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Chapter 1

John Starkweather was not having a good night.

“Stop! Federal agent!” he bellowed. Not surprisingly, the figure currently fleeing arrest didn’t obey.

Thunder grumbled off to the west, barely loud enough for human hearing to register. The oppressive heat of the July night had him perspiring even before the chase began. Now his suit stuck to his skin, and sweat ran into his eyes, stinging them with salt.

He blinked rapidly, not daring to look away in case he lost the suspect. A series of brutal murders had ripped through the homeless population, and the mauled flesh and half-eaten bodies showed all the earmarks of late-stage lycanthropes. The guy running from John might or might not be one of those responsible, but his yellow eyes, snarling mouth, and superhuman speed suggested his innocence wasn’t very likely.

On a straightaway, John would have had no chance of keeping up. Fortunately, they ran through a residential district on Charleston’s lower east side, not far from the waterfront. Houses loomed close against either side of the narrow street. The wildly uneven bricks making up the sidewalk would have been hazardous even without the frequent steel utility accesses jutting up through them.

Forget about keeping up—John would be lucky not to break his leg.

The suspect scrambled over a narrow iron gate between two of the old houses. Without pause, John clambered over after him, the gate’s decorative swirls offering plenty of handholds. He dropped to the ground on the other side and found himself in a driveway barely wide enough for a single car. His shoes sent echoes up from the mix of bricks and pavers making up the driveway. Did the lycanthrope live here? Or had he just hoped the gate would keep John out?

Either way, the suspect had made a mistake. The driveway opened out into a tiny courtyard, surrounded on all sides by thick green hedges, which abutted the wooden siding of the houses. The smell of green growing things and damp earth flooded the small space. Gas lanterns, installed throughout Charleston’s historic district, illuminated the little courtyard. A window unit air conditioner hummed to life overhead, water dripping from it into one of the hedges.

The runner stood waiting for John. The soft light of the gas lanterns revealed the acne-pocked face and scraggly moustache of a teenager.

A teenager whose eyes were a terrible, baleful yellow, and whose mouth turned up into a grin showing off inhumanly sharp teeth.

There came a scuff of claws on ancient brick from behind John. He spun, heart hammering. Two shapes made their way up the driveway behind him. Unlike the first suspect, these had made the full transition to werewolves: their bodies covered in matted fur, their lips straining around jaws filled with oversized teeth, their bestial eyes wild with the need to kill, to rend, to devour.

“You Specs think you’re so smart,” the teen sneered. “But you ran right into our trap.”

John shook his head. “No. You ran into ours.”

A dark shape dropped a heart-stopping three stories from a nearby roof. Boots thudded on the old brick paving just a few feet behind the two lycanthropes.

The newcomer surged to his feet. The gas light revealed a thin, white face, surrounded by a cloud of black hair whipped into a frenzy even though no wind stirred. Eyes black as the abyss fixed on the lycanthropes, their depths lit up by little flickers like lightning. Lips twisted back into a snarl, revealing deadly fangs.

Drakul. Or vampire, if one wasn’t picky about the terminology.

“Oh shit!” the teen screamed, the NHE inside him recognizing a much larger predator. The lycanthropes were trapped, with Gray between them and the only exit. Howling madly, they both charged the drakul, who eagerly leapt to meet them.

Damn it. John couldn’t risk firing on either of them without hitting Gray. True, it wouldn’t kill Gray, but it would certainly hurt him.

“Stay there!” John barked at the terrified teen crouching against the side of a building like he meant to claw his way through the siding to safety. Drawing his silver athame, John ran toward the fray.

Gray hurled himself on one of the lycanthropes. It clawed at him, but the long elk hide coat he wore foiled its grip. Gray had claws of his own; he sank them into the werewolf’s shoulders, trying to get an angle to bite down on the thick vein pulsing in its neck.

Unfortunately, grappling with one werewolf left the other free to wreak havoc. It attacked Gray from the side, snarling furiously. Its claws slashed across his forehead, wrenching his head sideways. Blood flew everywhere, and Gray snarled in pain and fury. While he was distracted by the second lycanthrope, the first used the opportunity to try to sink its teeth into Gray’s shoulder.

John buried his athame to the hilt in the second werewolf’s back. The silver-plated blade struck bone—he’d missed the heart—but the NHE howled in agony and loosened its hold on Gray.

Gray tore free in another spray of blood. This time he managed to get a grip on the first werewolf’s head, jerking it to the side hard enough to snap the vertebrae and sinking his fangs deep into the creature’s throat.

Perhaps seeing its chance for escape, the second lycanthrope broke for the alleyway’s entrance. John dropped his athame and brought up his Glock. His shot caught the werewolf in the hip, spinning it around.

Instead of hitting the ground, though, it surged back at him, the pain maddening it past the point of self preservation. John glimpsed jaws full of teeth and smelled the fetid breath as it bore down on him.

Then a dark shape stepped between them. Gray slammed into the werewolf, bearing it to the ground. It thrashed like a mad thing, but the drakul ignored its claws in favor of sinking his teeth deep into its throat. A few seconds later, the werewolf went still beneath him.

Gray rose lithely to his feet. Although tall, his build was slender. With all the black leather and hair, he looked like the sort of pretty goth boy John might pick up in a dance club, instead of a badass demon-killing vampire.

Or a god of storm. But John didn’t let himself think about that part very often.

“John. Are you unharmed?” Gray asked in a deep voice underlain by a bass roll of thunder that rattled John’s bones. He strode toward John, wiping the blood from his mouth. The wounds on his face and body had already healed, fueled by the etheric energy carried in the blood of those possessed by Non-Human Entities.

“I’m fine.”

“There is one more.” Gray’s obsidian eyes went to the quaking teen. “It sought to lure you into a trap.”

“Yeah.” And that alone was odd. Ghouls might run in packs, but unlike real wolves, werewolves seldom appeared in groups. Then again, ghouls were opportunistic parasites who possessed the weak—homeless people, usually, or the desperately lonely. Summoning a lycanthrope, on the other hand, took deliberation. Which meant more than one faust in an area willfully trying to become possessed, and finding each other before an exorcist had the chance to catch them. “But he can still be exorcised.”

Just because someone became possessed didn’t automatically put them beyond hope. Non-Human Entities could be exorcised within forty days of the initial summoning. But any longer, and the NHE took over completely. Nothing remained but to put them down like dangerous animals.

“So I see,” Gray said, not sounding at all pleased about it.

John stifled a sigh. He had joined Strategic Paranormal Entity ConTRol—more generally known as SPECTR—to protect both NHEs and humans alike. An exorcism was a victory.

Gray’s interest in other NHEs, on the other hand, seemed limited as to whether or not he could eat them. Nowadays he refrained from devouring the poor souls still able to be exorcised, but John suspected he would never be entirely happy about it.

“Hold him while I work,” John said as they approached the teen.

The kid tried to bolt, but Gray was far too fast. A moment later, the teen dangled flat against the wall, feet kicking as Gray pinned his shoulders to the old brick. The faust screamed, yellow eyes rolling, inhumanly sharp teeth bared. A wet patch appeared on the front of his jeans.

At one time, John would have put him in silver cuffs and dragged him back to HQ. Exorcists relied on circles and chants to sharpen their focus and give them the power to remove an NHE from a faust. Now, he simply stepped up, reached past Gray, and laid his hand on the kid’s forehead.

John imagined a thick rope, covered in hooks, extending from his palm. He sank it deep into the teen, felt it snag on something, like a fish on a line.

The lycanthrope didn’t want to emerge, fighting and snarling, but these days John had power to burn. He wrenched it out, caught a glimpse in his etheric sight of something like a horrid parody of a wolf, its lower half as unformed as a tadpole.

The storm front of etheric energy pouring off Gray crackled—then the NHE vanished, devoured by the drakul.

The kid went limp. Gray carefully lowered him to the ground. The etheric energy brushing John’s skin vanished, folding inside even as Gray’s long hair came to rest over his shoulders. A moment later, the badass vampire was gone, leaving behind just an ordinary guy.

Well, no. Nothing about Caleb was ordinary, so far as John was concerned. Caleb was smart, sexy, and brave as hell. His entire existence had changed completely last February when Gray inadvertently possessed him. Most people would have ended up curled in a ball in the corner and screaming, not hunting down dangerous NHEs at John’s side.

“Oh God!” the teen gasped. His eyes—light brown now, with no trace of yellow—went wide with horror. “I didn’t think it would be like that! Wh-what we did. We…oh God, did we eat
 …”

Caleb stepped hastily back while the kid emptied his stomach. “Poor bastard,” he remarked.

“Yeah.” Why the kid thought it a good idea to summon NHEs, John didn’t know. It wasn’t his business. Other people would decide whether charges would be brought; his part of the job was done. Well, almost. “Let’s get him back to HQ.”

Caleb reached down and hauled up the sobbing kid. “Come on, wolf boy. Hope you like orange jumpsuits.”

“Caleb,” John warned. For all they knew, the teen had been a victim, forced or pressured to agree to possession by his two friends. Compassion was the watchword.

“Yeah, sorry.” Caleb glanced at the sky, then back at John. “Storm’s got me antsy.”

“Getting closer?”

“Oh yeah.” Caleb’s sly smile turned John’s question into something far more suggestive than he’d ever intended. “So let’s get this guy back to lockup, so we can wrap up for the evening. I need something to take the edge off.”

*   *   *

Gray watches through Caleb’s eyes as John finally pulls the sedan to a halt in front of their home. The storm has ridden in on the wind, and its power speaks to him, and his to it. They are one thing. Lightning sizzles in their blood.

And if Gray feels it, then so does Caleb. Gray hovers just beneath their shared skin while Caleb sucks on John’s neck, the taste of salt filling their mouth from the dried sweat. His other hand is on John’s crotch, massaging the stiff erection beneath the barrier of cloth. The car smells of hot skin and musk, mingled with leather and the last fading traces of John’s cologne. Rain pelts on the roof. Thunder growls overhead. Gray wants to growl back, but their mouth is otherwise occupied.

The vehicle safely stopped, John turns to kiss them. His hands frame their face, and his tongue swirls into their mouth, swiping away the last traces of mint from when Caleb brushed their teeth clean of blood.

John drags his mouth free and gasps, “Inside.”

Yes.

“Yeah,” Caleb agrees, his voice gone ragged with the lust choking their throat.

The roar of the rain against the car roof is replaced with the drum of it against the concrete sidewalk and iron fence. John catches their hand, and they run together to the door. He swears, fumbling for the correct key as the rain soaks them both. Lightning flickers, followed by thunder a second or two later.

The night is alive around them: dark and rain and lightning and power. They could run for hours, could jump and climb, for the sheer joy of it. Of this living body.

But there are other bodies, and other things to be done for the joy of it.


“Take over for a while,”
 Caleb suggests as they follow John through the open door.

Gray has no wish to argue. He manifests, Caleb receding to the presence watching now through his eyes, avid and hungry for what is to come. Gray pulls John to him, kissing him deep, and John moans and rubs his erection against Gray’s thigh.

“Let’s go upstairs,” John says, when he can speak again. “I want you to fuck me until I beg to come.”

As soon as they hit the bedroom, Gray seizes him. Claws snag in John’s clothes, and John stiffens slightly. “Claws in, darling.”

Gray leaps back, claws tight in their sheaths, putting as much space between them as the small room will allow. “I hurt you?” He would not intentionally harm John, not ever. But mortals are so fragile, and he fears making some mistake and bringing unintended pain.

John shakes his head. “No, no. Of course not. But I kind of need this suit for work, and if you rip it up, I’m making Caleb come clothes shopping with me.”


“That’s hitting below the belt,”
 Caleb complains.

Perhaps it is best to let John remove his own clothes. Gray does the same, hastily unbuckling heavy boots. Before he can slide off his leather pants, the lights flicker and die.

“Damn,” John says. “I like looking at you.”

John cannot see in the dark, but Gray can, perfectly well. “Other people can’t see, either,”
 Caleb suggests slyly. “And the garden is nice and dark…”


Their shared heart beats more quickly at the thought, further stiffening their cock. “Come,” Gray says, and takes John’s hand.

John’s expression is confused, but he follows willingly. Gray pauses beside the bed just long enough to pick up the lubricant, then flings open the balcony doors and lets in the storm.

The smell of rain grows stronger: damp earth, ozone, and lush vegetation. Lightning crashes not far away, sending a tingle along their nerves. He pulls John out on the balcony with him; instantly, they are both soaked.

John moans a little when they kiss. His cock pushes hard against Gray’s hip, insistent and wanting. Gray licks his lips, wanting to taste…but his fangs have a tendency to get in the way.

John takes a step toward one of the wicker chairs, but Gray has other ideas. He catches John’s wrists—gently, so as not to harm him—and pulls him to the balcony railing. “Hold on,” Gray says, wrapping one of John’s hands around the iron.

“Um, is this safe? Metal in a thunder storm?”

We are the storm.

Caleb is still uncertain, but subsides. John doesn’t question at all, simply wraps his hands around the railing and bends over it, his legs spread eagerly.

The lube is warmer than the cold rain. John moans and lowers his head as Gray pushes in. The rain is cool against their skin, but John is hot and tight and slick.

The wind howls, palmetto trees thrashing from the force. Lightning dances again, accompanied by a boom of thunder. The wild night surges through Gray’s veins and along his nerves, whispering of running and hunting.

But this is better than hunting. He grips John’s hips, careful not to use too much of his strength, and slides his claws free of his fingertips. John gasps at the light pinpricks, the sound almost lost beneath the roar of rain, even to Gray’s inhumanly sharp hearing.

They move together, John pushing back, Gray surging forward, and Caleb, his other self, right under their shared skin, shivering with pleasure. Gray closes his eyes and tips his head back, lets the rain kiss his face. More lightning, and the tang of ozone. His heart beats in time to the storm, or perhaps it echoes him, or perhaps they are simply one thing. John gasps out strings of words, incoherent with pleasure, “Fuck, yes, Gray, yes, don’t stop.”

So he doesn’t, only lets the sensations wash through him: John’s body tight on his, the tingle of distant lightning on his skin, the surge and power of the storm in his blood. John’s movements quicken, one hand shifting from the railing to tug on his cock, his gasps and grunts coming faster.

“Gray!” he cries suddenly, body pushing back. His muscles quiver beneath Gray’s hands as his orgasm takes him. Gray lets himself go as well, the storm quickening around him, the moan of wind around the cornice like a lover’s cry, static gathering and gathering until it explodes in a lightning strike so close the thunder is instantaneous. Gray roars into it, the sound turning into one, white light behind his eyes as he climaxes.

For a moment, there is nothing but ecstasy, keener even than feeding on demon blood, before it slowly uncoils into a different sort of pleasure. Warmth and closeness, the smell of John’s skin and semen, washing away in the rain.

“Damn,” John mumbles. He’s beginning to shiver, though, so Gray gathers him up and carries him inside to the bathroom to towel off.

This is something he has never known before, although he walked the earth for thousands of years. Before, he inhabited only corpses, understood the world only through the colorless memories gleaned from the decaying neurons. Pain and pleasure were distant, dull things, and love nothing but a concept.

John nuzzles against him, lips trailing affectionate kisses over Gray’s collarbone as he wraps a towel around John. “This was good?” he asks John, because this is still so new.

Caleb snorts, in the space where their minds touch. “Dude, he screamed your name so loud the neighbors probably heard it over the thunder.”


Even so. I would not take this for granted.

Oblivious to their exchange, John rewards him with a soft, contented smile. “Yeah,” he says, leaning into Gray. “It was good.”


Chapter 2

Caleb jolted awake, a scream of denial dying in his throat.

The power had kicked back on at some point, and cool air wafted over his skin. The ceiling fan turned slowly over the bed, and the soft glow of the city lights filtered through the gauzy drapes. He took a deep breath, smelled skin and rain and John’s shampoo.

No blood.

He blindly stretched out a trembling hand to John’s side of the bed, too terrified to look. His palm landed on what felt like a shoulder, warm and solid.

Alive.

Oh God.

The dream haunted him, night after night, ever since the assault on Fort Sumter last March. Gorged on demons, on another drakul, the titan that was Gray’s true form turned its attention to the city with the intent of going ashore and drinking the blood of every living being in Charleston. Of the southeast. Of the world.

But one thing stood in their way. One tiny mortal, shouting at them over the hurricane they’d summoned.

John.

And in the dream…in the dream, Caleb ate him. Tore him apart and feasted on his blood.

Gray stirred, a watchful tiger uncoiling from its rest. “But we did not. I do not understand these dreams of yours. Why are you so troubled over something which did not actually occur?”



Because it could have.
 They’d been so fucking close, right up against the line of turning into a monster of hunger and blood. And John would have been their first victim, because of course he wouldn’t abandon anyone he loved, no matter what they’d become.


“But it did not.”
 Bafflement. “This is mortal foolishness.”


Ah, yes, mortal foolishness. Gray’s diagnosis for everything. Because Gray wasn’t human and never would be. He was a creature of the moment, who didn’t cling to past grudges, or old regrets, or anything else. What was done was done. End of story.


“I am glad things happened as they did. If John had died…”
 Gray seldom hesitated, and Caleb sensed a flash of pain, deep and cutting. “But he did not. Your dreams lie to you. And I do not understand why.”


Caleb let out a long sigh. I know you don’t. It’s just mortal nonsense, like you said.



“Indeed.”
 But Gray eased up against him in the shared space of their brain, a sensation like an enormous tiger curling protectively around him. Or maybe like being wrapped in a heavy blanket woven from love and affection.

Because that was what made all of this craziness, all of the violence and pain and straight-up weirdness, bearable so far. Gray loved him. Not like he loved John—and Gray did love John, with the same guileless passion he applied to every damn thing, from hunting to fucking. But he loved Caleb in a way so complete and deep it went beyond words.


“You are my other self.”
 As if that explained anything. “I do not wish to feel you suffer, but I do not know how to make it stop.”
 A pause, as if an idea had suddenly occurred. “You should ask John. He is mortal. He will understand this nonsense.”


One of the world’s great thinkers, Gray was not. Still…I don’t want to worry him.


“He would wish you to tell him.”

Damn drakul was getting pretty good at figuring out mortal behavior. When it came to John, anyway. I don’t know. I need to think about it, okay?


Gray didn’t like it, but for once he didn’t argue. Caleb lay still and watched the ceiling fan spin its lazy circles, until the alarm on John’s phone went off a couple of hours later.

*   *   *

Caleb was still out of sorts when they pulled into SPECTR-HQ. He sipped coffee from a travel mug, although he wasn’t entirely sure caffeine even did anything for him anymore, just like he couldn’t get drunk or stoned. Not to say he’d tried the latter since getting possessed. No way would Agent John Starkweather be okay with his boyfriend smoking weed. Besides, there didn’t seem much point in taking the risk of scoring a hit, when Gray would just fuck with their metabolism until the high went away.

“I will not allow you to damage our body. Why do you wish to do so?”

Says the drakul who routinely gets us mauled by demons.


“That is different,”
 Gray replied loftily.

Caleb must have snorted aloud, because John said, “Did you say something, babe?”

Despite the early hour, John was bright-eyed and ready to go. His confidence in SPECTR took a big hit when it turned out the head of the Research Division was building a demon army, but the takedown at Fort Sumter alongside so many of his fellow agents had gone a long way toward restoring it.

