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Chapter 1

A memory, fragmented as a dream seen through a sheer curtain, hazy and strange.

Hunting. The prey scatters, sensing him above it. They flee down, only to be ambushed by the other drakul who waits below.

Together they feast. It is not the same as drinking blood in the mortal world, but there is satisfaction in the act. When it is done, they retreat and curl up around one another in silence. Waiting and watching, until more prey is spotted and they hunt again.

The hunt is good. But it is also good not to be alone.

Then a split opens in the world, and he is dragged through. The other drakul clutches at him, tries to keep them together, but cannot.

After, there is mortal flesh, with strange and alien memories crowding out his own. There is the hunt, and it is good, and that is enough. It must be enough.

He is alone for a very, very long time.

*   *   *

“Caleb? Hey? You still in there?”

Caleb’s eyes fluttered open, the lids scraping over dry corneas.

Pain filled the world from side to side, clouding his vision with red and black, and he wished he hadn’t woken up after all. His head felt like it might explode, his throat ached with dryness, and muscles he didn’t even know he had screamed as though he’d wrenched each one. But none of it compared to the agony centered in his chest.

His heart strove to beat normally, but the steel rebar through it made that impossible. Instead, it quivered without rhythm, striving to pump blood to his lungs and failing. He tried to catch a breath, but nothing seemed to be working right.

He’d never felt this bad, not even when that asshole Sean had shot him through the head. What had happened?

Memories sparked and stuttered, like an engine struggling to fire. John’s face, twisted with fear and horror. “Go! Get out! Don’t come back!”


Drugoy’s lips on theirs, his hurt look when Gray pulled away.

Yuri’s eyes, full of rage, giving way to Drugoy as he snarled: “If you love mortals so much, you will die like one.”


Fuck.

Caleb tried to swear aloud, but it came out as a groan. “Shit,” said the voice that had brought him back to consciousness in the first place. “Okay. Hold on and let me see if I can take care of the rebar.”

Caleb’s eyes focused lethargically. A figure crouched anxiously beside him. Red hair. Green eyes. Cute face.

“Deacon,” he managed to say, before speech failed him. You’re one of Drugoy’s renfields. You pretended to be my friend, and the whole time you were watching and reporting back to Yuri.


“Yeah, it’s me.” Deacon’s pale skin had gone the color of curdled milk. “Hold still. I’m going to use my TK.”

Deacon stood up and held out his hands. Taking a deep breath, he locked his gaze on the steel rod.

Drugoy had thrown it with enough force to penetrate the steel lamp post Caleb was chained to. There came a tortured squeal of metal. The sensation of the rusty metal twisting and shifting inside his body drew a weak scream from Caleb’s throat. The world collapsed into a point of agony, and he wanted to beg Deacon to stop, to leave him be, to—

The steel rebar tore free and flew ten feet, to clang against the shattered concrete.

Caleb dragged in great, heaving breaths. Ordinarily, Gray would heal him, if not instantly then within minutes. His heart ought to be stitching back together, broken bones popping into alignment.

But Drugoy had fed on them to the point they had almost no blood left. He felt a splinter of sternum work its way free, but even that seemed to take great effort on Gray’s part.

Not good. He wanted to check in with Gray, but distracting him when he was the only thing keeping them barely alive seemed like a terrible idea.

Though the heavy chain had been wrapped around them multiple times, the ends weren’t secured. Deacon grabbed one end and trotted around them in a circle, unwinding it. It made a hellish amount of noise, and he winced.

“Damn it. Going to attract the attention of those werewolves.”

Caleb became aware of the sound of distant screams and howls. The sun was coming up over the Atlantic, but a red glow lit the sky to the west as well. Fire?

“I might be able to knock them away with my TK,” Deacon went on. “And maybe if they smell Gray, they’ll stay clear. I hope so, because you’re in no shape to fight them.”

Caleb wanted to ask why the hell Deacon was letting him go. Had Yuri and Drugoy sent him, just to make sure Gray didn’t die until they were done with him? “One more chance,”
 Drugoy had said. Like he seriously thought Gray was going to change his mind after everything.

“No,” Caleb grated. The links of the chain loosened around him, and he slumped to the side. “Louder. More.” He grabbed at the chain and shook it weakly.

Deacon didn’t look at all certain. “You can’t fight, Caleb. You can’t even stand up. And what about Gray? Is he still in there?”

A clot of anger lodged in Caleb’s veins. It was partially Deacon’s fault this had happened in the first place. But he couldn’t spare the strength to be pissed. “Make noise!”

Deacon shook his head, then turned to a pile of steel scrap. A moment later, the pieces lifted into the air and scattered over the concrete, sending up a hellish clanging.

Caleb gripped the lamp post in both hands and dragged himself to his feet. The world spun, and he had to shut his eyes. “Yell.”

“Oh no!” Deacon shouted. “I’m trapped under this big pile of steel. I sure hope no werewolves come try to eat me while I’m lying here all helpless!”

In other circumstances, Caleb would have laughed, or at least cracked a grin. But Deacon had betrayed him, and he wasn’t at all sure the werewolves weren’t
 going to be the end of him and Gray. They didn’t have any blood to spare.

A growl sounded from nearby, and he glimpsed shadows slinking through the wreckage the fight with Drugoy had left behind. The pack coming back for another round.

He’d lost track of time, but it couldn’t have been more than an hour ago when the werewolves had been human security guards responding to the commotion. Before Yuri’s exorcist ability infected them with demons, bypassing the usual forty days required for the NHE to take over completely.

Deacon backed away from the loping figures. “They’re here. Three of them, it looks like. Now what?”

“The rebar.” Caleb’s words slurred drunkenly, his tongue heavy in his dry mouth. “Impale one with it. We’ll do the rest.”

Deacon shook his head but didn’t have time to comment. Two of the werewolves charged.

The rebar crashed into one, taking it through the shoulder. Blood gushed, and Caleb caught its scent.

Rational thought evaporated in the face of a hunger more powerful than anything he’d ever experienced before. It felt as though something tried to claw its way out of his belly, screaming and howling with need. The world shrank, vision tunneling. He heard a yelp from the other werewolf, but it seemed far away, inconsequential.

He hung on for a split second, waiting for Gray to rise and transform their teeth into fangs and nails into claws. But they didn’t even have enough energy for Gray to manifest.

Shit. This was going to be unpleasant.

He surrendered to hunger and lurched away from the lamppost at the werewolf. It let out a screech of pain as it ripped the length of steel bar from its shoulder. More blood gushed, the great artery in the arm torn, but it would only be a matter of seconds before it began to heal.

The fresh edge of sheered metal caught Caleb’s eye. A fragment of siding, ripped apart in the fight or as part of the demolition that had left behind the rubble, he didn’t know. Caleb picked it up and swung it as hard as he could at the werewolf’s neck.

The edge bit deep, slicing through hide and into a jugular. Before it could react, Caleb let go of the metal, grappled it from behind, and thrust his face in the wound.

The thing’s stench nearly suffocated him: mange clotted fur and rotting meat. His human fingers slipped in its coarse fur, but he sealed his mouth to the wound and caught as much of the foul blood on his tongue as he could.

Energy crackled through him, like a jolt of lightning. He swallowed once, twice—

The werewolf wrenched free of his weak grip and turned on him, claws flashing as it raised its paw-like hand.

The other werewolf slammed into it, hurled by Deacon’s telekinesis. “Run!” Deacon shouted. All the color had drained from his face, and he visibly shook as he raised his hands. He was running out of juice fast. “I can’t hold them off any longer!”

The etheric energy Caleb consumed in the demon’s blood spread through him. Not much, not nearly enough to start healing.

But enough for his teeth to sharpen and claws to erupt from his fingers.

There was no finesse. He fell onto the werewolves and bit blindly, sinking his teeth as deep into meat as he could.

Blood burst into his mouth, channeled by the grooves on the backs of his teeth, and a moan of ecstasy escaped him. The werewolf struggled to get away, but Caleb's leather coat foiled its claws. Energy flooded through his body, and the holes in his heart finally sealed. Its beat steadied, the shattered bits of sternum snapping back out and into place. Lungs inflated.

And he sensed something coalescing, rising up from where it had spent every second, every moment, keeping them from slipping away into death.

Gray.

*   *   *

Yuri and Ericsson were behind the siren attacks. Yuri can make a possession permanent from the start. Ericsson was working with him the whole time. In return for the sirens, Ericsson agreed to kill you, and possibly Zahira.

We’re going to put a stop to them.

We’re sorry. Just know, no matter what happens, we’ll always love you.

John’s phone lay in the center of the conference room table, Caleb’s texts displayed. He’d shut off his phone while Barillo grilled him about Ericsson’s death. About Gray bent over Ericsson’s body, teeth fastened in the dead agent’s neck, draining his blood.

He hadn’t thought to check the phone until he saw the scenes of mayhem relayed by traffic cams all around Charleston. Pandemonium reigned in each one, demons loose in the streets, fire raging, and in the center of it all, Yuri strolling down Calhoun Street as though he hadn’t a care in the world.

We’re going to put a stop to them.

He’d been so afraid Gray and Caleb were working with Yuri and Drugoy to make Charleston an all-you-can-eat drakul buffet. But it sounded as though the ex-Soviet intelligence officer had played them just as he had everyone else.

Karl sat to one side of John, Zahira to the other. Steele hovered uncomfortably at the end of the table. Barillo stood directly across from them, arms folded over his chest.

“I tried calling, but Caleb isn’t answering his phone,” John said, glad his voice didn’t shake. “It’s possible Gray fried the electronics accidentally.”

He didn’t speak the other possibility aloud, that Caleb had caught up with Yuri and Drugoy, and the fight had gone badly for them.

“You knew about this other drakul, Starkweather,” Barillo said flatly. “And yet you didn’t tell anyone.”

“Ericsson knew, too,” Steele said. He’d been uncharacteristically quiet, no doubt reeling from his partner’s betrayal. “They did the sirens…I didn’t think it had been long enough, but if Jansen is right and this other drakul can make a possession permanent from the beginning…fuck.”

“I wasn’t asking about Ericsson,” Barillo said. “I was asking Starkweather.”

“Sir, we don’t have time for this,” Karl said, directing the words to Barillo. “We need every hand on deck, now. We can sort out blame later.”

“When I want your opinion, I’ll give it to you, Rand,” Barillo said.

John’s pulse sped. “With all due respect—”

“Don’t give me that bullshit,” Barillo snapped. “You don’t have any respect for the job or the organization. You only care about that thing
 you’re fucking.” His lip curled. “You know what I think? I think maybe you were fucking this second drakul, too. Is that why Azarov sent Ericsson after you, Starkweather? Lovers’ quarrel gone bad?”

John ground his teeth together until he feared they might crack. He’d had enough of Barillo’s insinuations. Yes, he’d screwed up about as much as it was possible to do as an agent, but—

No. Wait. Barillo might be an asshole, but he might inadvertently be onto something after all.

“Gray knew Drugoy from before he was summoned into this world,” John said slowly. “They hunted together.”

Zahira let out a gasp. “Drugoy was the other drakul Gray mentioned, the day I interviewed him?”

“It’s a weird coincidence, I admit.” John shrugged. “But Yuri and Drugoy wanted me dead, and they didn’t want Caleb and Gray to know who ordered the trigger pulled.”

John remembered all the little pangs of jealousy he’d had over the last few days. He’d been so sure he was losing Caleb and Gray to the other drakul. Not just because of the fact Dru was Gray’s former…something…but because of the time they spent together now. The lavish gift of the custom motorcycle from Isabelle Aiken’s shop. Fine dining for Caleb, and a feast of blood for Gray. Goddess only knew what else.

And John was just a mortal exorcist. He didn’t have Yuri’s money, or Drugoy’s previous connection. How could he possibly compete?

Except he hadn’t needed to. Gray and Caleb loved him. It had been Yuri and Dru who had tried to compete, and failed.

It sounded crazy, but he felt the truth of it in his bones.

“But Ericsson wasn’t supposed to kill only me,” he went on, feeling as though he were trying to find the shape of something in the dark. “Caleb’s text says Zahira might have been on his list as well. Gray doesn’t care about most mortals. He’s typically indifferent, unless they make themselves an annoyance. But there are two he cares about.”

“Gray is my friend, as well as my coworker,” Zahira said with a nod.

“Our relationships with him are different, obviously,” John hastened to add. “Yet we’re the ones Yuri and Dru wanted out of the way.”

There came a sharp knock on the door. “What?” Barillo barked.

One of the techs stuck her head inside. “We’ve gone through Ericsson’s phone, sir. He was using his birthdate as the lock code, so it wasn’t hard to open.”

“Well?” Barillo asked. “Did you find anything useful?”

The tech looked oddly nervous. “We did. I…you might want to take a look for yourself.”

*   *   *

Gray roars.

The sound is one of fury and warning, as he flings aside the dead werewolf and hooks his claws into the second. Of defiance.

Of challenge.

Because Drugoy and Yuri have dared
 do this to him.

They hurt Caleb and tried to kill John. They loosed havoc in his
 city, and threatened his
 mortals, and he will not have it.

He bites the second werewolf, drinks it down as fast as he can, strength returning with every gulp. The third is circling Deacon, but when it spots Gray coming toward it, it tries to run.

Not fast enough.

He chases it down before it gets twenty feet, claws sinking into head and shoulder, yanking its skull back so hard something snaps in its neck before he drives in his fangs. His heart pounds now, whole again, and he welcomes the steady beat almost as much as Caleb’s overwhelming sense of relief.

The werewolf gives one last convulsion and dies, all of its etheric energy absorbed. Gray tosses its body aside and turns his gaze to the west.

The dawn light tints a rising column of smoke. The blare of alarms accompanies that of sirens, and the distant screams of mortals.

He holds still for a moment, letting memory spread through him, like a drop of blood through a pool of water.

Yuri and Drugoy betrayed them. Used them. Because Drugoy is as mad as any demon.


“Because he was summoned into a living body,”
 Caleb says, subdued now. “It isn’t his fault. Not really.”



It explains him. It does not excuse him. Or Yuri.
 Yuri, who wove this web for Drugoy’s sake, hoping to catch Gray and bind him and Caleb to them.

“Agreed.”

A shoe scuffs against concrete behind them. “Are…are you all right?” Deacon asks uncertainly. “Gray, isn’t it?”

He turns. The mortal stands behind him, looking up apprehensively.

This mortal broke Caleb’s heart, pretending to be afraid of Gray. All on Yuri’s orders.

Gray seizes him by the throat. Deacon’s eyes go wide, and he claws at Gray’s hand, but his attempts to free himself are pathetic.

“You are one of Drugoy’s renfields,” Gray growls. “Tell me why I should not simply kill you now.”


Chapter 2

John crowded into the tech worker’s cubicle along with Karl, Steele, Zahira, and Barillo. Heather Lee
 read the nameplate; John recognized the name from IT emails, though he hadn’t met the woman in person before. She connected Ericsson’s phone to a cord, and the monitor in front of her began to mirror its screen. “We looked for relevant names in the contact list,” she explained. “I thought we’d have to dig for deleted texts, but he either didn’t bother, or didn’t have time, to get rid of any of them.”

Ericsson never imagined he’d get caught. Just as with the shakedowns and the fancy house. He’d felt invulnerable. Was that Yuri’s influence? If Ericsson was a renfield, he would have been powered up on Drugoy’s blood.

Caleb and Gray had been acting invulnerable as well.  As though there could be no possible consequences for their actions, right up until the moment there were. Yuri and Drugoy had a way with people, it seemed.

“So, the first thing we came across that seems incriminating are a series of texts to and from a woman named Cindy Newman.”

“That was the singer Ericsson hooked up with,” Steele offered. “Jansen said her band got turned into the sirens.” He bit his lip. “I still can’t believe…you should’ve seen that dinner cruise. What they did to those people. Fuck, Ericsson threw up over the side when he saw it. He couldn’t have anything to do with them.”

“Maybe he didn’t realize how bad things would get,” Zahira said grimly. “What do the texts say?”

Lee brought them up and began to scroll. “I’ll let you read for yourself, but the gist is Cindy Newman and Darrel Ericsson went on a date, and…well, a few days later we get this exchange.”

Darrel Ericsson: Got some free time this weekend. Let’s do it again.

Cindy: Are you out of your mind?

DE: What? You had a good time, once you loosened up a little.

Cindy: You mean after you roofied me.

DE: What are you telling people?

Cindy: The truth. The rest of the band knows. They told me to go to the police. But I just want to be left alone. I don’t want to hear from you again.

DE: You keep your fucking mouth shut. I can ruin you. I’m a federal agent.

Cindy: Please, just leave me alone.

DE: Too late for that, bitch.

DE: You’re going to be sorry.

DE: I have ways of taking care of bitches like you.

DE: Cunt.

Bile rose in John’s throat. “He raped her,” he said faintly. “And then he forced NHEs into her and her bandmates. The dinner cruise, everyone the sirens killed, it was all just to cover his own ass.”

Zahira’s lips moved soundlessly in prayer. Steele’s face took on a greenish hue. “I didn’t know,” he said. “I swear to God, I didn’t know. I would’ve turned him in myself, and to hell with the consequences.”

A clearer picture was forming in John’s mind of what must have happened in Ericsson’s bedroom before he got there. Caleb and Gray had arrived, whether to confront Ericsson or kill him outright, John couldn’t guess. They’d already suspected about the sirens; possibly Ericsson said something to confirm it. Then they fought, and Ericsson stabbed them through the skull. Had he threatened Zahira then, or before?

Had he tried to exorcise Gray? It wasn’t supposed to be possible after forty days, but as far as John knew, no one had tried with a knife actually embedded in the host body’s brain. Hard to save the victim after stabbing four inches of silver into their head.

Maybe it had been—or at least felt—more like a life-or-death fight for Gray than John had imagined. And not just Caleb’s life—Zahira’s and John’s.

If Gray meant to feed on Ericsson from the start, he could have done it without breaking a sweat. Waited for Ericsson to leave and jumped down off the roof. Ericsson wouldn’t have had a chance to fight back.

Caleb, at least, had wanted answers.

“Is that all?” Barillo asked. “You could’ve just told us in the conference room, Lee.”

“No, sir.” Her hands trembled slightly as she swiped to another text chain. “This one is between Azarov and Ericsson.”

Yuri Azarov: How are things in SPECTR? Anything new to report?

Darrel Ericsson: Not yet. Keeping up the pressure on Jansen. I wrote “monster” on the door of the conference room they use, where everyone could see it.

YA: Good, good. I have a little something for you. Your chief continues to complain about his “problem employees” to Isabelle. She planted the suggestion he separate them from one another, then see if performance improves.

DE: I bet he loved that.

YA: Predictably so. I leave the details up to you, but I would like you to become Gray and Caleb’s new partner.

DE: You’re kidding me.

YA: I assure you, I am not. Don’t worry, I don’t expect you to make friends. Quite the opposite, in fact.

DE: All right. Shouldn’t be too hard. Hell, Barillo will probably think he was the one who came up with the idea.

YA: Perfect. Keep me informed.

“There are some more texts, later,” Lee said. “Azarov ordered Ericsson to assassinate Special Agent Starkweather ASAP. Ericsson wanted time to set something up, but Azarov shut him down, said it had to be in the next few hours. Once Ericsson killed Starkweather, he was to murder Special Agent Noorzai as well.”

She trailed off, carefully not looking at Barillo. The chief shifted uneasily from foot to foot. “I don’t know any Isabelle,” he growled at last. “This is—is some kind of setup. They wanted to discredit me.” He rounded on Karl. “Tell everyone I’m not lying!”

“You don’t know anyone named Isabelle, to your knowledge,” Karl replied. And stopped there.

Fuck. How could this be happening? “Is there anyone—anyone
 —here not following Yuri’s orders?”

John didn’t want to look at Zahira, but couldn’t help it. She’d been the only agent willing to work with them. Learning as much as possible about drakul, about Gray, had been her driving goal from day one. But what if…

“Of course I’m not, John!” she exclaimed, glaring at him. “Ericsson was supposed to kill me next, remember?”

He scrubbed a hand over his face. Goddess, he was tired. “Yeah, I…sorry.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Karl said, unprompted.

“I wasn’t taking orders from any damned NHE,” Barillo snapped. “I’m telling you, it’s a setup!”

“You haven’t talked about SPECTR at all to anyone outside the office?” John challenged. “Not complained about any employees to a female acquaintance?” Too bad he didn’t have the photos from the stakeout on his phone. “African-American, about five-six, hair in braids, loves motorcycles?”

Barillo’s lips parted slightly, and something like recognition flickered through his eyes. But he only said, “Stop trying to make this about me, Starkweather. If you’d come forward with information about the second drakul, none of this would have happened.”

“Or it might have happened sooner,” Zahira said. “From what I’m hearing, Azarov had too many plans in place. He must have had a Plan B.”

She wasn’t wrong. But Barillo wasn’t in the mood to be argued with. “I ought to lock you up and throw away the key, Starkweather.”

If Barillo had done Yuri’s dirty work, at least it seemed to have been inadvertent. Right now, keeping him happy seemed the best option. “I admit, I acted inappropriately for an agent of SPECTR. I broke the law by failing to report an NHE to the proper authorities.”

“Technically, you are
 the proper authority,” Karl pointed out.

“What I did was wrong.” John lifted his chin slightly, not looking away from Barillo. “Whether I broke the letter of the law or not, I certainly broke its spirit. Let me help stop Yuri and Dru, and I swear—I swear—
 I will turn myself in for whatever punishment SPECTR, or the court system, believes fits my crimes.”

“He’s telling the truth,” Karl said. “Chief, please. We need all the help we can get.”

Barillo scowled at them all, and for a moment John was certain he was going to order Zahira to cuff him. Instead, he said, “So how do we stop this thing? And where the fuck is Jansen?” A thoughtful look replaced the scowl. “Wait. The text was probably to throw us off the trail. I bet Jansen is working with Azarov.”

It took John a moment to find his words through his shock. “That doesn’t even make sense!”

“Doesn’t it, though?” Barillo snorted. “All this has been to get me out of the way. I wouldn’t put up with any of Jansen’s bullshit, so he called his friend Azarov in to help smear my name. Subverted Ericsson to make me look bad.” The sneer returned. “And now they’re having a spat over their mutual fuck buddy.”

John clung to his rage, because it let him forget about his fear. “Go to hell.”

“Please, both of you!” Karl exclaimed. “Chief, my husband and daughter are out there. Hopefully safe at home, but our house isn’t a fortress.”

Crap. John had been so worried about Caleb and Gray, he’d forgotten other people—his own friends—had the same concerns about their families. “I’m sorry, Karl. I’m sure they’re fine.”

Karl waved impatiently. “My point is, we have NHEs to fight, and instead we’re standing here fighting each other. We need all hands on deck, as soon as possible.”

Another agent trotted up behind them, his pale cheeks flushed with exertion and fear. “Chief! There you are.”

“What is it, Quackenbush?”

“Bad news,” Quackenbush said. “The cell towers are overloaded, but our agents who have been able to get through report they’re losing ground by the minute. Demons are pouring out all over the place.”

Barillo swore.

“And, just to add to the trouble, there’s been an earthquake. A small one—we didn’t even feel it down here—but strong enough at the surface to knock things off the shelves. Which means even more people are trying to make panicked calls.”

Zahira’s dark eyes widened in dismay, and she glanced at John. “Do you remember what Gray said about the other drakul he hunted with in the etheric plane? About what it was?”

“What it was?” Steele asked. “It’s a drakul—what else is there?”

But John knew what she meant. “The drakul aren’t just demons. A wendigo might embody hunger, or a werewolf rage, but drakul are forces of nature. The leader of the Vigilant called them gods upon the earth, and after what I saw at Fort Sumter, I don’t think she was wrong.” He met Zahira’s worried gaze. “Gray is the storm. And Drugoy…Drugoy is the earthquake.”

Silence followed his pronouncement. Then Barillo muttered a curse. “Fine. You’re in, Starkweather. Everyone gear up and meet me up top in five.”

*   *   *


Christ, Gray, he can’t tell us anything if you’re strangling him!
 Caleb exclaimed. Let go. I’ll handle this.


He could sense Gray’s reluctance, and hell, Deacon wasn’t exactly Caleb’s favorite person at the moment, either. But if Deacon hadn’t let them go, they’d still be staked to the lamppost, just waiting for Drugoy to come back and finish the job.


“Very well,”
 Gray replied after a moment. “But I do not like him.”


Gray fell back, and Caleb instantly let go of Deacon’s throat. Deacon scrambled away, coughing and massaging his neck.

“Sorry,” Caleb said, holding up his hands. “Gray isn’t very happy with you right now. But you did save us.” He paused. “The question is, why? Did Yuri send you?” But that didn’t make any sense.

“Sort of.” Deacon cleared his throat and took another step back, green eyes wary. “He sent me to keep an eye on you. Make sure the werewolves didn’t decide to add drakul to the menu. And that no one showed up to free you.”

“So why let us go?” A dreadful thought occurred. “Or is this some new trick of Yuri’s?”

“No!” At Caleb’s skeptical look, Deacon’s shoulders slumped. “I know you don’t have any reason to believe me. Hell, I probably wouldn’t believe me either, in your place.”

Caleb folded his arms over his chest. His leather coat was ragged and streaked with blood; it would be a miracle if the thing survived. “Convince me.”

“I never had much paranormal ability.” Deacon looked away, his expression wretched. “I mean, I guess I did compared to some people. I could move small things with my mind, just enough to be aware of what my potential would be if I had real power. Then I met Yuri and Drugoy. And I thought…” He swallowed convulsively and winced again. “I don’t know what I thought. You know what it’s like. The money, the lavish gifts. The blood.”

“And in return you, what, stalked us?” Caleb demanded.

