

Bringer of Night


SPECTR Series 3, #2


Jordan L. Hawk


[image: ]



Contents

Chapter 1
Chapter 2
Chapter 3
Chapter 4
Chapter 5
Chapter 6
Chapter 7
Chapter 8
Chapter 9
Chapter 10
Share Your Experience
End Notes
About the Author



Bringer of Night (SPECTR Series 3 #2) © 2019 Jordan L. Hawk

ISBN: 978-1-941230-41-1

All rights reserved.

Cover art © 2019 Lou Harper

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

Edited by Annetta Ribken Graney


One


The door to John’s SUV swung open, and Zahira flung her bag into the back seat, before scrambling into the front beside him. John turned down the radio and asked, “How was your flight?”

“Crowded.” She smoothed the legs of her pantsuit, then adjusted the hang of her hijab. “On the plus side, my badge kept me from being taken aside for a ‘random’ screening.” Her seatbelt clicked into place, and John pulled away from the curb and into airport traffic. “So tell me everything about this new drakul.”

Same old Zahira, brimming with enthusiasm even though she had to be exhausted. She’d spent most of last night helping him research, then boarded a flight to New Orleans first thing this morning. But judging from the gleam in her eyes, sleep was the farthest thing from her mind.

John wished he had some of her energy. Right now, he was running on coffee and the dregs of adrenaline. He’d barely had time to shower, let alone sleep. The scar tissue on his calf ached, and his fight with the giant rougarou in the early hours before dawn had left him battered. Bruises encircled one wrist like a bracelet, where the new drakul had grabbed his arm to save him from plummeting to certain death.

“He saved my life,” he said, because that seemed as good a place to start as any. “The rougarou almost took me with it, off the side of a roller coaster in an abandoned theme park.”

“An abandoned theme park? I wish I’d been there.”

“You’re only saying that because you didn’t see the creepy piles of rotting stuffed animals.” John shuddered. “The drakul grabbed me before I could fall and pulled me back up.” His lips pressed together, as if to hold in the next words. “Not to sound ungrateful, but I don’t understand why.”

She cocked her head. “What do you mean?”

John used the excuse of merging into traffic on I-10 to consider his response. “He’s not like Gray. Not in a living body. He doesn’t feel things the way we do. I’m just some random mortal to him, so why trouble himself to save me?”

A little line popped up between Zahira’s brows. “This is new territory. Our sample size is too small to make generalizations about drakul behavior at this point. We’ve never studied one in a dead body, and the only one we’ve been able to interview live is Gray.”

He snorted at the disappointment in her voice. “You do remember Drugoy wanted to kill us, don’t you?”

“That doesn’t mean we couldn’t have learned something from him.” She sighed wistfully at the missed opportunity. “Oh well. So this drakul saved you? What then?”

“We took him back to the apartment.” Traffic slowed to a crawl, and flashing red lights indicated an accident ahead. “He came with us without complaining. Again, I don’t know why.”

“Did you ask Gray?”

“Gray is…” Sulking seemed demeaning, even though it was accurate “…upset by the new drakul. Caleb isn’t thrilled, either. The truth is, they’ve been having a blast the last few months, and having another drakul around is an unpleasant reminder of everything that went down in Charleston.”

“And you?” Zahira asked. “Have you been ‘having a blast?’”

John licked his lips. The simple answer was no, he hadn’t. He’d gone from being one of SPECTR’s top field exorcists, to drakul-wrangler. His only use to Director Kaniyar was keeping his boyfriends out of trouble.

Or that was how he’d been looking at it. Like taking care of the two people he loved most in the world was some kind of demotion.

And here he was accusing Gray of sulking, when he’d been doing nothing else for months. He wanted to reach back through time and smack himself upside the head.

“It’s been an adjustment,” he admitted. “But I think I’m settling in.”

“I’m sure losing your grandfather didn’t help.”

All of the things John couldn’t say threatened to choke him. The giant rougarou had been a telepath—yet another thing that wasn’t supposed to exist, but apparently did. It taunted him, saying his memories weren’t really his. That it was going to kill him, and he’d die without ever knowing his own name.

John might have dismissed its words, if Mom and Dad hadn’t acted so strangely. Mom said John wasn’t their son. And Dad…

“Which one is it?” he’d been asking Mom, when John walked into their house.

Probably that remark hadn’t even been about John. It was crazy to think otherwise. He’d meet up with his cousin Ryan later today, look through whatever family albums Ryan managed to get his hands on, and see that everything matched his memories. The rougarou had just been fucking with him, nothing more.

“It didn’t,” he said. “And things with my family have been…tense, to say the least.”

She cast him a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry for your loss. And for the rest of it.”

They eased past the fender bender, and traffic began to flow again. “Thanks,” he said. He started to switch the subject back to the more comfortable topic of the new drakul, when Zahira suddenly frowned and turned the radio up.

“…the police search. Sources say Natalie Webb died from stab wounds to the neck, resulting in the term ‘vampire killer’ currently being used for the as-yet unidentified suspect. Miss Webb was last seen alive on one of the city’s popular vampire tours. In other news, the city council is once again…”

John’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. Caleb worked for a vampire tour company. And the other night, he’d been upset because one of the customers asked him to bite her.

It was a coincidence, the sort of thing that probably happened to tour guides at least once a night in New Orleans. But even so, John stepped on the gas, hurrying back to Saint Charles Street and the apartment where Caleb and Gray waited with the undead drakul.
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Caleb sat in the apartment’s small living room, staring at the drakul in a chair across from him. The drakul stared back, face smooth and expressionless. The body he was in had belonged to a young Latino man, his black hair shaved close to the scalp on either side and gelled into spikes in the center. He dressed in worn jeans, muddy sneakers, and a faded yellow t-shirt advertising a band Caleb had never heard of. The shirt was crusted in blood, and three bullet holes in both the shirt and the chest behind it advertised how he’d died.

Poor bastard. He ought to be resting in peace, not wandering the countryside. And how much closure would his family ever get, since some undead asshole had taken off with his body?

“Just as I took your brother’s body,” Gray said. He didn’t like the comparison, didn’t want to have anything to do with this new drakul.

I know you didn’t mean it, Caleb told him silently. It was just what drakul did, jumping from one corpse to the next. If Melanie hadn’t managed to revive Caleb with CPR at just the right moment, Gray would have walked off in his next.

“Why are you in a living body?” the drakul asked abruptly. The question was so close to Caleb’s own thoughts he wondered if he’d spoken them aloud by accident.

“None of your business,” Caleb shot back.

Being in a dead body, the drakul couldn’t hide himself away like Gray could. His fangs showed when he spoke, and his eyes glowed unnaturally, like the eyes of a predator reflecting in the darkness. The scent of night-blooming jasmine mingled with copal filled the air, wildly out of place in the dingy apartment. “Why do you let your host answer for you?”

Oh no. This bastard wasn’t going to get away with talking about Caleb like he wasn’t here. Caleb folded his arms over his chest and gave the drakul his best glare. “My name is Caleb.”

The drakul blinked at him. “Names are for mortals.”

“Tell him my name is Gray,” Gray insisted, as if he hadn’t once called names mortal nonsense. “John gave it to me.”

“The drakul inside of me wants you to know his name is Gray,” Caleb said.

The other drakul cocked his head to the side, the gesture much slower than a human would have made. “Interesting.”

Zahira would be here soon, probably thrilled beyond belief to have another drakul to study. Gray stirred, unhappy at the thought. He didn’t want this other drakul near his humans. He’d allowed Drugoy to get close and look what happened.

“Don’t even think about hurting John or Zahira,” Caleb warned. “We’re going to be watching you every second.”

The drakul kept his unnerving eyes fixed on Caleb. “Why would I harm them? They are not food.”

Caleb’s stomach tightened. The image of John, bloody on the deck of the decommissioned aircraft carrier while Drugoy advanced on him, played over and over again in his mind. And Gray’s.

Gray, who was usually so practical about past events. They were over and done with, and there was no use dwelling on them.

“Because it might happen again,” Gray said. “We must be ready, if this drakul tries to kill John or Zahira.”

Why couldn’t things have just gone on the way they had the last few months? Caleb wanted to close his eyes, then wake up and find out this was all a dream. He wanted to spend a couple of hours painting, and then head in to work. Dress up as a fake vampire, wow the tourists, and come home to John.

Unfortunately, the universe didn’t give a damn about what Caleb wanted.

A heavy knock sounded on the door. Not John; he would have just used his keys.

Great; just what they needed. No one who caught a glimpse of this drakul would mistake him for anything remotely human, not with those glowing eyes. Certainly not with three bullet holes in his chest.

“Hold on a sec!” Caleb shouted. Turning to the drakul, he said, “Keep out of sight.”

The drakul blinked at him. “I am used to concealing my presence from mortals. Most of them try to attack on sight. It makes hunting much more difficult.”

“At least he is sensible about something.”

The knocking came again, this time hard enough to rattle the door in its frame. “I said keep your fucking pants on,” Caleb snapped as he swung open the door.

Two cops stood outside, their hands resting on their guns, as if looking for an excuse to draw them. “Michael Caleb Gris?” one asked, using the fake name Kaniyar had cooked up for Caleb last summer.

Oh shit. Had something happened to John and Zahira? Horrible images of car accidents flashed through Caleb’s mind. Gray reacted to his fear, rising to hover just under their shared skin. “John and Zahira are hurt?”

No. I don’t know. “Has something happened?”

“Are you Michael Caleb Gris?” the cop repeated impatiently. His fingers tightened on his gun.

“Yes.”

The cop stepped forward, practically in his face now. “Mr. Gris, you’re under arrest for the murder of Natalie Webb. You have the right to remain silent…”


Two


Caleb’s heart hammered against his ribs, the Miranda warning fading to a drone in the background. “What the hell?” he managed. “I didn’t kill anybody!”

Well, no one human, anyway. At least, not recently.

One cop kept his hand on his gun, while the other took out a pair of cuffs. “Sir, you need to come with us.”

“But I didn’t—”

“Sir!”

The cop grabbed his arm, trying to spin him around to get the cuffs on him. Gray surged up, ready to fight—

No! Caleb fought him for control. If we vamp out now, the cops are going to start shooting. Kaniyar wanted us to fly under the radar, not end up in a police standoff!

He’d instinctively braced himself, against both the cop and Gray. Which meant when the cop yanked on him, he didn’t move so much as an inch.

Shock registered on the officer’s face—he was shorter than Caleb, but probably had a good thirty pounds of pure muscle on him. “Down on the floor!” he yelled, dropping the cuffs and reaching for something else on his belt.

Getting tased would hurt, and with all of his senses amped up by Gray’s presence, pepper spray would be torture. Assuming they didn’t decide to just shoot him on the spot.

Caleb dropped to his knees, hands above his head. A second later, he was face-down half-in and half-out the door, a knee in the small of his back and the welcome mat rough under his cheek. He forced himself to relax, to let the cop yank his arms behind his back and cuff him.

Gray seethed. “I do not like these mortals. They have no right to do this to us.”

Caleb closed his eyes as the cops hauled him to his feet. His teeth burned, and his muscles ached with the desire to snap the cuffs like they were made of paper. We’re going to be okay. They aren’t a threat to us.

That much was true, anyway. Even a bullet to the head wouldn’t do much more than temporarily inconvenience them. But if they blew their cover to hell and back, Kaniyar would be pissed. And she was a lot more dangerous than a couple of uniformed police officers.

Last summer, she’d been waiting for them on one of the boat docks near the decommissioned USS Yorktown when they’d finally crawled out of the Cooper River. They’d gone over the side of the aircraft carrier with their fangs buried in Yuri and Drugoy’s throat, determined to drain and kill them once and for all.

The memory of their blood, charged with so much etheric energy, sent a shiver along Caleb’s nerves, though he wasn’t sure if it belonged to him, or Gray, or both. It had been enough for Gray to manifest, if not fully, then more than usual. A storm exploded over the river, brought to life by his power.

They’d been dazed, and high, and drowning all at once, even after Yuri’s crumbling bones fell from their hands into the mud at the bottom. Caleb couldn’t track the time they’d spent down there, lungs full of water, the storm roaring overhead. Worry for John had brought them back up, and when he’d seen Kaniyar standing there, the first thing he’d asked after coughing up half the river was whether John was okay.

“He’s out of surgery,” Kaniyar had replied, while rain pounded against her umbrella and washed the river mud off Caleb’s skin. “The question in front of us now is what to do with him. He withheld vital information about Drugoy and Azarov. On the one hand, he should probably stand trial. On the other…”

Caleb had pulled his sopping hair back from his face, while lightning danced overhead. “Why do I have the feeling you’re about to make me an offer I can’t refuse?”

Her smile had held no humor. “Not just one you can’t refuse, Mr. Jansen. One you won’t want to refuse.”

So yeah, not pissing off Kaniyar was worth sitting in a holding cell while everything got straightened out. The police would figure out what was going on, let Caleb go, and everyone would keep thinking he was ordinary tour guide Michael Gris, not possessed dweeb Caleb Jansen.

As the police hauled him down the stairs, a forensics team headed up. Christ, he hoped the other drakul—the guy really needed a name—was smart enough to slip out of the apartment, instead of just hiding in a closet, or else they really were screwed.

No shouts or screams sounded by the time the cops shoved them in the back of the car, at least. There weren’t many people around this time of day, but the street car passed by just as the door closed on Caleb. A mix of tourists and locals stared out the windows, attention caught by the flashing lights. At least one held up a phone in his direction.

Great. Kaniyar was going to kill him.

The police radio crackled as the officers climbed into the front. “…strong for a skinny dude,” one was saying.

The other, in the passenger seat, shot Caleb an unfriendly look. “No kidding. Poor girl never had a chance.”

The smart thing to do would be keep his mouth shut until a lawyer showed up, or John pulled some strings to get him out. “I don’t know any Natalie Webb,” he said anyway, because fuck if he was going to just sit there and take it. “You’ve got the wrong guy. What did you do, grab the first man with long hair you saw?”

The car pulled away from the curb. “Drop the innocent act,” the driver said. “We know she was on your tour, and you were seen talking to her while you were tending bar.”

Oh hell. There had been a Natalie on his tour, though he’d never gotten her last name. She’d been hitting on him pretty hard, acting like she maybe half believed he was a vampire. Which of course he was, just not the Hollywood myth she’d had in mind.

“Look, we know how it is,” said the one in the passenger seat. Maybe he’d decided to play good cop. “Cute girl comes in, flirts with you. She’s into some kinky stuff, maybe a bit of role play, no judgement here. Things get hot and heavy, she asks you to play vampire and bite her, and you get carried away.”

Caleb had opened his mouth to point out he was gay, and it didn’t matter how cute she was, when the cop’s last sentence registered. “Wait…she was bitten?”

“Yep,” the driver confirmed. “A security camera caught the whole thing on video. So don’t bother lying about being innocent, because your face is right there in black and white.”
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Dread tightened John’s muscles at the sight of police lights strobing off the live oaks surrounding the apartment complex. He turned onto Phillip Street, only to see the parking lot behind the building jammed with police cruisers, unmarked cars, and a forensics van.

It might have nothing to do with them. Nothing to do with the news report.

He parked along the street and climbed out, Zahira following him. As he turned to the building, the new drakul materialized from a patch of shadows beneath one of the live oaks.

John jumped, automatically reaching for his athame before catching himself. Zahira, however, brightened. “Oh, hello! I’m Zahira Noorzai.”

The drakul didn’t seem particularly interested in her. Instead, he remained focused on John. “Mortals took the other of my kind away. Why did he allow them to do so?”

Even in the daylight, the drakul’s eyes glowed weirdly, and there was no mistaking the blood on his t-shirt. If the cops glimpsed him…

John grabbed a pair of sunglasses from the glove box. “Put these on. And this.” He unzipped his hoodie and passed it to the drakul, who did as asked with a confused air. At least now he could pass as human, so long as no one looked too close when he spoke. “Stay here with Zahira.”

Zahira’s brows drew together. “Someone took Caleb and Gray away…the police?”

“I’ll find out what’s going on.” Trying not to shiver without his hoodie, John hurried toward a man with a detective’s badge around his neck, who was talking with one of the forensics people. When a cop moved to stop him, he pulled out his SPECTR badge and flashed it.

