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Dedication


For Beth, without whom none of this would be possible.


One


The monster has returned.

Long ago, a pair of mortals cried out for aid. A brother and sister, whose family had turned against them, called them servants of the devil, because one could touch minds and the other read hearts. Afraid for their lives, they reached out through the veil and summoned two rougarous to possess them.

For a time, they feared nothing.

Then the monster came.

It had no fear. No remorse. It could not be reasoned with, or opposed.

It ate the sister. Drove its fangs into her throat and drank her blood, her energy, until nothing remained.

The brother fled deep into the swamps. Hid itself from mortal and monster alike. Feeding when it had the opportunity, or else waiting out long years at the bottom of the swamp alongside the alligators and snapping turtles. With every passing decade, it grew larger and stronger.

There are other rougarous in the swamps, and the ancient one thinks of them as its children, even though they are not in any sense a mortal would understand. It touches their minds, and though it cannot control them, it can guide them. Advise them when to band together, and when to hide. When to move, and when to remain.

It feels their alarm, when the monster begins to hunt them.

The monster will take them, one by one, unless they flee.

There is a place the ancient one found, during the great storm, when the sea drowned the bayou. Perhaps the monster will not pursue them there. And if it does, perhaps there will be enough of them to make it reconsider its pursuit.

The moon watches coldly as the rougarou leaves its den and takes the first step, then the next. As it travels, it touches the minds of the others with a simple command.

Follow me.
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“There’s no such thing as vampires,” the man said derisively.

Caleb paused for dramatic effect. The cool breeze ruffled his long hair, and the tourists clutching plastic cups filled with booze huddled deeper into their jackets. He ran his gaze slowly over each one of them, ending on the man who had decided to spoil the fun for everyone. Then he let a smile unfurl, wide enough to show off the plastic fangs he wore. “Are you so sure?”

“This is nonsense,” Gray informed him.

A young woman at the front of the group let out a squeal of delight. Caleb flashed her a grin and a wink. “This is New Orleans,” he said. “Here, anything is possible.”

“Even more nonsense.”

Ignoring the voice in his head, Caleb gave the group his most elegant bow. The walking stick in his hand and cape draping his shoulders added to the effect. “Now, if you’ll follow me. Our first stop is just down the street.”

He set off, careful to keep an eye on the gaggle of excited tourists clustered behind him. December was the off season in New Orleans, which made it a bit easier to keep his charges from getting lost in the crowd. At least according to the other guides; Caleb had only been doing the vampire tours for a couple of weeks.

Getting hired hadn’t been a problem. He fit the stereotype perfectly: tall, thin, pale, with a curtain of black hair all the way to his elbows. Slap on a velvet cape and put a wolf-headed cane in his hand, and voila: instant vampire.

Of course, he had an actual vampire—a drakul—living in his head. Not that his boss or coworkers knew about Gray, of course.

“This is the most absurd thing you have yet subjected me to,” Gray complained as Caleb led the way to the first stop on the tour. “We have fangs of our own. Why must we wear these false ones? They do not even have a blood groove. If we bit a demon with them, they would plug the wound and we could not drink.”

For the millionth time, because our real fangs are way too scary. Plus you’d have to manifest, and everyone would run screaming.

“Good. Then we could hunt demons instead of wasting our time with foolish mortals.”

Caleb paused in front of a high, white wall bordering the sidewalk.

“This is the Ursuline Convent,” he said, indicating the building beyond. “When New Orleans was founded, it was a rough-and-tumble French colony. The king wanted to civilize the colony and make it into a true city. The best way to do so, at least to his mind, was to send over women who would bring a level of refinement and smooth away the roughest edges of the outpost.”

One of the women in the group rolled her eyes. Caleb grinned. “Totally sexist, right? Men are barbarians, and women have to civilize them. Yikes. But, from the ladies’ point of view, coming here gave them the chance for a life of adventure they couldn’t have if they stayed in Paris. So why not give it a try? Of course, as we’ve already mentioned, the king was sexist, so he sent along a group of Ursuline nuns to keep the ladies from partying down with the sailors on the way over.” He paused and smiled, making sure to flash the plastic fangs. “But it’s said, they were accompanied not only by nuns, but by a dark power.”

The young woman hovering nearest to him clutched her plastic cup tighter, her eyes huge and eager.

“You see,” Caleb went on, “the women brought their trousseaus with them, so they’d have everything they needed to start their new life here in the colony. But their belongings weren’t stored in ordinary chests, but in ones shaped like caskets. For that reason, they were called ‘Casket Girls.’” He paused again. “Most of the casket-shaped trousseaus held linens, household items, whatever a young bride would need. But one—perhaps an actual casket loaded on ship by mistake—contained something else.”

Gray stirred. “This part is at least plausible.”

Old memories unspooled behind Caleb’s eyes, like a black-and-white film that had jumped its sprockets. No color, no scent, and barely any sensation accompanied them.

A hunt. Going to ground in a convenient crate. The sound of nails, then the rocking of a ship.

Would you quit? Caleb shoved the memories back, before he got so distracted the tourists noticed.

“As the voyage went on the maidens began to…change.” Caleb lowered his voice, and the group leaned in. The young woman in front’s eyes shone eagerly. “They grew pale. Listless during the light of day. And was it imagination, or were their teeth becoming more…prominent?” He grinned broadly, showing off the fake fangs again.

“This is absurd. Mortals are not food.”

“If not for the presence of the nuns, who knows what would have befallen the sailors on that ship? Or perhaps on the colony as a whole, once the Casket Girls arrived? But the faith of the nuns was strong, and they were able to keep the young women—now vampires—from feeding.” Caleb turned with a dramatic gesture toward the building. “It’s hard to make out at night, but come back during the day, and you’ll see the attic shutters are kept closed at all times. No matter how nice the day, or how hot the night. It’s said blessed nails hold them in place, and spirit wards are carved into the very stones of the window sills. For the nuns never gave up their charge and still tend the Casket Girls to this very day.”

“Ridiculous. Spirit wards cannot hold us, and no chant or blessing has ever made the slightest difference to me.” Gray paused. “Unless accompanied by a stake. But it was the stake which pinned me in the coffin, not the words.”

“Those poor girls,” gasped the young woman. “Wouldn’t another vampire want to free them?”

“There’s no such thing,” the first tourist repeated.

Before Caleb could respond, a middle-aged woman piped up. “I heard there are, but SPECTR has them all in an underground bunker somewhere. The government just wants us to think they aren’t real.”

“There were some weird Congressional hearings last spring,” another tourist put in. “They hushed it all up, but Fort Sumter is still closed. And after what happened in Charleston last summer…well, it makes you wonder, doesn’t it?”

A chill that had nothing to do with the ambient temperature sluiced down Caleb’s back. He and Gray were damned lucky they hadn’t ended up in a SPECTR black ops site somewhere, after what had gone down.

But they hadn’t. And he needed to focus on getting the group back on track.

“Who can say what’s real and what isn’t?” he asked with a knowing wink. “Now, if you’ll follow me, our next destination is the house of Jacques Saint Germain, a man who threw lavish parties during which he never ate, but drank only…wine.”

“More nonsense.”
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“I’m Natalie.” The young woman from the tour leaned over the bar, flashing Caleb a view of her cleavage along with her smile.

The tour company operated out of a bar tucked away upstairs above a jazz club on Bourbon Street. The owners leaned hard into the vampire tropes, and instead of the typical bar stools and high tops, the furnishings looked like some Hollywood idea of a vampire’s parlor, complete with overstuffed chairs, divans, and couches. The skeletons of small animals lurked beneath glass domes atop the fireplace’s mantel, and most of the light came from LED candles, which flickered to simulate flames.

One of Caleb’s paintings hung on the wall, a discreet sign indicating it was for sale. He’d painted the scene from Gray’s memories, adding splashes of color to give it a life those lusterless recollections lacked. Shadows gathered close around an African-American woman in an antebellum dress. In her hand was a lantern, its beams driving back the darkness. Determination squared her shoulders, and pride flashed in her dark eyes.

Papillon had been her name, though Gray hadn’t known it, until one of her descendants told them over a century later. The rougarou Gray had been hunting attacked Papillon, and Gray took advantage of its preoccupation with its own prey to kill it. She’d been one of the few mortals to react to him with curiosity rather than fear.

The encounter set off a chain of events that led to Caleb getting possessed a century and a half later. Then working with the Vigilant, the group Papillon founded and her descendants still ran. Or had, until the mess on Fort Sumter.

He couldn’t seem to stop thinking about Charleston tonight. Focusing on the present, he returned Natalie’s smile. “Caleb.”

“I remember.” The bar, such as it was, was a small space sectioned off from the rest of the room, and offered only one or two chairs to sit in. Most guests preferred to congregate on the couches before and after the tours, but he always got at least a few who wanted to sit and talk while he manned the bar.

Natalie watched as he mixed a drink. In keeping with the decadent vampire theme, the bar specialized in absinthe cocktails, and Caleb tried not to make a face at the smell while he poured. Even before Gray had dialed all his senses up to eleven, he’d hated the taste of the stuff. Just after he’d started working here, he’d dared a single sip, and ended up spitting it out into the sink.

A vampire bar that specialized in something no actual vampire could stand to drink.

“You do tours and tend bar?” Natalie asked when he slid the drinks into the window for the server to take.

“We all do a little bit of everything here,” Caleb replied. “We’re a small company, so it makes sense.”

She nodded. “Then I’m really glad I ended up on your tour.”

“So am I,” he said, because it was good customer service. “Where are you from?”

He split his attention between chatting with Natalie and serving up more drinks. Gray had curled up into a disgruntled ball in the back of their shared brain, like an annoyed cat turning its back, so at least he didn’t have that distraction. The last tour of the evening returned, this one led by Laura, one of the lesbian co-owners. There was a brief rush, then the crowd slowly dwindled as the night went on.

Natalie stayed glued to her chair, except for a couple of quick trips to the bathroom. Eventually, she was the only patron remaining.

“Last call,” Caleb said, glancing at the antique clock on the mantel. “Want a to-go cup for that drink?”

“Sure.” She watched as Caleb poured. “So, um. It’s been great talking to you. Would you like to go somewhere and, you know. Keep up the conversation?” Before Caleb could figure out how to turn her down, she leaned in and lowered her voice. “I’d let you bite me.”

He froze, a sick twist in his gut. Sensing his alarm, Gray roused. More memories flickered, but these belonged to Caleb as well.

Pain and rage, and mortal blood in his mouth. Because mortals weren’t food, Gray was right about that.

Too bad mortal blood tasted so damned good.

And sure, the guy they’d drank—Ericsson—had been an evil son of a bitch. It wouldn’t be hard to argue what he’d done had been a hell of a lot worse than what they’d done to him. But that wasn’t the point.

The one line they absolutely weren’t supposed to cross, and they’d vaulted over it and kept on going. And it had come so, so close to costing them everything.

They hadn’t tasted mortal blood since. Not even John’s. John used to let them scratch him during sex, lap up the beads of blood, and it had been the best fucking aphrodisiac in the world…

Maybe he still would. But they didn’t ask, afraid of ripping the scab off a wound that might not be as healed as they hoped.

Natalie’s offer wasn’t even remotely tempting. It made them both feel ill, and maybe he ought to be grateful for that much, at least.

He forced his hands to move, focusing on finishing her drink. When it was done, he slid it across the counter without meeting her eyes. “That’s kind of you,” he said, and somehow managed a smile. “But the company has a strict no-feeding-on-the-customers policy. Do you need me to call you a ride?”

Laura came out of the back and began to aggressively sweep the floor. Natalie glanced at her, then back at Caleb. Her chair scraped against the floor as she pushed it back, then picked up her drink. “No,” she said, not bothering to conceal her disappointment. “Good night, Caleb.”

“Night.”

Once she was gone, Laura chuckled. “I think that one half believed you’re actually a vampire.”

“Yeah,” Caleb said as he went to lock the door after Natalie. “Pretty crazy, huh?”


Two


John leaned back from the computer and rubbed his eyes. A quick glance at the clock showed he’d lost hours staring at the screen.

Another day surfing the web, mindlessly watching videos, broken up by a trip to the gym to stay in shape in case this was the day the phone finally rang.

It seemed like all he’d done since Kaniyar had parked them here was sit on his ass in front of the laptop, endlessly scrolling. When the director of SPECTR told them to come to New Orleans and hold position until she got in touch, he’d thought he’d be glad to get off the road for a bit.

Ever since Charleston, he, Caleb, and Gray tooled around the southeast on an extended road trip. They’d spent long hours driving, going where whim took them for the most part, with the occasional direction from Kaniyar. Usually when a Non-Human Entity popped up somewhere in the sticks, and they were the closest SPECTR agents to the trouble.

It had been great at first. John had still been healing from the final battle against Drugoy and Yuri, the only other living drakul. Caleb and Gray were thrilled to be away from SPECTR—or at least, away from the constraints put on them in Charleston.

Spending time together, just the three of them, no district chief breathing down their necks, had felt a little like a honeymoon. Except instead of fancy restaurants, they went to abandoned farmhouses overgrown with kudzu, and Gray happily ate whatever nasty thing laired there.

After months of the same, the situation started to wear on John, though he hadn’t said anything about it to Caleb and Gray. Thanks to his healing leg, he hadn’t been up for a fight with so much as a ghoul, let alone some of the NHEs Kaniyar sent them after. Gray and Caleb would leave him in the hotel room, then come back covered in blood and happy as a pair of clams.

Back in Charleston, they’d been a team. Now, John felt as though he was just following his boyfriends around. Like a groupie for a band, trailing along while they did their thing, and maybe hooking up afterward.

Kaniyar wouldn’t have sent them to New Orleans if something wasn’t up. But it had been weeks since he’d heard from her. He’d tried calling her once or twice, but only gotten through to her secretary, who politely informed him there were no new orders.

John did have Kaniyar’s personal cell number. But she’d made it clear that was for emergencies only, and John wasn’t stupid enough to call the head of SPECTR because he was bored. Not when he was already on damn thin ice with her.

The door onto the balcony overlooking Saint Charles slid open, and Gray stepped through.

“You know, you could use the stairs like everyone else,” John said, swiveling his chair around. The local district chief had helped arrange for an apartment on Saint Charles Street, right in the Garden District, complete with furnishings. It wasn’t nearly as nice as the condo John had owned in Charleston, but he told himself the cramped space and dingy walls were fine, because he was sharing the space with the two people he loved most in the world.

“This is more fun,” Gray said, closing the door behind him. One of the perks of the apartment was the enormous live oak whose branches reached almost to the roofline. Gray could come and go unseen, or even travel a fair distance across the city without ever having to touch the ground.

“How was your night?” John asked.

“Filled with mortal nonsense.” Etheric energy lapped against John in waves, prickling his sixth sense like static on his skin. Gray’s eyes were black as oil slicks, but lightning flashed within their depths, as though a distant storm brewed on a far-off horizon. His long black hair slithered and thrashed in an unfelt wind, and fangs flashed from behind his lips as he spoke. “We could be hunting demons, but Caleb prefers to tell absurd lies to foolish mortals.”

Then he was gone, and Caleb rolled his brown eyes. “You just have no sense of humor.”

John shook his head with a grin. Caleb had taken to New Orleans like a duck to water. Not only had their stay given him the chance to start painting again, but he’d insisted on getting a job as a vampire tour guide the moment they set foot in the city, even though they had an expense account courtesy of SPECTR.

“Some guy spent half the night trying to tell me there’s no such thing as vampires.” Caleb dropped down on the couch and unlaced his boots. “And I’m wearing the fake fangs, so of course I’m leaning hard into the whole ‘are you sure?’ schtick. It was priceless.”

John abandoned the computer in favor of taking the couch beside Caleb. An ache shot up the leg Drugoy had bitten, and he winced. It had only been a few months; surely the wound would stop hurting eventually. “I’m glad one of you is having fun.”

“This is literally the best job I’ve ever had.” Finished with his shoes, Caleb flopped back and stuck his feet in John’s lap. “Gray would like you to know I’m subjecting him to torment beyond measure, however.”

John peeled off Caleb’s socks and began to rub his feet. “You know, there are subtler jobs you could have taken. You’re supposed to be dead, after all.”

Caleb’s grin lapsed into a more pensive look, and John wished he’d kept his mouth shut. “I guess. But Caleb Jansen was a possessed force of nature, guaranteed to make experienced SPECTR agents wet their pants. Michael Caleb Gris is just a dumbass in a pair of plastic fangs.” He bit his lip. “There was a woman tonight…I think she half-believed. She asked us to bite her.”

“Oh.” John’s hands stilled.

They hadn’t talked about what happened back in Charleston for a while now. What happened with Ericsson, and John’s reaction to it, had been settled between them even before they left. No point in opening up old wounds.

“I gave her a jokey answer about not feeding on customers.” Caleb stared pensively in the direction of their tiny kitchen, as though not really seeing it. “I don’t know. It just made us feel…weird.”

“Right. Understandable.” John resumed the foot rub. “Anything I can do?”

Caleb shifted one foot, nudging John’s crotch lightly. “We wouldn’t say no to a distraction. If you’re up to it.”

“Oh, I think I might be.” John let go of Caleb’s feet.

Caleb draped one leg over the back of the couch and let the other fall open invitingly. John crawled up between his knees and stretched out on top of him. Gray’s energy crackled just beneath Caleb’s skin as they kissed.

John let his hands roam, pausing to tweak Caleb’s nipple through the thin material of the t-shirt he wore. “It’s been, what, three weeks since we had to buy you a new wardrobe?” he teased. “That must be some kind of record.”

Caleb twisted under him, rubbing their growing erections together. “Feel free to rip it off.”

“Tempting, but no. I don’t miss shopping that much.”

John sat back and shucked off the hoodie he’d been wearing, then the t-shirt beneath. Caleb did the same with his clothes, and John paused to admire. The soft light brushed shadows over lean muscle and slender torso, vanishing in the inky spill of Caleb’s long hair. Fucking gorgeous, and no wonder some woman had been hitting on him. Caleb never mentioned it, but it was probably a nightly occurrence on the days he worked.

And he was all John’s.

Caleb arched a brow. “What are you thinking?”

“How lucky I am.”

“Damn right. Now get those pants off.”

They finished stripping, and Caleb dragged him back down. Hot skin rubbed against hot skin, and John slid his arms tight around his lover. Lovers, he corrected, because he felt Gray flash briefly to the surface, a shock of etheric energy crackling along John’s nerves, before sliding away.

John never asked for one of them over the other. That was for them to negotiate, and it wasn’t as if they weren’t both present and aware at any given time.

He buried his face in Caleb’s shoulder as they rutted against each other, breathing deep. Caleb smelled of soap and skin, underlain with a trace of ozone from Gray. John closed his eyes, concentrating on sensation: Caleb’s hips pressing up from beneath him, the slickness of precome on their bellies, the sudden, unexpected prick of claws on his back as Gray surfaced, before they disappeared again.

He muffled a groan in Caleb’s hair as he came, then pulled back just enough to wrap his hand around Caleb’s cock. Caleb grunted and shoved into his grasp, then stiffened as hot spunk spilled between them.

They cuddled together, bodies intertwined. Caleb nuzzled John’s shoulder. A moment later, he was gone, and Gray’s immense energy wrapped around John like a blanket.

“This was an improvement over the rest of the evening,” Gray rumbled, his deep voice thrumming in John’s bones.

John grinned. “Glad to hear it.”

“Will we hunt soon?”

The question didn’t come as a surprise. Gray was a great many things, but human would never be one of them. He was an apex predator with the instincts of one, and found all the little things humans did to fill the days at best boring, and at worst frustrating.

John had learned the hard way not to ignore that fact. And for the last few months, while they traveled, it hadn’t been an issue.

But it might become one now, so John spent a few hours each night scouring local news articles. “It’s probably nothing,” he said, “but there was an NHE attack outside the city, in one of the bayous. SPECTR agents responded of course, but from what I could tell, they didn’t find anything.”

