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One


Telltale smoke rose into the sky miles before John reached the smoldering ruins of the house where his parents had lived. Or the people who had pretended to be his parents. Or something.

Caleb sat in the passenger seat of the SUV, a silent presence that nonetheless helped steady John’s nerves. His stomach churned, and his mind looped, thoughts going back again and again to the last thing Mom—Jennifer—had said to him.

“You’re nothing but a cheap copy who’s going to get us killed with your stupid questions!”

And now she was dead, along with the man he’d thought—he remembered—as his father.

Firetrucks crowded the grassy strip along the highway in front of what remained of the house, along with a police vehicle, ambulance, and coroner’s van. Ryan stood near the road, well out of the way of firefighters and investigators, his arms crossed over his chest.

Very little remained of the house. The single story of living space had collapsed down through the pilings that held it above the reach of normal floods, and set them alight in turn. Steam still rose from the charred wood, the air coming through the SUV’s vents stinking of smoke.

John pulled over along the other side of the road. There wasn’t much of a verge, and the branches of low trees scraped against the passenger side of the SUV. “You’ll have to climb out the driver’s side,” he told Caleb, as if it wasn’t already obvious. It was the first thing either of them had said since they’d gotten in the vehicle.

Caleb reached out and took John’s hand as he moved to unlock his seatbelt. John looked up, and the compassion in Caleb’s warm brown eyes brought a prick of tears to his own. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Caleb said. “We both are. Just remember, none of this is your fault. You have a right to want to know what’s going on. If they’d just given you a straight answer, told you who they were afraid of, maybe we could have protected them.”

“Why would she trust me?” John asked, and the bitterness in his own voice startled him. “She didn’t even know me.”

But he’d known her. Impossibly so. Because somewhere—somehow—his memories had been replaced. His identity erased and the fiction of John Starkweather substituted.

There had been a real John Starkweather, though, as evidenced by the photos in the family album. Jennifer had said as much, when he’d confronted her.

Where was her real son now? Did he know his parents were dead? Whoever the real John had been, Ryan had never met him, which meant he hadn’t been around since Jennifer and Marc moved to New Orleans. So where was the original John? And did he know that someone else was out there with his memories?

John’s head hurt. He squeezed Caleb’s fingers, then pulled free.

Ryan turned as John approached. The wind off the bayou stirred his fair hair, and sorrow darkened his eyes. “You came.”

“I told you I would.” John hesitated. This man wasn’t truly his cousin, but the urge to console him was real. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s happening, but I swear to you, I’ll find out who did this.”

Ryan’s eyes widened. “Wait. You think they were murdered?”

“I talked to Mom—to Jennifer—yesterday. She was afraid.”

Ryan frowned. “Tell me everything.”

A pair of firemen exited the ruins, carrying a stretcher between them. A body bag lay on the stretcher, and John’s heart seized at the sight. Even though he’d come to realize his memories were false, they felt real. As far as his emotions were concerned, that was his mom or dad in that bag.

Just as it had been his granddad killed by the rougarou. Except Jennifer hadn’t wanted him grieving with the family then, and she surely wouldn’t want it now. She’d likely react with scorn, or even anger, if she could see him mourning her.

Nothing he’d learned about the Starkweathers made him think they were particularly good people. But that didn’t mean they’d deserved what had happened to them.

Caleb’s presence registered as a shadow, standing a respectful distance away. John turned and beckoned him over. “Ryan, this is my boyfriend Caleb. Caleb, this is Ryan.”

Surprise flickered across Ryan’s face, as though Caleb wasn’t what he’d expected. He probably hadn’t imagined John’s boyfriend would look like a goth rock star who had gotten lost on his way to a show. “Good to meet you.”

Caleb shook Ryan’s hand. “Same. I’m sorry it isn’t under better circumstances.”

Ryan looked away. “Yeah.”

Ryan might not have ever met the real John Starkweather, but he was a member of the family, and he’d been close to Jennifer and Marc. If John had the right to answers like Caleb had said, surely Ryan did as well. Maybe he even had some bit of knowledge that seemed trivial, but would explain this entire mess.

It wasn’t as though John had many other leads at the moment. “Let’s go somewhere and talk.”

Ryan glanced at the house. The firefighters had gone back in and were removing a second body. “Okay. Anywhere away from here.”
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They ended up at a diner a few miles down the highway, closer to New Orleans proper. After a smiling waitress delivered coffees and breakfast, Caleb tucked eagerly into his pecan waffle and hash browns. A moment later, he realized he was the only one eating.

“There is no reason to feel guilty for this,” Gray said.

It just feels rude. They’re in shock, grieving, and I’m stuffing my face.

Not that it stopped him. As he ate, John laid out everything he knew or suspected about his false past. When he was done, Ryan shook his head. “Who would even do something like that?”

“The government,” Caleb chimed in.

John opened his mouth, no doubt to disagree, but Ryan said, “I bet you’re right.”

Caleb shot John a triumphant look. “See? This is some real MKUltra shit.”

“What about this Center for Loving Redemption you were sent to?” Ryan went on. “Could it have been a governmental front?”

John bit his lip. “I can’t trust my memories of anything before waking up in the hospital,” he said, and the pain in his voice made Caleb put down his fork and slip his hand under the table to take John’s. “Did the Center ever exist? Are the memories I have of the things that happened there even real?”

Ryan took a sip of his coffee and winced at the taste. “Your memories from before then seem to be real.” He tore open a sugar packet, then another, and dumped it into the coffee. “Maybe they didn’t belong to you, but going by the album, it’s clear the events you remember happening actually did. I don’t see why the Center would be any different.”

“Good point,” Caleb said. He liked Ryan more by the minute. “We should see what we can dig up online about it.”

John nodded. “All right. It’s somewhere to start, at least.” He heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry, Ryan.”

Ryan leaned across the table and took John’s free hand, peering into his eyes as he did so. “Hey. You’ve got nothing to apologize for. If anything, it sounds like you’re the victim here.”

“Thanks. I just…”

“You didn’t kill Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc.” Ryan squeezed John’s hand, then let go and sat back. “As for whatever happened to you as a kid, other people did it to you. You aren’t to blame.”

Caleb had tried to tell John that earlier, but maybe it finally sank in this time, because John managed a faint smile. “Thank you. I was worried you’d hold me responsible. If I hadn’t come here…”

Ryan held up his hand. “You couldn’t possibly have known. And once things got weird, of course you started looking for answers. None of this is on you.”

John’s spine straightened. “I appreciate it, Ryan.”

The waitress brought the bill, and Ryan snagged it. “Just promise me that you’ll keep me in the loop. After all, I might be next on the hit list.”

Shit. Caleb hadn’t even thought of that. “Is it safe to go back to your house?”

“I’ll grab my things and get a hotel room, at least for tonight.” Ryan fixed his gaze on John. “Promise me, okay?”

For a moment, John hesitated. He was a government agent; the idea of bringing a civilian into even the most informal investigation probably ran against his instincts. “Ryan’s a smart guy,” Caleb prompted. “And there’s no telling what he knows, maybe even stuff he doesn’t realize is important.”

“Okay,” John said, and the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders. “I promise. Call me once you’re settled in your hotel. In the meantime, we’ll try to find out more about the Center.” He hesitated. “And be careful, okay? There’s a secret here, and if I’m right and the fire wasn’t an accident, someone has already killed to protect it.”
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John guided the SUV into its parking space behind the apartment building, powered off the engine, then sat staring blankly out the front window. Caleb couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going through his head right now.

“He is sad,” Gray said, unprompted. “We should do something to make him happy again.”

I don’t think it’s that easy.

“Hey,” Caleb said softly. Even so, John started at the sound. “Do you want to talk?”

“I don’t know what to say.” John leaned his head back against the headrest.

The winter sun shone brightly through the canopy, illuminating the unexpected glow of oranges. Caleb still wasn’t used to seeing fruit and flowers in winter. Maybe if they stayed here long enough, he’d stop noticing the pops of color, so at odds with the cool air. “How are you feeling?”

John turned his head and stared out the side window, away from them. “I feel like I’ve just lost my parents. People I hadn’t seen in years, who rejected me for my paranormal ability, but still the ones who raised me. I feel like I’ve got all this stuff to sort out, all the complicated shit that comes with a relationship like that. One that will never be resolved any further, because they’re dead and can never change their minds.” He looked back at them, lashes wet. “But none of that is real.”

Christ. What a fucking mess. Caleb unbuckled his seat belt and reached across. John reached back. “It’s real to you.”

John pressed his face into Caleb’s shoulder. “I don’t feel like I have…have the right to grieve for them. They weren’t actually my parents at all. I don’t belong at their funerals, any more than I belong at Granddad’s, but I…”

Caleb wished he could travel back in time, grab the Starkweathers, and smack their heads together until they owned up to whatever secrets they’d been keeping. “You have a right to your feelings. Maybe somebody messed with your head, but it sounds like the Starkweathers were involved, so fuck anyone who says you can’t be sad. Or angry. Or confused, or any of the rest of it.”

A sense of yearning unfolded through his nerves, emanating from Gray. “I wish I knew how to make things better for John. I wish…”

That there was some demon we could eat, and then everything would magically be better?