“Special Agent John Starkweather,” John said, loud enough for the detective to hear. “What’s happening here?”

The detective broke off his conversation and came over. “Special Agent Starkweather? You rent an apartment on the third floor, correct?”

It was John’s name on the lease. “Who are you?”

“Detective Ken Cormier, NOPD. Do you share the apartment with anyone?”

The detective obviously knew the answer already. “Michael Caleb Gris. Is he in trouble?”

Cormier’s expression hardened. “You could say that. Mind coming down to the station and answering a few questions?”

“Mr. Gris is a SPECTR contractor,” John said, avoiding the question. “Whatever you’re here for, you’ve got the wrong guy.”

The detective sighed. He glanced at John’s badge, still held out in his hand, then seemed to come to a decision. “SPECTR needs to do a better job clearing its contractors. We’ve got your roommate, or co-worker, or whatever, on tape. He assaulted a young woman, bit her throat, and drank some of her blood.”

All of John’s own blood seemed to pool in his feet. “It wasn’t him,” he said automatically.

But all he could think of was that awful night at Ericsson’s house, when John came through the door and caught Gray feeding. The sight of human blood on Gray’s mouth when he looked up.

Caleb and Gray had both sworn up and down that it would never happen again. That Gray had reacted on blind instinct when Ericsson tried to use his exorcist power on them. Ericsson had stabbed them in the brain with a silver knife, for Sekhmet’s sake; likely no part of them had been thinking all that straight.

Human blood wasn’t food for drakul. But they liked it—a lot. And once Gray had started on Ericsson, he hadn’t stopped. They hadn’t, because Caleb had never said anything to indicate he’d tried to hold Gray back.

Cormier shook his head. “Like I said, we’ve got him on tape. You can come down to the station and view it. Mr. Gris is already on his way there; you won’t be able to talk to him, but—”

The station. Oh hell.

“Is there a spirit ward in the station?” John asked urgently.

Cormier frowned. “Right inside the door. That’s standard security. I—hey! Where are you going?”

John ran down the sidewalk to the SUV. “What’s wrong?” Zahira asked. She’d convinced the other drakul to get into the backseat, while she hovered by the passenger side.

“Get in,” John said, flinging open his own door. “We’ve got to get to the police station before all hell breaks loose.”
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Caleb sank back into the cop car’s seat, feeling almost light-headed. They hadn’t hurt anyone, had been on their very best behavior. They hadn’t even asked to taste John’s blood during sex, too scared of doing anything that would remind him of what happened with Ericsson.

He’d know they weren’t guilty. Right?

Fear shuddered along their nerves, radiating from Gray. “John will not think we killed this mortal. He will believe us when we say we did not do this thing…will he not?”

I hope so. But the sick feeling wouldn’t leave Caleb’s gut. There was apparently someone on camera who looked a lot like them, who had killed a woman from one of Caleb’s tours. And had done it by draining her blood.

“Could the other drakul have done this? Perhaps in a different body?”

It was tempting to blame him instead. But he’d been coming from deep inside the swamp, not from the city. Otherwise, the rougarous would have fled in the opposite direction. No. I don’t know what’s going on.

Or what was going to happen. If John thought they’d fallen off the no-human-blood wagon…

Bile stung the back of Caleb’s throat, and he swallowed hard.

The police station was modern glass and brick, set in the middle of a residential neighborhood. Thank Christ there weren’t any news vans on the scene yet, though that would probably change fast. More cops poured out the doors, either to keep an eye on things, or because everyone wanted a look at the freak who thought he was a vampire. Almost as soon as the car came to a stop, they had the door open and dragged Caleb out.

“Will they lock us away? I do not wish to remain here. Will John come?”

I don’t know. We just have to stay calm, that’s all. Don’t give them any reason to think we’re anything more than an average human.

“He’s a telekinetic, so keep an eye on him,” one of the arresting officers warned. “And he’s stronger than he looks.”

They hustled Caleb up the stairs toward the front door. And that was when he saw it.

A spirit ward waited just inside. Of course it did—no one wanted to accidentally bring a possessed perp into a police station, or a courthouse. Couldn’t have a werewolf eating the booking officer’s face, after all.

Simple spirit wards like this one could repel low-level Non-Human Entities, and the more complicated wards could hold off powerful NHEs. Gray could just stroll across most of them without breaking a sweat. The ward currently inside the door would be like walking through a cobweb for him.

But like a cobweb, it would break. Which would sound the alarm to the exorcist who had drawn it, which in turn meant Caleb’s cover would be blown wide open.

Shit.

He braced his boots against the rough concrete ten feet from the doors and refused to move any farther.

“What the hell?” The cop holding onto his left arm yanked on it, but Caleb kept every muscle locked into place. The cop might as well have been trying to hustle along a stone statue.

“Come on, Guilford, stop fucking around,” snapped another officer. She seized Caleb’s other arm, with no more success than the first.

And yeah, it bought a few seconds. But now the cops were starting to wonder how the hell a beanpole like him was successfully resisting two burly officers.

The first cop, Guilford, let go abruptly and took a step back. “Something’s wrong.”

Tasers came out, along with guns, and Caleb’s heart sank even as Gray rose—

Tires screeched as an SUV braked hard, nearly riding up onto the curb. Some of the guns swung toward it, even as John scrambled out, badge held high. “SPECTR! Hold your fire!”

“Shit, if SPECTR’s here, this guy must be possessed!” Guilford ignored John’s orders and pointed his gun at Caleb’s head.

“I said hold your fire,” John snapped, pushing his way through the crowd. “This is a SPECTR matter. The suspect is coming with me.”


Three


“Oh great,” Caleb says, when he sees the other drakul in the back seat. “It’s you.”

Fear washes through Gray. The drakul rode here, with John and without Gray to keep John safe. It might have attacked him at any moment. Bitten into his throat, the way Drugoy had bitten into his leg. Left John a drained husk on the side of the road.

“Just get in,” John says. He sounds weary, and angry, and resigned.

As they get in, Gray sees the new drakul is wearing John’s hoodie. The door shuts, and Gray snaps the cuffs around their wrists with ease as he manifests. “Why are you wearing John’s clothing?” he demands, and the threatening growl underlying the words rattles the windows.

“So as not to attract the attention of these other mortals.” The drakul’s expression is as impassive as always. “This makes you angry. Why?”

Because John is theirs, and this stupid, undead drakul cannot even understand what that means, because his lifeless nerves can’t feel the way Gray’s can. Even so, he wants to rip the hoodie off of him, except then it would smell not just of John, but of copal and night-blooming jasmine.

What if John takes it back and wears it, smelling of the other drakul? What if he prefers it that way? If he thinks Caleb and Gray killed the mortal woman, perhaps he has decided this new drakul is better, and—

“Hello, Gray!” Zahira calls from the front seat.

His joy at seeing her again wars with his fear, because he now has to protect both of them from the other drakul. He growls at the newcomer, just to warn him, then smiles at Zahira. “I am glad to see you,” he says, because though most mortals are of no interest, some are, and Zahira is one of them.

“Yuri called them renfields,” Caleb reminds him.

I do not like that word. It is too complicated for a simple concept. John and Zahira are theirs, and they are John and Zahira’s. What else is there to understand?

“A lot.”

No. This is not mortal nonsense. You seek to needlessly complicate that which is not.

John steers the SUV away from the police station. Perhaps he will allow Gray to drive—

“Christ, not the time, dude.”

John glances at them in the rear view mirror, his blue eyes dark, as though storm clouds have gathered behind them. “What’s going on, Gray?”

Fear bleeds outward from Caleb, that John will not believe them. Their heart beats faster, and Gray leans forward, as though distance will somehow make a difference. “We did not do what they say we did, John. We did not harm this mortal. She was alive when last we saw her.”

John’s knuckles go white on the wheel. “So you did know her,” he says, the tone too flat to be a question.

Gray answers it anyway. “Yes. No. She was one of a group of mortals, whom Caleb told lies to in exchange for money. He mixed the poisons mortals love to drink for her.”

“You mean alcohol.”

“Yes.” He looks to Zahira hopefully, then back to John. “I was not paying attention. At least, until she asked us to bite her.”

“Absurd,” the other drakul says. “Mortals are not food.”

Their mouth grows dry. Gray does not know how to respond. Housed in a corpse rather than a living body, the drakul does not understand how much of the world he misses. There is a universe of taste, of color, of touch and emotion that he doesn’t even know exists.

He cannot know that, to a living drakul, mortal blood tastes exquisite, even if it does not nourish. It is like the poisons Caleb mixes together and serves at the bar, which bring pleasure but can also lead to ruin.

“Caleb told her no.” Gray tries to meet John’s eyes in the rear view mirror, but John is either intent on traffic or avoiding looking at him. “We spoke to you of this, do you not recall? We told you how it made us feel that night, before we had a sexual exchange on the couch.”

“Too much information! Don’t go saying things like that in front of other people!”

Gray does not understand why Caleb is embarrassed by something that harms no one, and brings them all three pleasure. In the passenger seat, Zahira puts her hand over her mouth, though he can still tell she’s laughing.

John sighs. “I remember. When did you last see her?”

“She left after Caleb told her we would not do as she wished.”

“And you didn’t leave with her?”

“No. Caleb cleaned the bar.” There was more involved, but Gray had never paid much attention, as it was of no interest.

“Tell him Laura was there with us.”

“A mortal named Laura was there cleaning as well,” Gray relates. “One of the owners of the bar. We left. We returned home. We did not see the mortal Natalie again.”

John’s mouth thins. “Then why did the detective investigating the murder tell me he had Caleb on video with the victim?”

“Caleb thinks perhaps it is someone who looks like him.”

“It’s possible,” Zahira says. “If she had a type and ran across another man with long black hair, the police might have made a mistaken identification.”

John’s phone rings. John glances at it. “Damn it. It’s District Chief Fontaine.” He hits a button on the steering wheel. “Special Agent Starkweather.”

“What the hell are you doing, Starkweather?” The woman’s voice sounds through the vehicle’s speakers, her anger clear. “I just got a call from Detective Cormier with NOPD, wanting to know why a SPECTR agent used his badge to get his roommate out of police custody.”

The corners of John’s mouth tighten. “He says he didn’t do it.”

“That doesn’t give you the legal authority to just declare it a SPECTR matter and get him out of jail. You’re not even part of SPECTR-NOLA. Yes, you helped out with the rougarou in the swamp, but that was at our request. You can’t just come in and wreck our relationship with the police, especially not just because your roommate claims he didn’t do anything.”

“Yes, ma’am,” John says. He isn’t happy, and Gray doesn’t know what to do to fix things. “It was a matter of urgency. I didn’t have time to go through the proper channels.”

“You’re going to make time to come downtown and tell me face-to-face why I shouldn’t report you to Director Kaniyar.”

“Shit,” Caleb says. “If Kaniyar thinks we’ve gone rogue again, we’re in serious trouble. And so is John.”

“Yes, ma’am,” John repeats. “I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

At first no one speaks after John ends the call. Then the other drakul slowly turns his head and looks at Gray.

“Fascinating,” he says.
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Since John didn’t want to take Caleb, Gray, or the new drakul anywhere near SPECTR-NOLA, he drove first to the boutique hotel Zahira was staying at only a couple of blocks away from the apartment. There were still police cars in front of the apartment building; Cormier probably wanted to make the most of his warrant, especially if there was the threat of a pissing match between SPECTR and the police.

John probably should have called Fontaine first, and at least let her know what he was doing. But explaining would have taken time, and if Caleb set off the spirit ward in the police station, his new identity would be worthless. It was the kind of attention Kaniyar would frown on, and he truly did not want to try her patience at the moment.

Though tourists still visited New Orleans in December, it was decidedly the off season. Zahira ended up on the top floor with a great view; as far as John could tell, she was also the only guest on the entire floor.

The other drakul accompanied them without protest, though John wasn’t sure why. At a guess, he was curious enough about Gray to follow him around like a dog on a leash. But if that curiosity faded, or the desire to hunt outweighed it, John wasn’t sure they could make him stay. Hopefully Kaniyar wouldn’t order them to find a way.

As soon as they were safely inside Zahira’s room, John said, “I should get a move on. Fontaine’s mood isn’t going to get better if I make her wait.”

“I’ll start interviewing the new drakul, unless there’s something else you’d like me to do,” Zahira said. “I can’t wait to see how he’s different from Gray.”

“Have at it.” John wanted to fall face-down on one of the double beds, but instead he headed back toward the elevator.

Caleb followed him out and into the empty hall. “John?”

John stopped and turned. Caleb’s eyes went black, and his hair lifted from his shoulders as Gray emerged. “Do you believe us?” Gray asked. “When we say we did not drink her blood?”

John drew in a deep breath. It was all too easy to remember Gray’s face, stained with Ericsson’s blood. Ericsson had been a bastard, utterly corrupt as an agent, and a sexual predator on top of everything else. No one was really sorry to see him gone.

But that wasn’t the point. Gray was supposed to eat demons, full stop. The Vigilant had warned John about what happened to drakul who drank human blood. If Gray suddenly decided to start snacking on people, how would they even begin to stop him?

Gray was ancient. Nearly indestructible. A literal force of nature.

And yet, at this moment, he looked heartbreakingly vulnerable. His brows lifted in pleading, one hand held out slightly, his lips parted just enough to reveal the fangs behind them.

A single word from John would shatter him.

John crossed the short distance between them. Reaching up, he cradled Gray’s face in his hands, meeting the drakul’s obsidian stare. Lightning flashed in the depths of Gray’s eyes, seeming farther away than could ever be possible.

“Yes,” he said. “I believe you.”

Gray had bitten Ericsson, but it had been during a fight, and after Ericsson had tried to murder John. Even then, Gray and Caleb had regretted it immediately. Even in his wildest imaginings, John couldn’t believe either of them would be okay with hurting an innocent person, let alone murdering her in a moment of bloodlust.

Their relief was palpable. Gray slipped away, and Caleb closed his eyes, the tension draining out of his muscles. “Thanks.”

John leaned in to kiss him, then let his hands fall. “I’ll get this straightened out with Fontaine, don’t worry. You keep an eye on our new friend and make sure he doesn’t give Zahira any trouble.”

“Will do.” Caleb shoved his hands in his pockets and watched as John got on the elevator.

John barely made it to the lobby before his phone rang again. The caller ID identified his cousin Ryan.

Shit. With everything else that had happened, John had almost forgotten they were supposed to get together later on.

“Hi Ryan,” he said, hurrying out onto the sidewalk and making for the SUV. “I’m really sorry, but something’s come up, and—”

“We need to talk,” Ryan interrupted.

Cold touched the back of John’s neck. “Did you find the family albums?”

“Yeah.” His tone sounded distant. Guarded.

Alarm bells were going off in John’s head, but his problems were going to have to wait. “I’m sorry, but I’ve been ordered to report to the local SPECTR office. I won’t be able to meet you tonight like we’d planned.”

“Tomorrow, then.”

“I don’t know if I’ll have time.”

“Make the time, John.” Ryan paused. “If that’s even your name.”

John stopped. The SUV’s window showed his distorted reflection, face nothing but a smear drained of color. “Wh-what?”

But his only reply was silence as Ryan ended the call.
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John sat in a too-warm conference room inside the SPECTR offices downtown, where he’d been left to cool his heels over an hour ago. His head swam and his palms sweated. Images and words ran through his mind, impossible to block out.

“I always knew something would go wrong eventually,” Mom had said, when she didn’t know he was listening.

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

“He doesn’t belong here. He isn’t my son.”

“But your memories are not your own…Stupid, stupid mortal. You’re going to die not even knowing your own name.”

He’d asked Ryan to get the album so he could prove to himself that its contents matched his memories. So he could look at his own adolescent face and be reassured the rougarou had only been fucking with him. That he’d misinterpreted his parents’ words.

But from what Ryan had said, it sounded as though the opposite was going to happen.

The door swung open, and John rose to his feet. A middle-aged African American woman in a power wheelchair entered the room. Her gray-streaked hair hung in neat dreadlocks, and her cream pantsuit didn’t have so much as a wrinkle anywhere on it.