“Just wondering how I ended up dating a guy in a suit,” Caleb replied. Although “dating” probably wasn’t the right word. “Let alone hanging out with him twenty-four seven.”

John grinned and cast him a warm glance. His dark hair made his blue eyes stand out; Caleb would have noticed them even if they’d met before Gray decided to hop a ride. But with Gray’s enhanced sight super saturating everything, their blue stood out like lasers, the most intense color Caleb had ever seen.

“And the first color I ever saw.”

A line of nearly identical government-issue sedans waited to get through the security checkpoint into the SPECTR-HQ parking lot. John eased the car forward as the line crept one car length, then stopped again. “Because I’m irresistibly charming, of course. Not to mention my dazzling good looks.”

“I think your modesty is what I like most about you, Starkweather.” Caleb shook his head, but his mood had lightened.

It wasn’t terribly unusual to see a handful of protestors cluttering the sidewalk in front of HQ. Today there were two groups, both chanting slogans and waving signs at the line of cars. Caleb’s eyes skimmed over the usual signs: “God Hates Mals,” “Exodus 22:18,” and the ever-popular “SPECTR = SATAN.”

For whatever reason, counter-protestors had shown up this morning. “God is Love,” “I Love my Paranormally Abled Daughter,” and “Human rights for all.” Caleb doubted they’d change the minds of the other group, but it didn’t hurt to start the day with a reminder that everyone didn’t think he was going straight to hell.

A man in a button-down shirt peered inside the car, a slight frown on his face. Caleb wasn’t sure whether he should scowl back, since the guy stood on the pro-paranormal side. He became even less sure when the man approached the sedan.

“They aren’t supposed to actually interfere with us, are they?” he asked.

“What?” John turned his attention to the approaching man. “Wait. Is that…?”

Without answering his own question out loud, John powered down Caleb’s window. The warm morning air blew in, bringing with it the smell of pavement still wet from the previous night’s storm. The rising sun had already turned the city into even more of a sauna than usual.

“Nigel?” he called, leaning over Caleb.

The man’s face split into a wide grin. Caleb sized him up, wondering if he was about to encounter one of John’s ex’s. The guy didn’t seem John’s type, though—his hair was too short, for one thing, which was a laugh given John’s neatly trimmed hair. Middle-aged, with gray starting in his sandy hair at the temples and a pair of silver-rimmed glasses, he looked more like a professor than a protestor.

“John Starkweather,” the man—Nigel—exclaimed, a pleased grin on his face. “Good to see you. It’s been too long.”

“Nigel Legare, allow me to introduce Caleb Jansen,” John said. “Nigel retired from SPECTR a few years back. I learned a lot from him when I was still wet behind the ears.”

Nigel snorted. “And here I thought you knew everything right out of the Academy. You certainly acted like it.”

Caleb laughed. “That sounds like John.”

“Hey, now,” John protested.

Nigel’s light-brown eyes took in Caleb’s attire. “I take it you aren’t an agent, Mr. Jansen?”

“Caleb, please. And no. I’m a contractor.”

“So what are you doing with yourself these days?” John asked, with a pointed glance at the counter protest.

Nigel smiled. “I might have left SPECTR, but I didn’t leave my paranormally abled brothers and sisters. I’ve been devoting most of my free time to a support group.”

“Support group?” Caleb asked.

“It can be hard, being paranormally abled,” Nigel said seriously. “Families reject us. Friends, sometimes. We can be fired from our jobs or denied housing on a whim. It’s good to have a group of friends to talk to when things get difficult, and to cheer for us when things go well.” Nigel reached into his pocket and fished out a card. “This is our group. We meet every Sunday evening. Give me a call if you’d like to stop by sometime.”

A horn beeped behind them. Nigel stepped back hastily. “I’d better let you go before we get run over,” he said with a wave. “It was nice meeting you, Caleb.”

“So why did he quit?” Caleb asked, once they’d edged forward a car length or two.

John shrugged. “The same reason a lot of other agents leave. The job isn’t easy, and he finally burned out after a bad case. I’m glad he’s found something positive to focus on.”

They finally reached the head of the line. As always, the guard in the security hut wore the green armband of an empath. Caleb suppressed a shiver and looked away, even as John exchanged a friendly bit of chitchat while showing his badge and Caleb’s ID. Empaths couldn’t sense Caleb anymore, thanks to Gray. No one could crawl around inside his head, taking a peek at his most private emotions. But they still freaked him out.

SPECTR-HQ looked relatively unassuming from the outside. In reality, most of the facility was buried deep underground, burrowing a good seven stories underneath them. Past the visitor’s parking lot, the line of sedans followed a long, curving ramp to the underground garage.

John waited patiently for the cars in front of them to sort themselves out, before pulling into a space. Caleb took one last swig of coffee and abandoned the travel mug in the cup holder.

A crowd of agents waited in front of the elevator, all of them dressed in three-piece suits, like they were on the way to a photo shoot for Government Drone Monthly. Even at a distance, Caleb felt their eyes cut in his direction and heard the murmur of conversation fall silent.

Sure, he stood out. He could have gone for the whole suit-and-tie look, but since he was regularly getting up close and personal with things with claws and teeth, it only made sense to dress the part. A heavy coat of black elk leather, lined with kevlar, flapped around his calves. Thick leather pants, a soft t-shirt, and a pair of ass-kicking boots with thick tread and a half dozen silver buckles each, finished the ensemble. His hair, hanging loose down to his elbows, stood out in a sea of buzz-cuts.

Truthfully, though, even if he’d chopped off his hair and put on a suit, they’d still be giving him the side-eye and falling quiet. It just might have taken a little longer for the non-exorcists in the crowd to recognize him.

As they approached, several of the other agents seemed to recall items left in their cars and scurried off. They gave Caleb a wide berth as they did so. He pretended not to notice.

He’d had a lot of practice lately pretending not to notice.

“Morning, Jim,” John said cheerfully. He seemed to think if he just acted normally, everyone else would come around. “Karl—is your daughter feeling better?”

There came a few murmurs, just enough to be polite, then silence. No one looked at Caleb.

The elevator doors slid open. The crowd shifted, and Caleb found himself the first on. John stepped in with him. A scattering of other agents shuffled in after them. Even though the elevator wasn’t close to capacity, no one else got inside, and a moment later the doors closed.

Caleb folded his arms over his chest and leaned back against the stainless steel wall, trying to look nonchalant. John gave up any attempt at conversation, as they all stared at the floor numbers ticking past. As soon as the doors opened, the other agents hurried out. Caleb followed at a more leisurely pace.

A few agents had been scared of him, back when he was first possessed. Most of them were just confused as to why the district chief let a possessed guy roam free. But after Fort Sumter…

The events of the night were classified information. Of course word got out anyway, and now everyone looked at Caleb like he was one heartbeat from vamping out and eating the whole fucking office.

“They are foolish to fear us. Mortals are not food.”

But drakul do eat people sometimes.

“The mad ones do. We are not like them.”

No. But they might have been.

Except for the lack of windows, the cube farms, bland beige carpet, and fluorescent lights could have belonged to any office building. Caleb shook his head—he would never have imagined himself working in a fucking office, shuffling paper and trying to figure out how to unjam the copier. After everything with Forsyth and RD, he should have told SPECTR to go screw themselves. But the arrangement made John and Gray happy, so who was he to complain?

“And yet you complain about it a great deal.”

As they approached the door to the office they shared, John fished out his keys. He was just reaching for the knob when the smell hit Caleb’s nose.

“Garlic oil,” he managed to spit out, before sneezing. Just his luck, one of the few things about vampires the folktales got right was the garlic allergy. It wouldn’t injure him, but it made him damned uncomfortable. At least he didn’t actually touch the shit this time, like he had earlier in the month. His whole hand had felt like it was on fire.

“Damn it.” John sighed. “Hold on. I’ll get a damp paper towel from the bathroom and wipe it off.”

“Yeah.” Caleb backed away, before the fumes sent his eyes to watering. Standing in the hall with a red face, tears and snot streaming everywhere, would give whatever asshole thought this was funny a big laugh, wouldn’t it?

John cleaned it up quickly, thank God. As soon as they entered the room, Caleb kicked the door shut behind them. He wasn’t in the mood to see any of the dipshits they worked with right now.

John winced as the door slammed. “I’ll complain to Barillo, okay?”

Caleb flung himself into his chair. Two desks turned the office from spacious to cramped, but at least they weren’t in the damned cube farm. God only knew what kind of hazing he’d get if people could get into his things. “And I’m sure it’ll do just as much good as it did the first three times.”

John’s mouth tightened. “He can’t ignore it. It’s not professional.”

“He’s probably the one doing it,” Caleb muttered. He never thought he’d miss Indira Kaniyar, but she wouldn’t have put up with this shit for a second.

Of course, now she was off in Washington being the new Director of SPECTR, which left them stuck with her replacement, District Chief Michael Barillo. Caleb was starting to wish John had some ambition beyond being an ordinary field agent. If he climbed the ladder a few rungs, surely he’d get transferred somewhere else.

Not to say SPECTR would let Caleb go with him.

“They would have no choice.”

John glanced at the closed door, then reached over the desks and took Caleb’s hand. “Look, I know this hasn’t been easy. Someone thinks he’s a practical joker and doesn’t realize this sort of thing stopped being funny after high school. We’ll get it straightened out.”

Caleb wanted to believe John. He did. But he couldn’t shake the feeling what John saw as stupid jokes were just the surface of something much deeper.

John’s phone rang before Caleb thought of a reply. John scooped it up immediately. “Starkweather here. Yes, sir. I’ll be right there.”

“Barillo?” Caleb guessed.

John nodded. “He wants to see me in his office.” Funny how, even though they worked together, Barillo never called both of them in when it came time to give orders. “I’ll be back soon. In the meantime, why don’t you get in some reading?”

Caleb suppressed a groan. Up until last spring, he’d managed to keep his telekinesis hidden from the world. So while paranormals like John were at the state school learning about different abilities, and demons, and God only knew what else, he’d had an ordinary education, followed up by a couple of years in a community college art program. He didn’t know shit about etheric theory, or how other paranormal abilities worked, or any of the things most of the agents took for granted. And on top of that, he needed to learn about SPECTR procedure so he didn’t do something stupid and get John in trouble.

“Can’t I just skip the studying and suck off the teacher for a good grade?” he suggested hopefully.

“Well, at least now I know how you passed math class,” John said.

“I’m not bad at math!”

“Mmm hmm.” John leaned over and kissed him on the hair. “I’ll be back soon, okay?”


“You are terrible at math,”
 Gray informed him as the door shut behind John.

“Shut up,” Caleb muttered. “You can’t even count to twenty.”

“That is not true. One. Two. Three—”

“All right, all right, stop. Christ.” Caleb flipped open the nearest book. “Assholes hazing me, homework, an annoying best friend. I swear I’m stuck in a bad YA novel. At least I don’t have acne.”


Chapter 3

“Sir,” John said, as soon as he stepped through the door of the district chief’s office, “I’d like to file a complaint.”

When the office belonged to the old chief, Indira Kaniyar, it had been a spartan place, with almost nothing in the way of decoration and even less of clutter. It still shocked John to come inside and find a desk covered in papers and mugs of half-drunk coffee, precarious piles of folders, and an overflowing in box. A glass jar of hard candy stood beside the computer monitor, the lemon yellows and lime greens glowing like individually wrapped jewels. Pictures of the new chief’s family hung on the walls, a parade of smiling brown faces in graduation garb, wedding gowns, and soccer jerseys. Diplomas from the Alabama School for the Paranormally Abled and the US Department of Justice, Strategic Paranormal Entity ConTRol Academy shared the space, along with a number of commendations.

“I don’t have time for it, Starkweather,” Barillo replied. Unlike Kaniyar, who always projected a sense of having everything under control, Michael Barillo seemed continually harried. His coat hung over the back of his chair, and his shirt sleeves were rolled up to the elbows, the white cloth contrasting with his dark brown skin. Silver touched the temples of his short, tightly curled hair, and he absently cracked one of the candies between his molars.

“I’m sorry, sir, but I have to insist.” Instead of taking the seat across from Barillo, John folded his hands at the small of his back. “Someone put garlic oil on the door knob of the office Mr. Jansen and I share. Again.”

Barillo’s dark eyes narrowed. “I don’t have time for stupid office pranks, agent.”

John reined in his temper. He’d tried to keep an upbeat appearance for Caleb’s sake, but he was getting damned sick of the attitude of some of his fellow agents. “With all due respect, this isn’t just a prank. It’s harassment, targeting Mr. Jansen due to his unique circumstances.”

Barillo’s candy cracked again. He stared at John a long moment, chewing slowly. “Fine, agent. I’ll have HR send out a memo reminding everyone to play nice with the drakul.”

His tone left no doubt he considered it unnecessary, and this incident would probably come up one way or another at John’s next review.

Fuck. Last year, John had been on the inside track for a promotion. The best damned exorcist in the southeast, on his way right up the ladder to bigger and better things. All gone now, thanks to half of SPECTR going rogue and trying to raise a demon army.

John had fought them—but he’d gone outside the lines to do it. And organizations like SPECTR didn’t take kindly to that sort of thing. It was why they’d brought Barillo, a loyal SPECTR man to the core, into the Charleston office where the biggest troublemakers—John, Sean, and Tiffany—worked.

Tiffany resigned, Sean went on extended leave, and John got to watch his career swirl away down the toilet. And he tried like hell not to resent it, because if he hadn’t acted, the whole southeast would be overrun with demons. Forsyth’s drakul would be chewing its way through the armed forces. But knowing the consequences just made him feel even more betrayed.

“Now,” Barillo said, “if we’re done with your little complaint, I need to have a word with you about the arrest you made last night.”

“Yes, sir.” John straightened automatically. “I filed a rough outline of the take down last night, but I intend to fill in the details this morning. I can have it on your desk in an hour if you need—”

“I don’t.” Barillo’s chair squeaked as he leaned back in it. “What I need is for you to start following procedure when it comes to exorcisms.”

“Sir?”

“What is the procedure for exorcisms, Agent Starkweather?”

What the hell? “Under ordinary circumstances, the arresting agent would bring the faust back to HQ,” John replied carefully. “The faust would be booked, interviewed if needed, and finally exorcised. But in my case—”

“In your case, the rules are never good enough.” Barillo’s eyes narrowed.

“Sir.” Acid chewed at John’s stomach.  “With all due respect, the ability to remove an NHE in the field not only means the faust won’t suffer needlessly, but the problem of disposal is taken care of on the spot by Gray.”

“There is no problem with disposal,” Barillo said.

John couldn’t think of a reply that wouldn’t get him reprimanded on the spot. He hoped like hell there wasn’t a problem. Supposedly, inspections took place every month to make sure the special super hot furnaces actually euthanized the NHEs exorcised into bottles.

But those procedures had been in place before, and yet SPECTR spent decades storing the trapped NHEs instead. Building up enough demons to field an army. And someone high up—maybe even higher than the former Director—knew about it.

So maybe NHEs were being properly euthanized now. But for how long? Or were some already being diverted into warehouses within the Pentagon, or Department of Homeland Security, or whatever organization might think it their patriotic duty to someday force demons into soldiers to fight whoever they perceived to be the enemy?

“There is no problem with disposal,” Barillo repeated, more forcefully. “But there is a problem with your little stunt.” A look of disgust flickered across his features. “I’m aware of how you get your energy boost.”

Did the disgust come from the fact John was sleeping with an NHE or because he was sleeping with a man? “It’s useful,” John said, struggling to pretend he hadn’t noticed. “The faust doesn’t have to suffer, we don’t have to use supplies or an exorcism room, it’s safer than bringing an NHE into HQ—”

“You bring an NHE into HQ every day,” Barillo said. “One a hell of a lot more dangerous than some fucking lycanthrope. So cut the crap, agent. I don’t give a damn about some stupid faust, or how much Florida water and incense you use. I don’t want word getting out that being butt buddies with an NHE boosts paranormal ability, understand? Can you imagine if the press found out? You know how people are about sex. Every conservative congressman and half the liberal ones would be screaming for my head for letting it go on in my district.”

John’s fingers gripped each other tightly behind his back. “Gray is a special case. He’s cleared to work with SPECTR—”

“Mr. Jansen is cleared to work with SPECTR,” Barillo corrected him. “So long as he keeps the drakul under control and we don’t have a repeat of the Fort Sumter incident.”

“Forsyth would have killed us all if Gray hadn’t fully manifested!”

“I’ve read the reports,” Barillo replied sharply. “That thing scared the crap out of the most experienced agents we can field. I’m going to give their take on events a bit more weight than the opinion of someone who’s doing…whatever it is you’re doing with it. If it were up to me…but it isn’t.” He shook his head. “I’m not arguing with you, Starkweather. You will
 follow procedure when it comes to exorcisms from now on. Do you hear me?”

John wanted to argue. He wanted to yell. To rip Barillo’s diplomas off the wall and hit him around the head until the district chief understood all of them owed Gray and Caleb their lives. He was out and proud, and fuck anyone who wanted him to pretend he wasn’t in a relationship with both the people in Caleb’s body.

But it wouldn’t get him anywhere, except maybe a jail cell for assault. He took a deep breath, willing his racing pulse to calm. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Barillo pulled one of the folders off the top of the pile and tossed it across the desk. “We just got a call from the Charleston County medical examiner’s office. They’ve got a case that looks like one of ours. Get down there and see what you can dig up.”

“Yes, sir,” John gritted out. He picked up the folder and started for the door.

“Oh, and Starkweather,” Barillo called behind him, “pick up your new partner on the way out. She’s waiting for you and Jansen at the security desk.”

*   *   *

“New partner?” Caleb asked. “What the hell? Did you know about this?”

“No.” John led the way back toward the lobby, his shoulders stiff beneath the cut of his suit. At a guess, his meeting with good old Barillo had gone a lot worse than John let on. “Barillo wants two exorcists to accompany you, the same way Kaniyar assigned Sean to us before. It’s no big deal.”

“Oh yeah. No big deal my boss doesn’t trust me not to vamp out and start snacking on people.” For all the good it would accomplish. “What does he think two exorcists are going to do against Gray, anyway? It’d take an army to even slow him down.”

“You probably shouldn’t go around shouting that out loud,” John said. “It tends to make people nervous.”

Caleb glanced at the open office doors and lowered his voice. “What an asshole.”

A tiny smile curved the corner of John’s mouth. “Yeah. You’ll get no argument from me.”

Damn, Barillo must have really worked John over. “So do you know anything about this new exorcist?”

“Nothing other than she graduated from the Academy in May. This is her first assignment.”

Great. A shiny new Spec, who would no doubt be terrified of the big, scary drakul. Bad enough he had to put up with this shit at HQ, but in the field, too? Christ.

The usual guards stood around the security checkpoint, chatting and drinking coffee since not many people came through at this time of the morning. The only other person was a tiny woman dressed in a black pantsuit with matching hijab.

Upon seeing them, a smile lit up her bronze-skinned face. “Agent John Starkweather? And you must be—” her voice went up into the octave normally reserved for boy bands. “Caleb Jansen? Oh my goodness, it’s so exciting to meet you!”

“Er,” Caleb said.

“It’s true—I can feel the drakul even though it isn’t manifesting.” Her black eyes widened. “How wonderful! I can’t believe they actually approved my request to work with you! I’ve only just graduated, and I thought it would never happen, but I applied and here I am!”

