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Chapter 1

Gray balances amidst the branches of a live oak, every sense attuned to the night. The warm, wet wind brings him many scents; more than he’d ever imagined existing in the long millennia spent in dead bodies. Now that he is clothed in living flesh, the world has unfolded into colors and smells and sounds.

He tips his head back, breathing deep. Spoiled fish and soured milk waft from a nearby garbage bin, accompanied by the sweet exhalations of gardenias. The August day baked the streets, and hot asphalt mixes with fading car exhaust. So many things to smell, but not the one he seeks.


“Why are we here?”
 Caleb asks. “Not in general, but in this part of the city?”


Caleb is mortal, and thus impatient. But that is all right. It is his body Gray inadvertently leapt into, during the few seconds Caleb died.

Being with Caleb allows Gray to feel these sensations, and more. Pain and ecstasy, joy and sorrow, and above all love.

They left John sleeping in their bed. They have hunted many, many demons over the last month. Lycanthropes, ghouls, and a therianthrope which took on the shape of a twisted alligator. Even Gray has not seen so many demons in such a short time, and John’s body is mortal and has limitations theirs does not. He didn’t stir when they slid from beneath the covers, dressed, and let themselves out the door.

What if he wakes while they’re gone and wonders why they left without explanation?

Caleb’s impatience is sparked now with worry. “He won’t. But if he does, I’ll just tell him we were restless and went for a run.”


John would believe them, because he trusts them. And now they are breaking that trust.

“You know why. We don’t have a choice. Barillo is just looking for a reason to assign us a different partner. Or worse. If John was involved in hunting this…whatever the hell it is…he’d feel duty-bound to file a report like a good little SPECTR agent. If our hunt became official, and we couldn’t find it, it would give Barillo an excuse to carry out his threats. And that asshole’s not getting any help from me.”

Gray lets out a hiss of frustration. He loves John, but he dislikes all of the mortal rules and foolishness that John cares about so much. If only they could leave this place. Then they could hunt and copulate and live as they wish.

“You know it’s not that easy. And you still haven’t answered my question. Why are we here, out of everywhere in Charleston?”

I have spent five-thousand years hunting prey on this earth. Trust that I know how to track our quarry.

“Demons. You hunted demons. This thing…isn’t.”

Which is the problem to begin with. Mortals summon demons and become possessed. If forty days have not yet passed, an exorcist like John or Zahira can save them and banish the demon. After forty days…

Then they are food.

But this creature, whatever it might be, is not food. Its scent awakens no hunger in Gray. Yet it is not a mortal.

Three times, they have encountered its trail. Once near the condo, with no demon in sight. Then it interfered with their hunt for the vila—though perhaps not intentionally. The third time, however, had been deliberate. It had shown itself to them while they fought the vila, silhouetted against a rainy sky, then vanished.

They have caught its attention, just as it has caught theirs. It will try to track them—is already tracking them, perhaps. Which means it will likely be near the condo. But its hesitation to confront them directly suggests it will look for cover. A place to watch them without being seen. The trees offer the best places of concealment—for it and them alike.


“I suppose that makes sense,”
 Caleb says reluctantly. “And if we don’t find it here?”


Then we will continue the hunt another night. Patience.

Gray slips from tree to tree, then onto a rooftop. He crisscrosses the area between the condo and the street where they first scented the creature, pausing often to sift the wind. There are still many hours to go before dawn, but the longer they’re gone, the more likely John will wake up and realize they left. And perhaps John will accept Caleb’s excuse, but perhaps he will wait for them outside the bedroom and see they dressed not for running, but for hunting.

“You’re right. Maybe we ought to call it a night.”


Perhaps,
 Gray begins. Then the wind shifts, and he smells it. Burning metal and hot stone, mingled with the richness of broken earth. The scent belongs to nothing mortal, yet it stirs no sense of hunger within him.

Before Caleb and John, he would simply have ignored it. Assuming he could even have sensed it while inhabiting a corpse; demons had been the only smell he knew, calling him to the hunt. Likely he would have passed this one by without ever knowing it was there.

Caleb tenses, just beneath the surface of their shared skin. Gray moves slowly, carefully, following the trail but not too quickly. They do not know what this entity intends: if it is curious, or dangerous, or both, or neither.

Another smell joins that of the entity: rot. A decayed body, accompanied by the faintest traces of mange-clotted fur and sour musk.

“A lycanthrope?”

Yes. But dead.

They find the body lying in the middle of a gazebo where they have seen mortal couples wed. The scent of the not-demon lingers around it, already fading. Once he is certain the other entity isn’t lurking nearby, preparing to ambush them, Gray drops to the ground and goes to inspect the lycanthrope.

The bodies possessed by demons decay quickly, as if they had died the day the demon was summoned. Little remains of the lycanthrope at this point: twisted bones, flesh going to black slime, a wretched stench. There is no way to tell how it died.


“But the entity killed it, didn’t it?”
 Caleb is grim. “And left it here for us to find.”


Gray straightens. The wind picks up, threading through the shifting mass of his long hair, bringing with it the last, fading trace of the creature they hunt.


Yes,
 he replies. It did. This was a message.


*   *   *

The moment he stepped into the Paranormally Abled Support System meeting, Caleb felt some of the tension he carried constantly these days slip away. Despite his initial uncertainty, he’d come to look forward to the meetings held every week in the back of a bookstore. Since he lived with John, PASS was the one place he could get completely away from SPECTR bullshit.

A cheery chorus of “Hi, Caleb!” greeted him when he entered. That alone was a nice change of pace from SPECTR, where people tended to greet him with scowls or suspicious looks. And sure, there were definitely exceptions: Zahira and Karl, and a few others. But PASS was the only place everyone seemed genuinely happy to see him.

“‘Bout time your lazy ass showed up,” said Deacon with a wink. He carefully pulled the folding chairs out of storage, using nothing but his TK. “Thought I was going to have to do this by myself.”

As usual, everyone was doing whatever they could with their paranormal talent. Nigel, the group leader, chilled the bottles of soda with cryokinesis, while a pyrokinetic lit scented candles. Which was also a nice change from everyday life, where most people tried not to draw too much attention to their abilities.

The only paranormal ability the group lacked was an exorcist. Which was a good thing, because even the most half-assed exorcist would sense Gray at this close of a range.

“Sorry—wouldn’t want you to break a sweat or anything,” Caleb replied as he took up position by Deacon. “It might mess up your hair.”

Deacon laughed. He and Caleb met for lunch once or twice a week, whenever work didn’t get in the way. Deacon was his point of sanity, a friend outside of all the carnage and horror of SPECTR.

If only Caleb dared tell him about Gray. Possessed people usually meant screaming and death, and he didn’t want to sabotage their friendship. Still, who knew? Maybe eventually he’d work up the courage. Introduce Gray to Deacon.


“I do not find these mortals interesting,”
 Gray informed him. “I do not wish to meet them.”


Your loss.

“I doubt that.”

Caleb shook his head. Seeing the gesture, Deacon frowned slightly. “What’s wrong?”

Crap. Caleb had gotten sloppy, talking to the voice in his head. “Just thinking about work.”

“Sounds like something you should share with the group, then,” put in Nigel. He was ex-SPECTR himself, and besides Deacon, the only person at PASS who knew where Caleb worked.

“Yeah, okay.” As much as he could tell, anyway. Which wasn’t a lot, considering Gray’s involvement in most of it.

Everyone shuffled into the circle once the seats were arranged. As usual, Caleb was the only one without a donut or soft drink. “Health nut,” Haylee the empath teased as she took a seat across from him.

“All that sugar is going to put you in an early grave,” he shot back, though that had nothing to do with why he wasn’t stuffing his face. Truth was, Gray had dialed every sense up to eleven. Soft drinks tasted like battery acid, and artificial sweeteners made him want to gag.

Just one more way he was set apart from the rest of humanity.

“I do not understand why you would wish to be more like these mortals. You are yourself.”

“All right, Caleb,” Nigel said, settling back in his chair. “It sounds like you’re having some problems at work. Is there anything you’d like to share with the group?”

“Yeah.” Caleb wiped his hands on his jeans nervously. “It’s been kind of crazy lately—we’re really busy. So I get that tempers are short. Things have been really strained with my boss, in particular.” Which was putting it lightly, given the district chief had drawn a gun on them the last time they’d been in his office. “He doesn’t like my…status. You know, my paranormal status.” Not quite a lie, since Gray was a part of that. “I’m on probation right now, and things have been fine for the last few weeks, but I can’t help worrying it’s just a temporary reprieve. That he’s just looking for a reason to get rid of me.”

How Barillo would get rid of him, Caleb wasn’t entirely sure. Drop him in a SPECTR black ops hole, most likely. Or try to.

“We will not be imprisoned again.”

They’d barely escaped when Forsyth locked them up, and even that had taken outside help. He’ll try to use John against us.



“We will not allow it.”
 Though how Gray thought they would prevent it, he couldn’t guess.

“That sucks,” Haylee said. “Fucking norms.”

“Haylee,” Nigel said reprovingly. “We do not use slurs against anyone in this space.” He turned to Caleb. “Have you tried speaking to his manager?”

The Executive Assistant Director would be next up the line. Caleb had never met the guy, but he was one of the few who had managed to hang onto his position when Kaniyar took over as Director. Since he’d been the one to appoint Barillo in the first place, Caleb had his doubts. The Charleston office had been the hotbed of rebellion that brought down Forsyth; Barillo’s appointment had been meant to reassure the higher-ups and Congress that the agency line would be toed from here on out. “I haven’t,” he admitted with a shrug. “I have a feeling it wouldn’t do any good.”

“At least try,” Nigel advised. Everyone else nodded.

“Maybe I will.” And why not? Would it really make things worse?

Nigel smiled at him, then glanced around the group. “Who wants to go next?”

“I have some news,” Deacon said. “Good news. I heard from Mike last week.”

The mood shifted; looks of concern appeared around the circle. “How is he?” asked Haylee. “Is he all right? Is he coming back?”

Deacon took a sip of his drink. “He’s doing good. I guess he must be seeing some kind of therapist, because he said someone’s been helping him come to terms with what happened. To not feel scared all the time. He wants to come back to PASS soon and share some tips with us, if that’s all right.”

“Of course,” Nigel said. “Mike will always be welcome here.”

Obviously, this Mike was someone who’d been at the group before Caleb had joined. He didn’t ask, not wanting to waste the group’s time. When the meeting was over, though, he made sure to leave with Deacon. “So who’s Mike?”

They walked side-by-side down the cracked sidewalk. The sun had slipped below the horizon, but waves of heat still rose off the concrete and asphalt.

“That’s right—I forgot he’d left by the time you came to your first meeting.” Deacon shoved his hands in his pockets, his eyes fixed on the sidewalk. “Mike got jumped by some anti-paranormal assholes last spring. They beat him up pretty bad. It’s taken him a while to get his head together.”

“Shit.” Caleb’s gut twisted. At least that was one thing he didn’t have to worry about anymore. If anyone tried to jump him, they’d be in for a nasty surprise—and that was even if Gray didn’t manifest. “Is he going to be okay?”

Deacon shrugged. “I hope so. But things like that…they leave a mark on your soul, don’t they?” He shook his head. “It didn’t help that he and Nigel got into an argument. Nigel went to visit Mike in the hospital, and…well, let’s just say Mike wasn’t in the mood for Nigel’s touchy-feely approach at the time. I think that’s one of the reasons it’s taken him so long to come back. He wanted to do something about it, not let things go and move on.”

“Who wouldn’t?” Caleb said.

“I figured you’d agree.” Deacon paused. “Want me to give you a lift home?”

If they walked, they might come across the not-demon’s trail. “Nah. It’s a nice night. I think I’ll just take a stroll.”

He lingered and watched Deacon drive away. “We should obtain a vehicle,”
 Gray suggested. “Then, when a demon tries to evade us using one, I can follow.”


Caleb snorted. I’m not letting you drive. You don’t even know how.


There came the odd sensation of someone else shuffling through his memories. Flashes of driver’s ed, making out in the old beater he’d owned at the time. The motorcycle safety course at the community college he’d attended for a couple of years. “You know how. Therefore, I do as well.”


Huh. That was interesting. What about what your other hosts knew?


“Some. But it is not as…immediate.”

Right. Because before Caleb, Gray had only inhabited dead bodies. No color, no scent besides the trail of demons, memories faded and worn. No emotion, really; or at least none so intense.


“It was…more peaceful,”
 Gray admitted. “But I prefer this. I prefer you.”



Good thing, since we’re stuck together.
 Their forty days were long past. Now let’s get home and eat something that isn’t full of high fructose corn syrup. I’m starving.



Chapter 2

“All right,” John said the next day, as he shut the door to the exorcism room behind him. “Everyone ready?”

“Ready!” Zahira chirped. After she had seen the footage of Gray fully manifested during the battle at Fort Sumter, John and Caleb had both expected her to react as badly as the rest of the agents. Instead, her enthusiasm had drawn out Gray, who ordinarily ignored everyone but John. He’d agreed to answer whatever questions she might have for him. The outbreak of possessions across Charleston had meant they hadn’t had an opportunity for the interview until now.

Just because Gray had agreed to the interview didn’t mean Caleb was entirely happy about it. “Do we have
 to do this in an exorcism room, Starkweather?” Caleb asked. He rubbed the toe of one heavy black boot against the silver circle set into the floor around the lone chair. The chair itself was made of solid steel, bolted to the floor and equipped with attachment points for chains. “It’s not really making me feel all that comfortable, got to say.”

Zahira clasped her hands together nervously. “We could go to one of the conference rooms instead.”

“If we’re doing this, we should get all the data we can. We chose this room because it’s set up to record video, barometric pressure, and temperature,” John said. “And because no one will disturb us in here, no matter what.” He stepped closer to Caleb and ran a hand lightly down the back of his thick leather coat. “But if it bothers Gray…”

“Gray doesn’t give a damn,” Caleb muttered. He glanced at John, then sighed. “Fine. Let’s get on with it. At least you could have brought us a pillow for the chair.”

Caleb seated himself, slouching in the chair, his hands stuffed in his pockets. John suppressed a sigh and went to the panel on the wall, which housed the switches for the recording equipment behind a plexiglass shield. The exorcism rooms were designed to be as damage-proof and easily cleanable as possible, just in case. Nothing but stark concrete floors and walls, the steel chair where a subject would ordinarily be chained, and the silver circle to add power to the exorcism and help contain the NHE.

“We’re live,” he said, closing the shield back over the switches. He listed the date and time for the record, then: “Interview of the Non-Human Entity known as Gray. Class: drakul. Host: special contractor Caleb Jansen. Attending agents: John Starkweather and Zahira Noorzai.”

John’s eardrums ached as the pressure in the room shifted, heralding Gray’s arrival. “I am ready,” Gray said.

His voice was Caleb’s, but not: deeper and underlain with a rumble like distant thunder. His posture had completely changed as well. Gone was Caleb’s bad boy slouch. Gray sat straight, as if someone pressed a ruler to his spine, his claw-tipped hands resting lightly on the chair’s arms. His black hair swirled around his shoulders in an unfelt wind, and his eyes had gone the color of a moonless night, the darkness interrupted by tiny flickers of light, like lightning on a distant horizon. The smell of ancient incense and rain-kissed sand saturated the room. John breathed deep.

Even beyond the physical changes, though, were the etheric ones. Gray loomed huge to John’s exorcist senses. If he shut his eyes, he’d think he was in the presence of something much larger and stronger than Caleb’s slender body. Something like a very big tiger: a predator that could kill him without a second thought.

After knowing Gray for months, he’d acquired a certain familiarity with the drakul. And yet, sometimes, it struck him anew: this being—huge and powerful and ancient—loved him. The realization stole his breath all over again.

“Thank you for agreeing to this, Gray,” Zahira said, putting her hand to her chest.

“You are welcome.” Gray turned his attention on her, and she shivered slightly in response. Being the center of Gray’s regard could be an unsettling experience; he focused on things with a singular concentration few humans could manage. And of course Zahira’s exorcist nerves were no doubt screaming the same warnings John’s did. “Ask your questions.”

She hurriedly referred to her clipboard, as if afraid Gray might change his mind and not answer. “You were initially summoned to our world approximately five-thousand years ago, correct?”

“Yes. But time has little meaning to me.” He cocked his head. “Or it did not, before I began to truly interact with mortals. Now…things are different.”

It was surely only natural that being in a living body would change Gray. And yet, John couldn’t help but worry. Because the problem with most NHEs, the reason they went mad and started eating human flesh, or feeding on the life energy of those around them, came from exposure to human emotions they were unequipped to deal with. The transition from their natural state to a mortal form, subject to pain and fear, drove them mad.

Gray was different, though. He had a cushion of experience in dead bodies. He would never become dangerous, or violent to humans. John believed that to the depths of his being.

“What about before?” This was what Zahira really wanted to know, John suspected. “How did you experience time in the etheric realm?”

Gray was silent for a long moment, brows drawing together just slightly, as if puzzled. “It was not the same. I hunted. Within the storm. Swooping, diving. Prey scattered before me.”

Zahira chewed on the end of the pen she was using to take notes. “So the etheric realm has a sort of ecology.” She glanced at John. “And you were a predator. Did anything hunt you?”

“Of course not.” Gray sounded offended by the very notion. “I am not food.”

“So an apex predator, then.” She scribbled furiously. “That’s probably a good thing, considering how big you are.”

“I don’t think I’d want to imagine anything scary enough to eat Gray,” John agreed wryly.

Zahira nodded. “All right, Gray. Can you tell me a bit about how you interacted with other drakul? Did you have a society? Or did you live in groups, or…?”

He hesitated, his lips parting slightly, eyes narrowing with concentration. “It has been so long, but…there was one. We hunted together for a time. The earth and the sky.”

The fine hairs on the back of John’s neck tried to stand up. “What do you mean?”

“I am the storm. But the other was the earthquake. I drove prey down. It drove the prey up. We ate together.”

“Cooperative behavior among etheric entities.” Zahira’s eyes shone; John could practically see her writing the paper in her head already. “But you weren’t normally social? Was the other one, um, a mate?”

Gray frowned, as if concentrating. “I do not…think so.”

Something about the way he said it caught John off-guard. He’d never spent a great deal of time considering Gray’s past, because Gray himself seemed to deem it irrelevant. “You don’t think so?”

Gray’s attention snapped to him. Dark brows had drawn down over bottomless black eyes. “It is not the same. Everything is different.”

Which was the whole problem with summoning NHEs to this plane of existence in the first place. “Different how?” Zahira asked.

“Love and hate and pain and pleasure: these are mortal things. Some of the few that are not nonsense,” he added. “Mortals waste their lives on so much foolishness, but to feel and experience these things is…good.”

“Not for all NHEs,” John reminded him. “Not for most.” If the Vigilant were right, drakul ran mad when summoned directly into living bodies, capable of the full intensity of feeling both physically and emotionally. “Forsyth’s drakul seemed to lose it right away, attacking his own men, feeding off anything in sight. And the Soviet experiment in the 1950s didn’t work any better, considering they ended up dropping their drakul to the bottom of Lake Baikal.”

“Caleb wishes to speak,” Gray informed them, before vanishing. All that enormous wash of energy tucked up tight like an origami tiger, until all that remained was a low level hum, a whisper of power teasing the very edge of John’s senses.