“Yes.” Gray sighed. “Everything was so simple, before. Hunt demons. Eat them. Hide away from mortals under the light of the sun, then emerge at dusk and do it all again. Mortal life is like a field of briars, full of flowers and unexpected thorns.”

Caleb must have made a sound at that, because John pulled back slightly. “Babe?”

“Sorry. Just Gray being weirdly eloquent.” He cupped John’s jaw in his hand. “If we could just kill something and make everything better for you, we would have already done it.”

John snorted. “How romantic.”

“You haven’t seen anything yet.” Caleb wagged his eyebrows. “Just wait until Valentine’s Day.”

As he’d hoped, it got a chuckle out of John. He drew back and reached for the handle of his door. “We should probably get back upstairs, make sure Night hasn’t wandered off.”

“He’s not going anywhere in the daylight,” Caleb said with certainty. “Even besides the problem of screaming mortals spotting him, that’s not his hunting style at all.”

They climbed out of the SUV and started across the parking lot. Before they’d gone more than ten feet, John’s phone rang. His shoulders went tense as he looked at the caller ID. “It’s District Chief Fontaine.”

[image: ]


“I received your report from Special Agent Noorzai this morning,” Fontaine said. “Good work.”

John rubbed tired eyes. He’d sent Zahira a brief email as soon as he’d gotten off the phone with Ryan, asking her to let Fontaine know they’d taken care of the doppelgänger. “Thank you, ma’am.”

“I’m surprised you brought someone else in,” she went on. “You aren’t running a secret operation in my city, are you, Agent Starkweather?”

He continued across the parking lot, walking slowly, Caleb trailing behind. “No, ma’am.” At least, not the way she meant. Zahira was here to analyze Night, though of course John couldn’t say that. Any information dealing with the drakul was automatically classified, and though Kaniyar might decide to clear Fontaine on a need-to-know basis, John doubted she would.

Caleb was convinced the government had done something to John’s memories. What if he was right? Could SPECTR have been in on it?

And if so, did Kaniyar know?

John’s heart clenched. Sekhmet, Devourer of Evil, please no. Kaniyar might keep secrets as a matter of routine, but her sense of justice was rock solid. John trusted her.

He’d trusted his own mind, too, until now.

“We’re short-staffed since it’s the holiday season,” Fontaine said, drawing his attention back. John realized he’d stopped walking and forced his feet to move again. “You’ve been useful so far, with the rougarou and the doppelgänger, and I could use another pair of hands.”

Fuck. This was not what he needed. But refusing would get him on Fontaine’s bad side, and so long as they were in her city, they needed her cooperation. Thanks to the doppelgänger, she already knew Caleb’s true identity. If she decided to call them into the office, or even send one of her agents to keep an eye on them…

Any exorcist good enough to work for SPECTR would instantly know that Caleb was possessed. They’d have to clear out of New Orleans immediately to keep things from getting any further out of hand. Which would mean leaving Ryan behind, and maybe any hopes of finding out who had killed the Starkweathers.

“What do you have?” he asked Fontaine.

“A couple of suspicious deaths within the same family. The initial death was ruled to be from natural causes, but the second raised some red flags. The first body is being exhumed this morning for autopsy. We’re waiting to see if it’s ruled a case for SPECTR or for the police, but I want to know there’ll be agents available to hand it off to when the time comes.”

It sounded like she was pretty sure the deaths involved a Non-Human Entity. “All right,” he said. “Email me the information as soon as it’s ready, and we’ll look into it.”


Two


John finished relating Fontaine’s request as they reached the apartment door. “Makes sense, I guess,” Caleb said, stripping off his coat and throwing it carelessly over the couch. The scent of copal and night-blooming jasmine wafted from one corner, and after a moment he located Night standing creepily still in the shadows. “I’d almost forgotten the holidays were coming up.”

A few houses in the Garden District were decorated, of course, but New Orleans as a whole didn’t seem to lean as heavily into the “It’s Christmas time, aren’t you excited?!” vibe as a lot of other cities did. Maybe because Mardi Gras was the big holiday here.

John took off his jacket, looking slowly around the room. “Do you want a tree?” he asked. “I don’t celebrate, but I don’t mind. There’s room to put one up by the balcony.”

His words sparked warmth in Caleb’s chest. Their first Christmas together. What could he even get John for a present?

“We could hunt demons with him,” Gray suggested.

You’re not helping.

“It would be a secular thing for me,” Caleb said, testing the idea out. “I was agnostic at best, and being with Gray kind of sealed the deal for me when it comes to the non-existence of gods.” So many of his hosts had believed so many things, and Gray had never seen any evidence that any of them were right. “But maybe we could do something small to mark the solstice, if nothing else.”

There came a knock on the door, and John let Zahira in. “Want me to make some coffee?” Caleb offered.

“Please,” Zahira and John said at the same time.

The apartment wasn’t very big, so being in the kitchen was about the same as being in the living room. While Caleb set up the coffee pot to brew, Zahira said, “I’m so sorry, John. May Allah give you patience.”

“Thank you,” John said. “I’m glad you and Caleb and Gray are with me.”

“Of course. Please let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

“That’s what we need to talk about, actually.”

Caleb filled three coffee cups and put them on a tray with some sugar packets and non-dairy creamer that had been in the apartment when they moved in. He put the tray on the coffee table, sat on the couch beside John, then twisted around to make sure Night was still lurking in the corner behind them. He was.

John stirred sugar into his coffee, then sat back, the couch cushions sinking a little beneath his weight. “I told Ryan everything I know this morning. Which isn’t much. He wants to help us figure out what’s going on.” John’s mouth tightened. “And who killed the Starkweathers to cover it up.”

Zahira perched in the chair opposite them, cradling her mug in her hands. The steam wreathed her brown face and dark hijab. “Have you considered contacting Director Kaniyar?”

Caleb shook his head vehemently. “No way is SPECTR ignorant about this. There has to be some kind of record, some indication that things were off when John landed in the state school.”

“SPECTR didn’t kill the Starkweathers,” John said flatly.

Caleb was less sure about that, but saying it out loud would only start an argument with John.

“SPECTR doesn’t necessarily know about John’s past,” Zahira said, glancing between them. “For that matter, the state school might not have, either, if John was presented to them with his new identity already in place.”

“So who constructed that identity?” Caleb asked. “The CIA? DHS? NSA? Some other alphabet soup?”

“An underground organization like the Vigilant?” John put down his coffee. “Not them, but someone with access to fake IDs, or the skills to hack computers and switch me with someone else?”

Zahira went to the kitchen and refilled her coffee. “How, though? And why? If we can answer those questions, maybe we can find out who did it.”

Caleb snagged the laptop off the desk and opened it. “What was the name of the place you were sent?”

“That I thought I was sent,” John corrected. His eyes looked haunted, and no wonder. Not knowing how much of your life was true must be hell. “The Center for Loving Redemption.”

Caleb grimaced. “Sounds like a cult. Okay, let’s see what a search brings up about it.”

To his surprise, results were sparse. “Weird. All of the results are about the suicide attempt that shut the place down.”

Zahira came around the back of the couch and leaned over his shoulder to look. “Are there any pictures?”

“No,” John said. “I was a minor at the time. They didn’t even use my—someone’s—name in the articles.”

Caleb clicked a few, just to make sure. But John was right. “I’m not seeing many details about the Center. Just mentions that it was ‘a faith-based initiative to assist children with paranormal abilities.’”

John’s blue eyes sparked with suppressed anger. “Not how I would have phrased it.”

Gray stirred. “These people hurt John.”

Yep.

“I do not like them.”

I promise, if we manage to find any of them, we’ll immediately punch them in the face.

“Good.”

Another half hour’s worth of clicking later, Caleb said, “It’s a dead end. I can’t even find an archived website anywhere.”

“Which is suspicious in and of itself,” Zahira pointed out. “Wouldn’t they want to spread the word to as many parents in the evangelical movement as possible?”

John nodded. “You’re right. This is getting more suspicious by the minute. Okay, let me think for a minute.” He closed his eyes. “Mountain Rest, South Carolina. That was the name of the town the Center was in.”

Caleb typed it in, then whistled when the map came up. “Wow. That is seriously the middle of nowhere.” Mountain Rest was nothing more than an unincorporated area nestled in the Blue Ridge mountains, not far from the Georgia border. “Nothing but trees, fields, and churches.”

“So away from prying eyes,” Zahira said.

Caleb switched to satellite view, scanning the area. “Out in the country, folks mind their own business. Not to mention it’s in the south—slap a cross on the front of the building, and everyone will assume whatever’s going on inside must be okay.”

“There!” John stabbed a finger at the screen.

Caleb zoomed in. In an area where churches were the biggest buildings on the map, the large structure John had found stood out. “It’s not tagged on the map,” Caleb murmured. “Let’s see if we can get a street view.”

There wasn’t much to see. Just a two-lane road with worn pavement, hemmed in on both sides with trees. An overgrown driveway interrupted the trees on the northern side, allowing nothing more than a glimpse of a large, concrete building through the leaves.

All the color drained from John’s face, leaving his skin chalk-white. “That’s it,” he whispered. “That’s where I was taken.”
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John’s extremities went cold, and his heart seemed to seize in his chest. Only the smallest part of the building could be seen on the screen, but it was enough. He knew.

He remembered.

