow. We know the why—to use them as weapons against the Caliphate. We know the who—Deputy Director Burnett, and his minions. We think we know the when—if our hunch about Halloween is right. What we don’t know is where.”
“I may be able to help with that,” Ashley said. They all turned to look at her. “My friend Zack said he wasn’t supposed to know about this, but had a night out with a friend of his from the Agency a couple of months ago. Zack says the friend had a bit too much to drink and mentioned that he’d been spending time supervising the movement of a lot of odd-looking equipment down to Fairfax, Virginia. When Zack mentioned it to the man at work a week later, he became very upset , Zack said. Denied ever saying such a thing, and said if Zack ever repeated it, he would have Zack up on charges, whatever that means.”
“What it means,” Fenton said, “is that the guy realized he’d let a pretty big kitty out of the bag, and he didn’t want it wandering around where anybody else could see it.”
Colleen looked at Ashley. “Zack volunteered this information?”
“Oh, yes—we became quite chummy there, near the end. He was ever so eager to please me. The right combination of fear, pain, and lust can render most men quite cooperative.”
Morris was muttering, “Fairfax, Virginia. Fairfax, Virginia—now where the fuck did I… Jesus Christ!”
Morris went quickly to the Pacilio file that they had copied at the National Archives. It had been sitting on Libby’s coffee table so that the others could examine it later. He started flipping through pages fast, obviously looking for something. Finally, he stopped. “That’s what I thought. Back in ’02, when those scientists accidentally opened the gateway to Hell? The lab where they carried out the experiment was in Fairfax, Virginia.”
Libby reached over and patted him on the shoulder. “Nice work, cowboy,” she said. “We may just have figured out our ‘where.’”
“Yeah,” Morris said. “Now what the hell do we do with it?”



  

  

Chapter Thirty-Nine
  

  

TED BURNETT WAS in a very good mood, and it showed. Clyde Neale was glad to see that rare sight—it might soften the blow of the bad news he was bringing to his boss.
“I have just returned from another meeting with the President—to talk about these ‘forbidden weapons’ he’s heard that someone in CIA might be messing around with. Hinton, Stewart, and I each took turns assuring our Chief Executive that diligent, nay, exhaustive digging on our part, and that of our loyal and trusted subordinates, had turned up no evidence whatever of anything that might be remotely considered a ‘forbidden weapon.’ And it worked! The stupid bastard bought it—you could see it in his face. He told us that clearly he had been misinformed, and that he had been mistaken to put his faith in unreliable sources of information when he had the finest intelligence-gathering agency in the world at his disposal—I tell you, Clyde, it was glorious!”
“I’m very glad to hear that sir,” Neale said. “It must be quite a load off your mind.”
“Oh, it’s that, all right. But you know what? Before we left the meeting I couldn’t resist twisting the knife a little bit. ‘Now, Mister President,’ I said, ‘if you ever find that you can give us more precise information about these forbidden weapons of yours, we in the intelligence community would be only too happy to launch a new, more precisely-calibrated investigation directed toward those specific devices, whatever they might be.’”
“You didn’t!” Neale said
“I most certainly did. What was he going to say? ‘Well I was actually concerned about demons—would you mind checking if you’ve got any running around down there in Langley?’ I could have referred him to Foggy Bottom—I bet he’d turn up one or two at the State Department, don’t you think? Huh?”
Burnett gave vent to a gale of laughter unlike anything Neale had seen coming from the boss before. Part of his mind considered that he might survive this meeting with his scalp intact after all. The other part wondered if he just might working for a manic-depressive who was currently experiencing an up-swing.
Once Burnett’s jollity had abated, Neale took a mental deep breath and plunged in. “I’m really glad to hear that, sir—especially because I haven’t anything remotely as good to tell you.”
“Really?” Burnett studied him for a couple of seconds, his mood suddenly sober. “Well, then, maybe you’d better give me what I’m beginning to suspect is a big plate of bad news.”
“It’s not as bad as it could be, sir. But I regret to report failure of the operation designed to tie up all of our loose ends in New York.”
“The two FBI agents who were becoming a bother to us? Fenton and somebody?”
“Fenton and O’Donnell, sir.”
“And the other two—those ghostbusters, or whatever you call them.”
“Morris and Chastain, sir. The occult investigators.”
“What happened?”
“I sent a good man, sir. An experienced man. I told him to draw the equipment he needed from our vast collection of untraceable weapons, and to hire any pickup help in New York he thought was necessary.”
“We were going to going to put someone with an RPG across the street from that woman’s apartment, right?”
“Yes, sir.”
“What happened to the original idea of just planting a bomb inside the place?”
“I hired the best B-and-E people in New York, sir—which means they are very good, indeed. They were given the bomb, instructed how to conceal it, and informed of a time when Chastain was likely to be away for a couple of hours.”
“And?”
“Same thing as before, sir. That got the locks open easily enough, but they could not gain entry to Chastain’s apartment. The only thing they didn’t try was getting crowbars and prying the door loose from its frame. That might have worked, but it tends to leave traces, sir.”
“Traces, my ass. The door would be a wreck—Chastain would know she’d been burgled, and would probably turn the place upside down to find out what had been stolen. Whereupon she would turn up our little bomb.”
“Yes sir—that’s why I told them not to pursue any approach that would leave evidence behind.”
Burnett threw up his hands. “Shit, I don’t know. Maybe it is magic. Could be she is a fucking witch. After all, if demons exist, why not witches?”
“That’s a good point, sir.”
“You know, that might be an area worth exploring—black magic, and all that. Once Project H has been launched, of course.”
“I’ll make a note to that effect.”
“So, all right, you went with Plan B, as instructed. You sent a good man with a reliable weapon, and discretion as to whatever assistance he might need to hire. What happened?”
“They were killed, sir. All three of them.”
“Killed? How?”
“Beaten to death, it appears. The RPG was found next to the bodies—it was of great interest to NYPD, as you might imagine. They’re treating the whole thing as some sort of terrorist plot gone wrong.”
“Um. That much could work to our advantage—get them looking in the wrong direction. Maybe we could even provide a little ‘information’ to help them in their inquiries along those lines.”
“I’ll see what can be done, sir.”
“But these three guys—they were all professionals—experienced thugs, to put it bluntly. Correct?”
“Absolutely, sir.”
“Shit.” Burnett sat rubbing his face for a few moments. “What d’you figure, Clyde? More ‘magic?’”
“Not impossible, sir—although no evidence points in that direction just yet.”
“Chastain figured out that she was being put in the crosshairs, and decided to take preventive action? She took out the men who were sent to take her out?”
“It makes a certain amount of sense, sir—if you posit the existence of magic.”
“Yes. Of course.”
Burnett leaned back in the big leather chair and closed his eyes. Without opening them he said, “As it turns out, the annoyance posed by Chastain and her friends doesn’t appear as serious as it once did.”
“Because the President is on board now, you mean?”
“I wouldn’t say the stupid bastard’s on board, exactly—but he’s not going to be acting as an anchor on the damn boat, either.”
“So what do you want me to do about Chastain and the others, sir? Send a bigger and better-armed team in?”
“No—for now, let’s file them under ‘Unfinished Business’—at least, until Project H is launched. In fact...”
Burnett opened his eyes and brought his chair upright. “The whole point of the project is to gain control of demons, then send them to destroy our enemies, right?”
“Exactly, sir.”
“So who decides who the enemies are?”
“We do.”
“Fuckin’ A right we do. Once the Caliphate is history, why not send one of our infernal agents—I like that term, don’t you? ‘Infernal agents?’”
“Most appropriate, sir.”
“So why not send one of the demons we control after Chastain and her pals? See how well that ‘magic’ of hers does against one of them.”
“Interesting idea, sir. I’ll make a note for us to discuss it sometime after Halloween.”
“Which is in three days’ time.”
“Which is, indeed, in three days’ time.”
“It’s going to be glorious, Clyde. Glorious!”
“I have no doubt it will be, sir. None at all.”