In theory, he could call District Chief Fontaine, who headed up SPECTR-NOLA. She was the only one in the local office who knew John was in the city, on classified business for Kaniyar. But she didn’t know about Gray. If John suddenly took interest in a case, Fontaine might assume it was linked to whatever Kaniyar had stationed them here for, and start pressing for answers.

“So the demon is still out there,” Gray said, laser focused as always.

“Presumably. I’m sure there are agents out looking for it, but they’ll have finished with the site itself by now. We can go out there tomorrow, if you want.”

The scent would be faded, and they were unlikely to find anything the agents hadn’t, but hopefully it would satisfy some of Gray’s instincts. Over the months, John had developed an all new appreciation for the zoo keepers whose jobs it was to keep tigers and lions from getting bored.

“Yes,” Gray said happily, and pressed a kiss to John’s cheek. “We will hunt this demon, and succeed where the mortals failed.”
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The ancient rougarou watches the mortal stumble out of the house, and its lips draw back from its teeth in a hungry snarl.

Long ago, this was a place of great trees and silent water, of birds and alligators. Only the occasional mortal came here: hunters, fishers, those fleeing the cruelty of other mortals.

The rougarou cannot control their minds, just as it cannot control the minds of the young rougarous. But it can manipulate their perception, conceal itself from them in order to either flee or feed.

Over time, more and more mortals came here: cutting the trees, putting in roads, raising levees, and building houses. Too many for it to manipulate, so it slunk away, farther into the vanishing wilderness.

The great storm took most of the houses; only patches of concrete and the shattered stumps of docks remain to mark them still. It took the trees as well, when the levees held in the ocean that had overtopped them, the saltwater poisoning what the wind had not scoured.

The mortals returned, of course. Someday likely all of this will be houses again. But for now, there is only this single, isolated dwelling, surrounded by scrubby trees and marsh grass. It had seemed a good place, a safe place, to blaze the trail the other rougarous would follow.

But now this mortal is stumbling across the yard, its movements halting, strange. And its thoughts…

The mortal host who summoned the rougarou so very many years ago had a great gift. He saw the thoughts of others, and his sister their hearts, and together they tried to help those around them.

But those closest to them reacted in fear, not gratitude. In hatred. The words still linger in the rougarou’s borrowed memories: “Children of the devil…renounce Satan…unnatural…should’ve drowned them at birth…have to kill them now, turn aside God’s wrath.”

Those same sorts of thoughts boil out now from the mortal approaching the edge of the woodland. From the outside, he looks so harmless: an old man, white-haired and ruddy-cheeked, blue eyes gone rheumy with age. But like an ancient tree infected by rot, darkness festers beneath his skin. Hatred for one of his own blood, shrouded in confusion and strange seemings.

Old rage scalds the rougarou’s heart. It rises up, revealing itself in the moonlight, a snarl vibrating in its chest. The man’s eyes widen in terror, but his legs lock in place, as though he cannot run.

He doesn’t scream; the only sounds are the snap of bone and rip of flesh. When the rougarou draws back, its fury abated, a tiny gasp escapes the mortal.

The rougarou has not spoken mortal words in over a hundred years. But it remembers them. “I will not eat tainted meat such as yourself.” It leans in closer. “That would be too quick an end for you. Suffer.”

It spares one last glance toward the house. A second mortal stands there, on the elevated porch, staring.

The rougarou drops to all fours and continues on its way.


Three


John pulled off the side of Highway 90, along a chain-link fence overgrown with vines. A locked gate blocked a dirt road running off toward the water’s edge.

Of course, in Bayou Sauvage, all roads led to the water’s edge. The land here felt more ephemeral than the slow-moving channels, nothing more than a low strip of dirt covered with grass, shrubs, and the occasional tangle of trees. On the drive down, they’d seen more than one small boat in the middle of such thickets, heaved up by Hurricane Katrina and left to slowly disintegrate.

“Looks like we’re going to be trespassing,” Caleb said with a nod at the gate. “I thought you said Fort Macomb is a historic monument?”

John unsnapped his seatbelt. “According to what I read online, it’s closed to the public. The ruins haven’t been kept up, so it’s not safe.”

Caleb climbed out of the car. “You know, Starkweather, that’s what I love most about you. You always take me to the nicest places.”

“And if we catch the NHE, it’ll be a dinner date.”

“Way to play favorites.” Caleb snorted and shook his head. “Think anyone will care if we just hop the fence?”

John glanced up and down the highway. No cars were visible on its cracked pavement, or on the bridge just ahead. Even if someone did come along, he doubted they’d pay much attention to the SUV pulled off the shoulder. “So long as we don’t actually get spotted breaking in, I imagine anyone will just assume we’re doing some fishing.”

Though the chain-link was low enough to easily climb over, the top was lined with barbed wire. Caleb took off his elk hide coat and tossed it on top of the barbed wire, before scrambling over. John followed, and Caleb pulled the coat free and put it back on.

The breeze off the water brought a chill with it, and John huddled deeper into his hoodie as they followed the road back to the ruined fort. Even though it was closed to the public, people clearly came back here fairly often. Park services, he assumed, or maybe security to make sure no one was trashing the place. An egret watched them from the tall grass, and John felt a sudden pang of homesickness for Charleston. New Orleans was similar in many ways, from the live oaks lining the streets, to the egrets and herons, to the history soaked in blood. But it wasn’t quite the same.

“So where was the sighting?” Caleb asked.

John pulled himself back to their surroundings. “I don’t have access to the actual report, but I managed to glean a fair amount from the various news stories. From what I could tell, a group of local kids thought the fort would be a good place to party without getting caught by their parents. They came in by boat and snuck into the ruins, then split up into couples for privacy.”

“Hadn’t they ever seen a horror movie? That’s exactly how you end up getting your face eaten off by demons.”

“And they almost did.” John shielded his eyes against the glare of the sun. A wild tangle of trees and vines covered the tiny spit of land. After a moment, he realized the trees were growing on top of crumbling brick walls. “Something came after one couple. They didn’t get a good look—just teeth and claws. It scratched one of the girls bad enough for her to need stitches. Her girlfriend managed to pepper-spray it, and they ran. Then their flashlights went out, even though they’d been working fine earlier.”

“Not good,” Caleb observed dryly.

“To say the least. There were enough holes in the ruins to let in moonlight, and they made it outside and back to the boat. Their parents called SPECTR, and a team of agents came out to look into it.”

“And didn’t find anything?”

“If they did, they didn’t share it with the reporters.” John tried to keep his voice light, but it bothered him not to have access to the actual case file. Fontaine might give it to him, but she’d want to know why he was interested in it, and he couldn’t exactly say, “Nothing to worry about, I just need enrichment for my drakul boyfriend.”

“Sounds like a faust whose forty days weren’t up,” Caleb said. “When they attacked the girls, it shocked the poor bastard enough to regain control for a little while.”

John nodded. “Good point. NHEs don’t like pepper spray, but it’s not going to stop them for long if they’re bent on slaughter.”

“Gray’s going to be disappointed he doesn’t get to eat.”

It was one of the first changes that Gray had undergone, shortly after possessing Caleb. Before, he would have eaten any of the possessed, even those who could still be exorcised. John had convinced him to spare those who could be saved. “Tell him we’ll go to a nice crypt soon, have some ghoul buffet.”

“Wow, you really are playing favorites. I’m jealous.” Caleb cocked his head, then rolled his eyes. “It was a joke. John doesn’t like you better. Uh, no. Some people consider mortal foolishness a plus.”

Sometimes John wished he could be privy to both sides of their conversations. “I love you equally.”

“Hear that, you smug bastard?” Caleb asked Gray. They’d reached the edge of the ruins, and he shifted his attention back to John. “Let us go in first, okay? If this place falls in on our heads, we can heal a lot faster than you can.”

John wanted to argue, but couldn’t. “All right. I’ll be behind you. Signal if you sense anything.”

Energy surged, unfolding like reverse origami as Gray manifested. Long hair lifted from his shoulders, thrashing like black snakes in the wind, and his posture shifted from Caleb’s loose-limbed stance to taut watchfulness. Not bothering with further conversation, Gray strode toward the ruins, coat flaring behind him.
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Gray sniffs the air; it smells of river muck and water, of decaying grass and wet brick. But not of demons.

Disappointing. But perhaps there is still something to be found within the ruined fort itself.

He pauses just long enough to check on John. Before he was in a living body, he did not concern himself with mortals. But now that his existence is tangled with Caleb’s, he has learned to fear for the safety of those he loves.

Mortals are fragile. John is fragile. Gray always understood this, and yet he did not feel it on a visceral level. Until he saw John through the hospital window last summer, so still and quiet and pale.

Living flesh heals, but with mortals the process is agonizingly slow. John still moves with a limp, though less of one than before. He approaches the fort behind them, wary, hand hovering near the gun and silver knife hidden beneath his hoodie. Wariness is good, but there are so many dangers…

“Yeah,” Caleb agrees unhappily. “It was one thing when he was still hurt. But I don’t know how much longer he’s going to be content to let us go out and hunt solo, while he stays behind.”

Other than Caleb’s insistence on telling lies to mortals in exchange for money, these last few months have been the best of Gray’s existence. They have roamed and hunted, free, and it has been so very good. They would spend the day with John, then hunt demons and feed while John rested his leg, then return to him. Sometimes they would have sexual relations after.

It has been almost perfect.

“Let’s just try to find this thing first,” Caleb says. “Before John does.”

Agreed.

The wilderness has completely overtaken most of the fort, trees sprouting atop walls and roofs, so that the pale brick is barely visible in places. Wooden doors block the main gates, a sign on them warning mortals not to trespass. Pointless, as the deteriorating walls offer little barrier.

The fort is wedge-shaped, with outer fortifications surrounding a smaller interior building. Dark doorways pierce the inner walls, along with casements that must once have held cannons. A faint memory whispers across their nerves, of smoke and hot metal. A previous host manned such a position, not here, but somewhere similar.

Caleb stirs uneasily. “Still not a fan of having other people’s memories in my head.”

“Do you smell anything?” John asks as he follows Gray down into the courtyard.

“Many things. But not demons.” Disappointment curls through him. “The scent has faded.”

John takes out a flashlight and points it at one of the doorways. “According to the teens, they were inside when they were attacked. Maybe we’ll have more luck in there.”

The interior is in better condition than the verdant growth outside would suggest. Algae streaks the walls with dark green, and something has punched ragged holes in the walls between rooms. The damage is old, however, the fallen bricks cleared away, so likely nothing to do with them.

“Still, it’s weird,” Caleb says. Gray doesn’t disagree.

A few bits of detritus show where the mortals visited: an empty water bottle, a half-eaten chocolate bar, dropped in haste and stepped on. Scuff marks in the fine layer of dirt atop the brick floor reveal the direction the mortals ran.

Gray follows them, then drops to all fours, hoping to catch some scent. The SPECTR agents crossed and re-crossed the trail, but he follows the marks in the dust anyway.

They come to a dead end. A pile of bricks has fallen from above, recently by the freshness of the broken mortar. Was this where the demon entered the fort? He cranes their head back, and sees what perhaps the agents missed.

Claw marks on the brick above, as if something used the opening to climb out.

Gray leaps, easily catching hold of the ragged edge and hauling himself up. The brick scrapes against their leather coat and tugs painfully on their hair.

He crouches atop the fort, scanning the area. Darkness between the trees catches his eye, and he creeps closer. There is a deep depression here: an old cistern, perhaps, now mostly filled in with dirt and trees, but still an excellent place to hide.

Gray drops into it. The trees grab their hair and slash across their skin, but he does not care, because at last there is the faint scent of demon.

The bones lie in the deepest shadows, the ground around them damp with decay. When a demon dies, the corpse rots quickly, as though the host had perished the day possession became permanent. This demon must have been older than most, because almost nothing remains save teeth and fragments of bone.

“So wait. It attacked the teens, then what? Just crawled out here and died?”

I do not know. Gray picks up the largest shard of bone, but there is no sign of what happened. If SPECTR did not kill it…

Then what? Very few things in the mortal realm will kill demons. That is why Gray was summoned thousands of years ago, into a dead body of a warrior who had dedicated her life to defending her people.

It makes him uneasy. Leaving the remains behind, he climbs out of the hole, and goes to find John.
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“I don’t know,” Caleb said as John steered the SUV back onto the highway. “Could it be a rogue demon-hunting crew, like the one I hooked up with to find Ben’s body?”

John tapped his fingers on the steering wheel, considering the possibilities. Caleb’s brother and sister-in-law had been members of an extremist group, the Fist of God, whose members hated the paranormally abled almost as much as they hated NHEs. Their illegal hunt had brought Caleb into proximity with Gray at exactly the wrong—or maybe right—time.

Caleb fell through a hole in the rotting house and was badly injured. When the old corpse he possessed was destroyed, Gray jumped into the nearest useable dead body: Caleb’s, just as his sister-in-law successfully administered CPR. And suddenly, for the first time, Gray found himself in possession of a living body, with Caleb still inside.

“Could be,” John said at last. “The Fist may have fallen apart, but its members are still out there. Or it could be someone else. If you want my guess, the NHE was already injured, though.”

Caleb frowned and cocked his head. “How?”

John shrugged. “Hit by a truck out on the highway? Could Gray tell what sort of NHE it was?”

“Yeah. Rougarou. He’s hunted them before, in this area, even.”

John tried to call up what he knew about rougarous. He’d never encountered one, but he had the vague idea they were similar to werewolves. “Say the rougarou is crossing the highway and gets hit by a truck. The trucker thinks he hit a deer and keeps on going. The rougarou is attracted by the activity at the fort, manages to make it there and tries a stealth attack. The teens run, but it doesn’t follow because it’s too banged up to catch them.”

Caleb nodded, his expression distant. Talking to Gray, no doubt. “It would explain why it didn’t finish the job. A couple of teens armed with nothing but pepper spray should be easy prey for something like a rougarou.”

“It might not have been a truck, of course,” John added. “I’ve heard alligators will attack NHEs, though I don’t know for certain if that’s true.”

“Well, it’s dead now.” Caleb shrugged. “Gray’s disappointed he wasn’t the one to kill it, but I guess the problem is solved one way or another. You should call the district chief and tell her the case is closed.”

John chewed on his lip. Caleb was right, but how would John explain what he was doing at the fort to start with? He didn’t want Fontaine to think Kaniyar had sent him here to sneak around and check up on her agents. Would Fontaine believe him if he said he’d decided to trespass in order to get some fishing in?

John’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen, then did a double take. “Never mind, she’s calling me.”

He’d never met the NOLA district chief face to face, and only spoken to her once before on the phone, on a conference call with the director. Kaniyar had informed Fontaine that John would be in the city, he was on special assignment, and if Fontaine had any particularly dangerous cases, she should give John a call. With the caveat that once John was in play, the case no longer belonged to the local office.

Unsurprisingly, he hadn’t heard from Fontaine until now. No district chief was going to willingly hand off a case to an outsider. It would be tantamount to admitting her office couldn’t handle things. John had assumed they’d be gone long before Fontaine even thought about calling him.

Which meant something must have gone very, very wrong.

“Starkweather here,” he said, keeping his worry from his voice. “What can I do for you?”

“Do you have a moment to talk?” Fontaine asked. “I have some bad news.”

This was getting more and more concerning. “What’s happened?”

“It’s about your people.”

John frowned. “My what?”

“The family you have here?”

John pulled off onto the side of the road and threw the SUV into park. Sweat slicked his palms, and he rubbed them on his thighs. “There’s been a mistake. I don’t have any family in New Orleans.”

Or anywhere else, he thought, but didn’t say. His parents hadn’t been able to handle having a paranormally abled child. They’d turned over custody to the state when he was fifteen, and he’d never seen them again.

They’d lived in South Carolina, not Louisiana. Unless they’d moved, of course. Somehow, he’d assumed they would be in the same house, in the same neighborhood, in the same town, and look exactly the same as they had when he’d last seen them.

“Do you know a John Marcus Starkweather?” Fontaine asked. “Aged seventy-nine?”

John felt as though the world slipped sideways. “I…yes. He’s my grandfather. I was named for him.”

“Then I’m very sorry to tell you that Mr. Starkweather was attacked by a rougarou at his home in Bayou Sauvage last night. He’s in critical condition, and doctors aren’t sure if he’ll survive.”


Four


John’s face went white as milk, and his blue eyes stared at nothing. Both hands gripped the steering wheel, as though he might go flying off into space if he didn’t cling tight enough.

Fuck. The phone was on speaker, and the last thing Caleb wanted was for someone in SPECTR to start wondering who was riding around with John. He undid his seatbelt and slid over as far as he could with the console in between them, then put his arms around John’s shoulders. John only sat there, not pulling away, but not responding, either.

Gray’s alarm thrummed through them. “John is hurt?”

Aren’t you listening? His grandfather was attacked by a rougarou.

Confusion. “John told us his family sent him away.”

To some anti-paranormal “therapy” camp that promised to get rid of his ability to sense etheric energy. John didn’t talk about the details, but he did tell Caleb the place had been shut down when he attempted suicide. After that, SPECTR was the only family John had.

Christ. John must be feeling conflicted, at the least.

Gray wasn’t conflicted whatsoever. “I am sad the rougarou did not eat this ‘grandfather.’ Perhaps he will die anyway.”

Jesus, Gray, don’t say that where John can hear you.

“Why not?”

Because it’s complicated, okay?

“Starkweather?” Fontaine asked.

“I-I’m here.” John blinked rapidly. “I don’t…he was here? In New Orleans?”

Cold seeped down Caleb’s back. John’s grandfather had relocated to New Orleans at some point…and Kaniyar had sent them here, for reasons they still didn’t clearly understand.

Had she known?

But no, that was crazy. Kaniyar couldn’t have possibly known John’s grandfather was going to be attacked by an NHE. He hoped.

“Yes,” Fontaine said. “The attack was reported by Jennifer Starkweather.”

John closed his eyes. “That’s my mother.”

“I know you’re here on the director’s business.” Compassion tinged Fontaine’s voice. “We can handle the investigation. There’s no need for you to get involved in the official side of things. But if you want to have a hand in it—questioning the family members present in the house that night, for instance—I’m willing to let you assist.”

John might not want to get involved. Caleb wouldn’t blame him in the least if he said “fuck it” and let someone else handle it.

But letting someone else handle things wasn’t John’s style.

John let out a long breath, and his death grip on the wheel relaxed at last. “I haven’t communicated with anyone in my family for well over a decade. They might not be glad to see me.”

Caleb didn’t have to be an empath to sense the longing beneath the words. That maybe time had changed things. That maybe they would be glad to see John, after all.

“But I’ll try,” John went on. “Text me the address. I’ll join the investigation.”
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“We’ll come inside with you, if you want us to,” Caleb said softly.

John stared down the road at the mailbox bearing the address Fontaine had texted. He’d pulled off about a thousand feet down, intending to let Caleb and Gray out so they could search for any lingering traces of the NHE.

The one that had hurt Granddad.

When John had been a child, his grandfather owned a farm in the low country, well outside of Charleston. They’d visited in the summer: long days of running through the fields, feeding the goats, and riding ATVs. Nights of listening to the frogs, lying in the tall grass while Dad pointed out constellations.

It had seemed like it would go on forever.

Then he’d realized he could sense etheric energy. And nothing was ever the same again.

He could just glimpse the house through the tangle of low, scrubby trees. They were deep into Bayou Sauvage now, and water closed in no more than a hundred feet from either side of the highway. Every patch of uncleared ground was a riot of plant life, so dense it was impossible to tell how far back it stretched, except when they passed the occasional isolated home.

“If you come with me now, we run the risk of someone mentioning you to the other agents on the case later,” John said. “Even if we use your new identity, there will be questions about who you are and what you were doing here with me.” John glanced at Caleb’s getup and smiled faintly. “And you can’t exactly pass yourself off as just another agent.”

“Being officially declared dead sucks,” Caleb muttered. “All right. Gray and I will do our thing. Do you know where he was found?”

John pulled up the report Fontaine had emailed him. Goddess, just a few hours ago, he’d been complaining about not having access to official reports anymore. He wished he could take it back.

“At the edge of the lot, near the trees,” he said. “The rougarou vanished into the undergrowth. There’ll probably be evidence of forensic collection, people tramping around, that sort of thing, to help you locate it.”