The car pulling up outside. Smell of exhaust. His parents, silent and tense, like they’d been on the whole ride up from the low country.

The sun warm on his shoulders as he went inside. He wouldn’t feel it again for a long time.

Smiling adults, reassuring his parents. The cross on the wall of the reception room. The improbably named Pastor Goodby in his suit, Bible in hand like a prop in a movie. Like he was playing a part.

They were all playing parts. John seized on the thought.

A jagged burst of pain arced through his head like an electrical storm. John gasped, squeezing his eyes shut and bending over.

He was strapped to a chair. Lights in his eyes. Shadows all around. Chanting and the smell of incense.

“Don’t,” he said. “Please. Not again.” He still felt foul inside from the last time, and bile fought to come up his throat.

“It will be easier if you don’t fight,” someone said. An adult. A man.

“I’m sorry; please, I’m sorry. I don’t want this anymore.”

No one cared. A motor hummed, and the chair began to recline. John screamed.

“John!” Caleb shouted in his ear. The smell of petrichor and incense washed over him, and Gray growled, trying to warn off something that existed only in John’s head.

John blinked rapidly. He’d fallen to his knees in front of the couch. Zahira crouched to his right, and Gray to his left.

“Just breathe, John,” Zahira said. “In for a count of three, out for a count of four. Focus on what’s around you.”

He did as she instructed, turning all his attention to the cheap carpet under his knees. Gray’s hand on his shoulder. His pulse pounding in his head.

The pain in his skull subsided to a dull ache. “I’m okay,” he said. “I could do with some water and aspirin, though.”

Gray receded. Caleb helped John back onto the couch, while Zahira disappeared into the kitchen, then the bathroom. She passed him a glass of water and two pain killers; he popped them and drained the glass gratefully.

“What happened?” Caleb asked. His hand gently rubbed circles on John’s shoulder.

“I was thinking about what happened at the Center when we arrived.” He swallowed. “Or when the real John did. I thought that everyone there, the staff, were playing parts. Then I got a sudden-onset headache of some kind.”

Zahira frowned. “Do you get these headaches often?”

“Never. And it hurt, bad.” He rubbed at his temple. “The headache hit, and then I remembered…something.”

He related the fragmentary memory of the chair. Of the fear he felt. When he finished, Caleb said, “That dream you had the other night. About being back at the Center. Strapped down to something, like you were in a hospital.”

John swallowed back a surge of nausea. “It was just a dream.”

“And which of us are you trying to convince? Me and Gray, or you?”

“Incense and chanting…I don’t like the sound of that,” Zahira said.

John shook his head. “Maybe they were trying to exorcise the paranormal ability out of me.”

“I suppose,” Zahira said doubtfully. But she didn’t push, only took the laptop and began to type. As she did so, John’s phone rang. Fontaine again.

“I just saw the news about the fire,” she said, and for the first time the snap was gone from her voice. “I didn’t realize. Why didn’t you tell me your parents died this morning?”

It would have been the normal thing to do, he realized belatedly. He’d dropped the ball, ran the risk of making her more suspicious of him, rather than less. If she brought it up to Kaniyar…

He trusted Kaniyar. He did. But…

“I thought focusing on work would help,” he lied.

“Your head won’t be in the game. What about the other special agent? Noorzai?”

“She’s here.” John passed her the phone. “Chief Fontaine wants to talk to you.”

Zahira took the call. “Yes, ma’am. I’d be happy to. Of course. Just send me anything you have at the email I used this morning. Yes. Thank you.” She hung up and handed the phone back. “It looks like I’m on the suspicious deaths case now.”

“I’m sorry.” John winced. “I’ll help.”

“No. This can’t wait.” She gestured to the laptop. “I managed to pull up the current owner of the land on the county website. It’s a holding company. An internet search isn’t turning up much information on it, either.”

“Almost as though it only exists to own this piece of property,” Caleb suggested.

“Exactly.”

John found his gaze drawn to the laptop. A part of him wanted to insist on staying with them, solving the case, before doing anything else. But Ryan might be in danger from whoever killed the Starkweathers. “Okay. I doubt anything incriminating got left behind at the Center, but you never know. And maybe being there will help bring up more memories.”

Caleb nodded. “We’ll go with you. Zahira and Night can stay here and deal with whatever Fontaine comes up with.”

“No.” Night appeared in front of them, emerging from the shadows as if he’d materialized from nowhere.

Caleb yelped and glared at him. “Would you stop doing that? And what do you mean, ‘no?’”

“No,” Night repeated. His glowing eyes fixed on John. “You will stay here, and I will go with John.”
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“You will not!” Gray says, baring his teeth to back up the statement.

He is willing to tolerate Night near John and Zahira, but this sudden desire to be with John sets Gray’s nerves on edge. The hunt for a demon is here; it makes no sense that Night wouldn’t choose to remain.

Night stares back at him coolly. “You said if I knew John, I would understand your actions. Therefore, I will go with him.”

“He’s got you there,” Caleb says.

“That is not what I meant,” Gray protests.

Night blinks once, slowly. “Then what did you mean?”

He doesn’t know, only that this isn’t going as he expected. He’d been trying to explain to Night why he couldn’t bring himself to feed on the doppelgänger wearing John’s face. That knowing John made it different, even though he understood the doppelgänger was not him. He certainly hadn’t meant for Night to leave with John.

John pinches the bridge of his nose. “Okay. Let’s think this through. Zahira is a great agent, but she could benefit from someone who knows the city. Which in this case is Caleb. It probably does make more sense for you two to stay here with her, and have Night come with me.”

John is siding with the other drakul and leaving Gray behind. Worried confusion makes their heart beat faster, and he parts his lips to protest, but no sound comes out.

“Hey,” Caleb says. The sense of his presence strengthens, the sensation like a warm embrace. “It’s okay. Why are you freaking out?”

There might be danger, where John is going. What if we are not there to protect him? How can we trust Night to do so in our stead?

“But the same’s true for Zahira, isn’t it? Assuming the coroner rules the deaths were caused by an NHE, there’s no telling what she’s going to be facing.”

Gray grinds his fangs against their lower teeth in frustration. Caleb is right, but so is he. We should all go together, then, he suggests, even though he knows Zahira won’t abandon mortals to be killed by a demon.

“I know you want to protect everyone, but you can’t. We can’t. And it sucks.”

Yuri and Drugoy would have murdered John and Zahira because of Gray. Had nearly succeeded, in John’s case. They are so fragile, and Gray almost got them killed, even though he never meant to put them in harm’s way.

“It wasn’t our fault. I mean, we didn’t make the best decisions, but we aren’t responsible for Yuri and Dru being a couple of psychos.” Caleb sighs. “And John and Zahira are federal exorcists. They chose the job, even knowing it’s dangerous. You have to respect that.”

Caleb is right, even though Gray wishes otherwise. “Very well,” he says aloud. “We will stay with Zahira.”

John flashes them a smile, clearly relieved. Then he turns to Night. “My cous—that is, Ryan Starkweather wants to help. He’ll probably want to come with us. Though I think it makes more sense for Gray to stay here, it means you’re going to have to act…normal. So he doesn’t get suspicious.”

“I am perfectly normal,” Night says, betraying the flash of his fangs behind his lips as he speaks.

Caleb sighs again. “Christ. What could possibly go wrong?”


Three


Later that evening, Zahira texted John to let him know she’d received the case files from Fontaine. She, Caleb, and Gray would hunt the NHE here in New Orleans, while he went on a road trip. Even though John knew none of them begrudged him leaving, he couldn’t entirely suppress a twinge of guilt.

He sat on the couch, leaning against Caleb. After Zahira left, they’d spent some time figuring out how to best disguise Night tomorrow. Fortunately, he could pass for alive at a glance, so long as he didn’t take his shirt off and reveal the duct tape covering the holes in his torso. Sunglasses covered his eyes easily enough, but they’d debated about his fangs for a while, before Caleb had the bright idea of running to the pharmacy for some face masks. It worked, technically, though it certainly made Night look odd. Hopefully Ryan wouldn’t ask too many probing questions.

They’d spent the afternoon texting back and forth. Ryan was settled in a hotel, and once John filled him in, eager to go with them. “I need to see what kind of a place Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc would leave their kid,” he’d typed.

John didn’t know how to respond to that. Ryan had seemed to get along just fine with his aunt and uncle, and there was a good chance this trip would change his perception of them. Then again, knowing that they’d been involved with something that included imprinting a stranger with their own son’s memories had probably done that already.

“We’re going to miss you,” Caleb said, leaning over to kiss John’s head.

John wanted to kiss them back, but Night’s silent presence in the corner made him feel self-conscious. Instead, he closed his eyes, concentrating on the warmth of Caleb’s body that soaked through their clothes. “I’m going to miss you, too. It’ll only be for a couple of days.”

Caleb caught John by the chin, tilting his head back. John’s glance went involuntarily to Night, and Caleb let out a sigh of frustration. “I hate having a roommate. Come on.”

He grabbed John by the hand and stood up, pulling John with him. Night didn’t move, but his eyes followed them as Caleb led John to the bedroom. “Stay,” Caleb said, pointing at the drakul like a dog he didn’t trust to actually obey.

Fortunately the bedroom door had a lock. Caleb threw it, then turned and put his arms around John’s shoulders. “Better?”