“So asking Gray about the etheric plane isn’t going to get us very far,” Caleb said apologetically. He lounged back in the chair, his posture far more relaxed than Gray’s. “Sorry, Zahira. The problem is, etheric entities are a sort of energy, right? So they don’t have brains like we do. They don’t process memories or thoughts the same way. But as soon as Gray was drawn into this world and put in a body, he had
 a brain from then on. A bunch of brains, over the years. He’s still a being of energy, but everything is shaped by having a physical form. Trying to bridge the gap between what he’s been for the last few thousand years, and what he was before…” Caleb shook his head. “He has to really concentrate, and the things he is able to recall…I’m not even equipped to understand half of it. Like literally, I know I’m missing things because the human brain isn’t built to perceive them.”

“I see.” Zahira frowned at her notes. “And of course, even if Gray could explain everything clearly, he’s a sample size of one. There’s no way to know if his experience is typical, or if other drakul would give different answers.”

“You could see if the Russians want to dredge the lake for theirs,” Caleb suggested.

“I think I’ll skip that,” she replied dryly. “So, what if—”

John’s phone buzzed in his pocket. He took it out, found a text from District Chief Barillo. “Question and answer time is over for today,” he said. “Barillo’s got us a new assignment.”

“Oh good,” Caleb muttered as he rose to his feet. “And here I thought we might go an entire afternoon without murder and mayhem.”

*   *   *

“The call came in from campus police,” John said as he navigated Charleston’s narrow streets. “We’ve got a hysterical officer and a messy dead body waiting for us at the college.”

Caleb leaned his head against the window. He’d taken the backseat while John drove and Zahira rode shotgun. Tourist traffic had died off a bit from its peak, but the historic district was always stop and go no matter the time of year.

“Anything else?” he asked.

“Not right now. Apparently classes won’t start back until tomorrow, so the campus itself was mostly deserted. No other witnesses.” John pulled up to the curb and shut off the engine. “Here we are.”

Caleb slid out of the back of the sedan and took a deep breath. Twilight had taken hold, and the air smelled of damp earth from an afternoon storm. He’d driven past signs for the college any number of times, but never thought about setting foot there before.

One glance at the big trees, draped in Spanish moss, the stately old buildings, and the make of some of the cars parked along the street, suggested this was the sort of place he could only afford with a hefty scholarship. But Charleston had other universities. He’d earned an associate’s degree in Charlotte, but held back from going any farther. Mainly because he’d been hiding the fact he was paranormally abled, trying to stay under SPECTR’s radar and keep from being registered.

That plan had failed spectacularly, with the introduction of Gray into his life. So why not finish his degree? Take some night classes?


“Because there are better things to do with our time,”
 Gray countered.


Decided to quit sulking, huh?
 Caleb teased.

“I was not sulking. I was thinking.”

Sometimes, Gray was quiet for hours at a stretch. Most mortal doings didn’t interest him. If he got bored, he’d curl up in some part of their shared brain and go still, until something caught his attention again.

Today, though, his stillness had a different quality than usual. Zahira’s questions about his pre-corpse hopping existence had brought on an unusually contemplative mood. About what?



“This existence. Love.”
 A pause. “I would not wish to return to the etheric plane.”


What did happen to NHEs who went back? John and the other exorcists did their best to trap NHEs in bottles, but after forty days, or in a kill-or-be-killed situation, that wasn’t possible. Gray devoured the ones they fought, but the others, the ones forced out of the mortal realm when the host body was destroyed, returned to the etheric plane. Except now they were mad, twisted versions of whatever they had been before. From what little Caleb had gathered, they were thought to await another summons, to return again and again as a lycanthrope or wendigo, craving rage or flesh or whatever hellish desires their madness dictated.

Did the other denizens of the etheric plane fear them? Avoid them?

“I would eat them.”

Because that’s your answer to everything.

“I do not believe in needless complications.”

John led the way beneath the spreading oaks to where a knot of police and EMTs gathered.  “Special Agent Starkweather, SPECTR,” he said, flashing his badge when they approached. “This is Special Agent Noorzai and one of our contractors, Mr. Jansen.”

A woman in a campus police uniform shook his hand. “Betty O’Neal. I’m the head of campus security. Mr. Freeman is over there, near the ambulance.”

“He was the responding officer?” John asked.

She nodded. “He shot at the NHE. The…” O’Neal paused and swallowed visibly. “The body is under the trees. Forensics is finished up and are just waiting for your say-so to remove it.”

Caleb tipped his head back, breathing deep. Gray rose, hovering just beneath his skin, eagerly scenting the air for a trace of demon.

There. Badly faded thanks to the rain, but perhaps it would be stronger near the body.

Caleb found himself striding across toward the lawn without conscious decision. Back off, Gray. If you manifest in the middle of a bunch of freaked-out cops, we’re going to end up full of lead.


Gray withdrew, but Caleb felt a thread of impatience. The sort of tracking they’d done the other night was one thing—that required patience. But once Gray had the scent, he didn’t hesitate to act.

“Hesitation only gives the prey a chance to escape.”

I’m not disagreeing. But getting shot by jumpy cops gives the prey a pretty good chance to escape, too.

The body lay beneath one of the old oak trees, starkly lit with high-powered police lights. The dead man had an athlete’s build, short blond hair, and several days’ worth of scruff. His shredded clothing was too soaked in gore to identify anything beyond the fact he’d been wearing khakis and a polo shirt, but the watch on one out-flung wrist looked damned expensive.

Whatever had gotten a hold of him, it hadn’t made his death easy. One leg had been ripped free, and something had started to feed on it, judging by the bite marks and missing flesh.

The scent of the demon was thicker here: rot and slime, stagnant water and stinking algae. Caleb’s stomach cramped in response, and saliva filled his mouth. As much as it repulsed him, it attracted Gray like a whiff of warm chocolate chip cookies. Caleb’s teeth burned, need thrumming in his veins.

Zahira and John trotted up. “Therianthrope?” Zahira hazarded as she studied the body.

“No.” Caleb took another deep breath. “The scent is badly faded, but it isn’t a therianthrope. It smells like a swamp full of dead things.”

“Can you pick up the trail?” John asked.

“I’ll give it a try.” Caleb paced first in one direction, then the other, then circled outward. He finally found the trail, leading deeper into campus. But after a hundred yards or so, it faded away.

“Lost it,” he said, Gray’s deeper growl creeping in. “But whatever it is, it must be strong for us to still smell it after a downpour.”

“Damn it.” John shook his head. “Campus police took too long to call us.”

“What about security cameras?” Zahira peered at the trees and buildings around them. “If the NHE stopped manifesting, we might be able to identify the faust.”

“We’ll request them from security.” John turned back to the flashing lights of the police cars and ambulance. “For now, let’s talk to Officer Freeman and see what he has to say.”


Chapter 3

The officer who had made contact with the NHE and discovered the murder sat in the back of one of the ambulances, wrapped in a blanket. His brown face had taken on a grayish hue, and his body shivered visibly. Given the warmth of the August evening, John guessed it wasn’t an outer cold affecting him.

“Officer Freeman?” he asked. “SPECTR agents. We’d like to talk to you about the incident.”

Freeman shuddered, peering at John with eyes red-rimmed and swollen. “Don’t want to talk about it. Don’t want to think
 about it.”

John winced. Encounters with etheric entities were often horrifying. Certainly he’d had more than his share; the memory of the succubus brothel still rattled him. At least he was trained for it; probably the guard had never thought he’d find himself face-to-face with an NHE, let alone one of its victims.

“Of course you don’t,” Zahira said. “No one would. But we need your help to catch the NHE who did this.”

“A demon.” Freeman licked his lips and glanced first at her, then at John. “That’s what it was. A demon straight from hell.”

Now didn’t seem the time to explain that demon was a badly outdated term, or that NHEs came from the etheric plane. “Can you describe to us what happened?”

Freeman took a deep breath, as if bracing himself. “I’ve been in this job ten years, and I never saw anything like it. Mostly I just make sure kids aren’t vandalizing the campus, or that the frat house parties don’t get too loud. Sometimes there are fights or what have you, but this…”

“Were you just on your normal rounds, or did you get a call about the scene?” John prompted.

“I was going around, checking to make sure all the doors were locked like they’re supposed to be.” Freeman licked dry lips. “Everything was fine. Quiet, you know, since classes don’t start until tomorrow. Then I heard that boy screaming. Wasn’t even sure it was a human at first—thought maybe it was some kind of animal, in pain.”

John nodded sympathetically. “And you went to investigate?”

“I came running. Whatever was going on, I needed to put a stop to it. The rain was just starting, so visibility wasn’t all that great. I thought I saw two people fighting on the ground. I shouted, and one of them looked at me…and it wasn’t human.”

Zahira slipped her notebook and pen out of her pocket. “Can you describe it to us?”

He swallowed convulsively. “Big. Hairless. It had purplish skin, kind of like it was bruised all over every inch of its body. There was blood on its mouth, its hands. But the worst was those yellow eyes. It looked at me like it hated me. Like it wanted me to die screaming.” Freeman put his hands over his own eyes, as if to block out the memory. “I yelled again, and it ran. I had my gun out already—I must’ve drawn it when the screams started, I don’t remember now. I shot it four times, and I know I hit the thing at least once. The bullet ricocheted off its skin, like it was made out of concrete.”

That didn’t sound good, not at all. Possibly Freeman was mistaken—a high adrenaline situation like this one produced false memories more easily than most people wanted to believe. Forensic analysis of any bullets found could confirm or deny it, but if he was right…well, Caleb had already said it was a powerful NHE, for its scent to have lingered so.

“I didn’t try to follow it,” Freeman went on. He dropped his hands slowly, eyes gazing into some horror only he could see. “Wouldn’t have for all the money in the world. And besides, Derek was still screaming then. Even though his leg was off…God, that thing had been eating it in front of him! I knelt down by him, meant to stop the bleeding while I called for help. But there was nothing I could do.”

“Derek? You knew the victim?” Zahira asked.

“Didn’t I say? Everyone knows…knew…Derek Scheffler. Tennis star. They say he’ll be playing at Wimbledon before long. Or would have.” Freeman swallowed convulsively. “He was a good kid. He didn’t deserve that.”

“No one would.” John put a hand to the man’s shoulder, gave it a squeeze. “Thank you, Officer Freeman. You’ve been incredibly helpful. We’ll find the NHE responsible and stop it, I promise you.”

They left him in the care of the EMTs. As they made for the sedan, Caleb said, “What now?”

“Now we get some rest, while we wait for the security camera footage to get pulled,” John said. “Then we figure out what this thing is, and exorcise it before it finds its next victim.”

*   *   *

“All right,” John said, opening up his laptop. “We have the footage from the incident last night.”

He watched Caleb and Zahira take their places around the conference room table. John and Caleb’s office wasn’t big enough for the three of them, and Zahira was stuck in a cubicle, so they had no choice but to meet here if they wanted any amount of privacy.

Footsteps hurried up and down the hall outside the room. Every agent was working an urgent case these days, it seemed. Even the ghoul squads were overwhelmed.

Not all that long ago, they had days, maybe weeks, between cases. NHEs couldn’t cross the veil from the etheric plane on their own. For reasons no one understood, it took human will to bring them from their world to the mortal plane. Which meant for some reason, record numbers of people in Charleston had decided to start summoning demons.

Why, John didn’t know. The heat, maybe. Maybe when autumn came in, people would regain their senses.

It was illogical, but he clung to the hope anyway, because otherwise they were in trouble. Agents had already worked long enough hours to start making mistakes. If this stretched on much longer, those mistakes would become fatal.

Zahira and Caleb crowded in on either side of him as John located the relevant file and brought it up. He fast-forwarded to the time stamp, then slowed the video to half speed.

“There’s the victim, who has been confirmed as Mr. Derek Scheffler. Business major. The shining star of the tennis team, just as Officer Freeman said.” John stopped the video, then forwarded it one frame at a time. Scheffler entered the frame, looking as though he was in a hurry to get out of the rain.

The picture wasn’t the best in the dim light, and the shadows of the trees made it even harder to see the NHE as it dropped from the branches and bore its victim to the ground.

“It was waiting for him,” Caleb said. “Ambush.”

“Waiting for him, or waiting for anyone who wandered past?” Zahira countered.

“That’s a good question. I’ve asked for his student records, but since Mr. Scheffler was the victim and not a perpetrator, I doubt we’ll get them.” John continued to advance the video. Thankfully, there was no audio to accompany the violent attack, and the rain obscured some of the details.

Within a short time, Freeman entered the frame, gun drawn. “There,” John said, stopping the video and pointing. “He shoots the NHE point blank. Forensics confirms they found a ricocheted bullet on the ground nearby.”

Caleb leaned back in his chair. “Great. A bulletproof NHE. I swear, these cases just get more fun by the day.”

John ignored Caleb’s griping. “That should make it easier to narrow down what…yes, Zahira?” he asked, given she was almost bouncing in her seat.

“I’ve already made a list of NHEs with impenetrable skin,” she said in a rush. “There aren’t many, and all of them are very powerful. Stony-coats, trolls, and grendels.”

“Well done,” John said.

“You get the gold star for the day,” Caleb said. “Just like every other day. Good thing you’re here to pick up my slack.”

Zahira’s bronze skin darkened, but a smile hovered on her lips. “Someone has to.”

“Ouch.” Caleb put a hand to his chest. “Staked through the heart.”

“All right, you two. Going by the footage, it isn’t a troll,” John said, bringing the conversation back on track.

“Agreed.” Zahira straightened in her chair, all business now. “And a stony-coat would have eaten the liver and nothing else. What we’ve got is a grendel.”

“Like in the poem?” Caleb asked. “You mean that was real?”

“For a given value of real,” Zahira said. “There isn’t a lot of information on them, but I’ve put together what little I found for us to review.”

John rubbed his eyes. Even though he’d gotten a decent night’s sleep last night, the pace of the last few weeks was wearing on him. “This isn’t good. It would take a powerful exorcist to summon something like that.”

Caleb frowned a little. “Because your talent isn’t really exorcism, right? It’s manipulating etheric energy.”

“Correct. Exorcism is the only legal application of our talent, so that’s the description most commonly used.” John stared at the footage on the screen. The grendel was nothing but a dark blob, thanks to the rain and the dim lighting. “Ordinary people can summon NHEs using the correct rites to breach the veil. But the more powerful the NHE, the more energy manipulation it takes. Forsyth needed a whole team to bring the drakul through. And that was with the human sacrifice.”

Zahira paled. Caleb glanced at her. “Yeah, that’s how they brought Gray through, too. It was bad.” He paused. “Gray would like me to remind you he didn’t ask for it.”

“Of course,” she said immediately. “He’s not to blame.”

“Since we’re unlikely to get copies of Scheffler’s student records, I’m going to try to set up a meeting with his parents,” John said, deliberately moving the conversation along. Very little seemed to disturb Gray, but he knew from experience this was one of the things that did. The fact people—children—had died to bring him here, their throats cut by some priest long gone to dust, upset him now that he had access to a full range of emotions. “Just in case this wasn’t a random killing. In the meantime, we’ll scope out the college. If the victim was
 random, the faust is probably familiar with the campus, and felt comfortable enough to make his first kill there.”

“Are we thinking a student?” Caleb asked. “Faculty?”

“Or a groundskeeper, or member of the janitorial staff,” Zahira pointed out. “Or someone who works in the IT department.”

“Way to narrow down the list of suspects,” Caleb said with a wry twist of his lips.

“Then you’ll love my next suggestion,” John said, even though he knew the opposite was true. “If we can’t find the grendel, we need to find the exorcist who summoned it. Which means going down the list on the registry.”

Caleb’s eyes widened. “Wait. You mean using the damn paranormal registry to go out and harass a bunch of people just trying to live their fucking lives—”

“More people are going to die, Caleb.” John’s hands clenched on the armrests of his chair. “I know you aren’t in favor of the registry—”

“I spent my life trying to stay off the damned thing, yeah. And this is exactly why.” Caleb scowled, and John could practically taste the shift in etheric energy. Gray must be rousing in response to Caleb’s fury. “Now you’re talking about hauling in innocent people who haven’t done anything wrong, just because someone might
 have—”

“An exorcist was involved.” John returned Caleb’s glare. “One of them might even be the grendel himself. Either way, they’re our only solid lead, assuming we can’t pick up the grendel’s trail on campus.”

Caleb clearly wasn’t going to let this go, no matter how much logic John threw at him. “And what if it’s someone from out of town? Visiting for a couple of weeks? Here on business? They won’t even show up on the local registry. You’ll be wasting—”

“Caleb, enough!”
 John slammed his hand down on the table. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Zahira jump. “This is not a discussion. I’m the lead investigator, and I’m telling you this is what we’re going to do. Understand?”

Caleb’s eyes narrowed and his lips pressed tightly together. Then he nodded. “Yeah,” he said, not bothering to disguise the bitterness in his voice. “I understand, all right.”

*   *   *

Caleb stomped into the condo on John’s heels, his hands shoved into his coat pockets and his shoulders stiff with suppressed tension. They’d spent hours roaming the campus, sniffing the air like some sort of supernatural bloodhound, and what had it got them? Nothing.

Which meant tomorrow John started going down his list. Interrogating poor bastards unlucky enough to have the same talent John had.

And what happened to them when a SPECTR agent showed up at their job, or in the middle of class, wanting to talk to them? Would the normals just shrug it off, or would they look at the exorcist with suspicion? Ask themselves why a Spec would be coming around if the exorcist hadn’t done anything wrong?

“I know you’re mad,” John said. The rattle of keys and click of the deadbolt accompanied his words. “And I understand why. I do. But more people are going to die if we don’t find the grendel. And we don’t have much in the way of leads.”

“Yeah,” Caleb muttered. He stripped off his heavy coat and tossed it carelessly over the back of a chair, even though he knew it annoyed John when he did that. “I get it.”

He could sense Gray watching. Gray didn’t like it when they argued. Well hell, neither did Caleb.


“I do not know who is in the right. Or if it matters,”
 Gray explained.

Of course it matters.

John followed Caleb across the room, removing his coat and tie as he did so. “Then stop taking it out on me. I didn’t create this system, but I can’t refuse to use it if it might help save lives.”

Caleb flung himself down on the couch. “It’s so damned hypocritical. Normals are the most likely to summon demons in the first place. Normal, male, white, 17-30 years old. But no one’s putting them on a fucking registry.”

John sat by him. “I know.”

He sounded so tired that Caleb finally looked at him. Really looked. There were dark circles under his eyes, and his usual cocky grin was absent. Had been absent, ever since they started running themselves ragged after every fool who thought possession was the answer to their problem.

“I’m sorry,” Caleb said. He put his hand on John’s. “I’ve been a dick to you today. Again. I don’t know why the hell you don’t dump me.”

John offered him a wan smile. “Because I love you. Asshole.”


“I do not wish John to be sad.”
 Gray considered. “I do not wish any of us to be sad.”


Me neither.

“I’m a jerk,” Caleb said. He swung around to straddle John’s lap. Cupping John’s face in his hands, he tilted John’s head back to stare down at him. “And I’ll try better not to be, because you’re everything to me. To us. Gray doesn’t want you to be sad, and my attitude hasn’t helped. I’m sorry. All the rest of this…it doesn’t matter, so long as we’re with you.”