Dear God, Caleb could actually hear the exclamation points.

“Here you are,” John agreed with a grin. “Do you mind telling us who
 you are?”

“Oh—I’m so sorry.” Her cheeks darkened with embarrassment. “Zahira Noorzai. But you can call me Zahira—unless that’s too informal? I’m not sure how the Charleston office operates compared to the Academy…”

“It’s fine, Zahira. We don’t stand much on formality here.” The smile John gave her could have charmed a stone statue. “I’m John, as you already know, and this is Caleb and Gray.”

“Gray, yes.” She looked at Caleb like she thought Gray might pop out and say hello.

Ordinarily, Gray didn’t pay much attention to other mortals besides John. But he stirred now. “We will be working with this one?”


Looks like it.

“Is it true Agent Starkweather—I mean, John—gave Gray his name?” she asked.

“Inadvertently,” Caleb said, taken aback.

John cleared his throat. “We have a case. The ME is expecting us.”

“A case? Already?” Zahira looked like John had just given her a present for Eid. “My first day!”

“Just your luck to end up with us,” John said. “We know all the good morgues.”

“Yeah,” Caleb muttered under his breath as he followed John and Zahira out to the parking lot like a dour crow. “It’s a fucking party every minute.”

*   *   *

While John drove, Zahira sat in the passenger seat and interrogated Caleb.

“Is it true the drakul only inhabited dead bodies?” she asked.

John glanced in the rearview mirror and caught Caleb’s eye roll.  “Yes.”

“Is it true he possessed you in the few seconds you were technically dead, before CPR started your heart again?”

“Yes.”

“Is it true the drakul are some sort of forces of nature?” A little frown creased her brow beneath the folds of the hijab. “The reports I read weren’t really very clear.”

Caleb folded his arms over his chest, looking mutinous. “You’re informed,” John said, before Caleb could tell her to mind her own damn business. After being poked and prodded by RD, Caleb probably wasn’t thrilled with any SPECTR agent asking a lot of questions.

“I read all the reports I could,” she replied. “Some of it’s classified, of course, and even what I did see was heavily redacted.”

The hell? John would have thought any agent assigned to them would be given access to everything possible, for their own security.

Of course, he would also have assumed Barillo would want an experienced exorcist to keep an eye on them. Not a newly minted agent with the Academy shine still on her. Had Zahira somehow ended up on someone’s shit list, or was she just that damned good?

“So tell us a little about Agent Zahira Noorzai,” he said.

“Oh. Well.” Her expression shifted from enthusiastic to uncertain. “What do you want to know?”

“Where are you from?” He made a guess based on her accent. “Maryland?”

The relief in her laugh made him think she fielded a few too many stupid questions thanks to her hijab and skin color. “Just outside of Baltimore, actually. My parents immigrated as children in the 70s and met over here. Neither of them has any paranormal ability, but they’re very proud of me.”

“That’s great,” John said, and meant it. His own parents first sent him to a center intended to “cure” him, then surrendered custody to the state once his suicide attempt shut the place down. “Caleb and I are the only ones in our families, too.”

“But you weren’t registered until the drakul possessed you, correct?” she asked. Right back to Caleb.

“No,” he said shortly. “And since you’re probably going to ask, yes, my brother and sister-in-law were in the Fist of God, and no, I don’t want to fucking talk about it.”

Her face fell. “Oh. I’m sorry. I’ve been rude, asking so many questions.”

John glanced in the rearview mirror again, just long enough to catch Caleb’s wince. “No, it’s…shit. I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you. I didn’t sleep well, and I’m kind of out of sorts.”

“It’s okay, Zahira,” John added. “There are things you need to know if you’re going to be working with us any length of time. Just try to spread the questions out a little, okay?”

The ME waited for them at the morgue. “Agent Starkweather,” she greeted him. “Good to see you again.”

“Dr. Sherman.” They shook hands. “This is Agent Noorzai and Mr. Jansen.”

If she found anything strange about Caleb’s attire, she didn’t show it. “This way.”

“I’m afraid we haven’t really been briefed on the case,” John said as they followed her into the autopsy room itself. Although the tile walls and floor were made for ease of cleaning, the pervasive stench of death still underlay the sting of disinfectant.

The last time he’d stood in this room, it had been to view the remains of one Ben Jansen, suspected of being mauled to death by a lycanthrope. John had confirmed the nature of the killer, but the case stalled and went nowhere.

Until a nameless drakul jumped into Ben’s corpse and walked off from the funeral home on the hunt for his murderer. And Tiffany Ward, Vigilant mole inside SPECTR, quietly deleted the incident so it never came across John’s desk. Leading to Caleb doing a little amateur demon hunting in order to give his brother rest, only to find himself possessed by the drakul in turn.

Weird, how John hadn’t realized at the time that he was standing at the beginning of a chain of events which would change his life forever.

A lone body lay zipped in a bag on a stainless steel gurney. “The deceased is a Mr. Gerald Keywood, aged 79,” Dr. Sherman said as she pulled on latex gloves. “Mr. Keywood suffered from Alzheimer’s. Last Thursday, he wandered away from the nursing facility where he resided. A groundskeeper discovered his body Friday morning in a cemetery on Meeting Street.”

“Cause of death?” John asked.

“At first we assumed natural causes,” she replied. “His previous conditions exacerbated by dehydration due to the heat. But when we opened him up Monday morning, we found…well. It wasn’t so much what we found as what we didn’t.”

She unzipped the bag with a flourish. Caleb immediately took a step forward, nostrils flaring and pupils dilating. “Demon,” he said, a little of Gray’s bass rumble mingled in the word.

“You can smell it?” Zahira asked. Then she winced. “Sorry.”

“This comes under the heading of something you need to know,” John replied. “Short answer, yes.”

Dr. Sherman looked interested, but evidently knew enough not to ask. Instead she peeled back the body bag, revealing the remains of the elderly man. His chest had been left open after the autopsy, and she gestured to the cavity. “Notice anything odd?”

John glanced at Zahira to see how she was holding up. A lot of new agents had trouble with their first body. And maybe she had gone a little pale, but she gamely leaned over to look. “You removed his heart?”

“Nope.” Sherman folded her arms over her chest. “He didn’t have one to start with.”

“So if this guy was missing his heart, how could anyone have thought he died from natural causes?” Caleb asked. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. The scent of the demon who did this must have been strong, if it had Gray drooling.

“Because there was no outside indicator of violence.” Dr. Sherman stripped off her gloves and picked up a folder. “Here are the preliminary photographs. No bruising, no cuts, and certainly no gaping hole where someone might have removed a major internal organ. And yet, when we cut him open, it was gone.”

John took the photos and examined them. As Dr. Sherman had said, there wasn’t much to see. Just an old man, slack in death.

“What about the arteries and veins?” Zahira asked. “Did they look hacked apart, or…?”

“Cleanly severed.” Pulling on a fresh set of gloves, Dr. Sherman held up the end of the aorta for inspection. Caleb turned slightly green and hastily stepped back. “And there’s a slight curvature, so it isn’t even as though someone took a scalpel to it. More like the heart was removed by a giant hole punch.”

Damn. This was getting weird fast. “Thank you, Dr. Sherman. We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions.”

Caleb led the way out. “You okay?” John asked, once they reached the street.

The full force of the July sun beat down on the pavement, raising waves of heat and drenching John in sweat in seconds. The air reeked of hot asphalt and car exhaust, mingled with dung from the many horse- or mule-drawn tourist trolleys.

“I’m fine,” Caleb said. Despite wearing a hundred pounds of black leather, no sweat touched his forehead or stuck his long hair to his face. “You’d think with all the blood and gore I’ve seen over the last few months, I’d be pretty used to it by now.”

“Death isn’t something anyone really gets used to,” John replied. He wanted to touch Caleb, but they were on the clock, so he just said, “So, is anyone else up for lunch?”


Chapter 4

They ate lunch at a local pizza joint that catered to the hippie crowd, meaning Caleb didn’t have to worry about whether or not they offered anything vegetarian besides salad. Charleston tended to favor seafood and BBQ aficionados, making a check of the menu mandatory before they went out to eat.

Plus it gave Zahira a chance to work around whatever dietary restrictions she had without embarrassing her by making a big deal out of it.

“Thoughts?” John asked once their food arrived.

“Bismillah,” Zahira murmured over her Philly cheesesteak. Picking up the sandwich, she said, “It isn’t a therianthrope. Or a wendigo. Or an incubus—they don’t remove organs from their victims.”

“It smelled like burning feathers,” Caleb said, before she could run down the list of every demon known to SPECTR.

“Huh.” John took a big bite out of his pizza slice and chewed thoughtfully. “So we have an NHE which removes hearts without leaving a trace, and possibly has some sort of avian connection. It ought to be enough to give us some kind of lead.”

“So nothing you’ve heard of before?” Caleb asked. “I figured you knew all the creepy crawlies, Starkweather.”

“Hey, I thought drakul were nothing but a myth,” John said easily. “NHEs take on a lot of different shapes.”

“Yeah.” Caleb nibbled at his tofu sub. “But from what Tiffany said, the shape they take is determined by the first asshole who summons them in uncontrolled circumstances.”

He glanced at Zahira to see her reaction to that particular bombshell. She’d put down her cheesesteak and taken out her phone. Her eyes had gone wide, and she looked from Caleb to John and back.

“Guess it hasn’t reached the Academy curriculum yet,” Caleb said.

John sighed. “We’ll fill you in later,” he told Zahira. “And it isn’t relevant at the moment. Whatever this thing is, we need to catch it before it can kill again. So first stop is the cemetery. If there’s any trace of scent left, Gray will be able to track it.”

“After so many days, there’s not much of a chance,” Caleb pointed out.

“No.” John finished off his pizza slice. “But we have to make sure.”

“Just a second.” Zahira tapped on her phone, then looked at them again. “Have you ever heard of a raven mocker?”

“Nope,” Caleb said, but of course John was nodding his head.

“It sounds familiar. Can you give us the run down?”

She flushed slightly. “Not the official listing—I don’t have access to the database yet,” she said apologetically, as though it were her fault HR had fallen asleep on the job. “But from what I can pull off the internet, they’re mainly mentioned in Cherokee legend. According to mythology, they go out at night and find sick or old people, and steal their hearts without leaving behind a mark. Once the heart was taken, they’d cook it, eat it, and gain however much life the person had left to them.”

“Why not go after kids?” Caleb asked. “More life to get, right?”

“To stay under the radar,” John suggested. “Who is going to notice if an old person dies suddenly?”

Shit. “Like Keywood. If he died in bed, no one would have thought about it twice. No autopsy.”

Zahira had reached for her sandwich, but put it down again. “If so, Mr. Keywood might not be the first victim.”

“Fuck,” Caleb sat back, his appetite gone. “Let’s get to the site and see if we can find anything to help us find the guy doing this before he kills someone else.”

*   *   *

Caleb recognized the church where the body had been found easily enough, since he’d climbed the stucco walls and sat on top of the spire twice. He’d never really paid much attention to the church at ground level, though. The sign outside claimed two signers of the Constitution were interred in the graveyard and mentioned the clock tower was the oldest in North America. The last bit of info gave him a twinge of guilt. Hopefully the couple of claw marks Gray left in the stucco hadn’t damaged anything too badly.

The cemetery was tucked into a small space beside the church. Tourists wandered the narrow paths between graves, talking excitedly and taking selfies. Due to the lack of space, the burials were really packed in, and it was hard to navigate without stepping on a grave. Some of the markers were simple slabs, their surfaces crowded with text extolling the accomplishments of those interred beneath. Others had far more elaborate headstones, and a few seemed to be aboveground vaults, pitted from rain and blackened by lichen.

The ancient oaks and magnolias kept the cemetery shaded from the summer sun. Although the heat didn’t bother Caleb—one perk to sharing his body with Gray—Zahira and John both let out sighs of relief.

“The victim was found over here.” John led the way to one corner of the cemetery. Low iron fences separated the family plots here from one another. Apparently even dead people couldn’t stand their neighbors.

As they passed one of the above ground vaults, Gray stirred. A memory rose, colorless and almost without emotion. Dead eyes opening, the rip of the shroud, and the crack of marble falling to one side. Night and darkness, eyes altering to see clearly, a high wall of brick topped by iron. The faint scent of a demon, stirring hunger and need.

Caleb blinked rapidly, trying to focus on the here-and-now. That wasn’t in Charleston though, right?



“No. Somewhere else.”
 Gray was fully paying attention now, though, taking in the sights along with Caleb. “I have walked in many graveyards over time.
 I always wondered why mortals went to such lengths for the dead. Why the monuments and markers, the special places set aside for no other purpose?”


I guess so people have something to visit when they get lonely for the ones they’ve lost.

Gray mulled the thought over. “Would you wish to visit your brother’s remains?”



I don’t know. Not that it matters.
 After Gray took off wearing Ben like a cheap suit, the body went from corpse to evidence. SPECTR hauled Ben’s remains away somewhere, probably to RD since Forsyth had a hard on for learning everything about drakul. No doubt there had been another autopsy, and samples taken in an attempt to figure out more about Gray.

Afterward…ghoul chow, probably, since Forsyth had a small army to keep fed. Waste not, want not.

God. Whatever he’d gotten mixed up in, Ben had deserved better. In trying to bring his brother peace, Caleb only managed to make everything even worse.

“I am sorry.”


Not your fault.
 Gray didn’t choose what body he grabbed, just found himself in the nearest available one. Of everyone involved in the cluster fuck last spring, Gray was probably the only person who could be counted wholly innocent.

“Here’s where the groundskeeper found Mr. Keywood’s body,” John said. Caleb blinked and tried to focus on the real world in front of him, not the conversation in his head. They stood in front of a small group of aboveground vaults, each one more elaborately carved than the next, as though the families had tried to outdo one another. “According to the police report, he was found Friday morning, stretched out on top of the vault on the end here. His clothing was all in place, and given his circumstances he didn’t carry a wallet. Identification was made almost immediately after discovery, since he’d been reported missing from the nursing home a few hours before.”

Zahira nodded along to John’s explanation. “I don’t see any spirit wards. Do we know why no ghouls interfered with the corpse?”

“There haven’t been any interments here for decades, at least. Possibly as long as a century.” John gestured at the weatherworn monuments around them. “This isn’t a normal ghoul hunting ground.”

“Plus we’ve put a pretty good dent in the local ghoul population,” Caleb added. With so many old basements and abandoned buildings, Charleston offered plenty of places for ghouls to hide. A ghoul could take an arm off with its massive teeth, but they were scavengers, not predators. Perfect snacks for something like Gray.

“Of course,” Zahira said. “I should have realized. So now what?”

“Now I play bloodhound,” Caleb said.

He swung over the low iron fence and landed on the vault. There came a sharp exclamation from one of the tourists, probably because a guy with flowing black hair, dressed in black leather in 98-degree heat looked a little suspicious jumping around on graves. The tourists probably figured he was some bad goth stereotype about to summon up a demon right in front of them.

“Federal investigation,” John said. “Please stay back.”

“May I watch?” Zahira asked.

Caleb glanced at her. “Sure. There’s really nothing exciting to see, though.”

Still, he felt a little awkward with her staring at him. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. Damp earth, mingled with the heavy perfume of flowers. Hot asphalt from the street outside, human sweat, and car exhaust.

And nothing more. Damn it.

Caleb leaned down until his nose brushed the marble vault. He breathed in stone and lichen, and beyond that…nothing. Not even a trace of the body inside, long gone to dust.

“Crap.” He sat back on his haunches. “I’m not picking up anything.”

“It was a long shot anyway,” John said. “Come back over the fence.”

A small crowd had gathered, staring from a short distance away, some of them snapping pictures with their phones. Caleb resisted the urge to give them the finger.

No one said anything until they were back in the car, the AC blasting. “So what does this mean?” Zahira asked.

“It means we can’t do this the easy way,” Caleb said. “Big surprise there.”

John maneuvered the sedan into traffic. “It would have been convenient if enough of a trail remained to track the raven mocker back to its home base. As it is, we don’t have much to go on.” He glanced at Zahira. “So what would you do next, Agent Noorzai?”

“Christ, John, this isn’t a pop quiz,” Caleb interjected.

“It’s all right.” Zahira straightened in her seat, as if she stood in front of a classroom. “If we didn’t find anything at the end of Mr. Keywood’s journey, perhaps we might find something at the beginning?”

Caleb caught John’s grin in the rearview mirror. “And why would you say that, agent?”

“Because the nursing home he wandered away from is on James Island. I studied the map. An old man suffering from Alzheimer’s couldn’t have walked this far on his own. Even if he were still in peak physical condition, he would have had to cross the river on either the James Island Expressway or the interstate. Someone would likely have reported seeing him on either one.”

“Well damn,” Caleb said. Now that she pointed it out, it seemed obvious.

“Now you know why we’re the agents and you’re the contractor,” John said, shooting him a wink in the mirror.

“Yeah, yeah. Good thing you’re driving, Starkweather, because neither of us would be able to see around your swelled head to steer the car.”

*   *   *

The next morning, they made their way to James Island shortly after the rush hour traffic subsided. From the outside, the Clear Sailing nursing home almost looked like an upscale office block. The chipper sign out front bore the logo of a sailboat heading into a sunset. Caleb wasn’t sure if he found the image morbid or not, given it must be a constant reminder to the residents they drew close to the nightfall of death.

John had called ahead, and a perky blonde woman met them at the door. Everything about her screamed “marketing” to Caleb, from her perfect coif to the cosmetics that made her skin look as free of pores as a plastic doll’s. Her blue eyes skipped over Caleb and Zahira, and zoned straight in on John.

“Agent Starkweather, such a pleasure to meet you,” she purred as she shook his hand. Caleb barely restrained a roll of the eyes. No way was anyone involved with the nursing home pleased
 by a SPECTR investigation. “I’m Ilona Vickers.”

John, of course, exuded nothing but charm. “Thank you for meeting with us, Ms. Vickers. I’m sure this won’t take long.”

She fluttered her eyelashes. “Oh, please, call me Ilona.”

A wave of dislike caught Caleb off guard. “Why is this mortal still holding John’s hand?”


Because she thinks she’s going to blind him with her charm, and he’ll be too busy looking at her to look into Keywood’s death.

Gray rose sharply, his attention focused. “This mortal believes he will have sexual relations with her?”



Shit! No. Nothing like that.
 Christ, of all the things he’d expected, a jealous Gray wasn’t one of them. She’s just trying to get him to think with his dick, not actually use it. You know John—it wouldn’t work even if she was the right gender.


“The right gender?”

A guy.

“I do not see what that has to do with anything.”

They called Gray “he” for convenience, but etheric entities didn’t have genders. It was one of the things Gray still didn’t really get. I’ll explain later, okay? Let John handle this.


Gray didn’t like it, but he subsided. Caleb gestured to Zahira with his head as Ilona led them into the facility. Frowning, she hung back with him.

“Now that John has her attention,” he murmured, “you talk to the staff, and I’ll talk to the residents.”

Zahira grinned. “Got it.”

They stayed with Ilona past the check-in desk, where a receptionist in scrubs sat talking on the phone. Beyond lay a large room, which Caleb figured must be the facility’s common area. The walls were painted a cheerful yellow, dotted with images of sharks, turtles, and other sea creatures. The choice of decor struck Caleb as oddly childish, more like something you’d find in a day care than a place meant for adults. Couches stood along the walls, with comfortable chairs scattered here and there. A number of seniors sat at small tables, playing cards or chess, or reliving the good old days over cups of coffee. The air smelled of disinfectant and vinegar, baby powder and chemical-laced sweat, with a trace of urine from some of the incontinent residents.