“District Chief Fontaine?” he asked, stretching out his hand.

She ignored his hand. “What the hell kind of trouble have you brought to my city, Special Agent?”

John swallowed against sudden dryness in his mouth. “I’m not certain why you’re asking that,” he hedged.

She directed her wheelchair to a laptop on the conference table. As she logged in, she said, “It’s amazing what facial recognition software can do these days, at least if the subject is a white male.”

An image appeared on the wall-mounted screen, and John’s heart sank. It had been pulled straight off the South Carolina Paranormal Registry website, and displayed not only Caleb’s face and real name, but his status as a telekinetic. His address wasn’t included, but only because he’d been living in John’s condo at the time, and SPECTR agents’ addresses weren’t given out to the public.

“Caleb Jansen, telekinetic,” Fontaine read aloud. “I guess the state doesn’t update the website the way they should, because it didn’t take much digging to find out that Mr. Jansen died last summer, during the demon outbreak in Charleston. The cause of death is listed as accidental drowning, which I find hard to believe, since a man who looks exactly like him is living and working now in New Orleans. And is the roommate of a SPECTR agent from Charleston, who has a line to the director herself.”

John bit back the urge to curse. It had never occurred to him—or, apparently, to Kaniyar—that someone would use facial recognition to link Michael Gris and Caleb Jansen. Or that he’d still be listed on the public registry months after his supposed death.

“So I ask you again,” Fontaine said, “what trouble have you brought to my doorstep?”

“I suppose you wouldn’t believe witness protection?” John said weakly.

“Given that SPECTR doesn’t have a witness protection program, then no.” She folded her arms across her chest and fixed him with a stern eye. “My contact with the police force tells me the officers in charge of bringing in their suspect believe he was possessed. His strength didn’t match his body size and shape, and he didn’t appear to be on drugs of any kind. You’re an exorcist—is your roommate possessed?”

Damn it. Things were going from bad to worse. “You need to take that up with Director Kaniyar, ma’am.”

“I’m taking it up with you.” She turned her attention back to the computer for a moment.

The image on the screen was replaced by security footage. Black and white, but the picture was clear and crisp even though it showed a night scene. The camera’s lens was trained on a small parking lot.

“This is just off Dauphine Street,” Fontaine said. “Between Saint Ann and Dumain.”

A couple appeared in one corner of the image. A young woman, grinning ecstatically, holding onto the hand of a man with long, black hair. The man had Caleb’s height and build, and wore Caleb’s clothing.

No. The clothes were a coincidence. Any moment, he’d look at the camera and John would see someone else’s face.

Even so, what came next made John queasy. The man stopped, right in the middle of the camera’s field of view. He pressed the woman against a brick wall, and they began to make out enthusiastically. After about thirty seconds of kissing and groping, the woman tilted her head back, offering up her neck in invitation.

The man half-turned, looking over his shoulder and right at the camera.

The face unmistakably belonged to Caleb.


Four


John stood frozen, unable to look away. It couldn’t be Caleb. He and Gray had promised they’d never do such a thing again. Gray hadn’t even asked for John’s blood during sex. John believed them; he couldn’t have been so stupid a second time.

The Caleb on the screen grinned and opened his mouth, showing off a pair of unusually sharp canines. Then he turned back and sank his teeth into the woman’s neck.

John sagged in relief. Thank Sekhmet.

Fontaine stopped the footage and rolled it back to the image of Caleb’s grinning face. And it was Caleb’s face, not Gray’s. Caleb’s human eyes, Caleb’s fake fangs.

Whatever the thing on the screen was, it wasn’t a drakul.

“It’s not him,” John said, unable to keep the relief entirely out of his voice.

Fontaine looked at him sharply. “Then it’s his identical twin.”

“Or an NHE.”

“A doppelgänger?” Her expression remained skeptical. “Do you know how many criminals use that old excuse? ‘It wasn’t me, it was a demon.’”

John breathed slowly while he considered what, precisely, he could say. “This might not exactly put your mind at rest, but if he was going to kill someone, it wouldn’t look like this.” He held up his hand to forestall her. “I know, I know, but I’m already skirting the edge of revealing classified information. It you want to know more, you’re going to have to convince Director Kaniyar to clear you to hear it. I’m sorry.”

Fontaine didn’t look happy. John didn’t blame her; he certainly wouldn’t have been if he was in her position. Instead of pressing him further on that point, she asked, “Does this have anything to do with what went down in Charleston?”

A lucky guess, or she was incredibly astute. John fervently hoped for the former. “That’s also classified.” When her scowl became thunderous, he added, “The situation was entirely different. I can say that much. There won’t be a repeat of Charleston here.”

He doubted it satisfied her. “I’m going to have a word with the director,” she promised, though without heat.

John nodded. “That’s a good idea. If you’re granted clearance, I’ll answer any questions you have.”

Fontaine leaned back and folded her arms over her chest. “In the meantime, since you’re already involved in this situation, it’s yours to clean up.”

John wanted to object. Between the new drakul and whatever was going on with his family, he had more than enough to worry about.

But this NHE had nearly blown Caleb’s cover, and had definitely damaged it. Worse, it had threatened to reopen wounds that had barely begun to heal between the three of them. Neither Caleb nor Gray would be happy to let someone else take the NHE down.

And it would give Gray something to do. Possibly the new drakul as well. Just like big cats in a zoo, the drakul had predatory instincts that had to be satisfied one way or another.

“All right,” John said. “We’ll deal with it.”

Fontaine powered her wheelchair toward the door, then glanced over her shoulder at him. “You’d better.”
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“Will you allow me to interview you?” Zahira asks the other drakul. She sits on one bed in the hotel room, and the drakul on the other. Gray hovers near the window, where he can keep an eye on them both. He doesn’t like this other drakul near her, wishes it would simply go away and leave them alone.

“I wish it had never showed up to start with,” Caleb says.

The other drakul turns his attention from Zahira to Gray. “Only if this one will answer as well.”

“Zahira already knows me,” Gray says. “You are the newcomer.” The danger, but he keeps that to himself.

The drakul’s burning eyes stay fixed. Because he is in a dead body, he cannot cease to manifest as Gray can, so his eyes and his fangs remain at all times. “I do not know you,” he replies. “You are the first of my kind I have ever encountered in the mortal realm. You are in a living body. I wish to know more.”

“So he’s curious about you?” Caleb muses. “Would you have been the same, if your positions were reversed? Curious, I mean.”

Gray does not know. Things were so very different, then.

“Maybe this one is just more nosy by nature.”

“We are not of the same kind,” Gray says. “We are both drakul, but you are in a dead body. You do not understand me. You cannot.”

“Why not?”

How to explain color, and scents other than those of demons? Let alone love and desire and joy. “I cannot tell you in any way that you will comprehend.”

“Then perhaps you are wrong.”

Gray growls. This new drakul is becoming more annoying by the moment.

Zahira props her phone on the nightstand and begins to record. “Special Agent Zahira Noorzai, interviewing the drakul Gray, and, um…I suppose that’s my first question. What’s your name?”

“Names are mortal foolishness,” the drakul says.

Gray does not wish to agree with him on anything. “They are not.”

“All right.” Zahira makes a note. “Gray, why don’t you answer this one first. You’re a drakul, but you’re also something else. What?”

“We are the storm,” he says.

He and Zahira both look to the other drakul. He is utterly still, without any of the small gestures or movements a mortal would make. His eyes, glowing like the reflective eyes of a lion in the dark, do not blink.

“I am the night,” he says. “The darkness beyond the campfire’s edge. The shadow where the predator waits outside the cave, ready to pounce.”

“Night,” Zahira says. “Do you mind if we call you that?”

“I do not care,” Night replies indifferently.

Zahira scribbles another note. “What’s your first memory of the mortal plane?”

Night takes a long moment to answer. “Blood. Atop the great pyramid. They drowned my host; I saw later from his memories he considered it a great honor. The others sacrificed did so as well; their deaths maintained the universe. There was a great plague of demons, brought by strange mortals from a distant land, and I was to hunt them.”

“Did you?”

“Of course. I hunted them in darkness.” Night does not breathe save when he needs to speak, the words accompanied by the soft whisper of air escaping through the various holes in his chest. “I followed demons first through cities, then through fields, then through jungle as the forest grew where mortals had once walked. I drank the demons’ blood at night, and in the day I waited, examining the memories my host bodies brought to me.”

“What are your memories like?” Zahira asks.

Night’s brows draw together subtly, as though she has puzzled him. “I do not know what you mean. They are fragmented. Strange to me. A curiosity to while away the hours.”

“They have no color,” Gray says. “No emotion. No weight.”

If anything, Night seems more puzzled. “Mortals place a great deal of importance on the shades of light and dark they call color. It does not make sense.”

“He cannot see anything but shades of gray,” Gray tells Zahira. “He does not understand anything.”

Zahira scribbles a note. “Were you summoned across the ocean, Night? Or…?”

“I have never crossed an ocean, though I have walked far.”

“I wonder if the Aztecs called you up?” she murmurs to herself. “One of Cortés’s tactics was to have his exorcists put NHEs in native captives, then release them once their forty days were close to done. They would go home too late to want to be saved, turn, and kill everyone close to them.”

Caleb shudders. “Jesus. Why are people so awful?”

Gray does not have an answer for him. As agreed, he relates the story of his own summoning, though Zahira has heard it before. He still does not understand why the mortals care about such things, but John has spoken on occasion about tracing the route of Gray’s long wanderings. Names and maps mean nothing to Gray; things change so quickly, empires rise and fall, towns come and go.

Once he is finished speaking of mud brick and the blood of the sacrificed, the priestesses who called him forth from the etheric plane, he feels the weight of Night’s gaze on him again. “You have been in the mortal realm for much longer than I,” Night says. “So why do you care what they think?”

“You cannot understand.”

But Night will not stop looking at him. “You allow them to tell you where to go, what to do. You fear they will not believe you when you say you did not kill the mortal. It does not make sense. What are mortals to us? They are an annoyance when they destroy our host bodies, or when their screaming alerts demons to our presence, but that is all. The memories of my hosts make no sense; they do things without reason, waste their time upon this earth, and die. Why does it matter what they think of us?”

“Wow. He’s almost as grumpy about humans as you are.”

Caleb is being foolish, so Gray ignores him. “Your nerves are dead. You feel nothing. You cannot understand what it is to be in a living body.”

“Then it is the fault of your host?”

“Rude.”

Before Gray can think how to respond, there is a knock on the door. Zahira hurries to peer out the peephole, then swings the door open to reveal John.

Gray’s heart immediately quickens. John looks tired, worn, and it hurts to see him thus. “John?”

John shuts the door behind him and offers Gray a weary smile. “You’re in the clear.”

Relief sluices through their veins. John said he believed them, and yet it was impossible not to fear he would change his mind.

Zahira folded her arms over her chest. “You look like you’ve got more to say.”

John ran his hand back through his hair. “Yeah. I’ll fill you in on the way to the morgue.”
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The coroner’s office was a small, bleak box of a building just off a tangle of expressways. Caleb climbed out of the SUV, tilting his head back and smelling the chilly December breeze. Exhaust fumes dominated, accompanied by the whiff of some flower he didn’t recognize. From the morgue there wafted a thin thread of decay, no doubt undetectable to anyone whose senses weren’t amped up by an NHE.

And, going by Gray’s memories, undetectable to Night, who smelled only other NHEs. If his presence wasn’t so damn irritating, not to mention dangerous, Caleb would almost have felt sorry for him.

John had briefed them on the short ride over. “So what exactly is a doppelgänger?” Caleb asked while Night exited the other side of the SUV. He’d sat in the back with the undead drakul again, so they could keep an eye on him. If Night so much as twitched in Zahira or John’s direction, they wanted to be in a position to intervene.

“A mimic,” Zahira replied. “They hunt by taking the form of someone their prey knows. Sometimes, they steal the appearance of their kills as well.”

“So they’re smart?” Caleb asked as they crossed the parking lot.

“Extremely,” John said. His woolen coat flared about him as he walked, his gaze fixed on their destination. “They pick up mannerisms incredibly fast, to the point their victims usually don’t notice anything wrong until it’s too late.”

“So the fact it stole my face means it saw me somewhere?” Unease moved through Caleb. “And it was close enough to know Natalie was into me. So why didn’t Gray smell it?”

Zahira’s brows drew down. “That’s a good question.”

Have you ever hunted one of these before?

“No.” Gray stirs, uneasy. “I do not like that we did not detect it, if it was so close.”

Join the club. “Hey, Night,” Caleb called over his shoulder, “what about you? Ever hunted one of these?”

“No,” Night replied. “But I will find this one.” He paused. “I am not distracted by nonsense the way Gray is.”

Gray bristled, and Caleb swallowed back his growl.

He hadn’t been at all sure about bringing Night along. But John was worried Night would just wander off if left unattended, and seemed to think two drakul would be better than one at finding this thing.

“I am enough,” Gray muttered. “John does not need this other one.”

Look, if we’re stuck with him for now, he might as well make himself useful. Hopefully Kaniyar would send someone to pick Night up soon, and they’d never have to think about him again. She’d wanted her hands on him before anyone else got any bright ideas about trying to use him. Well, now they had him, and the sooner she came and got him, the better.

“What will they do with him?” Gray asked uneasily.

Fuck if I know. I just know it won’t be our problem anymore. And he won’t be able to hurt anyone, or at least, anyone we care about. Kaniyar’s people were on their own, as far as Caleb was concerned.

“Don’t talk once we’re inside,” Caleb told Night. “We want to get in and out without anyone realizing you’re an actual vampire.”

“It is much easier to hunt when there are no screaming mortals,” Night agreed. “I will do as you say, for now.”

At least he was being reasonable, considering the experience must be twice as weird for him as it was for them. Undead drakul only interacted with other NHEs when they had their fangs buried in their necks. And, other than the faded memories they gleaned from their hosts, they only interacted with mortals when they were being staked.

“Papillon spoke to me,” Gray reminded him.

One short conversation isn’t exactly a precedent.

The medical examiner met them inside. A scrunchie held back her curly brown hair, and she greeted John with a firm handshake.

“Special Agent…John Starkweather,” he said. Caleb frowned at the weird hesitation, but no one else seemed to notice. “This is Special Agent Zahira Noorzai. We’ve brought two SPECTR contractors in who are experienced in NHE activity. I hope that’s all right.”

He didn’t make it a question, and the ME didn’t take it as one. “This is a SPECTR case for certain,” she said, motioning for them to follow her. “The cops didn’t think so at first, but it was obvious enough on autopsy.”

The ME pulled a body bag from one of the cold storage lockers and onto a gurney. She unzipped the bag about a third of the way down, and Caleb’s heart gave an odd lurch at the sight of Natalie’s face.

The only time he’d seen her, she’d been so full of life. Ready to get freaky with a guy she’d just met, but hell, wasn’t that what vacations were for? She’d deserved to have her fun, then go home with a good story of wild times in the Big Easy.

Instead, she was in a morgue refrigerator.

Caleb’s relief at being cleared for her murder began to give way to anger. Because yes, it hadn’t exactly been fun for him and Gray, but a young woman with her whole life ahead of her was dead.

“We will eat whatever did this to her,” Gray said.

Unless John can exorcise them. Shit, they had to try and explain to Night that he couldn’t just eat the possessed willy-nilly. Gray hadn’t understood at first; the chances a drakul in a dead body would get it seemed slim at best.

“You see the bite marks here,” the ME said, pointing at two, small neat holes in Natalie’s neck. Even if John hadn’t realized the security footage was all wrong, this would have clenched it. Drakul fangs were meant for damage, not delicacy.

“She didn’t die from exsanguination,” the ME went on. “The bite missed the jugular, and the fangs plugged the wounds.”

“No blood grooves,” Caleb said, then wished he hadn’t when the ME gave him a weird look. “Owls and hawks have them on the underside of their talons…never mind.”

John coughed to draw the ME’s attention away from Caleb. “So what did kill her?”

“Energy drain, similar to what you’d expect from an incubus,” she replied. “But there’s no evidence of sexual contact.”

“I wonder if the two species are related?” Zahira mused. “Incubi and doppelgängers, that is. How do such things work on the etheric plane?”