Caleb nodded and reached for the handle. Then he stopped. “We love you. Just remember that, okay?”

John leaned over and brushed his lips softly over theirs. “I know. Love you, too. I’ll meet you back here, unless you find something.”

Once Caleb slipped out of the vehicle, John guided it back onto the road and down the last stretch to the house. He pulled into the drive and paused a moment to take stock.

The house was no different than others they’d passed along the bayou roads. Tall stilts held it off the ground, above the reach of normal flooding. A set of stairs ran up to the wrap-around porch, and a second set around back connected to a dock.

Dad always had loved to fish. He’d dreamed of retiring someplace on the water more times than John could count. It looked like he’d gotten his wish.

The lawn was perfectly groomed, the lot entirely free of any vegetation except for grass. The house itself looked just as neat. More like a model to visit, than a place anyone actually lived.

Appearances were everything. He’d learned that lesson young, and learned it again the last time he’d seen his parents. Maybe in time they would have reconciled themselves to a paranormally abled son, but his suicide attempt had shamed them in front of the other members of the church. And for that there could be no forgiveness.

He could call Fontaine back right now. Tell her this had been a mistake. That he wasn’t actually up to the task after all.

The front door opened, and a woman peered out.

His first, shocked thought was how much she’d aged. In his mind, his parents had remained frozen in time, and he’d somehow failed to imagine the years passing for her the same way they passed for him. Her hair was lighter, a brassy shade he suspected was meant to cover up the fact she’d gone gray. She’d put on weight, and her face was lined, but she still dressed as though expecting company at any moment.

John shut off the SUV and climbed out, wishing he’d taken the time to go back into the city proper and put on a suit. He was still dressed for exploring an abandoned fort, in boots and jeans, a thick hoodie pulled over his t-shirt. Hardly the image of a SPECTR agent, let alone a prodigal son who hoped to be welcomed back.

She stared at him without so much as a flicker of recognition. “Yes? Can I help you?”

He didn’t know why it hurt. It shouldn’t have; he’d only been a kid the last time she’d seen him. “Mom?” he said. “It’s me. John.”

Her eyes widened, and she clutched at the railing, as if she might fall. “Wh-hat? Johnny?”

“I’m with SPECTR now. I came because of the attack.” He took out his badge as proof, though he kept it folded in his hand. “I want to help.”

Her pale eyes glanced around, but there were no prying neighbors out here in the bayou. Even so she took a step back and said, “You’d best come inside.”
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Caleb pushed through the first line of underbrush, only to find concrete under his boots. From the road, this had looked like untamed wilderness, but here was what seemed to be the remains of a driveway. Though low trees clustered nearby, and weeds gone brown with winter poked up through every crack, he could still make out a wide slab where a house must have once stood.

An abandoned boat lay on its side a good twenty feet from the water’s edge. Judging by the age of the growth around him, it seemed a safe assumption that Katrina had razed the house and heaved the boat up here. Hell, maybe the boat hadn’t even originally belonged to this lot, but been swept in from somewhere else.

How much of the wilderness they’d driven past concealed similar ruins? A tale of loss and ruin written on the very landscape.

“The works of mortals come and go,” Gray said. “I have seen it many times. They build their cities believing they will last forever, only to have them lost within centuries.”

“Entropy always wins, I guess.” Caleb tilted back his head and breathed deep. He inhaled the ordinary scents of the bayou: deep water and dry grass, algae and fish.

But underneath lay something more. Blood and rank weeds, black mud dredged up from the bottom of the swamp, spiked through with rot.

“Rougarou.”

Two within a few miles of each other. Caleb frowned. Do they travel in packs?

“Sometimes,” Gray replied. “When I walked here before, it was a time of great cruelty. Great desperation.”

Caleb shuddered. Like the LaLauries. Their mansion was one of the stops on the ghost tour—sick fucks who summoned demons into slaves and then got off on torturing them. I guess New Orleans was pretty good hunting for you back then.

“I ate many demons. Some were rougarou.”

Like the one that attacked Papillon.

“Yes. Another was nearby. I ate one, and the other fled. I intended to track it the next night, but the body I possessed was badly damaged by a werewolf. By the time it decayed to the point of being uninhabitable, and I took a new body, the rougarou was gone.” Gray turned wistful. “I would have liked to have eaten it.”

Shocker.

The whole area was saturated with the rougarou’s scent. Caleb paused, trying to decide which direction to head in. Probably toward the house, since John said the attack took place at the edge of the yard.

John. Caleb hoped he was doing okay in there. He’d tried not to worry, to focus on the job he and Gray had to do, but unease crept back in. Had John’s parents been glad to see him? Welcomed him with open arms? Or were they even now telling him he was bound for hell because he’d been born with an ability they didn’t have?

Gray stirred, like a tiger lashing its tail. “Will they harm him?”

Not physically, no. I’m hoping not emotionally, either.

“We should go to him.”

He gave us a job to do, remember? Hunting this demon. Your favorite thing in the world.

“John is more important than hunting.”

Coming from Gray, that was quite the declaration of love. You should tell him that.

“I will.” Gray’s attention shifted, albeit reluctantly. “We should hunt, as we cannot help John.”

It didn’t take them long to find the site where John’s grandfather had been attacked. Even without the trampled grass, the scent of the rougarou still clung to the area. Mingled in with the stink of blood and viscera.

Fuck. Not a good sign, when he could smell things that ought to be on the inside of a body. How old had Fontaine said the guy was? Seventy-nine? Even if he got the best surgical team in the country, the odds of pulling through couldn’t be that good.

Hopefully the old bastard would make it, for John’s sake if nothing else.

“I do not understand. This…’grandfather’…did not want John.” Bafflement accompanied the thought. “He did not love John, so why is John sad he is hurt?”

The same reason I still feel bad about what happened to my brother. He was into some anti-paranormal shit—he was part of the Fist of God, for fuck’s sake—but there was a time when we were close.

“Yes, but he still loved you. He did not betray you to anyone, even to his wife.”

Caleb sighed and rubbed his eyes. “It’s complicated,” he said aloud. “You can’t just turn emotions off. Back in Charleston, when John said he never wanted to see us again, did you just stop loving him?”

Gray flinched from the memory. “I see.”

There was nothing left to find at the crime scene, so they circled back into the deeper undergrowth. The remains of a dock marked the edge of solid ground, now just cracked concrete amidst the thick grass.

The scent vanished at the water’s edge.

“Damn it,” Caleb said aloud. “Looks like the rougarou swam for it. Are they good swimmers?”

“Yes. They are creatures of the swamp.”

Well, fuck. Caleb had hoped they could at least give John the good news that they’d taken care of the rougarou that tried to kill his grandfather. I wonder why it didn’t finish the job?

Gray projected disinterest. He wasn’t a fan of John’s family, and apparently wanted Caleb to feel just how much he didn’t give a damn about why the old bastard had survived.

Maybe it had been interrupted. The people in the house heard the screaming, ran out, maybe fired a gun at it. But Gray was right; it probably didn’t matter.

They started back toward the road. The scent of rougarou grew stronger.

Wait. I thought it went into the water.

“One did.”

One…oh. Caleb looked around carefully. His gaze caught on the remains of white paint amidst the brown and dull green of the thicket.

The boat.

The rougarou’s stench grew stronger and stronger as they approached the boat, and Caleb swallowed as his mouth started to water in response. Gray hovered under his skin, ready to take over in an instant. The boat had come to rest at a sharp angle, and the trees springing up around it concealed the interior from a distance.

The grass around it was disturbed. Flattened, as if something had crawled beneath the branches and vines.

All but holding his breath, Caleb threaded his way through the thicket and looked inside.

A pair of eyes the pale green of marsh gas stared back at him.


Five


John hesitated on the threshold to the house. After inviting him in, his mother hadn’t waited, only hurried back inside. To warn his father?

She was in the kitchen with an old man, communicating in angry whispers. With the second shock in a few minutes, John realized it was his father. Goddess, he’d not aged well. The strong, spry man in John’s memories had shrunk in on himself. His hair had thinned as it went gray, and liver spots showed on forearms that had once lifted John with ease.

A memory hit him so hard it stole his breath. Lying in the sweet summer grass at Granddad’s farm, while the rural night revealed a million stars above. Dad tracing the Milky Way, teaching John how to find the north star. John young enough to think his dad was the strongest, smartest man in the world.

“I can’t deal with this right now,” Dad hissed.

“What choice do we have?” Mom wrung her hands. “I always knew something would go wrong eventually.”

“You were eager enough to take the money, though.” Dad shook his head. “Which one is it?”

“I don’t know! Who can remember after all this time?” Mom caught sight of John standing in the doorway and stiffened. “Have a seat on the couch. I’ll get us some tea.”

John made his way to the couch slowly, trying to make sense of the conversation he’d overheard. Were his parents having money troubles? Had they gotten involved in something they shouldn’t?

If he asked, they’d likely tell him it was none of his business. Dad shuffled reluctantly out of the kitchen and took a seat opposite John.

John sank down uncomfortably on the edge of the couch. Another memory returned forcefully: his mother scolding him for sitting too often on one end of the couch of his childhood home. “You’ll wear it out unevenly,” she had said. “Then it will look bad. You don’t want our things to look bad, do you?”

He resisted the urge to check the current couch for uneven wear. Goddess, he hadn’t thought of that in years.

The house bore his mother’s imprint: scrupulously clean, uncluttered by any knickknacks that might be difficult to dust. Family photos hung on the walls, none with his face in them. Were there any photos of him in the bedrooms, or in albums, where visitors wouldn’t see? Or had any evidence of his existence been consigned to the trash bin long ago?

“The Specs sent you,” Dad said abruptly. Marc Starkweather had aged worse than his wife, his hair a shock of white, his arms and legs thin from lack of exercise. His blue eyes held a tinge of red, but mostly he just looked shell-shocked, though whether from the rougarou attack or John’s unexpected reappearance, John didn’t know.

“Yes,” John said, wondering if he should elaborate.

Dad only grunted. He watched John with wary eyes, as though John were an animal that might turn on him at any moment.

John’s mother returned and plunked a glass of sweet tea on the coffee table in front of him. “Thank you, ma’am,” John said. Maybe the hospitality was a good sign.

She sat across from him, beside Dad, her hands resting on her knees. Her gaze lingered on John’s clothing, and he wished again he’d gone home and put on a suit, instead of coming straight here. She was probably worried about him getting dirt on the couch.

“What are you doing here?” she asked.

He blinked, taken aback. “I’m with SPECTR. I can help find the rougarou that did this.” He took a deep breath. “He was my grandfather. You’re my family, and…I want to help.”

Dad and Mom exchanged a look John couldn’t even begin to interpret. “You aren’t going to the hospital, are you?” Mom asked at last. She sounded worried about the possibility, as if John’s mere presence would somehow make his grandfather’s condition worse.

“I’d like to see him. Is he conscious?”

“No.” She shifted uncomfortably. “Jay’s in ICU.” It took John a moment to remember his grandfather’s nickname. “Visiting hours are restricted, so we came back here for a while. We’ll have to leave soon. I’m afraid we don’t have much time.”

“Right.” There was a strange gravity in John’s chest, like a collapsing star. They didn’t want him here, any more than they’d wanted him all those years ago. “I need to ask you some questions.” If he focused on procedure, maybe he could get through this. “Did Granddad live here with you?”

It was Mom who answered. “Yes. He couldn’t manage the farm on his own anymore.”

John wanted to ask how long they’d lived in New Orleans. But that wasn’t relevant to the case, so instead he said, “Tell me what happened last night, in your own words.”

“We went to bed around nine o’clock, as usual. Jay doesn’t sleep much. He normally stays up late watching TV here in the living room.” She glanced in the direction of a recliner set close to the flat screen. “It must have been around three in the morning when Ryan woke us up.”

“Ryan?”

“Your cousin Ryan,” Mom said. “He just went home to change clothes. That’s probably his car now.”

John hadn’t even noticed the sound of the engine. The car shut off, and a minute later there came the sound of footsteps on the stairs outside. John turned as the door swung open and a young man stepped through. “I brought some things back in case I end up spending the night…”

He trailed off when he spotted John. The sun had kissed his golden hair and the warm brown of his eyes seemed dimmed by grief. “Hello?” he said. “I don’t think we’ve met.”

Mom’s lips pressed together. Maybe she’d hoped to get John out of the house before Ryan came back. “Ryan, this is your cousin John.”

Ryan’s eyes widened…then his mouth curved into a welcoming smile. “Granddad talked about you all the time!” Dropping the bag slung over his shoulder, he swept John into a tight hug. “It’s so good to meet you.”
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Gray surges forward and meets the rougarou even as it springs.

Its wiry body slams into him, and they both crash backward through the trees. He manages to get his claws hooked into its hide: short brown fur streaked with algal green. Jagged claws tear at him as it fights to escape, but they snag on the leather coat. Then it lunges forward, biting at his throat.

He ignores the pain as its teeth scrape across his jaw, laying flesh open to bone. Its powerful hindquarters push against their stomach, trying to tear itself free from their grasp. With a growl, he rolls it beneath them, pinned against the ground.

There—the thick vein pulsing in the throat. Hunger rushes through them, and Gray darts his head forward, mouth open and lips back, ready to bite, to feed—

A heavy body slams into theirs, knocking them from atop the rougarou before they can feast. A rib snaps in their side, the quick flare of pain vanishing as they heal almost instantly. Gray rolls to their feet, ready for this new attacker.

“Christ, how many of these things are there?” Caleb wonders.

At the moment, two.

“Yeah, thanks, Captain Obvious.”

Unlike werewolves, rougarou are creatures of the swamp. Their eyes glow like marsh fire, and their brown hides are mottled and streaked with the green of algae. Their necks are disproportionately long, and from them sprout manes like Spanish moss. They blend into their surroundings almost perfectly, stalking mortals through swamp and bayou, unseen until they strike.

Blood marks the hide and mouth of the one that hid in the boat. The other rises to its hind legs, and a growl thrums from them both.

Two against one. But not for long.

Gray breaks for the injured one. It lets out an alarmed bark, just before he plows into it. Claws rake at him, and he bites blindly. His teeth puncture its upper arm, but miss the brachial artery. A little blood flows into his mouth, but not enough.

Still, the wound will slow the rougarou. Unlike the absurd fake fangs Caleb insists on wearing while he walks foolish mortals around in exchange for money, Gray’s bite is that of the true predator, built to inflict damage. The rougarou thrashes, struggling to pull free and only causing itself more injury.

Then the second rougarou sinks its teeth into the back of Gray’s neck.

Pain explodes up and down their body as its teeth grind against their spine. Its claws snag on their leather coat, and it kicks them with hind legs powerful enough to disembowel if they’d had the misfortune to be facing in its direction.

Gray sinks his claws into the first rougarou, holding it to him, and rips his teeth free. In its struggle to get away from him, it exposes its throat, and he takes the opening.

This time the bite is true. Blood explodes into their mouth, channeled by the grooves on the backs of his teeth. The essence of the demon rushes into him along with the blood, its energy racing along their nerves, a tide of pleasure to battle the agony of the teeth in their neck.

Even before he is done feeding, the second rougarou releases him. As Gray lets the husk of the dead one fall, rot already slicking its skin, he sees the other fleeing through the low trees.

“It’s getting away!” Caleb says, as though this might have somehow escaped his attention.

Gray does not dignify the observation with a response. Gathering himself, he rushes after it.
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John and Ryan walked slowly down the stairs leading from the elevated house to the dock. “I’m so glad you came,” Ryan said. “I’ve wondered about you for years, but no one’s ever given me straight answers.”

John felt as though he had emotional whiplash, going from his parents’ silent disapproval to Ryan’s effusive welcome. For a moment, he considered keeping his mouth shut about what had happened. That way, he’d at least have one relative who didn’t hate him.

But he’d made the conscious decision to live his life loud and proud. John wouldn’t be able to look in the mirror if he lied now, for no real reason. “I’m an exorcist.”

Ryan frowned slightly. “And?”

Hope fluttered in John’s chest. “And that was more than Mom and Dad could handle. They sent me to a camp that was supposed to cure me. It ended up being shut down.” No need to say it was his own suicide attempt that had done it. “They turned me over to the state.”

“Shit.” Ryan turned back to the house. John’s mother stood in the window, staring out at them, a phone clapped to her ear and an angry expression on her face. “Uncle Marc and Aunt Jennifer? I can hardly believe it. I knew they belonged to some whacked-out church before they moved here, but…fuck.” Ryan returned his gaze to John’s. “I’m so sorry. That must have been awful.”

“Thank you,” John managed to say. “That really…it means a lot.” Not as much as if his parents had said it, but to have someone in his family acknowledge what had happened meant more to him than he would have guessed.

“I should have pushed for the truth harder when they moved here,” Ryan said with a grimace. “And when Granddad started asking for you.”

It was the second time Ryan had said as much. “Granddad asked for me?”

“He thought I was you, half the time.” Ryan stared off across the bayou. “Your folks moved down here shortly after I turned eighteen. My mom and dad had died the winter before.”

John searched his memory, but their names were lost to time. “I’m sorry to hear that. And I’m even sorrier I don’t remember them at all.”

“No reason you should. You probably never laid eyes on them. Donna and Frank.”

“Right.” John committed the names to memory. Ryan had referred to John’s grandfather as Granddad, so the relation must be through Dad. “Frank was Dad’s brother?” he guessed.

“Yep. Like I said, your folks came down here right after my parents passed. Your dad always wanted a place on the water.”

John smiled ruefully. “That he did.”

“But we can catch up later.” Ryan’s expression turned somber. “You have a job to do, right?”

John nodded. “Mom said you stayed over last night?”

“Yeah.” Ryan scrubbed at his face. “Uncle Marc wanted help with a dock repair.” He pointed to a stretch of unweathered boards that stood out amidst the gray of the rest of the dock. “And of course your dad isn’t the sort to hire anyone else if he can do it himself. After we finished the dock, we had dinner. I brought a cooler—your parents still don’t drink—and had a couple of beers while we sat on the porch and watched the sun go down. I wasn’t sure if I should be driving, especially on these narrow roads, so Granddad told me to take his bed while he slept in the recliner. He claims he barely sleeps nowadays anyway.”

“About what time did you go to bed?”

“I don’t know. Midnight?” Ryan let his hand fall and stared out at the water lapping against the dock. “The beers were hitting me pretty hard, so I fell asleep fast. The screams woke me up.”

John shook his head. “I’m sorry. That must have been awful.”

“It was.” Ryan’s face took on a haunted expression. “I jumped out of bed and ran out into the living room. Granddad wasn’t in his recliner, so I knew right away it had to be him. I ran outside and spotted him lying over there, at the edge of the lawn. And the creature—the rougarou—was still there.”

“You got a good look at it?”

Ryan nodded. “The moon was out, and the dock light was on. It was…terrifying. Twelve feet tall if it was an inch.”

Rougarou were actually human-sized, but John didn’t contradict his cousin. He’d learned early on in the job that most people had no sense of scale. Reports of “huge werewolves, eight feet tall” frequently turned out to be medium-sized dogs. In a stressful situation like Ryan had experienced, perception was even more unreliable.

“What happened then?” he prompted.

“It saw me and ran off.”

Strange. Maybe the rougarou hadn’t realized other people were around, and gotten spooked when Ryan came out.

“I woke up Jennifer and Marc,” Ryan went on, “told them to call 911, and ran down to see if I could do anything to help.” The color drained from his face. “I tried to stop the bleeding, but there was so much of it. That’s why I had to go change. There was blood all over my clothes.”

Poor Ryan. John put a hand to his shoulder. “I know how this sort of thing can stay with you. You should talk to someone if you need to. There’s no shame in it.”

“I will. Thanks.”

John descended to the dock, Ryan trailing after. He crossed the even grass of the lawn, stopping at the edge of the woods. Blood had soaked the ground, making it easy to see where the attack took place.

Bile rose in his throat, but he swallowed it back. Now was not the time to think about his grandfather teaching him how to care for the goats, or spinning stories of his own childhood on the farm.