Caleb and Zahira lingered, pretending to study one of the plants adding a splash of greenery to the place. John and Ilona kept walking, no doubt to her office. Caleb half expected her to notice they were missing, but apparently John had her dazzled. Barking up the wrong tree, Ms. Marketing.


“John is not a tree.”

No, but sometimes he sprouts wood.

“You are very strange.”

“All right,” Zahira said. “I’ll talk to the nurse over there.”

“Good idea.” Caleb watched her cross the room briskly to the nurse stationed at one of the tables, obviously tasked with keeping an eye on the residents. As soon as she had the guy distracted with her badge, Caleb turned his attention to the residents themselves.

The old men arguing over cards seemed spry enough. Most weren’t so animated, though. A group sat around a large television, staring at it as if mesmerized. One or two of those in the chairs read books or newspapers, but others only stared blankly into nothing, their minds gone into dementia or despair. The decrepit guy in the wheelchair seemed as lively as the potted plant an attendant had parked him beside.

Fuck. Well, if these people could take care of themselves, they wouldn’t be in a home, right? What had Caleb expected?

Not this. This odd punch to the gut at the sight of lined faces and gray hair, the smells of decay and old age. Last year, it wouldn’t have bothered him, not like this. Maybe because last year he knew, if he lived long enough, he’d end up this way.

Now he didn’t know if he would. Gray healed everything, and there was a good chance that included the damage wrought by time. The collagen fibers in his skin would keep repairing themselves, and the cartilage in his knees would never wear away, and the pigment cells in his hair follicles would never die off.

John’s would, though. Fifty years from now, he’d be old and wrinkled. And Caleb would still look twenty-six.

Unease. Gray didn’t like the thought any more than he did. “John will die.”



Some day.
 And maybe he’d have to stand there and watch it happen.

Or maybe some demon would eat John’s head off next week, or Caleb would end up in the belly of a monster himself. There was no point in worrying about something that probably wouldn’t even come to pass, let alone fifty years from now. Certainly not when he had work to do this minute.

Shaking himself, he stepped further into the room. Who to talk to? The more obviously catatonic patients were out, but maybe the guys arguing over their card game?

“Excuse me,” he said. “I need to ask some—”

“What the fuck are you supposed to be?” one of the geezers snapped. “This ain’t Halloween.”

“Uh, no,” Caleb said, startled. “I’m with—”

“Get a damned haircut,” another added. “And some regular clothes. Freak.”

Caleb bit down on a response that would have probably gotten him thrown out of the place. “Look, I’m here investigating what happened to Gerald Keywood. Did any of you see anything weird?”

“Yeah, I saw something weird.” The third guy leaned back. “Standing right here in front of me.”

“Good one, Frank,” the first said. “Kids these days with their hair and their clothes. In our day—”

“You were as much of a loser as you are now,” said an old woman from Caleb’s side. She hooked a bony hand through his elbow. “You don’t pay these assholes any mind, you hear me?”

“Yes ma’am,” he said automatically.

She tugged him away from the card players. Although her shoulders stooped from osteoporosis and her hair had thinned to show the brown scalp beneath, her eyes were sharp and lively. “You can call me Miss Amy. Let’s sit on the couch. I can’t get around the way I used to.”

Uncertain what else to do, he joined her on the couch. Miss Amy patted his forearm. “You remind me of my grandson. He’s the only one of my worthless family who comes to visit me. Every week, except when he’s on tour. He’s in a band, you know. I tried to get them in here for the musical entertainment last month, but the stick in the muds who run this place said no. At least I can watch his videos on YouTube.”

“Great,” Caleb said weakly. Was there some polite way to extricate himself from the couch?

“You here with the suits?” she asked. “About Gerald wandering off?”

She might be old, but her hearing was apparently still just fine. “Yeah. I don’t suppose you noticed anything strange the night he wandered off?”

“Besides him wandering off in the first place?” She snorted. “Listen, nobody who works here is going to give it to you straight. Too busy covering their own asses. But the truth is, they lock this place down tight at night.”

Caleb arched a brow. “You sound like you know firsthand.”

She laughed and slapped him on the arm. “Oh honey, you don’t know the half of it. Tried to sneak out for some smokes a few times, and Lord, you’d have thought I’d robbed a bank, the way they carried on.”

“But someone might have left a door unlocked by accident,” Caleb suggested.

“True, true.” She shook her head. “But Gerald’s just the latest. Something weird has been going on here for the last month, easy.”

Caleb straightened. Had he actually lucked out? “What do you mean?”

“Ernest Labenski, Ethan Ricks, and Doris Winstone. All of them passed on without a visit from Dr. McStubbins.”

“Dr…McStubbins?” No way that could be some poor bastard’s real name, could it?

“’Cause he’s got a stubby tail.”

Apparently Miss Amy wasn’t quite as sharp as he’d thought. “A tail.”

She gave him an exasperated look. “Dr. McStubbins is the therapy cat.”

So much for lucking out. “How…interesting.”

“Don’t you look at me like I’m crazy, boy.” She glared at him. “That cat knows who’s going to die. Curls up with them in bed so they don’t have to pass alone. Up until last month, he had a perfect prediction rate. Even when the doctors thought somebody was on their way out, if Dr. McStubbins didn’t get in bed with them, they’d end up living. But this month, three people died without him. Which means they weren’t supposed to die.”

Could it be true?

“I am not acquainted with the precognitive abilities of felines.”

“Huh,” he said aloud. “Miss Amy, I think you might be on to something here.”


Chapter 5

“A cat,” John said flatly. “Named Dr. McStubbins.”

When Caleb said he had a list of potential victims, John thought they might actually have been getting somewhere. He’d called in the names on the way back to HQ, and copies of the death certificates already waited in his email by the time they got back. Zahira still didn’t have a desk assignment. Since there wasn’t much space in John and Caleb’s office, they’d decided to compare notes in one of the spare conference rooms.

Unfortunately, Caleb’s so-called lead looked more and more like the ramblings of a crazy woman.

Caleb shrugged. “Well, yeah. But he’s got a great track record.”

John resisted the urge to press his fingertips into his eyes. The coffee pot in the corner gurgled happily, emitting one last puff of steam before falling silent. More to distract himself than anything, John filled three cups and passed them out. Zahira snagged the sugar and fake creamer, which caused Caleb to make a face. “That stuff is awful. Hell, I couldn’t stand it before Gray turned every sense up to eleven.”

“Is it true,” she began, then caught herself. “Sorry.”

John sat back down. “Caleb, why didn’t you tell me about the cat in the first place?”

He shrugged awkwardly, black leather coat creaking with the movement. “I didn’t want you to think I’d lost it.”

“Too late.”

Caleb flipped him off. “Look, it’s the only lead we’ve got right now, isn’t it?”

Unfortunately, Caleb was right. Ms. Vickers hadn’t said a word not already pre-approved by a team of lawyers ready to contest the idea Clear Sailing was in any way responsible for Keywood’s death. The staff were similarly close-mouthed with Zahira, no doubt fearing for their jobs if they let anything slip.

Still. “You realize I can’t request the bodies be exhumed on the evidence of a cat.”

“I know,” Caleb said testily. “I’m not asking you to. Let’s just look at when the possible victims died, see if we can pull out a pattern.”

John laid out the printouts of the death certificates. “Fine. It looks like all three died of natural causes, between…huh. Between eight and nine o’clock in the evening.”

“It might be a coincidence,” Zahira pointed out. She frowned at the certificates, then turned to the calendar hanging on the wall. “Wait. They died on consecutive Thursdays.”

John’s heart quickened. “Three deaths in three weeks, between eight and nine, on Thursdays.”

“And Keywood ‘wandered away’ on a Thursday,” Caleb added. “Today is Wednesday. Someone else is going to die tomorrow night.”

“The raven mocker might be a staff member who works that shift,” Zahira said.

“Most staff would work other shifts as well,” John said. “But it could be a regular visitor.”

“Oh shit.” Caleb sat up straight, the front legs of his chair thumping down on the carpet. “The old lady said her grandson came by every week. You don’t think…?”

“Let’s hope not.” John stood up. “All right. Zahira, we need a warrant for information on the vics—where in the facility they died, were they seen by the same doctors, anything to link them together. Include Keywood in your search. Caleb, call the home and see if you can find out when Miss Amy’s grandson comes by for visits. I’ll give Barillo an update and find out how long it’s going to take for Zahira to get her own desk.”

“Got it.” Caleb leaned back in the chair again and gave John a smirk. “I guess you’ll know better than to ever doubt the power of Dr. McStubbins again.”

*   *   *

“What is it, Starkweather?” Barillo asked. “Couldn’t you just email your report like everyone else?”

John took a deep breath and reminded himself yet again that he shouldn’t compare his new boss to his old one. Kaniyar had been…well, a lot of things. Hard, scary, and more than a little ruthless. But he’d known she’d always had his back.

Barillo he was less sure about. Maybe they just hadn’t settled into a working relationship. Or maybe the fault was on John’s part. Forsyth’s monumental betrayal made him slower to trust, and Barillo might have picked up on it and responded in his own way.

“Actually, sir, I came to ask about Agent Noorzai,” he said.

Barillo frowned. “Is there a problem?”

“No.” The last thing he wanted to do was get Zahira on Barillo’s shit list. He stepped inside and shut the office door behind him. Barillo arched a brow, but didn’t say anything.

“I just had a question about her assignment to our team,” John said. And yeah, he worded it carefully, because damned if he would imply Caleb was someone—something—to be watched as opposed to a full partner.

“A question,” Barillo repeated.

“More than one, actually.”

The district chief leaned back in his chair and folded his hands behind his head. “Let’s hear it.”

“Honestly, sir, I’m a little surprised you assigned someone fresh out of the Academy to our team. Not to suggest Agent Noorzai isn’t perfectly capable, but standard procedure is to put new agents on the ghoul squad, or some other less hazardous duty, until they gain experience.”

“You and Mr. Jansen have taken out more than your share of ghouls.”

Which was true in its way—if Gray caught a whiff of ghoul coming from an abandoned building or graveyard, he’d track them immediately and eat any unable to be exorcised. A ghoul pack might take down a human exorcist, but they were no match for Gray.

But Barillo was splitting hairs and he damned well knew it. Trying to ignore the heat in his chest, John said, “Yes, sir, but that isn’t our primary objective. Right now we’re chasing a raven mocker. Next week it might be a wendigo, or an incubus. An inexperienced agent in a situation like this is dangerous, frankly. To her and to us.”

“I see. So you’re questioning why Agent Noorzai was assigned to you?” Barillo asked.

“In part.” John met Barillo’s gaze challengingly. “There’s also the fact no one seems to have made any plans for her actually being here. She doesn’t have a desk assignment, hasn’t been cleared to know everything she needs to if she’s to be working alongside Caleb and Gray, and you didn’t even mention she’d be joining us until she arrived.”

“Your point?”

“My point is the situation stinks,” John snapped, his anger finally bleeding through. “After the bullshit Forsyth pulled, I have to question the motive behind this. Who ordered her here, and why? Is she really a wide-eyed newbie, or has someone above either of our pay grades sent her to keep an eye on Gray?”

Barillo dropped his arms and leaned forward. “Let’s get one thing straight, Agent Starkweather. You deserted SPECTR and joined forces with a paramilitary organization. You and everyone in the Vigilant are damned lucky to have escaped being tried en masse as terrorists. Even worse, when you went off the reservation you took an extremely dangerous NHE along for the ride.”

The fuck? “With all due respect,” John bit out, “Forsyth ordered Caleb killed and kidnapped me, with the intention of holding me as bait to capture Gray.”

“None of which is outside SPECTR’s mission.”

“And the fucking demon army? Was that part of our mission?”

“Do not raise your voice to me, Starkweather.” Barillo slammed both palms down on the desk. “I read the reports. Agent McNamara acted within his authority to put down an NHE who, given the knowledge available, could not be exorcised. Your relationship with the faust should never have been tolerated in the first place. Putting you under arrest in order to keep the NHE from causing more destruction was perfectly lawful.” He took a deep breath, nostrils flaring. “I won’t deny Assistant Director Forsyth made mistakes.”

“A demon army is a bit more serious than a mistake, sir,” John grated. “Forsyth put NHEs into soldiers, then locked them away when their forty days ran out. He tortured them, humans and NHEs both.”

“His sins don’t excuse yours.” Barillo leaned back again, full lips pressed into a tight line. “As far as a lot of people are concerned, you’re just as much of a rogue element as he ever was. Lucky for you, Director Kaniyar disagrees with their assessment. But you don’t get to be paranoid the rest of us are out to get you, when as far as we know, you’re out to get us.”

It hit like a punch to the gut. “That’s completely unfair.”

“Is it?” Barillo snorted. “Taking off with the head of a paramilitary group working against SPECTR? Fucking an NHE? Do you know how many people think the director is giving you a special pass because you’re the only goddamn leash we have on that thing?”

No. Oh no. “On Gray?”

“Is there some other NHE you’re screwing behind our backs?” Barillo snapped. “You came to my office looking for the truth. Fine. I’ll give it to you. The reason you’re stuck with a nice shiny new graduate is because no one else would take the fucking job. Oh, a few volunteered, but once they read the full reports, talked to a few agents who were actually there on the ground at Fort Sumter, they withdrew their applications. No one with any brains wants to work alongside a ticking bomb.”

“Gray isn’t—”

“We don’t know what the NHE is or isn’t. Empaths can’t get a hit off it, even though they could sense Jansen before his forty days ran out. A hell of a lot of people think Caleb Jansen is solid gone, and the thing in our midst is just pretending he’s still in there and in control. Just biding its time, until it can slip the leash. Or do something worse.”

Sekhmet, Devourer of Evil, give him strength. It was worse than anything John had imagined. “Chief, that isn’t true.”

“I’ve got no proof either way.” Barillo shrugged. “As for Agent Noorzai, her fascination with the etheric plane has interfered with her common sense. According to her instructors, she thinks we need to be trying to figure out what really separates our world from the etheric, and what NHEs are like in their natural habitat, and all that hippie-dippy crap.”

“Agent Noorzai graduated top of her class,” John said past the anger threatening to choke him. “She isn’t stupid.”

“No. But she’s naïve enough to have sabotaged her career right out of the gate.” Barillo shook his head in disgust. “She could have had any assignment she wanted, and she picked the one guaranteed to keep her stuck in the field the rest of her life. We didn’t prepare for her arrival because you’re right—she isn’t stupid. No one thought she’d actually go through with it until she walked in the door.”

John’s mouth went cotton-dry. He tried to swallow, but his throat felt sticky. How could this have happened? He’d laid his life on the line to stop Forsyth, and this was the thanks he got?

And Caleb. Goddess, he’d thrown away his last chance at a normal life, refused exorcism. He’d sacrificed everything, and this was how people looked at him, how SPECTR saw him…

“Any more questions, agent?” Barillo asked.

The words penetrated the haze surrounding John. He shook his head and reached for the door. “No. No more questions.”

*   *   *

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” Caleb said.

He sat across from John at their small table, dinner going cold between them. He’d known something had gone wrong as soon as John came back from Barillo’s office, even though John put on a good face. He’d let it go at work, until they were back home and changed into comfortable shirts and shorts, with beers in their hands.

A part of him wished he hadn’t asked. From the unhappy look on John’s face, he wished the same thing.

Gray stirred, reacting to their distress. “I do not understand. The mortals fear me?”


“Yes,” Caleb said aloud. “They’re afraid of you, and they think Sean did the right thing by putting a bullet in our head and kidnapping John. They think John’s in the wrong for fighting back.”

A look of alarm crossed John’s face. “Guys—”


“They are our enemies?”
 And now Gray was rising up, and Caleb’s teeth burned and his fingertips itched, and shit, this wasn’t really what he’d wanted. “If they seek to harm us, we will fight them.”


“No,” he said, pushing back against Gray, which was a lot like trying to shove a tiger back into its cage. “They don’t want to physically hurt us. Yet, anyway.”

“Whoa.” John held his hands up. “Hold up a minute. Gray, listen
 to me. They weren’t on Forsyth’s side either, okay? But SPECTR is a government organization, and like it or not, there are rules. Those rules are in place for a reason, and I broke a lot of them.”

“Are you sorry for it?” Caleb said. Or tried to say, because at the same minute Gray tried to ask, “Do you regret this?”
 and what came out was a garbled jumble.

John looked more worried than ever. “Calm down, both of you. I’m just trying to explain a different point of view, one you have to understand if we can ever get past this.”

“Fuck,” Caleb said, and resisted the urge to spit. “You are
 sorry, aren’t you? Sorry you escaped from RD. Sorry you didn’t play good little Spec while Forsyth tore down the world around us.”

“Of course not!” John slammed his palms down on the table. “Damn it, Caleb, don’t put words in my mouth.”

“You should have—have high-fived Sean after he shot me. Left with him to get a beer,” Caleb said savagely. “Then you wouldn’t have had to deal with the Vigilant, or us, or any of it.”

The color drained from John’s face. “That isn’t fair, and you know it.”

“I thought I did.” Caleb shoved his chair away from the table. “We’re going for a run.”

John rose as well. “I’ll go with you.”

“You couldn’t keep up,” Caleb shot back from the doorway. Then he was in the free evening air, the door slamming behind him.

*   *   *

Unfortunately, at this time of year, the sun lingered until almost nine o’clock at night. Combined with the fact it was the height of tourist season, Caleb’s initial plan of running and climbing with all of Gray’s speed and strength, hoping to burn off some anger, was out. No causing a fucking panic in the street, oh no. Barillo would love
 that.

Fuck Barillo. And fuck John.

Confusion and fear. “John loves us. This has not…not changed?”


Caleb jogged down the cobblestone street in front of the condo, before turning onto South Battery. The fierce heat of the day gave way to comparative coolness as the sun slid westward. A fresh breeze off the ocean stirred the palmettos and shepherded gulls and pelicans inland for the night.

The tight knot of anger in Caleb’s chest began to loosen as he jogged. If only there were a storm, or full night, so they could really run. Or if they were in the middle of a forest somewhere, with no humans around for miles. No one to gawk at them like the freaks in a sideshow. No one to say Caleb really wasn’t even around anymore, and Gray just some kind of puppet master playing them all for fools. No John, to keep making excuses for SPECTR over and over, until Caleb wanted to scream in frustration.

“John wished to come with us, when we freed him. He said he loved me.”

For everyone else, the assault on RD had been a cluster fuck of horror and blood. For Gray, it had been the best damn night of his life.


He does love you. And me.
 Caleb’s speed had started to draw some odd looks, so he slowed down.

“Then he cannot wish things occurred differently.”

Impeccable logic, drakul style. It’s complicated. But you’re right. I was pissed and lashed out, because…shit. Because I’m afraid we’ve hurt him.


“I do not understand.”

How to explain? When Forsyth perverted everything SPECTR stood for, it nearly killed John. Seeing the agents at Fort Sumter, ready to lay down their lives to stop Forsyth, gave him back a lot of the faith he’d lost.


“I remember.”