Now the ME probably thought she had two weirdos on her hands. John wandered a few feet away and distracted her with a question. As soon as her back was turned, Caleb leaned over and gave the body a good sniff.

Which, yes, disgusting. But catching the scent would help Gray track the doppelgänger later.

But there was no trace of demon. Just mortal smells: decaying flesh, perfume, and sweat.

Damn it. Had it faded that fast? He stepped back and gestured at Night. “Your turn,” he murmured in a low voice.

Night didn’t have to be asked twice. He’d been standing utterly, spookily still, but as soon as Caleb spoke, he was in motion. But after a few seconds, he straightened.

“There is nothing here,” he said aloud. Which of course caught the ME’s attention.

“What do you mean?” she asked.

“SPECTR business,” John said hastily. “Relevant to catching the NHE.” Before she could take offense, he began to thank her profusely for her help, so that she was smiling again by the time they reached the exit.

As soon as they were back outside under the evening sky, John said, “What was that about?”

“There isn’t any smell of NHE,” Caleb reported.

“That is not so,” Night said unexpectedly.

What the hell? “You said there was nothing.”

“Nothing of interest.” Night cocked his head. “She did, however, smell very faintly of you.”

The fuck? Caleb opened his mouth, then closed it again. “How? I never touched her, except to hand her drinks.”

“Maybe the doppelgänger doesn’t just mimic appearance.” The wind ruffled Zahira’s hijab, and she pulled her light jacket closer around her shoulders. “Maybe it mimics scent as well. They’re very rare, from what I recall, and a human might not notice scent as much as sight. If it doesn’t smell like an NHE, that would explain how it was able to get close enough to know Caleb would work as a lure for her.”

Caleb’s stomach dropped. “Well, shit. How are we supposed to track it now?”


Five


John ached with exhaustion as he opened the apartment—the police had left it unlocked, but it didn’t look like anyone else had been there. The cops had at least made some effort to straighten up the mess left by their search, but it was still obvious the place had been gone over.

Zahira was running on as little sleep as he was, so they’d dropped her off at her hotel. None of them had slept for over thirty-six hours, and John didn’t have much left to give. His head hurt, and the knot of scar tissue in his calf complained with every step. All he wanted to do was strip off his clothes and fall face-down on the bed.

But he couldn’t. He needed to call Ryan back, for one thing.

“If that’s even your name,” he’d said. Goddess.

John felt like he was going crazy, light-headed from lack of sleep, with impossible thoughts ping-ponging around in his skull.

“It is dark,” Night said behind him. “We should hunt.”

Caleb let out a long sigh. “We don’t know how to find the fucking thing. Get inside.”

Night stepped in, watching as Caleb locked the door. “There are surely other demons to find. We should hunt them. Eat them.”

“Or,” Caleb suggested, “you could sit your ass down in the seat.” He glanced at John. “Go to bed. I’ll watch him.”

John frowned. “Is that necessary?”

Caleb gaped at him. “Are you kidding? I saw you limping when we came up the stairs. Drugoy almost killed you. No way are we going to give this fucker the chance to finish the job.”

“Night saved my life.” John pulled up his sleeve, displaying the ring of bruises.

“So did Drugoy, with the grendel,” Caleb shot back.

Caleb had a point. Still…

John turned to Night. “Why did you keep me from falling off the rollercoaster?”

Night blinked, more slowly than a living person would. “Mortals ordinarily run, or try to destroy me. You spoke to me. I was curious.” He paused. “It seemed as though it would be a waste to let you die.”

John gestured to Caleb. “See?”

“This is all very strange to me,” Night added. “I have never before consorted with mortal or drakul.” He looked at Caleb. “Why do you believe I would hurt these mortals? Why should we not hunt?”

“You ask a lot of fucking questions for a drakul.” Caleb deliberately turned his back on Night. “Go to bed, John. You need sleep.”

John had known Caleb and Gray weren’t thrilled with the idea of another drakul from the moment he’d told them Kaniyar had been tracking it. But the level of animosity caught him off guard. True, Night was a dangerous predator, but Yuri and Drugoy had wanted John dead because he was a competitor for Gray’s attention. John’s gut instinct told him Night wasn’t a threat to them, the same way it had told him Gray wouldn’t murder him when he’d first brought them home.

Well, not quite the same way. Gray had made his whole body tingle from the first moment, like a lightning-strike of desire.

“You need to sleep, too,” he said.

Caleb shrugged. “A lot less than you do.”

“All right.” John rubbed at his eyes, too tired to argue anymore. “I’m going to call my cousin.”

Caleb’s eyes softened instantly. “Are you going to your granddad’s funeral?”

“I doubt I’d be welcome.” For more reasons than one. “I might meet up with Ryan for a little while tomorrow.”

“Do you want us to come?”

He did…but that would mean explaining a lot of crazy thinking. It would be easier to meet with Ryan first, find out why Ryan had said what he said. Then he’d know for sure whether the rougarou had been fucking with him, when it told him his memories weren’t his own.

At least Night had provided him with an easy excuse for not taking Caleb and Gray. “I thought you wanted to keep an eye on Night.”

Caleb scowled, but nodded. “Okay. Get some sleep.” The scowl faded. “We love you.”

“Love you, too,” John replied, and went back to the bedroom to make the call. He had to hear whatever answers Ryan had for him…even if he wasn’t at all sure he actually wanted them.
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Caleb nuked a frozen cheese pizza, then brought it to the living room where Night sat stiffly on the couch. The drakul watched him through those creepy glowing eyes, framed by thick lashes. He’d taken off John’s hoodie, and at the sight of the ragged bullet holes in his shirt, Caleb realized in the day’s chaos there was one question they’d forgotten to ask.

“Whose body is that?” Caleb asked as he dropped into the chair where he intended to keep watch.

“If I answer your questions, will you answer mine?” Night countered.

Caleb took a bite out of his pizza. This fucker is smart for a drakul. Of course, drakul weren’t exactly the great thinkers of the etheric plane, so it didn’t take a lot for Night’s curiosity to stand out.

“I am curious,” Gray protested. “And smart. I know the habits of my prey. I can count. I—”

Okay, okay, Caleb cut him off before Gray took it into his head to start counting for the rest of the night. “We might,” he said aloud. “Just tell us.”

Night was already unnaturally still, but he seemed to turn inward for a moment. Rifling through colorless memories, stripped of their emotional weight. “Mateo Hernandez,” he said at last. “Men demanded he give them money. He did. They spoke of not wishing to be identified. There are no more memories. His body was in the bayou when I found myself in it.”

In this case, it didn’t take much imagination to know what happened. The bastards had shot poor Mateo, then dumped his body in the hopes it would be eaten by animals or sink into the swamp.

Shit. They needed to let his family know, somehow. But how could they, without exposing what had happened to his body? And without anything to bury, would the family ever have closure?

Gray stirred. “I have never understood why mortals place such emphasis on an empty shell.”

It’s called grieving. Even if you don’t believe there’s an afterlife, it helps to have something to say good-bye to.

“Why do we not go out and hunt?” Night asked, apparently deciding it was his turn to ask questions. “Why do we stay here in this apartment? Why do you think I will harm the mortals?”

Caleb sighed. “We aren’t hunting because…”

Because they’d hunted with Dru and Yuri, and it had been glorious. Amazing. Because sometimes being a vampire was fun, and running over rooftops, driving motorcycles like maniacs, hunting with another drakul in a living body who could actually feel that same level of feral joy, was incredible.

The memory of their fangs sinking into Drugoy’s throat welled up.

Gray flinched back, and Caleb closed his eyes for a second. Over the last few months, they’d managed not to think about how things had gone so wrong. They’d enjoyed themselves, hunting and traveling and making love. And now, between the doppelgänger and Night, it was all coming back, whether they wanted it to or not.

“Because we need to keep a low profile,” he said instead, because it was easier than the truth.

“Why do you put such restrictions on yourself?” Night blinked. “Is it because of your host?”

“Excuse me, I’m right here, asshole,” Caleb said. “And you know what? I’m done with questions for now. So why don’t you just go dormant or something.”

“You are not like I would have imagined another drakul to be, had I considered such a thing.” And damn, if the bastard didn’t sound disappointed.

“Yeah, well, fuck you, too.” Caleb made an obscene gesture.

Naturally Night didn’t acknowledge it. “I hoped to speak to you, not your host. I wished to disperse with this…”

“Mortal nonsense?” Caleb suggested.

Night considered, then nodded. “Yes. That is precisely it. Mortal nonsense.”

Caleb leaned forward. Gray rose in him, a silent presence for the moment, but ready to act at the slightest need. “Get one thing straight. Gray and I are a team. Maybe you’ll deal with him, and maybe you’ll deal with me, but that’s our decision. Not yours.”

Night didn’t reply. Instead, he stretched out on the couch, hands folded on his chest, and to all appearances slipped off into the state drakul went into when they were sick of dealing with people.

Caleb resigned himself to a long, boring night. But at least he had Gray to keep him company.

Gray leaned into him, or that was what it felt like. As though he was sitting watch with a big tiger, shoulder-to-shoulder. “We are more than a team,” Gray said.

Caleb smiled, despite everything. I know. But it’s the best I could do to explain it to someone who isn’t us.

Gray was a separate being, but at the same time, a part of him. And he was a part of Gray; they were each half of their whole. And they loved John, they did, more than anyone else. But Gray…

Gray loved Caleb without question or condition. He knew Caleb the way no one else literally ever could, and accepted all of him, even the parts he didn’t entirely understand. And it was the same way on Caleb’s part: Gray didn’t always think like a human would, and he occasionally drove Caleb crazy, but he was still the best thing that had ever happened to Caleb. He loved Gray in a way he couldn’t even name to himself; not romantic, or exactly platonic, or anything else he knew a word for. It was just there, a given, something that could never be taken away. The bedrock of their existence.

“Do you think Drugoy and Yuri felt the same about one another?” Gray asked, suddenly small.

Caleb rubbed his eyes. I don’t know. Maybe. Probably.

It wasn’t something he wanted to think about. He wished he could scrub Yuri and Dru from his brain, forget they’d ever existed.

Forget the sensation of fangs sinking into their throat, and the guilty ecstasy of their blood.

Caleb got up and went to the kitchen to make coffee. It was going to be a long night.
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The next morning, John walked down to Magazine Street to meet Ryan at one of the many restaurants serving breakfast. His stomach was in a tight knot, and he didn’t feel much like eating, but Ryan had made it clear last night that he wanted to meet in a public place.

Ryan was already seated when John arrived. The morning was mild enough to sit outside, and Ryan had secured a table in the interior courtyard, beneath a huge live oak. A photo album sat on the table, and John’s throat tightened to match his stomach.

“Just coffee,” John told the server. She shrugged, poured him a cup of chicory coffee, and left.

“Who are you?” Ryan asked, as soon as she was out of earshot.

John’s heart thudded against his ribs. “John Starkweather. My parents are Jennifer and Marc Starkweather.” He swallowed. “At least, I think so.”

Ryan opened the photo album to a marked page and turned it around. Most of the page was taken up by a large photo of a family dressed in Christmas sweaters. There were John’s parents, all right, beaming at the camera. And in front of them was a boy of about twelve, with pale blond hair and warm brown eyes.

Mom’s eyes. Ryan’s eyes. John could see the family resemblance instantly.

The family resemblance John abruptly realized he didn’t have. Except, wait, didn’t he recall being told he looked just like Mom as a kid?

“I remember this picture being taken,” John whispered through the stricture in his throat. “Mom let me pick out the sweaters at the consignment shop. I remember it.”

Ryan sat back, arms crossed. “It sure as hell isn’t you in it.”

John flipped through the album with trembling hands. Page after page of photos showing the same boy, with his damning pale hair and brown eyes. He didn’t recall the circumstances of every photo, but some brought up memories easily. The trip to an amusement park outside of Atlanta for his tenth birthday. The pony he’d ridden at Granddad’s farm. The neighbor’s dog, Bucky, he’d played with after school.

He’d been the one to do those things, he knew it. So who was this kid in the photos instead?

Could his parents have…what? Hired a photo manipulation whiz to replace him? It would have cost serious money to find someone who could do so many pictures so seamlessly. Not to mention, the boy progressed normally in age as the years went on, from toddler to teen. He even disappeared from the pictures at the right time, as though he, too, had been sent away for the sin of being paranormally abled.

“I don’t understand what’s going on,” he said faintly.

“Neither do I.” Ryan’s eyes fixed on him suspiciously. “Something weird is happening, and I don’t like being kept in the dark. At first I thought maybe you were conning Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc somehow, but you don’t look enough like the boy in the pictures for it to work. So I confronted them. Asked them why they’re pretending some stranger from SPECTR is their kid, telling me you’re the cousin Granddad kept talking about, the one I never met.”

John’s throat scraped with dryness. “What did they say?”

Ryan’s mouth tightened with frustration. “They wouldn’t talk about it, except to yell at me for sneaking one of the albums out of their room.” He leaned forward. “What’s going on? Who are you? Does this have something to do with your job at SPECTR?”

“I don’t know.” John turned back to the Christmas sweater picture and stared blankly at it. At the boy’s smile, the one he remembered on his own lips. “I don’t know anything.”
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Zahira showed up at the apartment shortly after John left. “I had this shipped overnight,” she said brightly as she plopped a box down on the kitchen table.

Caleb eyed it suspiciously. “What is it?”

“I thought it might be a good idea to take dental casts from Gray and Night, as a comparison.” She grinned. “What do you think?”

“Why not?” Caleb muttered.

Gray insisted on going first. While she worked, Zahira peppered Night with questions. How often did he have to feed to maintain his host body? Did he have any memories of the etheric plane he wanted to share? How much ground did he cover in a given year? Decade? Century?

“Mortal nonsense.”

Caleb kept close watch on Night while Zahira repeated the procedure on the other drakul. Seeing her so close to those fangs made him nervous as hell. If Night bit her hand, she’d end up with broken bones, and probably some muscle and nerve damage.

And then Gray would eat him, and they’d be three for three.

Christ.

The opening door signaled John’s return. “What’s up?” he asked as Zahira set about filling the molds she’d made from their fangs.

“Fang casts for comparison,” Caleb said with a shrug.

“Tell John ours are bigger.”

Really? You seriously want to make this into a fang-waving contest?

Caleb turned to John and was instantly taken aback. Something was wrong. John was trying to hide it, but they hadn’t lived with him this long to not read him now. He was too pale, the corners of his mouth tight, his eyes haunted.

Gray rose to just beneath their skin, ready to manifest. “Is John injured?”

Not by anything we can fight. At least, not right now.

“What’s wrong?” Caleb asked aloud. “Did the meeting with Ryan go badly? Were your parents there?” If they’d hurt John, Caleb would personally put the fear of god in them. Or the fear of Caleb and Gray, anyway.

John didn’t meet his eyes. “I need to talk to you. In private, if that’s okay.”

“No worries,” Zahira said. “Night, can I take a blood sample?”

“If you must.”

Caleb hesitated. He didn’t want to leave Zahira alone with Night. The drakul was too dangerous to trust. “Maybe you should wait until we come back.”

Zahira waved him off as she snapped on a pair of latex gloves. “I’m sure everything will be fine.”

Damn it. John needed them. But…

“Yell if you need anything,” Caleb said. He pointed at the bedroom. “We’ll be right there.” He tried to cast a warning look at Night, but the other drakul was staring off into space again.

When he came in, John was sitting on the bed, hands clasped loosely in his lap. Shit, things really had gone bad. He sat down and put their hand on top of John’s. “Talk to us, sweetheart.”

“I don’t know where to start.”

“Tell John I find the beginning a good place.”

Thanks, Captain Obvious. But aloud, he said, “Gray suggests the beginning.”

“Right. Chronological order.” John took a deep breath and launched in. “When I got to my parents’ house, I walked in on a weird conversation…”

Caleb listened with growing confusion as John went back over everything, from the Starkweathers acting sketchy, to the scene at the hospital, to the mockery from the telepathic rougarou, to the inexplicable photo album Ryan had just shown him.