“Why do you think he came out here?” John asked, giving himself something else to focus on. Some NHEs used lures to call their prey to them, but rougarou weren’t one of them.

Ryan ran his hand back through his hair. “Granddad wasn’t as sharp as you probably remember,” he said carefully. “Uncle Marc and Aunt Jennifer are in denial about it, but he’d started to decline. They never said anything about him wandering before, but like I said, I noticed other symptoms they hadn’t mentioned.”

John nodded. Never discuss anything unpleasant had been the number one rule in their house growing up. You could talk about other people’s problems, but never your own. “Like thinking you were me.”

Had Granddad approved of his parents’ decision to get rid of John? Or had the years taken away the memory of John’s sin?

“I’m just glad I was here.” Ryan stuffed his hands in his pockets.

“So am I.”

“Any more questions?”

“Not now.” John turned to the drive. No sense imposing on his parents long enough to say goodbye. “I need to touch base with the agents who examined the scene. But I promise you, Ryan, I’ll find whatever did this and put it down.”

“The sooner the better.” Ryan accompanied him back to the SUV. “How long are you going to be in town?”

John shook his head. “I don’t know. At least until this is wrapped up.”

“Feel like getting dinner some night?”

Despite everything, John felt a warm glow spark to life deep inside. Maybe his reunion with his parents hadn’t gone the way he’d hoped, but the chance to connect with his cousin was a gift he hadn’t looked for. “I’d love to.” He hesitated, but what the hell. “Do you mind if my boyfriend joins us?”

“The more the merrier.” They exchanged phone numbers, then hugged again. Ryan clapped him on the back. “Call me if you need anything, okay?”

“Same. Even if you just need to talk about what happened.” John swung the SUV door open. “Like I said, I’ve seen some things, so I have an idea of what you’re going through.”

“I bet you do.” Ryan gave him a little wave. “Text me when you’re free for that dinner.”


Six


John pulled the SUV over to the side of the road, as he’d promised Caleb and Gray. He expected them to appear right away, but the minutes ticked by with no sign.

Had the rougarou still been hanging around? Maybe looking to make a second course out of Mom and Dad, or the neighbors?

John removed his Glock from the glove compartment and strapped the holster on quickly. He climbed out, locked the SUV, then pushed his way through the first line of trees. He started to call out to Gray, then stopped. If Gray was in the middle of a hunt, he didn’t want to distract the drakul. Or warn whatever he was tracking.

He came upon the dead rougarou almost immediately. For a moment, he stared down at it, heart beating hard in his chest.

This thing had attacked Granddad. And now it was dead, just like that.

He ought to feel better. The case was over and done with already. He could go back to his parents, tell them the rougarou had been taken care of. Someone else had handled the matter, while he sat on the stupid couch and asked pointless questions.

Something moaned from the underbrush in the direction of the water.

John’s hand hovered near the Glock, and he took a cautious step, then another, toward the sound. Gray and Caleb had to be here, somewhere. They hadn’t just wandered off after killing the rougarou. Had they been injured somehow? The wide spray of blood around the body might not all have belonged to the NHE.

He pushed aside a tangle of vines and froze.

A second rougarou lay sprawled half on its side. Gray straddled it, fangs in its throat, eyes closed in an expression of bliss.

John’s heart dropped and his fingers went cold. He’d been too injured to hunt with them after they left Charleston. And, yes, he’d glimpsed Gray’s fangs flash as he went over the side of the aircraft carrier with Drugoy, but nothing more than that.

The last time he’d really seen Gray feed, it was Ericsson’s body Gray had been straddling. Purely human blood that had stained his chin.

An involuntary gasp escaped John. Gray jerked back. His black eyes went wide—then he was gone, and it was Caleb turning away from John, wiping frantically at their mouth. “John, we didn’t, um, hear you.”

“Yeah.” John looked away as Caleb hurried to his feet. It shouldn’t feel this awkward, this weird, when it never had before. But it did. John forced his thoughts away from what had happened in Charleston and focused on the here and now. “You got it—them?”

“Not exactly.” Caleb turned back to him. A spot of blood still clung to the corner of his mouth. “We tracked one from, um, the yard. It went into the water. These two probably showed up later.”

So the rougarou that had put Granddad in the hospital was still out there. John focused on that fact, on work. “So there were three right here in this area?”

“Four if you count the one at Fort Macomb.”

“That’s a lot of rougarous,” John said, then felt like an idiot for stating the obvious.

“I know.” Caleb bit his lip. “We’re sorry we didn’t get the one responsible for…” He trailed off. “How did things go with your folks?”

John stuffed his hands in the hoodie’s kangaroo pocket. “They made sure to let me know I’m not welcome to visit Granddad at the hospital.”

Caleb swore.

“It’s not all bad,” John added quickly. “My cousin Ryan was there. He seemed really glad to see me. Actually, he wants to have dinner with us sometime.”

“That’s good,” Caleb said. “I’d like to meet him.” He glanced at the sun, which was making its way toward the western horizon. “For now, unless there’s something else to do here, I guess we should go home so I can get to work on time.”

“I’ll type up a report and email it to Fontaine,” John said. “I guess I’ll head into the SPECTR office tomorrow morning and meet with the agents working the case.”

Caleb nodded. “And what exactly are you going to tell them?”

He couldn’t even hint at Gray’s existence. But would the agents believe he’d been able to take out two rougarou on his own? And how would he explain coming across a trail their forensic team had missed?

“Fuck if I know,” he said tiredly. “I’ll try to come up with something on the way home.”
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Two more young ones are dead.

Grief and rage mingle within the ancient rougarou. How had the monster found them so quickly?

Three slain in less than two days, eaten by the thing hunting them.

The monster is too strong. It will come and keep coming, in darkness and in daylight, until there are none of them left alive.

No. The rougarou lets out a soft growl. It has not survived all these years by giving into despair.

Separately, they are weak. But together…together they might be strong enough to fight back. One or two rougarous are not enough, but if they can only reach the gathering place it has chosen, they will have the advantage in numbers. The terrain. They will craft an ambush and destroy the thing stalking them.

But first, they will need to feed.
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John lay on his back, on a bed or gurney, he didn’t know. Something held down his wrists, chest, thighs, and ankles, so there was no chance of breaking free.

He struggled anyway, heart pounding. Bright lights shone down into his eyes, and he could just see the shapes looming over him, though thanks to the glare he couldn’t make out any details.

He wanted to scream. To cry out. To beg Mom and Dad to come get him.

But they were the ones who had sent him here.

“John.”

The people looming over the bed were going to hurt him. He tried to beg them to stop, to tell them he’d be good, he’d do whatever they wanted, they didn’t have to do this—

“John!”

John came awake with a start. For a moment, he didn’t know where he was, when he was. Sweat slicked his naked skin, and blankets tangled around his legs. Etheric energy lapped against his senses, the scent of ozone and petrichor flooding the small bedroom.

“You were having a nightmare,” Gray said. “I do not understand why the minds of mortals torment them with untruths while they sleep, but it was not real. You are safe.”

“Right,” John managed to reply. Shivers wracked him, and a moment later, Gray wrapped his arms and legs around John.

And John had to admit, there was something immensely comforting about being held by Gray. He was wrapped not only in physical arms, but the blaze of etheric energy the drakul gave off when manifested. It was like snuggling up with a tiger and knowing that nothing else would dare come close.

They cuddled in silence for several minutes. John breathed deep, inhaling Gray’s scent of incense and desert sand kissed by rain. Gray made none of the small movements a human would, merely held John with a vast patience that would stay there all night and all day, if that was what John required of him.

“The dream didn’t make any sense,” John said, once the shivers had eased. “I was in a hospital or something, I guess?”

“Caleb’s dreams are equally nonsensical,” Gray informed him. “They frequently involve ducks.”

“Ducks would have been an improvement.” John sighed. “I think seeing my family today stirred up some things. I mean, the dream was just something my mind conjured up. I’ve never really been strapped down to a bed surrounded by creepy people. But in the dream, I knew it was happening because my parents had sent me there. Wherever ‘there’ even was.”

Gray’s voice thrummed in his bones. “Caleb says you should tell us about what happened in real life, when your parents sent you away. If that is what you wish. But that it is also all right if you do not want to speak of it.”

“I don’t know what to say.” Light leaked in around the edge of the blinds, casting a pale bar on the wall in front of John. He focused on that while he sought the words. “Deep down, I think…I hope…my parents thought they were helping me. That I’d go away for a while, and when I came back everything would be fine. I wouldn’t have paranormal abilities anymore.”

“That is foolish.”

“I wanted it to work.” He closed his eyes, because it hurt to say aloud. “I thought I’d brought it on myself. I’d messed up somehow, let the devil inside, and now I was cursed. I didn’t want to be cursed. I wanted to be normal; I wanted to make Mom and Dad proud.” His chest felt tight, as though he couldn’t get enough breath. “The place they sent me was called the Center for Loving Redemption. By the end, I just couldn’t take it anymore. It sucked away my will to live, so I tried to kill myself.”

Fingers brushed John’s hair tenderly. “I am glad you are alive.”

John managed a smile. “So am I. You already know the rest of it. My suicide attempt made the news. The place ended up shutting down. I still don’t know who suggested to my parents that they could give over custody to the state. I looked up the law later on, and it’s actually not easy to do, at least with an older kid.” He shrugged. “I guess some judge decided it was in my best interests.”

“Caleb agrees.”

“I bet.” John could easily imagine Caleb ranting furiously.

Gray was silent for a long moment. His hand skimmed John’s arm in a gentle caress. “The span of mortals is so brief,” he said at last. “And yet they waste their lives so readily. But what is worse is how eagerly they throw one another away.”

“You’re not wrong.”

“This world could be so much more than it is. I do not understand why mortals choose to allow fear and anger to shape the time they spend in it, when they could instead choose compassion.” Another pause. “Caleb says I do not wish to understand. I think he is correct.”

“I think so, too.” John rolled over and kissed Gray softly. “Thank you, darling.”

“You are welcome.” Gray hesitated, then added, “You are more important to me than hunting.”

John couldn’t help but chuckle, even though he knew Gray was perfectly sincere. “I think that’s the nicest thing anyone has ever said to me.”

“It is,” Gray agreed.


Seven


The next day, John made his way into the local SPECTR office. Unlike SPECTR-HQ in Charleston, which burrowed into the earth, SPECTR-NOLA was located in one of the gleaming skyscrapers in the French Quarter. Rather than take the SUV, he boarded the Saint Charles Streetcar and rode it to the Poydras Street stop. From there it was a short walk to the tower that housed SPECTR-NOLA. He waited briefly while security first examined his badge, then put in a call.

A few minutes later, a short, curvy African American woman stepped off the elevator and came toward him. “Special Agent Starkweather?”

“That’s me.” He held out his hand, and she shook it.

“Special Agent Sadie Vallot,” she said by way of introduction. “District Chief Fontaine sends her regards, but she had a meeting she couldn’t cancel.”

“I understand.” He paused, then decided it was best to get things out of the way. “I hope you don’t mind that I’ve involved myself in your case. I have no intention of trying to take over, or take the credit if we solve it.”

“I appreciate that. But I do understand why you wanted to be involved. If it was my family, I’m sure I’d be eager to help out, too.” She gestured to the elevator. “Let’s go upstairs and discuss things in my office.”

The elevator doors opened onto a nondescript hallway with low pile beige carpet. It didn’t have any odd stains, so he guessed exorcisms were done on the lower levels. As she led the way through hallways and cube farms, heads popped out of doorways, and a murmur ran through every group they passed.

John’s gut went sour. Apparently, the entire office knew about the special agent interloper. “I seem to be attracting a lot of attention,” he said as lightly as he could.

To his surprise, Vallot cast him a grin over her shoulder. “I’m the envy of the office right now.”

The hell? “What do you mean?”

“You’re assigned out of the Charleston office, aren’t you?”

“I’m on leave at the moment, or supposed to be,” he said cautiously. “But yes.”

“And from what I hear, you were on the front lines during the demon outbreak last summer.”

Fontaine must have passed along the redacted copy of his personnel file. “I was.”

“So basically you’re a goddamn badass.”

The admiration in her voice stunned him. He’d gotten so used to being a pariah within SPECTR, it had never occurred to him people outside the Charleston office might see things differently. “It was a team effort,” he managed to say.

“Oh, I’m sure.” She waved a hand. “I know a lot of it’s classified, you can’t talk about details, but those of us who work in the field…I won’t say we understand, or can even guess, but we’ve been up against enough bad shit to know to be impressed. Some of the agents here have been around long enough to have lived through the ghoul infestation after Katrina. That was hard, ugly work, but at least ghouls only feed on the dead, and don’t try to eat your face off until they’re cornered.”

“On the other hand, Charleston was a functioning city,” John pointed out. Goddess, he’d never considered other agents might actually view him as a hero.

There had been heroes that day, for sure. Karl, Zahira, Julie Wells, and dozens of others. Every one of them deserved admiration.

John didn’t. If these agents knew the truth, that he’d known there was a powerful, dangerous NHE loose in Charleston and not reported it, the welcoming smiles would turn into scowls. They’d wonder why he wasn’t in jail, let alone why anyone would allow him to work a case.

He was an imposter, pretending to be a hero when he was anything but, and the thought made his stomach turn over.

Thank Sekhmet, Vallot had an actual office, not a cubicle. Two desks faced each other inside, but one was empty and the desktop clear of anything except a computer, keyboard, and mouse. Vallot’s, on the other hand, overflowed with folders, books, and assorted office supplies.

“My partner’s on maternity leave,” she said with a nod to the empty desk. “You can use her desk while you’re here.”

“Thanks.” He sat down, and she took her chair.

“I read over your report from yesterday,” she said. “You found rougarou tracks going down to the water?”

It was the only explanation he’d been able to come up with. “I did. I took a picture, but the lighting was bad and it’s next to useless. But it was definitely a rougarou.”

She nodded and made a note. “It’s good to have that confirmed. We had a witness, of course, but you know how that goes.”

He managed a weak chuckle. “I do. It was supposed to be twelve feet tall, right? People have no sense of scale, or, well, anything else.”

“I wish I had a dollar for every ‘werewolf’ that turned out to be a terrier.” She shook her head. “Honestly, at first I thought it might have been a siren, or a feu follet. But the bite marks didn’t match.”

John frowned. “Why did you think that?”

“For one thing, because the victim left the house late at night, which people don’t normally do unless something has lured them outside.” Vallot hesitated. “How much of the medical report did you read?”

Bile rose in John’s throat, and he swallowed it down. “Not much. I skimmed the summary.”

“Right.” Her gaze softened. “I won’t go into details, but your grandfather didn’t have any defensive wounds on him. No hair or skin under the nails, no injuries to his arms where he might have tried to protect himself. It was as though he just stood there and let it maul him. Which, again, isn’t typical of rougarou attacks.”

“Ryan—my cousin—said he was suffering from dementia.”

Vallot winced sympathetically. “I’m sorry to hear that. But it makes sense. If the victim was confused, he might not have realized he was in any sort of danger until it was too late.”

“You’re probably right.” Time to steer the conversation around the landmine that was Gray, without leaving Vallot dangerously in the dark. “There were a lot of rougarou tracks in the area, so I don’t think we can rule out the possibility there was more than one. And didn’t I hear on the news that someone was attacked at Fort Macomb?”

She nodded. “Right. No deaths, just a bunch of scared teenagers. And if you don’t know, Fort Macomb isn’t too far from your folk’s place. It could have been the same rougarou.” A frown passed over her face, and she leaned forward and tapped on her computer. “Okay, I know this might sound crazy, especially since we’ve just discussed the fact members of the public aren’t always the most reliable witnesses, but there have been other reported sightings in Bayou Sauvage.”

John perked up. This hadn’t been on the news—but then, reports without any accompanying evidence generally weren’t. “There have?”

“A number of them,” she confirmed. “Of course, we sent agents out, but since there weren’t any attacks, and several of the witnesses had been drinking, none of them panned out.”

And of course, the NOLA office didn’t have access to a demon-sniffing drakul to try and pick up the trail. “It’s times like this I wish dogs would track NHEs.”

“That, or humans had the same instinctive aversion,” she agreed.

“We’d be out of a job.” He shifted forward. “Are you thinking there might be…what, some sort of mass rougarou movement?”

“Or one that really gets around.” She clicked her mouse. “Okay, I’ve pulled up a list of reported sightings for the last few weeks. Let me find a map.”
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John stared at the map Vallot had pulled up on her screen. Dots marked each of the sightings or attacks, including the one at Fort Macomb and his parents’ house. “These can’t all be the same rougarou.” Or even the same four, unless they were zigzagging wildly across the landscape.

Vallot chewed at the corner of a nail as she frowned at the map. “Hold on. Let me tag them by date.”

She clicked the mouse a few times, and dates popped up beside the dots. Both of them drew in sharp breaths. “Fuck,” John said, at the same moment she said, “Do you see what I see?”

There was a clear progression. The earliest encounters were deepest in the wilderness, on the Old Pearl River near the Mississippi border. From there they moved steadily westward, drawing closer and closer to New Orleans.

“They’re on the move, all right.” John had dragged his chair around to her desk. Now he sat back in it and stared at the numbers. “Thoughts?”

“Rougarou are creatures of the swamp and bayou.” Vallot drummed her fingernails against the desk. “They usually attack lone campers, hunters who stray too far from their friends, that sort of thing. They aren’t big on bright lights and lots of people.”

“So what’s drawing them to New Orleans?”

She was silent for a long moment, then shook her head. “I don’t know. We could try to triangulate their destination, but they likely aren’t going in straight lines. Not to mention we don’t know how many individuals are involved.”

This wasn’t good. In fact, it was a whole lot of bad.

“I could use some coffee,” John said.

“Same. I’ll get it.” Vallot rose from her chair. “What do you want in it? I warn you, our coffee is actually pretty good, but the powdered creamer is an abomination unto God.”

“Thanks for the warning. I’ll stick with sugar.”

“Be right back.”

The moment she was gone, John pulled out his phone and hastily took a picture of the computer screen. He texted it to Caleb, with the caption Notice anything?

Caleb must not have been with a tour group, because a moment later he texted back. I don’t like the look of that.

Before John could respond, he heard footfalls outside, and slipped the phone back into his pocket.

Vallot stopped in the doorway, looking out of breath, as if she’d run back to the office. “I just got a call. There’s been another attack. Suspected rougarou.”

John’s heart plummeted. “Where?”

She pointed to a spot on the screen. “Here. It’s west of your folk’s place, and definitely within our pattern. If we hurry, we might get there in time to find the NHE. Are you in?”

John stood up. “You know it.”

“Come on, then. I’ll drive.”
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While Vallot drove, John took the opportunity to text Caleb with an update.

Do you want me to head that way? Caleb texted back.

No. Apparently there are multiple victims. SPECTR will be crawling all over the area for a few hours yet. I’ll let you know if I need you.

All right. Be careful. v<3v

It took John a minute to realize the last was meant to be a heart with fangs on either side. Xoxo

“Just letting my boyfriend know I might be late tonight,” John said, putting the phone back in his pocket.

“Is he a local?” Vallot asked without looking away from the road.

“Not born and raised,” John said neutrally.

“Is that why you came to New Orleans?” Now she did glance at him, though only briefly. “Or were you here to see your family?”

“I didn’t know my family was even here, until Fontaine called me.” That much truth he could give her, at least. “I had time on my hands, and I’ve never been to the Big Easy before, so…” He trailed off, letting her fill in the blanks.

“Are you staying through Mardi Gras?”

“I don’t know. I’m not in any hurry to get back to Charleston.”

“I guess you didn’t expect to be back in the field so soon.”

“Not like this.” He turned his attention out the window. They headed south on I-510, and off to the left he glimpsed an amusement park of some sort. A moment later, his mind registered the trees growing thickly around and within the roller coaster’s scaffolding. “What’s that?”

“Mardi Land. It was damaged during Katrina and never reopened. The owners basically abandoned it.” She sighed. “The city took over, but they’ve never been able to figure out just what to do with it. Not an uncommon story, I’m afraid to say.”