  

  

Chapter Forty
  

  

“DOES THAT REPORT give a specific address in Fairfax where all this shit went down?” Fenton asked.
“I’m pretty sure it does,” Morris said. “Let me check.” After a few moments of paper shuffling, he said, “Yeah, here it is: 984 Sager Avenue. There’s a note here that it used to be a high school at one time. Then Uncle Sam bought it. I have no idea what it is now, or even if it’s still there. Could be a supermarket, for all I know. Or a vacant lot.”
“Be kind of interesting, if it were a supermarket,” Colleen said with a half-smile. “Trying to conjure demons in the frozen food aisle, or some such.” She made her voice sound very nasal, like something coming over a cheap PA system. “Attention, Price Saver customers. For the next fifteen minutes, a portal to Hell will be open in Aisle 6. Those of you wishing instant eternal damnation should proceed to Aisle 6 within the next ten minutes—and, as always, thank you for shopping at Price Saver.”
“That would be even funnier if it weren’t so fucking plausible,” Libby said.
“Okay, let’s see what we can find out,” Morris said. “How many computers do we have between us?”
“I’ve got both a desktop and my laptop,” Libby said. “The desktop’s in my office, and the laptop is over there, on the end table.”
Colleen O’Donnell hefted the briefcase she’d brought in with her. “Our laptop’s in here,” she said.
“Okay, three should be enough,” Morris said. “Libby, I’ll use the one in your office, if that’s okay.”
“Fine, go ahead. You already know the password, right?”
“Yep. Okay, I’ll check the real estate listings for Fairfax, and find out if the property’s up for sale. Libby, how about you get into Google Earth and see if you can get a look at the place?”
“Will do,” she said.
“Colleen, maybe you or Dale can just Google the address, and see what comes up? Maybe nothing, maybe something—we won’t know until we try.”
“The FBI is on the case,” she told him.
Morris turned to Ashley and Peters. “Sorry there’s nothing for you guys to do at the moment. Hope you don’t feel left out. After all, Ashley, I’d say you’ve done plenty of heavy lifting for us already.”
“Yes, and mostly it was corpses,” she said.
“We’ll be the cheerleaders,” Peters said.
“All right, let’s see what we can come up with,” Morris said. He turned and walked toward Libby’s office.
Twenty minutes later, they reconvened to share what they’d found.
“The place was for sale until fairly recently,” Morris said. “It’s listed in the Fairfax edition of Pennysaver Press, but there’s one of those diagonal ‘Sold’ banners over it.”
“What do you want to bet it was bought by some obscure company,” Peters said, “which is part of a holding company, that is affiliated with some other company that doesn’t exist?”
“In other words, the CIA,” Morris said.
“That’s the way they used to operate,” Peters said. “I don’t imagine things have changed all that much.”
Morris turned to Libby. “Anything on Google Earth?”
“Several photos from different angles,” she said. “The place looks deserted and abandoned. Of course, there’s no way to know how recent the photos are. You can tell it was once a school, though—see?”
Morris looked at the screen. “Yeah, typical public school layout. Doesn’t look a thing like a gateway to Hell.”
Morris turned to the FBI agents. “What did a general Google search turn up—anything interesting?”
“Not a damn thing,” Fenton said. “’Course, I’m not sure Google was even around in 2002—was it?”
“I think it was, but maybe not the huge deal that it is now,” Morris said.
“Since Google came up essentially with nothing,” Colleen said, “we went into some newspaper files. Fairfax is in the DC metro area, so we thought the Washington Post’s back issues might have something.”
“And did they?”
“The last twelve years, not a damn thing about 984 Sager Avenue. We looked at 2002, and apparently there was a car bomb or something that went off in front of the place. It killed five fundies from some church who were involved in a protest demonstration in front of the building. Several others were burned pretty badly.”
“That was a diversion that Asmodeus set up so that he could get back in the building unobserved,” Morris said. “He thought the place might be under surveillance, and he was right. Mike Pacilio and a couple of others with him saw the whole thing, but were powerless to stop it.”
“So, the CIA has quietly bought the building,” Libby said. And in three days they’re going to try recreating the experiment that accidentally brought a demon across back in ’02. Except these idiots are doing it deliberately, on the assumption that they can control whoever comes across to this plane and send it—or them—off to do bad shit to the Caliphate.”
“Far as I’m concerned, it couldn’t happen to a nicer bunch of guys,” Fenton said. “Except for that one little problem.”
“Yeah,” Morris said. “‘Little’ like that one little bomb we dropped on Hiroshima in ’45. A demon, once summoned, can be very hard to control, as I have reason to know. And if you’re bringing forth more than one, the difficulty—and the danger—increases exponentially.”
Colleen shook her head. “If there was ever a better refutation of the notion that the ends justify the means, I don’t know what it is.”
“So, we know what these bastards are going to do, along with when, where, and how they’re gonna do it. Question is: how do we fucking stop it?”
“I may have an idea about that,” Ashley said. It was the first time she’d spoken in a while.
Everyone else in the room turned toward her. “I think it’s fair to say that we’re all ears,” Morris said.
“The thing is, some of you might not like it.” Ashley was looking right at Libby as she said this.
“Why not?” Libby said.
“Because it’s rather... ruthless,” Ashley told her.
Libby took in a deep breath, let it out, and looked slowly around the room at the others. “I can’t speak for anybody else here,” she said. “But I’ll listen.”