“Yeah.” John made a face. “Sorry. I probably shouldn’t be so self-conscious—”

“About Night staring at us while we make out?” Caleb snorted. “Trust me, I’m not a fan, either.” He paused a moment, listening. “Yes, I know it’s nothing to be ashamed of. That doesn’t mean I’m into exhibitionism.”

“Same, Gray,” John said. “I’d rather be alone with you two,” he added, guessing that would please the drakul.

Caleb’s arms tightened, before he leaned down to kiss John. It started out soft and slow, light kisses and touches that bloomed into more. They moved to the bed, lying down facing each other on top of the blanket, kissing languidly while their hands roamed. John was acutely aware of his own heartbeat, of the silk of Caleb’s hair slipping between his fingers, of the strength in the thigh Caleb casually hooked over his hip. John slid his hand beneath Caleb’s shirt, tracing warm skin. Soon Caleb’s erection pressed against his thigh through the denim of their jeans.

“What do you want?” John whispered.

Caleb drew back and studied him for a moment. Then a slow grin stretched his kiss-reddened lips. “Why don’t you just lie back for a bit?”

John rolled onto his back, happy to comply. Caleb shucked off his own clothing, then removed John’s more slowly, hands wandering as he did so. By the time he dragged John’s underwear off, they were both hard and aching.

Caleb grabbed the lube and slicked John’s cock, drawing a sound of appreciation from his throat. Then he moved to straddle John.

He let out an appreciative groan as Caleb slowly impaled himself. Long hair swept over his thighs like silk as Caleb arched his back and neck. Then his hair crackled suddenly with static, and claws pricked John’s skin where Gray braced himself against John’s legs.

They alternated on each stroke, ozone mingling with human musk, etheric power and mortal warmth. John bit his lip in an attempt to keep from coming, but soon there was no holding back, and he moaned as thrust up to meet them. Caleb grabbed his own cock and pumped it until he came with a shout, jizz hot on the skin of John’s chest.

Caleb leaned over him with a grin. “Just a reminder of what you have to come back to.”

“No chance of me forgetting that.”

Caleb climbed off him, grabbed a wash rag out of the bathroom, and tossed it to John to clean up with. He pulled up the covers, and they both crawled underneath. After a few minutes of cuddling, Caleb said, “Do you realize, the longest time we’ve spent apart was when Forsyth had me locked up?”

That had been an awful week. Though not as terrible as what happened when they were reunited and Sean put a bullet in Caleb’s head.

Sean. They’d been best friends for a decade, until the moment Sean betrayed him. Even then, Sean had truly believed he was protecting John. That Gray was the sort of NHE who got in a person’s head, toyed with them, before the murder started.

John mulled over the thought reluctantly, then said, “Do you think I should call Sean? See if he remembers anything odd from when I came to live at the state school?”

Caleb didn’t look thrilled at the suggestion. “Your pillow talk sucks, Starkweather.”

“You started it by mentioning Forsyth,” John pointed out.

Caleb sighed and sat up, propping his elbow on one knee. “There are other people you could call, aren’t there? What about your friend Alice? Or hell, what about Tiffany Ward? Her people are from New Orleans, and she might be in the area, if the Vigilant were initially helping Kaniyar track Night.”

It wasn’t a bad idea, except… “I don’t have any idea how to get hold of Tiffany now. As for Alice, she wasn’t at the school until a couple of months after I arrived.”

Caleb pondered for a moment, then shrugged. “I’ll never be a fan of Sean, for obvious reasons. But he helped us take down Forsyth in the end. If you think talking to him might help, go for it.”

“Maybe I’ll wait until after we come back,” John decided. “I’m too tired to call him tonight.”

“Wore you out, did we?” Caleb teased. “Just close your eyes, and—”

John’s phone rang from the pocket of his pants on the floor.

Caleb groaned, snagged the jeans off the floor, and tossed them to John. John fished out the phone and saw Ryan’s name on the screen.

John hit the speaker so Caleb could listen in. “Hello?”

“Hey.” Ryan sounded exhausted. “I just got off the phone with the police.”

John sat up, knocking his jeans back onto the floor. “What did they say?”

“It’s…I’m not sure what it means.” Paper rustled on Ryan’s end. “I took notes, but…anyway. The coroner is making a cautious ruling of suicide.”

“Suicide?” John glanced at Caleb, who shrugged.

“Jennifer and Marc both had sleeping pills in their stomachs. It will take at least a month for the toxicology report to come back, but they were partially dissolved, so some of it might have hit their bloodstream.”

“And that killed them?” John asked.

“No. They were…they were still alive when the flames reached them. Hopefully unconscious by then, but who knows.” Ryan sighed. “According to the fire investigator, the fire started in their bedroom. They recovered the remains of a gas can near the bed. The working theory is they took a bunch of pills, then doused the room and set it on fire in some kind of suicide pact.”

“Christ,” Caleb said.

John’s extremities felt cold. “Does that sound like something they would do, Ryan?”

“I wouldn’t have thought so,” Ryan said slowly. “But then, I wouldn’t have thought a lot of other things about them that are turning out to be true.”

He wasn’t wrong there. “Thanks for letting me know.”

“Sure thing. I’m heading to bed now, but I didn’t think this could wait. I’ll see you in the morning.”

After they hung up, Caleb asked, “What do you think?”

“There are only two possibilities.” John swallowed. “Either they were afraid Ryan and I would turn something up, something that would ruin their reputations, and killed themselves to avoid it. Or someone forced them to take the pills, possibly at gunpoint, then set the fire to cover their tracks.”

Caleb’s brown eyes focused intently on him. “Which would you bet on?”

John weighed his answer for a long moment. “My instincts might be wrong,” he said at last, “but I still think they were murdered.”
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“Ryan, I’d like you to meet Special Agent Knight,” John said the next morning. “He’s a friend who’s offered to help us, just in case we run into anything hiding in the abandoned Center.”

Night wore one of John’s suits, which hung loose on his thinner, shorter frame, along with sunglasses, and a disposable face mask. In the light of day, he looked both unconvincing and slightly ridiculous.

“I have a cold,” he stated to no one in particular. Behind Ryan, Caleb put his face in his hands.

“Oh.” Ryan looked uncertain, but gamely stuck his hand out anyway. “Glad to meet you.”

Night stared at the hand for a long moment. “Yes. This is a custom.” He put his own hand out and awkwardly shook Ryan’s.

“Yikes, your hands are freezing,” Ryan said, looking concerned. “You need to get some gloves, dude.”

“I do not feel discomfort from the temperature,” Night informed him.

“Okay,” John said hastily. “Ryan, throw your stuff in the back, and then you can ride shotgun. Agent Knight can sit in the back seat, and we’ll be on our way.”

While Night got into the back seat and Ryan settled his things, Caleb came up to John. “This is going to be a disaster,” he said in a low voice. “And if Ryan figures out anything, Kaniyar will have all our heads.”

“He won’t,” John said, with more confidence than he felt.

Caleb arched a brow but didn’t push further. Instead, he slid his arms around John’s waist, tugging him close. “We’re going to miss you.”

“I’ll miss you, too,” John murmured back, before kissing them. Night might or might not be watching, but fuck it. No way was he going without a good-bye kiss. “It’ll only be for a few days.”

Caleb kissed him again, lingering this time, before embracing him. John pressed his face into the fall of Caleb’s long hair, breathing deep of the familiar scent of Caleb’s shampoo.

“Call or text any time,” Caleb said. “And if you need us, we’ll drop everything and head your way.”

“I know.” John clung to them a moment longer, before reluctantly letting go. “Take care of yourselves. And have fun with your hunt.”

“One of us will, anyway.” Caleb kissed John one last time, then stepped back, shoving his hands into his pockets. John climbed in, started the motor, and pulled out of the parking lot.

“How long have you two been together?” Ryan asked, twisting around to look back at Caleb.

“Since February.” John laughed, half-surprised it hadn’t even been a year. “It feels five times as long. Things have been…intense.” Here was an opening to find out more about Ryan. “Anyone special in your life?”

“Not right now. I dated a couple of guys in college, had a girlfriend for a while right after graduation, but nothing serious in the last few years.” He shrugged. “I guess I’m just waiting for the right person to come along.”

“Makes sense.”

Ryan turned his attention to the back seat. “What about you, Agent Knight? Are you dating anyone? Married?”

“No,” Night said. Fortunately, he didn’t rail against mortal nonsense, having been warned about that several times by Caleb.

Ryan waited for him to elaborate; when he didn’t, Ryan turned back and gave John a what’s-up-with-this-guy? look. John only shrugged in reply.

It was going to be a long drive.
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Caleb watched John drive away, then turned and went back up the apartment steps. It was weird to have John leave without them.

“I do not like it,” Gray fretted. “It is strange to be without him.”

I know. Let’s just concentrate on helping Zahira. It’ll make the time pass quicker.

Zahira was already at the apartment, working on her laptop. When Caleb came in, she looked up. “They’re gone?”

“On the road trip from hell,” Caleb confirmed. “It’s just us three for now.”

“District Chief Fontaine granted me temporary access to SPECTR-NOLA files,” Zahira said. “I’ve been looking over the case.”

Caleb plopped onto the couch. “Let’s hear it.”