When Kaniyar was handing out promotions left and right, and he got skipped over, he was okay with it. He understood some people would think he’d crossed a line by working with the Vigilant. And maybe…I don’t know. Maybe if that was the end of it, things wouldn’t be so bad. If you and I weren’t there every day, reminding people of what happened. Of what John did. Of what we are.

Caleb’s feet slowed. He crossed the street, passing beneath the great oaks lining this section of waterfront, until he reached the low iron rail overlooking a thin strip of marsh grass and the ocean beyond. At one time, cannons had lined the seawall, meant to protect the city if Fort Sumter and Fort Moultrie failed.

“As we should protect John. But if our presence increases the harm to him, then how can we?”

Caleb sighed and wiped his brow, pretending he actually sweated. I don’t know. I shouldn’t have gotten mad at him. Shouldn’t have said the things I did. He loves us, and…I don’t know.



“You hurt, to think you have brought hurt on him.”
 Regret. “It hurts me as well.”



I know.
 Caleb turned away from the ocean. Let’s go home.


As they turned their steps back toward the condo and broke into a jog, a strange odor infiltrated the mélange of sweat and seafood. Gray’s attention sharpened instantly, and Caleb found himself breathing more deeply, sifting through layers of scent, trying to isolate it.

Old stone and deep earth. Tilled soil warming in the sun, but underneath a whisper of dankness, of limestone caves.

What the hell?

Caleb looked around, but saw nothing out of the ordinary on the street. Cars navigated the brick road, gulls kited overhead, and tourists enjoyed the sunset.


That wasn’t a demon, was it?
 It had lacked the edge of corruption, of something spoiled and rotting, which Caleb had come to associate with demons. Not to mention Gray hadn’t started drooling.


“I do not know what it was.”
 So Gray was as confused as him. “It was not mortal, though.”


Not good. And weird. Caleb breathed deep, nostrils flared, but the scent had dissipated.

God only knew what it had been, or where it had drifted in from. “Should we tell John?”
 Gray asked.


What are we going to tell him? We smelled something weird, but we don’t know what it was, where it came from, or where it went?
 John had enough to worry about without them piling on more.

Besides, Gray was the biggest, baddest NHE around. If they had scented something of etheric origin—and Caleb was less sure of that by the minute—it had probably caught a whiff of Gray and fled for its life. Anyway, it was gone now.

With a shrug, Caleb jogged back down the Battery, diverting only long enough to snag a large bouquet of roses from a sidewalk vendor. He had some apologizing to do.


Chapter 6

John looked up when Caleb came back through the front door. He’d been sitting on the ugly orange couch Caleb insisted on bringing with him when he moved in, staring at the paintings on the walls.

“I’m sorry,” Caleb said as soon as the door shut behind him. He thrust out a big bunch of roses in John’s direction. “It’s just…I’m frustrated, and angry, but not at you. At SPECTR. And I’m scared we’ve cost you your career, and I know how important that is to you, and…and I took it out on you. I’m an asshole.”

John rose to his feet, but he didn’t take the flowers. “It hurt, hearing you say those things. You know I love you. Both of you. What Sean did…”

Seeing Caleb lying there dead on the floor had been the worse moment of John’s entire life. Worse even than when he’d tried to kill himself at fifteen, certain he was damned for having paranormal abilities.

“I know.” Caleb scuffed at the hardwood floor with the edge of his shoe. “What can I do? What can we
 do? To make things better. Maybe if we quit SPECTR…?”

He trailed off on the unspoken question as to whether it was even a possibility.

“It’ll get better.” John relented and took the flowers. The heat had wilted them around the edges, but they still smelled sweet. “For both of us. People are still on edge after all the nonsense with Forsyth. They’ll see what good work we’re doing, and they’ll forget the rest. Just give it time.”

“It’s like sleeping with a damn motivational poster,” Caleb said, but he grinned to soften the words. “Come here.”

John moved into his embrace. The fall of Caleb’s long hair tumbled around them both. After a moment, etheric energy bloomed around them, accompanied by Gray’s scent of desert sand kissed by rain and ancient incense. His hair stirred, crackling and shivering in an unfelt wind.

“This is very confusing,” Gray said. Although he spoke the words softly, his deep voice vibrated in John’s chest and bones. “I preferred when we had a clear enemy, and demons to eat, and no offices or paperwork or foolish mortals to deal with.”

In other words, when they’d been on the run. “There are always foolish mortals to deal with. So long as you keep me around, anyway,” John teased.

“You are an exception.”

John grinned and closed his eyes. Without the visual input to contradict it, his etheric sense insisted a being much larger than Caleb’s physical frame cradled him in its arms. “How are you doing?” he asked. “I know you’re still getting used to everything. Being in a living body. Putting up with Caleb. I mean, that alone…”

“Caleb says you are an ass.”

John laughed. “I bet he does. Seriously, though.” He drew back and peered up at Gray.

Gray’s eyes were black as oil slicks, but lightning flashed and flickered in their depths. Maybe those eyes should have been a clue as to his true nature from the very beginning. “I am with Caleb, and with you, so I am content,” Gray said simply. “I do not care about these other mortals, save that they upset you. And I would protect you from them, but I do not know how.”

“No need.” John pulled Gray down for a soft kiss. “I know it’s rough, but we’ll get through this. I promise. I love you.”

Gray’s forehead rested against his. “And I love you. Caleb loves you as well, so much it frightens him at times.”

Then Gray was gone, and Caleb growling angrily. “Fuck off! Damn drakul. You don’t have to say every thought that comes into your head out loud.”

John snickered. “Ooh, maybe I should try to get him to spill all your deep, dark secrets.”

“No fair. You two are not allowed to team up against me.” Caleb slid his hands beneath John’s t-shirt, fingers splayed across his ribs. “And the only deep, dark secret I have is falling for a guy who wears a suit. What would my friends say?”

“Terrible things. Especially if they knew I wore the tie to bed.”

Caleb swatted him on the ass. “Try it and I’ll strangle you with the damned thing. Come on. Let’s grab our beers, sit on the front balcony, and watch the sunset. Just like three normal guys, two of whom happen to be in the same body.”

“Three normal guys,” John agreed with a grin. “Grab the beers and I’ll meet you out there.”

*   *   *

The next evening, they sat in the sedan, parked in the far corner of the nursing home lot. The sun hovered low on the horizon, the air cool enough for John to shut off the engine and open the windows. Caleb watched visitors trail in and out, and hoped he wasn’t the one who had to explain to Miss Amy that her grandson was possessed.

“How late are visiting hours?” Zahira asked between sips of an iced mocha.

“Until ten o’clock,” John said. “So another two hours.”

“But Miss Amy’s grandson comes every Thursday at eight,” Caleb said. “So he ought to be here any minute.”

A battered van rattled into the parking lot. Once the engine sputtered off, the door opened with a loud squeak, and a man who had to be the rock star grandson climbed out. Long dreads, tattoos, and black t-shirt and jeans, paired with scuffed black boots. No wonder Caleb reminded Miss Amy of him.

“Damn it,” John said. “He’s too close to the building. Move now.”

The original plan had been to let the guy get well in the clear before closing in on him. But that obviously wasn’t going to happen now. They piled out of the car, John and Zahira moving to flank the guy if possible, while Caleb went straight. His heartbeat quickened, excitement boiling in his blood. As much as he complained about his new life, there was something just a little addictive about the hunt. About being fast and strong; about the visceral thrill of the fight. The sweet ecstasy of feeding.

Okay, maybe it was more than just a little addictive.

Gray rose to just beneath his skin, and his teeth ached. Soon. Just hold on a minute.


“Sir!” John’s authoritative bark brought the suspect to an abrupt halt. “Federal agents. We have some questions for you.”

Dark eyes went wide with fear—then the man bolted back to the van.

John swore and pulled his Glock, but there were other people in the lot. The van roared to life, belched smoke, and took off in a squeal of tires.

“Stop him!” John shouted.

Caleb bolted after the van, drawing on Gray’s strength and speed. If the faust reached the street, he’d be gone, too fast for even Gray to catch. Swearing silently, Caleb leapt and ran across a line of parked cars, leaving dented hoods and shrieking alarms in his wake.

The van careened up the aisle, gunning for the entrance. Hitting the last of the cars, Caleb pushed off—

And Gray landed.

*   *   *

Gray sinks his claws deep into the metal roof of the van. These modern conveyances are a curse, letting demons escape from him far too easily.

Perhaps he should begin driving one as well.

“No. Absolutely not.”

It matters little at the moment. The wind tears Gray’s hair back as the van continues to accelerate. The road is only two lanes, and the driver swerves wildly to avoid other vehicles.

Or perhaps to shake Gray loose. His legs slide across the roof, and he tries to find grip with his boots. Each time he shifts his weight, the van lurches to one side or another, foiling him. One claw rips free, and he snarls at the pain.

They are coming up fast on an intersection, careening into the oncoming lane to avoid the cars waiting at the red light. For a moment, it seems the driver’s luck will hold.

Another horn blares, accompanied by the scream of brakes. Something smashes into the van; metal crumples, glass breaks, and Gray is briefly weightless.

He hits the asphalt, bones snapping from the impact. Jagged pain tears through him, and he snarls again as the ends of bones shift and realign. Muscle knits back together, blood absorbed, and he lurches to his feet.

A tractor trailer has struck the van, leaving both inoperable. Ignoring the stares of mortals, Gray strides to the vehicle. Through the broken windshield, he can see the driver struggling with the door, which will no longer open.

Gray doesn’t need doors. He thrusts his hand through the glass of the van’s window and grabs the driver’s collar. A moment later, he has hauled the man out and onto the pavement.

He is expecting resistance—claws and teeth and inhuman strength—but there is none. Nor is there the delicious scent of a demon. Nothing but blood and urine, and radiator fluid leaking onto warm pavement.

“Goddamn it, he’s not the faust!”

There comes the squeal of tires. John has arrived along with the other mortal—Zahira, that is his—her?—name.

“Her, for Christ’s sake.”

Gender is a construct of mortals, who cannot even decide if there are two, or three, or five. Why they place such value on something so changeable, Gray has never understood. He lowers the mortal carefully to the ground as John and Zahira run up, guns drawn.

“This is not the demon,” he says.

John doesn’t back off, thrusting his gun at the terrified mortal’s face. “Why did you run? Are you in league with the raven mocker?”

The mortal’s lips part, eyes wide. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about! Please! The drugs aren’t mine, I swear it!”

“You’ve got to be kidding me. He thought we were after him for drugs?”

“If he didn’t have anything to do with the raven mocker,” Zahira says, “then it might be at the nursing home right this minute.”

“Damn it.” John stands up. “Gray—go.”

Gray races back the way they came, faster than any mortal could hope to travel. Normally he would try to remain out of sight, but there is no time. The raven mocker may already have come and found its next victim. Might already be gone.

He smells it the moment he enters the parking lot: burning feathers and rotten eggs, and the dry, dusty scent of birds. But the trail is faint; it has passed through here, not lingered.

The streetlights buzz to life as he slows, pacing across the lot, nostrils flared. Where is it? Should he go inside?

“We’ll cause a panic.”

I know this. You behave as though I have not spent five thousand years hunting amidst mortals.

“Says the guy who ended up staked more times than I want to think about.”

Gray moves soundlessly, taking advantage of their dark clothing to blend into the shadows. The scent grows stronger as they cross the lot, but it does not lead in the direction of the front door. Interesting.

They continue on around the building, the trail becoming clearer. There is another, dingier lot behind the facility. A dumpster lets off the stink of food gone sour in the sun, alongside another container marked for medical waste. The scorched stench of cigarettes hangs in a cloud around the back entrance, making Gray’s eyes water and nose run.

A van marked “janitorial services” sits empty near the door. Even over all the other confusion of smells, it reeks of burning feathers and rotting eggs.

Delicious.

Gray pauses in the shadows, watching. The demon isn’t in the van, and there are no humans about.

“If he’s a janitor, he’ll be…shit. Inside. We’ve got to go in. Let me drive so we don’t terrify some poor old lady into a heart attack.”

Before, Gray would simply have waited, patient as a cat outside of a burrow, until the demon emerged. Then it would be his. The lives of mortals it might have devoured in the meantime were of no concern to him.

But they are of great concern to Caleb and John. So he falls back, and lets Caleb take over.

*   *   *

Caleb tried the back door, and found it locked, just as Miss Amy had said. Had Keywood somehow gotten out on his own, or had the raven mocker found him wandering the halls and taken him straight to the van?

A harsh twist and a little superhuman strength took care of that, and he slipped inside. The demon’s scent saturated the small back room. It looked like a storage area, crammed with spare furniture, a hand truck, and a few outdated computers. Two doors opened off the room, one of them ajar.

Caleb followed the trail through the open door. His fingertips itched, and his teeth burned.

“It is near.”


I know; I know.
 Caleb walked faster. Just hold on!


“Hey!” a sharp voice said. “What are you doing here?”

A nurse approached, scrubs straining across his broad shoulders. Caleb didn’t have a badge like a real agent, but his SPECTR contractor’s ID looked impressive, so he flashed it at the nurse. “SPECTR business. Where’s the janitor?”

The nurse frowned. “What? No one said SPECTR was coming back.”

“The janitor?” Caleb repeated urgently.

“I need to talk to my supervisor,” the nurse said, backing away.

Caleb grabbed the nurse by the front of his scrubs and shoved him into the wall. “I said, where is the fucking janitor?” he demanded, Gray’s bass rumble adding menace to the words.

All the color drained from the nurse’s face. “S-second floor hall, last I saw him! In the hospice ward! St-stairs are over there.”

“Thanks.” Caleb let go. The man scrambled away, no doubt to call security, but Caleb didn’t care. If the raven mocker is in the hospice ward, he’s probably found another victim already.


“Then let us stop him.”

Caleb ran up the stairs, taking them two at a time. Another nurse yelped when he emerged onto the second floor, but he ignored her. The hall reeked of the sulfur stench of eggs left in the sun, mingled with disinfectant and death. He started in one direction, then reversed as the trail thinned. The raven mocker must be here somewhere…

There.

The man stood inside one of the dimly lit rooms, at the bedside of an old woman who lay asleep or comatose, Caleb didn’t know. The man’s right sleeve was rolled up to the elbow, and he laid his bare hand on the woman’s chest—

No. Through
 her chest. Reaching for her heart.

Gray roared.

*   *   *

The demon leaps back, terror shining in eyes gone black and bright as a bird’s. But it is trapped in this room, with Gray guarding the only exit.

Feathers sprout, jutting through skin, and cloth rips as the body beneath changes. The stink of burning fills the air, etheric fire dancing along clumsy wings.

With a hoarse cry, like the croak of a raven, it hurls itself at the window.

No!

Gray leaps over the bed after the raven mocker as it tries to escape in a shower of broken glass. His claws sink into its legs, and it shrieks in pain. If he can hold it for just a moment longer, perhaps he can pull it back inside—

It unfurls its wings and beats at the air. Sparks fly free from the feathers, scorching Gray’s skin. Wind howls through the broken window, and a moment later they’re through, Gray dangling from its legs as it fights to get aloft. It twists wildly—then folds up one wing and strikes him hard in one side of the head.

He struggles to hang on, but it keeps pummeling him. The cartilage of his nose shatters, and an eye socket gives way. He tries to bite its wing, but it is too fast for him.

They drop quickly without the raven mocker’s wing beats to keep them aloft. Gray hits the pavement first, one ankle snapping from the impact. Still, it isn’t enough to convince him to let go. If he can only pull it down close enough, perhaps he can find an artery—

It strikes him with both wings, and claws hidden amidst the feathers come out. They rake his face, his throat, pain blazing in their wake. His grip loosens, and a moment later the raven mocker wrenches free in a shower of blood.

Gray rolls to his feel as it rockets aloft. Caleb surges almost to the surface, unleashing a burst of telekinesis aimed at the ground, propelling them upward. Their leap almost takes them high enough to grab onto the raven mocker’s feet.

It twists in the air, and a clawed foot tangled in the remains of a boot catches him squarely on the chin.

His head snaps back, jaw breaking from the impact. Then they are falling, body smashing to the pavement directly in front of an oncoming car.

*   *   *

“Shit!” John stood on the brakes. The tires smoked and screamed, and the seatbelt went tight across his chest.

The front bumper came to a halt inches from Gray’s sprawled form. John unsnapped the seatbelt and flung open the door.

“I’ll call an ambulance,” Zahira said as she bailed out after him.

“No, don’t.” John held up a hand to stop her even as he knelt beside Gray. “Are you all right?”

Gray rolled onto his stomach, then pushed himself up with his hands. He looked like hell: face bloody, jaw hanging at an odd angle, a spectacular bruise spreading over his forehead.

“What do you mean?” Zahira’s voice went up an octave. “He’s not all right! He needs help!”

Gray gave his head a quick shake. His jaw snapped back into place with a disturbing crunch. A moment later, he spit out the broken remnants of a fang. As the bruises faded before John’s eyes, he lurched to his feet.

“I am fine,” Gray said. He paused, lips parted slightly, and a new fang slid into place, replacing the broken one. “But the demon escaped.”

Zahira stared at him. Gray ignored her, pacing the lot as though he thought the raven mocker might helpfully come swooping back into view.

“Gray has an incredible ability to heal, even for an NHE,” John said carefully. Sometimes he forgot just how terrifying Gray could seem to someone who didn’t really know him. “Look, I know Gray is kind of…”

“Amazing,” Zahira breathed.

John blinked. “That…wasn’t the reaction I was expecting.”

“Why not?” Zahira tore her gaze away from Gray to give John a puzzled glance. “Look
 at him! You’re an exorcist—can’t you feel the energy?”

“Of course I can. An exorcist three counties over could sense it.” Stupidly, he felt as if Zahira was sharing something only meant for him.

She took a deep breath. “And he smells wonderful.”

“We aren’t here to discuss Gray,” John said shortly. “We need to secure the scene. Caleb!”

The storm surge of etheric energy receded, Gray folding up inside Caleb’s slender body like an origami tiger. “Yeah?” Caleb asked.

“Are there any new victims?”

“No.” He shook his head, long hair whispering over leather. “We interrupted him before he ate his next old lady.”

At least there was that. “He won’t dare come back here,” John said. “Damn it. Maybe if we can get an ID on him…”

Caleb grinned. “Not a problem. He was a janitor, not a visitor. His van is still parked in the back.”


Chapter 7

“Here we are,” John said midmorning the next day. They’d pulled up in front of a small house along Meeting Street, not far from the concrete river of I-26. The neighborhood had seen better days; patches of peeling paint showed on most of the houses, and few of the cars in the drives were less than a decade old. Rusted fences surrounded most of the tiny yards. Magnolias towered over the single-story homes, and the pavement was even more cracked and worn than in the historic district. They weren’t far from the abandoned house where he’d first met Caleb, along the same stretch of poverty and urban blight that tourists drove through as quickly as possible.

Thanks to the van, IDing and getting an address for the raven mocker was easy enough. Kyle Quigley, 58 years old and a lifelong Charleston resident. John, Caleb, and Zahira paid a visit to Mr. Quigley’s apartment in the early hours of the morning. Unsurprisingly, he’d already run for it—drawers pulled out, clothes and personal effects missing. Still, John seized the computer, just in case some lead hid within Quigley’s emails or browser history.

“Mr. Quigley’s daughter lives here?” Zahira asked. Although they’d had no more than a few hours sleep, snatched between the raid and reconvening at SPECTR at 8:00 am, she looked as bright and awake as ever. John remembered when he could do the same, then immediately felt old.