“I was supposed to befriend you.” Deacon licked dry lips. “I talked Nigel into counter-protesting outside of SPECTR, in the hopes you’d be intrigued. If that hadn’t worked, I would have found another way, but it did. By that time, I’d already introduced Mike to Yuri and Isabelle.”

“Why? You had to know what they were going to do to him.” Mike had ended up possessed by a grendel, in exchange for revenge against the bigots who beat him up. Things hadn’t turned out well.

“It was nothing he didn’t want!” Deacon protested. “I would’ve felt the same in his shoes. Things were coming to a head—Mike’s forty days were about up—and Yuri and Drugoy had already made contact with you. Yuri told us to stage the incident at the PASS meeting—that was supposed to be the fee for having Isabelle exorcise Mike.”

Caleb felt sick. “I’m guessing Mike didn’t realize Drugoy planned on eating him.”

“No. At least, I don’t think so. I didn’t realize it, either. Or maybe I did, and I just didn’t want to believe it.” Deacon stared miserably at the cracked concrete. “I’m sorry, Caleb. When Yuri first told me to make friends with you, it was just a favor I was doing for him. But then it got…it got real. At least for me. I didn’t want to hurt you, but I didn’t think I had a choice.”

Asshole.

Gray stirred. “I do not like him. I do not like Isabelle. Drugoy’s renfields are a reflection of his twisted heart.”


Maybe it said something, that Gray had fixated on good people like John and Zahira.

Or it might have, if they hadn’t fucked everything up so badly that John didn’t ever want to see them again. Zahira would probably feel the same way.

“So you were supposed to make friends with me, just so you could turn PASS against me,” Caleb said.

Deacon nodded. “Yuri wanted you to feel isolated, so you wouldn’t have anyone but him and Dru.”

Isolated socially, and isolated at work. “He had Ericsson watching me at SPECTR. Doing shit like putting garlic oil on my phone.”

“Yeah. Ericsson was another renfield. He got off on the power, you know? And of course, Isabelle thought it was hilarious, leading that boss of yours around on a string without him even knowing.”

Caleb felt as though he’d swallowed a chunk of ice and had it get stuck in his throat. “Barillo?”

Deacon looked surprised. “You didn’t know? Shit. Yeah, she figured out he liked to stop at a sports bar on the way home to unwind. She struck up a conversation, made friends with him. I mean, he wasn’t stupid enough to say he worked for SPECTR, and I’m sure he figured he was being discreet, complaining about his employees in the vaguest way possible. But it wasn’t like she was trying to get information out of him, was it? So she’d agree with him when he complained about ‘the gays,’ and his bosses who wanted him to coddle some guy who shouldn’t even be working there, and on and on. And of course, the whole time, she’s giving him little suggestions about how to handle things.”

“Fucking Barillo.” Caleb rubbed his eyes. “He didn’t have a clue, did he?”

“No. Never even heard the name Yuri Azarov.” Deacon shrugged. “I don’t know if Yuri was hoping you’d snap and do away with Barillo or what.”

Caleb tipped his head back, trying to think things through. “Yuri sent Ericsson to kill John. And Zahira was next. Was Ericsson supposed to frame someone else? Or did Yuri always expect me to find out somehow?”

“Does it matter?”

“Yes. Ericsson was probably the backup plan when I didn’t do in Barillo.” God. Yuri’s former superiors in Soviet intelligence would have been impressed by the web he’d woven. “So why are you telling me all this? Why betray Yuri and Dru now?”

Deacon’s eyes widened, and he gestured toward the city. “You don’t know, do you? While you were here, taking a nap, they decided it was time for the fucking apocalypse.”


Chapter 3

The fire. The distant sirens.

Dread constricted around Caleb’s chest. “Wh-what?”

“It’s chaos out there. Yuri is putting NHEs in anyone he passes. There are werewolves running down East Bay Street, for fuck’s sake.” Deacon shook his head. “I didn’t sign up for this.”

The ground beneath their feet vibrated, as though a heavy truck had driven past. The pile of steel rattled, and a chunk of concrete toppled from the heap of a demolished wall and rolled across the ground to fetch up against Caleb’s boot.

Deacon looked around uncertainly. “What was that?”

“A train?” Caleb suggested. But the tracks running to the freight yard were nearby, and he didn’t see anything moving.

No. Not a train. An earthquake.

“Drugoy.”

Oh hell. Drugoy must be glutting himself on the demons Yuri had summoned.

Gray’s worry thrummed beneath Caleb’s, reflecting it back to him. “They spoke of making this city into a paradise for drakul. Drugoy spared us because he believes he can still convince us to join them.”


I know he’s kind of crazy, but he can’t really think we’ll see demons everywhere and the city in ruins, and decide he’s a great guy after all.


“No. I do not believe he would.”
 Gray paused, ruminating. “Yuri’s cleverness almost worked. If we had returned their affection, we would have left with them last night. If we had not cared about John.”


Shit. You think John’s in trouble?


“Drugoy and Yuri blame him for our decision. They will try to use him against us, one way or another. Perhaps their plan was to seize him, bring him to us here, and threaten him unless we submit.”

It made a horrible sort of sense. And the chaos—the demons—are meant to draw out John. SPECTR will come for Drugoy.


“Yes. And Yuri and Drugoy will enjoy this chaos. They will feed well.”

Of course they would. It was what Yuri had been doing for months on a lesser scale—summoning demons, then letting them loose so Drugoy would have the challenge of a hunt. No wonder he’d known where to find the werewolves Gray and Dru had hunted together, let alone the sirens.

“What now?” Deacon asked, in a way that suggested Caleb had been gazing off into nothing while having his conversation with Gray.

Caleb turned and stared in the direction of the city. The smoke still rose, even though more alarms than ever split the shrill air. He might be able to find Yuri and Drugoy just by following the noise. Though the demons Yuri summoned and forced into helpless passers-by weren’t going to stay put. The path wouldn’t be as clear as he’d like. Still, he didn’t have any better ideas.

He needed to warn John, before anything else. Tell him to get to SPECTR-HQ and stay put.

Grief seeped into his veins, Gray huddling close against him for comfort. “John does not want us anymore.”


No. But right now, he needs us.

Caleb held out his hand to Deacon. “Do you have a cell phone?”

Deacon pulled one out of his pocket. “Right here.”

The thought of talking to John again made Caleb’s gut shrivel. But this was too much and too important to leave to a text. Caleb punched in John’s number.

“We’re sorry,” said an automated voice, “but all circuits are busy right now. Please hang up and try again.”

Damn it—the chaos must have spread fast. He typed in a text and sent it, in the blind hope it might eventually be delivered.

Y&D after you. B compromised. Stay in HQ. This is our mess to clean up. -C&G

He tossed the phone back to Deacon. “I haven’t forgiven you. But if you want to make things right, get to SPECTR-HQ. Find Special Agent Noorzai and tell her everything you’ve told me. Got it?”

Deacon glanced uncertainly in the direction of the chain link fence. “I used up a lot of my TK just now. Maybe if I could get a boost—”

“No,” Caleb said flatly, Gray’s sharp denial bleeding into his own. “But you can take my motorcycle. Even if the roads are jammed, you might be able to get through on the sidewalks.”

The fearful expression didn’t fade, but Deacon nodded. “What are you going to do?”

“Yuri’s plan was damn near flawless,” Caleb said. He dug the keys out of the pocket of his blood-crusted jeans and tossed them to Deacon. “But now he’s made a mistake. One that’s going to cost him.”

“What mistake?”

Caleb’s teeth burned as they sharpened. “He didn’t kill us when he had the chance.”

*   *   *

SPECTR didn’t possess the sort of military grade equipment flaunted by most police departments, but they did have an armory with a small amount of body armor and plenty of silver-jacketed ammunition. John strapped on a flak jacket that might hold back the claws and teeth of an enraged therianthrope and loaded every available pocket with more ammo.

Zahira did the same; as she strapped on her jacket, she said, “I’m mad at you, John.”

“I know,” John said. He focused on checking over his Glock, instead of meeting her eyes. “You have every right to be.”

“You used my goodwill.” Her voice was tight, words clipped. “You asked me to look up information on the Lake Baikal Vampire, and then asked for my trust. I gave it, because I thought we were friends.”

He’d been so angry at Gray and Caleb for abusing his trust. But then he’d turned around and done the same damn thing to Zahira. “I’m sorry. I thought…I believed Yuri and Drugoy were like Caleb and Gray. Weird, but not, you know. Murderous.”

Zahira shook her head and left. John hurried to catch up, then fell in beside her.

“You didn’t even tell me about the second drakul,” she said.

They emerged into the main hall to the elevators. The few field agents remaining in HQ clustered around the doors, faces grim. Some of them had exorcism kits slung over their shoulders, in the hopes that, despite all odds, they might find some possession victims who might be saved. John slowed before reaching the group; once they were on the elevator, there would be no chance for a private conversation.

“Caleb and Gray begged me not to tell anyone,” he said in a low voice. “You know what they’ve been going through here. They’d kept Yuri and Dru even from me, because they were afraid of what SPECTR would do. If I’d gone to Barillo, they
 would have ended up in a cell even if Yuri and Dru managed to escape.”

Zahira let out a long sigh. “I know.”

“I only found out a couple of days ago myself. I didn’t even have a chance to think things through.” He paused and looked down at her. “But I’m sorry. I didn’t realize you were in danger. I didn’t realize anyone
 was in danger. Yuri and Dru played Caleb and Gray, the same way they played Barillo and Ericsson and gods-know-who-else. And I trusted Caleb and Gray’s assessment of the situation. I didn’t think it would end like this.”

She was silent a long moment. The elevator doors opened, and the other agents filed on. There wasn’t quite enough room, so they watched the doors close and waited for the next one. “What happened in Ericsson’s bedroom, John?” she asked in a low voice. “You went in five minutes before the rest of us.”

He took a deep breath, tried not to flash back to that moment of horror and fear. “I saw Gray feeding on Ericsson. Ericsson was already dead, of course—you’ve seen the size of those fangs. And I…I didn’t know the whole story. I didn’t know anything, other than I’d ignored the Vigilants’ warning about drakul and human blood. And I had to make a choice.” He closed his eyes briefly. “SPECTR is more than a job to me, Zahira. My parents…they belonged to one of those religious sects you see all over the rural low country, the ones who think paranormal abilities are a sign of the devil. I became a ward of the state when I was a teen, went to the paranormal school, and then straight to the Academy. SPECTR has been my family, my career, my life.”

The lights above the elevator counted down as the car descended. “I knew what my duty was. To take them into custody if I could. Wait until you arrived with backup. Instead, I told them to leave and never come back. That I never wanted to see them again.”

“You hoped they’d get out of Charleston?”

“Yes.” And because at that moment, he hadn’t
 wanted to see them again. Everything hurt too badly. All he’d seen was death and blood, a worst-case scenario where the people he loved most had betrayed everything he cared about.

And now he’d give anything to have them back, to know they were safe and alive, and not devoured by Drugoy.

“Gray is my friend,” Zahira said, “but he’s also a predator.”

“I know that,” he snapped, annoyed.

“But sometimes you forget.” She glanced up at him. “I’ve read the reports. When Gray first came into Caleb’s body, his reflex was to bite Caleb’s sister-in-law, Melanie Jansen.”

Goddess, John had almost forgotten about that. “And?”

“We know Ericsson stabbed them in the head, thanks to brain matter on the athame. Who knows what else he might have been threatening in the heat of the moment. In times of extreme stress, the instinct to bite may trigger.”

“If that was the case, he would have bitten Barillo,” John muttered.

Zahira cocked her head as she glanced up at him. “Maybe he was meant to.”

John’s lips parted, but he wasn’t certain how to respond. Had Yuri and Dru hoped the constant provocation from Barillo would push Gray over the edge?

And then what? If Gray had drained the SPECTR District Chief, all hell would have broken loose. Would Yuri and Dru have turned up offering to help? Tried to convince Gray and Caleb to flee with them? Likely Caleb at least would have thought they had no other choice but to run.

A man could go mad, trying to figure out what Yuri might or might not have planned.

If only he could talk to Caleb and Gray. But he’d been the one to send them away, tell them he never wanted to see them again.

Assuming Drugoy hadn’t…

No. He wouldn’t consider that, not without proof.

A part of John wanted to believe he’d know on some deep level if they’d died. He still had some of Gray’s etheric energy from the last time they’d made love. It would boost his exorcist abilities, but couldn’t it also provide some subtle connection between them? Some bond that would ring through him like the alarm of a broken spirit ward if it was severed?

There was no way to know. Either it was true, and Gray and Caleb were still alive, or it was nothing but wishful speculation on his part.

The elevator door pinged open. As they stepped on, Karl jogged up behind them. “Hold it for me!”

“You’re coming with us?” John asked in surprise. Karl wasn’t a field agent, unless he was needed to sit in on witness questioning. He normally stayed at HQ when it came time for the bullets to fly.

But he had followed Kaniyar when she turned against Forsyth. He’d been there on Fort Sumter that night, gun in hand.

“Barillo wants everyone who can hold a weapon in the streets,” Karl said, watching as the floor numbers ticked past. “My family’s out there somewhere. Every NHE I stop gives them a better chance of surviving this.”

“Inshallah, they’ll be all right,” Zahira said. John put a hand to Karl’s shoulder.

The doors opened and they piled out into the garage. A line of large SUVs stood waiting, along with a couple of the armored transports used when a possessed person refused to cooperate. Barillo stood beside the van in the front, megaphone in hand.

“Is that everyone?” he asked, sweeping an eye over them. “All right. I’ll be coordinating from the van. Your mission is simple: take down any NHE you see. Organize yourselves into teams with that goal in mind.” He paused. “However, that’s just treating the symptoms. We can’t make the city safe again until the drakul are removed. Our primary goal, overriding all other considerations, is to end them.”

Them.

A murmur ran through the crowd. Barillo scowled. “Yes, that includes Jansen. We have reason to believe he’s working with the other drakul. If you spot him, your orders are to shoot on sight.”

*   *   *

Caleb came to a dismayed halt when he set foot onto East Bay Street. Cars sat bumper to bumper, completely unmoving, while concerned drivers stuck their heads out the windows or held up their phones, as though that might help them get through the jammed cell network. There were at least two accidents in sight, and he glimpsed distant flashes of red light off some of the buildings, no doubt cast by firetrucks or ambulances.

Damn it. All these people are sitting ducks for demons.


“We could find the demons and eat them,”
 Gray offered helpfully.

Caleb hesitated. They’d recovered enough energy to heal their earlier injures, but they were still running low. For damn sure they needed to feed more if they were to have any hope of stopping Drugoy and Yuri.

Of course, given Yuri could summon NHEs straight from the etheric plane for Drugoy to absorb, it might not matter how many demons they ate. They’d never be on the same level.


We don’t have time,
 he decided reluctantly. SPECTR can take care of werewolves and ghouls. But we’re the only ones who have a chance in hell of taking down Yuri.


“We must feed.”

I know. We’ll eat any demons we come across, I promise. But these folks aren’t in immediate danger. We’ve got to move on.

Still, he could at least try to warn them. “Get out of your cars!” he yelled. “Take cover in the buildings. There are demons on the loose!”

The locks clicked on the sedan nearest to him. Another driver aimed his phone in Caleb’s direction, and a third flipped him off.

“Yeah, well fuck you, too,” Caleb muttered. He wove between the cars to the other side of the street, then paused. They needed to find Yuri and Dru. But how?

“It has been too long for his scent to remain.”


Well, we can’t just wander aimlessly and hope we run into him.
 If Yuri and Dru realized they were loose, they might come back to put Caleb and Gray in their place again.

Or they might not. Maybe they’d prefer it if Gray got a good, long look at a city swarming with demons.

Gray’s attention sharpened, drawn by the flashing lights. “We may be able to follow their path of destruction.”


Caleb took a step back and scanned what he could see of the skyline. There was a reason Charleston’s nickname was the Holy City—you were never far from a church.

Agreed. And for that, we need a bird’s eye view.

*   *   *

John’s extremities went cold. He wasn’t sure if ordinary SPECTR agents could
 kill a drakul, but they could incapacitate one for a short time. At least, Sean had done so when he’d shot Caleb through the head.

If Caleb and Gray fell into Barillo’s hands now, everything Caleb had feared would come true. At best, he’d be locked away behind doors so thick even Gray couldn’t tear through them. At worst, with time and effort, someone would
 figure out how to kill a drakul.

Sekhmet, Lady of the Bloodbath, preserve them.

“What the hell?” Karl demanded.

Zahira’s eyes flashed fire. “Why is he doing this?”

“Because he’s afraid,” John said in a low voice. “And I don’t mean just of Gray. You both saw what was on Ericsson’s phone. Barillo’s worried his boss, or even the director, will find out he was played. If he can claim Caleb was working with Yuri, that the texts were part of some elaborate set up...”

“Would anyone buy that?” Karl asked doubtfully.

“Hell if I know.” John shook his head. “But it’ll be a lot easier to cast doubt on the issue if Caleb and Gray aren’t around to contradict his version of events.”

The other agents started making for the vehicles. One woman shoved her way back through the press, however, heading for them. Zahira frowned. “Who’s that?”

“Julie Wells. An exorcist, though I haven’t had the chance to work with her. She came in after Fort Sumter went down,” John said.

When she reached them, Wells glanced at Karl and Zahira, then said in a low voice, “Is this legit, Starkweather?”

He hesitated…but it wasn’t as though anyone reporting his opinion back to Barillo would change things. “No. Caleb and Gray were—are,” he corrected quickly, “trying to stop the other drakul.”

Wells gave Karl a more pointed look. “John is telling the truth as he knows it,” Karl said. “And for the record, I’m in agreement with him.”

“Well shit.” She licked her lips nervously. “Listen, I was one of the agents assigned to the wereboar case. It was bad news, but Jansen swanned in, grabbed the file, and took the thing out on his own. I saw the scene after—there was a security cam that got some grainy footage. If we’d gone in there, I don’t know that we could have saved the victim. I’m damn sure one of us would have ended up in the hospital, if not the ground. Not unless we had a shit-ton more backup than was available.”

Could it be they had an ally? “What about Ericsson?” John asked bluntly, because he had to know.

Her looked turned grave, but she gave him a one-shouldered shrug. “Word is the guy was a rapist scumbag. I’m not saying he shouldn’t have stood trial, but I’m not going to pretend to be broken up about what happened, either.”

“So what now?” Zahira asked.

Wells nodded at one of the SUVs. “We’ve got room for three more. I’m all for stopping the drakul causing this, but I’m not gunning Jansen down without a lot more proof than we’ve been given.”

The relief that washed through John surprised him with its intensity. At least not everyone was blindly following Barillo’s orders. He clasped Wells’s arm and nodded. “Thanks. We’ll come with you. I don’t know if we can find Caleb and Gray before Barillo does, but we can at least try.”

“If nothing else, there will be plenty of NHEs to shoot while we look,” she said grimly. “Let’s go.”


Chapter 4

Gray perches atop the steeple and peers out over the city below. His vision is much sharper than that of any mortal, but even he cannot hope to spot Drugoy at a distance amidst the narrow streets.

But Yuri and Drugoy have made no attempt to cover their tracks. True, the demons Yuri summons will not stay near him, but judging by the concentrations of flashing lights and alarms, they have not spread far. Either because of Yuri’s ability to control them, as the mortal exorcist Brimm once did, or because the scent of blood and the screams of mortals has driven them into a feeding frenzy.


“Have you ever seen anything like this before?”
 Caleb asks.

There are seldom so many demons in such a small area at once. Those who live in packs—sirens, werewolves, ghouls, others—will act together in a hunt. But this is not a pack. This is simply blood and madness.

The memory of feeding on Ericsson rises unbidden, and he flinches back. Blood and madness, and he is as guilty of it as any of the creatures in the streets below.


“Hey. No.”
 Caleb is a warm presence in the shared space of their mind. “I mean, we fucked up. We crossed the line. But we aren’t just murdering people in the street.”


It does not matter. SPECTR will view them as the enemy now. John will never love them again. The past cannot be undone, even if they somehow stop Drugoy and Yuri from destroying the city.


“I know.”
 Their heartbreak is the same, resonating between them. “But we’ve still got each other, for what that’s worth.”



It is worth a great deal.
 He loves John and always will, but Caleb is his other self. And he is so, so very lucky to have found Caleb, when it might so easily have been someone else. Or when he might have been called forth and put into a living body from the beginning, a Forsyth or a Yuri.

“Yeah, yeah, I love you too. But don’t get all maudlin on me now. We’ve got a job to do.”


Yes.
 Gray scans the streets below once again. They are going south and west.


“I see it. The area between Calhoun and King has an awful lot of flashing lights. Where do you think they’re headed?”


I do not know. Drugoy has been…corrupted.
 Gray hunts, and he protects his mortals, and he takes pleasure in John and Zahira’s company. All the rest is Caleb’s mortal nonsense.

“Wow, thanks.”

But Drugoy’s mind was warped from the moment he was brought into this world. He had been searching for Gray, before either of them even were
 Drugoy and Gray. Gray was summoned first, into a corpse that didn’t experience the full intensity of mortal emotions and feelings. The chaos of this world was deadened for him. And so he continued, body to body, across the millennia, until Caleb’s heart unexpectedly began to beat at the very moment Gray possessed him.

Drugoy didn’t have that cushion of memory, of experience. Those who summoned him brought him into a living host. As with so many others dragged through the veil into this world, it had been too much, too fast, to bear. His mind fractured beneath the alien weight of lust and pain and pleasure, and all the other sensations of mortal life. The search for Gray had twisted in on itself, becoming a terrible obsession.

It was the only reason they were still alive, Drugoy unable to bear to bring himself to kill the one he had sought across time and space.


“He means this to be our punishment,”
 Caleb says suddenly.

What do you mean?

“Drugoy and Yuri don’t see mortals as anything but amusing diversions, or annoyances to be removed. Even Dru’s renfields are there to be used and discarded.”

This is why Deacon betrayed him?

“I’m not even going to try to figure out Deacon’s issues. My point is, we chose John—a mortal—over Yuri and Dru. We were horrified over the cruelty of the sirens, and you spoke up for the value of mortal life. Dru’s been looking for you for thousands of years, and when he finally finds you, you pick mortals over him.”

It makes a terrible sort of sense. So this chaos, this death, is directed at us.


“I think so. Like, I don’t know, an abuser threatening his victim’s pet. They’re showing us what happens when we try to leave, so we don’t do it again.”

Gray’s claws dig deeper into the steeple’s tiles. We must stop them.



“Yeah.”
 They scan the city again. “The good news is, in the direction they’re going, they’ll run out of peninsula eventually. I think our best bet is to head down the peninsula, until we hit South Battery. Then we sweep east until we find them.”


It is a good plan. And we will eat any demons we come across on the way.


“That we will.”

Let the hunt begin.

*   *   *

King Street looked like a set from a film about the apocalypse.

John sat in the backseat of the SPECTR SUV, staring out the window in silent horror. Traffic inched forward, and the street was far too narrow for cars to pull off ahead of the SUV despite its flashing lights and siren. A sedan with a shattered windshield blocked one lane, the glass shards glistening with blood where the driver had been hauled out by force.

Police in riot gear shouted orders for people to get off the street. Unfortunately, this was the major shopping district, and it was far too early for most of the businesses to be open. There were only a few places of easy refuge, which meant packs of confused tourists huddled in doorways or ran down the sidewalks in search of alleys or lanes. A few more spry people could be spotted climbing over iron gates meant to block access to private residences. Unfortunately, such gates weren’t effective at keeping out NHEs, as evidenced by one lying in the sidewalk, torn free from its hinges.

Beside him, Zahira murmured a prayer under her breath. Karl sat on her other side, and three more agents crammed into the rearmost seat. A pyrokinetic drove, while Wells rode in the passenger seat, listening intently to a headset.

“They’ve lost Azarov,” she reported. “He’s disappeared off the traffic and security cameras.”

“They’ve probably taken to the rooftops,” John said. “Gray uses them to travel fast without being spotted. I’m sure Drugoy does as well.”

“Look!” The driver pointed out the windshield. “Up ahead.”

John leaned between the seats to peer out. The street made a bend ahead of them, blocking visibility, but he glimpsed a large, furred shape clawing at a heavy pair of locked fire doors. Traffic came to a complete stop, and the narrow streets gave them no room to maneuver the SUV any closer.

“Looks like we’re going in on foot,” he said grimly.

“You heard the man,” Wells said. “Let’s go!”

There came a chorus of “Yes, ma’am!” and everyone bailed out of the SUV. John hit the sidewalk at a jog, weaving between vehicles that had tried to pull off, Zahira at his side and the other agents following.

“SPECTR!” shouted one of the stranded drivers.

“Help us!” pleaded another.

“Go get ‘em!”

“What’s going on? Oh my God, I can’t reach my wife, the phone isn’t working!”

“Save us, please, don’t leave!”

The cries spurred him on. Maybe SPECTR was more a family than a job, but this
 was why he’d become a field agent. Because he had a skill normal people didn’t have, a skill that could save lives.

His pulse beat fast in the base of his throat, and he held his Glock at the ready as more of the street came into view around the bend.

Two werewolves—and two ghouls, all of them ripping at the locked doors, trying to reach the people hiding inside. And with them, a much larger figure, towering seven feet in height and covered in muscle and fur.

Arktothrope. Werebear.

“What the ever-loving fuck?” Wells exclaimed, mouth all but hanging open. Because it didn’t make any sense. Sometimes pack hunting NHEs like lycanthropes and ghouls would travel in bands, yes. But they never worked across species, any more than a wolf pack would join with hyenas.

“John, look!” Zahira pointed. “Do you see the etheric energy? Like ropes or a web…?”