Strange to think the effects of the hurricane were still being felt all these years later. When they’d first come here, John never expected to see the scars still on the landscape. The empty lots where houses once stood, the roads that ran nowhere.

They exited onto Highway 90 and drove for a few miles, until Vallot’s phone told them they’d arrived at their destination. A marquee sign with a flashing arrow informed them they’d arrived at Stormwinds Marina and listed prices for bait.

Vallot slowed, then turned off into an unpaved parking lot. John had expected a marina similar to the ones he was familiar with in Charleston, filled with yachts that cost more than most people’s houses. Instead, Stormwinds Marina could most charitably be described as “shabby.” The largest building was made from corrugated metal streaked with rust; judging by the trees and shrubs growing right against the walls, it had been abandoned years ago. Boat trailers were parked haphazardly around the lot, and only two berths were currently occupied. Both of the boats in them looked to be in desperate need of repainting.

A SPECTR van was already on the scene, along with police and ambulances. The lights strobed off the occupied building, a cinder-block square with a huge ice machine out front. Vallot parked the sedan and they both climbed out. As they approached the scene, a guard in a SPECTR jacket called, “Sadie! I thought you were stuck behind a desk while Beatrice has her kid.”

Vallot pressed her lips together in annoyance. Rather than answer directly, she said, “This is Special Agent John Starkweather from the Charleston office. He’s here on vacation, and offered to give us a hand.”

The guard let out a low whistle. “Charleston, huh? I’ve bet you got some stories. Is it true—”

“Not now,” Vallot cut him off. John fell in behind her as she made for the cluster of activity near the waterfront.

He didn’t expect her to elaborate on what the guard had said, so when she spoke, it caught him by surprise. “Beatrice is the exorcist; I’m a cryokinetic. I’ve been stuck behind a desk for a few weeks now, doing paperwork and reviewing video footage for other people’s investigations.” Her shoulders slumped fractionally. “I know it’s important, but compared to the field, it feels…useless, you know?”

“Yeah.” He tucked his hands inside the pockets of his jacket. “I know.”

“So I jumped at the chance to work with you. Get out from behind the desk.” She glanced at him. “I hope you don’t mind.”

“Not at all.” How many nights had he sat in the apartment binge-watching reality shows? “Believe me when I say I’ve been there myself.”

They reached the weathered dock protruding out into the bayou water, where an agent wearing a green armband waited for them.

An empath. Sweat slicked John’s palms, and he hoped he didn’t have to tell any lies about what he was doing in New Orleans in front of the man.

Vallot introduced John the same way she had earlier. “Starkweather, this is Agent Andy Bertin.”

“Call me Andy,” the empath said. He was a tall, African American man, his hair shaved close to his scalp and an easy smile on his handsome face. He didn’t extend his hand, but that wasn’t unusual. Most empaths preferred not to make physical contact unless necessary.

“John,” John said with a nod. “Nice to meet you.”

“So what do we have?” Vallot asked.

Andy stepped out onto the dock and nodded to the boat tied up there. It was a simple fishing boat, equipped with an outboard motor. The canopy that had once offered shade to its passengers had been ripped to shreds. Deep claws marks gouged through the white paint of the boat itself. Blood spattered the interior, congealing on the floor and some of the seats.

“What happened?” John asked.

“A group of fishing buddies decided to get in some quality time on the water. They headed out with two coolers: one for the fish and one for the beer. They went west along the bayou, up one of the smaller channels, and dropped their lines. An NHE came out of nowhere, and before they knew what was happening, it was on the boat. It injured two of them, then grabbed a third and took off into the swamp with him.”

To eat, presumably. John felt queasy. “It was a rougarou?”

“Probably. Only one of the survivors was coherent enough to give a description. He lucked out and didn’t end up with so much as a scratch on him. One of the two injured died on the way back to dock, and the other is in the hospital.”

“That seems like an awfully large group for a rougarou to attack,” Vallot said. “Then again, none of this has been normal.”

Andy checked his notes. “The victim told me it was, quote, ‘like the swamp itself came to life.’ Green and brown hide, long claws, canid head, a mane like Spanish moss. Supposedly ferns were growing out of its back, and its muscles looked more like thick vines than flesh. Whatever that means.” He shrugged. “He thought it was also fifteen feet tall, though as upset as he was, I wouldn’t vouch for the accuracy.”

“It does sound like a rougarou,” John said. “So one victim is still missing?”

“A Mr. Hatrel, yes.” Andy’s lips pressed together. There was no need to say what they were all thinking. The rougarou had been looking for a meal; the chances of finding the victim alive were slim.

Vallot nodded. “All right, then. Let’s see if we can find someone willing to take us into the bayou. We have a rougarou to kill.”


Eight


John sat near the front of the boat, peering out into the trackless bayou and wishing Gray and Caleb were there.

There were no hiking trails in the area where the attack had occurred, and no way to easily get in except by water. Fortunately, the owner of the marina himself volunteered to take them to the place where the attack had occurred. It meant they had a civilian to worry about, but neither of them knew the bayou well enough, even if they had been able to drive the boat.

“Strange none of the wildlife is out,” the captain remarked. “All kinds of things live here. Egrets, ducks, marsh rabbits, you name it. We ought to have seen something by now.”

“The rougarou might have scared them,” Vallot said.

“Does that mean it’s close?” John asked.

Vallot shrugged. “Maybe. But how close is close?”

Sekhmet in the Boat of Millions of Years, guide and defend them. In the silent expanse of the bayou, the rougarou could be anywhere.

If only Gray didn’t have to be kept secret.

John took a deep breath. No one else in SPECTR had the aid of a demon-sniffing force of nature. They solved their cases the old fashioned way, just as John had before Gray came along. Had he gotten soft, relying on Gray to do the heavy lifting?

Certainly he had over the last few months. And yes, at first John had no choice. He’d been healing from the savage bite wound in his calf inflicted by Drugoy, which meant he could hardly go chasing after NHEs as they made their way through the southeast.

When it came down to it, the fact he was Gray’s boyfriend was the only reason Kaniyar hadn’t booted him out of SPECTR for concealing what he knew about Yuri and Dru. He didn’t still have a badge because he was such a hotshot agent, but because he was one of the few mortals Gray would listen to. His title was less “special agent” and more “drakul wrangler.”

Which was a damn depressing thought.

The boat slowed. “This is about where it happened,” the captain said. “At least, so far as I could tell from what Jimmy said. He was pretty shook up, though.”

Dark water stretched around them, broken up on the left by what looked to be dry land. Or as dry as it got here, anyway.

Vallot pointed at the low tangle of trees. “Look.”

A scrap of blue cloth that might have been part of a shirt dangled from one limb.

“The rougarou must have taken Hatrel that way.” John turned back to the captain. “Can you steer us closer?”

Soon the boat bumped up against the thick grass sprouting from the ground. “Put on the waders,” the captain advised, nodding toward the boots he’d put in the boat before they left.

As they pulled on the waders, Vallot asked, “Will you be all right here?”

He picked up a shotgun from the floor at his feet and laid it over his lap. “If anything comes at me, it’s in for a surprise.”

The boots were awkward and fit poorly, but at least they kept John’s shoes from flooding in the shallow water. Past the edge of the grass, the ground became firmer. Vallot pulled on a latex glove and plucked the scrap of shirt from the tree, before depositing it in an evidence bag. “Let’s look for tracks.”

Unfortunately, that proved easier said than done. The bayou was a tangle of marsh grass, palmettos, vines, and scrubby trees. “No tracks, but I think something was dragged through here,” John said, pointing at a flattened palmetto.

“I think you’re right.” Vallot crouched down. “There’s blood on the edge of this leaf.”

The dense growth hid the water from them only a few feet in. “I wish we had a machete,” John muttered as a tree branch slipped out of his hand and slapped him on the cheek.

“Me too. At least it isn’t summer, so we don’t have to worry about snakes.”

The trail of flattened grass and palmettos led deeper into the bayou. No bird calls interrupted the utter silence around them, and John didn’t see so much as a flicker of feathers anywhere. It felt as though the swamp held its breath, waiting for something terrible to happen.

The winter sunlight reflected off glass, and they both halted. A deserted shack, cobbled together out of what looked to have been flotsam from the hurricane, poked up out of the undergrowth in front of them.

The place had obviously been deserted for years. It leaned drunkenly to one side, the panes in its windows cracked or missing. The walls were a mishmash of different types of wood, no two boards the same length, supplemented by corrugated tin sheeting. The moss-covered roof sagged. A half-fallen structure behind it looked to have been an outhouse, and a makeshift dock ran from the decaying porch to the water. All it lacked was a jug of moonshine and an old hound to complete the checklist of southern stereotypes.

The place made John uneasy. If someone had squatted here, they were long gone, but an air of misery still seemed to cling to it. It would also be the perfect place for the rougarou to go to ground.

“I’ll go around the back, you go around the front?” Vallot whispered.

The hairs on the back of John’s neck stood up. Was it just a reaction to their surroundings, or a whisper from his sixth sense, the one that could sense etheric energy?

Ordinarily, he shouldn’t be able to detect an NHE from a distance. But sleeping with Gray had come with some unexpected side-effects.

“Be careful,” he murmured back. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

She nodded. They split up and began to circle the shack from either side. John hugged the side of the building; the strip of solid ground between it and the water was only a few feet wide. The front door was still in place, though it was as crooked as the rest of the building. From the layer of mud on the porch, it hadn’t been opened in a while. Still, that didn’t mean the rougarou hadn’t crawled through an empty window. If they didn’t spot anything outside, they’d turn their attention to the interior of the shack.

The metallic scent of blood drifted to him, mingling with the odor of the bayou.

John’s skin prickled, instinct firing warning signals along his nerves. He tightened his grip on his Glock and carefully swung the beam around the side of the house.

An old porcelain bathtub sat beside the shack, beneath an overhang. Mud, leaves, and rainwater filled the lower third.

The remains of Hatrel hung half-in, half-out of the tub. One hand dangled over the side, dripping blood onto the mud below. His head tilted at a strange angle, most of the meat of his neck gone. As John took a horrified step closer, he saw that the body ended abruptly just below the ribs.

From the undergrowth just feet away, there came a low, angry growl.
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John spun, just as the rougarou began to rise from the tangled undergrowth.

It was as though nature itself had animated, a piece of the bayou broken off and shaped into a quasi-human form. Grass, or something mimicking it, sprouted from its shoulders and back. Thick green moss clung to its arms and legs, and Spanish moss trailed from its long neck. Catfish barbels drooped like a mustache from its muzzle. Twin eyes that glowed like burning marsh gas stared fixedly at John.

Then it stood up. And up.

Everything John knew about rougarous said they were human sized. This one easily topped twelve feet when it stood on its hind legs.

The witness had been right. More than that—Ryan had been right.

This was the rougarou that had attacked Granddad. It must be.

He let out a warning shout and fired, silver-jacketed lead tearing into the monster’s torso. The bullets struck its chest, which was covered with a thick, alligator-like hide. Only one penetrated deeply enough to draw blood.

Fuck.

Vallot rounded the shack, gun drawn. Her eyes widened in horror at the creature’s size, but she braced herself and fired as well.

She didn’t have any more luck than John. One bullet drew a line of blood along its upper arm, which more closely resembled a bundle of woody vines than flesh, but the rest either missed or failed to penetrate.

The rougarou opened its jaws, revealing jagged alligator teeth, and roared in defiance and fury.

“Run!” Vallot shouted.

They bolted around the shack even as it lunged at them. Weathered boards and corrugated tin flew everywhere as it smashed straight through the walls. Then Vallot let out an agonized scream as it seized her in a clawed hand, heaving her off her feet and into the air.

John couldn’t fire without the risk of hitting Vallot. He drew his athame in his free hand and ran at the rougarou, intending to distract it from Vallot with a slash to the leg.

It was too fast. In a blur of motion, it hurled Vallot into him.

They both went down; a knee or elbow smashed into John’s gut, knocking the wind out of him. Pain bloomed along his spine as he crashed into a stump half-hidden by marsh grass. Vallot cried out again, and something hot and wet soaked into his shirt.

The enormous rougarou loomed over them. John’s heart crashed against his ribs. This was what Granddad must have seen, this monster standing over him, claws and teeth ready to rend and bite. The stench of stagnant water and rotting weeds gusted out from the creature’s hide, so thick it seemed to curdle in John’s nostrils.

The wind shifted, and other scents intruded: copal incense and night-blooming jasmine, wildly out of place in the muck and rot of the bayou.

The rougarou’s head snapped up in alarm. A growl vibrated through its chest.

Then it was gone, crashing away through the low trees, before slipping into the water beyond.

Silence lingered for a long, long moment. Then a bird chirped hopefully from a nearby tree. The rougarou’s stench faded, along with the strange scent of jasmine.

He didn’t know what the hell had happened. Why the rougarou had suddenly spooked and taken off.

Vallot groaned.

John slid out from under her, trying not to jostle her too badly. Blood soaked her suit coat and shirt, where the rougarou’s claws had punctured her abdomen. “Vallot? Can you hear me?”

She blinked. “Yeah. I don’t…where did it go?”

“I don’t know.” John glanced uneasily over his shoulder. “It doesn’t matter right now. Let’s get you back to the boat and to the hospital.”
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John paused in the lobby of the hospital, on the way to the sliding doors that led to the parking lot. An ambulance pulled up outside, lights flashing, and he stepped aside to watch the rush of nurses and doctors.

He ached, all the way down to his bones. Mud flaked off his clothing, and the bruises he’d sustained in the bayou were making themselves known. His calf ached even worse, the old injury letting him know it wasn’t happy about all the strain he’d put it through. He wanted nothing more than to return to the apartment, climb in the shower, then fall into bed.

They’d wheeled Vallot back to the operating room not long ago. The rougarou’s enormous claws had punctured her abdominal wall in at least one place, and Goddess only knew what horrible bacteria might have been introduced. She also had several cracked ribs. But, barring anything resistant to heavy-duty antibiotics, the doctor told John she should make a full recovery.

No thanks to him. If something else hadn’t distracted the rougarou, it would have killed them both.

The emergency room doors slid open to admit the gurney from the back of the ambulance. The wall of scrub-clad nurses kept John from seeing anything much of the patient, but they must be in bad shape to warrant that much immediate attention.

People were so vulnerable. So breakable. Gray could take snapped bones and punctured organs in stride, heal them up, and keep fighting. Maybe John had come to rely far too much on a partner who could take abuse. Had let it make him sloppy.

Once upon a time, John had been the up-and-coming agent, the best exorcist in the southeast. He’d taken on every assignment with gusto. And yes, some of them hadn’t gone that great. The brothel full of succubi had fucked with his head pretty badly, for one. But it hadn’t affected his performance, and that was why he’d been the one Kaniyar called in, when they’d found an NHE no one else could exorcise.

Gray.

The ambulance outside pulled away, off to another emergency. Because there was always another disaster, another car crash, another shooting, another NHE. They’d never run out of calls, just like SPECTR would never run out of cases.

Maybe that was what made it so easy to lean on Gray. Gray was simply more effective at hunting and killing NHEs than any human agent could be. Cases got cleared faster, and John felt like he’d helped dam some of the never-ending tide of human misery that crossed his desk.

But he lost his edge, somewhere along the way. If Gray had been with him today, the rougarou probably wouldn’t have gotten away. Gray and Caleb had been hunting without John for months, after all. They knew what they were doing.

They didn’t need John. And SPECTR only needed him to be a drakul wrangler.

Even after Kaniyar left and Barillo came in, he’d thought any personal setbacks only temporary. But this was his life now.

For the first time, he felt useless as an agent. As an exorcist. If he wasn’t the hotshot federal agent anymore, if he was only there to make sure his boyfriends didn’t drop off the radar and start eating people, then who was he? What did he have outside of SPECTR?

John turned back to the information desk in the lobby behind him.

John had avoided thinking much about his roots for a long time. SPECTR had become his family after his parents turned him over to the state. But Ryan had welcomed him with open arms, and maybe Granddad would have too. Hadn’t Ryan said he’d been asking for John? Why would he do that if he hated him? Just because Mom wanted him to stay away didn’t mean Granddad would want the same thing.

Granddad hadn’t come when John was the one in the hospital. But maybe that had more to do with Mom and Dad. Maybe they’d asked him to stay away. True, he hadn’t tried to make contact in the years after, but maybe he’d thought it best not to disrupt John’s new life. Though John’s family had visited the farm frequently, it had been far enough away from their house that John couldn’t say he’d truly known the man. But Granddad had always been kind and patient with him, so perhaps their separation hadn’t been entirely voluntary on Granddad’s part?

The volunteer at the information desk gave him directions to ICU. Squaring his shoulders, John took the elevator up. His heart beat faster as he traversed the usual hospital maze of corridors. Granddad was likely asleep, but what if he wasn’t? Would he be glad to see John, or confused from his dementia, or upset?

John reached the nurses’ station at the ICU and stopped.

Mom and Dad stood outside one of the rooms, Mom sobbing, Dad looking teary-eyed with one hand on her shoulder. Ryan leaned against the wall, hands over his face. A white man in an expensive suit hovered nearby, a Bible tucked under his arm.

John felt as if the floor had fallen out from under him. He approached the group, each step seeming to take a thousand years, the air thicker than the mire of the swamp.

Ryan dropped his hands and spotted John. Wordlessly, he flung his arms around John, crying into his shoulder.

John held him, his own eyes burning. “Is he…”

“He wasn’t doing well earlier, so we decided to stay…” Ryan let out a sob. “He passed a few minutes ago.”

While John was in the building, mere floors below.

Ryan let go and stepped back. The man in the suit approached and stuck out his hand. A wave of cologne rolled off of him, making John want to sneeze. “I’m Doug Perry, the pastor at Mr. Starkweather’s church. Are you a member of the family?”

“No,” Mom said, before John could reply. “He’s a friend of Ryan’s.”

Ryan looked as though he wanted to object. The burning in John’s eyes intensified, but he said, “I just happened to be the in area.”

The pastor’s eyes took in the mud on John’s suit, but he only said, “I’m glad you could be here in this time of need.”

“Could you give us a moment, Pastor?” Mom asked, wiping at her eyes.

He glanced between them, maybe sensing the tension in the air. “I’ll just say a prayer over Mr. Starkweather’s mortal form, shall I?”

The moment he was out of earshot, Mom hissed, “What are you doing here?”

John swallowed. But before he could answer, Ryan said, “He has as much right to be here as I do.”

“No he doesn’t.” A strange fury commingled with the grief in Mom’s eyes. “He doesn’t belong here. He isn’t my son.”

John felt as though he’d been slapped. He’d been so stupid to hope there might be some chance of reconciliation.

“Did you get the thing that did this?” Dad asked abruptly.

More than anything, John wanted to tell him yes. That he’d personally put a bullet in its head.

Instead, he would have died at its claws along with Vallot, if not for…he didn’t even know what reason.

“No.” His heart felt like it weighed a thousand pounds. John took a step back, then another. “I’m sorry,” he said, then turned and quickly walked away.


Nine


“Christ, John.” Caleb rose to his feet from where he’d been sitting on their couch, waiting for John to turn up. “What the fuck happened to you?”

Gray’s alarm resonated with Caleb’s, reflecting back and forth, building on itself. John looked like hell: bruises and scratches on his face, his clothing stiff with mud. He stank of slow-moving water and muck, and moved with a limp that told Caleb he’d strained the calf Dru injured.

John stripped off his outer coat and let it fall to the floor. Which was in and of itself a bad sign; John was nothing if not orderly. “To start with, the rougarou I texted you about turned out to be a bit more of a challenge than expected.”

“How so?” Caleb helped John take off his suit coat, then urged him over to the couch.

John gave him the brief version of events. When he was done, Caleb said, “So you think it was the same one that attacked your grandfather?”

“I certainly hope there aren’t multiple twelve-foot tall rougarous running around.” John shook his head. “I don’t know why it’s so big. Has Gray seen anything like this before?”

“No.” Gray brushed the matter aside impatiently. “John faced this creature without us. We were not there to protect him.”

Just as they hadn’t been there to protect him in Charleston. Ericsson had shot him, and fucking Drugoy had bitten him, and they should have been there to stop it.