“I don’t get it,” John said, leaning against them. “It doesn’t make sense. I remember some of those photos being taken. Maybe not details after so long, but I know I was there. I was in them.”

“Photoshop?” Caleb suggested, even though that didn’t make much sense. “Your douchebag parents wanted to pretend some other kid was theirs?”

“I already thought of that. But how much would it cost to match up photos of the exact same kid as he aged up, to the ones in the album? My parents aren’t poor, but they aren’t close to rich. They’d never throw away a few thousand dollars—easier to just burn the album than make it into some alternate reality that never actually happened.”

Caleb could sense Gray’s bafflement even without asking. “Gray has no clue, either. So. Huh. I guess the first thing to do is call up your parents and ask them what the hell is going on. They wouldn’t talk to Ryan, but maybe they’ll talk to a SPECTR agent.”

“I don’t have any grounds to ask them official questions.” John rubbed at his eyes. “I’ll try. But later. We have to find the doppelgänger as soon as we can. This can wait.”

“Fuck the doppelgänger,” Caleb said bluntly. “You’re more important.”

John straightened. “People’s lives are on the line, Caleb.”

And there he was, good old Special Agent Starkweather, back in the saddle and ready to champion the SPECTR cause. “Yeah, but—”

“And since when has Gray wanted to pass up a hunt?” John added in an attempt at lightness.

“You’re more important than hunting, remember?”

John’s expression softened. “Yeah. How could I forget the most romantic thing anyone’s ever said to me?”

“You’re a cheap date, Starkweather.”

“Good thing for you.” John started to say something else, when his phone rang. He glanced briefly at the caller ID, then answered. “Chief Fontaine, how can I help you?”

His expression grew increasingly grave as he listened. “Yes, ma’am. I understand. Yes. We’ll be right there.”

“What’s wrong?” Caleb asked when he hung up.

John stood up and headed for the closet, where his suits hung ready. “Someone else from your tour group has been murdered.”


Six


The police officer stationed outside the hotel room where the tourist had died gave John an unfriendly look. No doubt word had spread fast that a SPECTR agent had kept his roommate out of the hands of the cops. Her scowl deepened when she spotted Caleb’s long hair; even if she hadn’t recognized John as the agent in question at first, she did now.

John felt a brief flash of guilt. They’d caused Fontaine some problems and affected her office’s relationship with NOPD. Still, he couldn’t imagine how he would have handled things differently, even in hindsight. Time had been of the essence, and he’d done the best he could.

The officer took her time inspecting John’s badge before handing it back. “Go on in.”

According to Fontaine, the victim’s name was Edward Shaw, from Dayton Ohio. In town to reconnect with a couple of old fraternity brothers. They’d been the ones to get worried when he didn’t show up to a planned early morning excursion.

They’d also mentioned having gone on a vampire tour. And when the cops immediately showed them a still from the security footage, of the doppelgänger wearing Caleb’s face, they identified him as their tour guide.

“I don’t like this,” Fontaine had told him bluntly. “Two people are dead in my city, and the only link between them is Mr. Jansen, or Mr. Gris, or whatever the hell his name is. You claim he’s not the killer, but if I find out you’re covering for him, I’ll bury you both. Understand?”

John couldn’t argue with her. If he’d been the one in charge of SPECTR-NOLA, he would have done the same, and been damn frustrated he couldn’t do more.

Forensics had already been over the room, but the body remained in place at John’s request. The two drakul hadn’t picked anything up from Natalie’s corpse, but maybe a fresher one would offer more clues.

The room itself was small but neat, and the window overlooked Canal Street. The dead man lay on his back, his eyes staring blankly at the ceiling, his features slack. Shirtless, but his jeans were still on.

“Do you recognize him, Caleb?” John asked.

Caleb stepped closer to the bed, then sighed. “Yeah. He was a real jerk. Kept trying to ruin everyone else’s fun by saying there’s no such thing as vampires.”

Night slipped into the room, nostrils flared as he prowled, searching for any scent. He crossed through a darkened corner, seeming almost to vanish as he did so, then reappeared in a sunbeam streaming through the window.

“Could it have been the doppelgänger the whole time?” Zahira asked. “It killed the real Mr. Shaw earlier, took his form, then went on the tour?”

“Do demons go on tours?” Caleb wondered aloud. “I mean, Gray wouldn’t, but most of them are focused on finding a steady supply of victims one way or another.”

“Which tours would offer,” John pointed out. “But no. His friends came back to the room with him that night, and there definitely wasn’t a body lying in the middle of the bed.”

“Yeah, they probably would have noticed that no matter how drunk they were.” Caleb tied his hair back, then leaned in close to the corpse. “Damn it. No obvious scent of demon on him.”

Zahira watched the two drakul. “Let’s say the doppelgänger is finding victims by going on tours. It wouldn’t be a bad strategy—tourists are usually from out of town, so it’s longer before anyone notices they’re missing.”

“Not to mention drunk off their asses half the time,” Caleb put in. “It’s not hard to fall into the Mississippi and never be seen again.”

She nodded. “The other night, the NHE ends up on your tour and smells what it identifies as a dangerous predator. Said predator doesn’t seem to be reacting, so it keeps up its disguise as just another tourist. It probably does nothing to draw your attention to it, only observes. It attempts to frame you for Natalie’s death, and when that doesn’t work, it doubles down by killing Shaw.” She glanced at John. “The police can’t ignore that the woman who flirted with Caleb, and the man who annoyed him, are the ones who’ve ended up dead.”

“The doppelgänger either doesn’t know about SPECTR from its host’s memories, or doesn’t realize we’re involved,” John said. “It doesn’t understand why Caleb was released, so it’s trying again.”

“Great,” Caleb muttered. “So does that mean anyone who was on my last tour is in danger?”

“Looks like it.” One more thing to deal with. John’s nerves felt tight, ready to fray. “Is there any way to contact them?”

To his relief, Caleb nodded. “The company has their cell phone numbers on record. We use them to send a text an hour ahead of time, to remind the guests they’re signed up and to make sure they know where to go. I’m sure if I call Laura, she’ll be willing to send out a mass text to warn people.” His face fell. “Unless…someone had to identify me off that security footage. If it was her, she might not want to talk to me.”

One of the people on that list had to be the doppelgänger. Nothing else made sense. “Just give it a try. What other information do you collect?”

Caleb frowned, clearly struggling to recall. “That wasn’t my end of things, but I’m pretty sure it was things like name, email address. Credit card, obviously, though that information is encrypted.”

“It’s a start.” It wouldn’t tell them where to find the tourists, but maybe they could do something useful with the data besides warning them. “Ask Laura if she’ll pass the whole lot on to us.”

Caleb took out his phone. Voice mail, he mouthed at John after a few moments. “Hey, Laura. Yeah, it’s Caleb. Um, so, I don’t know if you’ve heard, but that wasn’t me on the video. It was a demon that can look like other people. My boyfriend’s an exorcist with SPECTR, so if you want to make sure I’m not just bullshitting you, he’ll vouch for me. We need your help, though—looks like the demon is targeting people who went on my tour, so if you could just give me a call back, I’d appreciate it. Um, thanks. Bye.”

He lowered the phone, a disappointed look on his face. “I really liked that job, but I guess I won’t be going back after this.” His expression went momentarily blank, then he snorted. “Well, at least one of us is happy.”

Zahira turned to Night. It took a moment to find him; he’d slipped into the shadowy recess of the closet. “Did you pick up a scent, Night?”

“No. This demon hides itself too well.”

John ran his hand back through his hair. Hopefully Laura would call back soon. In the meantime, John could…

What? Call his parents? Demand to know who the boy in the photographs was? Ask for an explanation, because there had to be one, no matter how far-fetched.

He’d decide back at the apartment. “Let’s go, then. The morgue attendant is probably ready to get the body out of here.”

“We’re done,” Zahira told the scowling officer outside the door. As they made for the main elevators, they passed a discreet recess where the freight elevator lurked. Its doors opened, and a man with a jacket reading CORONER’S OFFICE pushed a gurney out.

John almost missed it, his exorcist senses already saturated by Night’s aura. But there it was—like an itch he couldn’t reach, a scratch against his nerves, a sound just out of the range of hearing.

The morgue attendant was possessed. And neither of the drakul had reacted.

“There it is!” John shouted, and pointed at the doppelgänger.

Several things happened at once. The doppelgänger shoved the gurney hard in John’s direction, forcing him to dodge, then hit the button to shut the doors.

Night seemed to come almost from nowhere, barreling toward the closing doors, fangs bared. Zahira was in the way, though, caught between Night and the elevator.

And with a roar of fury, Gray launched himself not at the doppelgänger, but at Night.
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Rage pulses in Gray’s skull, drowning out everything else except for fear. He slams into Night, shoving the other drakul into the wall so hard something snaps in Night’s shoulder. Night roars back, claws lashing out and catching Gray across the cheek.

Night was going for Zahira, meant to hurt her, kill her, and everything they’d been afraid of was coming true. They are going to have to eat Night, just like they’d eaten Drugoy, because drakul ran mad and could never be trusted.

“What the hell are you doing?” John shouts, shoving between them.

Gray pulls the strike he’d been about to land. Night does as well, claws slipping back into sheathes. “Why did you attack me?” Night demands.

Gray seizes John and moves him forcibly out of the way. John struggles, but his strength is no match for theirs. “I saw what you were doing,” he snarls at Night. “You meant to attack Zahira. To kill her!”

“Why would I do that? Mortals are not food.” Night’s voice drops into a frustrated growl. “And now we have lost the demon.”

“Zahira, go after it,” John orders. She draws her gun and runs for the stairs, but if the demon is at all clever, there will be no catching it.

John doesn’t look away from Gray. “Night wasn’t attacking Zahira. He was going after the doppelgänger.”

“She was in between—”

“Do you think I cannot step around a slow mortal?” Night asked.

“Fuck.” Realization spreads out from Caleb, like a drop of blood diffusing through water. “We screwed up.”

Their heart beats against their ribs. “We thought…” Gray begins, but what else is there to say?

John pulls against their grip. “Please let go. You’re hurting me.”

Horrified, Gray lets go and backs away fast, until their spine collides with the wall. “We didn’t mean to.”

John replies, but it is drowned out by the ringing in their ears. They feared Night would hurt Zahira and John, but they are the ones who did so. “I am sorry,” Gray says quickly, then falls away, curls up deep inside, and leaves Caleb to try and explain.
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Caleb stared out the passenger window of the SUV as John pulled into the parking lot behind the apartment. The sunlight of the morning had given way to an overcast, miserable day that matched his mood.

They’d lost the trail. The one clear chance they had to get the fucker, and he and Gray had blown it.

Zahira hadn’t been able to find the doppelgänger. She had, however, discovered the real morgue attendant dead in the back of his van. She speculated the killing had been one of opportunity; the doppelgänger wanted to know whether its attempt to cause more trouble for Caleb had worked, and impersonating the attendant was an easy way to get on the scene. Probably it meant to chat with the cops there, not realizing SPECTR had taken over the case.

It knew now, all right.

John parked the car. Zahira got out of the back seat, followed by Night, whose shoulder and arm hung at a weird angle. Dead bodies didn’t heal, no matter what was possessing them.

Caleb remembered the ominous snap when Gray shoved Night into the wall, and cringed. Fuck. They were going to have to figure out how to patch him up so it wasn’t so obvious. Maybe duct tape would help. Duct tape fixed everything, right?

John fished his keys out of his pocket and passed them to Zahira. “You and Night go ahead. We’ll be in shortly.”

Time to face the music.

Gray stirred. “There will be music?”

Not likely.

Caleb climbed out, shut the door, and leaned back against the side of the SUV. A part of them still wanted to run after Zahira. Protect her from Night.

“She is so fragile. John is so fragile,” Gray said, small and unhappy. Memory flashed behind their eyes: John lying on the deck of the aircraft carrier, his jeans soaked with blood from Drugoy’s bite. Then, later, John at the hospital, so still and motionless in his bed, while they perched in the rain outside his window.

“Talk to me,” John said. “Is this some territorial thing? Gray doesn’t want another drakul near his renfields?”

Caleb flinched at the word. Yuri had coined it, and that alone was enough to make it bitter. Why couldn’t he have just called them friends, or even special friends?

“It’s not that,” Caleb said heavily. “I mean, a little bit, sure. But mostly, we’re just worried about you two.”

John leaned against the SUV beside him. “Why?”

Why? Was John crazy? “Because the last two drakul we’ve met tried to kill you!” Caleb gestured at John’s leg. “Christ, John, you’re still limping! You can’t have forgotten how fucking dangerous drakul are!”

“I haven’t,” John said calmly. “But Night isn’t Forsyth, and he isn’t Drugoy. From everything Gray’s told us, a dead body limits how much he can feel. His desires. Drinking my blood, or Zahira’s blood, or any mortal’s blood, won’t even taste particularly good to him, right?”

Fucking John and his fucking logic. “I guess.”

“So what’s the deal?” John turned to them. “Why are you so hair-triggered around him?”

A knot formed in Caleb’s throat, and bands began to constrict his chest. Gray huddled deep inside, miserable. “The deal…” Caleb started, then stopped. His eyes burned, and he wasn’t sure if he wanted to cry or scream or throw up. “The deal is, we’re scared, okay? We’re fucking scared. Dru and Yuri wanted you and Zahira dead because of us. And we had to eat them. They were crazy as shit, and the literal worst, but we hunted with them, and we thought they were our friends, and we…we ate them.”

John put his hands on Caleb’s shoulder. “Oh shit, babe. I’m sorry. I didn’t think.”

An angry sob escaped Caleb, and John drew him close, arms wrapped tight around his shoulders. Caleb buried his face in John’s shoulder. “We’re two for two. And if we have to kill another drakul…we can’t afford to like him. We can’t go through that again.”

John stroked their hair. “I didn’t realize you were hurting. You both acted like it didn’t matter, and I should have pushed, but I didn’t even think to. I’m sorry.”

Caleb shook his head. “No. Don’t apologize. These last few months, it’s been easy not to think about it. To just remember Yuri and Dru as a pair of psychos who almost killed you. And things were so good—leaving Charleston, being on the road with you, hunting…but now here’s Night. And we’re supposed to hunt with him. Like we hunted with Yuri and Dru.” He sniffled. “And that was good, John. I don’t talk about it much, because it sounds weird, but sometimes being a vampire is just fun.”

“And you had fun with Yuri and Drugoy.”

Caleb pulled back and opened his eyes, trying not to remember the night they’d raced each other across Charleston, glorying in their inhuman strength. Or the night they’d hunted the sirens, drinking so much blood even Gray was sated. Tearing up and down the freeways on the motorcycle Yuri gave them, racing the other drakul with the wind in their hair, the adrenaline high like nothing Caleb had ever experienced before.

He didn’t know how to explain it to John, without sounding like he thought John was less for being human.

“Yes,” he said at last. “It was…it was good. The only thing that was missing was you.”

John’s fingers cupped his cheek. “You chose me.”

“Well, yeah. That’s why Yuri had such a hard-on for murder. He knew there was no way we were leaving you.”

A trace of a smile lifted one corner of John’s mouth. “It still amazes me, sometimes. But this isn’t about me, or even us. You’re scared it will happen all over again. That you’ll get attached to Night, then have to eat him.”

“It’s the only sure way to kill a drakul.”

John took their hands. “I want you to think, very carefully, and give me the most honest answer you can. Gray knows what it’s like to be stuck in a dead body versus one with a heartbeat. Does he genuinely think Night might lose it, the same way Drugoy and Forsyth’s drakul did? Because if so, we’ll call Kaniyar right now, and Night can be her problem instead.”

Caleb stilled. Gray stirred, reluctant. “I do not think Night will run mad.”

Images and feelings accompanied the statement. Caleb absorbed them, then shook his head. “No. You were right, back when you speculated the cushion of accessing the memories of dead hosts without actually feeling the shock of their emotions, their pain, kept Gray sane when he jumped to me. I think whoever summoned Night, the Aztecs or whoever, knew what they were doing. He’s just been wandering around, munching on demons and not causing a fuss.”

John nodded. “Unlike Drugoy, the Vigilant had managed to discover Night’s existence, after Gray tipped them off to the fact drakul were real. They spent gods-only-know how long tracking Night, just as they did Gray. They would have noticed if he had a predilection for feeding on mortals, don’t you think?”