“Same,” John said softly.

Caleb leaned forward, his long hair tumbling down like a shining black curtain around them, blotting out the rest of the world. He kissed John, starting off soft and sweet, then deepening into something hungrier. Something to show John he loved him, needed him, appreciated him.

John slid his hands down Caleb’s back, cupping his ass through his jeans. Caleb murmured encouragement, grinding his hips down against John’s hardening erection.

“Let me make it up to you,” Caleb said. He leaned back, just far enough to see John’s face. “Do you want to fuck us? Or would you rather we fuck you? Get a little of that etheric energy boost?” Because at least John got one obvious perk for putting up with Caleb.


“I am more than a perk,”
 Gray corrected him. “Although you are right. I am worth putting up with you.”


Oh, very funny.

“I don’t care about that,” John said. He frowned just a little. “You know that, right? I’m here for you, both of you, not for some increase in my paranormal ability.”

“And you’re the only reason we haven’t taken off for parts unknown,” Caleb said. Which wasn’t exactly the truth, since he didn’t know how he’d stay off SPECTR’s radar if they did make a run for it. “The great sex is a pretty good bonus, though.”

John grinned up at him. “Show me, then.”

Caleb stretched back and stripped off his shirt, making sure to give John a good look at his body. Gray hovered right under his skin now, and his anticipation resonated with Caleb’s, reflecting back and forth into something exquisite.

John tugged him forward to lick one of Caleb’s nipples. It sent a jolt through him, an echo back from Gray enhancing the sensation further. “You’re so hot,” John mumbled against their skin.

“And don’t you forget it.” Caleb climbed off John’s lap, just long enough to shuck off his jeans and underwear. John hastily stripped as well, clothing ending up in a messy pile on the floor.

Caleb straddled his lap again, pressing his cock against John’s. John wrapped his hand loosely around them both, the stroke of his thumb smearing precome over the heads. It drew a moan from Caleb, and Gray writhed from the pleasure.

He gripped the back of the couch, rolling his hips forward and up, rubbing their cocks together. John rested his head back, his lips parted and face flushed with lust. “Yeah,” he growled. His free hand gripped Caleb’s hip, urging him faster.

It felt so good, bodies sliding against each other. Caleb’s heightened senses were aware of every inch of velvety skin pressed against his own, of the musky scent of John’s desire, of the soft gasps of pleasure riding every breath. He rubbed against John, driving them higher, and all the while Gray hovered right on that line between manifesting and not.

“You like this, don’t you?” John said.

“Fuck, you’ve no idea,” Caleb growled. His prick ached, and his balls tingled, and he didn’t know how long he could hold back.

“Then tell me.”

Caleb closed his eyes, his thoughts scrambled with pleasure and the echo of pleasure. “It’s so intense. We’re so aware—of you, of us, of—”

His sense of Gray sharpened unexpectedly. Nerves fired, insisting he was being held from behind. His fingers were on his own nipple, though he hadn’t deliberately moved his arm, pinching hard.

Caleb’s eyes flew open in shock, his back arching as he came. John’s hand tightened on his hip, and a moment later, more warm spunk coated Caleb’s cock.

“Fuck,” Caleb whispered. He slumped forward, bracing himself on the couch pillows. A second, long shiver went through him, not quite an orgasm, but something close. “Christ.”

John’s hand slid from his hip to his arm. “Are you all right? You had a weird look on your face for a minute there.”

“Yeah.” Caleb swallowed. “Gray got…creative.”

Smugness. “You are welcome.”


How did you even do that?

“The same way you use your telekinesis when we fight.”

At first, they’d had to completely hand over control of their shared body for Caleb to use his TK. But they’d gotten better at it, switching back and forth so fast it was almost seamless.

“Huh,” he said aloud. “Well, that was weird, but good-weird.” He ran his hand along the line of John’s jaw, then kissed him. “So, did I remind you why you put up with me?”

“That depends.” John kissed him back. “Are you making dinner?”


“And
 doing the dishes.” Caleb climbed off him and stretched.

John watched with an appreciative look. “Then I suppose I’ll keep you around.”


Chapter 4

Caleb woke to the sound of John’s phone ringing, shortly before dawn.

He rolled over, yanking the covers above his head while John answered. Good thing he and Gray hadn’t tried sneaking out tonight.

“Sure,” John said to whoever was on the other end. “We’ll be right there.” A moment later, he poked Caleb in the back. “Time to wake up.”

“I don’t want to.” Caleb kept the covers tight over his head. “Why can’t things ever go wrong at a decent hour?”

“NHEs do it just to annoy you personally,” John replied. “That was Special Agent Ericsson. He was on call tonight. The police brought him in for a homicide, and he thinks it might be related to the grendel case.”

Gray perked up at that. “The demon?”



Yes, the damn demon.
 Caleb sighed and threw the covers back. “Fine. But if it isn’t the grendel, Ericsson owes us breakfast.”

A little over half an hour later, they parked in front of one of Charleston’s grand old homes on Short St. Like many of the city’s 19th
 century houses, it was built side-on to the road, with the main bulk of the house facing a private courtyard. Hanging baskets bedecked the upper and lower porches, swinging in the breeze. Red and blue lights strobed off the beige siding, and a large SUV with Strategic Paranormal Entity ConTRol stenciled on the side blocked the narrow driveway.

Zahira pulled up just as they climbed out of the sedan. The three of them made their way past an unhappy Charleston police officer and into the small walled garden in front of the house. A fountain gurgled softly amidst the antique iron garden furniture.

Inside, the place was as opulent as Caleb had ever seen. Someone had spared no expense to decorate with period-appropriate furnishings; it felt more like a museum than a home. Crystal chandeliers cast soft light over the ornately carved marble fireplaces and gilded picture frames.

Two SPECTR agents stood at the foot of the stairs. “Ericsson,” John said, “what have you got for us?”

One of the agents turned to them. He had to crane his head back to look up at John, and Caleb practically towered over him. “Starkweather,” he said shortly. “Barillo says you’re chasing a grendel. Figure this mess is yours.”

“Fill us in, then,” John said.

Ericsson glanced past John to Zahira. His eyes darted to Caleb, then away again, as if he hoped Caleb might disappear if he didn’t look too close. “The victim is one Brice Wilkinson. Retired, but his husband still works and was away on business. He tried to call and text Wilkinson a couple of times over the last two days but couldn’t reach him. Apparently Wilkinson was bad about forgetting his phone, so it didn’t raise any alarm bells. The husband gets home just before midnight, goes upstairs to the bedroom, and finds Wilkinson dismembered and partially eaten.”

A shudder ran through Caleb. What a thing to come home to. If he found John dead…

Gray roused sharply. “Why do you think of such things?”


It’s a little thing called empathy.

“I do not like it.”

Caleb frowned. Very little disturbed Gray—five-thousand years had given him perspective if nothing else. Except when it came to John. I can’t help it.


Gray refused to be mollified. “We would never allow harm to come to John. Do not waste time imagining it.”


“Any idea when the victim was killed?” John was asking. Caleb forced himself to concentrate on the conversation outside of his skull, rather than the one inside.

“The ME will have a better idea, but judging by the smell, I’d say at least a day.” Ericsson made a face. “It might just be a therianthrope killing, but the bite marks look wrong. Too human. Could be a wendigo, but I’m kind of hoping we don’t have a grendel and
 a wendigo on the loose at the same time.”

“You and me both,” John said fervently. “We’ll take a look.”

He started up the stairs. Zahira followed, and Caleb came last. The agents stepped well back as he passed, and a shudder ran through Ericsson.

“I hate it when that thing gets too close,” Ericsson said to the other agent, once Caleb was halfway up the stairs. He kept his voice down, but Caleb’s hearing was sharper than that of anyone unpossessed. “Makes my skin crawl. Be glad you can’t feel it.”

“I don’t need to feel it,” the other replied, also murmuring. “Just looking at that freak is bad enough.”

Caleb’s hands clenched. If they realized he could hear them, it would only make things worse, though. So he pretended not to, even as acid etched holes in his stomach.

Instead, he let himself be distracted by the stink of rot and dried blood, which wafted down from the second floor. “Left,” he said, when John hesitated at the top of the stairs. John gave a quick nod and went in the direction Caleb indicated.

The master bedroom was no less ostentatious than the other rooms. An antique canopy bed dominated the space, the curtains tied back. Blood spattered the rich carpet, the wallpaper, and the mirror in a gilded frame hanging above the small fireplace.

The window was open, which meant the full heat of the day had its chance to work on the body. Flies buzzed in an angry cloud. Caleb looked at the shape in the bed—then hastily turned his back on it. Fuck, he’d never get used to this shit.

“Gray?” Zahira asked. “Did the grendel do this? Can you tell?”

“There’s no smell of demon—I mean, NHE—left,” Caleb said, without bothering to ask Gray first. “Just blood and…things.”

“The open window.”

“Hold on.” Caleb crossed the room, then bent down, almost pressing his nose against the sill.

The scent was faint. If they’d been closer to the bay, Caleb might have put the trace of rotting marsh grass and stagnant water down to nature. “It’s really faded, but yeah. This was the work of the grendel.”

*   *   *

John poured another cup of coffee and told himself caffeine was almost as good as a full night’s sleep. His eyes felt gritty, and a part of him longed to stretch out on top of the conference room table and just take a nap.

Instead, he forced a smile on his face as he turned back to his small team. “Nectar of the gods,” he said, lifting the cup.

“Then the gods have some awfully low standards,” Caleb said. He leaned back, chair tilted precariously on its rear legs. Out of everyone at SPECTR, he was the only one who didn’t seem worse for wear after the last few weeks. No bags under his eyes, or zombie shuffle to the coffee maker in the morning.

Thanks to Gray, no doubt. What were their limits? Gray’s presence might have altered him, but surely Caleb still needed REM sleep to keep sane. Probably, anyway. Whatever the case, he certainly didn’t need as much sleep as an ordinary person.

Zahira hid a yawn behind her hand. “Here’s the file on the victim,” she said, waving it in the air. “I haven’t had a chance to look yet.”

She handed it to John while she went to pour her own coffee. John sat down and smacked Caleb’s leg. “Feet on the floor, Caleb.”

“Fine.” Caleb’s chair came down on the front legs with a loud thunk.
 “So let’s have the run down on the victim.”

John opened the file. Wilkinson had been handsome in life, with iron gray hair, a fit body, and a face suspiciously free of wrinkles. “Brice Wilkinson,” he said, as Zahira settled in across from him. “Sixty-six years old, born in Charleston. Retired, and his last job was…shit.”

Caleb perked up. “What?”

“He worked at the college.” John glanced up, saw Zahira had paused with her coffee halfway to her mouth. “He held a couple of different positions, but for the last ten years he worked as the Dean of Student Affairs.”

“One victim a current student, and the other the former Dean of Student Affairs.” Caleb’s brown eyes had gone thoughtful. “So maybe this is pointing us toward a student, and away from faculty?”

“If nothing else, it does seem to confirm the college is the focus of the grendel’s attention,” Zahira agreed.

“When did he retire?” Caleb asked.

“At the end of the spring semester.” John scanned rapidly down the page. “I don’t see any other obvious connections between him and Scheffler.”

“So if we find the connection between Scheffler and Wilkinson, that might narrow our list of suspects,” Caleb said. “Considering I doubt most students could pick any of the deans out of a police lineup, there must be something.”

“True.” John downed the rest of his coffee, despite the acid chewing at his stomach. “All right. I’ll continue with the exorcist interviews, focusing on any with a connection to the college, no matter how slim. You two go find the current dean and see if they’re willing to help. Or if they even can, given we still don’t have permission from Scheffler’s parents to access his student records.”

Zahira sipped her coffee. “Do you think that’s suspicious? Surely they should be eager to do anything to help bring his killer to justice.”

“Hard to say.” John rubbed at his aching eyes. “Grieving people don’t always act rationally. Given their son was the victim, they might just see it as a waste of time when we should be focusing on the killer.”

“Maybe.” Caleb frowned, his eyes unfocussed. “But when there’s a death in the family, there is one thing some people will go to almost any lengths to protect.”

“What?” John asked.

Caleb glanced at him. “Reputation. Either his…or theirs.”

John considered a long moment…then nodded. “You have a good point. All right. Let’s head out and see what we can find.”

*   *   *

Caleb smelled the ghoul almost the moment they stepped out of the condo. Rot and grave dust, and his belly cramped with hunger that had nothing to do with the take-out they’d grabbed after a long, pointless day.

The new dean had answered all of Caleb and Zahira’s questions with an air of polite regret. She could speak in generalities, of course, but couldn’t comment on any specific interactions between the former dean and Scheffler, without running the risk of violating privacy laws. What had happened to them both was deeply troubling—frightening, even—but without a court order, her hands were tied.

A court order they didn’t have, and didn’t seem likely to get. More and more, Caleb was beginning to think he’d been right with his guess, that someone with money and influence was protecting their reputation. Whether that reputation belonged to Scheffler, the college, or someone else, he had no idea.

As a parting shot, the dean had suggested they find the grendel quickly, before panic could spread among the students. As if they weren’t working their asses off trying to do just that.

Well, if he couldn’t find the damned grendel, maybe he and Gray would have more luck with the not-demon. They’d left John dozing on the couch, worn out after a long day of harassing other paranormals with no more results than Caleb and Zahira had gotten. After dinner, Caleb had lied to John, told him Deacon had texted him about getting a beer, and not to wait up.

The lie sent a twinge of guilt through him, but surely it was better than sneaking out after John was asleep. Unfortunately, it also meant he had to leave the condo in street clothes, without the protection of his kevlar-lined coat and ass-kicking boots.

And now here, on the very street where they lived, was a fucking ghoul.

Gray roused, and Caleb’s teeth burned. “Good.”



No, not good.
 After all these months, the area had to be saturated with Gray’s etheric scent. A regular person wouldn’t notice, but a ghoul’s superhuman nose would surely have picked up on it, the way a mouse would smell a fox’s den. Prey didn’t just waltz right up to its predator’s burrow, not unless it was particularly stupid. Or controlled by a brain parasite; hadn’t he read something about that on the internet?

“You are wasting time while the ghoul gets away. What does it matter why it came here? It will not live to regret its mistake.”


Fine.
 Caleb broke into a jog. There were still a few people wandering around on the streets, but Waterfront Park looked empty, and the trail led straight there.

But why? Ghouls were scavengers. Was there a dead body in the park?

A subtle shift in the wind, and he smelled it. Hot metal and burning stone, black earth heaved up into the sun, ancient rock and water.

The not-demon.

It had killed the lycanthrope they found last week. Was it after the ghoul now as well?

“No! The ghoul is ours to eat.”

Caleb broke into a run, spurred on by Gray. The drakul hovered right under their skin, pushing for control. Hold up, until we see what’s going on.


The ghoul came into view, flattened against the railing overlooking the marsh, as though it had tried to squeeze through and escape into the tall grass below. But the ghoul wasn’t alone.

Another figure stood there, bracketing the ghoul between itself and Gray. The faint light from the city glowed off shoulder-length hair so pale it bordered on white. The figure had a slender build, shorter than Caleb, and the breeze off the bay ruffled its hair and billowed the long coat it wore despite the sultry heat of the night.

Caleb slowed, heart pounding. This was what they’d been tracking all along. The not-demon.

But what the hell was it?

It—he?—looked human. But it couldn’t be, not with that scent.

The not-demon turned his attention from the ghoul to them. Its eyes were like volcanic glass, lit from within by an orange glow, as though lava boiled deep inside. Its mouth widened in a grin, and ivory fangs flashed in the night.

Fangs. Oh hell. No wonder it didn’t smell like food. It wasn’t a demon at all.

It was another drakul.


Chapter 5

Gray flashes forward, Caleb falling back in an instant.

Another drakul.

He has never met another like himself, not in all his long wanderings on the mortal plane. The mortals who called themselves the Vigilant claimed others existed, but even those were meant to be possessors of corpses. As Gray had been, before Caleb.

This one inhabits a living body.

“Oh shit, this is bad.”

Caleb’s panic flares along their nerves, but Gray ignores it, focusing instead on the creature in front of him. It does not seem insane, as those who enter living bodies directly from the etheric plane are supposed to be. As Forsyth’s drakul was.

Could it be…like him? Could it have taken a host that returned to life unexpectedly, as Caleb did?

The ghoul whimpers. It reminds Gray that this drakul has been hunting on his
 territory, in his
 city. It has interfered with his
 hunts.

Gray’s lips twitch back, and he lets out a warning growl.

But the other drakul doesn’t seem intimidated. Instead, it stares back at him with something almost like joy spreading over its face.

When it speaks, its voice is the grinding of rock on rock, deep and powerful. The sound of the world breaking.

“It is
 you.”

“What the hell? Do you know this thing?”

Gray has no answer for Caleb; he is equally confused. “What do you mean?” he asks the other.

“It is you,” it repeats, and steps toward them, one claw-tipped hand outstretched.

Gray jerks back with a warning snarl. “Come no closer. Who are you? Why are you here?”

For a moment, the joy fades, and the other looks almost…lost. “Do you not remember me?” it asks. It holds out its hand again, etheric energy flaring. “Scent is a thing of this world.” Its volcanic glass eyes remain on him, steady. “As is flesh. But our essence remains.”

Uncertain, Gray reaches back, and the edges of their energy touch.

Something cracks open—recognition, memory, from the time before he came to this world. Swooping and diving and hunting. He drives the prey down from the sky, and the other drives prey up from the earth.

The other. This one.

“Yes,” Gray says, and the words reverberate through him like a shockwave. “I remember.”

*   *   *

“Wait, stop!” Caleb exclaimed, and held up his hands.

For a moment, Gray fought him for control. “You saw the memories. I
 know this one.”


The sky and the earth. The storm and the earthquake.

And shit, that was not
 something Caleb wanted to think about now. The sheer destructive power standing in front of him, waiting to be unlocked…


I know,
 he told Gray. But he’s on this side of the veil now, and you damned well know what that means.


Because etheric entities didn’t tend to fare well in the mortal realm, experiencing things like pain and terror and hunger for the first time. Whatever their natural psychology was, it didn’t equip them for human existence. They went mad, twisted by whatever mortal summoned them. A man dying of hunger might turn an entity into a wendigo. An NHE summoned in rage, to become stronger and punish the enemies of the faust, would twist into a therianthrope.

But those were low-level entities. Even something like the grendel, as powerful as it was, was way down the food chain from a drakul.

When drakul ran mad, entire civilizations remembered.

“I’m Caleb Jansen,” he said, and was grateful his voice didn’t shake. “Let me talk to your host.”

Because that right there should tell them if this drakul was solid gone. True, it hadn’t been rampaging around Charleston yet—there would be too high of a body count for them to have missed—but if it had taken over and swept away whatever poor bastard it possessed, they were in serious trouble.

For a moment, Caleb didn’t think the other drakul would comply. Then suddenly, it was gone, all that energy sucked inside and folded up, and Caleb found himself facing an ordinary man.

Well, not ordinary, exactly. Not with those cheekbones that could cut glass, and eyes like blue chips of ice. Not to mention the dimple that appeared in his cheek when he gave Caleb a grin. “Sorry about that,” he said. Was that just the trace of an accent? Russian, maybe? “Dru’s terrible at explaining things. I thought maybe another drakul would understand him better, but apparently not.”