“Victor Tureau, aged 68, died in his sleep on December 13. A little less than a week ago. He’d been having health problems, and his death was put down to natural causes.”

Caleb reclined on the couch and stared at the ceiling. “I’m going to guess the cause turned out to be pretty damn unnatural.”

“Shortly thereafter, one of his sons, Daniel Tureau, also died in his sleep.” The desk chair squeaked as Zahira shifted her weight. “Unlike his father, Daniel didn’t have any known health problems, so an autopsy was done. He died from asphyxiation, accompanied by bruising on his chest. They took a closer look at Victor Tureau’s body, and discovered he’d also died from asphyxiation, accompanied by the same bruises.”

“So they were murdered,” Caleb said. “Why is this a SPECTR problem instead of just a police problem?”

The chair squeaked again. “Because Mr. Tureau—the younger one—died inside a locked bedroom. His brother had to break down the door to get to him, when he realized Mr. Tureau wasn’t responding to any knocks or calls. The window was open, and police found claw marks on the outside of the house, where something had climbed up to get to him.”

Gray perked up at that. “Then we will hunt it.”

Looks like. Aloud, Caleb said, “Any idea what this thing is?”

“There are several types of NHE that injure or kill by pressing down on a sleeping person’s chest,” Zahira said.

Memories flickered behind Caleb’s eyes, a monochrome procession that took him a moment to understand. “Mara,” he said aloud. “At least, that’s what Gray knows them as. He’s run into a few over the centuries.”

“That could be helpful. Does he have any advice for tracking one?”

“Follow the trail. Find it. Eat it.”

Brilliant. I’ll cross-stitch that on a pillow.

“You should. Perhaps it will remind you not to needlessly complicate things.”

Caleb sat up. “No advice worth repeating. I guess we should take a look at the scenes.”

“My thought as well.” Zahira shut the laptop. “Perhaps we can speak to the family while we’re at it.”

“Yeah, it doesn’t sound like the deaths were random.” Caleb went to the closet near the door and took down the two motorcycle helmets stored on the top shelf. “We can take my bike.”


Four


John pulled off the interstate for lunch in Montgomery. His legs ached as he climbed out of the SUV, stiff from hours in the same position. Ryan slid out on his side with a groan. When Night made no move to join them, Ryan stuck his head back inside. “You coming?”

“I do not eat,” Night informed him.

“What he means is he doesn’t eat fast food,” John said hurriedly. “We’ll be back out soon.”

They used the restroom, then got in line for food. Ryan glanced out the big glass window to where they could make out Night’s silhouette, motionless in the car. “So, uh, how well do you know Agent Knight?”

John cursed silently. Ryan was too damn friendly, trying to involve Night in conversations, or in choosing the music for the next leg of the trip. “A while,” he said vaguely.

“It’s just he’s a little…weird.” Ryan shrugged apologetically. “Have you noticed whatever cologne he’s wearing? And he barely talks, just…stares. Honestly, if we’d picked him up hitchhiking, I’d think he was a serial killer who was going to murder us both and wear our skins.”

“He is weird,” John agreed, because it wasn’t as though he could deny it. “But he’s one of the best when it comes to tracking Non-Human Entities.”

Ryan frowned. “Then why do we need him on this trip?”

“The Center looks abandoned. There might not be anything lurking inside. But a lot of nasty things like to hole up in deserted buildings.” John peered up at the menu on the wall, not really seeing it. “Ghouls, mainly, but I’ve seen some crazy shit in my time. You can’t be too careful. Not to worry,” he added quickly. “I have no intention of putting you in danger.”

“Thanks,” Ryan said. “And Agent Knight is discreet, I take it?”

At least John could be perfectly honest about this. “He won’t report our trip, or anything we find.”

“Okay. If you trust him, then so do I.” Ryan stepped closer to the counter. “I hope we don’t need him, though.”

John shivered, thinking of all the things that might make a lair out of a place like the Center. “So do I.”
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Caleb parked the bike in front of the address Zahira had given him, the rumble of the engine dying as he shut it off. The house was deep in the Lower Ninth Ward, surrounded by scenes of poverty and neglect. None of the streets had lines painted on them, the pavement edges slowly disappearing beneath encroaching grass and weeds. Though most of the houses on this block looked inhabited, the landscape was peppered with vacant lots and gutted buildings.

Caleb took off his helmet and hung it on a handlebar. “Shit. Haven’t these people suffered enough? The last thing they need is some possessed asshole preying on them.”

Zahira took her helmet off and checked that her hijab was still in place. “It’s terrible. SPECTR-NOLA must need an entire ghoul squad just for this area.”

“If they even bother.” From the look of things, no other governmental agency was doing much to help out the neighborhood.

The house was one of the few two-story buildings in sight. Though tiny, it looked to have been converted into a duplex, complete with two front doors at opposite ends of the wooden porch. Metal folding chairs sat out front, waiting for warmer weather to return. Before Caleb could ask which door they should knock on, the left-hand one swung open, and an elderly African American woman peered at them. “Can I help you?”

Zahira took the lead. “I’m Special Agent Zahira Noorzai, and this is my assistant, Caleb Gris. I believe we spoke on the phone?”

“Wasn’t expecting you to show up on a motorcycle,” the woman said. “Come on inside.”

The minuscule living room just inside was crowded, but neat as a pin. Family photos covered the walls, alongside framed Bible quotes and a white ceramic cross. Two other people sat on a loveseat, and a rocking chair waited near the television. “Can I get you something?” the old woman asked. “I’ve got some ice tea in the fridge, and of course people have been dropping off casseroles for the last few days. If you’re hungry we’ve got plenty to go around.”

“That’s very kind of you, but no,” Zahira replied. “We’ll just do our job and then get out of your way. Ms. Jolie, isn’t it?”

The old lady eased down into her rocking chair. “That’s right. And this here’s my son-in-law, Cornel Tureau, and Monique.”

“Daniel was my husband,” Monique said softly. She looked as though she hadn’t slept for days, her eyes red from tears.

“I’m sorry for your loss,” Zahira replied. Caleb stayed silent, hovering in the corner. “Both deaths occurred here, is that true?”

“I live on this side of the house with my wife and her mother,” Cornel said, nodding to Ms. Jolie. “Popa, Daniel, and Monique live—lived—on the other.”

Monique sniffled. She’d be all alone on her side now.

“The house has been in our family for generations,” Cornel added. “We were lucky enough to be able to rebuild after Katrina. The water was twelve feet deep here, if you can believe it. Thank the Lord, we had some money in the bank. Popa spent years working his hands to the bone, gutting the place and rebuilding it back from the frame. He divided it up so my brother and I could each have a side for our families to live. He wanted to die here in bed…but not like this.”

“I just don’t understand.” Monique wiped her eyes. “Why would a cauchemar come after Victor and Daniel?”

Caleb glanced at Zahira, who appeared equally confused. “Cauchemar?” she asked.

“They sit on your chest while you sleep,” Ms. Jolie offered. “Make it so you can’t breathe.”

“It’s someone who’s jealous,” Cornel said darkly. “Got to be.”

But Monique was shaking her head even as he spoke. “No. My mama always said the cauchemar can only be summoned to punish a wrong.” She turned to Zahira imploringly. “That’s what I don’t understand. What could they have done, that a cauchemar would come after them?”

“Can you think of anyone who had a grudge against your brother and father?” Zahira asked, looking at Cornel. “Or your family as a whole? Anyone who felt slighted, even?”

Cornel glared at Monique. “Don’t listen to what she’s saying. Her mama’s crazy. The cauchemar come because they want to, not because anybody did anything bad.”

Maybe the guy just didn’t want to believe his brother and father might have done something wrong. But it seemed to Caleb he was protesting a little too hard.

Either way, it didn’t seem like there was much left to gain from continuing the conversation. Zahira must have agreed, because she said, “Do you mind if we look at the bedrooms where they died?”

“I’ll show you,” Monique said. “Just come with me.”

They followed her back onto the porch, then through the second front door into the other side of the divided house. It looked like a mirror image of the side they’d been in, though of course the furniture and decorations were different. Monique led them up a narrow stair to the second floor, which held two bedrooms and a small bath. One of the bedroom doors stood open, hanging half-off its hinges, the cheap wood splintered.

“Your husband was alone when he was attacked, right?” Zahira asked.

Monique nodded. “I work nights. We had dinner together—breakfast for me—and I left. When I got home, I came upstairs and the door to our bedroom was locked.” She swallowed convulsively. “I…I was mad. That was my first reaction. Here I was, after a long shift on my feet. I just wanted to lie down, and Daniel’d gone and locked the damn door so I couldn’t get in.” She put her hand over her mouth.

“You didn’t know,” Zahira said gently. “Did your husband ordinarily lock the door when he slept?”

Monique shook her head, the tears flowing now. “No. That’s why I was so pissed. I couldn’t figure why he would have done that, when he knew I’d be wanting to lay down when I got home. I knocked and yelled, and when he didn’t answer, I started to get scared.” She put her hands over her face.

“Maybe you should go sit with the rest of the family while we look around,” Caleb suggested.

“No.” She sniffled and straightened, blinking rapidly. “I want to stay in case you have questions. Something—someone—took Daniel away from me. If there’s anything I can do to help you catch them, I want to do it.”