The bright light of the rising sun had caused him to miss them at first. A shimmering silver cord bound each of the NHEs, vanishing off to the south.

“I’ve seen this before,” he said. “Howard Brimm used something similar to control the ghouls under his command.”

The pyrokinetic shaded his eyes. “I don’t see anything.”

“Because you’re not an exorcist.” John’s mind raced. “Yuri’s controlling them; he must be. That’s why they’re working together the way they are. A silver knife will sever the cords. It might not help, but it could make them more cautious, less crazed.”

“At least then they won’t be acting as a pack,” Wells said. “All right, exorcists to the front. Cut through the silver cords. Everyone else, hold your fire unless you have a clear shot.”

They split into two groups, the exorcists swinging wide, making for the silver cords. One of the werewolves left off the assault on the doors, its distorted head swinging toward them. A growl began to boil out of its chest, threatening to erupt into a howl at the sight of unprotected prey.

There came a gunshot, silver-jacketed lead catching it in the side. It let out a yelp—then spun in the direction of its attacker with a roar.

More gunshots, and the other werewolf and ghouls abandoned the hidden prey in favor of the SPECTR agents. John sprinted between overturned cars, making for the shimmering, silvery web of etheric energy binding the NHEs to Yuri’s will.

The air dinned with howls and snarls now—followed by a scream. One of the werewolves had reached the other half of the team and flung itself onto an agent, huge jaws latching onto the pyrokinetic’s arm.

Fire erupted in its mouth. Within seconds, the werewolf was screaming as well. It jerked back, leaving the agent to take a reeling step away, blood gushing from his mauled forearm.

Damn it.

Then they were out from among the cars and had a clear line to the cords. Offering up a prayer to Sekhmet, John brought his silver athame down on the thread of etheric energy.

It began to unravel under the edge of the blade, one strand after another parting beneath the force of his will. Zahira and the others joined him, and within seconds the werewolf was free.

It staggered back, shaking its head violently. Then it turned in a circle, snarling, realizing the trap and wanting out.

“It’s working!” John called encouragingly.

A ghoul was next; it cringed and howled, scrabbling off beneath a truck in an attempt to hide from the sunlight. What had been a united front of teeth and claws and death crumbled rapidly. The NHEs were still incredibly dangerous on their own, but much less so than as a group.

Another ghoul free. A werewolf.

Wait. There had been a werebear. Where had it gone?

A roar sounded directly behind John.

*   *   *

Caleb and Gray move swiftly from rooftop to rooftop for as long as they can, coming to ground only when they spot a lone ghoul or werewolf, hastily killed and consumed. Weariness begins to fall away, the last few superficial cuts healing over at last. But they will need a good deal more if they are to face Drugoy again.

As for how they might defeat Drugoy, when they failed so badly before, Gray does not know, and Caleb has no helpful suggestions. But they have no choice—they cannot wait, while demons tear through the city and Drugoy feeds and feeds. The first earthquake was a warning, a hint of what might happen if Drugoy fully manifests.

“Do you think he would? They might be pissed at us, but at the same time, Yuri at least really likes the mortal lifestyle. I can’t imagine him agreeing to become like…that.”

A thing of hunger and need, Caleb means. The thing they had become on Fort Sumter, that longed for blood and more blood.

John had brought them back to themselves that day. But should Yuri and Drugoy manifest, they have no John to help them.

“Yeah, well, neither do we.”

Gray cannot argue, so he says only, I do not know if Drugoy will wish to fully manifest. But I do not think it is a risk we can take. We may not be able to stop them now; we would never be able to stop them then.


They managed to fight Forsyth’s drakul only by allowing Gray to fully manifest as well. But they have no convenient bottles of demons to gorge upon this time.

“So that’s not happening. I guess we just hope for the best. Maybe we’ll get lucky.”

Perhaps.

As they move farther into the Historic District, the houses become larger, the lawns wider, until they have no choice but to abandon the roofs and descend to the sidewalk. Fortunately there are few cars, and all of them parked along the sidewalks, unlike the chaos of the main thoroughfares. If any mortals are about, they have chosen to stay locked inside their homes.


“Legare Street,”
 Caleb says. “Big money area. Maybe they have spirit wards to keep out NHEs? I think there are some private exorcists who hire out for that kind of thing.”



Perhaps.
 Such wards would not stop Drugoy, but demons are another matter.

The relative quiet ends abruptly with the sound of rending metal from ahead, accompanied by screams and the blare of a car horn.


“Someone’s in trouble,”
 Caleb says urgently.


There was no need to point that out. I can hear as well as you,
 Gray replies, and quickens his pace to a run.

A minivan sits at a stop sign across from a high brick wall pierced by iron gates. Its hood has been buckled by a great weight, smoke and oil pouring out from underneath. Terrified faces stare out through the windshield.

The creature menacing the mortals is larger than an ordinary human, though smaller than the grendel. Its body is gray and lumpen, and a horn protrudes from the center of its forehead, like that of a rhinoceros. Its eyes are tiny, and tusks jut from its lower jaw. Thick-fingered hands scrabble at the seams of the doors and windows, seeking to tear its way in by force.

The scent of damp stone and rotting wood rolls out from it, delicious. An ogre. I have eaten these before. They are very strong.


Their heart quickens with the anticipation of feeding. Under other circumstances, this would be a good hunt, simple and straightforward. But as they race toward the intersection, the ogre brings back its fist and smashes through the glass of the back passenger door. The shrieks become abruptly louder, and Caleb’s fear seeps into their veins. “Christ, there are kids in there!”


The ogre reaches in and wrenches out a small body. The child struggles, howling its terror, kicking and biting as it is dragged from the car. The ogre’s cruel eyes gleam, and it opens its jaws to feast on the tender flesh.

Gray roars with all the force in his lungs. The ogre’s head snaps up in alarm, distracted from its intended meal. For an instant it hesitates, torn between the wriggling prey and the predator descending on it.

It is a mistake. Gray closes the distance in the blink of an eye, seizes the arm the ogre holds the boy with, and buries his fangs deep in its bicep.

Blood bursts into their mouth, and he sucks it down eagerly. The ogre howls in anguish, drops the child—and hurls Gray away with its immense strength.

Fangs rip free in a spray of blood. Gray smashes into the iron gates guarding the entrance to the old home, which bend beneath the force of the impact. Falling to the sidewalk, he gives his head a shake, blood absorbing and joints healing.

For the most part, the black metal of the gate is formed into slender curlicues, more decorative than functional. But set just beside the lock on each gate, the iron has been forged into the unmistakable shape of a sword.

The child screams. It has fallen to the street and is scooting back as quickly as it can, but the ogre will be on it in moments.

Gray grasps the handle of the nearest sword and tears it free with a scream of abused metal.


“What are you doing?”
 Caleb demands. “It’s not even a real sword. It’s a decoration, you crazy drakul!”


Gray ignores him. Surging to his feet, Gray puts himself between the ogre and the child. The ogre should flee him as a predator, but either Yuri is controlling it, or it is maddened by the screams of its prey. Hefting the sword, Gray brings it around in an arc just as the ogre charges.

The blade is dull, but combined with his own great strength, it is enough to bite deep into the ogre’s neck. The demon’s growl turns into a gurgle, and it scrabbles at its throat, crumpling to its knees.

Gray hurls the sword away and falls on the ogre, pressing his mouth eagerly to the wound. Sweet blood pumps out along with its dying heart, energy coursing through him as it is absorbed. The last of the strength leaves the ogre and it slumps dead to the street.

“Get away from my son!” a woman screams.

Startled, Gray looks up, just in time to see a tire iron swinging at his face.


Chapter 5

John spun, athame slashing blindly in the direction of the werebear’s roar. The silver blade caught in furred hide, and it let out a cry of rage and pain, twisting away from the knife. The blade snagged in tendon—then was wrenched from John’s hand.

The creature reared up in front of him, blood oozing from one forearm. Huge, a vast wall of muscle and bone, its head a twisted parody of a grizzly. Its jaws gaped open for another roar, revealing jagged teeth, and hot breath reeking of decay blasted into John’s face.

He brought up his Glock, firing again and again. The bullets struck the werebear in the chest. Blood spurted from the wounds, but the pain seemed only to enrage the NHE.

The trigger clicked on an empty chamber.

The world slowed around John as the werebear charged. His vision tunneled, and he was intensely aware of the saliva flying from its teeth, the fury in its red eyes. Training kicked in, an instinct he’d honed in the months after realizing sex with Gray boosted his exorcist powers, at least until Barillo had forbidden him to use it.

He flung out one hand, but not to ward off the bear. A spiky rope of etheric energy, similar to what Yuri used to bind the NHEs, burst forth and buried itself in the werebear’s forehead.

John had a split second to curse himself—exorcisms, no matter how powerful, had no effect on the permanently possessed. He’d wasted the last instant he might had done something to save himself.

Except the rope…caught.

The werebear rocked back with a scream, as though John had run a pike through its skull. Shock nearly broke John’s hold, but he firmed his concentration with a prayer to Sekhmet, narrowing in on the NHE. It struggled like a fish on a line, so he imagined more hooks forming, snagging its substance, entangling it until there was no escape.

Then he wrenched it free.

The werebear toppled as though felled by an ax. For a moment, the infected red tangle of its energy twisted in the air, detectible to John’s exorcist senses. But he had no bottle to trap it in, no Gray to eat it. There was nothing to do but release it to pass back into the etheric plane. He relaxed his hold, and the crimson energy flickered, then slipped away, returning to the realm from which it had originally been summoned.

“How did you do that?” Zahira gasped. John blinked and realized the other exorcists who had come to his aid were staring in amazement. “Caleb said Yuri’s possessions are permanent.”

There came a groan from the pavement before them. Even as John watched, the werebear’s form shifted and shrank, becoming more and more human. Within moments, a woman John recognized stared up at him, mouth open in shock.

He and Karl had first seen her behind the counter of Aiken and Daughters Custom Motorcycles. They hadn’t gotten her name, because they’d been there for her sister. Isabelle Aiken.

Drugoy’s renfield.

“Oh God,” the woman babbled. “Oh God, what happened, what…”

John dropped to his knees beside her. “Ms. Aiken,” he said, voice firm in the hopes of cutting through her panic, “your sister, Isabelle. Where is she?”

“I don’t know!” She was crying in earnest now, great wrenching sobs. “I was on my way to work, and I saw that guy who comes by the shop sometimes, and then…and then…”

John closed his hand around her arm, trying to stave off her panic. “Ms. Aiken, why did Azarov do this to you? Did he say anything?”

“No.” She sniffled and wiped her nose. “I’m not even sure he knew who I was.”

“She’s telling the truth,” Karl said. “I don’t think she can help us.”

John sat back on his heels. The rest of the NHE pack were either dead or run off. An odd stillness had fallen over the street, broken only by the wails of the traumatized woman.

“Noorzai had a good question,” Wells said as she joined them. “How were you able to exorcise her?”

“I’ve been able to exorcise the possessed without using a circle for a while,” John said as he rose to his feet. “Barillo forbid me to continue, because it’s due to Gray’s…energy.”

Wells scowled. “Christ, what an asshole. But aren’t these supposed to be permanent?”

“Maybe Yuri accelerates the process,” John said slowly. “Make it so the victims can’t fight back, and the NHE is in control from the beginning. But there must still be a window. Maybe not forty days, I don’t know, but we can still exorcize them.”

“The rest of us can’t,” Zahira said. Her dark eyes shone with a spark of hope as she met his gaze. “But you can. Do you see what this means? Thanks to Gray, you can save them. We have a chance to stop this without a lot of innocent victims dying.”

His spirits lifted despite everything. “I’m only one man. And I don’t know how many charges I’ve got in me.”

“Saving a few is better than saving none.” Wells clapped him on the shoulder. “Let’s keep moving.”

*   *   *

Caleb pushed to the fore, grabbing the tire iron a second before it shattered their nose. “Whoa!”

The woman tried to wrench the makeshift weapon away. Black hair straggled around her face, and she had a wild look in her eye. “Get away from my children!” she yelled. “Kids, run!”

Of course. Bitterness coated his tongue. Every time he tried to save people—on Fort Sumter, on the drifting boat with Steele, here—they treated him like a monster. Why the fuck did he even bother?

“Geez, Mom, get a grip!” exclaimed the unmistakably annoyed tones of a teenaged girl. “He saved Mahindar, so chill out and stop trying to beat his head in.”

A girl of perhaps fifteen climbed out of the van and went to the side of the boy Gray had saved from the ogre. The boy stood up, and though he clung to his sister, he stared at Caleb with wide eyes.

“That was the coolest thing I’ve ever seen,” he said in an awed voice. “Are you some kind of superhero?”

Caleb snorted. “I wish.”

Their mother blinked, as though coming out of a haze. “I…oh dear. I’m so sorry.” She let go of the tire iron and put her hands to her mouth. “I was in a panic. Mahindar, are you all right?”

The boy, who Caleb guessed to be about ten years old, nodded. “I’m okay. I thought I was a goner for sure, though.”

The woman put a hand to her chest. “I’m Mrs. Tavleen Chatwal, and this is my son Mahindar, and my daughter Hardeep.”

“Harry,” the girl corrected. She ran her eyes over Caleb’s form, then tossed her hair over her shoulder. “Cool outfit.”

“Thanks,” he said.

“Harry, check on Nardev. He’s the baby,” Mrs. Chatwal added as she turned back to Caleb. “Thank you so much. That thing came out of nowhere. If you hadn’t come along when you did…”

For a horrible moment, Caleb thought she was going to break down in tears. But she took a deep breath and visibly steeled her spine. “Just…thank you.”

He shrugged. “Sure. Listen, you need to get under cover somewhere.”

Harry returned with a toddler on her hip. “Can we go with you?”

“That wouldn’t be safe,” he said.

“But you beat up the monster,” Mahindar protested. He glanced at the ogre, its body already rotting, and looked away with a shudder. “Going with you has to be safer than being on our own.”


“They will slow us down,”
 Gray said uncertainly. “But there are other demons in the area. I can smell them.”


Whiffs of rot and mange and corruption gusted on the breeze. Faint now, but the demons wouldn’t stay put. If the rich people were actually hiding behind spirit wards, anyone on the street would end up the target of the feeding frenzy.

Mrs. Chatwal fixed Caleb with a steely eye. “What are you?” she asked bluntly. “I might not have gotten the best look during the fight, but you’re not human. But you saved Mahindar, and you aren’t attacking us, so you aren’t one of those things, either.”

Christ. They didn’t have time for any of this. “We’re drakul,” he said. “It would take too long to explain, but we’re not like werewolves, or ghouls, or any of the regular NHEs. We hunt them. You don’t have to be scared of us.”

“I’m not,” Harry said quickly.

“We?” Mrs. Chatwal asked.

“I’m Caleb. Gray is the one who fought the ogre. We have a sort of permanent timeshare on my body.”

He expected her to back away, maybe go for the tire iron again. After all, he’d just confirmed he was possessed, which was usually enough to send most people screaming in the opposite direction. Not that he could really blame them at the moment.

She seemed to ponder—then nodded, as though she’d come to a decision. “Very well. We’re going with you.”

“Um…” He wanted to protest. But the smell of demons was getting stronger. If he told her to hide and then left, would something nasty track the family by scent?

If they could find some SPECTR operatives, maybe Caleb could turn the Chatwals over to them. “Fine. But stay out of my way, and for God’s sake, run and hide if I tell you. Understand?”

“I understand.” Mrs. Chatwal glanced at her kids. “Harry? Mahindar? Do you understand?”

Mahindar nodded. “Yeah, anything you say.”

Him, Caleb believed. Mahindar had been traumatized enough for one day. He was less sure about Harry’s mumbled “Yes, Mom.”

“All right, then,” Caleb said. He took a deep breath.

Come on out, Gray. If you’re manifested, maybe any demons will at least hesitate before attacking us.

Gray rose up, teeth sharpening and claws slipping free. Their hair swirled and crackled about their shoulders. Mrs. Chatwal’s eyes all but bulged from her head at the sight, and Caleb wondered if she was having second thoughts.

“Follow me,” Gray told the Chatwals. Then he turned and started down the street, the family scurrying to keep up.

*   *   *

“You’re so
 cool,” one of the mortal children says breathlessly. “Not like the guys at my high school. They’re lame.”

Gray moves as quickly through the street has he can, with the mortals clustered behind him. The smallest child was unable to keep up, and when the mother began to struggle holding it, Gray took it from her. It clings to his left shoulder now, body cradled effortlessly in his arm, his other hand free.


“His name is Nardev, and he’s a boy, not an it,”
 Caleb says.


Mortal nonsense.
 Names and genders and all the rest of it. But very well.


They have made their way further down Legare Street, in accordance with Caleb’s original plan. The demons have left them alone, so far, recognizing Gray as the larger predator.

Yuri might be controlling some of the demons he has summoned, but even he cannot command them all. They passed a pack of ghouls, who fled the moment they saw Gray, and once a werewolf bounded out of an alley, only to turn tail when he growled at it. So far, none have dared challenge him for the mortals clustered tightly around him.

“I am not cool,” he informs the child who spoke to him. Harry. Her. “I do not feel heat and cold as mortals do.”

The girl laughs. “That’s not…I mean, I guess that’s why you’re walking around Charleston in the middle of summer in all that leather.” Her brown face takes on a redder hue. “It looks really good on you, though.”

“She’s got a crush on you, Gray.”

“So you’re a vampire, right?” she asks. “I thought they weren’t real. Everyone says they’re just a story.”

“I’ll bet the government has been hiding them!” the boy—Mahindar—chimes in excitedly. “It’s a conspiracy!”

The toddler grabs a handful of Gray’s hair and stuffs it in his mouth.

“You’re very good with children, Mr. Gray,” Mrs. Chatwal says from behind him. Her breath comes in short pants, as though she isn’t used to walking so far so quickly. “Do you have any of your own?”

“I am not capable of mortal reproduction,” he replies.

“Really, dude? Not how I would have phrased it.”

“Right!” Harry’s eyes brighten with excitement. “You bite people and they turn into vampires! Is that what happened to Caleb?”

“This kid needs to lay off the bad movies.”

“That is mortal nonsense,” Gray says. “I was summoned from the etheric plane five-thousand years ago. I have walked this earth ever since.”

“Wow,” Mahindar breathes. “You’re old.”


Harry clasps her hands in front of her. “So, do you have an eternal romance? A great love, reborn life after life, who you meet again and again?”

“Harry,” her mother says. “Excuse her, Mr. Gray, she’s fifteen. She has…ideas.”

The grief they managed to put aside slips back. John’s absence is like a cloud over the sun. The colors that have seemed so bright since Gray first awakened in Caleb’s body are muted now. “We did have a love,” he admits. “But he does not wish to be with us anymore.”

Caleb feels very small in the shared space of their thoughts. “You don’t have to answer her.”


But Gray does not mind. It is simply the truth. Sometimes the truth is wonderful, and sometimes painful, but that is the way of things.

“He?” Harry’s face falls. “So, you’re gay?”

“No. I do not have a gender, and I do not care about such things in others.” He pauses. “Though I am learning these things are important for mortals.”

“Oh.” Her expressions clears. “Agender pansexual it is.”

Mrs. Chatwal clicks her tongue. “Harry, leave Mr. Gray alone.”

“I don’t want to use the wrong pronouns!” Harry protests.

“Same here,” Mahindar says quickly. “So do you use they/them?”

It is not something he has given consideration to before. “We are a they, so that would not be incorrect no matter what. But I do not mind ‘he.’ Mortals change their minds so often as to whether there are three genders, or five, or two. A thousand years yields as many variations.”

No one speaks for a few moments. Just as he thinks he has at last escaped the conversation, Mrs. Chatwal says, “We must seem so insignificant to you.”

Gray stops. A haze of smoke hangs on the air, drifting from the fires they glimpsed from the steeple. The houses on the street have become less estate-like, more run down, and the windows of one are shattered. The scent of blood drifts from within; someone who could not afford a spirit ward like their neighbors has become prey.

Fire and chaos and death.

Yuri and Drugoy have done this. Out of madness and greed and jealousy, out of malice and cruelty. But also out of ignorance.

“No.” He turns to Mrs. Chatwal and looks down at her. “There is another drakul here. He has been in this world mere decades, but in his hubris he has decided mortal lives are lesser because they are short.”

If only things had been different. If only he could have made Drugoy understand. There had been such joy in hunting together. Even in sitting silently, much as they had once curled together on the etheric plane, so long ago.

“But they are not lesser,” he finishes. “Because no moment in time is greater than any other. Each second is made equal, and the one I experience is no more real than the one you experience, simply because I have seen more of them.”

She is silent for a long moment. “I see,” she says at last. “How many of you are there? Drakul, I mean?”

The question is too complicated, so he settles for, “There is only one other like me.”

“And he did this? I mean, they did this?” She looks appalled. “What are you going to do?”

“I am going to kill them, if I can.” The heaviness of it lays on his heart. Drugoy and Yuri have done terrible things. They wished to kill everyone Caleb and Gray loved, to take them away from the network of mortal life that had made Caleb so briefly happy. To take away John and Zahira.

And yet, when they are gone, there will be no one else who understands. No one to hunt with. No one to talk to.

The mortals are quiet for a long moment. “I’m sorry,” Mrs. Chatwal offers at last. “That must be hard for you.”

The scent of demons strengthens on the wind. Fur and rot and slime, spiked with blood. Howls echo, mingled with growls and the strange whine of ghouls. All underlain with the meat-locker stench of a wendigo.

Demons of different kinds do not hunt together. This must be Yuri’s doing.

“Which means they probably won’t run from us. Damn it. We need to get the Chatwals to safety.”

“There are demons nearby.” Gray casts about for shelter. Nowhere will be safe for long, but perhaps the low hedge behind the iron fence will do. He hands Nardev to Harry, then strides to the iron gate and rips off the chain holding it closed. “Hide behind the hedge, and I will deal with them.”

Uncertainty appears in Mrs. Chatwal’s eyes—then vanishes as gunfire breaks out, just around the intersection up ahead. “Go,” she starts, but he is already running toward the scent of blood.


Chapter 6

Gray races around the corner and into chaos.

Cars line much of the road, either parked along the curb or abandoned by panicked mortals. An SUV with Strategic Paranormal Entity ConTRol emblazoned on the side blocks the road, lights flashing off the spray of glass on the pavement from the shattered rear window.

The agents inside abandoned the vehicle and tried to find refuge behind some of the parked cars. It has not gone well for them, judging by the blood spreading across the pavement.

A ghoul lies dead, body already going to rot, but a werewolf, two more ghouls, and a wendigo stalk the remaining two mortals. A telekinetic seems to be holding off the werewolf temporarily, but the situation will not remain in his favor for long. The wendigo has paused to eat one of the dead agents. As it rips a hunk of meat free, Gray glimpses the dead agent’s face. Quackenbush, that was the name on the mortal’s cubicle.

“You heard what Starkweather said over the radio!” the other surviving agent says. An exorcist, though not one Gray has ever seen out from behind a desk. “If I can cut those silver cords, we’ll have a better chance.”


“Damn it,”
 Caleb says. “John must not have gotten our text telling him to stay put.”



Or he chose not to.
 John is not one to hide when others are in peril.

For an instant, indecision stutters through them. So long as Drugoy and Yuri are free, John is in terrible danger. None of the mortal agents can stand against a drakul. The only hope is for Gray and Caleb to find Drugoy and Yuri, before they can find John.

“But we can’t just leave the Chatwals. And that wendigo is going to tear apart these agents if we don’t stop it.”

Caleb is right. With a snarl of frustration, Gray launches himself high into one of the palmetto trees lining the road.

The movement distracts the demons, as he hoped it would. The wendigo is nearly below him; it looks up, red eyes bulging from its skeletal face. Lips draw back from teeth like dinner knives.

“It’s Jansen!” one of the agents shouts. “Oh shit!”

The telekinetic breaks cover, fleeing…them?

It takes only a moment for the werewolf to catch the man. His screams of pain madden the ghouls, who rush to join the werewolf’s attack.

Sick horror flashes through Caleb—but they have no time to dwell. The wendigo lets out a snarl of rage and swipes at them. Though skeletal, it is nearly ten feet tall, and its nails almost snag on their boot.

With a snarl of his own, Gray drops onto the wendigo, claws extended and fangs bared. The wendigo is nothing but skin stretched over bone, but it is nevertheless hellishly strong. It grabs at him with long arms, twisting unnaturally far in their sockets, but the leather of his coat foils its attack.

Frost forms on its skin, making it hard to hold onto. Gray tries to sink his claws in, but the fish-belly white skin tears, and there isn’t enough muscle beneath to give a solid hold. He bites blindly, teeth scraping on the bones of its shoulder. The vein is there, he knows it—

The cold radiating out from the wendigo flares suddenly, burning his skin. It slams back into the palmetto, catching Gray between the tree and its own body. The blow loosens his hold, and it wrenches free.

He half expects it to flee, but it turns on him in an instant. A forest of razor teeth flash in front of his eyes—and then he feels them scrape and crunch into the bones of his face.


“It’s trying to bite our fucking head in half!”
 Caleb shouts, as if Gray might somehow have failed to notice.

Pain explodes through their skull, the delicate arch of one eye orbit collapsing beneath the hideous pressure. The wendigo’s breath reeks of ketosis and rot, its tongue rasping their skin from bone.

Gray blindly grabs its throat, seeking to tear its jaws free from their flesh. At the same moment, it reaches into the gap where their coat has fallen open and rips aside muscle in search of the organs beneath.

This is not going as well as he had hoped.

He punches his claws as deeply as he can into the wendigo’s throat, ignoring the agony it inflects on his body. Cold blood pours over one hand, then the other, and it loosens its grip enough for Caleb’s telekinesis to fling it off them.