At least the guy sounded sane. “Dru?”

“Drugoy. It’s what I call him. But where are my manners?” He thrust a hand out at Caleb. “Yuri Azarov, at your service.”


“This is pointless. I wish to speak to the other.”
 Gray tasted the name. “Drugoy.”


It isn’t pointless. Hush and let me do this.

“Caleb Jansen,” Caleb said, shaking his hand. Yuri’s grip was firm but not overly so, his palm cool and dry against Caleb’s. “Sorry, but let’s cut to the chase. How long have you been possessed?” If it was less than forty days, they could still help him. Drakul couldn’t be easily exorcised, but John had made damn sure the Vigilant’s ritual was entered into SPECTR archives. Just in case.

Seeing them distracted, the ghoul tried to bolt. Yuri kicked it, almost casually. Its body impacted the iron railing with a wet crunch, and it collapsed into a whimpering heap.

“Around sixty years, give or take,” Yuri said, as though there’d been no interruption. “One loses track.”

“Sixty…” Caleb trailed off.

Sixty years. And he looked in his mid-twenties at best.

Caleb had wondered from the start. Gray continuously healed their shared body, and Caleb always knew there was a good chance that would include the damage done by time. But he’d tried not to think about it, because of all it implied. That if they survived SPECTR and demons and every other damned thing, their big reward would be watching John grow old and die.

He felt as though he’d been punched by something powerful, everything breaking apart inside.

Yuri frowned and quickly reached out, putting a hand to Caleb’s arm. “Are you all right?”

“I’ve…I’ve only been possessed a few months.” Caleb swallowed. “I didn’t know…”

To his surprise, Yuri laughed. “Then I have good news, friend. You’ll never have to worry about gray hair and wrinkles. You have what people throughout history have spent their whole lives searching for. Immortality.” His laugh faded, and he frowned. “That’s not cheering you up.”

“It’s…just a lot to process.” Because no way was he telling this guy about John.

“Why are you not listening? I know this other drakul.”

You hunted with him on the etheric plane five-thousand years ago. I don’t know what that even means in terms of human relationships. But I’m not risking John because you think this drakul hasn’t changed in all that time.

“You were looking for us,” Caleb said. “Because Dru recognized Gray. But how? Gray didn’t recognize him. Not until their energy touched.”

“Gray,” Yuri said slowly. Rolling the name over his tongue, even as a deeper edge crept into his voice. “We saw you on the television at Fort Sumter, before the feed was cut.”

God-damned Forsyth. Still causing trouble for them long after death. “Oh.”

“We knew there was another living drakul. That we weren’t alone anymore.” Yuri glanced away, out over the water, then back at them. “Just for that, we would have come to you no matter what. But Dru was certain there was something familiar about the pattern of the drakul’s energy, when it was fully manifested. Gray’s, that is, not the one you were fighting.” Yuri cocked his head to one side. “What happened to him, anyway?”

Well, if anyone would understand, it was probably Yuri. “We ate him.”

Yuri laughed again and held up his hands, as if to ward them off. “Well, then, a good thing we brought you dinner!” He gestured to the whimpering ghoul.

Caleb frowned. “That was for us?”

Between one moment and the next, Yuri was gone, and it was Dru who watched Caleb. His energy rolled over Caleb’s skin: immense, utterly different from even something like the grendel. Was this how Gray felt to an exorcist like John? “To prove to you we can hunt together again. Just as I kept the vila from fleeing, so you could catch her. I wished to show you. To remind you.” A slow smile spread over his face, revealing fangs. “Gray.”

Gray pushed at Caleb impatiently, and he reluctantly gave way. “You wish to hunt together again?” Gray asked. Because of course that
 was what he would focus on.

“I do.” Dru’s fangs flashed. “But Yuri says Caleb has many more questions. That this is natural for humans, to ask and ask and ask.”

“Mortal nonsense,” Gray agreed.

Dru tipped his head to one side, long, pale hair tumbling gracefully across his shoulder. Listening to Yuri? “Tomorrow evening. There is a bar at Queen St. and Prioleau. Yuri will buy the drinks.”

Tell him I agree.

“Caleb agrees.”

“Good.” Dru hopped onto the rail, balancing with inhuman ease on the round metal bar. “Enjoy your dinner.”

Then he dropped over the side into the marsh, and was gone.

*   *   *

“John’s going to freak when he finds out about this,” Caleb muttered aloud. Gray, not one to pass up a free meal, had happily polished off the ghoul. Now Caleb wandered idly, his head too full of everything that had happened to even consider going back to the condo.

Another drakul. Another living
 drakul, the possibility of which had scared the shit out of the Vigilant, and for damned good reason.


“No,”
 Gray said vehemently. “They did not have good reason. They feared us, and for what?”


You do remember the part where we almost ate everyone on Fort Sumter, right?

“But we did not.”

Because of John.

Gray brushed the thought aside. “They feared us before, when we had done nothing. SPECTR fears us now, even though we saved them. We cannot tell them about Drugoy and Yuri.”


Caleb remembered how Ericsson and the other agent had talked about them. As though he and Gray were just things. There’d been no attempt to understand, to get to know them. Just revulsion.

He could imagine how Ericsson and those like him would react to Dru easily enough. Caleb and Gray roamed free thanks to the role they’d played stopping Forsyth. Yuri and Dru didn’t have even that much to protect them.

SPECTR would see them as something to be destroyed at all costs. And if Caleb and Gray didn’t go along, they’d be on the chopping block too.

There was only one potential problem. I don’t know if John’s going to agree to hide Yuri and Dru. He’d do anything for us, but concealing something as potentially dangerous as another living drakul? That’s huge. John’s going to feel it’s his duty to report them.


“Then we will not tell John.”

Caleb came to a halt. The wind blew through the live oaks and rustled the palmettos: hot and sticky with humidity. You want to keep this a secret?


“We kept our search for them from John, did we not?”

Because it might cause John trouble. Especially with Barillo.


“And has that changed?”
 Gray countered.

Fuck. Caleb chewed on his lip uncertainly. He’d always thought that once they figured out what the not-demon was, they’d either take care of it themselves or ask John for guidance.

“We did not realize it would be another like us. We did not realize it would be…him.”


Yeah, and that’s something else that bothers me.
 Caleb shook his head. What are the odds that the
 one drakul we meet is your ex?
 Or whatever Dru had been to Gray.

“I have seen much stranger coincidences in my time on this earth.”

Maybe.

Shit. Gray was right. If they told John, he’d definitely call in SPECTR. Best case scenario, Yuri and Dru would be forced to flee Charleston. And the one person who could answer Caleb’s questions—the one who really understood
 what it was like to live this way—would be gone.


You’re right.
 Caleb couldn’t pass up this chance. Just one conversation with Yuri, and he’d already learned that he’d better be happy with looking twenty-six forever. God only knew what else Yuri could tell him, things Caleb hadn’t even thought to consider yet. We won’t tell John. Not now, anyway.


“I am glad you are finally seeing sense.”


Yeah, yeah. Don’t let it go to your head.
 Caleb took a deep breath and started walking again. And tried to ignore the little worm of guilt squirming in his chest.

*   *   *

“What is this all about?” asked the young man who answered the front door of the apartment not far from campus.

Not far, and yet a world away. Given the shabby exterior and cracked parking lot, John wondered if he might be a scholarship student. The digging he’d been able to do into the campus online suggested they set aside a handful of places each year for “poor and underprivileged students.”

“Arthur Inverness?” John asked. At his nod, John flashed his badge. “SPECTR. I’m Special Agent Starkweather, and this is Agent Rand. Can we come in?”

Inverness’s gaze went to the green arm band on Karl’s suit, which identified him as an empath. Even though Inverness was a registered exorcist himself, a look of fear and revulsion flickered across his face. John clenched his jaw and worked to keep his own emotions calm. Karl knew better than anyone how badly empaths were treated; he didn’t need John giving him a second dose of anger to deal with on top of his own.

“Sure,” Inverness said warily. He took a step back, beckoning them into the dim interior. A whiff of garbage drifted from the overflowing can in the kitchen directly off the main room. Pizza boxes covered most of a coffee table, and posters of bands and scantily clad women papered the walls. “My roommates aren’t here right now.”

“You’re the one we want to talk to,” John replied as he took a seat on the couch Inverness indicated. The couch’s springs were long worn out, and cigarette holes showed on the worn brown upholstery. Karl settled beside him, and Inverness took a chair several feet away, perching nervously on the very edge.

“What’s this about?” Inverness fished out his wallet. “I’ve got my registration card, and I filled out the change of address paperwork before I moved to Charleston.”

“You’re an exorcist, correct?” John asked, though he knew the answer already.

Inverness showed him the registration card with its purple band around the edges. “That’s right. What’s this about?”

No sense beating around the bush. Certainly not with Karl there to let him know if Inverness told the truth or not. “Have you ever summoned an NHE?”

“No!” Inverness’s face went white, and he almost dropped his wallet. “Did someone say I did? Because they were lying.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Karl said.

“That’s right!” Inverness exclaimed. His fear of Karl’s empathic ability had, predictably, turned to gratitude. “Listen to him. I haven’t summoned any demons, or banished any, or had anything to do with the damned things.”

Inverness’s talent was undoubtedly much smaller than John’s. Far too weak to do anything useful with, or else he would have been snapped up by SPECTR as a teen. Still, an exorcist’s gifts weren’t like telekinesis, or pyrokinesis, or any of the rest. They had no other real practical application beyond interacting with NHEs.

What would it be like, to let the gift rot inside, unused? To know it had to remain that way, or else someone with a badge and a gun would come knocking on your door?

John thrust the thought aside. “I’m glad to hear it,” he said. “I don’t suppose you know anyone who has recently summoned or interacted with an NHE?”

“No,” Inverness said vehemently. “Wait—is this about the…whatever it was? The thing I sensed? How the hell did you know?”

John glanced at Karl, who looked equally baffled. “What did you sense?” John asked.

Inverness slumped back and ran a hand over his jaw. “Fuck, I don’t know. I was out on the Battery with my parents. Place was packed with tourists, but they’d never been to Charleston, so I wanted to show them the sights. And that’s when I felt…it.”

John leaned forward. The Battery wasn’t anywhere near the campus, but that didn’t mean the grendel hadn’t been roaming around. Or that Inverness hadn’t brushed up against some other faust. “Can you describe what you sensed?”

“Something big.” Inverness swallowed. “That was my first impression. That there was…I don’t know, a predator nearby, like a grizzly or something. I can barely manipulate etheric energy at all, and I’ve never sensed an NHE from a distance before. I don’t know what the fuck it was, but you’d better believe I grabbed my parents and ran.”

“I see,” John said, though he didn’t. It could have been the grendel, but he doubted it now. Someone with Inverness’s level of talent wasn’t likely to sense an unmanifested NHE, even one as powerful as a grendel.

Could it have been Gray? The Battery wasn’t far from the condo. “When was this? Do you remember the date?”

“Sure. Weekend before last. Saturday, because that’s the only full day my parents were here.”

Not Gray, then. They’d spent that weekend on Isle of Palms, tracking the alligator therianthrope.

So what had it been?

“I didn’t report it, because I didn’t know what to say,” Inverness went on. “I don’t know what it was, or who the source was in the crowd. I figured it was best to just forget about it and leave it to you Specs.” He frowned. “So that’s not why you’re here?”

John rose to his feet. “I’m afraid not. One last question: did you know either Derek Scheffler or Brice Wilkinson?”

“Derek? He’s the guy who was killed the other day, right?” Inverness shook his head. “Never met him. And I’ve got no clue as to the other one.”

Karl nodded, and John made his way to the door. Inverness trailed after them. “Thank you for your help.” John took out his card. “If you sense anything else out of the ordinary, call this number, day or night.”

Once they were back in the car, John said, “So no lies?”

Karl shook his head. “He believed every word he told us, at any rate.” He hesitated. “What do you think he sensed on the Battery?”

No doubt Karl had picked up John’s concern over that part of the story. “I have no idea.” John cranked the car. “But the way things have been going lately, I’m afraid it’s nothing good.”


Chapter 6

Caleb and Zahira sat in the back of a small lecture hall, while sobbing students shared their memories of Derek Scheffler.

While John interviewed more exorcists, Caleb and Zahira had returned to campus, for yet another fruitless day of searching for any sign of the grendel. When they’d spotted a flyer for a memorial for Scheffler being held by the frat he’d belonged to, the opportunity had seemed too good to pass up.

Unfortunately, no one in Scheffler’s family seemed to be in attendance. The coach had already refused to talk to them, citing student privacy regulations. But that didn’t mean they couldn’t talk to Scheffler’s friends.

A few of Scheffler’s tennis teammates spoke, along with Scheffler’s girlfriend, but mostly the memorial consisted of his frat brothers reminiscing over the good times. Or some sanitized version thereof, where they spent all day helping little old ladies across the street and didn’t even know what the word “kegger” meant. They all looked rich as fuck—even their haircuts probably cost a few hundred bucks a pop.

Zahira listened intently, then leaned over and whispered to Caleb, “I say we talk to the best friend. Hunter Pochron.”

“What does he hunt? Is it demons?”


The only thing this guy hunts is sorority babes.
 Pochron had spoken first, identifying himself as the one to organize the memorial. He had perfect brown hair, kissed by the sun, and teeth so white Caleb worried the people in the front row would be struck blind.

When the memorial finally ended, everyone began to shuffle out. Pochron lingered, shaking hands and conversing sorrowfully. Once the crowd thinned out, Zahira led the way to the front.

“Hunter Pochron?” she asked.

He turned, got a good look at them both, and his smile faded. “Who are you?”

From what Caleb had seen of the student body, there weren’t many brown-skinned women in hijabs, let alone long haired goths, roaming around campus. Certainly not together. Zahira pulled out her badge. “Special Agent Noorzai, SPECTR. This is Mr. Jansen. We have a few questions for you.”

Pochron glanced at the others around them and nodded. “I’ll catch up with you guys at the bar.” He turned back to them. “We figured that would be a good place to keep swapping stories about Derek.”

“I’m sure it’s what he would have wanted,” Caleb said.

“Exactly,” Pochron agreed. “So why do you need to talk to me? Have you found the killer?”

“We’re pursuing every available lead,” Zahira replied. “Even the most unlikely ones.” She took out her notebook. “The memorial was lovely, by the way. It sounds like Mr. Scheffler will be missed by a great many people.”

Pochron’s eyes grew misty. “Yeah. Derek was the best, you know?” He looked away, clearly struggling to hold in tears. “The sort of guy who’d do anything for a friend. And when he was on the court…he was going to be one of those players where even people who don’t care about tennis know his name. The next Roger Federer.”

Caleb resisted pointing out he’d never heard of Federer. “Right. So he was a great guy. Everybody loved him.”

Pochron nodded. “Yeah. He was so much fun to be around.”

“So he didn’t have anyone who would want to do him harm?” Zahira asked.

Pochron’s expression shifted into one of disapproval. “Of course not.”

“And he never got in any sort of trouble?” Caleb asked.

“Didn’t you hear what I said?” Scheffler took a step back from them. “I don’t know what you’re trying to imply, but Derek was the best. He sure as fuck didn’t deserve what happened to him.”

“No one’s saying he did,” Zahira replied soothingly. “We’re only looking into every possible option.”

“Wasting taxpayer money is what you’re doing.” A sneer crept over his lips. “Investigating Derek, instead of going out and finding his killer. Do you know who my father is?”

Caleb bit his tongue; John would be proud of his restraint. Zahira kept her face carefully neutral as well. “We have to look into all possible lines of investigation, sir. Lives are at stake. Did Mr. Scheffler know the former Dean of Student Affairs? Mr. Wilkinson?”

Pochron’s expression darkened. “Fuck off. I’ve got nothing more to say to you people.”

“If you change your mind,” Zahira began and held out a card.

Pochron tore it out of her hand and threw it on the ground. A moment later, he’d stormed out, leaving them alone in the lecture hall.

Caleb exchanged a look with Zahira. “Methinks he doth protest too much.”

“Agreed.” A furrow appeared between her brows. “Then again, people do have a tendency to get defensive about the dead. Anything that suggests they weren’t a perfect angel can feel like disrespect.”

“I get that,” Caleb said. His own brother had been part of an anti-paranormal hate group. Not the way he’d wanted to remember Ben.

“But it is the path he chose. Surely it would be disrespectful to deny what he wished to do.”

Yeah, that’s not how it works. People don’t want to remember uncomfortable facts. Especially about someone they loved.

“Ah. Mortal nonsense.”

They left the lecture hall and descended the steps from the academic building. Pochron was still in sight, striding rapidly away with his hands shoved in his pockets. The evening air was just starting to cool off, and the campus seemed mostly deserted. Not many night courses at a swanky place like this.

“So what next?” Caleb asked. They crossed a brick patio with a large gazebo in the center. The gazebo’s concrete dome was held up by thick pillars; it looked like the sort of place students would relax between classes.

“We report back to John, and hope he had better luck,” she said.

Right. Then Caleb had to come up with some excuse to slip away. Yuri would be waiting for him, and that wasn’t an appointment he could afford to miss. One good thing about John going off with Karl to harass anyone registered as an exorcist: Caleb hadn’t had to spend the day feeling guilty about hiding Yuri and Dru.

The scent of marshy rot and old blood came to him on the breeze.

Caleb froze, nostrils flaring. Zahira glanced at him worriedly. “What’s wrong?”

“It’s here,” Caleb said. “The grendel.”

Zahira instantly went on alert. “Where?”

Caleb shook his head, scanning the area as he did so. Oh hell, Pochron—the guy might be a douche, but they had to warn him there was a killer in the area.

Except Pochron was no longer in sight.

Shit. Maybe he’d just turned off or gone behind a tree during the seconds Caleb had glanced down at Zahira. “Just follow us,” he said, and broke into a run.

The grendel’s scent grew stronger and stronger. “It is near.”


Caleb’s teeth burned, and his fingertips ached, Gray riding the fine line of manifestation. The wind kicked up, but it wasn’t the only thing that sent his long hair unspooling behind him like a black spill of ink. Hold on, Gray, damn it. If Pochron sees you, he’ll freak out and cause even more trouble for us.


“Where is it?” Zahira called behind him.

“I don’t know.” The scent was overwhelming, saturating the air. So where the hell was the thing?

Caleb stopped, turning around in circles, and felt Gray’s impatience clawing at the underside of his skin.

“We’ve got to be right on top of it,” he said, baffled. Zahira cast about, her Glock drawn and ready.

“Where is it?” she asked again.

“Shh. Be still and pay attention.”

To what?

“Everything.”

Caleb did as Gray ordered. He stood motionless, letting the world come to him. The wind kissed his cheek, rubbing together the branches of the live oak above. Beneath the rattle of leaves and groan of bark against bark, there came a sort of wet smacking sound.

Oh hell. It was right above them.

Caleb looked up, just in time to see something large and dark hurtling down toward him.

*   *   *

The demon’s weight smashes Gray into the ground.

Anger surges through him as he manifests—this creature has dared to ambush him, as if he were its prey.

Normally, demons flee him unless cornered. Even the least cunning among them have an instinct for survival. He believed the grendel would run if it scented him, or at least attempt to conceal itself.