“Thank you,” Zahira said. “Caleb?”

Caleb stepped past her into the bedroom. The queen bed took up most of the space, leaving only a narrow path between it and the nightstand, chest of drawers, and clothes hamper. “I haven’t touched anything in here since…” Monique trailed off. “Except to get my clothes out of the dresser, I mean. I’ve been sleeping on the couch next door. Oh, and someone closed the window, so all the heat didn’t get out.”

Caleb leaned over the bed and took a deep breath. Laundry detergent and human sweat predominated, but beneath it there was a faint thread of brackish water. Gray’s attention focused, but he remained silent.

On the floor between the bed and the window, a framed picture laid face-down. Caleb picked it up. Three faces smiled at him from behind the cracked glass: two men and a teen girl. One of the men was Cornel from downstairs; the other looked enough like him that Caleb guessed it was his dead brother.

“That’s my Daniel,” Monique said, confirming the guess. “And that’s Cornel’s daughter from his first marriage, Alyssa.” She smiled sadly. “Daniel helped raise her after her mama left. Jada—that’s Cornel’s current wife—is a hard worker, but she and Alyssa never did get on. I think Alyssa always hoped Darlene—that’s her mother—would come back some day.”

“Where is Alyssa now?” Zahira asked.

“She has an apartment near the university. She’s studying music. And Jada’s at work,” she added. “Do you need to talk to them?”

“Possibly,” Zahira said neutrally.

Caleb slid the window open and stuck out his head. The screen was missing, probably ripped out and tossed away by the cauchemar. Deep gouges marred the wooden window sill, as well as the blue-painted siding of the wall below. He put his face practically against the sill and took another deep breath.

There. Faint, almost gone, but a trace of brackish water remained. Not that he needed it to know the cauchemar had come in through the window. But now they had the scent.

Is this the same demon you hunted before? The mara?

Gray thought for a moment. He didn’t categorize NHEs the same way a human would, all of his focus on the habits and traits that would tell him how to best hunt them down. “Its scent is different. This is a creature of swamps, of trees and slow-moving water.”

But they kill the same way. Could they be…I don’t know, related? Like similar species?

Gray answered with a wave of indifference. Caleb wished John was here; he’d be full of speculation on NHE ecology. But John was off road-tripping with Night and Ryan, so he just turned to Monique and said, “Can we see the other bedroom?”

The first victim’s room had been tidied since his death. More family photos lined the walls, including a picture of a young Cornel’s wedding to a woman who was presumably his first wife. Their daughter’s face grinned out of a dozen photos, going from infancy to high school graduation.

“We’re lucky to have these,” Monique said from the doorway, when she noticed Caleb studying the photos. “My family lost everything in Katrina. All of our family albums, everything. But this house is taller than most, and Victor had been through floods before. He put pictures and the family Bible in the attic, way up in the rafters, and they were still there when he finally came back.” She shook her head. “We’ve been through so much. I just don’t understand why this is happening now.”

“We’ll do everything we can to put a stop to it,” Zahira said firmly. “Caleb?”

“I’m not picking up anything in here.” Hopefully the statement was vague enough Monique wouldn’t ask questions. Though of course she’d already seen him smelling the bedclothes and the window sill. She either thought he was crazy, or assumed they knew what they were doing, because she hadn’t remarked on it. “It’s been too long. But I can’t imagine they were targeted by two different NHEs of the same type.”

They went down the stairs to the porch. “We’ll be back this evening,” Zahira told Monique. “I want to draw spirit wards inside all the windows, to make certain nothing can get to you while you sleep.”

Monique’s eyes widened. “You think it might come back?”

“Just taking precautions.”

Monique shifted uneasily. “Then shouldn’t you draw them now?”

“The cauchemar attacks at night, so the household should be safe until then,” Zahira said. “And if I draw the spirit wards now and they get scuffed as people go in and out of the house, I’ll just have to re-draw them anyway. Don’t worry—we’ll be back before full dark.”

When they reached the motorcycle and Monique had gone back inside, Caleb said, “What now?”

“Food.” Zahira pulled on the helmet and tightened the strap. “I’m starving.”
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Caleb and Zahira found an all-day breakfast place to eat. “I hope John’s doing okay,” Caleb said after the waitress delivered their orders.

Zahira tucked into a huge pile of french toast with gusto. “They should just about be to Atlanta by now.”

“Unless Night’s done something crazy.” Caleb sighed and poked at his spinach omelet. “I can’t believe he wanted to go. What a weirdo.”

“He said himself that he’s curious.” Zahira took a sip of chicory coffee. “He’s never met another drakul. He wants to know more about Gray. That’s understandable, isn’t it?”

Caleb added a dash of tabasco to the omelet. “I suppose. I don’t know. The whole situation makes us feel…off balance.”

“I understand,” she said. “It is interesting to compare an undead drakul to a living one, though.”

“Ask Zahira if she likes us best,” Gray demanded.

Caleb sighed. “Gray wants to know if you like us better. Because apparently we’re in elementary school, passing notes. ‘Do you like me better than Night? Check yes or no.’”

Zahira laughed. “Of course I do, Gray.”

Gray preened. Caleb rolled his eyes. “How have things been back in Charleston?” he asked, changing the subject.

Zahira focused on her French toast for a few minutes, and Caleb let her gather her thoughts. Eventually, she said, “Different. It’s taken a while to get things put back together after the demon outbreak. Though they hope the USS Yorktown will open back up soon.”

Caleb winced. They’d helped wreck swathes of Charleston, then walked off and left other people to clean up behind them. And that wasn’t even getting into the human cost of what had happened.

People dead, monuments damaged, SPECTR-HQ up in flames, and they’d taken off to gallivant around the countryside with John. Not that Kaniyar had really given them a choice. But still.

“Harry Chatwal has applied to intern with SPECTR,” Zahira went on. “She’s thinking about going to the Academy and training in data analysis.”

Gray perked up. He’d liked the girl, as much as he liked anyone who wasn’t John or Zahira. “She’s a good kid,” Caleb said.

“You inspired her, I think.” Zahira paused for another bite. “She took the news of your deaths hard. I think the whole family did. They laid a wreath for each of you on the shore opposite the Yorktown.”

“Oh.” Caleb hadn’t even thought about how his and Gray’s fake deaths would make the Chatwals feel.

There were a lot of things he hadn’t thought about, it seemed.

Gray’s presence contracted inside them. “It is not fair. They should know we are not dead.”

They can’t. The more people who know, the more likely it is our cover will get blown.

“I do not care.”

You should. Charleston showed everyone just how dangerous drakul can be. If people found out we were still alive, they’d start asking why Kaniyar would just let a drakul roam around in public. Congress might even get involved. An ugly thought occurred to Caleb. Not to mention, we handed out your blood to a lot of agents to boost their paranormal abilities. They wouldn’t just want us locked up—they’d want us to be useful. We’d end up strapped to a chair with a needle in our veins.

“We would not allow it.”

Yeah, well, it’s better not to have to find out. Even if that means playing dead.

Gray wasn’t happy, but subsided.

“How have things been with you?” Zahira asked. “I gather you’ve enjoyed your time away from Charleston so far. Except for Night. And being accused of murder. And everything with John.”

“Oh yeah, aside from those details.” Caleb scooped up a bit of spinach. “Pretty good. Really good, actually. It was nice to spend time with John, just hanging out, not having to report to an office. We traveled for a while, filled in the gaps where there wasn’t a SPECTR office nearby, or taking down something a little too big for local agents to handle. I’m sure Gray could give you a complete rundown of everything that was on our menu.” He let his fork drop. “New Orleans was fun at first. Until we got the call about Granddad Starkweather, and all the craziness started.” Caleb looked up and met Zahira’s gaze. “I’m really worried about John.”

“So am I.” She took out her SPECTR-issued credit card to pay for the meal. “I can’t imagine what he’s going through right now. To find out the first half of your life might not have been what you remember…that you might not be…”

“Yeah.” Caleb silently cursed the cauchemar. If not for it, they’d be with John right now. “It’s crazy.” But there was nothing they could do at the moment. “So what’s the plan for our case?”

“It’s clear the Tureau family is being targeted.” She paused while the waitress gathered the bill and credit card, then continued. “As I told Monique, I think it’s safest for them if I go back and put a spirit ward at every point of access. Then I’ll come back outside, and we’ll wait and see if the cauchemar puts in an appearance.”

Caleb ran his tongue over his teeth. “And if it does, we’ll have dinner.”


Five


John unlocked the door to the motel room and flipped on the lights. After the usual delays of Atlanta traffic, they’d stopped for the evening at a shabby motel just off the interstate in Norcross. Though not run-down by any means, it looked like the sort of place that wouldn’t ask too many questions. John had rented two rooms on the ground floor, both under his name. The lack of Ryan’s name on the register would at least offer plausible deniability on his part if things went south somehow.

A part of John had been tempted to press on. But exploring an abandoned building after nightfall, tired after a long day of driving, was just asking for trouble. The site was remote enough they didn’t have to worry about anyone spotting them trespassing, and the more daylight they had to illuminate the interior the better.

John crossed to one of the beds and tossed his bag onto it. He’d gotten a king for Ryan, and two doubles for him and Night. Not that Night slept.