“Right. She was listed as next of kin in his employment records.” John put the sedan in park. “It’s possible he might try to hide out with her. Caleb, let me know if you smell so much as a whiff of NHE.”

“I will,” Caleb said. “And if he isn’t here?”

“Then with any luck, she’ll know where he might be.”

They climbed out of the car. Not even ten o’clock and already the day was sweltering. Humidity stole the creases from John’s suit and left the cloth hanging damply against his skin. They’d have afternoon thunderstorms for certain. At least it would make Gray happy.

A woman in her mid-twenties peered out a crack in the door when John knocked. “Evelyn Quigley?”

“Yes,” she replied warily.

“Federal agents,” he said, showing her his SPECTR badge. “Can we come inside?”

Her eyes widened with fear. “What’s this about?”

“We’re looking for your father.”

“Daddy?” The color drained from her face. “What happened? Is he all right?”

“Can we come inside?” John repeated.

She looked at his badge, then peered at Caleb and Zahira uncertainly. “They don’t look like government agents.”

Whatever Zahira thought of that assessment, she didn’t say, merely pulled out her badge and displayed it as well. “Oh,” Evelyn said, although she seemed confused. “Sorry. With the scarf on your head, I thought you were one of them Muslims.”

“SPECTR doesn’t discriminate on grounds of religion, gender identity, or sexual orientation,” John replied, as Evelyn unlatched the chain and swung open the door.

“Oh.” She flushed slightly. “Well. Come in.”

Inside the house, a lone window AC unit fought a losing battle with the July heat. Knickknacks covered the walls and tables: childlike angels, a framed cross stitch of the Lord’s Prayer, half a dozen crosses in various styles, all interspersed with family photos. Evelyn’s hair curled and stuck to her freckled skin. She wore a shapeless dress, worn and faded, and was heavily pregnant. “Sit down,” she said, gesturing to a couple of old chairs and a couch repaired with duct tape. A calico cat lay on one chair, watching them idly. “Can I get you some iced tea?”

Ordinarily, John wouldn’t have made a pregnant woman play hostess. Today, he nodded. “That would be lovely. Thank you so much.”

As soon as she disappeared toward the kitchen, John turned to Caleb. “Anything?”

Caleb nodded. “Yeah, but it’s faint. He hasn’t been here in a few days at least.”

“Damn.”

They seated themselves, Zahira and John on the couch, Caleb in a chair. As soon as Caleb sat, the calico cat leapt into his lap and began to rub her head enthusiastically on his chin.

“Patches likes you,” Evelyn said when she came back in. She held a tray with four mismatched glasses full of tea on it.

“Does she like everyone?” John asked, accepting one of the glasses.

Something flickered across her face. “No.”

“What about your father?”

“He stepped on her tail by accident,” she said, lowering herself awkwardly into the remaining chair. “That’s what he said, anyway. She used to love him, but the last few times he came over she’d growl and run. Why? What’s this about? Is Daddy okay?”

Most animals had an instinctive aversion for NHEs. Or hostile ones, at least, given Patches acted like Caleb had been rubbed in tuna.

John leaned forward and met Evelyn’s gaze. “We’re investigating a case of possession,” he said, as sympathetically as possible. “And I’m afraid your father is our primary suspect.”

She put a hand protectively to her swollen belly. “No, it’s…it’s not possible.”

“I’m afraid it is. Has anything changed about him lately? Other than the cat’s behavior toward him.”

“No.” The words were clipped, like someone slamming a door.

John sipped his tea and tried to think what he might say to get her to be more forthcoming. There was an art to asking questions, and he sensed the straightforward approach would end with Ms. Quigley ordering them out of her house.

As he mulled possibilities, Zahira leaned forward with a smile on her face. “May I ask when you’re due?”

“Oh. Um, yeah. Another month and he’s ready to come out.” Evelyn rubbed her belly. “I’m counting the days.”

“I’m sure. My best friend was pregnant last summer, and said she thought she’d never be cool again. And her poor ankles!”

Evelyn laughed ruefully. “I haven’t worn anything but flip-flops since June.”

“So you’re having a boy?”

“Yeah.” Some of the tension eased out of the woman’s face. “We’re naming him Kyle, after…” She trailed off.

“After your father,” Zahira finished. “He must be very excited.”

“H-he is.” Evelyn swallowed and looked away. “Real excited. This is his first grandchild, and…” Her voice caught.

Zahira reached across the low table between them and touched her fingers to the back of the other woman’s hand. “I’m sure your father wants to be here for you both. We want that, too. But he’s gotten into a bit of trouble, and he needs help. We can’t help him unless we can find him.”

Tears gathered in Evelyn’s eyes. “He said it was a miracle.”

“What was a miracle, Ms. Quigley?” John asked softly.

“The doctors said he only had six weeks to live. Maybe a little more; maybe less.” Evelyn wiped her eyes. “He told them he’d hold on long enough to see his grandbaby. But he kept getting sicker and sicker. I thought…I didn’t think he would make it.”

“Then suddenly, he recovered,” John guessed. Damn it. If not for the people Quigley killed, John would have felt sorry for the man. Looking forward to his first grandchild, only to be told he wouldn’t live long enough to see it? That would be a hell of a blow to anyone.

No wonder the raven mocker answered his summons. Quigley was desperate to extend his life, and the raven mocker could help him do it. At the price of the lives of others.

Had it seemed harmless at first? Did Quigley tell himself he wasn’t doing anything wrong by only preying on the elderly, who didn’t have much time left anyway? Or did he simply seize on the opportunity his job gave him?

Evelyn nodded slowly. “He said God healed him. He even felt good enough to go back to work.” Her gaze found John’s. “And now you’re saying he made a deal with some demon? It wasn’t a miracle at all?”

Her eyes begged for him to say she’d gotten it wrong. “I’m afraid so,” he replied, and she looked away, biting at one knuckle as if to hold back tears. “I’m very sorry. Right now, though, we need your help to find your father.”

“He has an apartment…”

“We checked there, but he seems to have left. Is there anywhere he might go? Anywhere you can think of? An old hangout? A place he likes to go on weekends? Anywhere he could stay for a few days.”

“N-no.” She wiped at her eyes. “I can’t think of anything.”

So much for their only lead. John took out one of his cards and passed it to her. “If you think of anything, or if he attempts to contact you, please call me right away. Any hour of the day or night.”

“I will.” She blinked rapidly. “Wh-what are you going to do to him?”

“If it’s possible, we’re going to exorcise him,” John replied. “How long ago did his miracle recovery occur?”

“A month ago? Maybe a little more?” She bit her lip. “You’d think I’d remember, but so much has been going on, and with the baby…”

“Of course.” If Quigley wasn’t over his forty-day limit, he had to be frighteningly close. “We’ll do everything we can to help your father. You have my word.”

*   *   *

The ride back to HQ was subdued. “Hell of a thing,” Caleb said as they passed through the gate into the SPECTR lot.

“Yeah,” John agreed. This was the worst part of working for SPECTR. Sometimes people’s reasons for summoning NHEs seemed so stupid and short-sighted, born out of hubris or greed or plain cruelty. But then there were the cases like this one.

“If we can still exorcise him…will he die?” Caleb asked. “Or did the raven mocker cure him?”

“NHEs aren’t capable of that sort of permanent change,” John replied automatically.

“No. They are.” Caleb tilted his head, as if listening. In the passenger seat, Zahira twisted around to look at him, as if afraid of missing any tidbit. “Gray says if he’d been exorcised, my vision wouldn’t have changed back. I’d recommend everyone else stick with Lasik, though.”

“Interesting. Most NHEs only make permanent changes once the forty days are up and they have full control,” John mused as he maneuvered the sedan onto the ramp. “Not less than an hour after they take possession. Gray played by his own rules from the start, though, so maybe I shouldn’t be surprised.”

Zahira’s eyes were huge, and John imagined her ears all but quivered beneath the hijab.

“When it comes to our case, if the raven mocker cured Quigley, there would be no need to keep killing,” John went on. “So unfortunately, the answer is he’s doomed either way. The only difference is if he dies human or not.”

“Or takes more people with him before he goes,” Caleb muttered. “I hate this.”

Once inside, they parted ways, with Zahira going to find out if she had a cubicle assignment yet. Caleb and John returned to their office. Before John could even shut the door behind them, the phone rang.

“Starkweather,” Barillo barked. “In my office. Now.”

John carefully placed the phone back in its cradle, trying to avoid Caleb’s gaze as he did so. Caleb wasn’t having any of it, though. “What crawled up his ass? I heard him yelling over here.”

“I don’t know.” John rubbed his eyes tiredly, wishing he’d had a bit more sleep before facing Barillo. “Why don’t you round up some more coffee while I’m gone?”

“Do you want us to come with you?”

Himself and Gray, Caleb probably meant, since Zahira wasn’t there. “No.” John clapped Caleb on the arm as he passed, fingers tightening on the elk hide of Caleb’s coat. “It’s fine. Just wait here for Zahira.”

“All right,” Caleb said grudgingly. Then his mouth turned up in a hint of a smile. “She didn’t freak out at all last night. About Gray, I mean.”

“Of course she didn’t,” John said. No reason to mention Zahira thought Gray was “amazing.” Or her opinion on how he smelled. “There was no reason she should.”

“Yeah, that hasn’t stopped anyone else,” Caleb muttered. “Go see what Barillo wants, and I’ll have coffee waiting when you get back.”

As soon as John stepped into the district chief’s office, Barillo rose to his feet. “Shut the door.”

Not a good sign. “Sir—”

“What the hell were you thinking last night?” Barillo demanded. “Do you have any idea how much shit you’ve left for the rest of us to clean up?”

John blinked. “Last night? You mean at the nursing home? We followed up a lead on the raven mocker, and—”

“Caused a wreck between a van and a tractor trailer, then unleashed the drakul on an unpossessed citizen!”

Unlike Kaniyar, Barillo had never worked the field. He didn’t understand how fast things could go from calm to chaotic. “That citizen was a suspect. When we attempted to confront him, he ran, which seemed to indicate his guilt. He chose to flee, and he caused the wreck. Yes, Gray pulled him out of the van, but let him go as soon as he confirmed the suspect wasn’t our guy.”

“And in the meantime, the actual raven mocker escaped.”

John ground his teeth together. “Not exactly, sir. Even with the unintended diversion, Gray tracked the raven mocker and prevented another death. Unfortunately, the NHE is capable of flight, and escaped before Gray could apprehend him.”

“Actually, you didn’t prevent a death.” Barillo pulled a sheet of paper from atop the pile on his desk. “You just shifted it to someone else. Ana Oliveira was at home with her family, not far from Quigley’s apartment. There was a noise of wings, and the sound of a crow or raven outside. Ms. Oliveira thought a bird had been injured and went to look for it. Her body was found just a short distance away, with the heart missing.”

A sick feeling pooled in John’s gut. In trying to save one person, they’d inadvertently condemned another to die in her place. “It won’t happen again. We’ve spoken to Quigley’s daughter—she didn’t have any immediate ideas where he might have gone, but she might still think of something. Additionally, we have an APB out on Quigley, and I’ll send his picture to the local news stations. We’ll find him.”

“You’d better. And I want it done with as little fuss as possible. No car wrecks, no terrorizing citizens, just a nice, clean arrest.” Barillo went around his desk and sat down in his chair. “Of if you have to put him down, do it quietly, away from the public eye. SPECTR is under enough scrutiny as it is.”

*   *   *

Caleb looked up in response to a light knock on the half-open office door. Zahira stood there, balancing a couple of cardboard boxes in her arms, while trying to hold onto a small rug tucked under her elbow.

“I have a cubicle now!” she said, with far more enthusiasm than anyone had probably ever shown for a cubicle in history. Certainly in Caleb’s experience.

“About time.” Caleb took both boxes from her, waving away her protest. “I’m stronger than I look, thanks to Gray, and I don’t get tired easily. Let me carry them.”

“Thank you.” She shifted her rug from under her arm. “So even when Gray isn’t manifesting, he has a physical effect on you?”

“Yeah,” Caleb muttered, thinking of all the trials and experiments Forsyth ran on him.

“Agent Starkweather said something about your eyes earlier,” she said.

What the hell; he might as well answer. His experience with Forsyth might have left him gun shy, but honestly Zahira didn’t seem the type to start summoning drakul or collecting demons. “I used to wear glasses. The first thing Gray did was fix my eyes.”

She giggled. “Sorry. I’m just imagining him in those glasses with the thick black frames.”

“Oh, they were! Total nerd glasses.” Caleb grinned and shifted the boxes slightly. “I had the whole hippie look going, too.”

“Really?” She glanced at his clothes skeptically.

“This is a uniform,” he protested. “Days off, it’s shorts and a t-shirt.”

“Are the t-shirts tie-dyed?”

“No!” He relented. “Well, not all of them, anyway.”

The buzz of conversation in the cube farm died down as they entered. He caught a flash of teeth as Zahira bit her lip. Then her shoulders went back and a determined expression crossed her face.

“Hey,” Caleb lowered his voice. “It’s me, not you.”

She adjusted the drape of her hijab around her shoulders. “Thank you, but I doubt it.”

“Then it isn’t only you. Trust me.” He glanced down at her. “No one’s given you any trouble, have they? Because some of the people here are real dicks.”

“No, no.” She stopped. “Here we are. Cubicle sweet cubicle.”

Caleb put the boxes on the desk. As she propped the small rug against a filing cabinet, he said, “Is that a prayer rug?”

“Yes.”

He looked around uncertainly. The nearby agents who had been staring hurriedly turned back to their computers. “Listen, if you need somewhere private, where people won’t be gawking at you while you’re trying to pray, you can use our office. Just let us know and we’ll clear out for a few minutes.”

Her look of relief told him she’d worried about it. “Are you certain? Thank you.”

“No problem.” Caleb hadn’t been big on religion even before Gray, but it seemed pretty important to Zahira. “I’ll leave you to organize your stuff. If anything comes up, I’ll text you.”

“Thanks,” she said. “I—”

“Jansen!”

Startled, Caleb turned and saw a big, burly agent walking toward them. What was the guy’s name? Rodriguez. And he didn’t look happy. “What?” Caleb asked.

An invisible force punched Caleb hard in the chest, sending him into the cubicle wall.


Chapter 8

“The fuck?” Caleb yelled.

Rodriguez unleashed another blast of TK, shoving Caleb onto the floor. Gray surged up, and their teeth started to shift, claws slipping free from their fingertips.

No! Shit, don’t, not yet, not against another agent!

“He is attacking us!”

Let me handle it.

“Stop it!” Zahira shouted, grabbing Rodriguez’s arm. “What are you doing?”

Caleb rolled into a crouch. “Do that again and we’ll rip your fucking head off,” he snarled at Rodriguez, Gray’s deeper rumble bleeding into the words.

Rodriguez’s face lost none of its angry flush. “To hell with you, Jansen, you son of a bitch! What happened to Adrian was your fault!”

“Who the fuck is Adrian?” Since it didn’t look like Rodriguez was going to start knocking him around again, Caleb rose to his feet. Still, he held himself warily, ready to fight back if he needed to.

“You don’t even know his name.” Fury contorted Rodriguez’s face, as if Caleb had delivered a personal insult. “Adrian Cortez was my nephew. Quarterback for the Cougars, wanted to go on to play college ball. Maybe NFL. He had his whole damned life ahead of him, and now he’s dead because of you.”

“Whoa.” Caleb held up his hands. Was Rodriguez high or just crazy? “I don’t know what you’re talking about, so why don’t you back off? I kill demons, not kids.” But hadn’t the guy they saved from lycanthrope possession been a teen? “Oh hell. The werewolves. The ones whose forty days were up. One of them was your cousin?”

Zahira winced. “I’m so sorry,” she told Rodriguez. “But you know Caleb didn’t have a choice.”

“It’s his fault they did it in the first place.” Rodriguez wiped angrily at his eyes. “He’s
 walking around after months of being possessed, like everything is fine! Of course people are going to see that and think they can do it too. What the hell is Kaniyar thinking?”

“Caleb’s situation is different,” Zahira said.

“Wait a minute.” Caleb took a step toward Rodriguez. “How did your cousin even know about me?” There might be rumors—hell, there had to be—but this sounded like something more.

Zahira moved away from Rodriguez. “You didn’t tell him, did you?” she asked. “This is classified information!”

“I didn’t tell anyone but my wife,” Rodriguez said defensively. “I didn’t have a choice! She had the right to know why I ran for my Glock every time I heard a rumble of thunder. I didn’t realize she’d told anyone, but she and her sister have always been close.”

“And the kid overheard and, what, decided having the speed and strength of a lycanthrope would make him a better football player? And talked some of his teammates into it?” Caleb’s hand curled into a fist. “We need to get down to the high school, right now.”

“Why, so you can kill some more kids, drink their blood like you did Adrian’s?” Rodriguez demanded. “Why don’t you do that, huh? Or take Starkweather with you, let him show off his little trick. Has he performed it in front of you yet, rookie?”

“Trick?” Zahira asked blankly.

“Oh, he hasn’t told you?” The fury drained out of Rodriguez, but his voice took on a nasty edge. “Starkweather doesn’t need an exorcism circle to remove NHEs anymore.”

“Don’t,” Caleb said, but of course no one listened to him.

“How?” Zahira glanced from Rodriguez to Caleb, then back again. “It isn’t possible.”

“It is if you’re taking it up the ass from an NHE.” Rodriguez looked like he wanted to laugh at the shock on her face. “Bad enough Starkweather is screwing a faust, but he had to go and fuck the drakul too.”

Caleb’s heart drummed against his ribs, and claws pricked his palm. “Go to hell, Rodriguez,” he growled. Fuck, he needed to get out of here. The last thing he needed was for Gray to vamp out in the middle of the damned cube farm.

A crowd had gathered, drawn by the commotion. They parted hastily as Caleb stalked through. “You and Starkweather are a pair of sick fucks!” Rodriguez yelled after him.

Caleb gave him the one-finger salute without looking back. “Drop dead,” he said. “And that goes for the rest of you, too. I should’ve let Forsyth eat every damn one of you.”

*   *   *

John let out a sigh as he threw the sedan into park in front of the condo. “Long day,” he said. Between the lack of sleep from the night before, getting his ass chewed out by Barillo, and an emergency trip to the high school to exorcize half the football team, he wanted to curl up on the couch and stare mindlessly at the TV until he passed out.

At the least they’d gotten there before anyone else was hurt. Due to the number of potential fausts, John had gotten permission to exorcise on site instead of bringing them all back to HQ. Of course, Barillo still wanted him to use the standard circle, candles, and incense routine, which meant a ten minute job took all afternoon.

“Yeah,” Caleb said. He’d been quiet the whole ride home, staring out the window, one hand loosely intertwined with John’s.

“Want to talk about it?” John offered.

Caleb climbed out of the car. Once they were in the cool interior of the condo, he shrugged off his coat and boots, then sank down on the couch. “If we’d been able to hold onto the raven mocker last night, Ana Oliveira would still be alive.”

“You did everything you could.” John went to the fridge and took out a couple of cold beers. “No one can ask more.”

“It wasn’t enough. How many more will he kill before we catch him?”

John sat down beside Caleb and handed him a beer. “It’s not your fault, babe. Or Gray’s. Those deaths are on Quigley, not you.”