In not doing so, it has made a deadly mistake. Its last, if he has anything to say about it.

The grendel tries to bite, but his thick, kevlar-lined coat resists the maw full of misshapen teeth. He twists, gets a hand free from beneath himself, and drives his claws into its shoulder.

Or tries to. His claws fail to pierce its rough, purplish hide by even the smallest amount.


“Oh fuck,”
 Caleb says. Gray cannot disagree.

The grendel’s strength is immense, and it pins him to the ground. One of its hands grips his other wrist, grinding the bones together until they shatter. Gray bellows in pain, then kicks it, hard.

Its grip loosens, so he kicks it again, this time using Caleb’s telekinesis in conjunction with the blow. Together they heave it off him. The moment it is away from him, Zahira fires.

Her bullets do no more damage than his claws. One bounces off the creature’s skin; the hot lead strikes Gray in the leg, tearing a hole through denim and into flesh.

The grendel rises to its full height, the top of its head brushing the lower limbs of the tree. It is taller than the average human, its body hairless and muscular. Skin the color of a ripe eggplant covers it, and its eyes burn a hateful yellow. Its mouth splits in a grin, revealing uneven teeth, and it reaches into the tree above it to yank down Pochron’s ravaged corpse.


“Is it…taunting us?”
 Caleb asks. “But that doesn’t make any sense. Does it?”


It does not matter. We will kill it either way.

Zahira has abandoned the useless Glock and begun to chant. But the demon is too strong; her exorcist’s power can find nowhere to hook into its essence.

Gray’s wrist straightens, bones mending, and he leaps for the demon. Even if he can’t break the skin with his claws, perhaps he can still use his strength to hold it down. If they can find some way to contain it, they can summon John. Surely he can exorcise it.

The demon’s fist slams into Gray’s face like a sledgehammer, breaking bone and striking him to the earth. Pain and rage snap through him, and he snarls, staggering back to his feet. Before he can regain his footing, the grendel rushes him.

The grendel’s punch buries itself in his stomach, rupturing vital organs, snapping ribs, and heaving him through the air. For an instant, all is weightless pain—until his back smashes into the brick wall of the academic building.

They collapse into a heap at the base of the wall, broken skull and back screaming in agony. There is a blinding flare of light, parts wrenching back into place. Fear bubbles up from Caleb.

“Oh hell, he’s too strong for us.”

They open their eyes; blinking against the damage their body fights to heal. The grendel stalks across the brick patio toward Zahira. She backs away slowly, still chanting, her useless Glock thrust out in front of her.


No.
 Zahira is their mortal. This demon will not take her from them.

Gray roars as he comes to his feet. Blood fills his mouth, spills from pulverized organs, but they will not let the grendel have her.

Their distraction works; the grendel turns away from Zahira and back to them.

“We’ve got to take this thing down.”


Agreed.
 But he hesitates. Perhaps it can be exorcised. But I cannot see how to stop it without damaging the host.


Caleb’s resolve rushes through them both. “It’s him or us. Whether or not the forty days are up, we’ve got to kill this fucker now.”


Gray springs at it, even as it rushes him again. His claws can’t puncture the gnarled skin, but they catch on it long enough for him to grapple with the demon. He drives his head forward with all his strength to sink fangs into its flesh.

Both fangs snap against its skin, sending a spike of agony through their skull. The only blood that fills their mouth is their own.

The grendel lets out a croaking laugh. Its huge hands close on Gray’s throat and thigh, ragged nails biting deep as it hoists him above its head.

Then, with a shout of triumph, it hurls him into the nearest pillar of the gazebo.

Concrete shatters under the impact, as do bones. With a low roar, the entire structure collapses on top of them, burying them in rubble and dust and darkness.

*   *   *

“That fucking sucked,” Caleb said. He sat on the steps leading up to the academic building, his skin smeared with dried blood and dust, his hair a clotted snarl. The sight of fading purple on his cheek twisted John’s heart. He was almost glad he hadn’t been here to see the full extent of the damage. If Gray was still healing bruises, it must have been bad.

The campus was on lockdown, and SPECTR agents swarmed the area, but had yet to find any trace of the grendel. Forensics had set up around the tree where the grendel had stashed its second victim. Hunter Pochron.

“Alhamdulillah, it decided to run,” Zahira said tiredly. “My bullets did nothing against it, and it was too powerful for any attempts to drain or slow it using etheric energy.”

John nodded. “It must have decided continuing the fight wasn’t worth it, even with Gray down.”

“No.” Caleb rubbed at his face, then winced when he pressed on the bruise. “Ouch. Damn it.”

“I’ll see if the EMTs have any ice packs,” John said. He touched Caleb’s shoulder, though what he really wanted to do was pull Caleb into his arms and never let go.

“We’re fine.” Caleb waved him off. “But, no, I don’t think it ran off because of anything we did. It left because it got what it wanted.”

John sat back on his heels. “What do you mean?”

“It laughed.”
 An edge of dark thunder rumbled beneath the word, Gray’s displeasure bleeding into Caleb’s voice. “Most demons piss themselves when Gray shows up. And why wouldn’t they? He’s coming to fucking eat
 them. But this thing grabbed Pochron while we weren’t looking, set up an ambush, then deliberately showed us his body like it was taunting us with it. Then it fought us to a standstill and walked off.”

John frowned. “What do you mean?”

“It wasn’t just not scared—it took delight in beating us. Beating Gray.” Caleb ground his teeth. “Yes, you were
 beaten. For fuck’s sake, five minutes ago I coughed up a chunk of our liver. We didn’t win this, so quit sulking.”

“It’s okay, Gray,” Zahira said. “We all have our off days.”

“And the grendel won the battle, not the war,” John added. “We have to figure out how to get through its skin. There might be some way of softening it—Florida water, or incense, something that interacts with etheric energy. Has Gray ever fought one before?”

“If he had, we wouldn’t have ended up buried under the gazebo,” Caleb said. The bruise had finally vanished from his cheek. “I guess you were right about them not being that common. There have to be more of them than there are drakul, though, since it takes a lot less energy to summon them, comparatively speaking.” He paused, an odd look crossing his face. “Maybe another drakul out there has killed one.”

“Which doesn’t really help us, since we don’t know where any are to ask them,” John pointed out.

Caleb stared down at his hands. “Yeah. So, how did they kill the one in Beowulf? I was a crap student in high school.”

“Beowulf pulled its arm off,” Zahira said doubtfully. “That seems…unlikely, to say the least.”

“I think we can agree that was just embellishment on the part of the poet,” John said. Which was a damned shame, because they needed something.
 “I’m going to have to research this. As far as I know, no grendel’s been seen in at least a couple of centuries, maybe longer.”

“Maybe a little research first would have helped,” Caleb muttered.

John’s shoulders sagged. “You’re right. I assumed Gray could take on anything we came across. I left it all on your shoulders, instead of doing my part of the job.”

“Oh, don’t be that way.” Caleb bumped his knee against John’s leg. “And you’re right—Gray’s normally up to just about anything. And he’d like me to assure you, the next time he meets the grendel, he’s going to eat it. Not that he has a plan to make that happen, of course.”

“Then I’ll do my best to get him that plan.” John patted Caleb’s arm, then rose to his feet. “Zahira, do you mind driving Caleb home? I need to go back to HQ and report to Barillo.”

“Sure,” she said.

Caleb looked up at him, brown eyes dark. “You want us to come with?”

“No.” John forced a smile onto his face, so none of the trepidation he felt could show. “You go home and take a shower. You’ve got some liver in your hair.”

“Ha ha,” Caleb muttered. “Go on, then. Have fun with Barillo.”

“Always,” John lied. Then he turned away and started across campus to his sedan, and tried not to give away the deep sense of worry growing steadily in his gut.


Chapter 7

John stepped into District Chief Barillo’s office. Although a part of him would have liked to have brought Caleb, so Barillo could get the report from someone who had actually been there, he hadn’t even dared suggest it.

John still wasn’t sure exactly what had happened between Barillo and Caleb in July. Barillo had dismissed the rest of them and kept Caleb behind, presumably for the sort of ass-chewing he regularly gave John. John had worried about leaving them alone together, simply because Caleb’s “screw the man” attitude would only make Barillo angrier.

But when Caleb rejoined them, he’d said everything had gone fine. Except he’d been paler than usual, and there had been an uncharacteristic look of worry—or was it fear?— in his eyes.

“Sir,” John said, doing his best to project respect. Like it or not, they all had to deal with the district chief. As the old saying went, honey attracted more flies than vinegar.

Barillo’s dark eyes assessed John. Lines of strain had begun to show around them, and there was noticeably more gray in his short, tightly curled hair than before.

The outbreak of NHEs had worn on them all. Before, the district chief usually had gone home at five, though he was always on call. Now, John couldn’t remember the last time he’d seen the man leave before eight, if not later.

“Starkweather.” Barillo scowled. “I’ve read your preliminary report. Am I to understand that Special Agent Noorzai and Mr. Jansen let some kid get eaten right in front of them?”

Shit. “No, sir. Let me explain. They were interviewing Mr. Pochron about the first victim, Mr. Scheffler.”

Barillo held up a hand. “Let me stop you right there. Why the hell were they interviewing Pochron?”

“Both Scheffler and Wilkinson were connected with the college. I don’t think their deaths were just random. Neither was Pochron’s.” John forced his spine straight. “In light of this latest death, if we could get a warrant for their student records—”

“Absolutely not.” Barillo leaned back in his chair. “Let me spell things out for you, Starkweather. This college? Their alumni go on to be congressmen and CEOs. You go requesting records, and the media’s going to think the college has something to hide. Trust me when I say, any damage to their reputation will not
 be looked upon kindly by a large number of very wealthy people.”

John ground his teeth in frustration. “With all due respect, sir, how am I to investigate if I can’t follow our best lead? Scheffler and Pochron were best friends, at least according to Pochron, and now they’re both dead. As is the former Dean of Student Affairs. If we’re to keep anyone else from dying—”

“Here’s an idea,” Barillo broke in. “How about your demon-sniffing vampire keeps a hold of the grendel next time. Don’t you think that would be a good way to keep anyone else from dying? As opposed to, say, harassing grieving friends and relatives?”

Oh hell. John sent a swift prayer to Sekhmet before answering. “Mr. Jansen and Agent Noorzai attempted to apprehend the NHE, but its skin proved impenetrable to all of their weapons. There’s nothing anyone could have done that would have resulted in a different outcome, not with the knowledge we have now.”

“Good try, Starkweather, but they failed. And you’re trying to cover up their failure with this obsession with student records.”

John wanted to lash out. To make Barillo understand how badly Caleb had been hurt. To fucking get
 what it was like out there in the field, instead of playing armchair quarterback later on.

“The grendel is a very dangerous NHE,” John said frostily. “We haven’t seen its like in a long time, and no one knew just what to expect. Its immense strength and impenetrable skin allowed it to effectively fight off Gray, without sustaining injury to itself.”

Barillo flinched at the mention of Gray. He reached out, took a candy from the jar on his desk, and slowly unwrapped it. “Seems to me your pet demon lets NHEs get away on a regular basis.”

“That isn’t so,” John snapped. “The raven mocker could fly, and the vila—”

He caught himself. That time, Gray had been distracted, by something he still hadn’t adequately explained to John. Could the mystery NHE have anything to do with what Inverness had sensed in Battery Park? Caleb had said they’d originally scented the entity not far from there.

The wrapper crinkled as Barillo balled it up between his fingers. “That thing
 gets to run loose in exchange for being useful. But honestly, I’m starting to think it isn’t half as useful as I was led to believe it would be.”

Fuck. This wasn’t good. John felt as though a sword hung over his head, suspended by a thread as he sought the words that would keep it from falling. Except it wouldn’t fall on his neck, would it? It would descend on Caleb and Gray. “No SPECTR agent could have done half as good a job,” he said carefully. “I’m one of the top field agents in the southeast—I’m not saying that to brag, but to point out I couldn’t have brought in either the raven mocker or the vila without Gray’s assistance. Certainly not without a larger loss of life.”

Not to mention Forsyth would have eaten his way through the low country, and they’d all be dead now if Gray hadn’t been there. But Barillo had already made it clear that any talk about Forsyth was off the table.

“And maybe that says it all right there, agent.” Barillo popped the candy in his mouth and steepled his fingers together. “You used to be one of the top agents. Now you’ve come to rely on your little demon friend as a crutch. And you’re letting us all down in the process.”

Fury stole John’s breath. His fists clenched, and his gut churned. “I assure you, I’ve done my utmost to serve this agency and this country,” he grated out. “As have Mr. Jansen, Special Agent Noorzai, and Gray. I would defend our actions to anyone.”

“Would you?” Barillo sat back in his chair. “Get out of here, Starkweather. Scheffler and Pochron were good kids. Let them rest in peace, instead of trying to dig up dirt. Hear me?”

John’s throat was almost too tight to speak. “Yes, sir.”

He walked swiftly back to the office he shared with Caleb, careful to keep his face expressionless until the door was firmly shut behind him. Fury still trembled in his veins, and when he unclenched his hands, he saw his nails had made bloody crescents in the palms.

Sekhmet, guide and protect him.

He took a deep breath, then another, and tried to focus. Past the anger, past Barillo’s half-veiled threats, to the last thing the district chief said.

“Scheffler and Pochron were good kids. Let them rest in peace, instead of trying to dig up dirt.”

Except John hadn’t been trying to dig up any dirt. He’d only wanted the student records, to see what sort of connections he could make between them and Wilkinson.

Which suggested there was
 dirt to find on them…and that someone was leaning on Barillo to keep it from getting out.

*   *   *

“You came,” Yuri said with a smile. He looked utterly at ease, sitting at a table in the rooftop bar, dressed in a stylish jacket and shirt. The breeze ruffled his long, pale hair. Night had fallen, and Charleston spread out before them, a city of gleaming lights.

“Of course I did,” Caleb replied, dropping into a seat by him. Gray hovered close to the surface, eager for a glimpse of Dru. Later. Let me handle this.


“Order what you like.” Yuri beckoned to a waiter. “My treat.”

Caleb had left John on the couch, falling asleep over his tablet. He’d lied—again—claiming Deacon was going through a bad breakup and needed a friendly ear. It was the second night in a row he’d used the same excuse, but John had only waved a tired hand at him.

Even if he hadn’t been meeting Yuri, he would have probably found some excuse to get out of the condo. Their defeat at the hands of the grendel had left Gray edgy and angry all evening.

If only the alcohol would do anything to settle their nerves. “I miss getting drunk,” Caleb said, once the waiter left.

“That is foolish of you.”

Hush.

“I’m Russian. Imagine how I feel.” Yuri winked at him. “Dru says hello, by the way. He’s very glad you came.”

“As am I.”

“Gray says the same.”

The waiter brought Caleb’s drink: some hideously expense whiskey, served neat. Once they were alone again, Yuri raised his glass. “To new friendship.”

Caleb clinked his tumbler to Yuri’s. “To friendship.”

“Now,” Yuri said, leaning back in his chair with a contented sigh, “I’m sure you have many questions. Ask away.”

Caleb winced. “I don’t mean to come across as suspicious…”

“It’s only natural. And you wish to protect Gray, of course.” Yuri gazed out over the city. “How long have you been together? You said only a few months, but Dru’s been in this world for a great deal longer. And if Gray left the etheric plane first…”

Oh hell. He’d hoped—really hoped—that their story was the same. That Dru had the same cushion of memories gleaned from dead bodies, and that was what had kept them from running mad. “Gray spent thousands of years hopping from corpse to corpse,” Caleb said, in what he hoped was a casual tone. “Didn’t Dru?”

Confusion flashed over Yuri’s face. “Corpses?”

Caleb had thought it couldn’t be true. Because everything he’d been told—everything he’d seen, when it came to Forsyth at least—said drakul summoned directly into living bodies went mad just like so many other NHEs.

Unless the Vigilant were wrong. Unless it wasn’t as clear cut as they’d thought.

“Here’s the thing,” Caleb said. “I know who you are.”

Yuri cocked his head, brows drawing down. “What do you mean?”

“I’ve seen the classified files.” Caleb pinned Yuri with his gaze. “You’re Russian. Possessed sixty years ago. You’re the Lake Baikal vampire, aren’t you?”

*   *   *

Yuri stared off at the city. For a moment, he was utterly motionless, not even breathing. The stir of his hair in the breeze was the only thing about him that even seemed alive.

Then he turned and gave Caleb a dazzling smile. “Fascinating! How did you find out?”

The sudden shift caught Caleb off guard. Though not enough to blurt out the answer. “So it’s true?”

Yuri tossed back his drink and signaled the waiter for another. “It’s a long story, my friend, but…yes. Depending on the accuracy of whatever you heard, naturally.”

“Why don’t you tell me what the real story is, then?” Caleb asked.

“I was a lieutenant in the Soviet army.” Yuri accepted his fresh drink from the waiter, eyes lingering on the man as he returned to the bar. “I competed with many others to have the honor of being host to something—I didn’t know what, just yet—that would protect my homeland and keep it safe.”

“Sounds like Gray’s original host,” Caleb said. People really didn’t change much, no matter the era. “Except the priests strangled her before summoning Gray.”

Yuri shuddered delicately. “Did they? How horrible. I can’t imagine how awful it must have been for him, trapped in dead flesh.”

“It didn’t bother him.” Supposedly, Gray had been better off for it. That was what everyone believed, that it was the cushion of memories gleaned from dead flesh that had allowed him to adapt to a living body without going insane.

And yet here was Yuri, smiling and friendly. Dru wasn’t exactly frothing at the mouth, either; he didn’t strike Caleb as any more murderous than Gray.

“We have been misled, it seems.”

Yeah. I’m starting to think you’re right.

Caleb cleared his throat. “I heard…I mean, the reports said something went wrong. They trapped you.” Encased in tons of steel and concrete, more like. Except, again, here was Yuri, clearly not at all trapped at the bottom of a mile-deep lake.

Yuri shook his head. “Don’t believe everything you read, Caleb. Imagine for a moment that you’re an officer facing execution because Dru and I escaped. Wouldn’t you make up some story about averting disaster, paint yourself as a hero of the people, and hope no one ever discovered the truth?”

“Yeah, I guess. When you put it that way.” Caleb hesitated. “You escaped?”

“When I realized my superiors didn’t have our best interests in mind.” Yuri waved a dismissive hand. “But that is the past. What is important now is that we’ve found you. You can’t imagine how often I’ve wanted someone to talk to, someone who understood.”

Poor bastard. Caleb was half crazy after just a few months of it. “Believe me, I can. Not being able to tell anyone…” Outside of SPECTR, anyway.

“But we have each other now,” Yuri said. “So tell me—does Gray feel like any moment not spent hunting is wasted, and never tires of reminding you of the fact?”

Caleb laughed. “God, yes. Or going on about mortal foolishness.” He lowered his voice to imitate Gray. “‘They are not food, why are they running and screaming? Mortal nonsense.’”


“It is,”
 Gray objected.

Yuri grinned. “Of course. And you’re
 the one stuck dealing with the screaming humans, because he decides it’s not worth his time. And the constant complaints about food! ‘It is cold blood, Yuri, we cannot eat that.’”

“I’m really surprised Gray isn’t bitching about the alcohol right now.”