“He hasn’t, but now we know that sort of thing is out there, you shouldn’t go hunting without us,” Caleb said. “Shit, it could have ripped your head off!”

John stared down at this hands. “Vallot is in the hospital. The rougarou would have killed us both, but something scared it, or distracted it, or…I don’t know.”

“John almost died.” Gray was torn between horror and fury. “We must find this thing and kill it, before it has the chance to threaten him again.”

I agree. They’d failed John back in Charleston, but Caleb would be damned if they’d do it again. “Is the other agent going to be okay?” he asked aloud.

“I think so.” John swallowed hard. “I went to the hospital with her. While I was there, I decided to go check on Granddad. He died just a few minutes before I got there.”

Fuck. Caleb slid his arms around John. “I’m so sorry.”

John didn’t relax against them. “Mom and Dad were there, along with Ryan. Mom said I didn’t belong there. I wasn’t her son.”

Anger blazed under their skin. Gray yearned for action, like a tiger lashing its tail, angry but impotent. “I do not like them. I do not wish them to be near John ever again.”

I know. But it isn’t our choice.

“I do not like this place. There are rougarou who would hurt John physically, and these stupid mortals who would hurt him inside, and I do not care for any of them.”

There wasn’t a lot Caleb could do about John’s family, other than be supportive. At least they could eat the rougarou. “I’m sorry, sweetheart.”

John pulled away. His blue eyes were downcast, refusing to look directly at them. “Dad asked if I’d managed to kill the rougarou. I had to tell him I’d failed. I couldn’t even keep Vallot from being hurt.”

“Neither of those things is your fault.”

“Aren’t they?” Bitterness coated John’s voice. “I’m the one with the exorcist ability. If I can’t use it to keep people safe, then what good am I?”

“Hey, hey,” Caleb grabbed John’s hands. He’d never seen John this bummed out before. Usually he was a walking, talking motivational poster.

Though, come to think about it, John hadn’t been nearly as chipper since they left Charleston. Caleb had put it down to John’s focus being on healing and getting back on his feet. But maybe there was more going on beneath the surface.

“Then why does he not simply tell us?” Gray asked.

Because mortals are complicated.

“Needlessly so.”

Yeah, well, you aren’t wrong.

“You’ve done a lot of good,” Caleb said to John. “And even if you hadn’t, you don’t need to justify your existence by being useful to other people.” When John didn’t reply, he held back a sigh. “You’re holding yourself to a standard you wouldn’t hold anyone else to. I mean look at what a mess Gray and I are.”

“Speak for yourself.”

Caleb ignored him. “I’m sorry your grandfather didn’t make it. And I’m sorry Vallot got hurt. But you can’t blame yourself for either of those things.”

“I can’t help but think if Gray had been there, we all would have walked out uninjured.” John looked away. “I’m not blaming you for not being there—I thought we could handle it. That I could handle it. But the truth is, you’re always going to be better in a straight-up fight than any human.”

“Tell John he is correct.”

You’re not helping. “What’s done is done,” Caleb said aloud. “We need to figure out what to do next.” Maybe focusing on action would help break John out of his funk. “You said these things were moving in some kind of pattern.”

“Coming out of the bayou toward New Orleans.”

“Okay. Any ideas as to why?”

John’s mouth tightened. “Not a one.”

Time to switch to a different aspect of the investigation, then. “I wish we knew why the thing was so damn big. Was it different from your run-of-the-mill rougarou in any other way?”

John’s brow furrowed in thought. “It was even better camouflaged than usual. Ferns growing out of its back, arms like thick vines, that sort of thing. Rougarou are already creatures of the swamp and bayou, but this one took it to a whole new level.”

“That’s weird.” Have you ever seen anything like that before?

“No.” Unease. “I do not like it. I am glad it did not hurt John, but it disturbs me that it simply left its prey behind so quickly.”

“Okay,” Caleb said. “You two are the expert hunters. There are rougarous on the move. If we find out why they’re suddenly coming up out of the bayou and close to the city, we might be able to figure out how to put a stop to it. So how do we do that?”

“Something’s drawing them,” John suggested.

An ugly thought occurred to Caleb. “Could an exorcist be controlling them? Like Brimm with the ghouls, or Yuri with the demon horde?”

“No.” At least John sounded confident about that. “I would have seen the etheric tether.”

“Good to hear. So if I was a rougarou, what would I want in New Orleans?”

“To feed,” Gray said immediately.

“Unsurprisingly, Gray thinks they’re coming for the fine dining,” Caleb reported. “And he doesn’t mean the jambalaya. But if so, then why would they decide to show up en masse now, instead of some other time?”

“The same reason bears and other predators come into subdivisions?” John clasped his hands loosely over his knees. “Habitat loss? I haven’t heard of any big construction projects, though.”

“Yeah, the bayou doesn’t really lend itself to mega-malls. Not to mention a lot of the area is part of wildlife refuges.” Caleb sagged back against the couch in frustration.

“I still have access to SPECTR databases and archives.” John reached for his tablet, which lay on the coffee table. “Maybe someone has seen behavior like this before.”

“Good idea. Because I don’t mind telling you, Gray really doesn’t like this weird rougarou you ran into tonight.”

John looked up. “Why’s that?”

Caleb hesitated. If he said they were afraid for John, John would be insulted. Remind them he was a badass Spec, maybe even insist on hunting it with them. “It’s prey,” Caleb settled on. “He’s fed on them before, and they didn’t get big like this.”

Fortunately John accepted the reasoning. “Yeah, I guess a lion would get pretty unnerved if gazelles suddenly grew to the size of elephants.”

“And started moving towards him. Gray’s used to demons running the other way.” It was sort of strange, now that he thought about it. “The rougarous must not realize he’s here. Otherwise, they’d be trying to get the hell out of New Orleans, not coming closer.”

“Right.” John frowned, as if considering.

Caleb rose to his feet. “Okay, you stay here and research. We’ll head out into the bayou and see if we can pick up the scent. If we’re lucky, maybe we’ll be able to triangulate and figure out where they’re all headed to.”

“Be careful, okay?” John said, looking worried. “This whole situation is weird. If anything seems off, drop back and wait instead of rushing in.”

Caleb was already heading to the door. “You know us.”

“Yeah, that’s why I’m worried.”

Caleb shut the door and headed down the steps. Gray perked up. “We will find this giant rougarou and eat it, before it has the chance to hurt John again.”

Caleb licked the back of their teeth, his own anticipation rising. That’s the plan.
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Caleb guided the motorcycle out of the city, down the interstate, and toward the highway that would take them out to the bayou. The sun had set, and rush hour was well over, so there wasn’t much traffic. Mainly long haul trucks and the occasional car filled with exhausted travelers. The abandoned amusement park was nothing more than shadows off to the left, their enhanced sight picking out the skeletal remains of the rides against the approaching cloud cover.

Looks like a storm rolling in.

Gray thrummed under his skin. “Yes. Though it will make tracking more difficult.”

Then we’d better get moving.

He opened up the throttle, taking advantage of the long straightaways to put on speed. Unlike South Carolina, Louisiana actually had helmet laws; safer for ordinary people, but Caleb and Gray both missed the wind in their hair.

They reached the exit, left the interstate behind, and headed into Bayou Sauvage. Caleb conjured up the memory of the map John had texted him. Their best bet would be to look for traces of the rougarou west of where it had attacked John’s grandfather. Unfortunately, there weren’t any roads in the area, at least not that he could recall.

“Then we go on foot.”

Yeah, but we have thousands of acres to cover. Beating our way through underbrush is going to slow us down some.

They passed a shopping plaza with signs advertising a variety of Vietnamese cuisine, then an apartment complex, before civilization came to an end and the trees closed in. Caleb passed an unexpected break in the undergrowth almost before he registered it. “Wait. Was that a road?”

He slowed the bike and made a U-turn at the next opportunity. No other vehicles were on this stretch of highway, and the only light came from the motorcycle’s headlight. The beam revealed trees, vines, an abandoned boat, more trees, a field of marsh grass…and a yellow barrier across what appeared to be the remains of a road.

Caleb guided the bike onto it and pulled up beside the barrier. Taking out his phone, he frowned at the map John had sent him. “I think this road must have been an entrance to the amusement park when it was still in operation. You can just make it out on the satellite image. And there’s another abandoned road that splits off from it that looks like it goes in the direction we need.”

He killed the engine, then relied on his drakul-enhanced strength to wrestle the bike around the barrier. They’d go on foot so as not to miss the scent, but at least this way he wouldn’t have to worry about the cops spotting the bike from the road. The last thing he needed was to get hauled in by the police.

The clouds thickened above, and the scent of rain blew in ahead of the storm. They needed to work fast if they were going to find a scent trail before the storm obliterated it. He took the helmet off, hung it on the handlebars, and relinquished control to Gray.

Their hair crackled with static, and Gray unsheathed their claws in anticipation, before letting them slide in again.

Time to hunt.
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John glanced at the clock and wondered if it was too late to make a phone call. He could wait until the morning, hit the books on his own, and hope something turned up. But a second set of eyes might see something he’d missed.

The phone rang three times, before a voice said, “John?”

He couldn’t help but grin at the sound. Sekhmet save him, he’d missed her. “Hey Zahira. Did I wake you?”

“I’d just turned in.” There came a rustle, as if the phone had scraped against cloth, and he imagined her sitting up in bed. “I assume something’s wrong. What can I do to help?”

It was a relief to be able to lay out the entire situation for another agent, without the need to hide Gray’s existence. When he was done, she said, “We surely belong to Allah, and to Him we return. I’m so sorry for the loss of your grandfather. Please, convey my condolences to your family.”

“Thank you, Zahira. I appreciate it.” He let out a sigh. “Things haven’t exactly been easy the last few days. I could use your help figuring out what the hell is going on.”

“Of course.” Her tone became business-like. “We should divide up our search. What do you want me to look for?”

He chewed absently on the end of his stylus, then caught himself. “Why don’t you see if you can find out anything about other mass NHE movements. I’m assuming natural disasters might cause them, but we obviously can rule that out here.”

“And it isn’t an outbreak?”

“I don’t think so.” John rubbed his eyes. “Aside from Yuri, most outbreaks are caused by some sort of catastrophe or circumstance that drives at least a segment of the population to acts of desperation. That doesn’t seem to be the case here. The rougarous are all coming from the east-southeast, more or less, but from different starting points. They’re converging, not dispersing.”

“Could it have anything to do with why the rougarou ran off? The one that attacked you and the other agent.”

“Your guess is as good as mine.”

“I’ll see what I can find in the archive.”

“And I’ll try to figure out why one of them is so huge. Considering that bothered even Gray, it might be an important clue.”

“Agreed. Something that concerns Gray is definitely worth worrying about.” She paused. “Are he and Caleb doing well?”

“Caleb’s having a blast,” John said wryly. “He’s been giving vampire tours.”

Her laughter chimed in his ear. “No!”

“It’s driving Gray nuts. ‘Mortal nonsense’ and all that. Aside from that, he’s happy. They’re out scouting now, trying to see if they can find a rougarou trail. Considering how big the bayou is, I don’t have much hope, but you never know. Gray’s hunted a lot of NHEs in his time.” John logged into the SPECTR archives. “Seriously, Zahira, thanks for your help.”

Her voice softened. “Any time, John. I’ll call you if I find something.”

“Same.”

The call ended. John sat back in his chair, trying to think of search terms to put in. Not that it would likely help. Though the archives contained thousands of digitized works, some of them hundreds of years old, only a fraction had useful meta data attached. Many were in Latin or German, making any search even more complicated.

What if he failed at this, too? What if the information was in there somewhere, and he didn’t find it? If he was as useless behind the desk as he was in the field, maybe it was time to resign himself to being nothing more than a drakul-herder.

Shifting into a more comfortable position on the couch, John began to search.


Ten


The road is little more than a tattered thread, pavement cracked and overgrown by weeds, trees looming in close to either side. Mortals build and build, like frenzied ants, believing their works will stand forever. Most of it does not survive even a thousand years: great temples of mud-brick reduced to shattered mounds, wooden walls taken by fire, towers of marble dragged inexorably down by time and gravity. Many of Gray’s hosts baked bricks or shaped stones, all of them certain this monument, or cathedral, or colossus would stand until the end of the world.

“Thanks for the pep talk,” Caleb says. Gray can tell he does not actually mean it.

Why does this disturb you?

“You’ve been dying to get out here and hunt. Can we just focus on that?”

That, at least, is a sensible suggestion. Unusually so, for Caleb.

“Asshole.” Caleb does not mean that, either, because he sends a surge of affection along with the word. Gray responds in kind, then turns his attention back to the hunt.

They move in silence along the road, black clothing and hair blending into the shadows. The thick clouds blot out moon and stars, and the wind picks up. The trees rattle, the grasses whisper, and Gray pauses to sift through the sounds and smells. Nothing.

Yet.

He follows the road, stopping often. Before long, it intersects with a powerline, the right-of-way a cleared path cutting straight into the heart of the bayou. The scent of stagnant water and slime, of blood and reptiles, blows past Gray on the breeze.

He freezes, all senses focused on their surroundings. No sight of the rougarou, no sound of it in the trees, but its scent still lingers, coming in gusts and fits.

Gray drops to all fours, balanced on fingers and toes, to get his nose closer to the ground. Yes—the trail is still here, and fresh enough to follow. It emerges from the scar of the right-of-way and joins the road they were already following.

“No way,” Caleb says. “The rougarous can’t be heading for the abandoned amusement park.”

Gray rises to his feet and continues along the road, pausing now and again to make certain they still followed the trail. It does not make sense. I do not know what would draw them to such a place.

“Access to the city? They could lay low at the park, then go out during the day and eat people.”

Perhaps. But rougarous do not like light and noise, or crowds. The ones he hunted before preyed on lone travelers, in or close to the swamps. The New Orleans of today is filled with humans, vehicles, noise, and movement.

“Maybe they’ve adapted. Or maybe it has to do with why the one John encountered was so big.”

It does not matter. Gray will track them, and eat them, and keep John safe.

“I hope it’s that easy.”

Mortals complicate things needlessly. I do not.

Halfway to the amusement park, the trail is joined by a second one. Another rougarou, emerging from the deeper wilderness to follow the first.

“How many of these things are there?”

Gray does not bother answering. He doesn’t know, nor does it matter.

“Remember that when we’re getting mauled to pieces by a whole pack.”

The road ends in a gate, set into a fence which no doubt borders the abandoned park. A booth sits beside it, its paint peeling where it isn’t covered in graffiti. Above the gate is a weathered archway declaring it the entrance to Mardi Land. Some of the letters hang loose, and hold the remnants of old birds’ nests. A marquee sign out front still reads Closed For Storm.

Beyond the gate lies the great plain of a concrete parking lot. Across the lot loom the crumbling remains of roller coasters and other rides mortals invent to amuse themselves.

The rougarous’ trail runs straight toward it. As does another.

This new trail smells of night-blooming jasmine and black copal, underlain with a dark muskiness Gray does not recognize.

“What the fuck is that?”

I do not know. It is an answer Gray is rapidly growing tired of giving. But it is not food.

“It’s not food?” Caleb’s unease leaks through them both. “Something killed the rougarou out there on Fort Macomb. What if it wasn’t just hit by a truck like John thought?”

Gray growls, low. Because there are very, very few things that might kill something like a rougarou. And this trail was left by neither mortal nor animal.

Caleb’s reaction is an almost visceral flinch. “Right,” he says, and Gray can tell he does not wish to think on this anymore. Neither does Gray. “We need to turn off our phone. I’d hate to get a text just as we were about to jump a super-sized rougarou from behind.”

More modern inconveniences. Gray falls back, letting Caleb come to the fore. Caleb takes out the phone, fingers flying over the screen as he sends a message to John.

We found a trail. Multiple trails, actually. Followed them to the abandoned amusement park. Going dark for a bit; text you when we’re on the way back. v<3v

He powers off the phone and tucks it into their pocket, before switching places with Gray. The wind blows unfettered across the parking lot, and the first fat drops of rain hit the ground. Gray gives the entrance a final, assessing look, before scrambling over the gate and inside.
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John sat up straight and read the paragraph. Then he read it again.

Almost two hours had passed since he’d gotten off the phone with Zahira. Truthfully, he hadn’t expected to find anything useful so quickly, if at all.

And this might not be useful. Or relevant.

He picked up the phone and hit redial. This time she answered on the first ring. “Did you know rougarous have been recorded hunting in small packs?” she said without preamble. “And that those packs are often composed of related individuals?”

“You mean the fausts are related?” John asked.

“Right. Whether the rougarous understand human relations is an open question, but they do seem inclined to answer summonings made by multiple people related by blood or marriage.”

“The family that summons demons together stays together?”

“More or less. I don’t know if it’s relevant, though,” she added. “Given these rougarous seem to be in the process of forming a pack, rather than the other way around.”

“Still, it’s interesting.”

“Did you find something?”

“I don’t know. I’d like your thoughts.” He scanned the paragraph again. “I came across a reference in the memoirs of an Australian exorcist. The continent was still being used as a penal colony at the time, and I guess they were worried about the convicts summoning NHEs, so they kept an official exorcist on hand. Apparently he helped hunt and kill a crocodile therianthrope. The thing about crocodiles is, they just keep growing. The older they get, the more massive they are.”

“Right. I think a lot of fish are like that, too.”

John’s heart sank as he remembered the catfish-like barbels hanging from the rougarou’s muzzle. Though that didn’t necessarily mean anything. “The crocothrope the exorcist killed was supposedly huge, much larger than the normal human-sized ones. According to some of the indigenous people he spoke to, something had been hanging out in the river eating anyone who wandered down there alone for decades, at least.”

“So you think the huge rougarou you encountered was old?”

“Maybe?” There was just too much uncertainty around everything. “Most NHEs don’t last that long. They rampage around until they get killed. And obviously, most NHEs aren’t going to keep getting bigger the longer they manage to stick around, just like most animals reach a certain size and stop. But the giant rougarou looked like it was part of the swamp, even more than they usually do. I wonder, if it was able to lay low far enough away from civilization, only feeding on lone hunters and hikers for years…”

“It slowly grew bigger and bigger,” Zahira finished. “It’s not a bad theory.”

John’s thoughts buzzed in his skull, connecting bits of information one to another. “Okay, hear me out. Because this thing is so big and bad, maybe the other rougarous view it as a sort of alpha, or patriarch. It’s somehow calling the younger ones to come together to…what?”

“Hunt more effectively?” Zahira suggested. “Work together to defend from some outside threat?”

“Hold on.” John called up the photo he’d taken of Vallot’s map. Instead of concentrating on the pattern, he focused on the dates themselves. “Shit.”

“What’s wrong?”

“The first rougarou sightings were right around the time we came to New Orleans.”

Zahira let out a hiss of breath. “So Gray arrives in town, and suddenly the rougarous are on the move.”

NHEs instinctively recognized Gray as a danger. Drakul were top of the food chain: apex predators, generalists who would eat any other NHE that crossed their path. If an old rougarou caught scent of Gray, would it—could it—somehow summon others of its kind to act together in an attempt to take him down?

John’s phone chimed in his ear, alerting him to an incoming text. At this time of night, it had to be Caleb. “I’ve got to go, Zahira. If there’s even a chance we’re right, I need to let Caleb and Gray know what we might be up against.”

“Keep me informed, all right?”

“You’ve got it. Thanks again.”

He hung up and looked at the text.

We found a trail. Two of them, actually. Followed them to the abandoned amusement park. Going dark for a bit; text you when we’re on the way back. v<3v

John swore and hit the call button. The phone rang…and rang.

“Hi, you’ve reached Caleb Gris. Leave a message.”

Damn it, they must have already shut off the phone. Maybe they’d only silenced it, not powered it off completely. “Caleb, stand down. I’m not certain, but there might be an ambush waiting for you. Please, call me back the moment you get this.”

John stared at the phone for a few seconds after ending the call, hoping against hope that Caleb would dial him back right away. But the phone remained stubbornly dark and silent in his hand.