“Yeah.” Something deep inside them began to cautiously unwind. “But we didn’t think Drugoy would lose it, either. Fuck, we didn’t think we’d…”

He couldn’t bring himself to end the sentence. Eat Ericsson. It hadn’t even been on their horizon, until suddenly it was.

John sighed, understanding. “Yeah. I get it. But Ericsson shot me, and stabbed you in the head, trying to exorcise Gray. Would you have tried to eat him otherwise? Because we talked about this already, and it’s okay if you weren’t totally honest, but—”

“We were,” Caleb said instantly. Because they’d fucked John around too much to lie now. “I swear.”

John nodded. “I believe you, babe. Just tell me what you need. If the answer is we cut Night loose and let him be someone else’s problem, that’s fine.”

Shit, they didn’t deserve John. His kindness, his patience. What do you think? he asked Gray.

Gray mulled it over for a long moment. “Night can stay. So long as he understands John and Zahira are ours. Not his.”

I doubt that’s going to be a problem. Aloud, he said, “Okay. We’ll try harder with Night.”

“Sounds good.” John pulled him in for another embrace.

Caleb leaned against him, pressing their foreheads together. His long hair fell like a black curtain around them, blocking out the rest of the world. “I’m sorry. I know we cause you a lot of trouble.”

“That’s not true.” John kissed them softly. “And even if it was, you’re worth it.”

“Tell John I agree. I am worth it.”

Caleb pointedly ignored Gray. “What about you? We’re at a dead end until Laura calls back. Are you going to call your mom, or…?”

John drew back, unhappiness in his blue eyes. “I was thinking it might be better to drive out to their house. That way they have to confront me.”

“We’ll come with.”

John visibly hesitated. “No need,” he said at last. “Not that I don’t want your company. But if Laura calls back while I’m gone, you and Zahira can get right to work.”

Caleb jammed his hands into his pockets. “Okay. Just text if you need us.” He leaned in and kissed John softly. “We love you.”

“Love you, too.” John stepped back and took out his keys. “Might as well get this over with.”


Seven


“We’re sorry,” Caleb said to Night as he pulled out the duct tape. “We didn’t mean to hurt you. I mean, we did, but…I’m not explaining this well.”

Night watched him with an air of distant curiosity. “Why did you attack me? Mortals are not food. I have no interest in harming them.”

Caleb sighed. “It’s a long story, but I guess we owe it to you.”

He explained as best he could about Yuri and Dru, while at the same time trying to use the duct tape to secure Night’s shoulder in a more natural position, while not limiting his movement. While Night had his shirt off, he went ahead and put more duct tape patches over the gaping wounds on his chest and back. There was no real reason to, but looking at them made Caleb queasy.

When he was done, he sat back on the couch. Zahira had gone back to her hotel room, where she left her prayer rug, for Asr. So it was just them. Two drakul bros, hanging out.

“You are not as amusing as you think.”

I’m fucking hilarious.

“I see,” Night said when Caleb finished. “You are telling me that I am in danger from you.”

“We—what? No, that’s not what we meant,” Caleb protested. “Yuri and Drugoy were the crazy ones.”

“And yet you have attacked me, when I have done nothing to invite harm.”

In other words, they’d been acting as crazy as Yuri and Dru. “I mean…yes…we did…but…” Caleb floundered helplessly.

Night turned to them. “It is clear to me now what has happened. You have become corrupted by mortal nonsense.”

Gray leapt to the fore. “I have not!” he exclaimed.

“You judgment is clouded,” Night went on. “You are consumed by mortal desires, and this makes you behave as irrationally as they do.”

“Do not say such things,” Gray growled.

“You are as mad as any demon. Madder, because their desire to hunt is at least comprehensible.” Night cocked his head curiously. “Is it your living host who has tainted you so, or the other mortals, John and Zahira? Or both?”

Gray’s claws flexed. “You do not know what you speak of. You do not know anything.”

It’s okay, Caleb told him. You’re right, so just chill. He doesn’t know what it’s like.

And it was true, Night didn’t…but maybe he wasn’t entirely wrong, either. Demons ran mad after being summoned into this world, because the needs and desires and experiences of humans were so alien to them. Gray might have had a cushion of dead memories, but being with Caleb had changed him. A lot.

“As I have changed you,” Gray pointed out.

Someone knocked at the door. Gray gave Night one last growl. “I do not waste my time on mortal nonsense.” As if to prove it, he slid back beneath the surface and left Caleb to deal with the door.

It turned out to just be Zahira, back from prayer. If she stayed in New Orleans much longer, they ought to see about getting her a key. She looked at Night. “Good job with the duct tape.”

“Thanks.”

“Tell her Night has insulted us.”

I’m not doing that. Caleb went into the bedroom, grabbed one of his shirts off a hanger, and tossed it to Night. “Put that on.”

“Have you heard back from Laura?” Zahira asked.

“No.” Caleb took out his phone, as if he expected it to ring at just that moment. It didn’t. “Maybe John had the right idea. If we show up on her doorstep, she won’t be able to ignore us. Or at least, she can’t ignore your badge.”

“True. Let’s go.”

Caleb turned to Night. “Are you coming with us?”

“Will there be demons to hunt?”

If Night didn’t feed soon, his body would start to decay. Caleb really didn’t want to share an apartment with a mobile rotting corpse. “We’ll try to scare up some ghouls at Saint Louis Cemetery Number One. The fuckers are always getting in there, no matter how many spirit wards they put up.”

Night considered for a long moment. “Very well. I will go with you. But if you try to eat me, I will not allow it.”

Zahira looked concerned, as well she might. Caleb sighed. “You’ve got a deal.”
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John parked the SUV in his parents’ driveway. It looked so perfect from the outside; the lawn manicured to within an inch of its life, the house supports freshly painted, the curtains in the windows bright and cheery. He picked up the photo album from the passenger seat; at least returning it gave him an excuse for coming here directly instead of just calling.

He’d almost asked Caleb and Gray to come with him. But they were going through their own shit, and it was more important that they clear things up with Night.

John felt a flash of annoyance with himself. He’d assumed they were fine. They’d certainly acted fine, as if the last few months had been some kind of vacation. If your idea of vacation was visiting run-down houses, abandoned graveyards, and all the other places NHEs typically lurked. Like a foodie tour for drakul.

They had been having a good time, he was certain of it. Only they’d also been using it as a chance not to think about what had happened. It was such a human thing to do that it made John realize Gray was still changing. Still evolving.

And sitting here, worrying about Caleb and Gray, was John’s own way of putting off dealing with things. With a sigh, he climbed out of the SUV and shut the door.

His heart thumped and his palms felt sweaty as he climbed the wooden steps up to the porch. A curtain twitched, then fell shut. Someone was home—and not in the mood to talk.

This didn’t bode well. But he wasn’t leaving here without some answers. They owed him that much, at least.

He started with a polite ring of the bell. But when no one responded, he switched to the heavy knock of a federal agent at the door.

This time, the shuffle of feet came from the other side, followed by the click of the lock. The door cracked open, and Mom peered out. “Be quiet,” she hissed. “Marc’s taking a nap, and I don’t want you waking him up.”

Her hostility managed to cut deep, despite everything. “I just want to talk to you.” He held up the album. “And to return this.”

She shoved the door open, just far enough to slip outside before closing it again. “Where the hell did you get that?”

He would have thought it would be obvious. “Ryan lent it to me.”

To his surprise, all the color drained out of her face. “Leave us alone. Please.”

“I can’t.” He searched her eyes for any hint of affection, of warmth, but there was nothing. “You owe me answers. And if you don’t, surely you owe them to Ryan. He’s your nephew, even if it is through Dad’s side of the family. Doesn’t he have a right to know what’s going on?” When she didn’t respond, he prodded. “The kid in the photos. Who is he? I remember some of them being taken, but I’m not in any of them. How is that possible? What’s happening?”

A part of him hoped she’d tell him they had a friend who’d been able to do a cheap but professional photoshop job. Even though it would mean they really, truly hated him, to go to that extreme to erase him from their lives, at least it was a straightforward answer.

She licked her lips nervously. “The boy in the photos is my son. John Starkweather.”

“That’s impossible,” he said, striving for calm. “I’m John. I’m your son. I remember the Christmas sweater, the pony, the trip to the amusement park. This boy isn’t me, so who is he?”

“You’re asking the wrong question,” she said, a nasty edge coming into her voice. “You want it the other way around.”

John could all but feel the rougarou’s hot breath, hear its mockery. “You’re going to die not even knowing your own name.” His heart was in his throat now, strangling him. “Then…this boy isn’t me…so who am I?”

“Now you’re getting it.” She stepped back and edged the door open. “So leave us alone. You don’t belong here.”

She tried to shut the door behind her, but he managed to get a foot inside. “You can’t just say something like that and not explain!”

“Get out!” She drew the door back and smashed it into his foot, hard enough to hurt. “You’re nothing but a cheap copy who’s going to get us killed with your stupid questions! Leave us alone!”

Shocked, he withdrew his foot. The door slammed, and the lock clicked loudly.

He stared at the door, feeling light-headed. None of this could possibly be true. He knew who he was.

But she’d sounded truly afraid as well as angry, when she said asking questions was going to get them killed.

Maybe she had early dementia. Maybe this was all something she’d cooked up, in some effort to convince herself that her real son wasn’t paranormally abled.

But how could the rougarou have known that? It had looked into John’s mind, not hers.

Goddess. Sekhmet, Most Strong, give him strength.

Not knowing what else to do, he went back to the SUV. Started it and pulled onto the lonely road through the bayou. But he barely saw his surroundings, driving on autopilot as his brain chased itself in wilder and wilder loops, with no answers in sight.

[image: ]


Caleb led the way to the back stair that led up to the vampire-themed bar. Laura and her wife Desiree lived in a small apartment on the second floor; with luck, they’d be either at home or in the bar.

It meant cutting through another bar that occupied the first floor; thank god he didn’t recognize the bartender. It had to be all over the place that he’d been suspected of murder, and the last thing he wanted to do was answer a lot of questions. Or get another visit from the police.

The door leading up was locked and bore a small sign explaining the tours had been temporarily halted and the upstairs bar closed. “Damn it,” Caleb muttered. They couldn’t exactly break down the door without being noticed, given the number of tourists drinking and eating around them.

“Maybe you could climb up and get in through the balcony?” Zahira suggested.

It was getting dark outside, but nightfall only meant the party was getting started here on Bourbon Street. “I’d be spotted for sure.”

“I would not,” Night said.

Caleb jumped. Night did such a good job blending in with the shadows of the darkened bar, he’d almost forgotten the other drakul was there. “I guess you being a creepy fuck has finally paid off,” Caleb said. “Sure. Go for it.”

Night slipped away, all but vanishing in front of their eyes. Caleb shivered. “Do you think he’ll come back, or just wander off and find some ghouls to eat?”

“I think he’s curious about Gray,” Zahira said. “I imagine Gray feels the same about Night.”

“Eh, not really. Curiosity isn’t one of Gray’s strong suits. It’s mostly feeding and fuc—other stuff, with him,” Caleb said, catching himself hastily. “Sorry. TMI.”

Zahira covered a laugh. “Okay. But there’s clearly some variation between individuals. Perhaps Gray is more oriented toward action, and Night more to thinking.”

Caleb’s eyes widened in mock horror. “Wait, are you saying Gray’s the dumb jock drakul, and Night’s the nerdy brain? Because I am not okay with that.”

She was saved from answering by the door opening from within. Night stood there, his glowing eyes hidden by sunglasses. “There is a dead mortal in the bedroom on the second floor,” he informed them.
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Caleb took the stairs two at a time, his pulse hammering. This is our fault. We let the doppelgänger escape this morning, and it came straight here and killed Laura or Desiree.

Gray didn’t reply, just remained a tense presence under Caleb’s skin, ready to burst to the surface if there was any sign the doppelgänger had hung around after the murder.

He’d never set foot in the apartment, but he’d walked past it plenty of times. Heard the muted sound of a television, or smelled cooking food. Night had left the door, marked PRIVATE RESIDENCE: NO ENTRY, wide open.

The only smell that drifted out now was that of death.

The living room was small and simple. Plants cluttered much of the space, but most of them had wilted and turned brown, as if no one had thought to water them for too long. The door to the bedroom stood open, releasing the stink of a body that had begun the first stages of decay.

Hands shaking, Caleb crossed to the bedroom. Sheer curtains blew in the breeze coming in through the window Night had presumably entered through. Desiree lay on the bed like a discarded doll, stripped down to her underwear. Though the temperatures in December were cooler than in the summer, this wasn’t the frozen north, and bloat had already begun to set in.

Bile stung the back of Caleb’s throat, and it was everything he could do not to run to the toilet and throw up. He’d known Desiree. Not as well as Laura—Desiree’s role in the business was more behind-the-scenes: crunching numbers, maintaining the website, doing all the little things needed to keep it running smoothly. But she’d been the one to interview him for the job; at the end, she’d leaned over and put her hand on his. “You’re going to make so much in tips, sugar,” she said. “Just keep wearing those tight pants.”

Well, she hadn’t been wrong.

Gray’s presence wrapped around him, like cuddling with a tiger in the dark. “I am sorry. I did not enjoy lying to foolish mortals. But you did.”

Yeah. It was fun. Until the fucking doppelgänger came.

Zahira said something Caleb didn’t catch. When he made no response, she touched him lightly. “Caleb?”

“Her name’s Desiree,” he said, then swallowed. “Laura’s wife.” Christ, was Laura dead too?

Zahira stepped closer, inspecting the body carefully. “I’m not an expert on decomposition,” she said at length. “But I’m fairly certain she must have been dead for several days.”

So at least they hadn’t gotten her killed by letting the doppelgänger escape. Caleb supposed it was something. “Okay.”

“You say she lived here with her wife?”

Caleb nodded. “Yeah, I…oh.”

All the blood felt like it was draining out of his head. “If she’s been dead several days, then she died before Natalie was killed. But I talked to Laura that night. I saw her go into the apartment after we finished cleaning up.” His mouth went dry. “That wasn’t Laura, was it? It was the doppelgänger.”


Eight


“It makes sense,” Caleb said, as they retreated from the bedroom and back into the cleaner air of the stairwell. “The business was the perfect cover for a doppelgänger. Lots of drunk tourists coming and going, whose friends and family won’t know they’re missing until they don’t show back up after vacation. The demon kills Laura, stashes her body somewhere, and takes over her life. It has to kill Desiree, too, before she can figure out it’s not the real Laura. The only problem is, one of the tour guides turns out to be possessed by something a lot bigger and badder than it.”

“That must have been a disappointment,” Zahira said dryly.

“No doubt. But it sees Natalie hitting on me and figures out a way of having a snack and making us someone else’s problem. When that doesn’t work, it uses the information on the sign-up form to find the douche who spent all night complaining vampires aren’t real and tries again.” The doppelgänger was a persistent bastard, if nothing else.

“So this is its den,” Night said, materializing from the shadows of the apartment. Caleb jumped and shot him a glare, which he ignored. “We will go back inside and wait until it returns. Ambush it. Eat it.”

Caleb glanced uneasily at Zahira. “Are the forty days up for the doppelgänger?”

Once a person was possessed, they had forty days to change their mind and find an exorcist, before the possession became permanent. After that, no one could save them, and they were drakul-chow.

“Why does this matter?” Night asked.

Gray hadn’t understood at first, either. “Because if it hasn’t been forty days yet, the faust it’s possessing can still be saved.” He held up his hand as Night opened his mouth to argue. “This is some of that mortal nonsense you claim we’ve been corrupted by.”

“It is not nonsense, though,” Gray argued. “Pity. Compassion. These things have meaning.”

We’re not going to stand here and fight with him over it. Or I’m not. If you want to, wait until later.

“They are,” she confirmed. “I didn’t sense its presence as strongly as John, of course, but enough to know the possession is permanent.” Gray would happily have offered her his blood to boost her abilities the way John’s were, but that wasn’t an option since blood was haram. “Plus I’m not sure its mimic abilities would be as advanced if it was earlier in the possession. Radical physical changes usually signal it’s too late to do anything.”