The room seemed relatively clean, though it looked as though it hadn’t been updated since the eighties. The bedspreads might have been emerald at one time, but had faded to a sort of pea-soup green. He pushed open the door to the bathroom and was nearly blinded by the violently pink tiles covering both walls and floor.

“I have been observing you all day,” Night said from just behind him.

John jumped and barely swallowed back a curse. Etheric energy whispered over his skin. The scent of copal and night-blooming jasmine filled his lungs. John turned and found Night standing far too close. He’d removed his sunglasses and face mask, and his glowing eyes seemed to stare straight into John’s soul.

John edged past him and sat on the bed. “And what have you seen?”

Night cocked his head to one side. “Mortal nonsense. I still do not understand.”

According to Gray, there was a lot Night simply couldn’t comprehend. He couldn’t see color, or feel passion, or anything but a faded echo of pain. He couldn’t even smell the faint bleach coming from the bathroom, or the detergent used on the bedsheets. Only the scent of NHEs existed for him. And it would stay that way, so long as he was in a dead body.

Even so, there was probably no harm in trying. “I’ll answer any questions you have, as best I can.”

“Why does Gray have sexual intercourse with you?”

John resisted the impulse to cover his face with his hands. Of course this was where Night would go first. “Um. Well. Because he enjoys it. We all do: me, and Caleb, and Gray. It doesn’t hurt anyone, and it helps us feel more…connected, I guess.”

Night’s impassive face gave no indication whether he found the answer enlightening or not. “Why are you not afraid of him? Of us? Most mortals flee, or else try to destroy us. You do not. More: you place yourself in a situation where you might easily be harmed, then say you enjoy it.”

It took John a moment to work out what to say. “I never…I know I should have been afraid of Gray. Everyone else was. The guy who was my best friend, Sean, was sure Gray was going to kill me.” Goddess, he’d need to decide whether to call Sean or not soon. “I don’t have a good answer, other than I always had a gut feeling he was…different from other NHEs. That he wasn’t lying when he said hunting and hurting mortals wasn’t of interest to him.”

Night mulled over John’s answer. “My memories tell me mortals often convince themselves of things that are not true,” he said at last. “Often it kills them. You are fortunate.”

“You’re not wrong about that,” John said wryly. “I’d like to say it was my experience in the field, but even the best agents get tricked by NHEs. I almost fell prey to an incubus, would have if Gray hadn’t been there to save me.”

“Mortals are foolish,” Night said. “They deceive themselves so often, it is no wonder they are so easily deceived by demons. Gray could hunt without you. He has walked this world far longer than I; he has no need of mortal assistance. Perhaps it is simply that a living host has corrupted him, and there is no greater mystery for me to understand.”

It was probably just as well Gray wasn’t around to hear Night say that. “I’ve seen what a mentally unstable drakul can do. It wasn’t good. A lot of innocent people died. I assure you, Gray isn’t corrupted or insane.”

“I do not know that I believe you,” Night replied. “But I have never met another of my kind. I will stay for now and try to understand.”

“Thank you.” John took out his phone and leaned wearily back against the pillows. “I’m going to call Caleb and Gray, let them know where we are. Want me to pass anything along?”

“No.” Night tilted his head back. “I will hunt now.”

He left the room before John could say anything. John considered going after him, but it was dark outside, and Night would blend too well into the shadows. Hopefully the drakul wouldn’t get too much blood on his suit, or else they were going to have trouble explaining things to Ryan in the morning.

Suppressing a sigh, John unlocked his phone and called Caleb.
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While Zahira worked on the spirit wards, Caleb stood on the curb and talked to John on the cellphone. He caught John up on the cauchemar case, and John caught him up on Night.

“You know you’re going to wake up to find him watching you sleep,” Caleb said.

“I’m trying not to think about that,” John muttered. “Whatever he expected to get out of this trip, I don’t think he’s going to find it.”

Caleb snorted. “I can’t say I’m surprised. Night might be curious, but trust me when I say drakul are not the great thinkers of the etheric world. I almost feel bad for him, to be honest.”

“Heh.” The were both silent for a minute, then John said, “I miss you.”

“Miss you, too. It’s going to be weird sleeping in the apartment without you. Though at least I don’t have to worry about Night staring at me. So there’s pros and cons to the situation. For me, that is.”

“Yeah, thanks a lot.”

“That’s what I’m here for.” Caleb turned at the sound of the door opening behind him. “Looks like Zahira is done, so it’s time for us to get to work. Text me in the morning before you leave the hotel, okay?”

“Okay. Love you both.”

“We love you, too. Sleep tight.”

“How is John?” Zahira asked as she approached.

“Well, Ryan hasn’t figured out that Night is a walking, talking corpse, so there’s that at least.” Caleb tucked his phone back in his pocket. “Everyone settled in the house?”

Zahira nodded. “Monique is at work, so that side is empty. Ms. Jolie and Cornel are watching TV. His wife Jada is in bed with a migraine.”

“Great,” Caleb said. “Where do you want to wait?”

“I thought we’d split up. What does Gray say?”

Gray’s pleasure at being asked seeped into Caleb. “Zahira is right. We will conceal ourselves within the empty lot. It is overgrown and downwind from the house.”

Caleb looked around. There was an inhabited house beside the Tureau residence, and another directly across the street. Catty-corner to the home, however, was a vacant lot dense with weeds. “We’ll wait there.”

“Then I’ll go behind the house,” Zahira said. “There’s a narrow strip of land separating it from the neighbors. I should be far enough away not to be spotted, but close enough to have a clear view.”

“Yell if you need us.”

She hurried away, her black suit and hijab blending into the growing darkness. Someone with only human sight probably wouldn’t be able to spot her at all.

Caleb crossed to the empty lot, the tall grass grabbing at his long coat. As the night closed in, the city seemed strangely distant. Silence reigned over the neighborhood, broken only by the faint sound of the television inside the Tureau home, audible only thanks to their inhumanly sharp hearing. Vast stretches of the ward lay dark and deserted, and any cars that passed by drove at a crawl down the unmarked, unlit road. The wind rose, rattling dead stalks together like bones.

He found a place where the grass would conceal him from the street and sank down into it. Gray emerged, ready, and Caleb fell back. I still hate waiting.

“There is a time for patience,” Gray said. “That time is now.”

Gray settled into an alert stillness. Only their hair moved, curling and tossing as if in a storm wind. Caleb did his best to relax into a similar stillness: their breathing slow, their heartbeat even. They registered the distant barking of dogs, the rumble of tires over broken asphalt. The air smelled of spices as families cooked their dinners. A fluffy cat came over to investigate them, butting its head against Gray’s hand, then rubbing against their legs before returning to its own hunt.

A figure walked along the patched sidewalk. There were no streetlights; if not for Gray’s inhuman vision, Caleb would never have spotted it. Someone in a hoodie, their head down, their hands in their pockets.

Gray tilted their head back, nostrils flared, breathing deep. But the wind had died, and the scent wasn’t strong enough to reach them. “It could just be someone out for a walk,” Caleb suggested uneasily. “Or heading home after work.”

The figure stopped when it reached the Tureau house. It stared for a long moment at the porch. Just someone out for a walk, wondering why the hell the Tureau’s had a spirit ward outside? Or the cauchemar?

Gray gathered to spring, careful not to make too much noise. If it was the cauchemar, it couldn’t get inside.

They had it.

The figure tipped its head back and studied the house. Then, even as Gray erupted from cover, it leapt, apparently effortlessly, onto the porch roof. An instant later, it tossed the louvered attic vent cover into the yard.

Fuck, Caleb swore. Zahira warded the windows, but she wouldn’t have gone into the attic crawlspace.

The cauchemar slipped inside the house.
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Gray charges across the road and straight to the house. For an instant he considers following the cauchemar through the attic—but no, the space will be too tight to fight in. Better to catch it once it emerges onto the second floor.

“Jada is up there with a migraine,” Caleb reminds him. “The cauchemar must be going after her next.”

Zahira’s spirit ward breaks like a cobweb across Gray’s face as he crosses the porch. That will summon her at once. The mortals in the living room turn as he flings the door open, shouting in alarm. He ignores them, taking to the stairs before they can get a good look and realize he isn’t human.

There’s no sign of an entrance to the attic in the upper hall, so he throws open the first door. The room is empty.

The second one is not.

The simple wooden cover to the attic is shifted aside. A woman lies on the nearby bed, her arms twitching feebly, her mouth wide in a gasp. And on her chest sits the cauchemar.

Much of its body is still covered by its mortal clothing, but the hands it holds out over the woman’s mouth are tipped with red claws. It whispers urgently, but the words are incomprehensible, too fast or too slow or simply too distorted to understand. The smell of brackish water and night sweat floods the room, and Gray’s stomach twists with hunger.

The cauchemar twists around as he bursts inside. Eyes glow from within the hoodie’s shadow, red as blood. Gray doesn’t hesitate, simply leaps across the room and tackles it.

The impact feels like crashing into an iron statue. Their collar bone snaps, along with something in their shoulder, the pain a white-hot flare. Even so, the cauchemar is dislodged from its prey, and it and Gray both tumble to the floor on the other side of the bed, directly on top of the spirit ward in front of the window.