Gray falls to one knee, gasping. The bones of their shattered eye socket pop back into place, and the deep puncture wounds on their face start to fill in. Blinking, he looks up; the wendigo is clutching at its injured neck, thick blood pouring out of its jugulars. It will heal quickly—but not quickly enough.

Ignoring the blaze of pain in their abdomen, Gray launches himself from kneeling position, tackling the wendigo with all his remaining strength. It crashes back into a car, and he drives his teeth deep into its throat.

The blood is freezing cold, but still delicious. Wounds heal as he feeds, holding the wendigo upright when its legs would have given out.

And it is good. Not as good as when they believed Drugoy was their friend, not as good as when John was with them, but there is still pleasure in the hunt and the fight and the feeding.

The last of the wendigo’s energy passes into them. Gray lets it go, and it slumps to the ground, already rotting.

The street is quiet. The second agent, the exorcist, lies dead in the street, her silver athame near her hand. “She must have tried to free the ghouls from Yuri’s control,”
 Caleb says. “Hell, since they’ve run off, maybe she succeeded.”


The telekinetic is dead as well. Why did he run?


Caleb sighs. “Because we ate a SPECTR agent? Who knows what Barillo has been telling everyone about us. For all I know, he might be making Ericsson out to be an innocent victim.”


Gray has never thought much about fairness. Things simply are. But this does not seem fair, for a man who had no reason to fear them to lose his life out of panic. It is not right.


“Mr. Gray?” Mrs. Chatwal calls nervously from the corner. “It got quiet, so we thought it might be safe to come out now?”

Caleb nudges him, so Gray relinquishes control.

“Had a bit of a problem with a wendigo,” Caleb says, “But it’s safe. Just, um, let me move these bodies before the kids see them.”

The woman blanches. “Oh. Yes.”

“Yeah.” Caleb gestures at the SUV. “But I have some good news. We don’t have to walk anymore.”

*   *   *

John’s phone suddenly dinged with an incoming text message, instantly followed by a chorus of notifications from every other phone in the SUV.

They’d made their way slowly down King Street, following the destruction south toward the Battery. Thankfully they hadn’t encountered any more large packs, but there had been a scattering of lone ghouls and werewolves, several of whom John had been able to successfully exorcise. Each took longer than the last, however, and he had the feeling the next time he simply wouldn’t have the power left to remove the NHE.

John dug out his phone. The text was from an unfamiliar number, but read: Y&D after you. B compromised. Stay in HQ. This is our mess to clean up. -C&G


Relief flooded through him, so strong it stole his breath for a moment. “They’re alive,” he said aloud. “Caleb sent me a text a few hours ago, probably right after the earthquake happened.”

“I told you,” Zahira said, but her shaky smile revealed that she’d been worried, too. “What did he say?”

“Somehow, he found out Barillo was compromised.” John shook his head. “He thinks Yuri and Drugoy are after me, and wants me to stay in HQ.”

“A little late for that,” Wells said.


Caleb where are you?
 John texted. I’m on King Street. Come meet me.


I love you.

For a long moment, he didn’t think he’d get an answer. Then: This is Deacon. Caleb borrowed my phone earlier and told me to get to HQ. I’m with SPECTR forces now. Don’t know where Caleb is.


“Deacon? He was the one working with Azarov, right?” Zahira said when John read the message aloud. “Do you think he’s lying?”

“Hell if I know.” John put the phone back in his pocket in disgust. For a moment, he’d thought he was about to see Caleb and Gray again. Whether he would hug them or yell at them first, he didn’t know, but the ache in his heart was all the more painful for having that instant of hope.

“Brandon and Mikki made it to HQ,” Karl said, sagging back in the seat.

Zahira clasped her hands. “Allah be praised.”

“I’m so glad.” John reached around Zahira to give Karl’s shoulder a quick squeeze. “I know you were worried.”

“That would be an understatement.” Karl kept scrolling, then stopped. “Oh shit.”

John and Zahira exchanged a look. “Now what?” he asked, though he wasn’t sure he wanted to know.

Instead of answering directly, Karl passed him the phone. “Brandon forwarded this. I guess someone with a phone managed to get enough of a signal to upload to social media. The time stamp on it is less than twenty minutes ago.”

The image had clearly been taken through an upstairs window. The caption read Cute goth guy protecting people in #charleston! #earthquake #demonattack.


“That’s Caleb,” Zahira said, peering over his shoulder.

John’s throat threatened to close up with emotion. “No. The picture quality is too crappy to make out details, but see the way he’s holding his head? And his posture, like he’s ready to spring into action any second? That isn’t Caleb. It’s Gray.”

Who the people were with him, John couldn’t guess. A family, or at least they looked to be: the mother trailing a little behind, along with a young boy. Gray held a toddler in one arm; the kid appeared to be trying to eat Gray’s hair. Gray’s head was cocked slightly, gaze directed down to the teenage girl walking beside him. Her mouth was open as though she was talking, and Gray was clearly listening to her with the same complete attention he gave everything he did. As though it was the only important thing in the world at the moment.

“I was so wrong,” John said softly. “Just before Ericsson shot me, I’d started to put things together. I was scared that maybe Gray and Caleb had thrown in with Yuri and Drugoy. And later, I was scared I’d lost them to bloodlust, and I was just…wrong.”

“To be fair, Gray and Caleb aren’t exactly innocent in the whole Ericsson thing,” Karl said with a wince.

True. But whatever the Vigilant had feared, Gray clearly hadn’t gone on a bloody rampage after drinking Ericsson’s blood. Instead, he’d tried to stop Drugoy. And now he was out on the streets, guarding a family of complete strangers.

John touched the picture gently with one finger. Caleb was a good guy at heart; he knew
 that. And Gray had always tried his best. If Yuri and Drugoy hadn’t shown up, things would never have gotten to the point they did.

John took a deep breath. As of twenty minutes ago, at least, Caleb and Gray were alive and on their feet. “Does anyone recognize the house in the background?”

Zahira shook her head, but Karl took the phone back and peered at it. “Isn’t that on Legare Street? The Huger House, something like that?”

“I think you’re right. And they’re heading south.” John’s heart quickened. “We’ll come out onto South Battery to the east of them. If we head west—”

“Maybe we can meet up,” Wells said from the front. “Sounds like a plan. Then what?”

“Then, with any luck, we can work together and take Yuri and Drugoy down,” John said.

More than that. He could see Caleb and Gray again. He could tell them he never should have sent them away, that he should have gone with them, or met up later, or something. That he hadn’t known the whole story, and he wanted, more than anything, to try again.

But that was too private to say aloud. So he leaned forward, elbows on his knees, and silently willed the SUV to go faster.

*   *   *

“How are you doing up there, Mr. Gray?” Mrs. Chatwal called up from the driver’s seat of the SPECTR SUV.

Caleb opened his mouth to correct her, then decided it wasn’t worth the trouble. He perched on the roof, one hand curled around the equipment rack for balance. It had seemed a better position to watch for trouble. This way, he could easily spring in any direction, without opening a door and exposing the Chatwals to more danger than necessary.

Than necessary. Right.

Gray hovered just under his skin, ready to emerge the moment they glimpsed a demon. “We cannot abandon them. And we cannot leave Drugoy to destroy the city.”



I know.
 Caleb had hoped to find more SPECTR agents to hand the Chatwals over to—assuming any agents didn’t start screaming and run the other way at the very sight of him. But South Battery had been startlingly empty so far. No SPECTR, and no demons, either.

Maybe they’d beaten Yuri and Drugoy down here. Hell, were Yuri and Dru even coming this way anymore?

“We’re fine,” Caleb replied. “Can you turn right onto King Street and take us to Murray Boulevard?” The boulevard ran along the water. Maybe Caleb would be able to find a boat or something to load the Chatwals onto, where they might be somewhat safer. Assuming Yuri hadn’t had a chance to pack the harbor with sirens and God only knew what else.

The vehicle made the turn, moving slowly so as not to dislodge him. Caleb tilted his head back and closed his eyes, taking in great, heaving breaths of air, sifting for any scent that might betray danger. He smelled marsh rot and salt, combined with the damp earth beneath the live oaks of White Point Garden to their left. Faint traces of other scents came with the shifting breeze: the reek of demons, ranging from the decay of ghouls to the rotting roses of a succubus.

God, he hoped any of the demons who set a lure would stay far away. He didn’t want to have to defend the Chatwals from anything able to turn their own minds against them. Things were hard enough already.

They reached Murray Boulevard. “Left,” he called down, before Mrs. Chatwal had the chance to ask.

The sea stretched out on their right, and a median planted with palmettos separated them from White Point Garden. A few cars sat abandoned in their parking spaces, but the road itself was surprisingly clear. Apparently most of the mayhem had been confined north and east of here.

The scent of earth strengthened from the direction of the park. Warm soil, heated by the sun, but mingled with scorched metal and molten rock. Which wasn’t a smell that should be coming from the Spanish-moss draped trees.

Drugoy.

“Go!” Caleb leapt from the roof, shouting over his shoulder as he went. “Floor it! Get out of here, as fast as you can!”

Wide eyes stared at him—then the tires screamed as Mrs. Chatwal did as he ordered. For an instant, he let himself hope they would get away unscathed. He and Gray would take up all of Drugoy’s attention, who surely wouldn’t spare a thought for the insignificant mortals, and everything would somehow be all right.

Drugoy stepped out in the road a few hundred yards ahead, from behind a war monument that had concealed him from view. Even from a distance, Caleb saw his grin.

Then Drugoy dropped to one knee and slammed his hand onto the ground.

The very earth beneath Caleb’s feet trembled. Cracks raced out from Drugoy, tearing open rifts in all directions. Birds took flight from the live oaks in the park, wings churning the air, gulls shrieking.

Caleb ran after the SUV, knowing he was too late, praying he wasn’t. The asphalt in front of the tires buckled, heaving the vehicle onto two wheels, and for an instant he thought they might make it after all.

The pavement erupted into high ridges, heaving the SUV up from underneath. Tires spun on nothing but air, the engine screamed, and the heavy car began to flip backwards with the shrieking family inside.


Chapter 7

Gray crosses the distance in a second, his only thought to somehow cushion the impact between steel and concrete. There is a terrible sound of breaking earth and groaning metal, and all he can do is to hold his hands above his head and hope as the front of the SUV crashes down.

Caleb’s TK surges, cushioning the blow just enough for Gray to guide the vehicle’s descent. Even so, it bears him to the ground. Bones snap and muscles scream, the air stinking of radiator fluid and spilling oil. The SUV comes down hard but upright.

Gray blinks. He lies on the broken concrete, the hot engine nearly on top of him, the two front wheels deflated from impact. Bones pop back into place, and he twists his head cautiously to one side.

“Good thing we ate that wendigo.”

But the wendigo had harmed them, badly enough most of the energy they obtained from it went to repairing the wounds it gave them. These new injuries are healing, but more slowly than they should. A haze of smoke from the airbags fills the air, blinding him temporarily.

Where is Drugoy?

The door opens, followed by footsteps, Mrs. Chatwal rushing to them. “Are you all right?”

The scent of burning metal and heated stone saturates the air. The ground trembles, footfalls impacting the earth with the rumble and force of heavy machinery.

Drugoy is coming.

“Run,” he says. “Get the children, and run.”


She doesn’t argue. Gray’s arms are working again, so he hauls himself out from under the wreck.

Fear washes through them from Caleb. “Damn it. We need to power up if we’re going to fight Drugoy.”


Perhaps they can distract Drugoy, lead him on a chase somewhere. Over water, perhaps?

Doors creak open on bent hinges. Nardev is crying, and his brother hands him out to Mrs. Chatwal. Her face is streaked with powder, cut from flying glass, but she takes the smaller child on her hip and holds out her hand to her older son. On the other side of the SUV, Harry’s door swings open, and she begins to climb out.

Drugoy’s slim shape appears amidst the thinning smoke.


“No!”
 Caleb cries.

It happens too fast, even for Gray to stop. Drugoy’s arm snakes around Harry’s throat, and he hauls her off her feet. She screams and thrashes, but her strength is nothing compared to that of a drakul. He drags her rapidly away from the SUV and into the clear.

“This is why mortals make such bad playthings,” he says, cracked-glass gaze fixed on Gray. “They are so terribly fragile, after all.”

*   *   *

Harry lets out another cry of terror. Drugoy gives her a rough shake. “Be silent.” Blood seeps from where his claws dig into her skin, and she falls quiet. Her eyes squeeze shut, tears leaking out, and a wave of rage rolls through Gray at Drugoy’s casual malice.

“Let her go!” Mrs. Chatwal screams, her other two children clinging to her. Gray motions for her to stay back, sheltered by the wrecked SUV. Then he begins to walk slowly toward Drugoy, his hands held out to each side.

“The mortal is of no interest to you,” he tells Drugoy.

“True. But she is of interest to you.”
 Drugoy’s eyes burn red beneath black glass corneas. “These foolish mortals are your weakness, Gray. I do not know if it is Caleb who convinced you of their worth, but in time you will both come to see we are right.”


“What does he want?”
 Caleb asks worriedly. “What’s his plan here? Or Yuri’s?”


Gray has no answer. The morning wind off the sea stirs their hair, brings with it the cries of the gulls. Otherwise, all is still. “Release her, and we will talk.”

Harry tears at Drugoy’s grip with her nails, but he ignores her struggles, all his attention fixed on Gray and Caleb. “How did you escape?” he asks. “Did you kill Deacon?”

“No. He released me.”

A look of uncertainty flickers over Drugoy’s face, so fast Gray isn’t certain he read it aright. “Deacon has misunderstood. I will correct him later.” Drugoy cocks his head. “Did you like what I made of the city?”

“I did not.” Every muscle draws tight, but Gray doesn’t see any way to attack Drugoy without risking Harry’s life. “This chaos and death is beneath you. When we hunted together, you were strong and certain, but not cruel. What you have done here serves no purpose.”

“You are wrong.” Drugoy’s lips draw back in a grin that has no humor, exposing fangs. “It has a great purpose. I spared your life because I believe you can still learn. This,” he gestures at the city with his free hand, “is your lesson. You think to choose these mortals over Yuri and me? Then I will destroy them.”

Fear from Caleb, threatening to steal their breath. “Oh shit. He wanted to isolate us before, so we wouldn’t have anything but him. That didn’t work, so now he’s just going to slaughter anyone he feels threatened by.”


“Yuri and I did not wish to do this, Gray,” Drugoy goes on. “You and Caleb left us with no choice. But you have the power to make it stop.”

“What do you wish us to do?” Gray asks, even knowing there is no good answer.

“Surrender yourself to me.” Drugoy gestures for them to come closer. Gray takes one step, then two, but stops before drawing within reach. “I will release the mortal. You and I will leave this place far behind. We will go somewhere SPECTR will never find us, with just enough mortals to provide hosts for demons. We will hunt and feed, and it will be glorious. And we will remain until I am certain you’ve learned your lesson.” He pauses. “Of course, if you persist in your foolishness, we will have no choice but to repeat this all over again.”

The idea of spending years—decades—centuries—with only this monster for company is too horrible to imagine. Of hunting whatever hapless mortals Yuri forces demons into, allowed no pity, no hesitation, for fear Drugoy will do something even worse. For once even Caleb is silent, though Gray can feel his revulsion and terror. It matches his own.

Tears streak Harry’s face. She opens her eyes and stares at him, pleading. Begging. Mrs. Chatwal crouches by the wrecked SUV, her other two children in her arms, all of them weeping and afraid. Desperate, but believing perhaps that he can save Harry.

John would do it. Without question.


“Yeah, well, that’s why he’s the SPECTR cheerleader. He believes in helping people,”
 Caleb says. “We aren’t like that.”


It’s true; they are not. Caleb remained with SPECTR because he believed they had no choice, not because he felt the same calling John does. And Gray hunts demons because it is his nature, not because he particularly cares about the mortals they kill.


“I guess neither of us are really the hero type.”
 But there is a dawning understanding beneath Caleb’s subdued words.

This cannot be allowed to continue. Drugoy and Yuri are profoundly wrong about everything. And no matter how simple it would be to leap into the bay and swim away, leave Yuri and Drugoy behind, leave the city to its fate, save themselves…they cannot.

“Fuck. I guess hanging out with John rubbed off on us after all.”

“Very well,” Gray says. “Release the mortal, and we will go with you. We will do whatever you wish.”

Drugoy grins in triumph. “Then come closer.”

Gray takes the final step to bring himself within arm’s reach.

Drugoy lashes out, almost too quickly even for their eyes to follow. His claws catch their throat, ripping flesh and veins and trachea in a blaze of agony. Blood gushes free from their ravaged flesh. Gray heals it as fast as he can, but the damage is great, and their knees strike the pavement as their legs fail to hold them up.

Screams split the air from the Chatwals. Gray blinks sluggishly, sees Harry fleeing toward her family, his blood spattered across her face. But she is free and alive.

Drugoy crouches down so he can look Gray in the eyes. A smile plays on his lips as he licks Gray’s blood from his claws. “Do you see? I keep my word.”

Veins reconnect, but air still whistles through their torn trachea. They sag to one side, forcing Gray to catch their balance with a hand to keep them from toppling to the ground. He cannot speak yet, but Drugoy must see the question in his eyes.

“Again, this is not something I wished to do. But you have proven yourself untrustworthy. In time, once you earn my faith again, I will allow you to feed as much as you wish. But for now, I think it best if you are weaker. Just in case you get any ridiculous notions of escape, or of fighting me again.” Drugoy reaches a hand toward them, and Gray flinches back. “Now come. Let us leave this place together.”

“Get the hell away from them,” John says, and fires.

*   *   *

John braced himself as he unloaded an entire clip of silver-jacketed lead into Drugoy. His pulse thudded in his ears, and he didn’t dare look at Gray after the quickest of glances.

They’d just turned onto Murray Boulevard when the second earthquake hit. As palmettos toppled across the median, John had caught sight of Yuri in the distance, approaching a wrecked SUV.

There hadn’t been time to form a plan, just bail out of their own vehicle and move as quickly and unobtrusively as they could, using the trees of the park for cover. John had glimpsed Drugoy take the girl hostage, heard snatches of his words on the wind as he demanded Gray’s surrender.

And Gray had given himself over to Drugoy, even though he had to know things wouldn’t go well for him.

Now Gray was on his knees, choking on his own blood. The sight tore at John’s innards, and if he’d ever, even for a second, forgotten how much he loved Caleb and Gray, how badly he needed them, he knew he never would again.

Drugoy stumbled under the impact of John’s bullets. Then his head snapped up, teeth bared. “You dare interfere?”

“We dare,” Zahira confirmed, stepping up to John’s right. Karl fell in on his left, as did Wells and the rest of the agents who had joined them. A wall of flesh and blood and lead, standing between Drugoy and the huddled family, and John prayed it would be enough.

Drugoy’s growl rattled the ground, and John had to lock his knees at the etheric energy rolling off the drakul in waves. He’d felt this same power from Gray, of course, more than once. And yet this was as different in its way as day was from night, heat from cold.

Earth from sky.

“Stupid mortals. Gray allowed you to chain him, to poison his mind, and so you believe you have the strength to defy me.” Drugoy glanced down at Gray. “Consider this an extension of your lesson. Remember this moment.”

“Oh, hell no,” John said. “Fire!”

A fusillade of bullets caught Drugoy, tearing through flesh and bone. Even as fast as a drakul could heal, it staggered him. John reloaded and added to the storm of silver-jacketed lead. The sound was deafening, the stink of cordite saturating the air, but it sent Drugoy to his knees.

Gray stirred in John’s peripheral vision.

Drugoy’s lips drew back, exposing fangs. The cracked glass of his eyes blazed suddenly. “Enough,” he roared. With a tremendous effort, he surged to his feet and into a charge, ignoring the whizz of bullets and the wounds that would have killed anyone mortal.

“Scatter,” John shouted.

They dove for what little cover the parked cars offered. But to John’s surprise, Drugoy didn’t pursue them.

Instead, the drakul paused. As his wounds began to visibly heal, Drugoy’s energy became more muted, folding up into Yuri’s slender form like an origami box. A moment later, Yuri’s cold blue eyes surveyed the scene. He took a limping step forward, then reached out with his hand.

John’s exorcist senses showed him the rip in reality even as it opened. Blue light flashed, and he felt power against his skin, spilling out from the etheric plane in the seconds before Yuri tore something through.

“Stop him,” he yelled, and got off another shot. If they didn’t interrupt Yuri, he’d simply summon more and more NHEs for Drugoy to use to power his healing.

But Drugoy didn’t reappear in order to eat whatever hapless NHE Yuri had dragged from the etheric plane. Yuri held it captive in his palm, a haze of angry red energy barely visible in the sunlight even to John. Then, with a snarl, Yuri shoved it at the nearest non-exorcist agent in the group.

Karl.

John tried to yell a warning, but too late. Karl’s head snapped back, eyes going wide with horror for an instant before the irises turned yellow. His jaws widened, filled with rows of teeth, and matted hair raced across his skin. Fabric ripped as his body took on new proportions, and a horrible growl escaped him.

“No.” Caleb had made it to his feet and stood swaying, hand outstretched and face contorted in horror and grief. “Damn you, Yuri. We’re going to tear your fucking head off.”

Yuri gripped an etheric cord, connecting him to Karl. But his expression, rather than of triumph, was one of pain. A line of blood ran from first one nostril, then the other.

Karl roared and charged at Zahira. She rolled out of the way and slid beneath one of the cars. John cast around desperately. He was drained, the boost he’d absorbed from Gray the last time they’d made love gone now. At the moment, he didn’t have any more talent than a normal exorcist, and even that energy was running low.

He wasn’t going to be able to save Karl. Not without Gray’s help.

“Stay alive!” he shouted at Zahira, and ran back toward the two drakul.

Yuri gritted his teeth and lifted his hand again, as if he meant to pull more NHEs into the world. Then his expression contorted in pain, and he clasped both hands to the side of his head. “I can’t. I’m over-extended,” he said. But not to them. To Drugoy.

Yuri vanished, Drugoy emerging with a snarl of rage. Before he could make a move, Gray cannoned into him, and they crashed to the ground together in a flurry of fangs and teeth and hair. They were both hurt and healing slowly, but Gray was clearly the worse off. Within moments, Drugoy had him pinned on the ground.

“That was your last chance,” Drugoy said, baring his teeth. “This time, I’ll drink until you’re dry. Then I’ll drain your renfields, and bathe the streets of this city in blood.”


Chapter 8

Drugoy pins Gray to the ground with the weight of the earth itself. His eyes blaze like the heart of a volcano, and his fangs are bared and ready to bite.

And Gray is weak, painfully so. The scent of werewolf is maddening, but even if he were free, he would never, ever eat Karl, who has been Caleb’s friend.

Karl, here with Zahira and John, and other agents who do not seem as afraid of him as the ones they encountered before. If only they had stayed away, they would have been safe. But now Drugoy means to slaughter them all.

Gray struggles against Drugoy’s grip, unable to throw him off. There has to be something they can do—anything—

The sound of the gunshot is deafening to sensitive ears. Blood bursts from the hole in Drugoy’s throat, and his eyes go wide.

“I told you to stay the fuck away from them,” John says.

And for a moment, just a moment, Drugoy’s hold loosens as he recovers. Gray falls back for a split second, while Caleb’s TK surges and hurls Drugoy from them with all his might. Pain slices through their head, the taste of blood in the back of their throat, Caleb’s ability at its limit.

Drugoy crashes into the marble plinth of the Confederate monument. The stone shatters around him, bronze statue toppling to lie in the dust. For a moment, Drugoy doesn’t move.


“Is he actually hurt?”
 Caleb asks incredulously.


So it would seem.
 Yuri’s abilities are greatly strengthened by Drugoy, just as Caleb’s are by Gray. But they are not infinite.

“I guess they wouldn’t have spent a decade at the bottom of a lake otherwise.”

Gray struggles to his feet. But even as he does so, Drugoy manages to stand as well. He glances around him, at the ruined monument, the SPECTR agents, Gray. With a snarl of anger, he bares his fangs, turns—and sprints into the park, vanishing amidst the trees.

Drugoy cannot be allowed to escape. Gray must give chase now, before Yuri recovers enough to summon more demons to fuel Drugoy’s healing. This is their only chance to stop the other drakul, and even though they are weak and hurting, at least they must try.

“Gray,” John calls.

His name from John’s lips feels like a stake through the heart, pinning him in place. Gray turns slowly, sees John jogging up to him, face drawn and eyes bluer than the sky. All he wants to do is catch John up in his arms, hold him close…but he cannot.

“Yeah. That makes two of us.”

There comes a scream of metal as Karl rips apart the car Zahira is hiding beneath. John flinches at the sound. “Gray, I need your blood.”

This explains it then. John does not want them, but he wants what they can offer him. The realization should not bring more pain, and yet somehow it does. “I must catch Drugoy.”

“Listen to me.” John grabs Gray’s wrist, the familiar scent of his skin and touch of his hand like the kiss of a razor blade against their heart. “I can save Karl, but only with an etheric boost from you.”


“Oh hell,”
 Caleb says. “We were wrong. Yuri’s possessions aren’t permanent.”


We had no choice but to defend Deacon and the Chatwals.

“I know. But we have to help Karl. Even if…”

Drugoy will feed the first chance he has, even before Yuri is able to recover. And now that they know the possessions can be reversed, Gray no longer has that luxury, unless it is to save the life of another mortal.

Under these circumstances, there is no way to win, save to give chase immediately. Drugoy will surely kill them the next time they meet, otherwise.

For a moment, he is seized with a sense of longing. Everything was so very simple, before possessing Caleb. And it seemed so simple again, with Drugoy and his talk of doing things the drakul way. Hunting and feeding was the answer to any problem.