“Right.” Caleb vaguely remembered that had been one of the things that had freaked John out about Gray, who’d been able to manifest just fine right after hopping a ride in Caleb’s body.

“I am much stronger than a demon.”

Trust me, I’ve noticed. “Okay, then,” Caleb said. “Night’s plan makes sense. Let’s—”

The door at the foot of the stairs swung open, and Laura froze right before taking a step inside.

Or, rather, the doppelgänger wearing Laura’s stolen face did.
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Gray doesn’t hesitate. He leaps down the stairs, clearing most of them even as the doppelgänger slams the door shut in their face. He wrenches it open, sees the doppelgänger running through the bar, and gives chase.

The mortals gathered there begin to scream and run. One of them, seeing only a monster chasing an ordinary woman, swings a bottle at him.

“SPECTR agents!” Zahira shouts as she reaches the bottom of the steps. It does nothing to calm the panic.

John will not be pleased…but he will understand. This creature has killed two women Caleb liked. It must die before it has the chance to kill again.

Fleeing mortals choke the narrow doorway leading to the street. Gray turns and runs for the back entrance instead. “Zahira! Climb on my back.”

She looks startled, but obliges, wrapping her arms around his neck.

“Hold on,” he says.

He bursts into the tiny courtyard behind the building. More mortals scream and flee, but he ignores them, scrambling straight up the brick wall to the roof, Zahira clinging to his back. Night follows as he runs to look down on Bourbon Street.

“There!” Caleb says. “The tan sedan turning onto Saint Ann Street—that’s Laura’s car.”

Traffic, pedestrian and otherwise, is light enough the doppelgänger is able to accelerate down the street. “Continue to hold on,” Gray advises Zahira, and breaks into a run across the rooftops.

Night chases them, flickering like a living shadow, darkness streaming around him. Zahira lets out a breathless squeak the first time Gray clears a gap between buildings in a single, easy bound. Her arms tighten, and her knees dig into his sides.

They keep pace with the car on the narrow streets, but up ahead is the broad expanse of Rampart Street. Once the doppelgänger reaches that, it will be gone, too fast even for them to keep up.

Night must realize the same thing, because he puts on a burst of speed. Without hesitation, he leaps from the top of the last building directly into the street below.

Screeching tires and shattering glass follow. If Night has been struck, he will likely be forced out of his current body. Then he will be gone, and Gray will no longer have to worry about him.

But Night is still in one piece. A car braked to avoid hitting him, and the vehicle the doppelgänger is in rear-ended it.

The doppelgänger doesn’t wait around to be eaten. It leaps from the wrecked sedan and, with its own burst of more-than-human-speed, darts beneath the towering branches of the ancient oaks in Congo Square.

“We have to keep after it!” Caleb says, entirely unnecessarily.

Gray scrambles down the side of the building. The owner of the wrecked car screams.

Zahira slides off his back. “SPECTR agents,” she yells as they run past.

They reach Congo Square and cross the fans of granite cobbles. As they approach the largest oak, its roots cradling offerings of palmetto fronds and sweet potatoes, Night emerges from the darkness beneath it. “The doppelgänger went in there,” he says, pointing.

Just behind the great oak loom the pale walls of a large building. “That’s the Municipal Auditorium,” Caleb says. They came here once to paint and to wander the park with John. “Abandoned since Katrina, like so many other things.”

The great storm. He has seen so many things fall before storms, and earthquakes, and the blazing eye of the sun. Sometimes the works of mortals are eroded by the slow passing of time, but with others it is quick and fast, like the snap of a bone.

“Caleb says this place is abandoned by mortals,” Gray reports.

“Perhaps there are ghouls inside,” Night says. Gray hopes so; they can truly feast then.

“One monster at a time, please.”

“I’ll call John and give him an update,” Zahira says, phone already to her ear. “John? It’s Zahira. We’re tracking the doppelgänger.”

She explains the situation in as few words as possible, then puts her phone in her pocket. “John was already on his way back. He’ll catch up with us here.”

Gray feels Caleb’s twist of anxiety. He does not entirely understand what John told them earlier, about mortal families and what the rougarou said. But Caleb does, and it worries him, and so it must worry Gray as well.

“Nothing we can do about it right now,” Caleb says. “But I hope he’s okay.”

Zahira takes a flashlight from her belt. “There might be homeless, so you can’t just attack if you find someone. Wait for me to clear them. Unless the doppelgänger still looks like Laura.” A speculative expression crosses her face. “There’s not much literature on how long it takes them to change to a new form.”

“I will go to the roof and find a way in from there,” Gray decides.

Night nods. “I will find my own way in from below.”

Then he is gone, fading into shadow so quickly even Gray cannot follow. “Creepy,” Caleb says.

Effective for catching prey, Gray corrects.

“So he’s more an ambush predator, and you’re more a chase-it-down kind of one. I bet Zahira will want to discuss that at length later on.”

Mortal nonsense.

“Is it wise to split up?” Zahira asks. “If it can change forms quickly, it might trick you by pretending to be me.”

“I will know the difference,” Gray assures her. He strides across the short open space between tree and building, Zahira following. Despite the abandonment, the landscaping is neat, without trash or overgrown weeds.

“This was—is—a beautiful building,” Zahira murmurs.

Gray has no opinion on mortal architecture. But the pale limestone walls glow when light touches them, drinking in color. When they had painted here, it had been near sunset, the sky gold and red, the walls warm as a flame. John had kissed them when they finished, his lips cold from the December chill that could not touch them.

Tonight, it shines pale against the dark sky. Steel barricades the doors that once welcomed mortals seeking entertainment, but there are a thousand other ways inside. Immediately to the left of the main entrance is a smaller window, barred only by an ornate iron grate.

“Try not to damage it too much,” Caleb requests.

Gray grabs the iron bars and pulls the grate free in a single piece, before setting it carefully aside. The window itself is a lattice of metal and broken glass, hinged to swing open like a pair of shutters. Rust flakes and the hinges squeal, but he opens them easily.

“You will be able to enter here,” he tells Zahira.

She nods. “Can you give me a boost?”

He does so, and she scrambles in, clicking on her flashlight as she does. The moment her feet touch the floor, she takes out her weapon. “All right,” she says in a low voice. “Be careful.”

“Unlikely,” he replies, and begins to scale the outside wall.
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John parked the SUV on the street outside Louis Armstrong Park and hurried in the direction of the dark auditorium, flashlight in one hand and Glock in the other. He was glad Zahira had called to say they’d found the doppelgänger, not just because it meant getting one more killer off the streets, but because focusing on the case might drive out the clamoring in his head. At least for a little while.

Nothing Mom—Jennifer—had said made sense. Unless the rougarou hadn’t been lying. It really was a telepath, and it had somehow seen that his memories weren’t his own. His name wasn’t his own. That he’d been…what? Brainwashed? By who? When? How?

He focused on the whisper of the wind through the trees as he jogged beneath them. This at least was real. Solid. He was a federal exorcist, and he had a job to do.

The iron grate pulled off and set aside looked like Gray’s work. John hefted himself inside the window and shined the flashlight around. It opened onto the lobby, where crowds must have once gathered, sipping drinks and laughing before going inside for a Mardi Gras krewe ball, or a concert, or a ballet.

Once, the space had no doubt been elegant. It sported slender columns topped with ornate capitals, and chandeliers hung from the ceiling. All now covered with grime and stinking of mold and death. Piles of chewed bones lay in one corner: ghouls had been here. Might still be, if they hadn’t fled at the coming of two drakul.

The flashlight revealed several possible directions to take. Straight ahead to the lower levels of seating within the auditorium itself. Up the stairs to the higher tiers. Or toward the box office and any staff areas beyond it.

He could text Zahira and find out where she was, or Caleb, but he didn’t want to distract anyone at a critical moment. The doppelgänger was too dangerous and would kill in an instant. At least if he came across any of them, his exorcist senses would tell him if they were real or if the duplicate was copying them.

“You’re nothing but a cheap copy…”

He shoved Mom’s—Jennifer’s—angry words aside. He went straight ahead, pushing open one of the doors into the auditorium. Broken chains dangled from their handles, and the hinges squealed louder than he would have liked. He opened it just wide enough to slip inside.

Moonlight crept in through holes in the roof, where hurricane winds had ripped sections away. A pair of huge glass chandeliers still hung from the ceiling, startlingly intact amidst the wreckage. Even in its current condition, it was easy to see just how beautiful the old auditorium had once been, detailed with limestone and wood. But detritus from the crumbling ceiling covered parts of the floor, and mold and dust coated everything.

He walked slowly down the concrete steps between rows of seats, listening intently. Water dripped somewhere, but otherwise all was still. There was no sign of Zahira or either of the drakul. Or the doppelgänger, for that matter.

The sunken floor in the center of the auditorium offered ample hiding places, though. Detritus piled everywhere: rotting cardboard boxes, bits of ceiling, other debris swept into piles by floodwater. In the center stood pallet upon pallet of bottled water, stacked taller than John stood. Some had ripped open, spilling their contents onto the floor and giving birth to huge patches of black mold. But most still waited intact, their plastic resisting the forces of decay, ready to be used by the victims of a disaster both long past and yet still ongoing.

John made his way cautiously to the pallets, navigating carefully around the piles of cardboard boxes. MEAL, READY TO EAT was stamped on the sides of most. The reek of mold itched in his sinuses, and he wished he had a face mask to keep it out. Considering how many abandoned houses and buildings they’d chased NHEs into recently, it would probably be smart to add one to his usual kit.

The plastic wrapping on the pallets reflected his flashlight dully from beneath a layer of dust. The space between them ranged from too tight for anyone but a child to fit into, to wide enough for an adult man to hide. Either they’d been stacked somewhat haphazardly, or the water had shifted them during the flood.

There. Just on the edge of his exorcist senses. He’d never have noticed, if his paranormal ability wasn’t boosted by Gray’s energy.

Firming his grip on the Glock, John stepped around one of the towers of water bottles, and found himself staring into his own face.

The shock made him slow. The doppelgänger seized John’s wrist with one hand, and yanked the gun free with the other. Its inhuman strength held him in place as it opened its mouth and called out in John’s voice: “I’ve got him!”


Nine


Gray moves across the tangle of pipes on the roof, until he finds a place to slip inside. His eyes pierce the dark easily, revealing a plain hallway, its open doors exposing piles of papers, boxes, and assorted trash inside.

“This must have been where the offices were,” Caleb observes. “No water damage up this high, but I guess people and ghouls can wreck things just as well.”

There is indeed the scent of ghouls, though faded. Ghouls are scavengers and flee when they can. At the moment, they are not the quarry. Although, should they come across one while looking for the doppelgänger…

“Focus, okay? We need to find this thing. It’ll smell like Laura.”

Which Night won’t be able to scent. In his world, there are only demons and other drakul. He does not even know what he is missing, trapped in a corpse.

“Considering how bad this place reeks of mold, I almost envy him.”

There is an unpleasant, earthy smell threatening to overwhelm the graveyard stench of the ghouls. No doubt it will grow worse as they descend to levels that were flooded so long ago.

Rain has come in through shattered windows, pooling on the floor. Gray glides through it silently, careful not to splash. To give away their presence, should the doppelgänger lurk nearby. Wind whispers through the broken glass; it won’t be easy to remain downwind of the demon, and with its scent-camouflage they are at a disadvantage.

Nothing. The offices and storerooms are empty, at least this high. Is Night having better luck in the basement? Or Zahira on the first floor? Has John arrived yet?

“I hope he’s okay.”

So do I, Gray agrees.

The hall ends in a small door. They pass through; there is a short series of steps, and then another door. This one lets out onto the upper deck of seating.

“God, this place used to be beautiful, I bet,” Caleb says wistfully.

Gray has observed that mortals have a strange nostalgia for things. But everything is temporary: buildings, cities, nations, gods.

“Thanks for the pep-talk.”

You are welcome.

John’s voice rings out, echoing up to the deteriorating ceiling. “I’ve got him!”

Gray rushes to the edge of the upper deck, which fortunately doesn’t give way beneath their weight. Far below, past the lower seating, John stands amidst a maze of pallets and boxes.

Or rather, John and his duplicate do. They’re grappling with one another now, and it’s impossible to tell which one of them called out.

One of the lower doors flies open, and Zahira enters, her gun out and flashlight sweeping. When she sees the struggle, she freezes. “Stop!”

They don’t.

“Gray!” she shouts.

“I am here.”

She turns and looks up at him. “I can’t tell them apart. They’re too close together for me to sense anything, even if I get near enough.”

“I can,” Gray says with utter confidence.

“Wait, how?” Caleb starts. “Because they—”

Gray ignores him, climbing onto the upper deck railing and launching himself from it with a roar.
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Sweat poured down John’s face as he struggled with the doppelgänger. He stared into blue eyes identical to his own, dark hair styled the exact same way. The nose and mouth the same as his. And just as utterly different from the boy in the family album.

The copy of a copy, just of body instead of mind this time.

It meant to trick Zahira or Gray into killing him instead of it. Maybe it hoped to take his place, not realizing Zahira would sense the mistake.

Somehow, John had taken the place of the boy in the album. The real John Starkweather. But how? And why? And when?

How much of his memory was a lie?

Gray’s roar shook debris loose from the ceiling. Startled, John and the doppelgänger both froze, staring as Gray leapt from the shadows high overhead. Heavy boots thumped onto the concrete aisle of the ground floor seating; then Gray bounded over the lower rail, landed on the floor—and rushed toward them.

He was like an oncoming storm, black hair streaming around him, fangs bared, claws ready to rend. John’s heart surged with gladness at the sight, with every stride that brought Gray closer to him.

The doppelgänger had a very different reaction. It tore loose from John with a cry and fled, toward the back of the auditorium. Maybe it hoped the oncoming predator would eat John instead, giving it the chance to get away.

One of the shadows gathered amidst the detritus come to life. Night exploded from cover and tackled the doppelgänger before it ever saw him. Its head cracked against the floor, and John glimpsed his own face, distorted in terror. Then Night jerked its head to the side with a second crack and sank his fangs in deep.

Gray skidded to a halt a few feet away. A low, guttural sound escaped him, something of horror mixed with pain.

Of course. It was the scene he’d feared: Night eating John, right in front of him. Except it wasn’t really John.

No one in this scenario was really John, it seemed.

“Gray,” John said.

Gray turned to him, then crossed the space between and hauled John into his arms. John held him back, giving whatever comfort was needed. “It’s okay,” he whispered into the crackling, shifting mass of Gray’s hair. “I’m okay.”

Gray nodded—then vanished, all that storm of power folding up like origami to hide inside Caleb’s slim form. Caleb gave John a squeeze and stepped back.

“Well, that was fucking disturbing,” Caleb said, trying for lightness.

John hadn’t exactly enjoyed seeing something that looked exactly like him become food for a drakul, either. He turned reluctantly toward the scene, only to find Night had finished. The doppelgänger’s body was already beginning to decay, as though it had died a very long time ago. Soon there would be nothing left.

“That was brilliant of Gray,” Zahira said as she approached.

Caleb shrugged. “He knew he could tell the mimic from you, because neither of you would run away from him. But the doppelgänger…camouflage is only good up until you’re spotted. If it had been mimicking anyone else, the human would have run, too, because most people aren’t going to just stand there while an actual vampire with big scary teeth charges them.”

Night approached. “Shall we hunt for ghouls now?”

Gray hadn’t eaten yet. “Go ahead, if you want,” John said. “I need to call Fontaine. Once you’re done, meet me and Zahira back at the apartment, okay?”

“The ones that were here probably hightailed it over to Saint Louis Number One and need to be cleared out,” Caleb said. “We’ll make it quick.”

John nodded. “Okay. See you soon.”
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“Why did you not feed on the doppelgänger?” Night asks.

They perch together on the shining white marble of the Italian Mutual Benefit Society tomb. Caleb’s guess had been right, and the ghouls from the auditorium had come to the cemetery, their trail still fresh enough to follow. He and Night had hunted them through the rows of burial vaults. Despite Gray’s misgivings, they’d quickly developed a rhythm: he would flush out the ghouls, and Night would ambush them from the shadows. Just as they’d done with the doppelgänger.