  

  

Chapter Forty-One
  

  

Fairfax, Virginia
Halloween night
11:46 p. m.
 

IF CHRISTOPHER MARLOWE’S character Doctor Faustus were somehow transported to the Twenty-First Century, he, would have been amazed at how the science of demon-summoning had advanced in the centuries since his birth, life, and damnation.
The apparatus occupied the better part of the large room in what had once been Fairfax Regional High School. It didn’t look like much, considering what it was supposed to be capable of doing. Three big Packard-Bell turbines were linked in series off to the left. Ten feet in front of them sat the black transformer, roughly two feet square, that took the power generated by the turbines and channeled it into the rest of the machine. To the right was a bank of computers that were programmed to calculate the flow of energy passing through the system and optimize it to fit the system’s needs at any given moment. A variety of programs had been developed to do this at different stages of the process. In the middle of it all was The Door.
It actually looked less like a door than a gate, consisting of two cylinders made of industrial-quality ceramic material. The cylinders were five feet high and seven inches around, and they stood upright exactly five feet apart. Each was surrounded by a thick electromagnetic coil. Various heavy-duty cables and thinner electrical wires led from the base of each of the cylinders to the turbines and computer banks.
On the floor between the posts formed by the two cylinders was another electromagnetic coil sandwiched between two thick sheets of safety glass about three feet square. The coil had been laid out in the shape of a five-pointed star surrounded by a circle.
Hans Westin handed Ted Burnett a set of goggles with thick, yellow-tinted lenses. “Here,” he said. “You must wear these once the process commences. Everyone in the room, myself included, will do the same.”
Burnett examined the device curiously. Apart from the lenses, it resembled the eye protection that he’d seen some NBA players wear on the court during games.
“Are you anticipating unusual wavelengths of light?” he asked.
“We may well experience some,” Westin said. “But these goggles provide a more vital form of protection. You propose to send the demon we summon to possess a high-level member of the so-called Caliphate. Well and good. But until the demon has occupied a human body, it cannot be viewed without protection such as that which I’ve just given you. The literature on such matters is, as you might imagine, unreliable. But there are to be found several accounts saying that those who he gazed upon a demon in its pure form were instantly driven mad.”
Westin, it must be said, had at one time considered not giving Burnett a set of the protective lenses or explaining the necessity of wearing them. Having the man turned into a gibbering lunatic seemed an appropriate revenge for the threats Burnett had made against Westin and his family. But Westin, despite his many ethical failings, had decided that he could not in good conscience afflict such a fate on anybody, even someone whom he despised as thoroughly as he did Burnett.
“Well, in that case...” Burnett put the goggles on, allowing the lenses to rest on the top of his head where they could be quickly pulled down to cover his eyes.
“You’ve done good work here, Doctor,” Burnett said, surveying the array of technology. “My congratulations.”
“Perhaps you might withhold the accolades until we’ve seen the device work,” Westin said sourly.
“You have doubts Doctor? At this late hour?” Burnett’s voice was hard and mean. “Do I need to remind you of the price of failure—a price to be paid not only by you, but by everyone you love?”
Hans Westin’s hands twitched, as if he wished they were wrapped around Burnett’s throat. Perhaps giving him a set of protective eyewear had been a mistake, after all. But his voice remained calm as he said, “I have no grounds for pessimism, Mister Burnett. But it is a tradition among scientists to withhold congratulations until after an experiment or procedure is completed—that is all.” No such tradition existed, to Westin’s knowledge, but it was a convenient lie.
“Very well,” Burnett said. “I look forward to congratulating you in…” He glanced at the large wall clock. “… about thirteen minutes’ time.”
Westin looked away. “My eager anticipation knows no bounds.”
He let his eyes wander around the big room, which had been created years ago by knocking down a number of interior walls that had originally divided the space into classrooms. “But I remain unconvinced of the wisdom of conducting the experiment in the same place where it failed so spectacularly twelve years ago.” He sniffed theatrically. “This place smells of death.”
Burnett, in response to Westin’s unremitting insistence, had finally supplied a copy of the original project report. Westin was well aware of the horrors that had taken place within these walls.
“That’s your imagination at work, Doctor,” Burnett told him. “This room was scrubbed with great thoroughness after the late... unpleasantness. The walls were repainted—even the floor tiles were replaced. Any physical trace of the past debacle has been eliminated.”
I hope nothing similarly drastic is required after our work
here tonight, Westin thought, but wisely kept the notion to himself. He and his team had done everything humanly possible to make this mechanism capable of achieving the objective. But scientists, except the mad ones, don’t believe in absolute certainty. Such conviction was the sole province of fanatics—such as the one who stood a few feet from him.
“There are many other existing facilities that could have been employed,” Westin said. “Given the generous budget you secured for the project, we could even have built something from the ground up in an isolated area, far from civilian habitation, instead of doing the work in what is essentially a suburb of the nation’s capital.”
“I don’t understand your concern for ‘civilians,’ Doctor.” Burnett’s voice again assumed what Westin privately thought of as the man’s SS Obergruppenführer tone. “After all, you have assured me that there is no danger this time.”
“My concern is not of danger to the community,” Westin lied, “but matters of security. Keeping our work secret, as we must, would be easier in an environment over which we had total control.”
“Our security measures are more than adequate. We are conducting the experiment here because it worked here the last time.”
“You don’t impress me as a superstitious man,” Mister Burnett.”
“My reasons for using the same location have nothing to do with superstition.” Burnett sighed, as if trying to explain to a three-year-old, for the twentieth time, why the sky was blue. “Do you know what ley lines are, Doctor?”
Frowning, Westin shook his head. “I do not.”
“Ley lines are invisible power channels of karmic energy that cross the earth in seemingly random patterns. There are numerous theories about where they come from—believe me, I’ve had the subject exhaustively researched. But one thing is certain—this area of Virginia is where six different ley lines converge, bringing with them immense natural power.”
“I see.” Westin kept his voice carefully neutral in the face of such occult poppycock.
“The presence of those lay lines here, where we’re standing, may have been one of the reasons why the original experiment succeeded. If they had built the original lab twenty miles from here, the whole thing might have been a bust.”
“Imagine the loss to us all, had such been the case.”
“You can keep your polished irony to yourself, Doctor,” Burnett said. “If ley lines are outside your purview, have you at least heard of Ulysses S. Grant?”
“The American President? Of course. Not one of the nation’s greatest leaders, as I seem to recall reading in school.”
“You’re right—Grant was a lousy President. But as a General in the Civil War, he was without peer. And do you know one of the reasons why Grant was so successful, Doctor?” Burnett went on, not waiting for an answer. “Because he took infinite pains before each battle. He wanted everything on his side that he could control. Everything. On the morning of a day his troops would face the Confederates, he made sure every one of his men got a filling breakfast. If they hadn’t received mail from home in a while, he made sure that the mail was located and delivered, no matter where his army was. Infinite pains, Doctor.”
“So, you believe these ‘ley lines’ are efficacious in the summoning of demons?”
“I don’t know. Nobody knows for sure. But they might be—and that’s why we’re doing it here and not out in the boonies someplace.” Burnett glanced at the clock again. “Now, don’t you have last-minute preparations to attend to or something?”
“Indeed,” Westin said, and hurried away. Each man was glad to be free of the other’s company at that moment, but for very different reasons.
It was five minutes to midnight.