He might be wrong. A crocothrope and a rougarou were two very different entities. Possibly he was getting worked up over nothing.

But if he and Zahira were right, Gray and Caleb could very well be walking into a trap.

Even if they were, they might be okay. If Gray could feed and heal fast enough, they could survive just about anything.

Enough rougarous might be able to overwhelm them, especially attacking en masse. If they were dragged down, ripped apart…

John needed to get down there. Fast.

[image: ]


This is the creepiest place I’ve ever been, Caleb thought at Gray. And I’ve been to some damn creepy places since meeting you.

Heavy gates blocked the entrance to the park proper. A sign on the gates, presumably added since the park’s abandonment, warned Dangerous Animals Present. Caleb assumed it referred to alligators, not rougarous.

They climbed over the second set of gates with ease. No sign of security cameras; presumably the park no longer had the electricity to power them. Graffiti covered the ticket booths just on the other side, so at least a few other people had ignored the warnings.

Past the entrance lay the first attractions. The entry area had been meant to look like a knock-off Bourbon Street, complete with black ironwork railings along upper balconies. Faded signs advertised coffee and beignets, the main Mardi Land gift shop, a fudge shop, and—of course—booze.

“I have walked in many abandoned places,” Gray said within the shared space of their brain. “Ruins often offered shelter during the day, away from the mortals who would have interfered with my hunts.”

Interference in this case meant staking, beheading, and occasionally just desperate chanting from people who thought Gray meant to eat them. Drakul weren’t nocturnal by nature, but it was a lot easier to track demons without someone trying to cut your head off.

Still, Gray’s attempt at reassurance didn’t make their surroundings any less spooky. If they’d been in the midst of ancient ruins, it might have been different. Somehow, the fact this desolation was modern made it much more unsettling. Maybe it was just the reminder that disaster and loss didn’t only belong to the past. That in some ways life was just as precarious as it had ever been.

The wind gusted down the deserted avenue, whistling around the corners, flinging fistfuls of rain into their face. All around them, the buildings creaked like live things: groans and murmurs that only added to the weird feel of their surroundings. Near the front door of the gift shops lay a huge pile of rotting stuffed animals. No doubt they’d been picked up and carried in Katrina’s storm surge, deposited in a single heap once the waters finally receded. Over the years, they’d melded into a disgusting mass, bleached by the sun and furred in black mold. Plastic eyes stared at Caleb, sending a shiver along his nerves.

“You are being foolish. They are only objects, inanimate.”

Still fucking creepy.

Gray huffed softly. “Leave off with these distractions. We must find the rougarous, eat them, and return to John.”

Right. The sooner they got on with things, they sooner they’d be away from this freaky ruin and back to the normal level of creepiness.

A lake scummed with algal growth lay in the heart of the park. Gator trails cut through the overgrown grass, leading down to the edge of the water. At least they’d be lying on the bottom this time of year, rather than actively hunting.

The avenue split off in two directions around the lake. Gray paused, sifting the wind.

The smell of rougarous was everywhere, mingled with the scents of the crumbling park: mold, rot, and stagnant water. No wonder rougarous liked this place; it probably smelled like home to them.

The scent was stronger to the left, so they turned in that direction. They moved slow but steady, eyes scanning for any glimpse of hide or mane, ears pricked for any betraying sound. Chains rattled ahead and to the left, louder and louder as they approached.

The chains belonged to a swing ride, the sort that rotated faster and faster, until the riders were high in the air. Some of the decorative panels had fallen from the top and lay shattered on the concrete. The rusted chains creaked in the wind, as if phantom riders had jumped off right before they came close enough to see.

Christ, this place was eerie.

A dark shape lay sprawled just beyond the swing ride. They approached cautiously, but it didn’t move. Indeed, rot was already beginning to set in.

A dead rougarou.

“Yes. And it has not been dead for very long.”

The same scent they’d picked up outside the park, the one that belonged to something that Gray didn’t classify as food, hung all around.

As Gray had said, very few things hunted demons.

The squeal of claws on metal came from ahead, accompanied by an almost reptilian growl. Another rougarou was further along the path, not that far away.

The instinct to hunt poured through their veins. It would be stupid to turn back now, to involve John, when the prey was so close. They would eat it, find whatever else lurked here, and…

Eat it, too, if they had to.

Let’s go, Caleb said.

Gray moved forward, a shadow amongst shadows. “Yes.”


Eleven


The ring of the phone startled John so much he nearly missed the exit off the interstate. Cursing, he veered to the right, cutting across two lanes and onto the ramp that would lead him to the closest entry point to the abandoned park. Without glancing at the screen, he fumbled the phone out of his pocket and hit the button. “Caleb?”

“Does your caller ID not work anymore, Starkweather?” asked Indira Kaniyar. “I was told you’ve been trying to get ahold of me. Is that no longer the case?”

Anyone else would have led with an apology for calling him so late at night. But when Kaniyar had been district chief in Charleston, she’d always expected her agents to be ready for action at any hour. Her promotion to Director of SPECTR apparently hadn’t changed that.

“I’m driving,” he said. “We have a bit of a situation here.” He paused, unable to entirely swallow the bitterness down. “Maybe you know about it already, though.”

“Know about what, Starkweather? I’m not in the mood to play games.”

Was he imagining it, or did he hear weariness in her voice? Kaniyar was never less than composed. Even when things had been at their worst, when SPECTR had been chasing them all down with Forsyth’s demon army, she’d never looked tired or afraid.

“The giant rougarou. The mass exodus of rougarous from the bayou, apparently because it’s some kind of alpha or patriarch or something.” His fingers tightened on the wheel. “People are dying out here. If you know something, anything, then fucking tell me.”

“You will not curse at me, Special Agent.”

“My grandfather is dead. This thing, this old rougarou, murdered him.”

The answering silence stretched so long he almost checked to see if the call had dropped. Then she said, “I’m sorry to hear that. I didn’t know.” He was right. She did sound tired. “About the rougarous or your grandfather. You say they’re on the move?”

“Coming up out of the wild parts of the bayou into civilization,” he confirmed. “Gray and Caleb tracked them to an abandoned amusement park. I’m on my way there now.” Some of his anger drained away, but there remained a tight ball in his chest. “Why did you send us here, if not for this? After all these months, why just drop us in the middle of a city and leave us to sit on our asses?”

The silence stretched out even longer this time. Finally, she said, “I’ve been in contact with the Vigilant.”

His fingers felt cold on the steering wheel. “They were supposed to disband. That was part of the agreement to avoid prosecution.”

“Old habits die hard. Especially when those habits stretch back generations.”

“Was it Tiffany?” He wouldn’t have thought she’d go back on the deal at the risk of prosecution. But she’d been fiercely loyal to her family, to their cause. Walking away from a duty she’d inherited from her however-many-times-great grandmother Papillon wouldn’t have been an easy thing.

“Let me worry about the details,” Kaniyar replied. “I reached out to them because, among their other activities, they track drakul.”

John slowed the SUV. “Tiffany once said there was another in North America besides Gray. One still inhabiting corpses, I mean.” Even the Vigilant hadn’t known about Yuri and Drugoy.

“After the cluster fuck in Charleston, it seemed to me that knowing where it is, and keeping a closer eye on it, would be the smart thing to do. The last thing we want is for it to fall into other hands.”

The pieces were clicking into place. “It’s here, isn’t it?” John thumped the steering wheel angrily with the palm of one hand. “Why didn’t you tell us? Why send us in blind?”

“Calm down, Starkweather. You were Plan B. The Vigilant tracked the drakul to just over the Mississippi border. Plan A was to assign another team of agents to keep watch on it, at which point I would decide if any action was necessary.”

Action? Like what? Locking it away somewhere? Trying to add it to the SPECTR arsenal? What did she mean about keeping it from falling into other hands?

And just what were the details of Plan B? If the SPECTR team failed, was Gray meant to go in and capture it instead?

No. Gray would never agree to that, and Kaniyar surely knew it. Unless she meant to use John’s freedom as leverage.

Goddess, he couldn’t tell if that thought was sheer paranoia or a rational assessment of the situation.

“Unfortunately,” Kaniyar went on, “the body the drakul was in became badly damaged in a hunt. The nearest suitable corpse must have been some distance away, because neither we nor the Vigilant have been able to locate it since. I did consider sending you and Mr. Gris in to track it.”

“So why didn’t you?”

“Must I spell it out to you?” She sounded faintly disappointed. “We’ve encountered two other drakul so far, and Gray has eaten both of them. And before you can say anything, yes, his actions were warranted in both cases. However, we can’t rule out the possibility drakul instinctively resort to cannibalism to resolve intraspecies conflicts. I didn’t believe there was a compelling need to test that hypothesis just yet.”

“That sounds like a Zahira hypothesis.”

“Special Agent Noorzai did submit a very detailed report on the events of last summer,” Kaniyar said wryly. “I had hoped to keep the operation in Mississippi quiet, an adjective which does not at all describe any of the observed encounters between two drakul so far. So no, Starkweather, I didn’t tell you why you were in New Orleans, because I didn’t want either of your companions charging in.”

The implication being she wouldn’t have trusted John not to tell them. He wanted to argue with that assessment. But he’d lost the right to do that when he’d done as Gray asked and kept Drugoy and Yuri secret, instead of reporting them to SPECTR as he should have.

“I understand,” he said.

“Good.” Another pause. “More urgent matters arose and occupied my attention. I didn’t expect the undead drakul to cause problems at the moment. Letting it go about its business, eating stray NHEs, didn’t seem actively dangerous. That was my mistake.”

John frowned in puzzlement. “I don’t understand.”

“The rougarous are on the move, you said.”

“Right. Out of their ordinary habitat and moving in toward the city. I talked it over with Zahira tonight, and we figure they must have come across Gray’s scent and banded together…”

He trailed off. Fort Macomb. The bones they’d found, from the rougarou that had mysteriously failed to catch a wounded teenager. They’d been confused as to why it hadn’t killed the teen, and even more about why it had died.

It hadn’t caught her, because something else had caught it first. It died because a bigger, badder NHE ambushed it and dragged it off to feed on, just as it would have done to the teens.

Later, the giant rougarou had spared John and Vallot and run away, for the same reason Papillon had been spared all those years ago. It had smelled a predator and abandoned its kill to get away.

Was that why it hadn’t finished Granddad off as well? Had this other drakul been that close the whole time?

“They’re leaving the wilderness and coming near human habitation, because there’s something they’re even more scared of on their heels,” John said numbly. “They’re running for their lives.”

“It would seem to be a possibility.”

“So this drakul is probably nearby. Maybe even at the park.”

“Again, a possibility. Take care of this rougarou nest, Starkweather, before anyone else gets hurt. And if the undead drakul is there, keep an eye on it. Don’t let it just wander away and fall off the radar again.” She paused. “And for God’s sake, don’t let your boyfriend eat it.”
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The ancient rougarou barely suppresses a growl.

The fight was difficult, but it had expected as much. A deep bite hampers its leg, but it will heal in time. The important part is that one of the monsters is no longer a threat.

That had been a terrifying moment in the bayou. It glimpsed the thoughts of one of the mortals that shot it with stinging bullets, and realized that there was a second monster, in addition to the one that had been stalking them.

The first monster had almost caught it then, and it had to flee. But even as it swam along the bottom of the twisting channels, it started to plan.

If there were two monsters, then it stood to reason they must be hunting together. Just as the ancient rougarou and its host’s sister had hunted together. If the rougarous caught one on its own, it could be overpowered, then used as bait in a snare.

And indeed, the second monster has entered the park.

They have already lost two of the younger rougarous. The rest are in place, waiting for the second monster to take the final steps into the trap. Then they will close in around it.

The monsters are strong. Terrifying. But together, the rougarous are stronger.

Together, they will destroy them both.
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Gray moves with a slow, even tread, every sense alert. The worn concrete walkway curves around the side of the lake, bordered by trees, thorn bushes, and marsh grass, as well as the crumbling remains of mortal entertainments. The delicious scent of rougarous is all around, but its very ubiquity makes it useless for tracking. There is too much confusion of trail, looping around and in on itself.

Caleb, as usual, worries. “They could be almost anywhere.”

He is not incorrect. Gray’s eyes sweep the broken windows and empty doorways, the gaping storefronts and encroaching thickets. Though he can see in the darkness as clearly as daylight, rougarou are difficult to spot under any conditions.

The midway narrows slightly. A solid line of buildings closes in on either side. Dilapidated signs advertise mortal amusements: Ring-the-Bell, Bottle Toss, Swamp Hunt. More piles of stuffed animals, covered in black mold and rotting into a single mass, lay swept against their sides and doors.

“Christ, those things are gross. I feel like they’re watching us.”

Gray ignores Caleb’s foolishness and comes to a halt. The scent of rougarous is almost overpowering, but that isn’t what catches his attention.

A roller coaster looms up beyond the midway, part of its serpentine bulk suspended above the brackish water of the lake. On the farthest edge of the curve above the lake, pieces of broken railing juts out from the track, as though something smashed violently through them. And from one shattered beam dangles a body. Though the wood is driven directly through its chest, for a moment it seems to move.

No.

There are few things that will hunt demons. Mortals. Some animals.

But the scent around the dead rougarous they came across is not that of a mortal or an animal. Which leaves only one option.

Drakul.

“The other one.” Anger and despair swirl through Caleb and into him. “The Vigilant said there was another undead drakul in North America. And fucking Yuri and Dru wanted to find it and drive it as crazy as they were.”

I do not wish it to be a drakul, Gray says. He has so often condemned mortals for behaving as if reality is something that it is not. But now he understands the impulse far better than he ever wanted to.

A growl sounds behind them.

Gray spins, but there is nothing. Just the smell of rougarous.

He turns back, just in time to see one of the piles of rotting toys begin to move.
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John pulled off on the shoulder of the road and killed the SUV’s engine. According to the satellite image, this was as close as he could get to Mardi Land by car. He’d have to climb over the low barrier just off the road, jog across an open stretch of grass, then find a way through the fence surrounding the abandoned park. And hope no police or security noticed his vehicle and decided to come looking for possible intruders. The last thing they needed was someone with no paranormal abilities facing down a rougarou pack.

The low fence didn’t prove much of an obstacle; it existed mainly to discourage anyone from wandering away from the road. He switched on his flashlight once he was far enough away from the highway not to attract attention. The narrow beam revealed the chain-link fence around the park. Vines and low trees clustered thickly on the other side, turning it into a solid barrier.

Were Gray and Caleb somewhere on the other side? And if so, had the rougarous sprung their trap yet?

John jogged along the fence, looking for an opening. Signs at regular intervals warned against trespassing. Before he’d gone too far, he spotted a point where the bottom of the fence didn’t meet the ground. Something else—other people, alligators, rougarous, who knew—apparently used it as an access point, as the bare earth beneath was hollowed out.

John wriggled under, stopping briefly when his hoodie snagged on the wire. A worn path led through the tall grass beyond, and he recognized it as a gator trail. Great.

This portion of the park looked to have been the behind-the-scenes bit. An employee parking lot, much smaller than the visitor lot out front, opened ahead of him. Light poles sprawled across the fractured concrete, all laying in the same direction. Had the hurricane’s winds ripped them from the ground all those years ago?

Rain pattered down, the wind strengthening as the storm rolled in. The narrow beam of John’s flashlight picked out service buildings on the other side of the lot. Employee lockers and break rooms, no doubt, along with the park offices.

Anything could be inside of them. Lurking.

He was here to find Caleb and Gray. Chances were, if Gray was inside a building, John would know about it because there’d be the sound of fighting. He just had to keep going until he heard or saw some trace of them.

And hope nothing crawled out of the buildings behind him.

Shit. That was not a comforting thought.

An enormous steel rollercoaster loomed up to the right, a second, smaller wooden coaster directly ahead. The wilderness encroached on the cracked pavement running between them, and after a few feet, John’s flashlight reflected off water. This part of the park, at least, was flooded.

He swung the light this way and that, but the only way around the floodwaters seemed to be the low, covered shed that had provided shelter for riders waiting in line for the steel coaster. He might be able to climb the sagging steps, then find a way down from the other side. But that meant going into the dark where anything could be hiding. Not to mention possibly falling through the rotting floor and breaking his leg.

The trees rustled in the quickening breeze, and the scent of rain filled the air. For a moment, he thought the smell might belong to Gray—but no, this was ordinary ozone and petrichor, not charged with etheric energy.

Above the sounds of nature, Gray’s roar echoed across the park.
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“They’re all around us!” Caleb warns, though he is too late to make any difference.

The rougarou hidden in a heap of decaying toys rises up, teeth and eyes appearing amidst a fur of black mold. Others creep out from the shadows inside the arcade, or from within the tangled thorn brakes. One detaches itself from a weathered wall, where its brown and green hide had blended perfectly with the streaks of algae crawling over chipped paint.

Gray doesn’t hesitate. Instead, he launches himself directly at the rougarou emerging from the toy pile. It lets out a startled squeal as his claws flash forward—

Another rougarou strikes from behind, knocking his legs out from under him. Gray twists, kicking it in the face, feeling bone crunch under the heel of their boot. The first slashes claws across their back, but the thick leather of the coat foils the strike.

Gray rolls to his feet to face it—and yet another hits him from the side, nearly sending him back to the ground. Snarling in fury, he spins, only to have the experience repeated from another side.

Infuriating.

He focuses on one, charging after it, but weight slams into his back, knocking them to the ground yet again. This time, he manages to twist fast enough to get a claw in its shoulder. It yelps—

And fangs bite his arm from behind, sinking far enough into the leather coat to drag him back. He tries to turn on this new attacker, but there is already another on him.

“How many of these fuckers are there?” Caleb demands frantically.

Not many—five at most—but they are fast, and coordinated, and have them surrounded. Each time Gray turns his attention on one, others come from behind, or the side, then dart out of reach again. If they would simply try to overwhelm him, the way a ghoul pack might do, he could grapple and feed. But the rougarous refuse to cooperate, keeping him off-balance and themselves out of his reach.

Gray lets out a roar of frustration that echoes across the park.

One rougarou gets its teeth into their leg beneath the coat and above the boot. Another scratches their face, laying open cheek to bone. They heal quickly, but soon their skin is streaked with blood.

“We have to break free—this is no good so long as we’re surrounded.”

Why do you insist on pointing out the obvious? Gray spins in a circle, claws out, fangs exposed, and the rougarous fall back warily to remain out of reach.

But it will be only seconds before they return to the attack.


Twelve


No time to worry about what might be in the water. John broke into a splashing run. The hidden pavement was slick with slime; if he hadn’t been wearing boots, he would have ended up on his ass. As it was, cold water slopped over the tops, soaking through his socks instantly.

The sound of the fight grew louder as he drew closer: snarls and growls, interrupted by the occasional bark of pain. He left the flooded area behind, feet pounding on sun-bleached concrete. The larger rides petered out into a midway bounded by ice cream parlors, cotton candy stands, and games.

And in the middle of it all, Gray.

Rougarous encircled him, their backs arched, their fangs bared. Blood streaked Gray’s face, and his hair lashed around his shoulders in a frenzy.

The rougarous spun as John’s flashlight beam raked across them, announcing his presence. John halted and braced himself, taking aim at the ones farthest from Gray.

Gray seized the opening the distraction gave him, leaping onto one of the rougarous whose attention had shifted to John and sinking his fangs in deep. It screamed, claws digging madly at the concrete as it sought to pull free. Another rushed to help it, and John fired. Silver-jacketed lead took the second rougarou through its rib cage. It let out a terrible, deep cough and collapsed.

The remaining rougarous fled. As far as John had seen, none of them were the ancient giant.

Gray lunged to his feet, clearly torn between going after them and staying with John. Then he folded inwards, and Caleb blinked in the flashlight’s beam. “John? What are you doing here?”

Relief sent shockwaves along John’s muscles, but he locked his knees into place. They weren’t out of this yet, not by a long shot. “I came to warn you it’s a trap.”

“Thanks,” Caleb said dryly. He glanced over his shoulder at where the rougarous had gone. “We’ve got to clear this nest out before they scatter. I didn’t see the big rougarou.”