“I can’t stop thinking about why he did it.” Caleb shoved his hair out of his face with one hand. “It’s not fair.”

“No, it isn’t,” John agreed.

“Although at least it’s a better reason for summoning demons than winning a fucking high school football game.”

“Not your fault either.” John put aside his beer and took Caleb’s hands in his. “Look at me. You didn’t do anything wrong. Rodriguez screwed up, and he’ll lose his job for it, no doubt about it. At least he came clean and we got to the high school before the kids went full lycanthrope in the middle of math class.”

“I guess.” Caleb didn’t seem convinced, but let it go. “Do you think Zahira will request another assignment?”

They hadn’t taken her to the high school with them. Only one exorcist was really needed, and she had her cubicle to organize. Or so John told himself. It sounded better than being afraid to face her.

“Probably,” he said heavily. “Barillo said…shit. I didn’t want to upset you, but he said no one else would take the job. That’s why we ended up with someone just out of the Academy instead of an experienced agent. She wanted
 the job…but they didn’t tell her everything.”

Caleb looked away. “Figures.”

“Hey.” John freed one of his hands, reached up and swept Caleb’s long hair aside, so he could see Caleb’s face. “I know it’s been hard lately. You’ve had a shitty seven months by anyone’s standards.”

Caleb’s mouth quirked into what might have been the ghost of a smile. “It hasn’t been a cake walk for you, either.”

“Yeah, but at least I started out with SPECTR. This is all new to you. And to Gray. It’s a huge change for you both.”

“Gray says all this is just mortal nonsense.” Caleb shook his head. “One of his previous hosts was hung by the British Navy for being gay, so I guess he’s got a weird sort of perspective.”

Caleb had tried to explain what Gray’s memories were like, although John wasn’t entirely sure anyone else could understand. Colorless, because for whatever reason Gray didn’t perceive color before possessing a living body. Stripped of emotion. Just facts recorded in decaying neurons, to be puzzled over during long hours lying in a grave, until it was time to hunt again.

Strange to think he’d fallen in love with someone who had walked the earth since the days of mud-brick ziggurats. A different order of being, the sort worshipped as a god under different circumstances. John wasn’t sure he was equipped to even begin to understand Gray’s perspective. But he tried.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

Caleb’s mouth twitched. “Yeah, well. At least SPECTR isn’t going to string us up because you’re banging Gray.”

“Even so, I know this is hard,” John said. “None of us need this crap. But the others will come around. What happened at Fort Sumter scared a lot of people, and it sucks, but eventually they’ll realize none of this is a threat to them.”

“Familiarity brings contempt?” Caleb asked.

“If you like.”

Caleb closed his eyes. “Gray doesn’t understand, you know. Why they’re scared. Why you ought to be scared.”

John ran his thumb gently across Caleb’s jawline. “You think I should be afraid? Of what?”

“Us!” Caleb pulled back, desperation showing in his eyes. “Christ, Starkweather, don’t you get it? That night on Fort Sumter, you were the only person dumb enough to come toward
 us instead of running for your life! You could have died!”

He’d never guessed Caleb felt this way. “But I didn’t.”

“Now you sound like Gray.”

John cupped Caleb’s face in both his hands, forcing his lover to look at him. “Babe…I won’t pretend I wasn’t afraid. But I know you, and Gray. This is all about trust, from beginning to end. From the first time you and I fell into bed together. Physically speaking, you could kill me in a heartbeat at any point while we’re making love. So I either trust you’ll never hurt me, or we’re done. End of the line for us.” He shook his head. “I had to believe in you both. And my belief, my trust, was confirmed a thousand times over. The last thing I’ll ever be is afraid of you.”

Tears shone on Caleb’s lashes. “I hope you’re right. I have dreams where we killed you, and Gray doesn’t understand why, and everyone at work hates me, and people are dying because I didn’t stop the raven mocker, and those stupid fucking high schoolers, and…and…”

“Shh.” John put his arms around Caleb, hauling him close. “It’s okay to be upset.” He stroked Caleb’s hair gently. “Just let it out.”

“Why do you have to be so damn understanding?” Caleb mumbled into his shoulder.

“Because I love you.” John closed his eyes and pressed his face into Caleb’s hair. “More than anything.”

*   *   *

Caleb sat on the balcony in the growing darkness, his belly pleasantly full of baked tofu. Comfort food, for him anyway, which John made without asking.

Poor John. He was under at least as much stress, and here he was stuck taking care of Caleb.

“It makes him feel better.”

Which was actually a pretty astute observation, coming from Gray, who didn’t always get the nuances of human interaction.

John slid open the balcony door. A moment later, his hands settled on Caleb’s shoulders, and a kiss pressed against his hair. Caleb bent his head back over the chair and kissed John more thoroughly.

“Any news?” Caleb asked, although if there had been, John would have said something already.

“No. Nothing on the APB.” John sighed. “I looked at the files again, along with everything we have on raven mockers. If there’s a clue, I can’t find it.”

“So we wait?”

“I’m afraid so.”

Waiting was something Caleb had never been good at.

“Mortals are so impatient. Sometimes you must let the prey come to you.”

Gray had a patience no one human could hope to match. After decades in coffins and tombs, waiting for a staked body to decay enough to hop to the next available corpse, Caleb being upset over a few days seemed absurd to him. But people are going to die during those days.


“And we have no means of preventing it. There is no point to worrying about what you cannot change.”

It’s the mortal way.

“So I have noticed.”

Well…I do have one idea for passing the time. It doesn’t involve just sitting around waiting for Quigley to break cover. But I suppose if you aren’t interested…


“I did not say that,”
 Gray replied, very quickly. Caleb grinned. So much for patience.

He stretched languidly, his t-shirt riding up to expose his belly. John’s eyes traveled down Caleb’s form, lingering on the exposed wedge of skin. “It’s been a long day,” Caleb said. “Why don’t we go to bed?”

A slow, sexy smile stretched John’s mouth. “That sounds like a wonderful suggestion.”

The air in the bedroom was much cooler than outside. The fan turned slowly above the bed, sending a gentle breeze over Caleb’s skin as he stripped off his shirt. The lamp beside the bed threw a soft glow over the room, outlining the lean muscles of John’s torso. Pale scars showed on his chest, the relic of a close encounter with a ghoul when he’d first been an agent. Once they were both naked, they slid into the bed, sheets thrown back.

They moved slowly, taking their time to touch and explore. Caleb ran his fingers over John’s chest, feeling the texture of the scars against unmarked skin. John kissed him, then trailed a hand down Caleb’s back, to the crack of his ass, and back up again. Gray hovered right under Caleb’s skin, drinking it all in, making the simple touch resonate into something exquisite. John’s cock pressed against their stomach, hot and hard.

“I want to taste you,” Caleb whispered, voice thick with lust.

“Here,” John said, and shifted position on the bed, so they were angled opposite one another, cocks at the level of each other’s mouths. A moment later, his tongue teased the tip of Caleb’s dick.

Caleb grasped the base of John’s cock and gave it a few leisurely strokes. John groaned, the sound becoming muffled as his hot, wet mouth closed on Caleb.

Damn, it felt good.

“Then we should return the favor.”

Caleb’s teeth burned with Gray’s nearness. But there was no danger of fangs showing up; they’d figured out just where the line was, and Gray would stay on his side of it. So Caleb slid their mouth down around John, the taste of musk and salt on his tongue. Caleb wrapped one arm around John’s hip, gripping a buttock.

It was heaven, bodies pressed together, the sensation of John’s mouth on his prick and his own mouth full of John’s. Pleasure resonated between him and Gray, building to a keen edge of ecstasy.

There were times Gray’s patience came in handy. Like while giving long, leisurely blowjobs. Or fucking, when everything was just right, and their concern for John’s more fragile body provided the only constraint.

John nudged Caleb’s knee, and he complied by tilting his leg up, giving John free access to whatever he might want. He tugged on Caleb’s balls, sending a jolt through him. Caleb moaned and responded by redoubling his efforts on John’s cock.

John’s hips jerked slightly, and his thighs tensed. Gray crooned with pleasure, the sound confined to Caleb’s head. Wanting this, needing it.

The warmth around Caleb’s cock disappeared, and John gasped. John’s dick stiffened further in his mouth, and a tremble went through John’s body. Heat and salt filled Caleb’s mouth, the bittersweet taste of come.

He let John’s softening dick slip from his lips. “Goddess,” John mumbled. Then attacked Caleb’s cock like a starving man, sucking and slurping with renewed gusto.

Caleb closed his eyes and let the feeling flow over him, them. John pulled free briefly; then sucked again, the sensation accompanied by a spit-slick finger pressing against Caleb’s rim. Caleb moaned at the sensation, John’s mouth on his cock and finger in his ass, and to hell with patience.

He cried out, shuddering as he shot down John’s throat. White flashes sparked like lightning against the inside of his eyelids.

The bed dipped as John shifted his weight. Caleb opened his eyes to find John facing him, a satisfied smirk on his lips. “Enjoy?”

“Your ego is already big enough, Starkweather,” Caleb mumbled. He flung his arm and leg over John, cuddling close. “But yes, in case you couldn’t tell, we enjoyed.”

“Hey, I’m satisfying two men at once. I’ve got a reason for the ego.”

“Pfft. Keep telling yourself that.” Caleb kissed the nearest available bit of skin, which turned out to be John’s shoulder. “It doesn’t count because we’re in the same body.”

“But you don’t want exactly the same things.”

Caleb grinned against John’s skin. “Stop being all logical. My brain isn’t working right now.”

John only chuckled and kissed him again.


Chapter 9

The ringing of his phone brought John up out of sleep. Caleb mumbled something incoherent and tried to pull the pillow over his head. Energy shifted, from a low hum to a distinct tingle against John’s skin, and a moment later Gray lay there, eyes open and watchful.

John rolled over and felt for his discarded pants. Three in the morning—no wonder Gray shifted to alert mode, whether Caleb wanted to or not. There was no such thing as good news this time of night.

He didn’t recognize the number. “Hello?”

“A-agent Starkweather?” The voice was nothing more than a frightened whisper.

He sat up quickly. “Yes?”

“This is Evelyn Quigley. You s-said I could call you?”

The fear in her tone banished the last fuzziness of sleep. “Ms. Quigley, is your father there?”

“Yes. He thinks I’m in the bathroom. He’s not himself. I’m scared.”

Sekhmet, Devourer of Evil, watch over her. “Can you get out of the house without him realizing? Through a back door?”

“N-no. I don’t…don’t think so.”

“All right.” John swung his legs out of the bed. Gray was already up and moving—or rather, Caleb was, since apparently putting on clothes was the sort of mortal foolishness Gray preferred to delegate. “We’re on our way. Just sit tight. Help is coming.”

*   *   *

Thank Goddess, traffic was light so late at night. Even so, John felt the seconds slipping away as he drove like a maniac through the street, siren screaming as he blasted through red lights and stop signs. Caleb clung to the passenger seat with one hand, the phone with the other.

“Zahira? It’s Caleb. We need your help.” Caleb spoke rapidly, as if afraid to give her a chance to say no. “Evelyn Quigley just called—the raven mocker is at her house. We—oh. Okay.”

He hung up. “She’s on her way,” he said, sounding surprised.

“She’s a good agent, and this is as much her case as ours,” John replied. “Zahira isn’t the type to let someone else get hurt.” Even if it meant working with them.

As they neared Evelyn’s house, John killed the siren. No sense letting the raven mocker know they were coming. John parked a few doors down. The street was quiet, most of the houses dark at this hour. The streetlights hummed softly, and the muted sound of a television drifted from nearby. Lights shone in the front rooms of Evelyn’s house, but not the back.

Zahira pulled up behind John’s car and climbed out. “What’s the plan?” she asked as they met on the sidewalk.

John had been wondering that himself. If only they knew the entire layout of the house.

“We don’t have time to waste,” he decided. “Zahira, you and I will go to the front door and knock. Caleb, you and Gray come in through the back. Be as stealthy as you can—the second the raven mocker catches a whiff of Gray, he’ll run for it.”

“Got it,” Zahira said with a firm nod.

“Be careful,” Caleb said. He slipped away down the narrow driveway separating the house from its neighbor. Thanks to his black clothing and hair, he seemed to melt away into the night.

John and Zahira climbed the front porch steps. “Get ready,” John said, drawing his Glock. Zahira silently did the same.

The porch creaked under John’s weight, and he winced. So much for being stealthy. The curtains blocked the windows, letting only a dim glow escape from inside, and preventing them from seeing whether anyone was even in the front rooms.

Bursting in with guns blazing might not be the best thing. If Quigley wasn’t entirely gone, he might let Evelyn answer the door, if only to keep trouble to a minimum. Or, if the raven mocker had taken over completely, to get another victim.

Motioning for Zahira to stay to one side of the door, John took a deep breath and knocked.

Nothing. Silence.

Damn it.

John raised his hand again. Before he could repeat the knock, a scream sounded from inside. “Help! Help me!”

The door was unlocked. John slammed it open, hard enough to strike anyone who might have been lurking behind it. It crashed into the wall even as he and Zahira piled through. “Federal agents!” he shouted.

Evelyn lay on the floor of the living room, her body curled protectively around the mound of her belly. The raven mocker stood above her, and the stench of rotten eggs filled the small room. Greasy feathers jutted from its malformed arms, shedding sparks onto the carpet. It reached a clawed hand toward Evelyn.

“Stop!” John barked. He moved rapidly to the right, Zahira going left, both of them with their weapons trained on the raven mocker. “Step away from her now.”

Was there anything left of Quigley inside? Or were they too late?

“Please, Daddy,” Evelyn sobbed from the floor. “Please don’t hurt me!”

The raven mocker’s twisted face split into a grin. “Your father thought to live to see the child,” it said in a voice like the updraft of a forest fire. “But the babe’s heart will give me many sweet years instead.”

John fired, but the raven mocker lunged toward Evelyn, and the shot embedded itself in the wall.

Etheric energy crackled against his skin, as a roar of anger shook the beams of the old house. The raven mocker grabbed one of the chairs and swung it, even as Gray surged from the back room. The chair disintegrated in a shower of fabric and wood, and sent Gray into the wall. Picture frames cracked and fell around him.

John fired, but the shot only caught feather. Then the raven mocker was on him.

A heavy blow from one wing numbed his arm and sent his Glock flying. The stench of scorched feathers and sulfur enveloped him as the raven mocker jerked him closer. One wing wrapped around his shoulders, claws resting against the vulnerable skin of his throat. The other…

Heat blazed in John’s chest, the sensation bordering on painful. Looking down past the matt of greasy feathers, he saw the raven mocker’s fingers disappear seamlessly through his shirt. Sparks shed from the wings left little scorch marks on the cotton.

The demon let out a raven-like croak, which might have been a laugh. “Don’t move,” it told Gray. “Or I’ll rip your friend’s heart out and eat it in front of your eyes.”

*   *   *

Gray snarls, and fury trembles in his veins. Every instinct prompts him to leap forward, to sink his teeth deep into the raven mocker’s neck and drink.

But the demon has John.

Gray will tear it apart.

“You can’t! It’ll kill John!”

The very thought makes Gray ache and sends a sick sensation through him, one he never experienced before possessing Caleb. Before falling in love with John.

Fear.

The demon edges toward the open door, dragging John with it. Wisps of smoke curl up from the carpet, from John’s shirt and suit. John’s face is pale, his eyes wide. Is he in pain?

“Oh hell. It’s trying to get him outside, so it can fly off with him.”

“Let him go,” Gray orders the demon.

It croaks again, laughing at him. “So you can kill me? I know what you are.”

Gray doubts it. If the raven mocker had ever encountered another drakul, it would no longer be alive.


“Unless it flew away, like it did before,”
 Caleb points out. “Shit, who cares? We’ve got to do something!”


“Let him go, and I will not eat you.” It is a sacrifice, but John is more important even than eating demons.

“As though I’d believe you,” the demon says. It is almost at the door now.

“I do not lie,” Gray replies. Bad enough this creature wishes to harm John, but now it must taunt him while doing so. “Mortals lie. Demons lie. I do not.”

The door is directly behind it. Gray’s claws slide free of their sheaths. He cannot let it take John. Perhaps, if he can move fast enough—

The roar of a gun fills the room, painful against Gray’s sensitive hearing.  The raven mocker lets out a shriek as blood bursts free from its right leg. Shock and pain loosen its hold, and John is free.

Gray hurls himself across the room, fangs bared and claws out. The demon crumples to one side, its leg no longer able to support its weight. With the angry cry of a bird, it flails onto the porch.

No. It cannot be allowed to escape a second time.

Wings thrash the air. Even as it rises from the ground, Gray leaps, and fastens onto its back.

*   *   *

John sat up, then caught himself as the world tried to spin. The sound of the gunshot still rang in his ears, and his chest felt uncomfortably warm.

“John? Are you all right?” Zahira crouched beside him. She still held her Glock in her hand, and the smell of cordite filled the air.

“I’m fine. Just dizzy.” He hoped. “Good shooting.”

A brief smile broke through the worry on her face. “Thanks.” Then she sobered again. “The raven mocker took off with Gray on its back.”

Oh hell. “We can’t let it escape,” he said, struggling to his feet. But if it took to the air, how could they hope to find it?

Evelyn Quigley sat up as well, or at least as much as she could in her condition. John hurried to her side. “Ms. Quigley? Don’t try to move. My partner is calling 911.”

Zahira took the hint and made the call while John helped Evelyn to the couch. Her eyes were wild, and her limbs shook. “Daddy was going to kill my baby,” she whimpered.

Goosebumps showed on her arms despite the warmth of the night. John took off his coat and wrapped it around her shoulders. “It wasn’t him any more.”

“EMTs are on the way,” Zahira said.

John hated leaving a pregnant woman in such a state, but any delay meant more people might die. “They’ll be here in a few minutes. Just sit tight, all right?”

She nodded slowly, but he wasn’t entirely sure she heard him. How must she feel, having her child threatened by the thing inside her beloved father’s body? Even worse, did any part of Quigley remain, still conscious but a prisoner inside his own skull? Had he been silently screaming the whole time?

At the moment, it didn’t make any difference. John gave Evelyn one last pat on the shoulder, then hurried out after Zahira.

“We have to find them,” he said as they hit the sidewalk. “Tuning into the police scanner might be our best bet.” It wasn’t much of a plan, but it was all he had.

“Um, I have an idea,” Zahira said with uncharacteristic nervousness.

John stopped beside the car. “Let’s hear it.”

“Gray follows the scent of other NHEs, right?” she asked. “Only it isn’t just a trail of volatile molecules, is it? What he’s following is the etheric disturbance they leave in their wake, and he senses it through smell.”

“In part,” John said. “What are you getting at?”

“Gray’s incredibly powerful. That sort of energy leaves a mark on the world as he passes through, especially when he’s manifesting. A trail.”

John frowned. “I suppose. But it doesn’t do us any good.”

“But it might?” She gestured at the sky. “We’re exorcists—we can sense etheric energy. Sometimes we see it, like in an exorcising circle, and sometimes it’s a smell, or a feeling like touch, and sometimes it’s all of the above.”

With every passing second the raven mocker got further away. “Get to the point, Agent Noorzai.”

She straightened sharply. “If your powers are boosted the way Agent Rodriguez seems to think, can you use your ability to follow Gray’s wake?”

He started to deny it, then caught himself. Was it possible? A lesser NHE wouldn’t leave much of a trail, but a being like Gray?