“I have resigned myself to your attempts to poison us.”

“Never mind—spoke too soon.” Caleb downed the rest of his drink and leaned back. Something inside him seemed to uncoil, for the first time in weeks. Months, maybe.

Yuri understood. Of course John had tried to be supportive, but Yuri knew
 what it was like.

Caleb had a dozen different questions. How long Yuri and Dru had been in the states. What sort of life they’d had over all these years. Where they normally lived, and if they had any friends who knew the truth about them.

But all that could wait. Right now, he could just sit back and enjoy. Without having to worry about saying the wrong thing, or accidentally frightening Yuri, or anything else.

It was a feeling he could get used to.

“So,” Yuri said, “have I satisfied you for the moment? Because if so…what say we go somewhere more interesting?”

Caleb lifted a brow. John was waiting for them, but… “Sure. Why not?”

Yuri paid for the drinks, then led the way back down to the street. They crossed East Bay, and Yuri ducked casually into a narrow alleyway between an art gallery and a restaurant.

Caleb felt the whisper of etheric energy and smelled Dru’s scent even before he turned to them. His eyes glowed in the dim light, hot orange trapped within a shell of volcanic glass. Dru tipped his head to one side, grin exposing his fangs. “Yuri says…try to keep up.”

In a blink he was up the side of the building, claws sinking into old brick. His coat flared out behind him, before he vanished onto the rooftop.

Caleb laughed. “Oh, it’s on,” he said. And fell back even as Gray surged forward.


Chapter 8

They race each other across the rooftops. Pleasure sings along Gray’s nerves: the pure sensation of muscles moving, of breath whispering through lungs, of simply being alive in the night. Drugoy’s hair is a pale flag in the moonlight, beckoning him on. The lights of the city blaze on their left: neon in every color, yellow gaslight in front of historic buildings, cold green street lamps. To the right, the river is nothing but a dark ribbon, broken up by the occasional boat.

Drugoy had a head start, but Gray’s legs are longer. They leap over air conditioning units and ductwork, dash over terra cotta tiles, and all but fly across the gaps between buildings. Cars stream beneath them as they clear one street, then the next, the mortals utterly oblivious to them passing overhead.

Drugoy glances once over his shoulder, hair streaming into his face, his mouth shaped into a wicked smile that reveals an edge of fangs. Then he leaps the longest gap yet, across a small parking lot.

Testing them.

“Then we’ll just have to show him what we’ve got.”

Gray follows easily. Drugoy’s next jump is farther still, from building to the branch of a sturdy old oak, to the roof of a stately home. The branch springs beneath Gray’s weight as he follows, claws digging into a downspout to gain the roof.

“We almost missed that one”

But we did not.


“No.”
 Delight bubbles up from Caleb; the simple joy of running and jumping, of a living body responding effortlessly to every command. “We didn’t.”


Another leap, stretching their body to its fullest. They are racing north up the peninsula, nearly to the concrete river of US 17 pouring off the interstate to bridge the Cooper River. Drugoy darts across the roof of a boarded up building, and for a moment Gray thinks he will try to jump the four lanes of Meeting Street.

Instead, he comes to an abrupt halt at the very edge.

Gray can feel Caleb just beneath the surface of their skin, leaning forward eagerly. “Let’s do what Yuri asked, and show them what we’ve got.”


Gray doesn’t slow, let alone stop. He has just enough time to glimpse Drugoy’s eyes widen, before they push off the roof with every ounce of strength in their legs.

And with Caleb’s TK.

And it is like flying, if only for a few seconds. Headlights rush past beneath them, the night city spread out all around, and a bubble of wild exultation wells up from Caleb.

Then their boots hit the flat roof of another boarded up business. Gray turns and flashes his fangs triumphantly at Drugoy.

Drugoy tips his head in acknowledgement, before dropping from the roof to the sidewalk. A man nursing a bottle in a brown paper bag gapes, but the drakul pays him no mind. A few moments later, he joins Gray on the roof. “You are still one with the sky,” he says, and the admiration is something of a balm over the irritation left behind by the earlier fight with the grendel. “How did you do that?”

“Caleb is telekinetic.”

“Ah.” Drugoy cocks his head slightly. Listening to Yuri, perhaps. The wind catches his hair; it doesn’t thrash of its own accord the way Gray’s does. But Drugoy is the breaking of the earth, not the shattering of the sky.

It is impossibly strange, standing here with another drakul. He had never considered before if he would even wish such a thing. Never wondered what it would be like, to exist in this mortal world with another of his kind.

“I know where a lycanthrope pack is,” Drugoy says.

Hunger sharpens Gray’s attention. “You have not eaten them?”

“This city has been a rich feast. There has been no need.”

“It is not always like this,” Gray says. “There were not so many demons, when I first came here.” And of course he isn’t free to simply hunt as he will, the way Drugoy is.

“Let’s keep that to ourselves for now.”

“Shall we hunt them?” Drugoy asks. The light in his eyes shifts slowly, as though a river of lava moves behind them.

Gray’s claws slide from their sheaths in anticipation. “Yes.”

“Then follow me.”

They pass like a pair of ghosts through the grassy marshland beneath the steel and concrete overpasses. Scattered apartments and businesses lay beyond, but Drugoy remains away from them, leading the way toward the river. Soon they stand on a decaying road of cracked pavement, arrowing off into low, unkempt fields and marsh. A sagging gate halfheartedly blocks further access, weathered KEEP OUT signs barely visible on it beneath a growth of vines and grass. In the distance, Gray can just make out a long, low concrete building with a corrugated metal roof.

“What was this place? Some kind of government facility? Because this is a lot of land to just leave to waste.”


Does it matter?
 They are not here to worry about mortal nonsense. They’re here to eat demons.

Drugoy springs over the gate easily, and Gray follows. The pavement is almost gone on this side of the fence, the wilderness taking over again. This is always the way of things; he has seen it again and again. Mortals building their temples and palaces, believing they are the pinnacle, the end point of history. Then they fall, and are subsumed by desert and forest, until no traces remain to even suggest they existed at all.

“What a cheerful thought. Thanks.”

You tell me to hush often. Now I am telling you.

Caleb does as asked, and falls silent. Gray and Drugoy move cautiously up the road, drawing closer to the dilapidated building. Drugoy’s footfalls are utterly soundless, as if the earth swallows the vibrations before they can spread.

Gray smells the demons even before Drugoy halts. The hot summer wind carries on it the delicious scent of matted fur and scabrous mange, and his stomach cramps with hunger.

“You come in from the roof,” Drugoy says, his voice a low rumble. “And I shall come from ground level and block their escape.”

Memories shift and shiver, more insubstantial even than those of dead hosts. “As we did before.”

“Yes.”

Drugoy melts away into the night. Gray approaches the building cautiously. The sound of faint growls and crunching bone comes from within. The pack is feeding.

A telephone pole sags at one corner of the structure. It is but the work of a moment to scramble up the cracked wood and onto the metal roof.

It groans beneath their weight, and Gray freezes. Listening. The sounds below die away, the pack uncertain. Scenting the air, no doubt, but the breeze is brisk off the river, and he is still downwind. After a long moment, one of the werewolves barks, and there comes the wet rip of flesh being stripped from the bone.

Gray moves slowly across the roof, testing each step. Caleb hovers, just at the edge of consciousness, for once not distracting from Gray’s focus. Rust has eaten a small hole in the metal, and they crouch to press an eye to it.

All is darkness within, but they can see perfectly well in the night. The interior of the structure is utterly destroyed. Claw marks show on support beams, wires have been ripped free from the walls, and a detritus of rotting flesh, gnawed bones, and filth covers the concrete floor. The mouth-watering stench of the lycanthropes rises up, and his fangs ache, hunger biting at his spine.

There are four of them, their muzzles coated in blood as they finish off the last morsels of whatever unfortunate mortal became their victim tonight. “I wonder if SPECTR has any idea they’re out here?”



Doubtful.
 As Drugoy said, there are many more demons here than there were before. But no matter; they will deal with these creatures. John would be pleased, if they dared tell him.

Caleb seems less certain of that, but subsides.

There comes a crash from below, accompanied by the shattering of the wood boarded up over the door. The werewolves leap up, snarling—then whining in fear as Drugoy steps in. Two rush at him, but the other two back away, ready to flee.

“That’s our cue.”

Gray grasps the edge of the rusty metal and peels it free. Then he drops through the hole, directly onto one of the lycanthropes.

*   *   *

The werewolves panic, caught between the two drakul. Gray seizes the one he knocked to the floor, yanking it to him. It bites, teeth slashing his face, but he ignores the flare of pain and buries his fangs in its neck.

The pleasure he was denied earlier with the grendel sings through him. Feeding in a living body is utterly unlike anything he had experienced before. Blood pours into his mouth through the grooves on the back of his teeth, and energy races into him, suffusing every cell. The werewolf struggles, but weakly now. Gray sucks harder, wringing every drop of etheric energy, of blood, from its body, until it goes still.

He tosses the body aside. Drugoy has another werewolf pinned beneath him on the floor. His pale hair spreads around him as he feeds, and an odd feeling of shame flashes from Caleb, as if they have accidentally witnessed something intimate.

The other two lycanthropes have fled through the broken window in the back wall, which they no doubt used to get into the building to start with. Drugoy finishes his werewolf, glances at the window, then at Gray.

It takes no more communication than that.

Within seconds, they race across the marshy flats, boots sinking into the muck. The fleeing werewolves run ahead, having gone to all fours on the uncertain ground. The drakul spread out, flanking them, giving them no direction to run in except that of the river.

One becomes helplessly mired in the stinking mud. Drugoy falls on it, and Gray leaves him behind. The last werewolf stops when it reaches the water, turning back on him. Its yellow eyes are wide with panic, and its misshapen mouth works, seeming oddly confused. As if it does not quite understand how this happened.

Even so, it tries to fight. Gray ignores the damage from its claws in favor of subduing it quickly. The wounds seal as they feed, and it is with a feeling of regret that he drops the corpse. A shame there aren’t more for them to hunt.


“Greedy,”
 Caleb says. But for once, that is the only complaint he offers.

Drugoy crosses the water-logged ground with a confident step, as though the mud doesn’t quite cling to his boots. His chin is covered in blood, his pale hair flecked with it. Gray looks down, finds his own clothing and skin slicked with mud and blood.

Drugoy drops into a crouch beside him. They both sit in silence, staring out over the river. There is no need for mortal chatter, no need to ask what the other is feeling, or whether he enjoyed the hunt. There is only this moment of quiet existence.

Caleb, of course, must break it eventually. “We should ask them. For help.”


“There is a grendel,” Gray says aloud. “I fought it today. But its skin cannot be broken, and…I could not kill it. And I do not know where it is hiding now.”

Drugoy tilts his head slightly. Long hair slides gracefully over his shoulder, like a spill of moonlight. “Then we shall hunt it together.”

*   *   *

John woke at the brush of etheric energy against his back. He’d gone to bed alone, after drifting off twice on the couch, waiting for Caleb to come home.

Now, a familiar weight dinted the mattress by him, and a warm hand rested on his hip. He didn’t have to open his eyes to know Gray was manifesting. John took a deep breath, smelled ancient incense and petrichor…accompanied by grapefruit shampoo and sandalwood soap.

“Did you guys take a shower?” he asked.

Gray tucked in closer against John’s back. His lips brushed John’s shoulder, and his hand traced little circles on John’s hip. “Yes. There was a werewolf.”

That brought John fully awake. He rolled over on his back. The room was dark, save for the light leaking in from street lamps outside, and the faint, ghostly flashes of lightning deep within Gray’s eyes. “A werewolf? Was anyone hurt? Why didn’t you call?”

Gray’s hand slid distractingly up John’s belly. “There was no need.” He kissed John’s shoulder again, nuzzling inward toward his neck. “We smelled it on the way home. It fled into the marsh. I ate it.”

Damn it. “You’ll have to file a report. I mean, Caleb will. Barillo—”

Gray silenced him with his mouth. John kissed him back automatically, and Gray moved to straddle his thighs. His hair slithered around them, his skin hot from the shower.

John’s prick responded. He put his hands to Gray’s shoulders, not sure if he wanted to pull him closer, or push him back and bring up the lycanthrope again.

Fuck it. The body was off rotting in the marsh. There’d be no way of identifying the human host, no way to link it to any particular murder the way things had been going lately. Why give Barillo any more ammunition to use against Caleb and Gray, when nothing good could possibly come of it?

Gray let out a purr of pleasure when John ran his hands down Gray’s back, to his ass. He kissed John’s neck again, then lower, over his collar bone, and down. John closed his eyes and let his lover do as he wished, drinking in the sensations.

“What do you want?” Gray murmured against his belly. His breath felt warm against John’s skin, and his hair slithered over thighs and cock like black silk.

“Fuck me. Like this. Turn on the light so I can see you.”

The mattress shifted again, as Gray leaned over to reach the nightstand. John grabbed his pillow and shoved it beneath his hips.

Then everything was slickness and heat, and the faint prick of not-quite-sheathed claws as Gray gripped his hips. Gray’s hair rippled in an unfelt wind, and his parted lips showed the tips of his fangs. Every movement was one of controlled power, and John didn’t bother to hold back his moans as Gray pushed into him.

He gripped Gray’s shoulder with one hand, cupped Gray’s face with the other. Gray turned his head, pressing lips into John’s palm—then licking the vein of his wrist.

“Let me taste you,” he growled.

“Oh hell, yes.” Not because the act itself did anything for John, but the effect it had on Gray…

Gray’s fangs were meant to do damage; biting was out of the question. Instead he let go of John’s hips and dragged a claw along the vulnerable skin of his forearm. Just a scratch, the flare of pain almost lost beneath the pleasure of being fucked. Blood beaded along the edge of the wound. Gray licked it—then with a groan, fastened his mouth over the cut and sucked.

His cock seemed to stiffen even further, and his thrusts became harder, more urgent. His eyes half-closed  in ecstasy, the swirl of etheric energy prickling along John’s skin.

“You look so hot,” John gasped. He grabbed his aching prick, stroking in time to Gray’s strokes. “Fuck—I’m going to come; come with me, please—”

Gray shuddered. Etheric energy sang along John’s nerves, flooding into his body, and he shouted incoherently as he came.

For a long moment, there was nothing but the sound of their breathing, gradually slowing. Then Gray stretched out half on top of him, arms and legs tucked around John. Holding him close.

John felt boneless, sleep threatening to suck him back down. He resisted its pull long enough to murmur, “I love you.”

“Even if I ate the werewolf without permission?”

John blinked. He’d almost forgotten about it in the haze of sex. “Of course. And to hell with reporting it. I trust you guys.”

Gray didn’t reply for a long moment. Then he nuzzled John’s hair. “Good.”


Chapter 9

The next afternoon, John settled back in his chair at SPECTR and chewed on the end of a pen. Stalking around the campus, hoping for a whiff of the grendel, hadn’t worked. Interviewing every exorcist he could find had resulted in no new leads, either. The bodies were piling up, and they’d hit dead end after dead end.

The case had stalled, no doubt about it. The college still refused to turn over the records of the two student victims, and his requests to interview the parents had been vetoed by their lawyers. Ordinarily, he would have pushed harder on those fronts, but Barillo’s warning replayed over and over again in his mind.

“What next?” Zahira asked.

Caleb was off fetching lunch, leaving John and Zahira to stare at the facts of the case, laid out on the conference room whiteboard, accompanied by images of the three dead men.

“I’m not sure,” John admitted. “We’re running into a brick wall here. I’m certain the college is hiding something, but I don’t know how to find out what. And honestly, it might not even be related to the case. Say Scheffler was busted for underage drinking, and Wilkinson helped make it go away, even though Scheffler should have been booted off the tennis team. People might want to keep something like that quiet, especially since it’s nothing to do with their deaths.”

She sipped her coffee. “What about the internet? Have you searched for anything there?”

“There’s nothing but the usual news articles about the deaths. Memorials for Scheffler from teammates and coaches.” John rubbed at his eyes. Sekhmet, he was tired. “I don’t think there’s a single article without someone throwing around ‘Wimbledon,’ though whether he was really that good or not I’ve no idea. According to everyone, both the student victims were saints who walked on water.”

“No speaking ill of the dead,” Zahira said.

“At least, not when they’re rich athletes.”

“Did you try the school newsletter?” she asked. “It might at least have photos the news outlets don’t. Something might show up.”

John blinked. “No. It didn’t occur to me.” Goddess, he was slipping. “Is it online?”

“Everything is online now.” Zahira opened her laptop. “Let’s see…here’s the college website…and here’s the archive of the newspaper.”

John leaned in close to watch as she ran the search. It brought up several memorial articles, followed by a long list of tennis scores. Just as he was about to give up, John saw an innocuous headline buried among the rest. No Charges in Late Night Fight on Campus.


“What’s that?” John asked, pointing.

Zahira brought up the article.

Three students were involved in a fight on campus the night of April 11. Officer Freeman responded to the complaint and broke up the fight. According to campus police, the incident was minor, and no charges will be filed. Drugs and alcohol were not involved.

“Well, that was barely worth the pixels it took to display it,” John said. “But why did a search on Scheffler’s name even bring it up? It doesn’t mention him.”

“Hold on. Let’s take a look at the source code for the page.” Zahira brought it up in the browser. “Here—look. In the metadata.”

Three names were listed: Officer Freeman, Derek Scheffler, and Hunter Pochron. “It was edited,” John guessed. “The original article was longer. Named names. And someone ordered it scrubbed.”

“Except they forgot the metadata,” she agreed.

Was this the secret the college wanted to keep? It seemed pointless. Despite the assurance that no alcohol was involved, John didn’t have any trouble imagining three college guys getting into a minor tussle over something stupid. Though it was odd the third person hadn’t been named—or maybe he had been, but was left out of the metadata by accident, or because he wasn’t well known on campus like Scheffler and Pochron.

“Maybe even a minor fight with no charges would have been enough to get Scheffler kicked off the tennis team,” John reasoned aloud. “Except he was the golden boy, so instead it was buried.”

“But he’s dead now,” Zahira argued. “If this had any bearing on the case, wouldn’t someone have mentioned it? It doesn’t sound worth keeping from us.”

“Maybe it wasn’t really a fight,” John said grimly. “What if they were doing something a lot worse, something that should have been mentioned to the police but wasn’t? Like summoning a demon.”

“But if the grendel was summoned in April, it would have started killing in May at the latest,” she argued. “The timeline doesn’t work.”

“Damn it.” John tossed his pen at the wall. It bounced off and rolled under the desk. “Still, this has to be the connection. Wilkinson would have gotten involved as Dean of Student Affairs.”

Zahira stared at the laptop, as if the code would suddenly spell out the key to the murder. “Officer Freeman was the responding officer to this incident and Scheffler’s murder, both. Do you think it’s a coincidence?”

“Probably.” After all, the college’s security force was fairly small. If Freeman had the evening shift regularly, it made sense he would have responded to both events.

Even so, he’d know the truth behind the so-called “fight.” If they could persuade him to tell them what happened, even off the record, they might finally get somewhere. “Zahira, call campus security. See what time Freeman starts work, and if we can arrange an interview with him this afternoon.”

While Zahira dialed, the door opened and Caleb stepped inside, arms laden with sandwiches and drinks. He’d been unusually quiet all day, but now he offered them a smile. “So you solved the case while I was gone, right?”