“It’s the one calling the shots. Or at least, we think so.” John crossed the distance between them. “But that’s not all. Kaniyar finally called me back.”

Caleb’s eyes narrowed in anger when he heard the contents of that call. “Oh, fuck this.” He stamped his boot hard against the concrete. “Didn’t anyone learn anything from Forsyth, from Yuri and Drugoy?”

“I think that’s the problem,” John said. “She’s worried someone learned just enough to be dangerous. If the rougarous are running from it, it might have followed them here. We need to find it.”

“Got you covered.” Caleb sighed. “We smelled it, while we were tracking the rougarous here. Neither of us wanted to believe it at first…anyway, there’s a body hanging off the roller coaster, out over the water. Staked like a shish-kabob. I think the undead drakul was trying to eat the rougarous and somehow got thrown onto a broken piece of coaster.”

“Do you think it’s still in the body?” John asked.

“Gray thought he saw it move earlier. Maybe we’ll get lucky and it was just the wind.” Caleb shook his head. “Only one way to find out, I guess.”

John fell in beside Caleb, who led the way toward the roller coaster. The cold water in John’s boots caused his socks to rub uncomfortably, and he swung his flashlight in an arc, trying to spot any rougarous that might be coming back for a second round with Gray.

“You don’t seem very happy at the prospect of another drakul,” John said quietly.

Caleb snorted. “You think?”

“At least this one is still bound to corpses, the way Gray used to be.”

“So it won’t be a raving lunatic like Drugoy?” From everything they had guessed, Gray’s stint in dead bodies had provided a sort of transition between whatever sort of existence he’d had on the etheric plane, and the overwhelming sensations of a mortal body. “Or like the poor drakul that Forsyth summoned?” Caleb’s lip curled. “That still doesn’t make it like us.”

“All right.” They reached the shelter where people had lined up for their turn on the coaster. Though the metal handrail was firm, the wooden steps groaned worryingly under their weight. “Does Gray—”

“We were having a good time,” Caleb cut in sharply. He jumped the turnstile without looking back, leaving John to push through it with a squeal of tortured metal. “Going where we wanted, just doing our thing. Hanging out with you, eating demons. And now some undead fuck has to come along and ruin it.”

“Whoa.” John grabbed the sleeve of Caleb’s coat. Caleb pulled free easily, with all the inhuman strength of the possessed. “I understand you’re upset, but this is different. This isn’t Yuri and Drugoy.”

“I get that Kaniyar isn’t dragging us back into this shit, because we were never really out to begin with,” Caleb said. “But I would have been happy to never see another drakul again.”

He looked as though he had more to say, but instead he froze mid-step. His head snapped around, and an instant later Caleb was gone and Gray in his place.

“The rougarous are coming,” he informed John. “Go. Free the other drakul.” His lip curled, exposing one fang. “It might as well make itself useful.”
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The roller coaster sprawled like the skeleton of some prehistoric beast, illuminated only a tiny piece at a time by the beam of John’s flashlight. Fortunately, the curve over the waters of the lake had been the last before the ride returned to the station. John would only have to walk back a short distance along the track, rather than scramble up steep hills or navigate his way through the loops.

He moved cautiously along the narrow maintenance walkway immediately adjacent to the track. As he left the station behind, the rain finally began in earnest: great sheets of water blowing across the lake and pelting his face with cold drops. His hoodie was soaked through in moments.

Years of sun and rain had taken their toll on the coaster’s wood. Shrinkage, cracking, and rot had all set in at various seasons, and some of the planks groaned beneath his weight. A train sat just outside the station, abandoned where it had last stopped. Water collected in the seats, a green scum of algae covering them.

John edged around it cautiously, training the light on each car in turn. There was no way of knowing if all of the normal-sized rougarous were busy with Gray, or if some of them lurked elsewhere.

Not to mention their leader, the huge rougarou, the one that had killed Granddad, was out there somewhere. Waiting.

The cars were all empty. No rougarou burst out to surprise him.

John let out his breath.

He made his way as quickly along the walkway as he could, without hurrying so fast he put a foot through a rotting board. Walking the coaster made it easier to appreciate the sheer size of the thing. In some ways, it was almost hard to believe that at one time riders had whipped along here in trains whose paint gleamed bright, joyful screams trailing like a banner behind them. Children had raced along the midway, faces sticky with cotton candy, and begged their parents for just one more dollar to spend in the arcade.

Goddess. How many of those children had reached adulthood by now? And how many had been taken by the storm, or monsters, or some more mundane tragedy?

His own parents had taken him to an amusement park outside Charlotte, when he’d been ten or eleven. Out of all the rides, he’d loved the coasters most, begging to get back in line over and over again. Mom rode with him; Dad refused, saying all the jerking and banging gave him a headache. While he waited, he’d won John a plush tiger. The tiger had place of honor in John’s room, up until the last day.

What had happened to it? Likely they’d thrown it away, just like they’d thrown him away.

He felt surrounded by ghosts. The park’s; his own.

The ground beneath the coaster had been marshy to start with, the edge of the lake ill-defined thanks to the riot of untamed plant life. But it wasn’t long before the gap of a missing board revealed only water below. John put a hand to the safety rail and gave it a cautious shake. It held, but was far less steady than he would have liked.

The track banked steeply into the curve, but the maintenance walkway remained relatively flat, at least. It clung to the inside of the curve, which meant he’d have to make his way over the track to reach the outer safety railing, where Gray had spotted the undead drakul.

John trained his light ahead, searching along the track. It had to be somewhere along here…

At the point in the curve farthest over the water, the outer railing had shattered. Blood speckled some of the wooden boards. And dangling over the water, staked on a long shard of wood like a butterfly on a pin, was a body.

John moved slowly forward, his pulse jumping at the base of his throat. The ache in his leg, aggravated by the fight with the rougarou in the bayou earlier, flared anew, reminding him he’d already been bitten by one drakul.

And now here he was, like an idiot, inching his way toward yet another. True, from what Gray had said, it seemed unlikely this one would find any value in drinking human blood.

But, as Zahira would have reminded him, Gray was a sample size of one. This drakul might simply bite off his face and go about its way.

Gray’s angry roar echoed over the lake. Either one of the rougarous had scored a hit, or they were once again using their numbers to mob him, like a flock of songbirds dive-bombing an eagle.

John steeled his spine and moved toward the body staked on the coaster. Shadows seemed to cling to it, almost unnaturally, as if physically resisting the beam of his flashlight. Revealing only a small portion of the unmoving figure at a time.

Male, probably in his early twenties. Light brown skin. Black hair, shaved on the sides and gelled into spikes in the center. A lithe body clad in ripped jeans and mud-stained sneakers. Three ragged bullet holes in a faded t-shirt, the blood gone brown and crusted in the open wounds behind them.

A board groaned under John’s weight.

The body turned its head and opened its eyes.

John froze as atavistic fear screamed along his nerves, his exorcist senses insisting he was trapped in endless, primal night. Alone, except for the predator in front of him.

The drakul’s eyes glowed in the darkness like an animal’s. The scent of copal incense and night-blooming jasmine filled the air, cutting through the thick reek of the stagnant water below.

“You should not be here, mortal,” it told him in a voice like velvet and shadows. “It is not safe.”

Somehow, John hadn’t expected it to address him. “I’m here to free you,” he said. “There’s another drakul, Gray, below. Fighting the rougarous. Will you help us, if I can get you off the stake?”

Its fangs flashed behind full lips. “I will eat the demons. But this one will eat you first.” It paused. “I did try to warn you.”

The track in front of John, which he was certain had been bare wood only moments before, was suddenly covered with incongruous greenery. Marsh grass and moss, ropey vines, and for a moment his mind couldn’t make sense of the shape, until it stirred and rose to its feet.

The giant rougarou.
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John took a step back and braced his gun against the flashlight.

The boards groaned and creaked beneath the weight of the rougarou. Its eyes glowed like fireflies in the darkness, and its rear claws gouged splinters from the wooden track. How had he not seen it before?

In the swamp, yes. There its natural camouflage blended perfectly with its surroundings. But it had been right there, lying on brown weathered boards with no enshrouding plant life, and somehow he’d still missed it.

John fired, silver-jacketed lead striking the rougarou’s torso. At least one of the bullets must have penetrated, because it jerked and snarled. Bright blood speckled the track, but not from the bullet. Rather, a savage bite showed in one thigh, as though twin spikes had been driven through its thick hide. The undead drakul must have gotten in a blow before it was staked.

The wound slowed the rougarou, but didn’t stop it. John tried to fall back, but one of the rotten boards gave beneath the weight of his bad leg. He hit the planks hard, only years of training preventing him from dropping his gun. One foot dangled over a long fall into murky water. More cracks sounded as he frantically dragged his leg free of the splintered remains of the board.

The rougarou’s weight shook the coaster and called forth a whole new host of groans and cracks. Its stinking breath wafted over him as its jaws gaped, revealing savage teeth. The very teeth that had sunk into Granddad’s flesh, that had—

“You are here for revenge,” the rougarou growled. “You believe I killed one of your family, and now you wish to kill me.”

Shock nearly froze John in place. How the hell did it know that? A lucky guess? Something more?

The rougarou went down on all fours, pacing after him. Stalking him. “My host saw the thoughts of his family. They feared him for it. So he summoned me. His memories are my memories.” It cocked its head, as if John puzzled it in some way. “But your memories are not your own.”

John’s tongue went numb, refusing to formulate an answer. The long-ago faust who had summoned the ancient had been a telepath?

Telepaths were just myths. People assumed empaths could read thoughts, but they could only sense emotions. Real, true telepaths, who could hear thoughts…

There were legends sprinkled throughout history. But like unicorns, John had always assumed they weren’t real.

Just as vampires weren’t supposed to be real.

He hadn’t seen it, when it had been right there in front of him. Had the rougarou managed to manipulate his perceptions somehow? Was that how it had called the other rougarous to it? Was that even how it had lured Granddad out of the house and into its waiting jaws?

And if so, what did it mean when it said his memories weren’t his own?

He doesn’t belong here, Mom had said. He isn’t my son.

She hadn’t meant it literally. “You’re lying,” John managed to say.

The rougarou chuckled. By now it was almost on him; soon John would be able to reach out and touch it. “Stupid, stupid mortal. You’re going to die not even knowing your own name.”

John brought up the Glock and fired directly into the rougarou’s face. It reared back, shrieking in pain and clutching its left eye.

John ran.


Thirteen


The route back to the station—and Gray—was through the rougarou. John’s only choice was to run the opposite direction, further along the track. The coaster curved back onto land—then angled sharply up, the maintenance walkway transforming to shallow steps that climbed and climbed to the peak of the final hill.

Rain sluiced down, growing harder by the moment. The trees sprouting up through the support structure thrashed in the wind, branches scraping against the beams, whipsawing across the metal bones of the track. The coaster groaned like an animal in pain, as though it would suddenly lurch to life beneath him.

John’s breath came short and hard, a stitch forming in his side. His leg screamed with every step, but he didn’t dare slow down.

Behind him, the rougarou roared its fury. The coaster shook, and weathered boards cracked like rifle shots. John risked a glance back over his shoulder and saw the rougarou bounding after him, teeth bared, its left eye a bloody ruin. Even limping from the wound the undead drakul had given it, it was still much faster than John could hope to be.

Sekhmet, Devourer of Evil, save him.

When he reached the summit, John stopped and turned, some vague idea of higher ground and advantage flashing through his brain. He fired, emptying the magazine into the oncoming creature. Some of his shots missed, and those that hit struck the thick, alligator hide and failed to penetrate.

He jammed the gun in the holster and reached for his athame, but he was too slow.

The rougarou’s enormous weight slammed into him, sending him sprawling. The back of one hand struck the wood with painful force, and his grip on the flashlight loosened. It tumbled free and hit the track, wedging itself in so the beam pointed haphazardly at the monstrous form above him.

The rougarou’s jaws gaped, ready to bite. Ropes of saliva ran from its alligator teeth, and its Spanish moss mane brushed his face.

He was going to die.

Gray roared again, somewhere far below. If John died here, what would happen to him and Caleb?

Gray would eat the rougarou. Maybe eat the undead drakul too, for all John knew. And then what?

Kaniyar wouldn’t just let them roam free with no keeper. She’d bring them in, pin them down, and sooner or later things would go wrong again.

John had been feeling useless, like he’d been demoted from hotshot agent to drakul wrangler. Like no one really needed him anymore. But the truth of it was, his job was to keep the two people he loved most in the world safe and free.

And he’d be damned if he’d let them down by dying here tonight.

John brought up his athame, just as the rougarou’s head snaked down for the kill. A tooth scraped the back of his hand and wrist, and a jolt went through his entire arm as the silver blade punched through the roof of the rougarou’s mouth and into its brain.

For a moment, the rougarou seemed almost surprised. Then John’s sense of its etheric energy vanished, and the empty body slowly collapsed to the side. Its hip hit the edge of the walkway—then slipped over.

John had the presence of mind to let go of the athame, but it didn’t matter. Claws snagged in his hoodie, jerking him toward the edge. The fabric ripped, even as the rotting plank beneath him gave way.

John scrabbled madly at the walkway, nails breaking on decayed wood as gravity took over. A rain of boards fell past him; then he was going with them, tumbling into the abyss of air—

A hand closed around his wrist.
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John hung in midair, his shoulder adding its complaints to his leg and back. His heart pounded, and his mouth tasted of metal. Blinking, he looked up, to see a pair of glowing eyes regarding him impassively.

The undead drakul hauled him back up, its face set in an expressionless mask betraying neither effort nor emotion. The fingers around his wrist were the same temperature as the air, but its grip was like iron.

John got his feet under him, but the drakul didn’t let go. The scent of copal and night-blooming jasmine saturated the air, and it cocked its head to one side, as if John were a mildly interesting insect it had found.

Gray roared.

Before John could even react, Gray’s hand closed around the undead drakul’s arm, wrenching it away from John. He roared again, right in its face, fangs fully bared and ready to bite.

The drakul regarded him with the same mild curiosity, its expression unchanging.

“Gray!” John grabbed his arm. “Let go!”

Gray ignored him, in favor of snarling at the other drakul. “Ours.”

“Let go,” John repeated frantically. “It—he—saved my life.”

That at least seemed to sink in. Gray let go of the undead drakul and stepped back, putting himself between it and John. “Why?” he asked suspiciously.

“Why not?” The glowing eyes blinked. “You are in a living body. Peculiar.”

“And you are in a dead one,” Gray all but sneered. “Do not touch John again. John is ours, and we are John’s, and I do not like you.”

“There is something wrong with you,” the other drakul said. “Is it because you are in a living body?”

Gray bristled. “Wrong with me?”

Blue and red lights caught John’s attention. Across the park, two police cruisers pulled into the vast parking lot.

“This discussion needs to wait,” he said pointing to the lights. “Someone must have seen my flashlight or gotten suspicious of the SUV parked on the side of the road. We need to get out of here before I have to try and explain the two of you to the cops.”

“This one is unusually sensible for a mortal,” the other drakul remarked. Gray only growled in reply.
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John sat on the edge of the bed in the apartment, staring at his phone.

He’d showered off the muck and blood, and changed into fresh clothes. Outside, the sun had crept over the horizon. The Saint Charles Streetcar chugged past, carrying morning commuters to their destinations.

There was no reason to do this. None at all. He was flat out insane to even be considering it.

Before he could change his mind, he thumbed through his contacts and hit call.

“Ryan Starkweather here.”

“Hey, it’s John.” John swallowed against a suddenly dry throat. “Sorry about the early call.”

“No problem—I was already up.” Ryan sighed. “I went back to your folks’ place with them. I don’t think any of us got much sleep. No funeral arrangements have been made yet, if that’s why you’re calling. I think your mom is going to do that first thing.”

“Right.” Goddess, John hadn’t even thought about the funeral. “I’ve got some news. I killed the rougarou that murdered G-Granddad.”

John hated that he stumbled on the word. Because of course there was no reason to imagine…what? That John wasn’t who he thought he was?

The rougarou had just been fucking with him. Maybe it could see into minds, maybe it could even manipulate people. So? It had just been using that ability to put John off balance.

“He isn’t my son.” Mom had meant that legally, not biologically. What else could she have meant? And the weird, whispered conversation she’d had with Dad when he showed up at their house had nothing to do with him.

John was tired, that was all. Exhausted from not having slept in over twenty-four hours. From two different rougarou fights. From losing the chance to see if there was any possibility of reconnecting with his grandfather, finding a deeper relationship than they’d had the chance to have when he was a child.

Under normal circumstances, he wouldn’t give anything the rougarou had said a second thought. He was just vulnerable at the moment, that was all.

Fortunately there was an easy way to prove the rougarou had been lying. That Mom had only meant in the legal sense. That John was flat-out crazy to even consider some other explanation.

“Thank God,” Ryan said. “And thank you, John. I know Granddad will rest easier now. Not to mention the rest of us.”

“If you could tell Mom and Dad, I’d appreciate it.”

“Of course.”

John hesitated, then said, “And, if it’s not too much to ask, I need you to do me a small favor.”

“Anything,” Ryan said immediately. “Whatever you want.”

John closed his eyes. It was stupid to involve his cousin in this craziness. Once he got some sleep, he’d be ashamed of himself for even asking. “Do Mom and Dad have any old family photo albums lying around?”

“You want to take a look at them,” Ryan guessed. “Reminisce some.”

It would be painful, seeing those photos of bygone days. Back when they’d been a real family. But it would prove he was who he thought he was. “Sort of. I don’t have any photos from my childhood, so if I could just see a few, take pictures of them with my phone, it would mean a lot.”

“And your folks might not react well if you asked them.” Ryan sighed. “The way they acted at the hospital…it’s the grief talking. You know that.”

Of course it was. John did know it. But still, what would it hurt to see a few pictures of himself as a boy? “Will you do it?”

“Sure. I’ll find an album with pictures of you as a kid and smuggle it out. Want to meet up for dinner?”

“That sounds great. I’ll text you our address and you can come by this evening.” John paused. “Thanks, Ryan. I’m lucky to have you for a cousin.”

“That’s what family’s for,” Ryan said. “Later, John.”

John hung up. There. One thing—the easy thing—taken care of.

Now for the hard thing.

He stepped out into the living room. Caleb perched on the couch, across from a chair, arms folded and a scowl on his face.

In the chair sat the undead drakul, eyes glowing softly in the morning light. His face was impassive, emotionless. The ruined t-shirt stuck to his torso, blood from the bullet holes staining it. A larger hole, where the rougarou had staked him, gaped just below his ribs. Drakul could only maintain dead bodies, not heal any wounds the way Gray could in Caleb. Etheric energy charged the air: a velvety whisper from the undead drakul, and a staticky crackle from Gray, who hovered just under Caleb’s skin.

Caleb’s brown eyes cut to John, then back at the drakul, as though he thought it might either attack or run away if he took his attention off it for even a second.

“So,” Caleb said. “What the hell are we going to do about him?”

The adventures of John, Caleb, and Gray continue in Bringer of Night, SPECTR Series 3, Book 2.


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!


End Notes


First of all, thanks so much to my patrons, who support me through thick and thin. Special thanks to patrons Dusk T., Scott M., Robin H., Alaska B., and Shane M. If you’d like to join my Patreon, please click here to check out the rewards: https://www.patreon.com/jordanlhawk

When I visited New Orleans to location scout for SPECTR Series 3, I was surprised to find the impact of Katrina still visible on the landscape. Though most of the urban parts of the city have been restored or rebuilt, scenes of haunting abandonment still wait to be stumbled upon. We visited in December, which is a good time if you’re looking to escape the crowds. New Orleans is a beautiful, highly walkable city, filled with amazing food and friendly people, and I recommend a visit to anyone.

Mardi Land is very loosely based on Six Flags New Orleans, which was abandoned when the overtopped levees held in Katrina’s floodwaters rather than letting them drain back out to sea, resulting in tremendous damage to the rides. A special shout out to the ethical urban explorers (who, like the best hikers, leave no trace and take only pictures) whose videos of Fort Macomb and Six Flags New Orleans helped fill in many details I wouldn’t have had access to otherwise.
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