  

  

Chapter Forty-Two
  

  

“I STILL DON’T like this,” Libby Chastain said. She was sitting in the front passenger seat of a dark blue SUV parked on Sager Avenue. It was a block south of the laboratory building, close enough for the street lights to make visible the two large men in suits standing near the lab’s front entrance. There had once been a rear door to the building as well, but that was bricked over now, in flagrant violation of the fire code.
By mutual agreement, Colleen O’Donnell and Dale Fenton were not present, having instead gone to Minneapolis to run down leads on a serial killer who had struck in three states. In case they were ever asked under oath in front of a grand jury, the two FBI agents wanted to be able to say truthfully that they were a long way from Fairfax, Virginia on the night some very bad shit took place there.
In case something unforeseen should bring the SUV to the attention of law enforcement, Mal Peters had rented it under the name Richard S. Parker, and paid the deposit with Mr. Parker’s gold Amex card. The card was real, the account legitimate, and the balance due would be paid, on time, with a check from Richard Parker’s account at Chase Bank in Manhattan. Mal Peters knew all there was to know about building false identities.
“I’m not crazy about it either,” Quincey Morris said, leaning forward from the seat behind Libby so he could be heard without raising his voice unduly. “But none of us has come up with a better way to shut this operation down permanently—none of us, including you, Libby.”
“I know,” she said. “But innocent people inside that building are going to die.”
“Depends on your definition of ‘innocent,’ I suppose.” Mal Peters said from Libby’s left, where he was sitting behind the wheel. “All those guys in there are CIA, or CIA contract employees.”
“That doesn’t make them evil,” Libby said.
“No, but they all know what they’re going to do tonight,” Peters said patiently, “and what they’re doing is evil.”
“Perhaps, Libby, you can find comfort in the words of Arnaud Amalric, Abbot of Cîteaux and Papal legate, prior to the sacking of Beziers in 1209,” Ashley said from the back seat next to Morris. “Caedite eos. Novit enim Dominus qui sunt
eius.”
Without turning to look at Ashley, Libby said, “Somehow, that doesn’t quite do it for me.”
Peters stared at her quizzically. Getting no response, he looked over his shoulder at Morris, who shrugged and said, “My Latin’s kind of rusty.”
“It means, Kill then all,” Libby said finally, her voice bleak as an Arctic sunrise. “God will know His
own.”



  

  

Chapter Forty-Three
  

  

11:57 P. M.
 

DR. HANS WESTIN sat down at the main control panel and checked that his two technicians were at their stations. Glancing at the clock, he operated the series of switches that got the turbines going, up to half speed. At the same time, Jared Duncan, seated off to Westin’s right, pushed the buttons that brought the giant computer and its six monitors to life.
Fifteen seconds later, Westin moved a switch that set the turbines to spinning faster. He was slowly increasing the power to an electromagnetic field—a field that was flowing between the two poles that constituted The Door. The amplitude and valence of the field were controlled by the main computer, which was in Duncan’s able hands. Westin nodded to Jim Hodges, who stood thirty feet to his left behind a console that was connected to a number of speakers about the size of those that people used to plug their stereos into—back when people still listened to stereos. Hodges flipped a switch and from each speaker began to issue a different chant—one in Latin, one in ancient Greek, and the other in Aramaic.
“Bring up Program Alpha,” Westin called, and Duncan quickly complied. “Program up,” he called back a moment later. He had to yell to be heard over the increasing noise of the turbines.
“Execute!”
Duncan pushed two buttons and then pulled a switch. “Done!” he called.