It had seemed the answer to the problem with Ericsson, but it was not. And it is not the answer now, either.

Gray brings his wrist to his mouth and bites, hard. The pain is almost a shock, massive canines tearing through vein and flesh, but the blood comes.

A queasy look flashes over John’s face, but he doesn’t hesitate to lean forward and fasten his mouth on the wound.

It’s messy and painful, and John manages only a swallow or two before pulling away. “Thanks,” he says, dashing his hand across his mouth. “Now, just—just stay here, all right?”

He wishes us to stay?

Caleb is equally bewildered. “John,” Gray begins, but John is already running toward Karl.

“We should help him.”

Yes. The wound on their wrist is healing only slowly, but they are still better equipped to deal with a furious werewolf than any mortal.

The werewolf has nearly reduced the car sheltering Zahira to a ruin: windows smashed, door torn off, metal dented. The demon is utterly maddened, swiping claws beneath the vehicle in an attempt to reach Zahira, then biting holes in the tires when it cannot.

As they approach, the werewolf catches Gray’s scent. Under ordinary circumstances, it would surely flee a larger predator, but Yuri still has it under his control.

It rises to its full height to face them. Its jaws gape, and the reek of mange and rot pours from it. Gray’s stomach cramps; he needs so badly to feed, and the werewolf smells so good.

“We will not hurt you, Karl,” Gray advises it, just in case Karl can hear him. “We would not, even if John could not save you. Do not be frightened.”

The werewolf howls and leaps at him. Its claws slash his face, but it is only one pain among many now, and he pays it no mind. He seizes its wrist, careful not to pull too hard and risk breaking bone, and is rewarded with a savage bite from its teeth.

“Be still. I do not wish to hurt you,” Gray says, though of course the demon does not listen. He manages to get both arms around it, pinning its limbs to its sides. It twists madly, biting all the while, and he grits his teeth around the pain. “John, I would appreciate it if you could hurry.”

John places his hand on its back. His blue eyes all but glow in Gray’s sight, and he whispers something beneath his breath that might be a prayer. Gray can sense the demon unspooling from the body in his arms, until its reddish light forms a tangled, thrashing ball in John’s hand.

He cannot resist; he lets go of Karl and snatches the demon from John, devouring it as quickly as he can. Some of the wounds on his face heal shut.

Karl’s eyes are glazed with shock and his clothing tattered. He nearly falls, but Zahira is there, as is John. Between the two of them, they ease him onto the grass beside the sidewalk. He is safe, and the Chatwals are safe. John will take care of them.


“We need to leave,”
 Caleb says unhappily. “Find Drugoy, if we still can.”


Gray takes a step back, then another. He keeps his gaze fixed on John; at least they got to see him, one more time.

As if he hears the thought, John looks up. His eyes widen in alarm, and he stands up, hand out. “Gray, Caleb, wait. Don’t go.”

Tires scream as four SPECTR SUVs take the nearest corner at a high rate of speed, followed by several armored police vehicles. They screech to a stop, and police and agents in body armor pile out. Sunlight flashes off the muzzles of automatic weapons as they take up position.

“There’s the drakul,” Barillo shouts from the cab of the lead vehicle. “Open fire, and take it down.”

*   *   *

John’s throat tore as he let out a scream of denial, but gunfire drowned out any sound he made.

The storm of bullets ripped into Gray’s body, shredding meat and bone, pulverizing organs. The impacts hurled him back, spun him in almost a complete circle, black hair flying.

Then he dropped to lie on the broken pavement.

Unmoving.

The shooting stopped, the sound of gunfire replaced by terrified screams. Zahira ran for Barillo’s truck, her mouth twisted in fury. The mother from the family threw herself on one of the SPECTR agents, hitting him over and over with her fists until she was dragged off.

It all seemed far away and unreal. All that mattered was the still body lying in a slowly spreading pool of blood.

Goddess. Gray had been hurting before. But surely, surely this wouldn’t be enough to kill him, no matter how weakened he’d been previously.

Right?

John didn’t remember running across the shattered road. Concrete ripped through his jeans as he dropped to his knees by Gray—no, Caleb.

Brown eyes stared at the sky. Caleb’s lips parted slightly, and he heaved in shallow, gasping breaths, even as blood leaked from his mouth and nose.

“Sekhmet, please,” John whispered. He caught Caleb’s hand in his, holding tight to unresponsive fingers. “It’s going to be okay, babe. Just…just hold on.”

There came the rumble of engines, no doubt more agents arriving, but John couldn’t bring himself to look away from Caleb’s face. Caleb blinked slowly, his eyes finding John’s gaze. “You…” the word ended in a gasp of pain.

“Don’t try to talk,” John said frantically. There had to be something he could do, but what? Gray couldn’t take sustenance from human blood; John couldn’t even offer that much. And the wounds were far too extensive for first aid.

He’d never felt so helpless in his life.

Caleb licked bloody lips and tried again. “You asked us to stay…for this?”

For a moment, John didn’t understand what Caleb was asking. Then horror unfurled as he realized the implication.

They thought he’d asked them to stay so they’d still be here when Barillo arrived. That he might have set them up, or at least made sure they remained while the trap closed around them.

“No! Goddess, Caleb, no. I didn’t know Barillo was coming. I swear.” John tightened his grip on Caleb’s hand. “I love you. Both of you.”

“Touching,” Barillo sneered from a few feet away. John stiffened and looked up slowly, shock starting to give way to pure rage.

Barillo strolled up, flanked by two agents in body armor. One of them held a gun, the other a machete. Their expressions were impassive, but Barillo’s eyes blazed as he stared down at Caleb. “Get out of the way, Starkweather. Unless you want your head chopped off, too.”

“What?” John leaned forward, blocking them from Caleb as best he was able. “You can’t be serious.”

“That thing is too damn hard to kill,” Barillo said. “But I’ve never heard of an entity that could live without a head. And if this one can, well, we’ll try stabbing it in the brain with an athame and exorcising it the way Ericsson meant to. And if that
 doesn’t work, we encase each piece in concrete and bury them miles from one another.” His eyes narrowed. “Now get the fuck out of the way, or I’ll have you shot.”

John’s extremities went cold, and the taste of metal filled his mouth. Locking his gaze with the agent holding the gun, he deliberately put himself between them and Caleb. “Then do it.”

The agent shifted nervously and cast a glance at Barillo. “Sir…”

“You have your orders,” Barillo snapped.

“John, move,” Caleb managed to grate out. “L-leave us.”

“No.” John’s heart beat against his ribs, forcing him to take a deep, steadying breath. “I made that mistake once already. I’m never leaving you again, hear me? Not so long as I’ve got any life left in me.”

“I’m done with this,” Barillo said in disgust. “Shoot him, then cut its head off. Do it!”

“Stand down,” said a voice like the crack of a whip.

Startled, John turned to see a very familiar form walking toward them from the newly arrived vehicles. Though the men flanking her were larger and more heavily armed, there was no question who was in charge. Her black hair was hidden beneath a helmet, but she’d pushed up the bulletproof face shield to reveal her sharp features. Pale scars marred her smooth bronze skin, the remnants of a long ago therianthrope attack, and her dark eyes burned with righteous fire.

“Director Kaniyar?” Barillo said in surprise. “I didn’t know…that is…”

Indira Kaniyar stopped and looked down at John and Caleb. “You just can’t stay out of trouble, can you, Starkweather?” Without bothering to wait for an answer, she said, “We’re heading to HQ. Barillo, get back in your van; I’ll deal with you later. Someone get the drakul onto a stretcher. Move!”

“Director—” Barillo started.

She turned on him so sharply he took a step back. “Not another word,” she said in a low voice. “You and I are going to have a very long talk back at HQ. Now get in the van as ordered, or you’ll be doing it in cuffs. Your choice.”

John would have felt pleased at the look of shock on Barillo’s face, if the man hadn’t just tried to kill him. Now only anger remained. Barillo’s mouth thinned, but he nodded stiffly and retreated, taking his agents with him.

“I’d like to ride with Caleb and Gray, ma’am,” John said quickly.

Kaniyar looked down at him. “You have a great deal of explaining to do, Starkweather,” she said. “But that can wait until we’re at HQ. Do what you need to until then.”

Kaniyar strode off, firing orders left and right. John sank down by Caleb, holding his hand as they waited for the stretcher.

“Heh,” Caleb said, and winced. “Never thought I’d be glad to see her again.” His breath caught, and he shut his eyes, then opened them. “Christ, John, this hurts so fucking bad. You’ve got no idea.”

“I know, babe,” John said. He bent over Caleb, gently wiping his hair away from his face. “Just hold on.”

“I don’t think I can.” Caleb swallowed hard. “Gray’s weak, and it’s taking too long. We’re going under for a while.” A hiss of pain escaped him. “I’m sorry. We’re sorry. We never meant—”

“Shh.” John pressed his lips carefully to their forehead. “I know. I’m sorry, too.” He drew back a bit so he could look Caleb in the eyes. “Go on. I’ll be here when you wake up.” He bit his lip. “I love you both. So much.”

Caleb’s lips tried to form a smile. “We love…”

Then he stilled. No breath stirred his ruined chest, and his eyes lost their focus.

Telling himself everything was going to be all right, John closed Caleb and Gray’s eyelids to keep the corneas from drying out, and held their hand while he waited for help to arrive.


Chapter 9

John sat silently by the stretcher Caleb and Gray lay on in the back of the van. Their hand in his was slack—limper even than that of someone in a deep sleep—and the skin against his had cooled noticeably. He kept his gaze directed on their fingers, rather than their unmoving chest, or the pale face, or the bloodied tangle of hair.

Zahira shifted uneasily on the other side of the stretcher. “Are you sure they’re…?”

“I’m sure.” John brought the cold fingers to his lips. Dried blood coated their fingertips, where Gray’s claws emerged when he manifested. “I’ve seen it before. We just have to wait it out while Gray does his work.”

Sekhmet knew, he understood her uncertainty. They looked
 dead. It was hard to believe the men—no, that wasn’t right. The people
 he loved were still in there somewhere.

Even more than the claws and teeth, it was a reminder Gray wasn’t human. And he never would be, no matter how hard anyone tried to make him.

Even if the person trying was John.

Time and again, he’d asked Gray to behave less like a drakul and more like a human agent of SPECTR. To follow orders. To hunt only when told to—or, after he and Caleb had been handed off to Ericsson and Steele, not at all. And John did it without offering any alternatives, without trying to figure out how to give Gray a way of satisfying inhuman instincts. He hadn’t tried to really understand Gray’s psychology, just asked him to be patient. When Caleb told him how trapped they both felt, John had heard, but he hadn’t really listened.


John had tried to stuff a tiger in a business suit and ordered it to sit quietly in a cubicle. Then when it finally bit someone, he’d had the gall to act surprised.

“I should have pushed harder for them,” he said, voice low as if they were sleeping rather than as close to dead as it was possible to come. “I asked them to take whatever Barillo handed out and wait patiently until the situation changed. What I should have done was go higher up the ladder. Made noise. Done something.”

No wonder things had gone so wrong. It was a miracle they hadn’t run off with Yuri and Drugoy the first night they met the other drakul. If not for John, maybe they even would have.

“There’s plenty of blame to go around,” Zahira said. Dark circles showed beneath her eyes; neither of them had slept in well over twenty-four hours. “Barillo is the one who put you in the position you were in.”

“Still, I can’t help but feel I wasn’t a very good partner. At work or at home.” He sighed. “I just…I could have done more.”

The van jounced over a speed bump, then started down an incline. The parking deck of HQ, John assumed, since there weren’t any windows to see out of. A few minutes later, it came to a halt. The doors swung open, revealing a couple of agents John didn’t recognize waiting for them.

“We’re to take the drakul to one of the exorcism rooms,” one said.

Zahira straightened, weariness falling from her like a cloak. “What? No!”

The agent held up his hand. “Just to keep it out of the way while it comes to. The director says there are too many casualties who can’t heal themselves, to take up a bed in the infirmary with one who can.”

“It’s all right,” John said, when Zahira looked wary. “We can trust Director Kaniyar. If she was going to lock them away, she’d come out and say it.”

“Special Agent Starkweather, Director Kaniyar wants you to report to the office of the district chief ASAP,” the agent went on. “Special Agent Noorzai, report to the briefing room.”

John gently folded Caleb and Gray’s cold hand on their chest. To his surprise, a glance at Caleb’s still face showed a shocking amount of improvement. A furrow gouged in his temple had filled in, and nothing seemed to be actively leaking blood anymore.

“Heal fast, babe,” John whispered. Then he sat back while the agents unloaded the stretcher.

HQ was as busy as John had ever seen it; the place looked like a hornets’ nest someone had kicked over. Agents raced back and forth, many of them making for the elevator to hit the streets after restocking ammo. Phones rang, updating the situation by the moment. A few civilians were in the mix, including the family who had been on the Battery. The ones who had been photographed with Gray.

John tamped down on the desire to talk to them for now. Kaniyar had given him a direct order, and she expected a prompt response. He made his way as quickly as he could to the district chief’s office—her old office, before it had become Barillo’s. The door was shut, but Kaniyar called “Come in!” at his quick knock.

She sat behind the desk, looking wildly out of place amidst the chaos of papers and candy wrappers Barillo had piled there. When the desk had been hers, she’d kept it almost completely bare, even the walls decorated in a minimalist style. It had fit her personality: spare and sharp as the blade of a sword.

The dark eyes that glanced over him now were as unyielding as steel. “Shut the door, Starkweather,” she said. “I’ll get to you in a minute.”

There were already two other people in the room. Kaniyar’s right-hand man, the empath Pittman, waited against the wall to one side of the desk. Barillo stood across from her, his mouth tight. From what he knew of the man, John guessed he felt humiliated to be forced to stand like an errant schoolchild in front of the principal, and in his own office to boot. Kaniyar almost certainly knew it as well; there was very little she did without purpose.

Kaniyar leaned back in her seat, steepling her fingers in front of her. “As I was saying, Barillo, I entrusted you with a very valuable asset. What did I tell you before I left you in charge of this office?”

Barillo stuffed his hands in his pockets, glowering at the carpet. “You said the drakul might be useful. But that it was also damn dangerous.”

John folded his hands behind him and did his best to fade into the wall. He’d assumed Kaniyar had given Barillo some sort of orders in regard to Gray, but he’d never known for certain what they’d been.

“I believe what I said was that the drakul was potentially our best weapon against dangerous NHEs,” Kaniyar responded. “I reminded you there is still a great deal we don’t know about etheric entities. I showed you the footage from Fort Sumter. And yes, I said Gray was dangerous.”

“So why did you let him loose?” Barillo asked.

“Many things are dangerous.” Kaniyar’s voice was cold enough to chill John, even without being the focus of her displeasure. Yet. “A tank is dangerous. A rocket launcher is dangerous. Your gun is dangerous. A pyrokinetic is dangerous. We weigh the danger to us versus the danger to our enemies, before
 we decide they can’t be used.”

“It isn’t human,” Barillo persisted.

“I’m quite aware of that.” She tipped her head back slightly, eyes narrowing. “It is my understanding the drakul and his team members were doing quite well at first.”

“Yes, but—”

“An excellent solve rate. A high number of fausts exorcised before possession became permanent.”

It shouldn’t have made John proud to hear it spoken aloud, not now. Not after everything. But he couldn’t help the little bubble that welled up in his chest anyway. At least all the hard work they’d done hadn’t gone entirely unnoticed.

“While this was happening,” Kaniyar went on, “Special Agent Starkweather filed multiple complaints of harassment. What did you do to put a stop to it?”

“I-I told the guys to cool it,” Barillo stammered. “Had HR send out a memo.”

Pittman gave a small shake of his head.

“Lying won’t get you anywhere, Barillo,” Kaniyar said. “Perhaps you’d like to tell the truth instead?”

“It was just hazing. Newbie stuff.” When Pittman shook his head again, Barillo clenched his teeth in frustration. “Look, people were scared of Jansen, and who the hell could blame them? Maybe it would have been fine if he’d at least pretended to be normal. Instead, he insisted on traipsing around in that getup of his, like an extra from some 90s emo movie. And Starkweather over here was exorcising NHEs without a circle, because apparently that’s what happens when you’re taking it up the ass from a fucking monster!”

John wanted nothing more than to force Barillo to swallow his venom, preferably along with some of his teeth. It was everything he could do to stay still, not react, and let Kaniyar deal with things.

“Of course no one wanted to be around them,” Barillo went on. “Sick fuck like Starkweather? How could you trust a guy like that at your back? Let alone Jansen, the creepy bastard. So if folks wanted to blow off a little steam, I let ‘em. You would’ve done the same.”

Silence fell in the office, broken only by Barillo’s angry breathing. Kaniyar seemed deep in thought, her gaze fixed on the cluttered desk. Some of the fury eased from Barillo’s face, and he shot John a triumphant glance. Certain he’d won.

Barillo had never worked with Kaniyar. He couldn’t know what it meant when she went very still.

“Allow me to make certain I understand what you’re saying,” she said at last. “You held prejudices against Mr. Jansen due to his appearance as well as the NHE inside him. You admit your bias against Special Agent Starkweather is due to his being in a sexual relationship with them. You confess you allowed—perhaps even tacitly encouraged—harassment toward them from other agents.”

Wariness entered Barillo’s eyes. “I-I didn’t say that.”

Kaniyar ignored him. “Your prejudices made you vulnerable to manipulation by outside forces—namely one Isabelle Aiken, on behalf of the Azarov drakul.”

“I didn’t know who she was!” He gestured to Pittman. “Ask him! I’m not lying.”

Kaniyar’s fist came down on the desk, so suddenly they all jumped. “Are you saying you’re stupid as well as incompetent? Does that really seem like a good defense?”

John took an instinctive step back, then stopped. He’d never seen her control slip like this, not even when they were all on the run from Forsyth’s goons.

The director rose to her feet, nostrils flared and lips tight. “I gave you what I hoped would someday become SPECTR’s most valuable asset. I wanted to leave the drakul in Charleston long enough for the political buzz around the Fort Sumter incident to die away. Handled right, this might have made your career.”

She began to pace back and forth. “Instead, you did everything in your power to convince the drakul that SPECTR is his enemy. You played into the hands of the Azarov drakul who most certainly is
 our enemy. And now we have blood in the streets, and damned earthquakes, and you’re more interested in covering your ass than fixing what you helped break.”

Barillo started to protest, but she held up a hand, and he fell silent. “We have one piece of luck, and one only. Instead of joining in the feast, Jansen and his drakul have taken sides against Azarov. If they’d teamed up, we’d have a very, very big problem right now. As it is, we might have the means to put an end to this and save as many people as we can in the meantime.”

Barillo looked poleaxed. “But…it ate Ericsson…”

“And you’d best believe I’ll be speaking to Jansen about that shortly.” She turned to John. “Are they awake yet?”

“No, ma’am.” He bit back on the urge to explain himself, and let her ask the questions.

“Special Agent Starkweather, you withheld information about the second drakul.” Kaniyar arched a single, sculpted brow. “Would you care to explain why?”

“I have no excuse,” he said immediately.

“I didn’t ask for an excuse, I asked for an explanation.”

Of course. He’d almost forgotten how carefully she chose her words. He straightened his back and took a deep breath. “Caleb was miserable. Here, at SPECTR, and then later on the grendel case, when the people he thought were his friends turned on him. More of Yuri’s manipulation, or at least I’m fairly certain it was.”

“I’ve already spoken to Deacon Ross,” she said. “He arrived at HQ just as we did.”

How she’d gotten here so quickly, John didn’t know, but now didn’t seem the time to ask. Likely someone had thought to call her when Gray drained Ericsson. Possibly even Barillo himself.

“Caleb believed District Chief Barillo would try to lock up another drakul, without considering any other alternatives,” John said. “He convinced me not to report its existence.”

“Given what you’ve seen today, locking up Azarov wouldn’t have been a bad thing.”

John spread his hands apart. “We didn’t know. He hadn’t done anything wrong, certainly nothing to warrant imprisonment. Still, I decided to look into him on my own, just to be on the safe side. I asked Special Agent Noorzai to pull the information on the Lake Baikal Vampire, but I didn’t tell her what I needed it for.” He sighed. “As soon as I read through it, I started to worry. But it was too late by then. Yuri played us all.”

Kaniyar shook her head. “This is a cluster fuck of epic proportions, gentlemen. Barillo, things don’t look good for you right now. In fact, it seems you might have ordered Jansen killed as a way of keeping me from finding out just how badly you screwed up.”

Barillo opened his mouth, then shut it again with a snap when she glared at him.

“The truth is, I don’t have time to deal with either one of you at the moment. If you want any chance of leniency, you will cooperate. Barillo, you’ll work the coms and try to coordinate teams. Starkweather, will Gray and Mr. Jansen continue to work with SPECTR for the time being?”

“Yes,” he said. “We all want the same thing right now.”

“Fine. Go check on them. I believe they put him in one of the exorcism rooms.” She turned to the computer monitor. “Inform me when he’s on his feet. I have a job for him.”

*   *   *

Caleb awoke with a gasp.

His lungs hurt as they struggled to inflate, his corneas felt dry, and his mouth tasted like he’d been sucking on the bottom of an old shoe. His heart beat madly for a few seconds, as though fighting against the inertia of blood gone sluggish, before settling back to its normal pace.

“Shh, shh. It’s okay, babe.”

He blinked a few times. John’s face came into focus above him, as did the rest of their surroundings. They were in a plain room with no furniture, except for a single chair bolted to the floor, and a thin circle of silver sunk into the concrete floor.

An exorcism room. Oh hell.

“Shit!” He sat up, heart hammering again. “You can’t exorcise Gray; you know you can’t.” Was this Barillo’s stupid idea? But no, Kaniyar had shown up, and she knew the score.

Pain and fear tumbled through them, accompanied by a panicked, “John wishes to exorcise me?”
 from Gray. Before Caleb could pull away and get to his feet, John’s hand closed on his arm.

“Settle down. It’s okay,” he repeated. “We’re in an exorcism room because we needed somewhere out of the way to put you while Gray did his thing. The infirmary might have been a better place to wake up in, but we’ve got injured agents and civilians who don’t have super healing powers. Plus it gave me a chance to get a nap.”

“Oh.” That explained the pillows and blankets, though the concrete floor couldn’t have been comfortable.

“It’s okay, babe,” John said yet again. “You’re all right.” His gaze fixed on Caleb’s face, as if drinking in the details. “You’re all right.”

Then he leaned forward and kissed Caleb hungrily.


Chapter 10

For an instant, Caleb wasn’t sure how to respond. Then Gray sent a shock of sheer delight through their veins. His uncomplicated joy left them kissing John back with equal fervor. Their heart beat now with a mix of happiness and desire. The need to feel and touch and reconnect.

The smart thing to do would be to put on the brakes. Talking before fucking.


“John has forgiven us,”
 Gray said. Everything right in his world again, or at least this corner of it.

John shoved Caleb back onto the blanket, swung a leg over their narrow hips, and bent down for another kiss. Caleb drew in a deep breath, and Christ, they both stank after a long day of blood and terror.

“We’re sorry,” he said against John’s lips. “We love you.”

“I know.” John drew back just a little, just enough to stare into their eyes. “I was so scared. Please, I want…”

The stress of the day unraveled. They were safe, at least for the moment, and John was with them, and Gray wanted to touch and feel, because talking was never going to be his strong suit.

To hell with it. Caleb grabbed John’s face and hauled him down for another kiss.

And Christ it was good, so good, even on the hard floor, covered in dried blood and God only knew what else. He slid his hands beneath John’s shirt, fanning his fingers over the curve of rib and muscle, before shoving the soft cotton up. John sat back and dragged the shirt off over his head, tossing it blindly to the ground. He unbuttoned Caleb’s jeans, yanked down the zipper, then tugged jeans and underwear both over Caleb’s narrow hips, trapping his thighs together. Caleb’s cock popped free, aching with need, precome beading at the tip.

John unzipped, and Caleb reached for him. As their shafts slid together, John bent over him again for another ravenous kiss. The touch sent a wild flare of sheer lust through Caleb, resonating back and forth between him and Gray, building on itself.

“We thought we’d lost you,” he mumbled against John’s mouth. “Thought we’d never have this again.”

“I know.” John’s breath came fast and ragged. “But we’re here now. Together.”


“Together,”
 Gray whispered happily, and their nerves came alive with pleasure and joy. Caleb arched his head back, drowning in sensation. Relishing John’s weight on his legs, and Gray’s presence just under their shared skin. The ache of loss that had hollowed out their heart eased at last, leaving behind only this moment of connection with the two people who mattered more to him than anything else in the world.

John’s hips quickened their pace. Caleb didn’t try to hold back, just let it all wash over him, until ecstasy took on the edge of primal urgency. His teeth burned as he came hard. It took John a few more thrusts, but then he joined Caleb, moaning into his mouth as hot spunk spilled over Caleb’s belly.

For a long moment, there was only the sound of their breathing, raw pleasure ebbing. But God, they were together again, despite everything. It felt like a miracle.

John propped himself on an elbow, so he could look down into their face. “Hey,” he said softly.

“Hey yourself,” Caleb replied.

“Tell John I also wish to say this.”

“Gray says hey, too,” Caleb said with a roll of his eyes. John chuckled.

The next moment of silence was far less comfortable. Caleb dragged in a deep breath.

“We’re sorry,” he said, at the same moment John said, “You scared me.”

Gray withdrew a bit, worried. Caleb grimaced. “We didn’t mean to scare you. Not today, and certainly not…shit, was it just last night? At, you know. Ericsson’s house.”

“Not beating around the bush, are you?” John asked ruefully. But at least he wasn’t freaking out.