“Not quite, but we might be on to something.” John took the sandwiches while Caleb distributed ice tea. “Veggie wrap for you, lamb gyro for Zahira, and…”

He trailed off at the serious look on her face. “Thank you,” she said into the phone, and hung up.

Caleb had paused in the midst of putting an ice tea in front of her. “Trouble?”

Her dark eyes met John’s gaze. “Officer Freeman was supposed to start work an hour ago. He hasn’t shown up.”

“Shit.” John grabbed up his drink. “Come on. We’ll eat in the car.”

*   *   *

John knew something was wrong the moment they pulled up in front of the small bungalow where Officer Freeman lived.

There was no obvious disturbance from the outside. No smashed-in front door, or bloody handprints on the siding. More of a feeling, like a buzz in the fillings of his teeth, or a subsonic noise vibrating his bones.

His etheric sense had grown far keener thanks to Gray. Was that the root of this certainty?

“The grendel,” he said, even as he parked the car. “It was here. Is here, maybe; I don’t know.”

Caleb put away his phone. “I texted Nigel to let him know I might be late to tonight’s PASS meeting,” he said, even though John hadn’t asked. A moment later, he was gone, and Gray manifested instead.

“All right,” Zahira said, peering out the window cautiously at the bungalow. “What’s the plan?”

This was a neighborhood. Older, but not run-down, probably full of children. If the grendel went on a rampage here, the death toll could be horrendous.

Might already have been, if they were too late.

“I’ll go in the back,” he said. “Zahira take the front. Gray, do whatever seems best to you at this point.”

How they were going to stop a NHE that had already out-fought Gray, he didn’t know. But they had no choice but to try. “Bullets don’t work,” he reminded them, and drew his athame. “This probably won’t either, but if I channel enough etheric energy into it, it might at least hurt. If I can get a toehold, I’ll try to exorcise the grendel right here.” Which went against Barillo’s express orders, but to hell with that. Even the district chief would have to see they couldn’t drag a grendel back to HQ for a traditional exorcism. “Gray, give me thirty seconds to get around the back before you do anything.”

“Be careful,” Gray cautioned as they exited the car. “I would not have this demon harm you.”

“Neither would I,” John muttered. Gripping his athame, he made his way around the back of the house, his eyes on the windows as he passed. Nothing stirred inside that he could see.

Not a good sign.

A canal of sorts ran behind the house, leading in the direction of the Ashley River. In the distance, he could see an earthen dam separating it from the river delta proper. A scummy film of green algae hid the water’s surface. Its rank smell almost overcame the trace of blood drifting from the bungalow.

The back door hung off one hinge, the wood shattered. Every sense alert, John slipped inside, the athame held in front of him like a shield.

A broken television lay in the living room, smeared with blood. Bits of hair and flesh coated the walls and floor, accompanied by white slivers of bone. Amidst the carnage, he saw two sets of clothing: shredded shirt and pants, and a house dress whose original color could no longer be determined. A photo on the wall showed Officer Freeman’s smiling face, accompanied by a woman who must have been his wife.

The grendel had feasted, far past any human capacity, leaving almost nothing of its victims behind. The etheric charge in the air didn’t shift; just a remaining trace, left behind when it abandoned the site of its latest slaughter.

Gray growled. John jumped; he hadn’t noticed Gray’s entrance. The drakul crouched in an open window, his lip curled to reveal a fang. “The demon is gone. I will track it, if I can.”

John lowered his athame. “Do that,” he said, without much hope. “Make sure it didn’t go into any of the neighboring houses.”

Zahira entered from the front, Glock drawn but lowered. Her eyes took in the scene of carnage, and she murmured something that might have been a prayer. “I’ll call the morgue.”

“Thanks.” John started out the back. “I’ll follow Gray, just in case.” But in his gut, John knew the grendel had left once it got what it came for.

Three students, involved in a fight, two of them now dead. One security guard, also dead. No charges filed, and the dean who had helped cover up the matter murdered as well.

They had to find out the identity of the third student, no matter who was leaning on Barillo to cover up what really happened that night. Because unless John was mistaken, the unknown student was either the next victim…or the one who had summoned the grendel in the first place.

*   *   *

“Are you sure you don’t need me to stick around?” Caleb asked.

They were back at SPECTR-HQ. Zahira and John had spent the last hour heating up the phone lines, leaving voicemails, and pushing hard for anyone at the college to talk to them. Barillo wouldn’t be happy when word got back to him…unless they could catch the grendel before that happened.

Which was why Caleb had been surreptitiously texting Yuri, not just on the way to the Freeman residence, but after. Surely two drakul could not just find the grendel, but figure out some way to kill it.

John shook his head. “Go to your PASS meeting. No sense in sitting around here. If we have a breakthrough, I’ll give you a call.”

“Okay. If you’re sure.” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to John’s forehead, since the door to their office was closed. “We love you.”

“Love you, too.” John smacked him on the ass. “Now get out of here and let me get back to work.”

Caleb left HQ on foot. The plan was to walk to the bookstore where PASS had its meetings, drop in for a half hour or so and kill time while the sun went down. Then he’d duck out early. Yuri would pick him up outside, they’d head over to the college, and let Dru and Gray do their thing.

“I do not understand why we must go to the meeting to begin with. Those mortals are boring. I do not care about them.”


Well too bad, because I do.
 Deacon was his friend, but so were Nigel and Haylee and the rest.

“We have John and Zahira. And now we have Drugoy and Yuri. They are all much more interesting.”


I need these people. I need something that isn’t demons and killing, all right?
 Caleb let his anger and annoyance rise to the surface, making sure Gray got a good dose of it. Yes, I want to spend time with Yuri and Dru. But they’re still a part of all…this. All the craziness. Just let me have something for myself.


Gray subsided—not happy, no, but letting it go for the moment. Caleb stuffed his hands in his pockets and walked the rest of the way in relatively peaceful silence. The tourists were out in force, even with the spike in NHE activity, and jammed the cracked and uneven sidewalks. Caleb wove through the press, drawing a number of strange looks as he’d left his elk hide coat on. At least he didn’t really sweat anymore.

The closed sign was up on the bookstore, and the door locked, so he tapped on the window. The owner came from amidst the shelves and let him in. “They’ve already started,” he said with a nod toward the back room.

“Thanks,” Caleb said. He made his way through the shelves to the employee door…then slowed.

The air smelled of old books, of dust and paper and the sweat of the tourists who had come in earlier. From the back room drifted sugary donuts and spilled soda.

But overwhelming all of them—overwhelming everything—was the smell of demon.

The grendel was here.

*   *   *

Caleb stilled, his heart drumming against his ribs. Gray surged forward, hovering just under their skin, twisting and frantic. “It is here!”


There was no tang of blood, and the murmur of voices came from the back room. It hasn’t manifested. Whoever the faust is, their forty days isn’t up yet.


Which meant maybe—maybe—
 they had a chance of keeping this from becoming a bloodbath. But they had to keep from panicking the faust for it to work. So stay down and let me handle it.


How he was going to handle it, exactly…well, he’d work it out as he went along. Hopefully.

Trying to keep his expression calm, Caleb entered the room. The group had already gathered in the circle and started the meeting. Caleb didn’t recognize the person currently talking. What had Deacon said, about a returning member? Mike, was that the name?

He was slender and small-boned, and like Haylee wore a green empath’s armband. “I kept having the nightmares, though,” he was saying. “Every time I closed my eyes, I saw them over me. Laughing. And the security guard…he saw how bad it was, but did he stand up for me? No one in authority cared what happened to me. The dean swept it under the rug. The coach even threatened me, said if I told anyone, he’d make my life difficult. Like it was such a picnic already.”

“Fuckers!” Haylee said, glaring. “I’d like to put a boot in their face.”

“We’re listening to Mike now, Haylee,” Nigel reminded her gently. “Mike, you said you found something that helped you cope. Would you like to share it with the rest of us?”

Mike took a deep, shuddery breath. “I did. I realized that I—that all of us—have to look for our own protection. To find our own justice. And there is a way, if we just accept it.” A slow smile crept over his face. “It feels so good, knowing I’ll never have to be afraid again.”

Oh hell. “You ought to be afraid,” Caleb said from the doorway. “The demon inside you is just waiting for time to run out. As soon as the forty days are up, you’re gone.”

Every eye turned to him, and several people gasped or muttered. Nigel looked shocked. “Caleb! That’s a terrible accusation to make. I’m afraid you’re going to have to apologize, or else leave PASS.”

Fuck. “Look, Mike, is it?” Caleb held out his hands. “Deacon said you got jumped by some anti-mal assholes. Scheffler and Pochron, right?”

Damn it, he wished John was there. He’d know exactly what to say. How to keep Mike calm and evacuate the rest of the group at the same time.

Mike frowned and looked around. “Who is this? Why is he attacking me?”

“You’re being an asshole yourself, Caleb,” Deacon said sharply. “I don’t know what’s gotten into your head, but—”

“Mike is possessed. I work for SPECTR—we’ve been tracking his kills.” Caleb swallowed. “I really, really need the rest of you to get out of here. Now.”

“SPECTR?” Haylee sat forward, her eyes narrowed. “Fucking hell, you’re a plant! They sent you to try and get dirt on us.”

“No!” Caleb shook his head frantically. “Nigel knew where I worked from the start, okay? I just didn’t want to say anything, because…because I knew you might not want me to be part of the group. But I swear—”

“He’s the one who’s possessed!” Mike put one hand to his empath’s armband, eyes going wide. “I can’t read him at all, not even a little.”

“Mike,” Nigel said, now clearly alarmed. “Your talent isn’t that strong. Everyone needs to just settle down.”

“No!” Mike pointed a shaky finger at Caleb. “He’s a monster!”

Deacon rose to his feet. “Look, I don’t know what’s gotten into the two of you, but you’d better explain right now.”

He reached out toward Mike. Acting on instinct, Caleb lunged for him, meaning to drag Deacon back away from the grendel.

Mike shouted and snatched up the bagel knife from the table. Caleb jerked back, but the blade laid open his cheek to the bone.

“Oh my God!” Haylee shouted. “What are you…?”

But it was no longer Caleb she shouted at, but Gray.


Chapter 10

Gray is angry.

This grendel has bested him, has laughed
 at him, and now it taunts him in this way?

This must end. It will
 end.

The mortals begin to scream.

“Call 9-1-1!”

“It’s a monster!”

“God, no!”

No—these are not just mortals. “I need these people,”
 Caleb said, and now the sound and sight of their terror slices far deeper than the knife.

These humans are foolish, but Gray will not allow them to hurt Caleb. He will simply explain.

“Do not be afraid,” Gray says, holding out a hand. They scramble away from him, chairs overturning. Nigel’s face is white as milk, and the female empath—Haylee—has tears streaming down her face. “I am no threat to you. I am only a danger to the demon.”

He starts toward the grendel, confident it will leave behind its mask of humanity. Then these others will see.

Instead, it cries, “Oh God! It’s coming for me! Someone help!”

“Mike, run!” shouts the red-haired mortal. Deacon. Caleb’s friend. “We’ll protect you!”

“You are Caleb’s friend,” Gray says. “There is no need to—”

A metal chair slams into the side of Gray’s head, hard enough to send him to the floor. Caleb finally seems to break out of the paralysis gripping him. “We have to get out of here.”


“Save Mike!” Deacon shouts. “That thing wants to kill him, but we can hold it back!”

Then suddenly Gray is besieged by mortals. More chairs strike him, and the pyrokinetic sets the ends of his hair on fire. Nigel lays frost on Gray’s skin, even though his face is wrung by fear.


“No.”
 Caleb’s thought is faint with shock and horror, with grief. Every fear he has had, that they would turn against him, is coming true.

He had feared it—but Gray understands now he did not truly believe it. That someplace deep inside, Caleb nursed the hope this would not happen. That he would tell them about Gray and somehow they would understand after all.

Mortals often fool themselves. Gray knew this, but he did not know how badly it would hurt.

“Take my car—get out of here.” Deacon flings his keys across the room and into the grendel’s hand. With a last, mocking look over its shoulder, it flees.

“You are letting it escape!” Gray roars, and the air is thick with the stench of fear. But still the mortals attack him, some now holding chairs or other implements in their hands, striking him. He tries to force his way through without hurting them, but Nigel stabs a silver athame deep into his side. Blood sprays when he wrenches it free, and the other humans take encouragement and began to hit Gray in earnest.


“They want to kill us.”
 Caleb feels dazed, remote, and Gray does not like it.

“You are making Caleb sad,” Gray snarls. “Do you not understand? I have always been here. We are one. You have never known Caleb without me, but I have never harmed you. This is foo—”

A metal chair smashes into his mouth, breaking teeth and cutting him off. And all the while, the grendel is getting farther and farther away. Probably laughing at Gray the entire time.

“Enough!” he roars, and bursts upwards, flinging them off him. Bones break as they strike the walls and floor, but he does not care. These mortals have hurt Caleb, and that he will not tolerate.

They are starting to flee now, those who can walk. Haylee comes at him again, the bagel knife in her hand.

He slaps it aside, hears her wrist fracture at the blow. Grabbing her arm, he hoists her up, so her feet dangle about the floor.

“Stop this at once,” he growls.

“Fuck off, demon,” she says, and spits at him.

He never cared before, when mortals defied him. When they staked him to the ground, or chanted at him, or lit candles they thought would hold some power over him. It did not matter, save that it was inconvenient, and he avoided them when he could.

This matters. This mortal, who spoke to Caleb, who knew him, turning on him because of Gray.

“Let her go, Gray. The grendel is getting away. And this won’t…it won’t change anything.”

Gray lowers her to her feet. “I am no demon,” he says, and turns his back on her. She doesn’t try to come after him.

He pauses in the doorway leading to the sidewalk. Night has fallen, but there are too many mortals about. The grendel is gone, in a vehicle.

There comes the deep growl of a powerful engine, and a sleek, black motorcycle pulls up to the curb. “Gray?” Yuri asks in surprise. “What happened?”

He lets go, folds back so Caleb can come to the fore. “The grendel,” Caleb says, his voice rough with suppressed emotion.

Yuri’s lips curl back from his teeth. “Where?”

“Here—but it’s gone now.” Caleb takes a deep breath. “But don’t worry. I think I know where it’s going to strike next. We just have to get there in time to stop it.”

*   *   *

Zahira and John hurried through the lobby of the college’s athletics building. Night had fallen outside, and their footsteps echoed through a silent building that felt deserted.

John hadn’t expected the tennis coach to be the one to finally return their calls, willing to talk. But there had been real fear in the man’s voice when he’d asked them to meet him as soon as possible in his office. A curved staircase led up to the second floor, where the offices were located.

The day’s heat had collected upstairs, and the coach’s balding head shone with sweat when he opened the door at John’s knock. “Mr. Kent? Special Agents Starkweather and Noorzai. We spoke on the phone.”

“Come on in.” Kent gestured to a pair of chairs in front of his desk. The office was nicely appointed, with an expensive looking desk and custom-built cabinets holding a wide variety of trophies. Kent dropped into his own chair, grabbed up a small towel emblazoned with the college logo from a drawer, and wiped his brow. “’Scuse me. I wrapped up my workout early to meet you, but I’m still hot from the shower.”

“Mr. Kent, can you tell us why you needed to speak to us so urgently?” John asked. “You suggested you knew something about the string of murders.”

“When I heard the guard was dead…” Kent trailed off and shook his head. “I didn’t want to think it had anything to do with the mal.”

John stiffened at the slur, but only said, “Can you elaborate?”

“Yeah, but…” Kent shifted uncomfortably. “You’ve got to understand. About Derek.”

“What is it we need to understand?” John asked, keeping a tight rein on his impatience.

“Derek was a good kid. A great athlete. He had his whole life ahead of him.” The coach put the towel away, the chair creaking under him with every movement. “He didn’t deserve to have all that taken away from him over one little mistake.”

Cold pooled in John’s stomach. He let it seep into his voice. “Mr. Kent, what exactly did Mr. Scheffler do?”

“He was just a rowdy boy.” The coach tried a we’re-both-guys smile. “You know how it is, right?”

“I know that Mr. Scheffler was nineteen and hardly a ‘boy,’” John replied. “I suggest you stop making excuses for him and tell us what this is about.”

“You’ll protect me, right? From the demon?”

John wanted to scream with frustration. Zahira leaned forward slightly. “That’s our duty as SPECTR agents, sir,” she said.

“Duty. Right.” Apparently reassured, Kent said, “There was this other kid, English major I think. A mal—one of the ones who have to wear the armbands. He was in one of Derek’s classes. Well, I’m sure I don’t have to tell you, Derek didn’t feel right about that. Having to sit there in class with one of them.”

Zahira offered only a blank, expressionless stare. John did the same. After a few moments, the coach shifted uncomfortably and cleared his throat. “Right. Well. Derek and Hunter had maybe had a beer or two. Not a lot, just a little something to take the edge off. They were crossing campus and ran into the kid. And there was a fight.”

“You mean Scheffler and Pochron jumped him,” John said, struggling to keep his anger from showing. By the look on the coach’s face, he failed.

“It was a mistake, okay? And Freeman made sure the kid got to the hospital.”

“They put him in the hospital?” Zahira asked. Out of the corner of his eye, John saw her hands clench in her lap.

“Just for a few days,” Kent protested. “Look, it was a dumb thing for them to do, sure, but not bad enough to throw away their whole lives over. The dean, me, a few other people, went by and talked the kid out of pressing charges. After all, fighting is against the student code of conduct. If the kid went to the police, he’d just get thrown out too, or at least lose his scholarship.”

John didn’t want to believe what he was hearing. “You threatened him?”

“No! Just reminded him about the no fighting rule, that’s all.”

“He was the victim!”
 Bile coated the back of John’s throat. He longed to lunge across the table and slam Kent’s head into the display case behind him.

The coach’s face flushed even redder. “He spent a few days in the hospital and didn’t finish one semester. So what? Compared to everything Derek and Hunter had to lose, who would have been the real
 victims if charges were filed? Derek would have been forced off the team, and both of them would have had a criminal record for the rest of their lives.”

“Mr. Kent,” Zahira said, her voice far calmer than John could manage at the moment, “do you remember the name of the student they assaulted?”

“Mike something. I’m sure I can look it up.” Kent glanced back and forth between them. “Can you protect me?”

“Why did you wait so long to come to us?” John demanded. “If you’d said something immediately—”

“Well, how was I to know?” Kent scowled at him. “I thought maybe Derek and Hunter had gotten involved in something else. You know how wild boys can be. They liked to blow off steam sometimes. But when you said the security guard was dead…that’s the only time they got in trouble on campus. And I thought…what if I’m next? What if this maniac has a grudge against me, too?”

Sekhmet give him strength. A part of John wanted to just get up, walk away, and let Kent fend for himself. What else had the man helped cover up in his years as coach? What other destruction had he turned a blind eye to, in order to preserve those whose futures he deemed more important?

The sound of shattering glass echoed up from the ground floor.

*   *   *

Yuri leaned low over the bike’s gas tank. His pale hair blew back into Caleb’s face, and Caleb squinted and ducked low himself.