  

  

Chapter Forty-Four
  

  

QUINCEY MORRIS KEPT an eye on his watch, a Pulsar Chronograph that kept perfect time and which he had set by the Naval Observatory clock two hours earlier. As the second hand reached 11:57 he said, “It’s show time, folks!”
Immediately three of the SUV’s doors opened, as Morris, Ashley, and Peters got out. But Libby Chastain still sat where she was. Quincey Morris looked at her through the window, and she looked back. “Coming, Libby?”
After an agonizingly long pause that lasted at least two seconds, Libby grabbed her door lever and pulled it. “Yes, Goddess help me,” she said. “I’m coming.”
The four of them walked along the sidewalk toward the lab as if they were two couples. Morris and Libby held hands and assumed pleasant expressions, while Peters put one arm around Ashley’s shoulder and held her close, his other hand deep in his pants pocket. For once, Peters was glad to see, Ashleydid not use their physical closeness as an opportunity to mutter sexually obscene sweet nothings in his ear.
They walked slowly. Timing was important, and, besides, they had no wish to alert the two guards.
I hope everything inside is going on schedule, Morris thought, or we are all going to be well and truly fucked.



  

  

Chapter Forty-Five
  

  

11:58 P. M.
 

WESTIN PUSHED A lever forward, and the noise from the turbines increased. “Bring up Program Beta!” he ordered, followed a few seconds later by, “Execute!”
Westin pointed his index finger at Hodges, who immediately pushed two buttons own his console. From a fourth speaker another chant started, this one in Chaldean, a language that was considered ‘dead’ when the Roman Empire was young.
Twelve seconds passed while Westin watched the movement of LED monitors in front of him. Then: “Activate Program Gamma!” His command was immediately obeyed and acknowledged.
The sound of the turbines grew even louder. I should have thought to provide ear protection for us all. No matter—we are almost there.
The time was 11:59:25.
Westin grasped a lever between two fingers. Gently now. Gently. The lever moved a quarter of an inch, and the turbines went to 100% power.
“Eye protection on now!” Westin shouted, and followed his own admonition. Then he pointed at Hodges, and a moment later a chant in Ancient Hebrew was issuing from yet another speaker.
Hans Westin took a deep breath. “Activate Program Delta!”
Something was happening to the electromagnetic field that oscillated between the two poles with the pentagram-shaped filaments below. It appeared to be changing, shimmering, coruscating in a way that was now visible to the naked eye. Within the field itself, a shape could dimly be perceived.
It took a step forward, then another, and stopped—caught in the energy field emitted by the electrically-charged pentagram at its feet. It gave a cry of frustration that sounded something like a cross between the scream of a cougar, the roar of an enraged lion, and the bellow of a bull alligator.
Even with the sanity-saving goggles—which actually worked, to his immense relief—Westin had to fight the urge to look away. Trying to describe what he was looking at was an exercise in futility. There are no words in English, or any other known language that could convey, with any accuracy, what stood—if something can be said to stand that does not, strictly speaking, have legs—within the electrically charged pentagram. Take your worst nightmare—the one that wakes you up screaming, drenched in your own sweat—and amp it up by a factor of twenty. Then you would have the beginning of an idea of what was trapped within the pentagram.
But the technology worked! The part of Hans Westin that was not awestruck wanted to caper around the room like a little boy who has just received a pony for his birthday. They had summoned and bound an actual denizen of Hell!
Westin realized that Burnett was standing a few feet behind him. “I trust that congratulations are no longer premature, Doctor. You have accomplished what few other men have even dared to try. Outstanding work!”
Westin flushed with pride. He raised his arm, intending to make the gesture that would tell Hodges to cut off the recorded chanting.
From the rear of the building, there came the sharp sound of an explosion. Then the lights went out.



  

  

Chapter Forty-Six
  

  

12:01 A. M.
 

THE FOUR OF them had now approached within fifty feet of the two men—linebackers in Brooks Brothers suits—when Ashley said, in a perfect imitation of the little girl from Poltergeist, “They’re heeere!”
As a former—and perhaps future—denizen of Hell herself, Ashley had assured the others that she would be able to sense immediately the presence of another of the Fallen on this plane of existence. When that occurred, she was supposed to say, in a conversational tone, “Damn, I have a pebble in my shoe.” But Ashley, being Ashley, could not resist being cute
Nonetheless, Peters understood that he was being given the signal. He had half-expected Ashley to mess around with the game plan for her own amusement. But Peters understood her meaning and instantly triggered the small radio detonator he was holding in his pocket. The eight ounces of Semtex explosive that Peters had earlier attached to the base of a wooden power pole at the rear of the building detonated with a boom and the pole immediately toppled, taking with it the wires that fed electricity to the laboratory building.
As the two plainclothes guards whirled in the direction of the explosion, Libby Chastain pulled her free hand—the one not clasping Morris’s—from inside her big leather shoulder bag and flung a fistful of some green powder into the air just above the guard’s heads. The powder began to settle on them just as they turned back to the foursome, reaching for the holstered pistols under their suit jackets.
Libby pointed her index finger at them and cried, “Dormire!” That is the Latin for the command ‘Sleep!’ and the two guards complied instantly, slumping to the ground in a deep slumber that would last about an hour.
Ashley had wanted simply to kill anyone who stood between them and the building entrance, but Libby had insisted on this nonviolent method as the price of her participation in what was to follow.
Quincey Morris walked quickly to the building’s front door, and found it locked. Libby had her wand out by now. She touched it to the lock, muttered a word of power in some obscure language, and Morris was able to pull the door open.
“Ladies,” he said, “after you.” It was more than gallantry—the very different powers wielded by the two women would determine whether the demon inside the lab would be returned to Hell or turned loose on the world. But before they could pass through the outer door they stopped at the noises they could hear coming from inside the building—screams, and the sound of gunshots.
Peters murmured “Be right back,” and trotted off down the street. He was going to pull the SUV up closer to the building. There were things inside it that he was going to need—he hoped.



  

  

Chapter Forty-Seven
  

  

12:02 A. M.
 