He and Drugoy had a different rhythm when they hunted. Gray had not expected it to be so dissimilar, somehow.

“Because it wore John’s face,” he replies.

Night turns to him, expression impassive. “Why does this matter? It was not him.”

“If you knew John, you would understand,” Gray says, though he doesn’t know if that’s true. Night cannot truly understand, because his nerves are dead, and he cannot feel things like passion or love. He cannot even see the color of John’s eyes. But perhaps he might come to understand a little.

“You never hung out with mortals, did you?” Caleb asks.

No. It did not seem important. And they feared me, so it would not have been possible.

They have finished eating the ghouls, and John had asked them to meet back at the apartment. Gray stands up, breathing deep of the night wind. Smelling the flowers that bloom here even in winter. So many simple things, tiny pleasures, that Night cannot partake of in a corpse.

“We must return to John,” he says. “Will you come with us? Or will you return to hunting alone?”

Night considers. If he chooses to leave, Gray will not stop him.

“I will come with you,” Night says at last. “For now.”

[image: ]


Back at the apartment, Caleb listened while John related everything that had happened, both with the rougarou and the photo album to catch Zahira up, and then about his encounter with his parents.

Who probably weren’t his parents after all.

They sat around the small table, Zahira and Caleb to each side of John, and Night across from him. Caleb thought Night had zoned out for most of it, though maybe his total lack of reaction was just the way he was. He’d noticed even Gray often took on an inhuman stillness when manifesting.

“I don’t know what’s happening,” John finished at last. “I mean…it can’t be true, but I don’t have any other explanation.”

Christ, John looked tired, the skin around his eyes heavy with weariness, his wrists bruised first from Night catching him on the roller coaster, then from the struggle with the doppelgänger. But even more than exhausted, he looked…afraid.

“Brainwashing?” Zahira said tentatively. “But who would do that? Why?”

John shook his head. “Brainwashing, on a scale like this…it’s not real. You can torture people, give them lifelong mental problems, even cause physiological damage through electroshock. But you can’t really break them down, then rebuild a whole new person. And besides, who would even do such a thing?”

Caleb rolled his eyes. “Wow, let’s think. Maybe the folks who brought us MKUltra, Operation Paperclip, and the Tuskegee experiments?”

John shook his head. “No. I know all of those are real, but jumping straight to ‘the government did it’ is taking a shortcut right into conspiracy theory land.”

Caleb bit back a retort. John wasn’t blind or stupid, but he gave way too much credit to authority, particularly governmental authority. Probably because he worked for them.

“May I clarify the timeline?” Zahira asked.

“I’d appreciate some clarity right now,” John said ruefully. “Please.”

“You have certain childhood memories, which are contradicted by the photo album and the statements of Jennifer Starkweather, correct?”

John nodded mutely.

“Then you were sent to an anti-paranormal institute.”

“Who knows? I remember being sent to one. The Center for Loving Redemption. But apparently my memories aren’t reliable.” John shrugged. “I remember it sucked. I remember feeling awful about myself. Like there was something terrible inside me, staining everything it touched. I remember trying to kill myself, then waking up in the hospital. But whether any of that actually happened…”

Caleb reached out and took John’s hand. John’s fingers curled with his.

“Then you were sent to the Low-Country State School for the Paranormal,” Zahira went on. “And that’s where you met Sean McNamara, Tiffany Ward, and some of the other agents who would end up in the Charleston office with you.”

“Right.”

“So your memories from then on must be real,” she concluded. “Because I’m fairly certain they would have noticed if their friend was replaced by someone completely different in appearance.”

A hopeful spark touched John’s eyes. “I wouldn’t call Tiffany my friend, but you’re right. Even if there was some kind of crazy cover-up, she would’ve found some way to needle me about it. Besides, there were too many people at the school who stayed in Charleston, even if they didn’t join SPECTR.”

“April,” Caleb said. “The leatherworker who made my coat.”

“Right.” John’s expression shifted, as if some of the burden had left him. “Do you think…is it possible another kid at the Center told me about his life? And when I tried to kill myself, I somehow convinced myself I was him as some sort of coping mechanism? Buried my real memories?”

“No,” Zahira said, and even though her tone was gentle, John’s face fell. “That is, it’s frighteningly easy to implant false memories. We do it to ourselves all the time without realizing it. But surely they would have just sent you to therapy instead of having the Starkweathers pretend to be your parents and hand you over to the state. At the very least, your previous name would have been on all your legal paperwork.”

“And it wasn’t. So someone changed it.” Caleb nodded significantly. “Sounds like the government to me.”

“Fuck.” John rubbed at his eyes with his free hand. “I feel like I’m going insane.”

Caleb squeezed the hand he held gently. “We’re going to get to the bottom of this, sweetheart, I swear. First thing tomorrow, we’re going back to the bayou and talking to the Starkweathers. If Mrs. Starkweather tries to close the door on us, I’ll rip it off its fucking hinges. I bet she’ll be willing to talk with a drakul in her face.”

“I don’t want to get you in trouble with Kaniyar,” John objected.

Kaniyar. Did she know anything about this? Christ, Caleb was going to end up wearing a tin-foil hat by the end of this.

“That would be foolish,” Gray said, piping up for the first time in a while. “But we will do whatever it takes to make John feel better.”

“We’ll all go,” Zahira said.

“Will there be demons?” Night asked.

So he hadn’t been totally zoned out. “Probably not.”

“Then I will remain here. I do not understand this mortal nonsense about names. As for memories, I have many that are not my own. They do not trouble me. Yours should not trouble you.”

“He is not wrong,” Gray said, not sounding at all happy about it. “What does it matter what we call John? John called me Gray, but I did not change because of that. And I have many thousands of lifetimes of memories within me.”

Fragments, though. And you know you didn’t live them, right? What if you thought you actually were those people, those mortals, not a drakul?

Gray was silent a moment. “I see. That would not be pleasant.”

Since dragging Night along wouldn’t accomplish anything, Caleb only said, “You’ll be a lot less bored if you just go dormant here while we’re gone. John, Zahira, Gray, and I should be able to hand two senior citizens without your help.”

“I’ll come by early,” Zahira said. “Seven-ish?”

“That sounds good.” John stood up to see her to the door. “Thanks, Zahira. I know this isn’t in your job description.”

She looked up at him, expression serious. “You, Caleb, and Gray are family. I want to help in any way I can.”

“Thank you.” He closed the door behind her and locked it, before turning back to them with a tired sigh.

Caleb caught his hand. “Let’s go to bed, okay?”

“Yes.” John managed a smile. “Sounds good.”

“Goodnight, Night,” Caleb said. “Wow, that sounded stupid.”

Night didn’t say anything in response. When Caleb switched off the light, the other drakul’s eyes glowed in the darkness.

The idea of him sitting out there all night, just staring, was creepy. Caleb decided to keep the thought to himself; John already had enough disturbing things in his head right now.

John started to strip off his clothing, back to them. “What if I’m not who you think I am?” he asked abruptly.

“You mean, what if you aren’t a walking, talking motivational poster?” Caleb asked. “I mean, you’ve had an off day for sure, but I’m pretty certain—”

“You’re not taking this seriously!” John spun on him, and the anguish in his eyes startled Caleb. “What if something crazy happened to me at the Center? What if I’m crazy? What if the real me is terrible, or…”

“I wish to speak with John.”

Caleb gave way, and Gray moved to the fore. He stepped close, forcing John to look up, then cradled John’s face in his hands. “I do not understand everything,” he said, which was the understatement of the year as far as Caleb was concerned. “But we know you. You care, deeply. You love. You are mortal, and thus sometimes prone to nonsense, but you are…”

Good, Caleb prompted.

“Good,” Gray agreed. “That is the path you chose when you joined SPECTR. When you chose to love us. That is real.”

John’s throat convulsed as he swallowed. “Thank you,” he whispered.

“Whatever you discover, it cannot change that you are ours.” Gray pressed their forehead against John’s. “It cannot change our love for you.”

John clung to them. They held him for a long time, Gray’s patience infinite. Ready to stand there until the building fell down around them, if that was what John needed. It brought Caleb a strange sort of peace, as though he, too, might someday have such patience.

John pulled back, just slightly. “Will you make love to me?”

Gray grinned, exposing their fangs. “Yes.”


Ten


John stretched out on his back on the bed, naked and exposed, while Gray shucked off his clothes. John’s throat felt tight, and thoughts ricocheted in his skull like so many bullets.

Goddess, he was so tired of thinking. He just wanted to feel, just for a while.

Gray climbed in over him, long hair crackling with static as it brushed John’s thighs, cock, and chest. John gasped and shivered at the touch, hardening in response. Gray’s scent of ozone and petrichor flooded his nose, along with the sheer etheric power that fired every nerve connected to his exorcist sense. John gave himself over to it, concentrating on smell and feel, on the inescapable impression of something much, much larger looming over him.

Gray kissed him, hungry, the hardness of fangs pressing through their lips. John opened his mouth, welcomed Gray’s tongue inside, sucked it hard. Gray groaned in response, cock prodding John’s thigh. Tiny pricks of fractionally unsheathed claws played up and down John’s sides, making him jump and writhe.

“Fuck,” John gasped, when he could breathe again.

“That is the idea,” Gray agreed.

John laughed, caught off guard. Gray’s sense of humor seldom showed itself, but when it did, it was like an unexpected smile. He looked into Gray’s eyes, that obsidian gaze lit ever so often by flashes of lightning deep within. Gray’s attention was almost inhumanly focused when they made love, as though John was the only thing that existed in the universe. It was sexy, and flattering as hell, and sometimes a little overwhelming.

And that was what John wanted right now. To be overwhelmed.

He stretched his arms above his head and arched his back so his body pressed against Gray’s. “You said I’m yours,” he murmured. “So do what you want with me.”

Gray didn’t have to be told twice. He kissed John again on the mouth, then dropped down further, kissing and licking and touching. The fangs got in the way of oral sex—though sometimes he and Caleb switched off throughout the whole encounter. This apparently wasn’t one of those times, as Gray merely ran his tongue up and down John’s stiff erection.

John shut his eyes and drank it all in. He opened them again when Gray shifted to his knees between John’s legs. He reached for the nightstand blindly, found the lube, and tossed it to Gray.

A quick moment of slickness, then Gray lifted John’s hips and pushed in. John moaned encouragement, back arching again in pleasure. His ordinary senses drank in the feeling, and the part of him that could sense etheric energy reacted just as strongly.

And, fuck, Gray looked gorgeous. All pale skin and slender muscle, black hair in constant motion as if teased by the wind, lightning in his eyes. His lips were parted, revealing his fangs, and a sudden longing seized John.

“Would you like to taste my blood?” he asked.

Gray froze in place, and for a moment John thought he’d killed the mood. The drakul’s eyes widened, as if he wasn’t quite sure John was serious. Then he nodded mutely.

John tilted his head to one side, exposing his neck. “Then help yourself.”

Gray shifted, bent over him. He caressed the side of John’s face, trailed his fingers down the column of John’s throat. There came a sharp sting as Gray scratched him with one claw, just deep enough to draw blood.

With a muffled groan of pure desire, Gray pressed his mouth to the wound and sucked. It was only a few drops, but the taste had an instant effect. Gray hardened after starting to go soft, and began to thrust in a more urgent rhythm. John buried one hand in Gray’s hair and slid the other in between them, stroking himself frantically. “Yes,” he gasped. “Yes, please.”

Gray growled and shuddered. Etheric energy crackled all around them, some of it passing into John. White flashed behind John’s eyes as he came, and he gasped Gray’s name.

Neither of them moved for a long moment. Then Gray kissed John again. “Thank you for trusting us,” he said, his voice a soft rumble against John’s chest.

“I know you would never hurt me,” John said, and meant it. “I never thought otherwise.”

Gray rolled over and slipped away. Caleb yawned as he curled against John. “Damn, you know how to wear out a drakul.”

John snorted. “I doubt that.” But it was nice to hear.

They didn’t speak again. Caleb wrapped his long arms and legs around John, cuddling close, and fell asleep almost immediately. John’s brain tried to lurch back into action, but he blocked out the thoughts, focusing on Caleb’s breath, on the silky spill of his hair, on the warm looseness of his own muscles, until he finally let go of the day and followed Caleb down into slumber.
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Caleb opened his eyes. The first gray light of dawn streamed into the room, muted by the shade of the live oaks outside, but something dark loomed on the edge of his vision. Confused, he blinked and rolled onto his back.

Night stood beside the bed, staring expressionlessly down at him.

“Fuck!” Caleb exclaimed. John started awake beside him, and Caleb had the stupid urge to yank the blanket up to their chins. “How long have you been standing there?”

“Since shortly after midnight,” Night replied calmly. “I was observing you sleep.”

“He did not watch our copulation, then,” Gray offered, under the apparent impression he was somehow being helpful.

Jesus Christ on a crutch. Caleb stabbed a finger at Night. “Don’t do that ever again.”

“Why not? I was curious.”

“Because it’s creepy as hell.” They’d been laying there for hours, and Night had just been standing there motionless. Staring.

And Caleb had thought the idea of Night sitting in the living room was disturbing. He didn’t know a good thing when he had it, apparently.

“Why do you sleep?” Night asked with complete unconcern. “Does your host need to?”

“Once again, my name is Caleb, and yes. Maybe. I don’t know.” Caleb waved an arm. “I don’t need to sleep as much as other people these days, but humans go nuts without sleep. And maybe that doesn’t apply to me, but the last thing the world needs is an insane drakul running amok because I decided extreme sleep deprivation would be a fun experiment to try.”

John shivered beside them. “Yeah, let’s not do that.” He sat up. “Night, could you give us some privacy, so we can get dressed?”

Night’s glowing eyes switched to John. “Why do you need privacy? Shame concerning flesh is mortal nonsense. A body is a body. I do not understand why mortals wish to focus on such small differences from one to the next.”

“He is not wrong,” Gray put in.

Well, too bad, because I don’t want him staring at our junk. Caleb pointed at the door. “Out. Now.”

Night drifted back into the living room. Caleb closed the door forcefully behind him. “I’d say we should have just left him in the amusement park to begin with, but he probably would have followed Gray here like a lost puppy.”

“That wasn’t exactly how I thought the day would start, either.” John gave Caleb a soft smile. A bruise bloomed around the scratch on his neck, more from the action of Gray sucking than from the wound. A drakul hickey.

Caleb’s cock twitched at the memory. “Thanks for last night,” he said, crossing to the bed. “That really meant a lot.” He kissed John tenderly. “So, do you want to shower first, or—”

John’s phone rang. He checked the caller ID and frowned. “It’s Ryan.”

Oh shit. “Do you want us to leave?”

John shook his head and hit speaker instead. “Hello?”

“John?” Ryan’s voice sounded tinny from the tiny speaker, but Caleb could hear the exhaustion in it. “I’ve got…I’ve got some bad news.”

Caleb and John exchanged a worried look. “What is it?” John asked.

“Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc…I don’t know if you had the chance to talk to them…anyway, there was a house fire last night.”

Caleb’s blood ran cold. In response, Gray rose to just beneath their skin, as if waiting for a fight.

John went pale. “Are they okay?”

“They’re both dead.”

Caleb put a hand to John’s shoulder, but he didn’t seem to feel it. “Goddess. No.”

“I think…I think we need to talk.”

John swallowed thickly. “Yeah. We do.”

When the call had ended, John sat seemingly paralyzed on the bed. Caleb rubbed his shoulder worriedly. “Sweetheart?”

“She said I was going to get them killed by asking questions.” John’s blue eyes had turned darker, like the ocean before the storm. “It looks like she was right.”

The adventures of John, Caleb, and Gray continue in SPECTR Series 3, Book 3: Seeker of Truth.


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 Scott M., Robin H., and Shane M. If you’d like to join my Patreon, please click here to check out the rewards: https://www.patreon.com/jordanlhawk

The Municipal Auditorium stands inside Louis Armstrong Park, just past Congo Square. From the outside, it’s a gorgeous building still. Though there has periodically been talk of restoring it, including a plan to transform it into the new city hall, as of this writing it remains abandoned.
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