“I don’t know how much time we have to talk,” Caleb replied. “And please tell me that video camera isn’t recording.”

“I turned it off manually,” John said. “Not that I was expecting anything,” he added hastily. “I just didn’t want anyone recording you waking up.”

“Because it would look creepy and scary,” Caleb said glumly. Some things never changed.

John shrugged. “Kaniyar is massively pissed at Barillo. At best, his career is over. I don’t think anyone would risk making the director angry right now, so I’m not worried about anyone giving us grief. At least, not at the moment. But I try to plan ahead.”

“Boy Scout, always prepared,” Caleb said with a wry grin.

John snorted. “Just tell me what happened.”

Caleb sighed. John shifted aside, and he began to pull up his underwear and pants. “Ericsson had tried to kill you. And we were sick of doing things the mortal way. Playing nice with Barillo, and not hunting, and all the rest of it. So we went to confront him. Everything happened so fast, and things went sideways, and before we knew it that fucker was threatening to kill Zahira too. Oh, and he stabbed us in the head. It was too much.” He looked away from John, focusing on the blank concrete wall. “We wanted to protect Zahira, and you, and ourselves, so we bit him. And neither of us wanted to stop.”

John put his hand on Caleb’s. Startled, Caleb glanced at him. John’s expression was thoughtful, and a bit sad, but not angry. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Caleb asked cautiously. “Because you were pretty upset at the time. Not that I blame you—I don’t. Neither of us do.”

“I thought…” John paused, then sighed. “I was afraid you knew what Yuri and Drugoy were up to. That the idea of an all-you-can-eat buffet might sound too good to pass up.”

It shouldn’t have hurt, not after what they’d done. But it did. “Christ, John, Ericsson is one thing, but we wouldn’t go around eating innocent people! Not anyone who could be saved, anyway. Don’t you remember Brimm’s attic with all the poor bastards he’d stuffed ghouls into? That was horrible. Gray had never thought about mortal victims before, but as soon as he saw it from my perspective, he was revolted. We’d never
 go along with something like that.”

“I believe you.” John tightened his grip on Caleb. “Like you said, things happened fast. Yuri played everyone, to the point where no one had much trust left. I let myself doubt, and that was a mistake.”

Caleb’s shoulders slumped. “Yeah, well. We should have been more honest with you. And we definitely shouldn’t have eaten Ericsson. We were so upset we just barfed him all over the yard anyway.”

John rubbed at his eyes with his free hand. “Caleb…”

“It’s true!”

“You could have put it differently.” He let his hand fall. “We both have things to work on, no question about it. But even when I didn’t know the whole story, even when I was scared of you, I didn’t want to see you locked away by Barillo.”

“Why?” Caleb asked, bewildered.

Instead of answering directly, John asked, “Why did you surrender to Drugoy on the Battery?”

“Because he was going to hurt Harry if we didn’t.” Caleb shook his head quickly when John started to smile. “No, John. You don’t understand. I don’t give a shit about SPECTR. Right now, I’d throw the whole organization in the sea if I could. And Gray really just wants to be left the hell alone so he can hunt down big scary monsters.”

John nodded. “Okay.”

“That’s not going to change, understand? But maybe…I don’t know, after seeing the way Yuri and Drugoy are, it clarified some things. Yuri put the sirens in those women on Ericsson’s behalf, and he doesn’t even care, because they’d all be dead in sixty years anyway so what does it matter? But suffering is suffering, and no one’s is somehow lesser than anybody else’s.” He bit his lip, trying to think how to phrase things. “Gray thinks mortals waste their lives worrying about nonsense, and they kill each other over stupid shit no one will even remember a hundred years later, and, well…he’s not exactly wrong, is he? But that doesn’t mean no one else matters. It doesn’t mean we can just walk off and save our own skin while people die.” He ran a hand back through his long hair, tugging at the tangles in frustration. “Shit, I’m not explaining this well.”

John caught Caleb’s chin and gently tugged it around so he could look them in the eye. “You don’t need to. You both chose to save that girl, even though it meant surrendering without a fight for once, because that’s who you are.”

Caleb shrugged awkwardly. “We’d rather not do that again, if we could avoid it, honestly.”

John leaned over and kissed them. “Agreed. Now come on. We need to let Kaniyar know you’re back on your feet.”

*   *   *

Caleb was surprised to find Deacon waiting in the hall for them.

He put out an arm automatically, a barrier between Deacon and John, while Gray growled and rumbled under his skin. “They let you wander around loose?” he demanded.

Deacon held up his hands. One was heavily bandaged, and he looked to have acquired a few more scrapes since they’d parted that morning. “Way to say thanks,” he said. “You’d still be chained up if I hadn’t helped you.”

“Chained up?” John asked with a frown.

“Yeah. Drugoy beat our ass pretty bad last night,” Caleb said, as lightly as he could. “Don’t worry about it.”

John’s expression suggested he was definitely going to worry about it. But he only said, “Deacon, you corroborated Ericsson’s texts about Barillo to Kaniyar, right?”

Deacon nodded. “Yeah.” He folded his arms over his chest. “Like I told Caleb and Gray, this isn’t what I signed up for. If I’d realized this was what Yuri and Drugoy had in mind, I would never have gone along with it.”

“No, you would have just screwed with my head,” Caleb snapped. “Are you lurking for a reason?”

“Kaniyar ordered me to make myself useful. You know, before she arrests my ass for helping out with the demon possession.” Deacon gave them a half-shrug.

“And you’re hoping if you lend a hand now, maybe they’ll go easier on you later.” Anger thrummed through Caleb’s veins. Yes, Deacon had helped him—but he’d also screwed over the friend who ended up possessed by the grendel. Probably other people, too.

“We don’t have time,” John said, “We’re on our way to see Kaniyar. You can walk with us—maybe we’ll find someone you can lend a hand to.”

Deacon nodded and fell in behind them like some creepy shadow. The skin between Caleb’s shoulder blades twitched. He’d actually liked Deacon, before he knew the truth. But even if he’d been inclined to overlook everything else, something about the way Deacon hovered now put his teeth on edge. Like Deacon was just trying to get an in with another drakul, now that things had gone south with Drugoy.

“That will not happen.”


It sure as hell won’t.
 “Where’s Isabelle?” Caleb asked Deacon. “Does Yuri have her doing his dirty work someplace?”

Deacon shook his head. “I don’t know.”

“We encountered her sister on King Street,” John said. “Yuri had put a demon in her. I was able to exorcise her.”

“Her sister?” Deacon asked, bewildered. “Why the hell would Yuri do that? He must not have known who she was.”

“Or he just didn’t care.” Caleb shook his head, anger bubbling inside him.

A lot of which belonged to Gray. “This is wrong. We would never intentionally hurt Zahira or John.”


“Yuri knew I was going after Ericsson and didn’t lift a finger to protect him. Then he put a demon in Isabelle’s sister for the hell of it.” Caleb glanced back over his shoulder at Deacon. “Maybe he just doesn’t give a shit about any of you.”

“Mr. Gray?”

They’d passed into the area with the conference rooms while they talked. Startled, Caleb turned just in time to catch Harry as she flung herself into his arms. “You’re alive!” she shrieked in his ear.

Sensitive hearing was a bitch sometimes. “Hey, kiddo,” he said. “Are you all right?”

“I thought you were dead. I thought the soldiers…” she dissolved into sobs.

Caleb resisted the temptation to point out it was SPECTR agents who had shot him up, at least for the most part. Harry’s shout had drawn the other Chatwals from the conference room, where they seemed to be camped out with a group of civilian refugees.

“Harry’s okay, thanks to you,” Mrs. Chatwal said. She hesitantly put a hand to his arm. “We owe you everything. Everything.”

This was getting embarrassing. “It was no big deal. Really.”

Harry stepped back, blinking away tears. She had a bandage on her neck, where Drugoy’s claws had scratched her, but otherwise she seemed unharmed. Physically, anyway; Caleb hoped she’d find a good counselor to talk to about what had happened. Hell, at the rate things were going, half of Charleston was going to need therapy when this was all over.

“You saved my life,” Harry said, voice trembling. “I just…you turned yourself over to that monster to save me.”

Caleb shrugged awkwardly. “So hey, this is our boyfriend, John Starkweather. We’re kind of back together now.”

Harry managed a grin. “I sort of figured, the way he was telling the other one to get the hell away from you.”

“Language, Harry,” Mrs. Chatwal said. “It’s very nice to meet you, Mr. Starkweather.”

“This is Harry, and Nardev, and Mrs. Chatwal, and I assume Mahindar is in there?” Caleb said. Harry stepped aside, and he saw Mahindar in deep conversation with Karl’s daughter. Karl’s husband spotted Caleb and hurriedly rose to his feet.

“John, Caleb, thanks for helping Karl,” he said fervently.

John nodded and shook the man’s hand, while Caleb tried to remember his name. “How’s he doing?”

“Good. They checked him out in the infirmary, but he’s not injured, just shaken.” Brandon, that was it, looked troubled for a moment. “He insisted on getting back to work, as a matter of fact.”

“Yeah, that sounds like Karl,” John said. “We’re going to go talk to the director. I’ll tell Karl to take it easy if I see him.”

“Good luck with that,” Brandon said with a rueful smile.

“Want to be of use?” Caleb asked Deacon, who had withdrawn a few steps while they talked. “Help these people. Get them coffee, or blankets, or water, or whatever they need.”

Deacon nodded. “I will.”

Caleb started away, then stopped. “Oh, and you’d better have brought my bike back in one piece.”

Deacon dug into his pocket, pulled out the keys, and tossed them to Caleb. “It’s in the garage upstairs.”

The door to Barillo’s—or maybe it was Kaniyar’s now—office stood open. A stream of agents hurried in and out, so they went in without knocking. Kaniyar stood staring at the computer monitor, which showed a map of Charleston dotted with red pins, and issuing a stream of commands into a headset. When she spotted them, she nodded at John to shut the door.

He did, leaving them alone with Kaniyar. She ended her call and turned brusquely to Caleb. “We need your blood.”

Oh. He should have expected this, but it hadn’t even crossed his mind. “We’re pretty tapped out right now.”

Starving, more like. He managed so far to avoid thinking about how fucking hungry they were. Gray was running low, and Caleb couldn’t even remember the last time he’d had a bite of his own. Not that he needed to eat, apparently, since Yuri had survived for a decade at the bottom of a lake.

Christ. He’d waved goodbye to humanity somewhere along the line and not even realized it.

“Mortals are foolish. You are better off with me.”

Hush.

“You seem to be under the impression I’m making a request, Mr. Jansen.” Kaniyar folded her hands behind her back. “Exorcists can save those who have had NHEs forced into them by Azarov, but only if they receive a boost from your blood. According to the research Forsyth was able to do on you, it should be safe to ingest.”

Caleb nodded, even though he didn’t entirely like the way this was going. “Right. Gray destroys any infections the second they enter my system. No need to worry about passing on hepatitis or anything else.”

“Good. Report to the infirmary and they’ll get started drawing it.”

Gray stirred uneasily. “I do not care for this.”



Considering we drank Ericsson, I don’t think we’re in any position to refuse her right now.
 “All right,” he said aloud.

“Ma’am.” John stepped up beside Caleb. “Gray needs to get his strength back up. I’m not certain when the last pickup for disposal was, but if we have any bottled NHEs in containment, I suggest we let him feed on them.”

Gray’s interest sharpened, and their teeth burned. Caleb swallowed against the sudden surge of drool flooding their mouth. NHEs were traditionally exorcised into special bottles, briefly stored, and then sent to a facility equipped with a blast furnace for disposal. If the bottles were broken, Gray could absorb the released NHEs in the brief instant before they returned to the etheric plane.

Kaniyar’s eyes narrowed in thought. Then she nodded. “Blood first. Azarov is laying low for now, so we have a chance to get ahead of this thing. Once the exorcists are supplied with your blood, you can feed. Understand?”

Caleb nodded. “We understand.”

“Good. Do you know where Azarov might be holed up?”

“Not unless he went back to his apartment, which doesn’t seem very likely. I’m guessing he’s keeping quiet while Yuri recovers.” At Kaniyar’s questioning look, he said, “Gray boosts my TK, but I can’t fly across the city. I can throw things around and jump really far, but there’s a limit. At a guess, Dru is probably hunting some of the demons—NHEs—they unleashed earlier, while Yuri rests his brain.”

“We’ll keep looking for him, then,” Kaniyar said, turning back to her map. Assuming he’d been dismissed, Caleb took a step toward the door. “Oh, and one more thing, Mr. Jansen.”

Crap. “Yes?”

She met his gaze, her eyes hard and cold as flint. “Ericsson was most certainly guilty of extortion, rape, summoning demons, and attempted murder. Some might say you saved us the cost of a trial.” She paused. “I don’t like wasting people. But understand; you so much as think
 about biting anyone who isn’t possessed ever again, that’s it.”

Caleb held his hands up. “I swear, we won’t. We’re on a strict demon-only diet from now on.”

“You’d better be. You will work with Starkweather and whoever else I tell you to work with, and they’ll handle anyone human who needs to be handled. No more vigilante bullshit. You aren’t the goddamn Punisher.”

He swallowed and nodded. “Got it. Thank you.”

“Get to the infirmary. Starkweather, I want a plan for stopping Azarov on my desk in an hour.”

John nodded. “Yes, ma’am. With your permission, I’d like to confer with Special Agent Noorzai and Mr. Jansen.”

“Do it.”


Chapter 11

While Caleb headed straight for the infirmary, John headed to the briefing room to find Zahira. She stood near the back, her eyes locked on a map projected on the wall. A quick glance showed John it was identical to the one on Kaniyar’s monitor.

“Zahira,” he called softly.

Zahira turned, then glanced at Wells, who was at the front podium, giving out assignments. She gave Zahira a brief nod of dismissal.

“Kaniyar wants a plan for stopping Drugoy,” he said when Zahira joined him. “You, me, and Caleb and Gray are the closest things we have to experts right now. We need your help.”

She nodded. “How are they?”

“Down in the infirmary getting blood drawn.” At her frown, he said, “For distribution to exorcists.”

“Can they afford to lose it?” she asked as they stepped into the elevator.

“Kaniyar agreed to let Gray feed on any of the NHEs we have in storage.” He punched the button for the infirmary level. “I hope we have enough. He’s pretty drained, and losing more blood isn’t going to help.”

They found Gray in a phlebotomy chair, a needle in each arm and a rack of filled vials on a small table. The attendant switched out a full vial for an empty one without disturbing the needle. Gray watched the process with a glum air.

“Gray,” Zahira called as they approached.

Gray looked up, and his entire demeanor altered. It was hard even for John to always read the emotion in his obsidian eyes, but there was no missing the big smile slowly spreading over his face. And exposing the savage fangs; the attendant paled and nearly dropped the vial she was holding.

“I can do that,” Zahira said, indicating the needle.

The attendant gladly handed her the next empty vial and scurried out. Zahira sat in the chair she’d vacated. “I’m so happy to see you, Gray,” she said with a smile of her own. “John was worried about you.”

“I am glad to see you as well,” Gray said. “I was concerned for your safety.”

John gestured to the vials. “Zahira, do you want to drink up now, since we’re here? Beat the rush?”

“I can’t,” Zahira said. “Sorry, Gray, but you aren’t exactly halal.”

“Oh, right.” John felt stupid for forgetting.

“You are here to plan how to defeat Yuri and Drugoy,” Gray rumbled. His smile faded into a slight frown. “It will not be easy. Drugoy will not make the mistake of letting us live again.”

Cold slicked John’s spine. “Deacon said you were chained up. What happened?”

“We fought. Drugoy won.” The last two words came out as a growl of displeasure. “He pinned us. Fed from us.”

Zahira’s brown skin took on an ashen hue. “Oh no. What happened?”

John’s heart sank as Gray related the fight. When he was done, Gray said, “When Yuri over-extended his power on the Battery, we had a chance, perhaps, to fight and win. But you needed us. Karl needed us. So we stayed.”

And lost what might have been their only opportunity to put an end to things. Damn it. John started to pinch the bridge of his nose, then winced when his fingers encountered bruised skin. They were all banged-up and running on reserves. The fifteen-minute nap he’d managed on the floor of the exorcism room before Caleb woke up hadn’t been nearly enough. Zahira likely hadn’t even had that.

“We’re not in great shape,” he said. “But at least this time you don’t have to face him alone.”

“You didn’t have to the last time, either,” Zahira said reproachfully.

Gray’s expression grew troubled. “We believed everyone hated us.”

Zahira glanced up from the vial she was attaching to the needle. “Neither of us ever hated you. But I am hurt that you and Caleb didn’t trust me enough to tell me about the other drakul.”

Gray turned his head away. “We made many mistakes. That was one of them. I am sorry, Zahira.”

“I forgive you.”

John rested a hand on Gray’s shoulder, feeling the crackle of energy through his fingers. “We have to figure out how to deal with Drugoy and Yuri, without exposing too many agents to possession. Any force will have to be made up solely of exorcists, and there aren’t a huge number of us to go around.”

Gray’s focus shifted in a way that suggested he was conversing with Caleb. “Drugoy does not like water. It does not harm him, but he is not as strong over water as he is over earth.”

Zahira’s eyes lit up. “Fascinating! He’s the earthquake, and water is his weakness. You’re the storm. What’s yours?”

Gray cocked his head, hair falling to the side. “I have walked in desert and jungle, upon glacier and field and sand. I did not enjoy the red lands, the places where there is only the eye of the sun. But I was not in a living body. It was not the same, I think.”

“Unfortunately, I doubt Yuri is just going to hop onto a boat for us,” John said. “But we might be able to lure him someplace. From what you’ve said, Gray, it sounds as though he’d come after you no matter where you are. Or me, or even Zahira, just to hurt you.”

“What about the spirit ward Brimm used against Gray?” Zahira asked as she changed out the vial again. “It was able to contain him, when other wards couldn’t.”

John considered. Ex-SPECTR agent Howard Brimm had trapped Gray shortly after he possessed Caleb, intending to have a drakul at his beck and call to go along with his army of ghouls. “That was before the forty days were up. I don’t know if the timing would make any sort of difference or not, though. I meant to try at some point, just to see if the circle still worked, but never got around to it. The stupid thing was so complicated it would take at least an hour to draw, and there always seemed to be something more urgent.”

“It’s worth a try,” Zahira said. “Though we need to have a backup plan if it doesn’t work.” She bit her lip. “The best thing would be to lure them somewhere over water without being obvious about it. And without endangering any civilians.”

They were all silent for a moment. Then Gray stirred. “Caleb says: Patriots Point.”

“The aircraft carrier,” John said.

Zahira frowned slightly. “I’m not as familiar with the area as you are.”

“The USS Yorktown.” John cast back to the tour he and Caleb had taken a few weeks ago. “It’s a World War II aircraft carrier, decommissioned and turned into a museum of sorts. There’s a destroyer and a submarine as well, but the carrier’s flight deck would give us room to maneuver. Not to mention, it’s shut down today thanks to Drugoy and Yuri’s rampage. Patriots Point is on the other side of the Cooper River, but there’s plenty of space around it, so we won’t have to worry about civilian casualties. Damage to a historical monument, yes, but I’ll take that over loss of life.”

Gray’s attention turned inward for a moment. “Caleb says there are places to hide exorcists. He believes you could station a sniper on the bridge. A bullet directly through Drugoy’s brain would incapacitate him long enough for us to act.”

A spark of hope started to grow in John’s chest. They might just make it through this intact after all. “How we get him there is the question. We’ll make good bait, but he has to know the bait is there to take it.”

An alarm began to blare overhead. Kaniyar’s voice came over the speakers. “Possible enemy assault. All exorcists to the upper level. Other agents hold position.”

Gray receded and Caleb yanked the needles out of his arms, the holes sealing almost instantly. “Looks like we don’t have to worry about finding Drugoy and Yuri. They’ve come to us.”

*   *   *

John grabbed the rack of vials. “Zahira, head to the carrier. If things go south here, we’re going to need another option, and having Brimm’s circle already in place might make all the difference. We’ll head to Containment Level and get Gray powered up.” Because no matter what else was going on above their heads, if Drugoy was involved, Gray was their best—probably their only—chance of stopping him.

They ran for the elevator. Karl stood in the hall, looking uncertain until he spotted them. “John! What’s happening?”

“Drugoy’s coming.” John shoved the vials into Karl’s hands. “Here make sure these get distributed to the exorcists. No more than one each.”

Karl paled. Bruises bloomed around his cheekbones and mouth, relics of the transformation the lycanthrope had forced on him. He’d found a spare suit somewhere, but it hung loose on his frame, the sleeves and pant legs rolled up to accommodate for his shorter height. “Got it.”

“Then stay back. We don’t want you getting furry again.”

“Yeah, that wasn’t really the type of transition I’m into,” Karl said. “Do you need a vial?”

John snatched one up; the contents were still warm from Gray’s body. Trying not to think too hard, he uncapped it and swallowed down the contents in one gulp. His expression of disgust must have given him away, because Caleb said, “Now you can understand what Gray’s meals have put me through.”

John tossed the vial and clapped him on the shoulder. “You have my pity. Let’s move.”

The elevator whisked Zahira and Karl upward. Containment was the lowest level in HQ. As soon as an elevator returned, John and Caleb climbed on and began to descend.

A jolt shook the elevator, and the lights flickered off, then on, then off again. John stumbled, and Caleb caught him by the elbow. “What the fuck?” Caleb asked.

More alarms shrilled, and the power flickered again. “Possible breach on Containment Level,” Kaniyar said over the speaker. “Repeat, possible breach on Containment Level.”

John felt the blood drain from his extremities. “Oh hell. What do you bet Ericsson told Yuri everything he knew about HQ’s layout?”

Drugoy was the earthquake. How exactly he’d burrowed down to the lowest level, John didn’t know—probably by shattering rock and concrete and shifting earth. Now he was loose in HQ.

On the Containment Level, where dozens of bottled NHEs sat just waiting for him to drink them down and regain any energy he’d lost in his digging.

“Not a bet I’m taking,” Caleb replied grimly. “It seems like the sort of thing a former intelligence officer would want on hand, even if he didn’t have any specific plans to use them at the time.”

The elevator juddered to a halt, but the doors failed to open. Caleb growled and wrenched them apart.

Warning lights flashed against the solid concrete walls of a long hall. A guard covered in blood stumbled toward them, his face laid open to the bone by a set of sharp claws.

“Starkweather,” he gasped when he saw them.

John ran to him. The man was on his feet at least, though badly injured. “What happened?”

“I was guarding the vault. Just coming on shift.” A whimper of pain escaped him. “The wall fell in. It was the other drakul. Azarov. Tried to stop.”

Caleb swore.

“Get to safety,” John advised the guard. “We’re going in.”

He drew his Glock and started down the hall, Caleb beside him like a slender shadow. “How are we handling this?”

“Gray and I aren’t doing as well as we could be.” Caleb’s expression was drawn, his mouth set in a line of determination. “Energy-wise, that is. But we’re still the only ones with any hope of taking on Drugoy in an actual fight. We’ll keep his attention on us, but if you see any chance to hurt him, take it.”

If Drugoy managed to get into the vault before them, he’d be able to feast on the bottled NHEs, and the fight would become even more one-sided. And that was assuming he didn’t glut himself until he fully manifested.

Goddess, please don’t let there have been enough stored bottles for Drugoy to truly become the earthquake. There wouldn’t be a building left standing in Charleston.

“If we can lure him away, like we planned, we might not have to fight him head-to-head,” John said. “But how do we get him to chase us, without tipping him off about the trap?” Not to mention how they’d get him out of HQ without encountering too many vulnerable people.

“I’m open to suggestions,” Caleb said. Then his nostrils flared, and he stilled. A moment later, the scent of petrichor and incense flooded the narrow hall.

“Drugoy,” Gray said. “He is nearby. Stay behind me.”

John fell in behind Gray. Water filmed the corridor floor now, though where it came from, John didn’t know. They were below the water table; when Drugoy broke through the wall, he must have let it seep in after him. How long would it take for HQ to flood?

The hallway let out into a large room. Banks of monitoring equipment lined one wall. Bullets had stitched a line across screens and keyboards, leaving most of them dark and others sparking, the reek of burned electronics in the air. An empty cart stood abandoned near what looked like scanning equipment, no doubt meant to keep inventory of the bottles containing exorcised NHEs. Directly across from the entrance, the wall had partially collapsed, revealing broken concrete, twisted rebar, and shattered stone. Water seeped in, spreading slowly across the floor. Three bodies lay in crumpled heaps, two guards and one in a maintenance uniform.

Yuri stood in front of the vault, a key card in hand. The thick steel door rolled back, the light from within falling across his white hair and arctic eyes.

“Gray,” he said, in apparent surprise. “I thought the mortals would have caged you.”

John stopped near the entrance into the large room, while Gray paced closer to Yuri. “No. I am free.”

Yuri cocked his head, as if listening to a voice only he could hear. “You will never be truly free with these mortals. But no matter. We had thought to come here, gorge on the demons so conveniently trapped in their bottles, then find and kill you. But it seems things are going to become a bit more interesting.” His mouth warped in a savage grin. “Race you.”

Then he dashed into the vault, and toward the shelves lined with imprisoned NHEs.

*   *   *

“Stay here,” Gray orders John, before sprinting into the vault after Yuri.

Freestanding metal shelves crowd the surprisingly small room. Some are empty, but others contain rows of black bottles sealed with silver foil and clay charms. Within the dark heart of each bottle seethes a demon, its essence trapped until it can be destroyed in the heat of a blast furnace.

They should have let us eat them instead.

“Yeah, no shit. Now stop him!”

Yuri casts a glance over his shoulder as Gray closes the distance. Then his fangs erupt, eyes going to black glass and burning lava. His movement is a blur, backhanding Gray hard enough to crack vertebrae and send him to the floor.