WESTIN HAD COME close to panicking when the lights had been extinguished. But then he remembered that the building had, thanks to Burnett’s insistence, a state-of-the-art backup generator. The realization had barely occurred to him when the lights flickered for a moment, then came back on with full brightness. All of their devices, which had also gone down briefly when the electricity was interrupted, were up and working again. The power had been off for fifteen seconds, at most.
Westin steeled himself for another look toward the monstrosity that had been confined inside the pentagram. His eyes behind the yellow goggles widened in shock as he realized the pentagram was empty.
He stared at the glowing five-pointed star at the base of The Door. The pentagram. The electric pentagram. The pentagram that needed electrical power to function, the power that had been withdrawn—but only for a few seconds, hardly any time at all.
The scientific part of mind continued to function even as panic was rising inside him, almost as if it was chastising him by putting into words what his central nervous system had already grasped: How much time do you think a demon needs, you idiot?
The answer was provided immediately by the voice behind him—which should have been Ted Burnett’s voice but manifestly was not—the voice that said, as if having read his mind, “Hardly any time at all.”



  

  

Chapter Forty-Eight
  

  

12:04 A. M.
 

THE INNER DOOR to the laboratory was not locked. Libby and Ashley walked in to find an array of unfamiliar scientific equipment, an odor that was an amalgam of gun smoke, blood, and shit, three men lying on the floor—apparently gut shot—writhing in agony, and a big man in a sport coat who was squatting over one of the victims with a long screwdriver he had found somewhere. The things he had already done to Hans Westin’s face with the screwdriver were obscene, but the big man was grinning, like a kid at Christmas who has received exactly the presents he wanted most dearly.
The man straightened up as Libby and Ashley entered, and the manic grin seemed to widen further. In a voice from a nightmare he said, “Ah, good—fresh meat. And cunt meat, at
that!”
He was reaching under his jacket, probably for the gun with which he had already disabled the three men, when Ashley stepped forward, pointing the first two fingers of her left hand at him as if she held a pistol of her own.
“Hold!” she said, and her voice didn’t sound like Ashley’s, at all. “I am Ashur Badaktu, demon of the third rank, and I command you to HOLD!”
Ashley had explained the problem, for the second time, to her human compatriots as they all sat waiting in the SUV.
It all comes down to what rank he is. I’m of the Third Rank. If our newest arrival is Fourth Rank or lower, I can control him. If he’s Third Rank like me, we’ll end up in something like a Mexican standoff, which should still give Libby time to work her magic and send him back.
It was Peters who gave voice to the question that all of them had in their minds. “What if he’s a higher rank than you?”
That’s pretty damned unlikely, if you’ll pardon the pun.
Peters was persistent. “Yeah, but what if the unlikely happens?
Then we’re all fucked—really, seriously fucked.
But when Ashley issued her command to “Hold!” the demon who had taken possession of Ted Burnett stood frozen in place.
Libby Chastain’s gut was just starting to relax a little when the newly arrived demon started to laugh—laughter that no human throat could ever produce, a sound that no human ear should ever have to hear.
Then the laughter subsided and the demon spoke, in a language that Libby not only didn’t speak, she had never heard uttered before.
But Ashley, apparently had. She dropped at once to one knee and stared at the floor, not even daring to raise her eyes to the creature that had just so sternly addressed her.
Libby felt as if all the blood in her system had suddenly been replaced by liquid nitrogen. She looked at Ashley, then turned her gaze back to the creature that had just humbled a demon of the third rank.
Sweet Goddess above, save us. We knew this could go badly, but none of us ever planned on something like this—whatever this is.
“Ashley!” Libby had not made a conscious decision to whisper, but that is exactly what she was doing. “What—who…?”
“Lucifuge Rofocale,” Ashley said softly, without raising her eyes from the floor. She said nothing else – but then, nothing else really needed to be said.
Lucifuge Rofocale. Satan’s Prime Minister and Chief General in the rebellion against Heaven. According to Ashley, as well as several medieval theologians and mystics, the second most powerful being in Hell—and certainly more than a match for a mere demon of the Third Rank. Libby could hear Peter’s voice saying in her mind, “In a place full of really, really bad dudes, he is the baddest.”
The creature that currently occupied Ted Burnett’s body nodded with satisfaction at Ashley’s subordination. Then it turned its gaze to Libby—and smiled. That smile said, more clearly than words in any language, “So what are you going to do now, bitch?”
Something deep inside Libby Chastain bared its teeth.
Quincey Morris, she knew, was waiting outside. Libby called to him, urgently—she just did not bother to use her voice.
Seconds later, the street door was thrown open and Morris rushed in. He took in the scene at a glance, his eyes widening. Then he looked at Libby and said, in a voice that was almost calm, “Orders?”
“We’ve caught a bigger fish than we expected,” Libby said tightly. “I need you to recite the ritual with me.”
All Morris said was, “Right.”He took a few steps to put himself next to Libby and from an inside pocket removed the folded sheet of paper on which Libby had written down for him the incantation that was central to the exorcism spell used by white witchcraft.