“It’s worth a shot,” he said. “Hold on a minute.”

He took a deep, centering breath and pretended he was in an ordinary exorcist circle, instead of on the street with lives on the line. Deep breaths. Sekhmet, Great Defender. Queen of the Wastelands, Eye of Ra, Lady of a Thousand Names. Steady my hand, open my eye, and restore ma’at to the world.


Traces of etheric energy still hung like a mist around the house, almost faded beyond his ability to perceive. But as he raised his eyes to the sky, he saw it. The stars shimmered and glittered, as if reality was just the surface of a lake, and something vast had just passed underneath.

“There,” he said, pointing.

“It worked?” Even Zahira seemed surprised. Then a delighted grin spread across her face. “I knew it! Well, I didn’t know, but—never mind,” she added hastily at his look. “I’ll drive, and you can tell me where to go. Inshallah, we won’t be too late.”

*   *   *

The demon squawks a protest as Gray’s claws sink deep into its shoulders. Its misshapen wings battle the air, hauling them higher even with Gray’s added weight. Wind tears at Gray’s hair and coat. The smell of scorched feathers and spoiled eggs rises around him, and sparks stream from its wings. He tightens his legs around its hips, preparatory to biting—

The world swings wildly, ground suddenly above them as the demon spins in the air. The lights of the city blaze in the dark, startlingly far below. Gravity tugs at Gray’s body, and he tightens his grip in an effort not to be dislodged.

“Shit, it’s a long way down!”

They can survive such a fall…but Gray would prefer not to experience it nonetheless.

The raven mocker straightens—but only briefly, before swooping into a dive, then back up. “It’s trying to shake us off,”
 Caleb points out, rather unnecessarily in Gray’s opinion.

It will not succeed.

But the wild movements mean he must concentrate on hanging on, rather than finding an angle to bite. He can only cling to the raven mocker. Embarrassment creeps through him; he is glad John isn’t here to see this.

“John. God. I hope he’s okay.”

Worry is distracting, and the raven mocker’s sudden swoop upward nearly dislodges Gray from its back. He growls, furious with it and himself. This must end; he must do something to cripple the demon’s flight before it can succeed in shaking him loose.

“Look—we’re heading for the Cooper River Bridge.”

Light blazes before them, illuminating a vast span leaping the black line of the river. Great cables of twisted steel spread fan-like from the two huge, diamond-shaped towers. From a distance, it looks oddly delicate, as though the bridge were made of string rather than metal and concrete.

And the raven mocker is making directly for it.

Good.

They hurtle over the salt marshes along the banks of the river, then cross above the bridge itself. Headlights stream along the roadbed, traffic sparser now at this hour, but still more crowded than Gray would prefer. Not so long ago, the setting of the sun sent mortals fleeing indoors, leaving him free to hunt without the inconvenience of discovery. Now they bring day into night, never ceasing in their activity.

“Yeah, yeah, we can yell at them to get off our lawn later. Do you have a plan or not?”

I was waiting for the opportune moment.

Which is coming up fast. He feels the raven mocker tense beneath him, signaling its intent even though it doesn’t mean to. When it rolls to one side, Gray flings all of his weight in the same direction.

The demon doesn’t expect such a move. Rather than a controlled, if steep, bank, they tumble through the air in a spin. The raven mocker tries to right itself, but Gray bites blindly, fangs scraping across its spine.

The wound isn’t serious to such a creature, but the pain shocks it into flinching. The final, inadvertent flex of wings alters their course again. One of the towers rears up ahead of them, and they slam into it with bone-snapping force.

*   *   *

Zahira drove rapidly through the streets, changing course whenever John ordered her to. At least this time of night there wasn’t much in the way of traffic. Still, John’s heart sank when the rapidly vanishing evidence of Gray’s passage seemed to lead in one specific direction.

“The Cooper River Bridge,” he said. “Maybe the raven mocker wants to lose us in the marshes to either side? Or go to ground on Drum Island?”

“Can you tell how far behind them we are?” she asked.

“I don’t know. I’ve never done this before.” He glanced briefly at her. Her expression was set, brows pulled tight in concentration as she maneuvered the car through the streets. Returning his gaze to the sky, he said, “I’m sorry you had to find out about…things…the way you did. Barillo doesn’t want me to spread the word around. I’m under orders not to perform exorcisms outside of a circle, and…well. Even so, you were assigned to us, and I should have said something to you.”

A tractor-trailer chugged slowly up the on ramp to the interstate and bridge. Zahira’s mouth tightened, and she edged the car to one side, then the other, but there was no way around the slower vehicle.

“Were?” she asked, sounding confused. “Is Barillo reassigning me?”

Her question caught him off guard. “I…we…assumed you’d request a new assignment. And I understand,” he added hurriedly. “I’m not angry.”

“Maybe you should be.” Her face creased into a scowl. “I don’t know exactly what happened on Fort Sumter—it might be the sort of thing no one who wasn’t there can really understand. But I like you, and Caleb, and Gray, and I like working with you.”

“The trail is staying with the bridge,” John said, but despite everything his heart lightened slightly. “So you don’t have a problem with any of it?”

The ripples on reality grew stronger, distorting a more concentrated path across the sky. Were they closing in?

“If you’re referring your personal lives, that’s your business. But no, I don’t have a problem with either you being gay or sleeping with Gray.” She shrugged. “I’m not blind—I could see you and Caleb had a connection. And Gray…” A little grin replaced the scowl. “Don’t ever tell my mother I said this, but I don’t blame you at all. He’s pretty freaking cute.”

John laughed. “My lips are sealed. Seriously, though, I’m glad. And—”

A dark shape plummeted from atop the bridge and slammed into the trailer ahead of them.


Chapter 10

For a moment, Gray tumbles free, the world spinning around him. Then he strikes one of the huge cables. Two claws snap off, snagged in the twisted steel, but his momentum slows enough for the rest to catch.

They hang from the cable, high above bridge and river. The rumble of traffic sounds from beneath, nearly lost beneath the moan of the wind around the wires. Gray hauls himself up onto the wire and balances on it, coat snapping around him in the breeze.

“Shit. Where’s the demon?”

There. The creature crouches atop the tower. One wing dangles uselessly, blood and broken bone showing through the feathers. Does it need to feed in order to undo the damage? Or can it heal enough to fly away using the lives it has already stolen?

“We can’t give it the chance.”

Agreed.

Gray swings from cable to cable, making his way up the span toward the height of the tower. The shiny black eyes of the raven mocker focus on him, and it croaks a challenge. Sparks shed from its burning wings, blowing madly in the wind.

“I am ready for you,” it caws, folding its good wing to reveal a clawed hand. “How much life, how much power, will the heart of a god give me?”

Gray balances on a cable, only feet away now. “I am drakul,” he says, because apparently even demons wish to label things. “And I do not fear you.”

He bursts into motion, rushing the last few feet, even as the screaming wind catches his coat and tries to tear him free of the bridge. He lands atop the tower, Caleb’s telekinesis pushing them those last few critical inches.

The raven mocker is ready for them. Its hand reaches for their chest. Claws sink through
 the protective leather of their coat, through skin and muscle and bone.

And close around their beating heart.

His claws rake across the demon’s face. It bites his hand, hard, teeth crunching onto bone. Agony flares through every nerve as it tugs on their heart, seeking to wrench the organ free.

Perhaps they can heal from such a wound. But there is more at play here than the physical. The heart is the raven mocker’s key to the etheric, just as blood is for Gray.

This is not good. The creature might be able to kill them in this fashion.

Gray seizes the arm currently buried in his chest and bites deep.

It screams, and suddenly its hand is a solid thing, tearing a wound through chest and shredding muscle and bone. Their heart bumps against its claws, blood pouring free. But its grip loosens.

Gray kicks free from the tower, wrenching away from its hungry grasp.

And he falls.

*   *   *

“That was Gray!” John shouted, even as Zahira stood on the brakes.

Tires screamed, both from their sedan and the tractor-trailer in front of them. The big rig slewed sideways, broken trailer swaying violently, before the aluminum side gave way under shifted cargo. Boxes spilled free, splitting open as they struck pavement and releasing hundreds of yellow rubber duckies across the roadbed.

The seatbelt cut into John’s chest, and pain flared again where the raven mocker had touched him, like a bad sunburn. More tires screamed behind them, and he closed his eyes and braced for impact.

Somehow, no one plowed into them. Clouds of smoke drifted past the window, along with the stink of hot brakes. Horns honked angrily in the distance.

When he was certain they weren’t going to get hit by another car, John flung open the door and climbed out. “Stay in your vehicles!” he shouted as drivers behind them began to do the same. Zahira took out her badge and held it aloft.

“SPECTR agents!” she called. “Stay in your vehicles! Sir, that means you,” she added as the truck driver climbed down from his cab.

“Look at this shit!” he shouted, pointing at the wrecked trailer. “My insurance ain’t gonna cover this!”

Where was Gray? John stepped closer to the shattered trailer. A rubber ducky squeaked under his shoe. Caleb should have cushioned their fall with his TK—unless Gray had been too badly injured to relinquish control.

“Gray?” he called as he sidled up to the broken trailer, Glock in his hand. “Caleb?”

Nothing. No movement among the cracked and twisted metal of the trailer. No shift of rubber ducks, sliding away.

The raven mocker couldn’t really injure Gray.

Right?

“John!” Zahira shouted. “Above us!”

John spun to see a dark shape making its way down the nearby tower. One wing dragged, clearly badly damaged. But even if it couldn’t fly, it could still cling like a lizard to the concrete.

Shoving his fear for Caleb and Gray to the back of his mind, John pulled out his Glock and squeezed off three shots. All of them missed.

“Get back in the truck!” Zahira ordered the driver. But he only stood and gaped at the raven mocker, frozen like a deer in front of a mountain lion.

John sighted to fire again. Before he could take aim, the raven mocker leapt free of the tower, wings spread so it fell in a controlled glide. Zahira fired, and it jerked. But gravity was master now, and it fell directly atop the gaping truck driver.

The man crumpled to the ground beneath its weight. One clawed hand lashed out, burying itself in the man’s chest, and he screamed.

John ran toward them, pulling free his silver athame. He couldn’t fire without risking the driver, but if the raven mocker devoured the man’s heart, it would surely heal and escape. Saying a silent prayer to Sekhmet, he lifted the athame—

The raven mocker’s free hand slashed at him, ripping open his shirt and severing his tie. He jerked back, the swing of his athame going wild. The truck driver screamed and thrashed beneath the demon, and it let out a spate of croaking laughter.

Zahira joined John, chanting in what sounded like Arabic, one hand thrust out as she tried to compel the NHE. Surely she could see the forty days were up?

The raven mocker let out a corrupted laugh. “It’s too late to dislodge me,” it said.

“Too late to exorcise you,” she agreed. “But not too late to distract you.”

The side of the trailer ripped open, and Gray burst forth in a shower of yellow duckies. The front of his t-shirt was coated with blood, and bloodied skin showed beneath a hole torn in the cloth. But he was alive and moving, and John’s heart stuttered in his chest at the sight.

The raven mocker shrieked and abandoned the driver. But unable to fly, trapped on the ground, it was easy prey. Gray slammed into it, claws extended, and bore it to the concrete roadbed. Growling furiously, he wrenched its head back with one hand, the other pinning it to the pavement. It croaked frantically, then shrieked as Gray’s head darted forward.

Etheric energy swirled. The raven mocker’s movements grew more sluggish. Gray growled, the sound muffled against flesh as he drank its blood. An odd shudder went through him, before he pulled back reluctantly. The raven mocker’s head thunked to the asphalt. Dead.

Gray raised his head, mouth ringed with blood. His black eyes took in Zahira, then John. Zahira lowered her Glock, and she nodded to him once.

Then he was gone, folded back into Caleb’s slim form. Caleb staggered up, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. A yellow ducky clung to his black hair, snarled amidst the locks.

John hurried to him. “Are you all right?” he asked.

Caleb glanced at the screaming truck driver. Zahira went to kneel beside the man, no doubt trying to get him to stop shrieking for a moment and calm down. “Yeah. It tried to yank out our heart. Shit, I really don’t want to do that again.”

Even though they were on the clock, John slid his arms around Caleb and pulled him close. “Tell Gray no more jumping off bridges. Or bridge towers.”

Caleb snorted. “Not like we had a choice.’” He pulled back a little, gaze going to the remains of the raven mocker. Its body started to rot, as if Quigley died the day he summoned it. “He might have said the same.”

John shook his head. “No. Quigley made a choice. Not to say any of his options were good ones, but he chose to kill other people to extend his own life. Just like those high schoolers chose to summon NHEs of their own free will. And Forsyth chose to try to handle forces he barely even understood, let alone could control. They’re responsible, not you.”

Caleb’s gaze lingered on the body, but John sensed his focus turn inward. Gray adding his two cents, most likely. Then Caleb’s brown eyes met John’s, and he smiled gently. “You always know just what to say. No wonder we love you.”

“Just one of many services I provide,” John agreed. Sirens wailed in the distance, and he looked out over the pile up and traffic jam ensuing. “Well. A nice, quiet arrest, just like Barillo wanted.”

*   *   *

Given it was almost dawn by the time they finished on the bridge, John didn’t pull the sedan into the parking garage at SPECTR-HQ until noon the next day. Even though it was Saturday, there was plenty of paperwork to be done, and John knew they wouldn’t be the only ones logging hours on the weekend.

At least Barillo wouldn’t be in to chew his ass. And with any luck, come Monday morning the district chief would calm down and decide he couldn’t disregard the fact the three—four—of them stopped a dangerous NHE with no further casualties.

At least, John sure as hell hoped he couldn’t.

He unsnapped his seat belt, then glanced at Caleb, who had been quiet during the ride in. A little to his surprise, Caleb stared down at a small, white business card he held loosely in his hands.

“Babe?” he asked, when Caleb didn’t move.

Caleb looked up, blinking. “Oh. We’re here. Sorry. I was lost in thought.”

John indicated the card. “What about?”

“The paranormal rights group.” Caleb held up the card, as if it might make his argument for him.

“That’s the card Nigel gave you?”

“Yeah. I…shit. Don’t take this the wrong way, okay?” Caleb didn’t meet John’s gaze, instead staring at his jeans. “I just feel like I need something outside of SPECTR. A place I can go and hang out, and just be Caleb Jansen, telekinetic.”

“I understand,” John said.

“Do you? Because Gray doesn’t see the point.” Caleb sighed and rubbed at his eyes. “Not to say he thinks I’m trying to…I don’t know, pretend like he isn’t there, isn’t important to me. But he doesn’t really get anything that isn’t food or fucking.”

John reached over and took Caleb’s hand in his. “You know that isn’t true.” Gray had listened to John even before they became lovers, even when he’d thought John meant to put him down like any dangerous NHE. “Gray’s smart. He thinks things through.”

“So do tigers.” Caleb snorted. “They’re smart predators, but no one’s going to invite one to be on the debate team, right?”

It was a distraction, so John ignored it. “What is this really about, babe?”

Caleb bit his lip. “I just worry what you’ll think.”

Finally. “If Gray is okay with you hanging out with people who don’t know you’re possessed, then I’m not the one to say otherwise,” John said gently. “And if you want to do something on your own, away from me and SPECTR, I’m fine with it.”

Caleb gave him a searching look. “Are you sure? Because I love you—”

“I know.” John caught Caleb’s hand and brought it to his mouth, pressing a kiss against the knuckles. “You don’t have to justify it, okay? We’re a couple, and I’m in this for the long haul. But part of that is letting you have your own things which don’t necessarily involve me.”

Uncertainty darkened Caleb’s brown eyes. “Yeah, but…what about you? You’ve dealt with plenty of bullshit yourself lately.”

“True,” John allowed. “Who knows, maybe I’ll take up a hobby while you’re at your meetings. Maybe head down to the gay club, see if I can—ow!”

Caleb punched him lightly in the shoulder. “Asshole. And, no, Gray, he isn’t serious. Jesus, you need to figure out sarcasm.”

There were so many weird conversational pitfalls he’d stumbled into over the last few months. But it came with being in love with Gray, and he wouldn’t have it any other way. “Gray, darling, listen to Caleb. It was a stupid joke.”

Gray didn’t manifest, but Caleb gave a little shake of his head. “See?
 Christ, you’d think somebody who’d eaten his way across most of the world over a few millennia would be a little more confident. Okay, yes, I get this is the first time you’ve been in love. Even so.”

John leaned in, his forehead touching Caleb’s. “Tonight I’ll show you guys exactly how much I want you.”

“I know. And Gray does too—he’s just a drama queen.” Caleb kissed John softly. “Not to say I’m turning down the offer, mind you. Now let’s get inside before I give into temptation and blow you right here and now. Wouldn’t want to give the guards watching the security footage too much of a thrill.”

When they arrived at their office, John slowed. A sweetgrass basket sat on the floor just outside, adorned with a balloon and containing several objects, one of them fuzzy.

“Is that…a gift basket?” Caleb asked incredulously.

“Let me look at it,” John said. If someone had tried to haze Caleb after all he’d gone through the last few days, John would take the evidence straight to Barillo and demand something be done. And if Barillo still refused…

Director Kaniyar might still have time for a man who’d served as a loyal field agent, even if it did mean skipping way up the chain of command to talk to her. And to hell with Barillo if he had a problem with it.

The balloon floating above the basket read “Thank You.” Inside sat a large teddy bear wearing a black cape and with Hollywood’s idea of vampire fangs glued to the stitched seam of its mouth. John sniffed it, but didn’t catch so much as a whiff of garlic. Included with the teddy were a bottle of dragon’s blood scented bubble bath and a bit of body oil.

And a card, addressed to Caleb.

“Here,” John said, passing the card along. He picked up the basket, unlocked the door, and led the way inside while Caleb read. “What does it say?”

John turned to see an actual grin on Caleb’s face. “Dear Caleb and Gray,” he read aloud, “Thank you for not letting Forsyth eat us all. Sincerely, Karl.”

“Huh.” John put down the basket.

“Yeah.” Caleb picked up the teddy bear and shook his head. “Okay, I might be living the goth stereotype, but at least I don’t have a cape.”

“Not yet,” John agreed. Caleb stuck out his tongue…but John noted he carefully set the teddy bear on top of their filing cabinet, in view of his desk.

“So, a soak in the tub later?” John asked, shaking the bubble bath seductively.

Caleb wrinkled his nose. “I don’t think Karl realizes just how sensitive to artificial smells NHEs really are. But if it gets you naked…”

“Like you need an excuse.”

“True.” Caleb slid his arms around John and bent for a kiss. “So don’t bother—I know what you’re going to say.”

“And that is?”

“First Karl, tomorrow the rest of the office. Three months from now we’ll all be holding hands and singing kumbaya.”

“Goddess, I hope not. I can’t sing worth a damn.”

Caleb only shook his head and kissed John again, his lips tender. “Point, missing it. I just mean, if you say it’s going to get better…I believe you. And even if it isn’t, even if every other SPECTR agent on earth hates me, I’m in this to the end with you. We are.”

John swallowed against the constriction in his throat. “And I’m with you. Above all else.”

“I’m glad.” Caleb drew back with a grin that promised all sorts of things. “But for now, this paperwork isn’t going to fill itself out.”

“True enough,” John agreed. And settled in to work across from his lovers, the balloon drifting like a promise above their heads.
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