There comes the sound of breaking glass, Drugoy smashing the bottles and sucking the unleashed energy into himself before it can escape.

“We have to stop him. Get up; get up!”

Gray’s stomach cramps with hunger, and pain flares down their spine as their neck pops back into place. He rolls to his feet, coming into a crouch. If he can wrestle Drugoy away from the shelves, perhaps he can at least stop him from feeding more. With a snarl, he launches himself at Drugoy again.

But Drugoy is smashing more bottles, devouring more demons, growing stronger by the moment. He turns, faster than Gray can track, and punches them directly in the mouth.

Fangs shatter, and their brain hits their skull with enough force to turn their vision white. They crumple into a heap at Drugoy’s feet, nose and mouth clogged with their own blood.

“I am finished with you, Gray,” Drugoy growls. “I searched for you for so long, but you have proven yourself utterly faithless. You are more trouble than you are worth. We will simply have to start over.”

“Start over? What does he mean?”

Drugoy kicks Gray in the side, hard enough to send him flying several feet, ribs snapping under the impact. “After you told us you had inhabited dead bodies, Yuri asked Ericsson what he knew. He spoke of a rumor, another drakul in North America, but inhabiting corpses as you once did. When we are finished here, we will pay a visit to what is left of the Vigilant who once tracked it. Find this other drakul. And, using what you told us of your experience, put it in a living body.”

Horror and disgust pour out from Caleb. “Christ, he can’t have us, so he’s going to find some other poor son of a bitch to fuck with.”


Coming into a living body had been painful and confusing, but at least Gray had John to help them. Yuri and Drugoy would not help—they would make everything a thousand times worse, until they had another drakul as mad and cruel as themselves.

“No!” Deacon calls from the vault door. “I’m not going to let you.”

Gray blinks, vision clearing as their optic nerve heals. Deacon stands in the door, John and  Kaniyar behind him with guns drawn.

Drugoy cocks his head, and for the first time, Gray sees uncertainty flicker through his eyes. “Deacon?”

“Do it, Mr. Ross,” Kaniyar snaps.

Deacon’s TK goes off like a bomb blast, directed into the vault and hurling Drugoy into the wall with bone snapping force.

“I guess Deacon scored some of our blood after all.”

So it would seem.

The metal shelves uproot, crashing into one another, glass shards raining down as the bottles explode.

“Gray, now!” John calls, but there is no need for the prompt.

Gray is already feeding.

There are too many demons at once for him to devour them all before they escape back to the etheric plane. Even so, he swallows them down by the handful, by the dozen. Energy surges through him: bones healing, bruises vanishing. Gray rises to his feet amidst the wreckage, black hair swirling around him like a storm cloud. Electricity snaps in the air, arcing from claws and eyes to the broken metal shelves.

He feels good. Better; he feels reborn.

“Yes.” / Yes.

They stride across the vault to where Drugoy lies against the wall, still shaking his head in a daze. Gray seizes the front of his shirt, heaves him off the ground, and slams him hard enough into the concrete to leave a dent.

“Everything could have been different,” he says, fury riding on the energy sizzling through him. “We might have hunted together across the face of this world, through a thousand mortal lifetimes.”

Blood leaks from a cut on Drugoy’s head, staining his pale hair red. “You are a fool.” There comes a pop as something in his chest snaps back into place. “I tried to free you. They will never let you go willingly. No one knows that better than us.” The lake, he must mean. Encased in concrete, crushed and drowning for a decade. “Remember this day, when you are the one trapped alone in the dark.”

The ground begins to shake.

For a moment, nothing makes any sense. Drugoy cannot be doing this—he does not have the strength left, surely.

Then there comes the distant sound of an explosion. The shaking increases, and the metal of the vault groans like an animal in pain.

“Someone’s set off a bomb!” Kaniyar yells from the vault door, one hand to her headset. “No wait—more than one.”

Drugoy grins. “My Isabelle did not fail me,” he says, and buries his fist in Gray’s gut.


Chapter 12

John bit back a cry as Gray’s body went flying back into the wreckage. With a snarl of fury, Drugoy turned to the door, where only the thin line of Deacon, Kaniyar, and John stood between him and escape.

“Shoot him,” Kaniyar started to say, even as she squeezed the trigger on her Glock.

The emergency lights flickered—then went dark.

Saint Elmo’s fire glowed on the jagged points of metal from the broken shelves, and flashes of static arced and popped around Gray, but it wasn’t nearly enough to see by. “Hold your fire!” Kaniyar barked, her words almost drowned out by another rumble. A terrifying crack sounded from the room behind them, and for an awful second John thought the entire structure was about to come down on top of them.

The light on Deacon’s cell cut through the blackness, shaking madly with the trembling of his hand. “Oh fuck,” he whimpered. “Oh fuck fuck fuck.”

A pair of glowing red eyes appeared just to one side of him.

Deacon screamed. John barely caught a glimpse of Drugoy’s features in the light of the cellphone before Deacon dropped it. John brought up his gun, but he couldn’t see anything. He might take the risk of hitting Gray if it slowed down Drugoy, but Kaniyar and Deacon wouldn’t recover from a bullet so easily.

There came a sickening crunch, and something slammed into John’s body, knocking him back. He skidded across the floor outside the vault, barely keeping hold of his gun in the process. For a confused instant, he had the sense of a vast presence hovering above him; a predator, much larger and stronger than himself, something that wanted only to kill.

Gray, still silhouetted by sparks of static, burst out of the vault with a snarl. At the same moment, a tremor ran through the ground, and the ceiling above them groaned.

A flash of red eyes—then the sound of running steps, retreating. John clutched his gun, tracking Gray’s movement because there was nothing else to see in the blackness. Gray dashed a short distance, then stopped.

“Drugoy has fled back into the earth,” he growled.

“Starkweather, report,” Kaniyar said.

“Alive.” John holstered his Glock and fumbled out his cellphone. “But not for long if the roof comes down on us.”

The light from his phone found Deacon first. He lay not far away, neck at an unnatural angle, a look of fear and surprise still on his pale features. Drugoy must have snapped his neck, then used his body to clear John and Kaniyar out of the way. As for Kaniyar, she moved stiffly, wincing as she made it to her feet.

John stumbled up. “We have to get out of here.” How many bombs had Yuri planted—and how long ago? Was this some backup plan he’d put in place after coming to Charleston, in case SPECTR found him out?

“Yes,” Gray growled. “Hurry.”

They raced down the corridor, back toward the elevators. “Where are the other exorcists?” he asked as they ran.

“Someone—no doubt Isabelle Aiken—attacked the gate guards by putting NHEs in them.” Kaniyar wiped a streak of blood from her lip. “Her possessions weren’t as quick-acting as Azarov’s, but it was enough to cause a distraction. I assumed Azarov would be with her and sent our exorcists topside. Damn it!”

A scream of twisting metal and grinding concrete sounded behind them, followed by a deafening crash. A wall of grit and dust rushed up the corridor, instantly coating John’s skin in a fine haze. He breathed in, choked, and tried to drag his shirt up over his mouth. The whole place was about to come down on them—Goddess, had the civilians at least been evacuated first?

A strong arm swept him up, hefting him off of his feet. He had a confused glimpse of Kaniyar, tossed over Gray’s other shoulder, before the drakul began to run.

Another roar behind them, more and more support structures giving way. Smoke and grit filled the air, and through it John glimpsed the ceiling falling in, just as they reached the elevator shaft.

“Hold on,” Gray ordered.

John grabbed wildly, blindly, clinging to Gray’s slender body by whatever means he could. He felt Kaniyar’s arms come around from the other side, their knees knocking together as Gray ripped the elevator doors open and leapt inside.

The whole world shook. Debris fell past them as Gray scrambled up the wall, claws embedded directly in the side of the shaft to give him purchase. They went up one story, two, three—then Gray twisted, kicked open the doors, and swung into the gap. A split second later, the elevator plummeted past them, so close John’s hair blew back against his scalp.

“Good work,” Kaniyar said, her voice as faint as John had ever heard it.

Back into the shaft, and Gray hauled them up, all of his immense strength and speed bent toward outracing the disaster unfolding around them. Almost to the top now, almost—

Part of the wall broke away under one of Gray’s hands. For an instant, they swung free, dangling by one hand, nothing between them and a long drop but five claws. Gray made a sound of effort that rattled in the hollow spaces of John’s lungs, before catching onto a second handhold, just below the doors to the garage.

The doors stood open, maybe forced by people escaping the elevator before it fell. With a last burst of strength, Gray dragged them up and out of the shaft.

John let go and rolled free, as did Kaniyar. They weren’t safe yet—cracks showed in the garage, and they still had to get to the surface. To his surprise, an armored vehicle idled just a few feet away. The window came down, and Karl stuck his head out.

“Get in!” he shouted.

Kaniyar made for the door. “Is everyone else out?”

“Yes. You were the last. What happened to the other drakul?”

“He’s still in play,” Kaniyar said grimly. “Let’s get the hell out of here.”

“Go!” Caleb called. “I’m grabbing the bike.”

The motorcycle Yuri had gifted him with was parked just feet away. As Caleb ran toward it, John said, “I’ll go with Caleb and Gray. We’ll meet you up top.”

Karl didn’t argue, peeling out in a squeal of tires the second Kaniyar’s door slammed. Caleb started the bike, engine revving. “I don’t have a helmet,” he shouted over the noise. “So just hold on.”

John scrambled on, wrapping his arms tight around Caleb’s slim waist. A moment later, they rocketed up the curve of the parking garage. Chunks of concrete dropped from the ceiling, but Caleb evaded them with inhumanly fast reflexes. In less than a minute, they emerged into the evening sunlight.

Emergency lights flashed everywhere, and SPECTR SUVs and vans crowded much of the road outside, as if torn between securing the area and falling back to safety. Thank Sekhmet the civilians had gotten away.

Caleb slowed the bike to a sane speed when they reached the street. John let go and looked back.

A huge plume of smoke and dust towered into the sky above HQ. The wail of sirens competed with shrieks of pain on the evening air. EMTs worked on those who had been injured in the evacuation, and Kaniyar issued orders that floated past John like the words of a dream.

“Fuck,” Caleb said quietly. John glanced at him, saw his brown eyes fixed on the collapsing ruins of HQ.

“Yeah,” John agreed. He blinked back a sudden film of tears. HQ had been his home away from home since he’d graduated from the Academy. Hell, before Caleb and Gray, it had been more of a home than his own condo. And though he knew he should be grateful to be alive, that more people hadn’t died, that it was only a building, he couldn’t help but feel a wave of grief wash over him instead.

“You okay?” Caleb asked, so quietly the words were nearly lost beneath the chaos around them.

John swallowed hard and nodded. “I’m fine. Glad the civilians made it out.”

“You don’t have to pretend not to be sad. Not to us.” Caleb took John’s hand and gave it a squeeze. “I’m sorry, sweetheart. We both are.”

“Thanks.” He leaned forward and kissed their cheek. At least they were here with him.

The smoke had begun to drift over the ground now, obscuring the area around HQ and the adjoining street. The wind twisted the smoke into odd shapes, until it seemed almost as though something moved within it.

Wait.

The sleek black shape of Yuri’s motorcycle emerged from the cloud.

Caleb’s body went stiff against John’s. “Shit.”

Yuri brought the bike to a halt a few hundred feet away. Even at that distance, John could feel the weight of his rage, his hate, like the heat boiling out from a vent of lava.

“Zahira’s had time to get to the aircraft carrier,” John said through lips coated in dust.

“Right.” Caleb’s gaze remained fixed on Yuri. “You should stay here.”

John put his arms around Caleb’s waist. “No. We’re finishing this together.”

A tiny smile curved the corner of Caleb’s mouth. Instead of answering, he gunned the engine.

Yuri gunned his back. Challenge fucking accepted.

“Then get ready for the ride of your life, Starkweather,” Caleb said, and opened up the throttle.

*   *   *

Caleb leaned low over the bike handles, John’s arms locked around his waist. The wind tore his hair back as he jumped the bike over the curb, dodged emergency vehicles, and aimed toward the concrete river of I-26. The streets were mostly empty, the city locked down tight, but abandoned cars and wrecked tourist buses still turned them into an obstacle course. Christ, he hoped Zahira had managed to get through. If they made it all the way out to Patriots Point and the decommissioned aircraft carrier only to find she hadn’t made it, or hadn’t had time to complete the circle…

Assuming the circle even worked. Assuming the relatively small amount of water around a permanently berthed carrier would be enough to take the edge off of Drugoy’s strength. Assuming a hell of a lot of things, and goddamn this was a crappy plan. The best thing to be said for it was there wouldn’t be any innocent bystanders this time.

“Drugoy killed Deacon.”

Of all the things for Gray to be uneasy about, that wasn’t one Caleb had expected. You didn’t even like Deacon.


“No. But Deacon was theirs.”

I guess Drugoy felt betrayed.

“We would never hurt John and Zahira intentionally, no matter what they did.”

Caleb risked a glance back over his shoulder. Yuri wove through the streets with the same ease as Caleb did, his blond hair unfurling in the wind. Yuri and Drugoy were out for blood; they weren’t going to stop this time until Caleb was dead and Gray eaten.

Fuck I hope this works.

The on-ramp to I-26 unfurled before them; the interstate looked far clearer than the streets. Caleb opened up the throttle, hoping to get a little distance on Yuri.

A second bike swung onto the ramp, nearly tank-to-tank with them. Though Isabelle wore a full-face helmet, Caleb instantly recognized her silver and purple bike and matching leathers. Her jacket was unzipped, and flapped back to reveal a gun holstered at her hip.

Crap. Better not give her a chance to use it.

She was on the right, not directly engaging, but obviously trying to block him from dodging back off the interstate. Unfortunately, the ramp he needed onto the Cooper River Bridge was less than a half mile away.

No doubt Yuri meant to herd them where he wanted them to go. Up the peninsula and deeper inland. Before, when Yuri had gone down to the Battery and the waterside, he’d been making a point—that he would destroy everything Caleb and Gray loved if they didn’t cooperate.

Now he wanted only death. Which meant seizing every possible advantage he could.

Caleb poured on the speed, but Isabelle matched him. He flashed back to the night he and Yuri had raced their bikes up and down this very interstate. He’d felt invincible: fearless, free. Even if he’d wrecked, he would have shaken off the injuries easily enough.

Today, he had John on the back, without so much as a helmet between his fragile body and the roadway. If Caleb screwed up now, it would cost John’s life.

The off ramp was only feet ahead. They had to go, now, or what little plan they had would be gone. But Isabelle was in the way.

Fuck.

At the last second, Caleb braked and turned. The front wheel of his bike passed within an inch of the rear wheel of hers. John’s arms locked around his ribs in a death grip. The tires broke loose, bounced sideways over the pavement, and for a terrifying second Caleb thought even his inhuman reflexes wouldn’t keep them upright.

Then the tires grabbed hold again, leaving behind a smoking line of rubber. He battled the handlebars, dragged them out of a swerve, and back under control.

Isabelle was good, but only mortal. A quick glance showed her bike had shot past the ramp. It wouldn’t take her long to get turned around, but every second gave them an advantage right now. As for Yuri, he’d been a block behind them when they hit the freeway. Caleb knew from the ride they’d taken before that his bike might keep pace, but he couldn’t overtake them on a straightaway with no traffic. All Caleb had to do was pour on the speed.

John’s hold relaxed fractionally. They roared up the curve of the ramp, onto the long span of the bridge as it lifted gracefully over the river.

Almost a straight shot now. Over the bridge, down into Mount Pleasant, and Patriots Point Park was right there on the water. They just had to stay ahead of Yuri for a little longer.

They came over the crest of the bridge, beneath the enormous towers. In front of them, a scattering of abandoned cars from some earlier wreck sat across the road. There was just enough space to maneuver a mid-sized car between them.

Or there would have been, if there hadn’t been a werewolf hunkered in the gap, gnawing idly on one of the dead drivers.

Caleb braked hard, swearing furiously at the werewolf. “John, can you drive the bike?”

“Yes.”

“Then take over—we’ll get the werewolf out of the way, you get through, and we’ll catch up with you on the other side.”

He was off the bike before John could argue they take the time to exorcise the werewolf. Hopefully the damn thing would just run, as soon as it caught wind of Gray. He let Gray take over, and the lycanthrope looked up from its meal in alarm.

Yuri’s motorcycle roared over the crest of the bridge.

Gray spun to face it. “John! Go!” But the damned werewolf was still sitting there, and Yuri—

Was heading straight for Gray.

Caleb reached for his TK, but the bike was traveling too fast even for his enhanced reflexes. He glimpsed Yuri leaping off, a split second before it plowed into him. Pain exploded from groin to chin, and it launched Gray and Caleb from their feet. Caleb caught a crazed image of the towers spinning above—then growing farther and farther away, as they plummeted over the side of the bridge and toward the river two hundred feet below.

*   *   *

John sat frozen, the bike rumbling beneath him, staring at the point where Gray had stood only moments before. The hit had been savage, and striking the river from this height would do an incredible amount more damage. And even though he knew Gray and Caleb would get through it, his heart pounded and his mouth went dry, because Yuri…

Was still on the bridge. With John.

Yuri rolled to his feet, road rash vanishing as he healed. He turned toward John, and from behind him there came the sound of another motorcycle as Isabelle arrived on the scene.

As before, he could feel Yuri staring at him. Plenty of NHEs had wanted to kill John, but somehow this felt different. He’d never truly felt like prey
 before.

Then Drugoy unfolded, the scent of broken rock and hot earth blotting out even the stink of the marsh.

He had to go, while he still could.

The werewolf let out a yelp and fled Drugoy’s presence, leaving the way through clear. John gunned the motorcycle and took off, as fast as he dared.

It wasn’t going to be fast enough. He’d never ridden seriously, and even if he had, Isabelle was a pro. Whether she or Drugoy ended up at the handlebars, John had no chance of outrunning them. Still, it would take precious time for Isabelle to stop the bike, pick up Drugoy, and get moving again. Caleb’s motorcycle had the advantage in speed so far; maybe it would be enough.

Sekhmet, Devouring Lady, just let me keep ahead of them long enough to reach the carrier. Please.

Once past the blockage, it was a fast drop off the bridge and onto the highway leading to Patriots Point. He risked a single glance back at the river while he could still see the water, but it would have been hard to spot Caleb and Gray even in the best of circumstances.

And of course, they might not even be on the surface. They might be floating along the bottom toward the Atlantic, bones broken and organs pulped. It could be hours, longer, before they healed.

Which left only John and Zahira to face Drugoy and Isabelle.

Goddess, he hoped Brimm’s circle worked.

The area was eerily deserted as John guided the bike down the wide road and into the parking lot. Ordinarily the place was packed with tourists looking to take the ferry to Fort Sumter, or a helicopter ride above the harbor, or visit one of the military vessels in permanent dock here. Now, there were only gulls picking at stray french fries, accompanied by a lone egret making its way through the marsh grass along the river. Across a few hundred feet of shallow water, the enormous bulk of the USS Yorktown dwarfed everything else in sight.

Zahira’s sedan was parked as close to the ticket booth as possible. John steered the bike around the back of the gift shop, past a barrier open just wide enough for the bike to pass through, and onto the pier leading out to the carrier. As he did so, a purple and silver motorcycle entered the lot.

Isabelle and Drugoy had arrived.


Chapter 13

John gunned the bike down the pier. The flags lining the bridge snapped in the ocean breeze, seeming to urge him on. Instinct, or some whisper of his sixth sense, caused him to glance back when he was midway across. Drugoy and Isabelle had reached the pier, Isabelle tucked on the bike behind the drakul. For just an instant, John thought Drugoy hesitated, red-hot gaze sweeping across the lapping water, before following John onto the pier.

Isabelle leaned around Drugoy, something in her hand. John just had time to see the glint of sunlight on the barrel of her gun before she fired.

The bullet struck the railing, and John swore. He was so close now, the bulk of the carrier swallowing the sky in front of him, blocking out the light of the setting sun and casting an enormous shadow over everything around it. The pier ended in a second one set at right-angles, which ran alongside the vast ship. Steel staircases connected to the carrier itself, arranged to allow tourists easy access at multiple points.

The leftmost stair would take him straight to the flight deck, where Zahira hopefully waited with the spirit ward complete. John abandoned the bike and ran toward it—

Bullets struck the concrete only a yard in front of him.

He stumbled back. The motorcycle was nearly on him. Drugoy’s pale hair streamed in the wind, his teeth bared. So close, John could see the furious glow of his eyes, could feel
 the energy boiling out of his slender frame. The scent of hot earth and melting stone saturated the air, and the reptile part of John’s brain screamed at him to run blindly from the predator poised to eat him.

He had only a split second to make a decision. Isabelle would shoot him if he took the exterior stairs to the flight deck, but there were interior routes that would get him there. The problem being it would take much longer.

No choice existed. John sprinted for the nearest stairs, swerving when another bullet struck the metal. Even as he reached the top, he felt them shudder beneath Drugoy’s step.

The stairs let out into the cavernous hanger bay. Historic aircraft on display lined the port side, with exhibits on carrier history and the Battle of Midway crowded to starboard. Greenish light from the overhead lamps lent the deserted space an eerie air, and John’s footfalls echoed strangely as he pounded up the center of the wide room.

John cast about wildly, trying to remember where the stairs leading in the direction of the flight deck were. He and Caleb had taken the tour, but he’d never imagined his life would depend on recalling the ship’s layout. Up, he needed to look for arrows pointing up—

“Why do you bother running, John Starkweather?” Drugoy called from behind him. “Your time on this earth is already so short. What difference does a few more seconds make?”

John threw himself between two of the displayed fighters. Adrenaline coated his mouth in copper as he drew his Glock.

There came a tremendous screech of metal on metal. Before John could so much as flinch, the propeller torn from another plane smashed into the one he hid against, showering him in glass from the shattered canopy. He ducked into a ball instinctively, and glimpsed Drugoy’s black-clad legs as he came around the other side of the plane.

Instinct took over; John fired before he’d even made the conscious decision to do so. The bullet tore through Drugoy’s knee, and the drakul let out a howl of rage as the injured limb buckled beneath him.

It wouldn’t slow Drugoy down for long, but a few seconds was all John needed. He broke cover, running for the steep stair and the sign pointing up: Tour 3, Flight Deck/Bridge
 .

More exhibits, and thank the Goddess the way through was marked with clear yellow arrows. If he got lost in the maze of tiny rooms, he’d be a dead man.

Drugoy’s roar of anger echoed behind him. The doorways between rooms were almost oval in shape, meant to form watertight seals in an emergency. John’s foot caught on the lip of one, and he went sprawling, leaving skin behind on the ugly green tiles of the floor. He was up and running again in an instant, but the stumble had cost him precious moments.

Because Drugoy was coming.

As John entered the Pilot’s Ready Room, a splotch of red caught his eye amidst the industrial green of floor and walls. He tore the fire extinguisher free just as Drugoy arrived, and directed a full blast right into the drakul’s face. Drugoy jerked back instinctively with a snarl, flinging up one arm to protect his eyes. John hurled the canister at him, then bolted without seeing if it made contact.

Down a narrow hall, through a series of control rooms whose informational displays remained on, recorded voices issuing orders to emptiness. And there, at last, a narrow stair accompanied by a sign with an upward-pointing arrow and the words Flight Deck
 .

The stair was barely wide enough for a single person. As John started up, Drugoy burst into the tiny compartment, glaring at him through the empty space between risers.

John lunged up the last few steps, but he wasn’t fast enough. A hand grabbed his left foot, claws puncturing through his shoe and into flesh. John fell, chin clipping one of the steps—and then screamed as Drugoy buried his fangs directly into his calf.

*   *   *

Agony exploded up John’s leg, centered around the two enormous fangs driven deep into the muscle. He felt the suction, Drugoy seeking to drink, maybe by instinct and maybe just out of the desire to hurt John. For a moment, John couldn’t do anything but cling to the stairs with his free hand, his thoughts blotted out by a white wall of pain.

He’d run, and he’d fought, but it hadn’t been enough. His strength had found its limit. He was going to die here on this stair, in fear and anguish. Drugoy would leave his drained corpse behind and find Zahira. If she wasn’t able to lure him across the spirit ward, or if it failed to contain him, she’d die too. And then Drugoy would hunt down Caleb and Gray, and finish what he’d started.

Their light would go out, drained away and absorbed into Drugoy’s essence.

In his mind’s eye, small and clear as a photograph, John saw Caleb laughing as they climbed these very steps only a few weeks ago. Saw Gray’s happy smile when he beheld Zahira and John in the infirmary earlier today.

John twisted his upper body around, brought up the Glock he’d somehow managed to hold onto through everything, and fired at Drugoy’s head.

The angle was bad, pain and the faint thought not to shoot his own leg keeping the bullet from going straight through Drugoy’s brain. Instead it ripped across the back of his skull, blasting away bone and blood and a spatter of gray matter.

The fangs released, and Drugoy toppled back off the ladder-like stairs, striking the floor below.

The Glock fell from John’s fingers. His strength was ebbing, his calf on fire. Blood poured from the deep puncture wounds, filling his shoe and dripping onto the stairs. A groan escaped him as he dragged himself up the last steps, and the flight deck opened before him.

The setting sun turned the sky into a blaze of orange, gold, and deep blue. The light tinted the pale gray decking, splotched here and there by rust along the seams. More historic aircraft dotted the vast platform of the flight deck, along with displays including missiles and a jet engine removed from its housing.

And there, thanks be to Sekhmet, was Zahira.

She looked to have just been putting the finishing touches on the complicated circle Howard Brimm had once used to trap Gray. Exhaustion showed in every line of her body; making the circle must have been an enormous undertaking. But when she saw him, she rose to her feet and started in his direction. “John!”