The bike roared through the streets, darting around cars and blowing through red lights, Yuri’s every move one of confident control. Caleb clung to his waist and wished South Carolina’s helmet laws applied to riders over the age of twenty-one. They screamed down the yellow line in between rows of cars, barely missed the rear end of a horse-drawn tourist trolley, and passed close enough to pedestrians crossing the street that Caleb could have knocked the cigarette from a startled man’s lips.

No unpossessed human driver could have done it: the way Yuri was pulling from Dru’s enhanced reflexes, as though he’d been born with them…

“And yet you will not allow me to drive a vehicle.”

If any cops saw them, Yuri left them behind in the dust. The very fact he didn’t seem to care about causing a scene made Caleb wonder. This was exactly the sort of thing that would get SPECTR’s attention.

“Perhaps he is more concerned with helping us.”

Damn. If that was true, and SPECTR ended up after Yuri and Dru because of it…

They just had to take out the grendel. Then Yuri and Dru could lie low elsewhere. If any questions arose, Caleb would just act dumb, or…

Who was he kidding? Of course questions were going to arise. Nigel or Deacon or someone had already called 9-1-1. There was already a SPECTR team on the way, responding to reports of an attack.

For all he knew, John was en route to the bookstore. Maybe thinking Caleb had lost it, that he and Gray had snapped and turned into the monster everyone else thought they were.

“No. John would never believe such a thing.”

Gray was right, about that at least. But the look on Nigel’s face…on Haylee’s…


They thought we were going to kill them.
 And he shouldn’t blame them, not really, because how could they know that Gray was different?

Except somehow…some way…he’d stupidly hoped they’d understand if they ever found out. That they’d listen. Or that Deacon would, if no one else.

A mixture of sorrow and affection emanated from Gray. In the shared space of their brain, he wrapped around Caleb. “I am sorry.”


It isn’t your fault.

“I did not like the mortals, but I love you. I do not wish you to be sad.”

I know. I love you, too.

“That is a given.”

The bike decelerated sharply. Blinking, Caleb looked up and found they were on the street outside the athletics building.

The two students who had beaten Mike were dead, along with the dean. But he’d named the coach, before Caleb’s arrival at PASS interrupted him, so it had seemed likely he’d be the next victim on Mike’s list.

And now it looked like Caleb’s guess had been right. The glass of the front door was shattered, the metal frame hanging half-off its hinges. The scent of rot and slime overwhelmed even the tang of car exhaust and human sweat on the sidewalk.

“He’s already here,” Caleb said.

“Yes.” Yuri swung off the bike and stared up at the building. “You two go to the roof. We’ll follow the trail from the front door.”

“Same as with the werewolves?” Caleb asked.

Yuri’s eyes turned to fractured, black glass, lit from within by the hellish glow of a lava flow. “Why alter what has always worked?” Dru asked in his bass rumble. “Now come. Let us put an end to this demon and feast on its blood.”

*   *   *

John bit back a curse. Kent’s face went utterly white. “Wh-what was that?”

John ignored him. “Zahira, stay here with Mr. Kent and call for backup. I’ll go investigate.”

Ordinarily, she never questioned an order from him. But this time, she said, “Are you sure? If it is the grendel…”

She didn’t finish with the obvious. That it was unlikely John could take it on, no matter how much his powers were expanded thanks to Gray.

Certainly a part of him wanted her at his back. But, like it or not, they had a civilian to protect. “I’m sure. Call Caleb first, though.” If he didn’t have his phone switched off in the PASS meeting.

And even if he didn’t…it would take time for him to get across town. Time in which the grendel might tear John limb from limb.

He slipped out of the room, heard Zahira close and lock the door behind him. His gun wouldn’t do much good, so he drew his athame. Of course, his damned Florida water was in the trunk of the car, along with all of his other gear. They’d expected an interview, not to find themselves face-to-face with a powerful NHE.

He went as quietly as he could, every sense extended, including his sixth one. There was no further breakage of glass, no sound of claws on the floor. Nothing.

The stairs let out onto the first floor. Glass carpeted the lobby, the door dangling by its hinges. A second door stood open; John was almost positive it had been closed before. The sign beside it advised it led to the weight room, lockers, and steam room.

What was it Kent had said about wrapping up his workout early? If the grendel knew his ordinary routine, it might have expected to find him there.

All but holding his breath, John stepped through the door. The weight room was empty, the space reeking of old sweat and grungy carpet. Doors to the locker rooms opened on the other side.  John went to the men’s, offered up a quick prayer, and opened it.

Rows of lockers, painted in the school colors, blocked his view of most of the room. He stepped inside, pulse pounding in his throat. Only silence greeted him.

He made his way down the aisle between two rows, wincing as his shoes scuffed on the worn concrete. The door to the steam room stood open, and he stepped toward it.

Etheric energy. At his back.

He spun, athame out like a shield. The grendel stalked down the aisle behind him: eight feet of misshapen muscle and distorted limbs, like the parody of a prize fighter. The fluorescent lighting made its bruise-colored skin seem even more unnatural. As it approached, its scent of rotting marshland and rancid sweat rolled over him like a wave.

Even though it was still several feet away, he aimed his talent at it, visualizing a barbed rope sinking into it to drag free the NHE. But nothing happened; either he was too far away, or it was too strong for him to exorcise alone without a circle.

Its mouth widened, showing off uneven teeth. Grinning at his failure.

He was going to die here.


Chapter 11

John broke and ran.

The grendel followed, its long strides eating up the distance. It was between him and the entrance; his only refuge was the dead end of the steam room.

He slammed the door behind him and threw the lock. The grendel struck it, and the frosted glass exploded inward.

John pressed his back against the tiled wall and swapped athame for gun. Glass popped and cracked as the grendel’s foot came down on it, but none of the shards pierced the skin. Its grin became even more maniacal, the jaw opening impossibly wide, ready to devour him alive.

John fired. The bullet struck the steam head as the grendel passed by.

A jet of scalding steam burst forth. The grendel let out a shriek of agony, stumbling back and clawing blindly at its eyes and skin.

Bullets and knives might have no impact, but it could still be hurt. John clung to that bit of information as it staggered out of the steam room, howling its pain. As soon as the doorway was clear, he yanked his coat up to protect his face and hands, and ran.

Out. Past the steam and the grendel. Now if he could just make the lobby, he could either delay it, or—

The grendel’s screech of fury shattered one of the fluorescent bulbs overhead. A fist slammed into John’s back, sending him crashing into the lockers. Something snapped in his nose, and warm blood splattered across the metal and onto the concrete.

Training was the only thing that kept him moving. He’d ended up on the floor, so he rolled onto his back, gun aimed even though he was still dazed. The grendel loomed up over him; he fired, knowing it would do no good, until only a click rewarded the pull of the trigger.

The grendel didn’t so much as flinch. The right side of its face was flushed almost black, and it wasn’t grinning any more.

John had only a split second to sense what felt like a wall of etheric energy, rushing from the direction of the door. A figure cannoned into the grendel, sending it flying to the side. The grendel crashed into the lockers, crushing the metal from the force of its impact. The second figure rolled into a crouch.

Pale hair hung about its shoulders. Its eyes were black glass, lit from within by a hellish glow. The scent of burning metal and broken stone flooded the air. Even before it bared its fangs at the grendel, John knew exactly what it must be, because no other NHE he’d met exuded that level of etheric energy.

It was a drakul. And it wasn’t Gray.

*   *   *

John’s mind spun in circles, because this wasn’t possible. But there were the flashing fangs, the claws. And most of all, the overwhelming feeling that he was in the presence of something huge, a titan that would rip apart the very earth beneath him.

The grendel scrambled to its feet—but it moved more slowly now, as though something inside had broken. Its yellow eyes were wide, jaw slack. A sound issued forth, neither words nor growl, as though something inside it struggled to recall human speech.

The faust? If it wasn’t past forty days, could they still talk him down? Save him?

The drakul roared, a sound so loud John had to cover his ears. The concrete around the drakul’s feet shattered, cracks racing away across the floor, as if in response to its fury.

It leapt at the grendel, fangs and claws bared. But the thick hide refused to yield; there came a loud snap, and the drakul spit out a stream of blood.

The grendel seemed to have recovered. It struck the drakul a heavy blow, sending the slim body flying across the locker room. The drakul slammed into a row of shelves holding fresh towels, which came crashing down to the floor along with it.

Its way cleared, the grendel fled for the door. Growling in frustrated anger, the drakul flung aside the towels and chased after it.

John forced himself to his feet. Warm blood filled his mouth, and he spit out a gobbet before starting after them. Goddess, a grendel was bad enough, but a drakul…

Maybe its body was a corpse. A very fresh one. It hadn’t looked that way, but maybe he was wrong.

Sekhmet, please let him be wrong.

The drakul caught up with the grendel in the lobby. The grendel snarled and fought back, raking broken nails over the drakul’s pale face, laying the flesh open to the bone. The drakul ignored the wounds and latched onto the grendel’s arm, growling furiously.

Gray leapt from the top of the lobby stairs like an avenging angel. His leather coat flared around him, and his hair spread like a dark halo. He landed half-on the grendel, dragging it to the floor. His arms wrapped around its torso, trapping its other arm.

The other drakul’s boots literally seemed to dig into the floor as it wrenched the grendel’s arm violently in the opposite direction.

There came a horrible tearing and cracking. Splits appeared in the grendel’s bruise-colored skin, and it screamed in agony. Its cry only seemed to spur the drakul on; they redoubled their efforts, and with a final pop
 the grendel’s arm ripped free.

Blood fountained out in a great torrent. The other drakul fastened on the wound as the grendel collapsed. Gray shoved in beside it with a growl, and they feasted together on the dying NHE.

John stood very still, his hands shaking and the metallic taste of adrenaline flooding his mouth.

The wounds had sealed in the other drakul’s cheek. It was alive.

Swallowing hard, he took a step forward, then another. The other drakul looked up. It rose to its feet, blood smeared across its chin, and those hotly glowing eyes fastened on him.

No. Fastened on the blood dripping slowly from his nose.

It moved toward him.

Then Gray was there between them. He shoved John back, putting himself in between with a roar that shook the air. “Ours!”

The other drakul’s energy collapsed like a wave front, folding back into the slim figure of a young man with white-blond hair and eyes like an arctic morning. “Sorry about that.” He stepped back, hands up and an easy grin on his face. “We didn’t realize he was one of yours.”


One of yours.
 What the fuck did that mean?

The sound of sirens approached, and blue and red lights flashed over the building’s facade. The other drakul glanced casually at Gray. “I believe that’s our cue to depart. Coming?”

Gray’s energy retreated. “No,” Caleb said. “This is…SPECTR is my job. I’m sorry, Yuri. Just—just go.”

Yuri.

Caleb knew him.

Yuri flashed him a smile. “Don’t look so sad, Caleb. I’ll catch up with you later.”

He was gone in the blink of an eye, vanishing outside and into the night with preternatural speed. Caleb sighed and wiped the blood off his lips.

Thoughts and feelings pinballed through John, too many to name or process. But one foremost of all.

Betrayal.

“That was another drakul,” he said, voice shaking. “And you knew him.”

Guilt flashed over Caleb’s face. He scratched the back of his neck, his gaze dropping to the rotting body of the grendel. “Yeah. He’s—they’re—what we smelled before. The not-demon.”

“You went looking for it. Without me.”

“All those times I was supposedly getting a beer with Deacon.” Caleb shrugged, a lift of one shoulder. Brushing off the lie, as if it didn’t matter. “And we found them.”

“And you didn’t tell me.” John clenched his fist, resisting the impulse to shake Caleb. “You knew there was another living drakul in Charleston, and you didn’t tell me.”


“Of course I didn’t,” Caleb snapped. “Because you’d want to get SPECTR involved, even though Yuri and Dru aren’t a danger to anyone.”

“That isn’t your determination to make!”

Caleb stepped up to John, glaring down. “Like hell it isn’t.” His voice was cold and tight with anger. “I love you, John. We both do. But Yuri and Dru have things to teach Gray and me. Things about living in this world as a drakul. Things we need to know.”

John took a deep breath. “I understand, but you can’t just—”

“No, you don’t understand!” Caleb flung his arms out in frustration. “You can’t.”

It hurt. “Caleb—”

“No!” Caleb stabbed a finger in the direction the other drakul had vanished. “If nothing else, Yuri and Dru don’t deserve to get caught in the same trap Gray and I are in.”

John felt as though the grendel had hit him a second time, knocking all the wind from his lungs. He knew Caleb wasn’t happy, knew Gray was restless. But this… “You feel trapped?”

“SPECTR isn’t going to let us go,” Caleb said. “Not ever
 . What do you think?” He shook his head. “John…please. I’m begging you. We’re
 begging you. Don’t tell anyone about them.”

John hesitated. He knew what he had to do. What duty required him to do. Caleb said the drakul wasn’t dangerous—but wasn’t such an entity dangerous by its very nature? Gray might not hurt anyone unless he had no other choice, but other living drakul didn’t have such a good track record.

As far as he knew, anyway. Maybe there were more of them out there. Ones who hadn’t made it into the legends. Maybe the Vigilant had been wrong about that part.

But the way the other drakul had looked at the blood on John’s face…


One of yours.
 What the hell did that mean?

Caleb’s pleading eyes vanished, replaced by Gray’s black gaze. “Please,” he said, his deep voice pitched soft. “I knew him once, John. Beyond the veil. Do not betray Drugoy to SPECTR.”

John closed his eyes. “All right.”

*   *   *

Caleb, John, and Zahira stood in front of Barillo’s desk. The morning shift was starting, and the long night showed on them all. Caleb glanced at John out of the corner of his eye. Though not exactly swaying on his feet, John’s normal professional exterior was worn around the edges. His coat was wrinkled, his tie was loose, and blood stained his dress shirt. The EMTs had slapped a white bandage across his badly swollen and bruised nose. But it was the haunted look in his eyes that worried Caleb most.

Dru and Yuri had scared John. Just like almost everyone at SPECTR, not to mention his so-called friends at PASS, were scared of Caleb and Gray.

Of all the reactions Caleb had expected, he’d never imagined fear would be one of them. Concern, yes, even worry. But not personal fear. Not from John.

It left a bitter taste he couldn’t quite swallow away.

Gray stirred. “But he agreed not to tell anyone.”


There was that, at least. Despite his fear, John had still chosen them over SPECTR. Just as he had before, when he’d planned to botch Gray’s exorcism and free him. Caleb should have remembered that, should never had doubted John would always have their back no matter what.

Barillo leaned forward in his chair. He looked as tired as the rest of them, the wrinkles multiplying around his dark eyes. Ordinarily he wouldn’t have called Caleb in with the others, not since Gray had accidentally frightened him. The fact that he had now left Caleb uneasy. “Do you three have anything to say for yourselves?”

“Sir,” John said, “we—”

“Save it, Starkweather.” Barillo’s eyes narrowed. “This was a cluster fuck from start to finish. The one thing I asked you to do, was to not dig up any dirt. Now there are dead bodies all over the landscape, and the coach is blabbing to the press that the college helped cover up a crime just to keep a star athlete in the game. The last thing anyone wanted was reporters poking their noses where they don’t belong. I’ve got congressmen on the phone chewing my ass out, and senators demanding answers from Director Kaniyar.”

“The college has been covering up criminal activity by students, and we’re supposed to feel sorry for them?” Caleb asked incredulously.

“I don’t give a fuck how you feel about them, Jansen. You should feel sorry for me, because I have to deal with the shit. And now, so do you.” Barillo’s eyes narrowed. “Want to tell me about these reports that your demon is off the leash terrorizing citizens.”

“I did not—”

Shut it.

Surprisingly, Gray fell silent. Maybe for once he’d realized Caleb knew more about how to handle Barillo than he did.

“We were trying to protect them from the grendel,” Caleb said, before John could jump in. If anyone was going to get blamed for this, it might as well be him.

“Protect them? By sending two of them to the emergency room?”

“They attacked us,” Caleb said. “They didn’t realize their friend was a faust. I had to get away from them so we could keep the grendel from killing anyone else.”

“Sir,” Zahira said, “if Gray hadn’t been there, the grendel would certainly have killed John, then come up to the office and killed Mr. Kent and me as well. He saved lives.”

“I didn’t ask what you think, Noorzai.” Barillo didn’t take his eyes off Caleb. “This has gone on long enough. Between the politicians breathing down my neck, and civilians screaming you tried to kill them, I ought to just drop you in a hole. But, because I’m such a damned nice guy, I’m giving you one last chance, Jansen. Screw this up…and let’s just say you won’t like the consequences.”

“This mortal threatens us.”

Yeah. So stay down and let me handle this.

“I understand,” Caleb said aloud.

“You’d better.” Barillo said. “Effective immediately, I’m breaking up the dream team. You’ll be partnered with a new pair of exorcists. Let’s see if your performance improves when you aren’t fucking the boss.”

John’s indrawn breath was audible. Caleb didn’t dare look at him; didn’t dare so much as move. Not with Barillo watching so closely.


“He seeks to take us away from John?”
 Gray’s anger lashed, dangerously close to the surface.


No. Just while we’re here at HQ. And on the job, but we’ll still be living with him.
 Fear began to spread along Caleb’s nerves. Damn it, Gray, stop. If you manifest now, that’s it. Then they
 will take us away, and we’ll never see John again.


Gray withdrew, but just barely. Caleb took a deep breath, and made sure his relief didn’t show on his face.

“Hear me?” Barillo prodded.

Caleb swallowed. “Yes.”

“Yes what?”

The smirk on Barillo’s face made Caleb want to leap over the desk and throttle him. “Yes, sir.”

“Good.” Barillo settled back, clearly pleased with himself. “Go clean out your desk—you won’t be sharing an office with Starkweather anymore. Noorzai, you’re on ghoul squad now. And Starkweather, we still don’t know who the exorcist was who summoned the damned grendel. Find him, and maybe we can use him to distract the press.”

“Yes, sir,” Zahira said, subdued. John only nodded mutely.

They left Barillo’s office, Caleb first. Once they were down the hall, Zahira burst out: “It’s not fair! He’s being completely unreasonable.”

“You’ll get no argument from me,” Caleb agreed, not looking back.

When John didn’t say anything, Zahira said, “John? Are you…all right?”

“No,” John said. “I’m really not.”

Caleb stopped at last. John looked…lost. Tired and uncertain, and maybe this had been one too many shocks to the system in too few hours.

John had always been there for them. From the first moments in the house where Caleb had died, when he’d tried and failed to exorcise Gray. No matter what else was going on, John had been the one thing they could count on without question.

So now it was time to return the favor.

Caleb put his hand on John’s shoulder, squeezing gently. “It’s going to be okay,” he said, meeting John’s blue gaze. “Sure, things are going to be tough for a while, but we’ll get through this.”

Because they weren’t alone anymore, were they? If things truly went south, they had an ace up their sleeve in the form of Yuri and Dru. They had another drakul, who had safely stayed out of SPECTR’s notice for decades. Who could teach them how to do the same.

John stared at him searchingly for a long moment. Then he smiled, not much, but a little. “You’re right. Thanks.”

Caleb gave him one last squeeze before letting his hand drop. For John’s sake, he’d put up with whatever bullshit Barillo dished out. For now.

But if Barillo tried to punish John…

“Then he’ll have us to deal with.”

Caleb ran his tongue over his teeth, feeling the points. Yes. He will.
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