“Ritual?” Lucifuge Rofocale said scornfully. “You pathetic spawn of Eve’s cunt, you hope to control
me?”
“Silence, fallen one!” Libby waved her wand and spoke a word of power that would activate one of several spells she had prepared for the occasion, just in case. This was a freezing spell that would make any human immobile until the enchantment was lifted.
Lucifuge Rofocale was not, of course, human. But he was inhabiting a human’s body.
Once he realized that Burnett’s body was temporarily useless to him, the demon would almost certainly seek another, more complaint host among those present. Libby was prepared for that, too—she hoped.
She turned to Morris, waved the wand again, and cast the protection spell that she had ready to go. It was designed to guard the human recipient from evil spirits, and they were in the same room with one of the most evil spirits of all.
Libby had already invoked the protection spell on herself before entering, and the three scientists were all suffering from mortal wounds and should be effectively immobile. So all that remained was to cast it on Ashley.
Ashley wasn’t human, either—but like Lucifuge Rofocale, she had been given a human form to use in her time on Earth. For Libby, this was unexplored territory. The spell might guard Ashley against the demon lord’s influence—or it might not.
Libby had also taken great care in preparing a spell to send the demon back where it came from. The Catholic Church has a rite of exorcism that is frequently successful, if time-consuming. But it is not the only way to expel a demon, and Libby, being a witch, had access to some powers denied to a conventional priest of the Church. And, unlike Ashley, she bore no allegiance to the demon that now stood snarling twenty feet away from her.
She performed the ritual speaking ancient Aramaic, a language of great power that was once the native tongue of one Joshua Bar-Joseph, known to many as Jesus of Nazareth. Morris was not conversant with the language, so Libby had written out his version phonetically, and asked him to practice with it before departing for Fairfax. Morris had said he would, and Libby hoped he’d been as good as his word. The margin for error in this situation was so thin as to be well-nigh invisible.
The body of Ted Burnett, along with its demon host, appeared frozen in place. So far, so good.
Libby pointed her wand directly at the demon-possessed CIA man, and began to recite the ritual. Morris followed along with her, stumbling a little in places but mostly doing a creditable job. “Avvon d-bish-maiya,” they chanted. “Nith-quaddash shim mukh. Tih-the mal-chootukh. Nih-weh ei-chana d’Bish-maiya: ap
b’as-ah.” Ninety-nine percent of Libby’s attention was on the spell. She was using the tiny remainder to keep an eye on the kneeling, submissive form of Ashley in the periphery of her vision.
Now Libby could feel the demon trying to get inside her head, like a rat gnawing on the wooden door of a grainery. But the magical protection held, and eventually the attempt at invasion stopped.
Next to her, Morris suddenly grunted, as if he’d just received a punch to the diaphragm—although, to his credit, he continued with the chant, even though strain was now evident in his voice. Without taking her gaze from the Lucifuge Rofocale and his human puppet, Libby reached out her free hand to grasp Morris’s forearm. She did not know if that would help him resist the demon’s invasion, but it was all she could do for now.
It must have been enough. After a time, Libby felt some of the tension go out of Morris’s body, and his breathing returned to something like normal.
Lucifuge Rofocale had failed to grab hold of either Libby or Morris. That left him with only one option.
Less than thirty seconds later, Libby saw movement at the edge of her vision. Turning her head a couple of inches, she saw Ashley’s head come up and look at Lucifuge Rofocale in its human form. After what seemed an eternity but was in fact a minute later, Ashley got slowly to her feet.
“O’shwooq lank ho-bein: ei-chana d’ap kh’nan shwiq-gan l’khaya-ween.” Even as Libby continued the sacred chant, part of her mind was reacting to what was going on. And the reaction was not a happy one.
If he’s got control of Ashley, it’s game over. Quincey and I don’t have much longer to live, and a whole bunch of people who are outside this room are going to die horribly not long afterwards. Fuck!
If there was a way out of this, Libby could not spare the concentration to find it. She must continue the chant—would continue, as long as there was breath left in her body, a span of time that might now be measurable in seconds, and not very many of them, either.
Ashley—or, perhaps, something that had once been Ashley—walked over to where Libby and Morris were standing. She walked slowly, as if Lucifuge Rofocale enjoyed prolonging Libby’s sense of impending doom.
Ashley, or whoever it was now, had almost reached Morris, who was closer. Libby braced herself mentally for the end of everything, while still chanting, in the hope that the spell would take effect before it was completed—something that had never been known to happen.
Morris had stayed with the chant, too, although he must have seen Ashley’s approach and known what it meant. Ashley was standing next to him now, but Morris continued the ritual without hesitation. Libby had never loved him more than at that moment, which might well be among his last.
Ashley reached her right hand around Morris to grasp his right shoulder—and leaned in to find the place on the sheet of paper where he was reading.
A moment later Ashley—and that’s who it was, Libby was certain now—had joined them in the chant designed to send Lucifuge Rofocale back to Hell.
Which, three and a half minutes later, is exactly what happened.