“Stay there!” He held up his hand and began to limp toward her. Pain exploded up his leg, and he nearly fell.

Ignoring his order, she ran to him, the edges of her hijab fluttering in the unending wind. She got one arm under his shoulder, keeping him from going to the ground. “You need a hospital.”

He gritted his teeth. “Get to the other side of the circle. Drugoy’s right behind me.”

She whispered a prayer. “And Gray?”

“Somewhere in the river.”

Somehow, they made it the last few yards, until the circle was between them and the entrance. John closed his eyes as a wave of dizziness washed over him. His throat ached with dryness, and he distantly wondered if he was going into shock.

Zahira tensed against him. “John. Look.”

Drugoy emerged onto the flight deck, an expression of utter rage written across his features. His own blood stained his hair red, and John’s coated his lips and chin. Glowing eyes fixed on them, then narrowed. “And so we come to the end of this foolishness,” he said.

He began to stalk toward them across the deck, making a direct line for their position. John held his breath and prayed Drugoy’s attention would be too focused on them to notice the light chalk marking the pale gray of the deck.

“He’s not shaking the ground with his steps,” Zahira whispered. “I mean, the deck. I think Gray was right—he’s weaker over the water, away from the earth.”

“You are mortal,” Drugoy said, drawing ever nearer the line of the circle. John forced himself to look up and stare at Drugoy’s cracked-glass eyes, terrified of drawing the drakul’s attention to the circle. “Your lives are nothing
 compared to that of a drakul. You are weak, and afraid.”

“Maybe,” John said. “But Gray still chose us. So what does that make you?”

Drugoy rushed forward with a roar of fury.

*   *   *

A wall of shimmering light burst into being around Drugoy as he charged across the circle. He struck it—then wrenched back and away with a startled cry of pain. “What is this? What have you done?”

“It’s working!” Zahira’s grip tightened on John.

Drugoy’s roar of fury was loud enough to vibrate the rotors of the helicopter on display. It echoed from the bridge tower, off the gun emplacements, and across the harbor. He dashed again for the edge of the circle, and again was driven back by pain.

“Shoot him,” John said. “Right through the head—every time he gets up, shoot him again, until help can get here.”

Zahira nodded and let go. John leaned heavily against a display sign, unable to keep his balance otherwise. As Zahira unholstered her Glock, he caught a flash of sunlight off metal near the entry to the flight deck.

“Down!” he shouted.

He tried to lunge away, but his wounded leg betrayed him, and he fell heavily to the rough decking. The bullet tore through the display sign above him. Zahira put the bulk of the copter between her and the shooter.

“Drop your weapon!” she yelled.

Isabelle walked out onto the flight deck, her gun trained in their direction. “Drugoy, are you all right? What did they do to you?”

John dragged himself on his elbows to the meager shelter offered by the nearest jet. His throat was seared and cracked as the desert floor, and he had to swallow twice before he could speak. “More worried about Drugoy than your own sister?”

From his vantage, he could see Isabelle’s legs as she moved across the deck toward Drugoy. “Kim? If you’ve hurt her, you fucker, I’ll rip out your eyeballs.”

“We aren’t the ones who hurt her,” Zahira called. “That was all Drugoy. He put a werebear into her.”

“Liar,” Isabelle said. “Dru, tell them.”

Drugoy had bent to the deck, and for a moment John thought he was cringing back from the pain of the circle, just as Gray had when he was trapped. Then there came a loud creak, followed by a groan of metal as Drugoy forced his claws into a seam and began to peel the deck plate free.

No. “Zahira,” John croaked, but it was already too late. The sheet of solid steel popped free, taking part of the circle edge with it. The light of the ward flared—then vanished.

Drugoy was free. All their effort had been for nothing.

“Get back, Isabelle,” he snarled. “These two belong to me.”

“What were they talking about?” she called, but he ignored her, striding toward where John lay helpless.

Zahira’s Glock barked, followed by the click of an empty chamber. She was out of ammo. As Drugoy’s form drew closer and closer, John struggled to think of something, anything, he could do to save them. To at least give Zahira a chance of escape, if not himself.

But there was nothing. He’d only delayed the inevitable after all.

An anti-aircraft gun came sailing up and over the side of the deck and landed directly on top of Drugoy.

*   *   *

Gray’s vision tunnels red as he climbs over the rail and onto the flight deck.

Caleb’s TK had cushioned their fall into the river, saving them from the worst of the impact. By the time they had surfaced, the current sweeping them toward the ocean, it had been easier to simply swim for the carrier than return to land. The whole time, hoping against hope that John had evaded Yuri and Drugoy on the bridge. That Isabelle had not shot him. That he would join Zahira aboard the great ship and trap Drugoy until Gray arrived.

The ship had been easy to climb, hauling himself over its barnacle-encrusted waterline, claws sinking into the welds between plates until he reached the gun emplacement just below the deck. And found his worst fears on the verge of taking place.

John lying bleeding onto the deck, his left leg so covered in blood it was impossible to even tell where it was coming from, his skin perilously white. Zahira, tossing away her useless gun, pulling out her silver knife for a final stand. Isabelle, a look of uncertainty on her face, her weapon pointed at the ground but liable to fire at any moment.

And Drugoy, bearing down on John and Zahira with murder in his eyes.

Drugoy means to kill them, to take them away from Gray and Caleb, and the rage the thought ignites is incandescent.

Gray leaps down and seizes the enormous gun, tearing it free of its mooring in a single heave. Caleb joins in with his TK, and together they hurl the gun over the side, tumbling end over end, until it smashes down atop Drugoy.

Gray springs over the side in an easy leap, landing between John and Zahira. “John needs help,”
 Caleb says urgently. “He’s bleeding out—we’ve got to get him to a hospital as soon as we can.”


The gun crashes to the side as Drugoy shoves it off of him.


Then we must kill Drugoy as quickly as possible.
 Aloud, Gray says, “Zahira, help John. I will deal with Drugoy.”

He doesn’t wait for her to reply. Standing up, he reaches for one of the helicopter rotors hanging low over their heads. It comes free with a squeal of tortured steel, and he strides to Drugoy with it in his hands.

Drugoy is badly hurt. Yuri’s exorcist ability has recovered somewhat over the hours, but when his eyes flash blue and he reaches up to summon a demon from the ether for them to eat, Gray swings the rotor and slams it as hard as he can into the back of their head.


“Try summoning an NHE with your skull staved in, asshole,”
 Caleb snarls.

The blow sends Drugoy flying across the deck and into one of the jets. The chains holding the aircraft in place rattle with the force of the impact.

Gray tosses the bent rotor aside as he crosses to Drugoy. They must end this, as soon as possible. John is hurt, maybe dying; he needs the help of other mortals.

Drugoy stumbles upright. The wounds on his face have yet to heal, a great flap of flesh hanging free where the edge of the rotor cut through muscle and ligament. “Curse you,” he says, spitting the words like venom. “We survived the lake. We won’t die at the hands of a pathetic excuse for a drakul like you.”

He seizes the jet engine sitting by the plane, ripping it free of the chains holding it to the deck. Gray charges, meaning to stop him, but Drugoy heaves the engine directly at Gray’s face.

Caleb surges to the fore—but his TK is spent. Pain slices through their head as he tries to use the power, only to be obliterated by an even larger agony as the engine smashes into their face.

*   *   *

The blow carries Gray backward, into another jet. Its steel skin crumples beneath the impact, and for a moment there is nothing in the universe but agony. The jet engine falls to one side, and Gray collapses to the deck. Caleb’s thoughts riot through their skull, fragmented by neurons misfiring as they struggle to heal.

Blood spreads around them in a pool, a great gout of it pouring from their mouth. Their lower jaw is shattered to fragments. Fangs fall out, one then the other, their body fighting to replace and regrow their best weapon before it is too late.

Drugoy takes a step, swaying like a drunken mortal as he, too, battles to heal. Yuri’s blue eyes flash, and they draw a demon from the etheric plane and devour it, then another.

They will not stop. They will continue to summon until they are healed. And they then will kill Gray and Caleb, and John will die, along with Zahira. They will find the other drakul, wherever it might be, drag it from its ignorance and peace, and into a living body.

Drive it as mad as they. Swim together in rivers of blood.

“Drugoy!” Isabelle’s scream is raw, echoing off the jets.

Yuri’s hand falls, and Drugoy turns his head to watch her approach. She holds a cellphone in one hand, her gun in the other, and both are shaking. “It’s true, isn’t it?” she asks, thrusting the phone at him as though it were a weapon. “Why did you do it? Why did you hurt Kim?”

Drugoy’s brows draw together. “Who is Kim?”


“He doesn’t even care that much about his own renfields,”
 Caleb says, almost in wonder.


Drugoy believes mortals do not matter. That they are there to serve him, or to be ignored
 . And though there is much to be said for ignoring mortal nonsense, there are consequences for it, too.

The phone falls to the deck. “My sister, you son of a bitch,” Isabelle says, and fires.

The bullet takes Drugoy through the lower part of the head, severing the spinal column where it enters the skull. And even as he staggers, limbs beginning to collapse, Gray heaves himself up off the deck.

With the last of his strength, he catches Drugoy’s body in his arms, and keeps running.

The world spins around them, shouts and cries echoing, accompanied by the beating of helicopter blades in the wind. Drugoy tries to twist in his arms, and for an instant their eyes meet.

A long time ago, they hunted in the etheric plane. And sated, curled together in peace.

“Goodbye, Drugoy,” Gray says.

His foot hits the upper rail, propelling them into the air and off the deck. At the same instant, Gray drives his regrown fangs deep into Drugoy’s throat.

Then they hit the river, and the water closes over them both.

*   *   *

Grit flew into John’s eyes as a helicopter landed on the flight deck. SPECTR agents swarmed onto the deck, and Kaniyar shouted orders. Isabelle dropped her gun and held up her hands, her expression a mask of utter defeat.

“Hold still, John,” Zahira said, from where she was applying pressure to his leg. “Just wait for the medics.”

“No.” He shook his head. “Gray. Where…?”

They were close enough to the edge that he could lift his head and see out into the heaving water. The last of the light was almost gone, but it was enough to show him a great stain of red spreading slowly from the point of impact, marking where the two drakul had vanished.

A titanic bolt of lightning exploded from the surface of the river, into the clouds above. The flash blinded John, the crack nearly deafening. A moment later, a great gust of wind roared across the harbor. The sunset vanished, eaten up by a storm wrack that grew from nothing to nearly covering the entire harbor within seconds.

Rain sheeted down, followed by more blasts of lightning. A wave of weakness passed over John, and he lowered his head to the deck even as the medics arrived.

“Don’t be afraid,” he told Zahira. “It’s just Gray.” Then the blackness of the sky slid like ink into his skull, and the world fell away.


Chapter 14

The storm raged throughout the night, giving way to a gentle rain that lasted for the next two days. John spent most of that time either in surgery or deeply asleep. Eventually, he awoke to find Zahira beside him, watching the rain beat against the window.

“Gray? Caleb?” he managed to ask, though he had the strange feeling he’d done so before.

“Still no sign,” she said, which made no sense, because the signs were surely all around them. In the rain tapping on the glass and the wind whistling through a gap where the window didn’t fit well. “None of Drugoy, either.” She glanced at him with a tired smile. “Good news, though. Thanks to the vials of blood, all of the victims we know of have been tracked down and exorcised. There might be a few stragglers, of course, but I think we can safely say it’s over.”

It wasn’t over, of course, not really. SPECTR HQ was a smoking ruin; images of the dust cloud rising above it played day and night on the television hanging in one corner of the room. At first the painkillers made it hard for John to follow what the newscasters were saying, but eventually he realized Drugoy and Yuri had inadvertently done SPECTR something of a favor, at least PR wise. Vague rumors of compromised agents had no power against the stark footage of an attack on a government building, especially when accompanied by images of flags lowered to half-mast in honor of the Charleston dead.

Kaniyar took full advantage. Camera crews were conveniently on hand as exorcists risked their lives to save some of the last possessed victims, and video of heroic EMTs played side-by-side with tears of gratitude from survivors. The first few times, John expected the Chatwals to appear, but they never did. Was Kaniyar worried their story of Gray would complicate things, or did the media itself naturally shy from anything that might add nuance to what seemed to be a straightforward tale of heroism and bravery? At this point, no one might even want to hear a story of being saved by an NHE, only to have SPECTR open fire on him.

Karl came to pick John up the day he was discharged. “Where’s Caleb and Gray?” John asked, as soon as he walked into the room.

“Hello to you, too,” Karl said. “Why yes, I did bring you some real clothes to wear, so everyone doesn’t have to see your ass hanging out.”

John frowned at the suitcase in Karl’s hand. “You didn’t have to pack that much.”

“I kind of did.” Karl sighed. “Kaniyar’s orders. Get dressed, and I’ll take you to her.”

Unease played over John’s nerves as he sat up and swung his legs carefully over the side of the bed. The left was heavily bandaged. According to the doctors, Drugoy hadn’t damaged any of the major nerves, but the scarring within the muscle itself might present an issue down the line. Having come so close to dying, a bit of a limp seemed a small price to pay.

“Why won’t you tell me about Caleb and Gray?” he asked as he took the shirt Karl handed him.

Karl sighed and glanced at the door. “They dredged the bottom of the river around the carrier,” he said carefully. “A few human bones were recovered, in an advanced state of decay. Almost as if whoever they belonged to had died a long time ago.”

A chill ran up John’s spine. When the body possessed by an NHE died, the corpse behaved as if the person had died the day of possession, however long ago that might have been. “Who did they belong to?”

Instead of answering, Karl went to the window and looked out. He inspected the outside of the sill carefully, then tapped his finger against it. “Our esteemed director supervised the lab testing herself. According to the circulated results, they’ve been matched to Caleb Jansen.”

John stared at Karl for a long moment. “That can’t be,” he said numbly. “I saw the storm, Karl. I saw—”

“I have to bring the car around,” Karl said abruptly. “If you’ve got what you need from the suitcase, I’ll meet you out front. Before you leave, you might want to check out the view one last time.”

The moment he was gone, John limped over to the window. But it wasn’t the view he was interested in. Instead, he looked down at the sill, where Karl’s attention had been so unnaturally focused.

Scored into the concrete ledge were a set of fresh claw marks.

*   *   *

“Where are we?” John asked as Karl pulled the sedan into what looked like a half-completed sub-division just off Highway 17. “I thought we’d go to whatever temporary headquarters Kaniyar has set up.”

The sun had set as they drove across the Ashley River, leaving the peninsula behind them. Bats swooped through clusters of moths beneath street lamps, and a few security lights showed on some of the empty houses, but for the most part the only illumination came from their headlights.

“She wanted a bit more privacy,” Karl said wryly. “Here we are.”

He pulled up to one of the driveways. Most were empty, but this one held a compact SUV with a motorcycle trailer hitched behind. As the headlights swept over the bike, they revealed the familiar custom paint job of lightning across the tank.

John’s heart beat faster. Karl threw the sedan into park. “I think they’re waiting inside. Just let me get your crutch.”

The garage door eased open as John hobbled up to it, Karl trailing behind him. The slowly ascending door revealed three pairs of legs, but the moment he spotted the heavy boots with their silver buckles, he forgot any of the others existed.

“Hey,” Caleb said. And then he couldn’t say anything else, because John’s mouth was on his.

Halfway through the kiss, John felt the surge of energy, Gray showing up long enough to give his own greeting. Static sparked over the fingers John had buried in their hair, the crutch dropped and forgotten on the floor. Gray firmed his hold, lifting John just off his feet, and for a time there was nothing but breath and lips, and the steady beating of their hearts.

Eventually, the sound of Kaniyar clearing her throat broke through John’s haze. Gray very carefully lowered him, then folded back away, leaving Caleb to cradle John.

“Pretty good kiss for a dead guy, huh?” Caleb asked with a crooked grin.

“Yeah.” John laughed. “You were at the hospital. Why the hell didn’t you wake me up?”

Kaniyar sighed heavily. Caleb hastily bent to retrieve John’s crutch. “You needed the rest. And, um, we weren’t strictly supposed to be there.”

“I’m glad you’re all right, John,” Zahira said from where she stood to Kaniyar’s other side.

“Same,” he said fervently. “So why are we meeting here?”

“Dead guy,” Caleb said, raising his hand. “I can’t really wander around the city without giving up the game.”

The yellow light of the garage gleamed from Kaniyar’s black hair, finding the first threads of silver. She looked more tired than John had ever seen her, and a sliver of guilt worked its way under his skin. Most of what had gone wrong could be laid at Yuri’s door, but he bore his share of responsibility.

“I’ll do what I can to help, ma’am,” he said. “But you have to understand, it’s my duty to advocate for Caleb and Gray. I dropped the ball on that before. I made bad decisions, and I want to make up for that if at all possible. But not at their expense.”

“Duty?” Caleb asked with an arch of a brow. “Damn, Starkweather, you know how to lay on the romance, don’t you?”

“Thank you for making your opinion clear,” Kaniyar said dryly, “but I’ve already spoken with Mr. Jansen. Sorry—Mr. Gris.”

“Michael Caleb Gris, pleased to meet you.” Caleb tipped an imaginary hat at John. “I already have a new driver’s license, social security card, and birth certificate. I didn’t ask how she managed that on such short notice.”

“Which just goes to show you can learn,” Kaniyar said. “I have a new assignment for you, Starkweather. As Mr. Gris has already agreed, I hope you will as well. While you were in surgery, we had a very long, very serious talk about what happened and how we might take the opportunity to make a course correction, as opposed to losing a valuable asset.”

“That would be Gray,” Caleb put in.

Kaniyar shot him a quelling look. “My take is that the drakul will perform better outside of a traditional structure. As far as most of the world is concerned, Gray and Drugoy killed each other, and Jansen’s death has been confirmed through DNA testing of the recovered remains. Given the trauma of your wounds, both physical and emotional, you’ve decided to take an extended leave of absence. Most of your belongings have been placed into storage, and your condo put up for sale.”

John’s lips parted in protest, but he caught the words back before he could speak them. He understood—they couldn’t stay in Charleston after what happened—but it was still a blow.

Caleb shifted from one foot to the other. “I’m sorry,” he said. “We’re sorry. We should have asked you. If you don’t want—”

John seized his hand. “It was just a place,” he said, meeting Caleb’s eyes. “You and Gray are my home.”

The smile that spread over Caleb’s face was like the sunrise.

“Take some time off,” Kaniyar said. “Go on a road trip. I recommend south. Savannah is nice this time of year.”

“Lying,” Karl murmured.

Kaniyar cracked a smile. “Savannah is hot as balls this time of year. Go where you like. If you come across any possessed who can be saved, I trust you can handle it, Starkweather. If you can’t, that’s what you have Mr. Gris for.”

John tightened his grip on Caleb’s hand. “That can’t be all.”

“Of course not. You’ll have a handler—who, I haven’t decided yet—who will contact you when needed. Any NHEs who pose too big of a threat to our human agents are now your problem. A good thing Caleb can get by without sleep, because you could be called on to travel to any point in the lower forty-eight at any time. I hope you enjoy long drives.”

Silence fell. Caleb met John’s gaze uncertainly. “Are you okay with this? I know it’s a lot, especially after everything we put you through.”

“You’re worth it.” John took a deep breath, feeling a stress he hadn’t even realized he carried slip away. Turning to Kaniyar, he said, “Thank you, ma’am.”

“SPECTR will benefit,” she replied. Then her expression softened. “And Gray did save me from being crushed under a ton of rubble. Circumstances allow me to be generous.” She nodded to Karl. “I’ll wait in the car why you make your goodbyes. Starkweather, Gris, I’ll be in touch soon.”

She strode to Karl’s sedan without a backward look. “I’m guessing we shouldn’t linger,” Karl said wryly. “It was a pleasure, John, Caleb. I hope to see you again.”

“Karl. Give my best to your family.” It was against etiquette to touch an empath, so John was surprised when Karl stuck out his hand. He went to shake, and found himself pulled into a quick hug.

“Take care of yourself,” Karl said. Then he let go of John and embraced Caleb. “Look out for him, okay?”

“We will.”

Karl left them with Zahira. “I heard from Harry,” she said.

Caleb’s face lit up. “How is she?”

“Good, all things considered. The whole family is in therapy, but they’re strong.” She smiled at him. “A lot of people owe you their lives.”

“I just hope they’re okay.” Caleb shrugged awkwardly. “Can I be honest for a moment? John excepted, you were the best thing about working at SPECTR. If you ever have any drakul questions, just shoot me an email.”

“Do you have an email?”

“Fuck, I knew there was something Kaniyar forgot.”

Zahira laughed. “The devil’s in the details, as they say.”

“Thanks for everything, Zahira,” John said. “You’re the best partner we ever had.”

“You’re like brothers to me.” She blinked rapidly. “Inshallah, we’ll meet again.”

“I’m certain of it,” John replied.

“And if Kaniyar doesn’t give you a promotion, let us know,” Caleb added.

Then he was gone, and Gray unfurled. Lightning danced in his depthless eyes, and he inclined his head to Zahira with an odd air of formality.

“Drugoy did not understand,” he said. “Our mortals are ours to protect, not to possess. If you are ours, then we are yours no less. If ever you have need of us, call, and we will come.”

Her dark eyes welled. “Thank you, Gray. May Allah bless you and reward you with goodness, and guide you to the right path.”

A few minutes later, the sedan pulled away, taking Kaniyar, Karl, and Zahira with it. John turned to the SUV, hand once again wrapped in Caleb’s. “Did you do the packing?”

“Karl and his husband did most of it,” Caleb said. “Honestly, I’m cringing at the thought of opening the first suitcase and finding lube and sex toys.”

John laughed. “Hopefully the embarrassment will have faded by the time we see them again.”

“Yeah.” Caleb squeezed his hand. “Okay, now that Kaniyar is gone…are you really okay with this?”

“Are you?” John countered.

Caleb nodded. “Gray can’t fucking wait to hit the road. The only time he’s ever stayed in one place before, it was because he was staked.”

No wonder he’d been so unhappy. “I’m good,” John said after a moment’s consideration. “It’s all a bit sudden, mind you, but fuck it. As long as I’m with you two, I’ll be okay.” He paused. “Though you’re going to have to drive, at least until I’m off the painkillers.”

“Need me to carry you to the car?”

“Nah. I’ll make it.”

They climbed into the SUV, John settling into the passenger seat. “Nice of Kaniyar to provide this,” he said, running a hand over the spotless new dashboard.

“Not bad,” Caleb agreed. He cranked the engine, then glanced at John. “Which way?”

John tilted the seat back and closed his eyes. “So long as I’m with you, it doesn’t matter. But I’m guessing Kaniyar said south for a reason.”

“South it is, then,” Caleb said.

*   *   *

John was asleep by the time they hit the interstate.

Caleb glanced in the mirror, but traffic was light. A single pair of red tail lights showed on the horizon ahead of them, but otherwise they might have been the only ones on the road.

Gray hummed just beneath their skin, a contented cat.


You okay?
 Caleb asked.


“John is with us again.”
 Joy, and a sense of completion, darkened by a single shadow. “I will miss Zahira.”


Me, too.

“And I will miss Drugoy.”

Caleb let out a long breath. Once they’d been reassured John would be okay, the only thing he’d been able to think about for the last few days was Drugoy and Yuri. About how different everything could have been.

We’ll probably never meet another living drakul.


“You are likely right,”
 Gray agreed. “But as we have eaten the two we have encountered, perhaps that is for the best.”


Caleb snorted. You have a point. So you’re good?


“We are free, Caleb. That is all I have ever wanted.”


Yeah.
 Caleb shifted lanes to avoid a bit of debris in the road. We are. I’m glad Harry and her family are going to be okay.


“Helping them…it was a good thing.”

Yeah. It was.

Warmth spilled out from Gray, like a hug. “There will be more good things. We will hunt. We will make love with John. We will live as we were meant to.”


Caleb glanced at John’s sleeping face. Yeah,
 he said with perfect honesty. It sounds like heaven.


Gray curled up into a happy ball at the back of their consciousness, going dormant. A smile stretching his mouth, Caleb settled in, guiding the car deeper into the southern night.

The adventures of John, Caleb, and Gray will continue in SPECTR Series 3.


Share Your Experience

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site where you purchased it, or on Goodreads.

Thank you for your support of independent authors!


Books by Jordan L. Hawk:

Hainted

Whyborne & Griffin series:

Widdershins

Threshold

Stormhaven

Necropolis

Bloodline

Hoarfrost

Maelstrom

Fallow

Draakenwood

Balefire

“Eidolon” (A Whyborne & Griffin short story)

“Remnant” written with KJ Charles (A Whyborne & Griffin / The Secret Casebooks of Simon Feximal crossover)

Spirits:

Restless Spirits

Dangerous Spirits

Guardian Spirits

Hexworld

Hexbreaker

Hexmaker

Hexslayer


About the Author

Jordan L. Hawk is a non-binary queer author from North Carolina. Childhood tales of mountain ghosts and mysterious creatures gave them a life-long love of things that go bump in the night. When they aren’t writing, they brew their own beer and try to keep the cats from destroying the house. Their best-selling Whyborne & Griffin series (beginning with Widdershins
 ) can be found in print, ebook, and audiobook.

If you’re interested in receiving Jordan’s newsletter and being the first to know when new books are released, please sign up at their website: http://www.jordanlhawk.com
 . Or join their Facebook reader group, Widdershins Knows Its Own
 .

Find Jordan online:


http://www.jordanlhawk.com



https://twitter.com/jordanlhawk



https://www.facebook.com/jordanlhawk


[image: ]


cover.jpeg
JORDAN L:‘HAWK






images/00003.jpeg
0y

SPECTBR