  

  

Chapter Forty-Nine
  

  

TED BURNETT, NEWLY returned to a normal state of mind, blinked rapidly and looked around the room. His gaze took in the three scientists lying on the floor in pools of their own blood. One, Hans Westin, had mercifully bled out and expired. The other two looked as if they might have gone into shock.
Burnett finished his survey of the room, and turned to the two women. You!”He pointed an angry index finger at Libby. “I know you—I’ve seen your picture. You’re Chastain, the witch!”
The exorcism ritual had left Libby exhausted, but she managed a tired smile. “That I am—none other.”
He looked at Ashley. “And you—who the fuck are you?”
“Nobody you want to know,” she said evenly, and then with more snap in her voice, “And nobody you want to talk to in that
tone, asshole.”
Burnett stared at her for a moment longer before turning his rage back on Libby. “You! Witch! You fucked up my project, didn’t you!You fucked me, you bitch!”
Libby was too tired to get angry. “I’m the one who just freed you from demonic possession, that’s who I am,” she said, as if she just wanted the conversation to be over.
With an inarticulate cry of rage, Burnett reached under his jacket and produced a Sig Sauer automatic—the same weapon the demon had made him use on his associates—which he pointed at Libby.
Libby had magical defenses against that sort of thing, but she was caught flatfooted. She could only stare as Burnett raised the gun and thumbed back the hammer. “You fucking bitch!” he screamed.
Ashley, however, was not noticeably drained by taking part in the exorcism spell, and she was not about to let this moron kill Libby. She had a variety of responses at her disposal, some almost merciful. But Ashley was in a bad mood.
That’s why she used fire.
She said a word in a language no human would understand, and made a quick throwing motion toward Burnett. Although her hand was empty, a ball of fire the size of a basketball suddenly appeared in the air, moving very fast.
The fire caught Burnett right in the chest, and began to spread rapidly. He dropped the pistol and fell to the floor, shrieking in agony.
A moment later Mal Peters hurried in, carrying a mid-size suitcase. He had just finished dragging the unconscious CIA guards around to the rear of the building, out of sight. Although there were no private homes in this block, somebody living farther away might had heard the explosion as the power pole was knocked down. There was the chance that a police car would cruise the area for a while, looking for damage or casualties. Finding none, they would eventually report the call as a false alarm and go on to other tasks.
Now, seeing the burning form on the floor that was the source of the screaming, Peters put his suitcase down and walked rapidly toward him, pulling the newly-replaced Kimber automatic from behind his back. Without looking toward her, he said, “Ashley, you promised you were going to stop doing shit like this.” Then he shot Burnett twice in the head.
“You’re always such a spoil-sport,” Ashley said, but not like she meant it.
Peters walked over to the closest of the gut-shot scientist, who was lying in a slowly-expanding pool of his own blood. Peters looked at him for a few seconds, and then fired a round into the man’s head. Then he went to the other surviving scientist and did the same thing.
Noticing Libby’s expression he said, reasonably, “What else were we gonna do? Call 911 and wait for the cops? From the looks of those two guys, they probably wouldn’t have lasted long enough to reach the hospital, anyway.”
Looking at the Kimber in his hand, he muttered, “I can never hang on to one of these, anymore.”He wiped the pistol down until he was sure it was clean of his prints, then carefully wrapped Burnett’s dead hand around the grip. Picking up the CIA man’s Sig Sauer, he said, “Nice gun,” lowered the hammer, and placed it in his belt at the small of his back.
Peters then went over to where he’d left the suitcase.
“Okay, I’ve got enough Semtex here to level this place and everything inside it,” he said. “Probably without much damage to the adjoining buildings, too. I just have to find the right spots to place it.”
He turned to Morris. “Help me out here, Quincey?”
“Sure. I might as well make some contribution to the proceedings.”Morris smiled when he said it, though.
Libby looked at him. “I’d say you’ve done pretty damn good already, cowboy.”
“Once Quincey and I are all done,” Peters said, “I’ll set the timers for ten minutes—plenty long enough for all of us to get clear of the area before the fireworks start. We’ll meet you ladies at the car in a little while, okay?”
Ashley took Libby’s arm. “Come on, girlfriend—we’ll let the boys play with their toys for a while.”
“I’m not—” Libby stopped without finishing what she was going to say.
“Pardon?” Ashley said.
“Nothing. Never mind. Let’s go wait in the car.”
“Works for me. Did I ever tell you about the time I met Mark Twain in Hell? He used to say the conversation was first-rate.”
Once they were in the back seat of the SUV, however, Ashley didn’t tell the Mark Twain story, assuming there really was one. The two women, the witch and the demon, sat quietly. After a while, Ashley took Libby’s hand.
“Lucifuge Rofocale’s back in Hell by now,” she said. “Strong work with the magic there, by the way.”
“You helped,” Libby said, “much to my pleasant surprise.”
“To paraphrase Martin Luther, I could do no other.”
“Don’t tell me you knew him in Hell.”
“No, never met him. I’m not sure he was even there. He might have made it Upstairs, despite everything the Vatican says.”
“To the relief of Protestants everywhere, no doubt,” Libby said.
“My point is,” Ashley said, “Luther might not be in Hell, but Lucifuge Rofocale most certainly is. And that represents what the guys on your side of the fence might call a ‘mixed blessing.’”
Libby turned and look at her. “Why’s that?”
“He’s back there, and now he knows I’m here. My… transfer to this plane was exactly publicized at the time they did it.”
“Oh,” Libby said quietly. “I see.”
“As the number two guy in Hell, he’s probably got the juice to get me recalled,” Ashley said. “And I can only imagine what he’ll have in store for me once I get back.”
“Oh, my Goddess… Ashley—”
“On the other hand,” she said, as if Libby hadn’t spoken, “there’s a civil war going on down there—or there was, the last I heard. The power structure may be all fucked up. Or it could mean that Lucifuge Rofocale will have more things to think about than petty schemes for revenge—for a while, anyway.”
“So, you’re telling me…”
“That I could be recalled at any point. Five minutes or five hundred years doesn’t make much difference in Hell. There’s no way to know how much time I’ve got, before somebody with enough authority decides to bring me back.”
Libby slid over across the bench seat toward Ashley until their bodies were touching. She put an arm around Ashley’s shoulders and leaned forward.
“Then I suppose,” Libby said softly, “we really ought to make the most of the time we have left.”
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Occult investigator Quincey Morris and white witch Libby Chastain are determined to stop this evil conspiracy. But between them and Stark stand the dedicated agents of the US Secret Service – as well as the very forces of Hell itself. Quincey and Libby will risk everything to exorcise the demon possessing Stark. If they fail, ‘Hail to the Chief’ will become a funeral march – for all of us.
  

Sympathy for the Devil continues the electrifying series of supernatural thrillers following the exploits of investigators Quincey Morris and Libby Chastain.
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Two thrilling new occult investigations, featuring the urban fantasy sleuths Quincy Morris, great-grandson of Dracula’s killer, and the white witch Libby Chastain.
  

PLAY WITH FIRE
  

Houses of worship – churches, synagogues and mosques alike – are burning across the U.S., usually while still full of people. The fires are initially dismissed as random acts of violence, until Morris and Chastain uncover the deadly meaning behind the destruction, and the terrifying cause the arsonists seek to serve.
  

MIDNIGHT AT THE OASIS
  

Seeking revenge for the U.S.’s actions in the Middle East, a terrorist cell has conjured an afreet, a deadly djinn that will strike at the very heart of America – unless Morris and Chastain can stop it first.
  

“The action doesn’t let up, and the ending is satisfying and will leave readers hungry for more. I can’t wait to sink my teeth into the sequel.”
The Dark Phantom on Black Magic Woman
  

“If you are looking for a fast-paced, intense, thrilling and fun book to read, look no further than Evil Ways.”
Fatally Yours on Evil Ways
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Welcome to Trifles & Folly, a store with a dark secret. Proprietor Cassidy Kincaide continues a family tradition begun in 1670 – acquiring and neutralizing dangerous supernatural items. It’s the perfect job for Cassidy, whose psychic gift lets her touch an object and know its history. Together with her business partner Sorren, a 500-year-old vampire and former jewel thief, Cassidy makes it her business to get infernal objects off the market.
  

When a trip to a haunted hotel unearths a statue steeped in malevolent power, and a string of murders draws a trail to the abandoned old Navy yard, Cassidy and Sorren discover a diabolical plot to unleash a supernatural onslaught on their city.
  

It’s time for Kincaide and her team to get rid of these Deadly Curiosities before the bodies start piling up.
  

‘Great characters, awesome magic, huge thrill ride!’
John Hartness, author of The Black Knight Chronicles
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