The ward might have held the cauchemar, but Gray’s energy shatters it instantly. The cauchemar kicks him in the chest, breaking a rib, but he manages to get his claws into its leg. It yelps in surprise and rakes a hand across his eyes.

Momentarily blinded, Gray pulls back. The crack of gunfire fills the room, and the cauchemar cries out again. Glass shatters, and Gray’s vision returns just in time to see it vanish out the window.

“I’ll check the victim—you go after it!” Zahira calls.

Gray follows the cauchemar out the window. It has a head start, but it is wounded, bleeding, and the trail is clear.

Even so, it runs with shocking swiftness, each stride seeming to carry it much farther than it should. “Is it a telekinetic too?” Caleb wonders. “But I couldn’t do that if I tried.”

Gray doesn’t know, and it doesn’t matter. He puts on a burst of speed, lungs burning, heart pumping. They pass by houses inhabited and abandoned, vibrant and decayed, like shadows in the night. The gap closes; it won’t be long before they have it, and anticipation burns in their blood.

The pavement comes to an abrupt end. The levee rises before them, covered in grass, and beyond it the great river rolls in the night. The cauchemar is trapped, between them and the water. Gray expects it to slow, to turn and fight. He unsheathes his claws, mouth open and ready to bite.

The cauchemar doesn’t slow after all. It hits the water—and keeps running.

Not sinking. Not swimming. Running fast across the river’s current, every footfall casting out a circle of ripples.

Gray comes to a stumbling halt at the water’s edge. Caleb’s shock intertwines with his, and they stare in disbelief as the cauchemar vanishes into the night.

“Okay,” Caleb says after a long moment. “That was different.”


Six


John lay in bed, tossing and turning. He punched the thin pillow into shape, then got up and fiddled with the noisy heating unit. But none of that served to quiet the thoughts chasing themselves around in his mind.

He picked up his phone, the brightness of the screen making him blink in the dark room. A car pulled into the parking lot, its headlights illuminating the curtain beside the door, then sweeping past. He didn’t have to do this. He could put the phone down and just lay still, listening to the sounds of the motel and trying not to think.

Instead, he swiped through to his contacts. He’d thought about deleting Sean’s entry, but after Fort Sumter he’d found himself hesitating. It had seemed easier to just leave things as they were instead of dealing with his feelings one way or the other.

Funny how that never worked for long.

Before he could second-guess himself, he hit the phone icon. It rang, then rang again. It was late—maybe Sean was deep asleep and wouldn’t answer. Or maybe he’d deleted John out of his contacts and assumed it was just a late-night robo-call. Or—

“John?” Sean asked, his voice rough from sleep.

John’s heart twisted at the sound of his friend’s voice. Sean had shot Caleb in the head right in front of him. Handed him over to Forsyth’s goons, and left Caleb for dead. At the time, neither of them had realized it wasn’t that easy to kill a drakul.

But before that…before that, they’d been best friends. All though state school, the academy, their careers as SPECTR agents, Sean had been the one who unquestionably had John’s back. The one he could always rely on.

“Hey,” John managed. “Sorry it’s so late.”

“No, no, that’s okay.” There was a rustle as Sean no doubt sat up in bed. “I’ve been hoping you’d call ever since Fort Sumter. Then when things went south last summer, I thought about calling you, but…I wasn’t sure it would be welcome.”

“That depends on what you wanted to say,” John said. “But that’s not why I’m calling.” He paused and licked his lips. “I need you to tell me about when we met at the state school.”

“I’m not sure what you mean.”

John shrugged, even though Sean couldn’t see him. “Just tell me about the first time you ever saw me.”

“Why? You were there.”

“Was I?”

“Okaaay,” Sean said uncertainly. “I don’t know what this is about, but, um, let’s see. We’d all seen the reports about some anti-paranormal place getting shut down. You remember how we’d watch the TV in the common room after dinner? We’d usually end up fighting over the remote, and that one telekinetic, what was his name—”

“What do you remember about the news reports?” John interrupted.

“Sorry. Um, not a lot. They only stood out because, you know, that could have been us in other circumstances. I just remember some place got in trouble because one of their ‘patients’ almost died, and it was shutting down. Then a few days later, you show up, looking like shit. It wasn’t hard to connect the dots.”

John’s throat tightened. “What did I look like?”

“Like you hadn’t slept in about six months. And like you were, I don’t know. Waiting for the other shoe to drop.”

John remembered that. He remembered feeling like crap. Being scared the state school was going to be just as bad or even worse than the center. “And I…looked like me?”

“Um, yeah?” Sean’s confusion sounded genuine. “As opposed to what?”

He wanted to trust Sean. Wanted to tell him everything about his false memories, his fake parents, his stolen life. But he couldn’t take the chance that Sean would betray him again and run straight to Kaniyar.

His gut told him Sean was telling the truth, though. They’d known each other for a long time, and he thought he would catch on if Sean was lying. Just like Sean would know if John was lying.

“I can’t tell you,” he said. “Not yet.”

“Oh. Okay.” Sean’s obvious disappointment sent a flash of guilt through John. “I understand. Is that the only reason you called?”

John swallowed. “Yeah. That’s all.”

“Okay,” Sean repeated. He seemed to hesitate, then said, “I miss you, man.”

John closed his eyes. “Bye, Sean.”

“I hope you’re taking care of yourself. That you’re happy.”

Goddess. John didn’t want to deal with this, not now. “It’s late and I have to get up early.”

“Right. Good night, then.”

John ended the call and tossed the phone back onto the nightstand. He rolled over on his side, pulled the covers up to his chin, and waited for dawn.
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Caleb and Zahira sat in the waiting room of the hospital Jada Tureau had been taken to. “Gray’s hunted mara before,” he told her. “But none of them just…ran off over the water. Like it was still on the ground.”

Zahira took a sip of waiting room coffee, then made a face at the taste. “But when it was on top of Mrs. Tureau…”

“It was like slamming into a tree,” Caleb said. He briefly considered taking a chance with the coffee, but decided against it. “We actually broke bones colliding with it. If it had been on the floor, or somewhere more stable than a human chest, we probably wouldn’t have even moved it. We’re just lucky we happened to knock it off Jada.”

“It must be able to manipulate its weight somehow,” Zahira said. “Grow heavy enough to crush the breath out of someone, without them being able to throw it off. Then light enough to not break the surface tension of the water, so long as it kept moving.”

“That might explain how it outran us even before it got to the river.” Caleb shook his head. “Fucker was fast.”

One of the nurses came up to them. “Agents, you can interview the patient now.”

Neither of them corrected her about Caleb’s lack of a badge. They followed the nurse back to a small room, where Jada lay propped up, an IV trailing from her arm. Cornel was there, along with Ms. Jolie and a gaggle of other people Caleb didn’t recognize.

“Excuse me,” Zahira said. “We’d like a moment to speak with Jada.”

Cornel’s eyes flashed angrily. “You put my wife in danger! I ought to sue. She almost died because of you.”

“Cornel, please.” Jada’s voice sounded rough. “I’d be dead if they hadn’t been watching the house.”

She looked every bit as bad as she sounded. Burst veins reddened the whites of her eyes, and her face and neck looked swollen. But she was conscious and talking, so Caleb chalked it up as a win.

“If you’ll just give us a moment,” Zahira said, more firmly this time.

One of the other men touched Cornel’s arm. Cornel was still muttering when they left.

“I’m sorry,” Jada said, once the room had emptied of everyone except the three of them. “He’s just scared.”

Zahira sat on a chair beside the bed and took out her notepad. “I understand. How are you feeling, Mrs. Tureau?”

Jada smiled faintly. “Pretty good, now that I’ve got some painkillers. Some of my ribs are cracked, but they’re not keeping me much longer.”

“Good to hear.” Zahira’s expression became solemn. “It’s clear someone has a grudge against your family. Can you think of anyone who might want to hurt you?”

“If it was just me…but I wasn’t even the first, so it can’t be.”

Maybe Jada knew more than she realized. Caleb leaned forward. “Tell us anyway.”

Jada glanced at the door nervously. “You won’t tell Cornel I said this, right?”

“Not unless you’re called to testify,” Zahira said.

Jada looked down at her hands. “If it was just me, I’d think maybe Alyssa had something to do with it.”

Zahira glanced at her notes. “That’s Cornel’s daughter by his first wife, yes?”

“Right. Her mama ran off when she was, I don’t know, ten or so. Just up and left one day with no warning. Never looked back, either. Cornel eventually got a divorce on grounds of desertion.”

“Are you sure Alyssa’s mom ran off?” Caleb asked. “Did anyone ever hear from her again?”

Jada looked surprised. “I don’t know. I suppose she must’ve left a note, or called, or something. It wasn’t like she was, you know, a missing person. She took some of her things with her—jewelry, Alyssa’s favorite stuffed animal, mementos like that.”

People did abandon their families, Caleb reminded himself. They even did shitty things like steal their kid’s favorite toy. Still, it didn’t sit easy with him.

“Darlene—that was her name—was a real piece of work,” Jada said, a bit defensively. “She had a lot of problems. I met Cornel at work about a year before Darlene took off, and he was always telling me how bad she was to him. I never met the woman, but I guess about the only person to miss her was Alyssa.” She sighed. “When I moved in, Alyssa thought I was taking her mama’s place. I don’t mind telling you, we fought like cats and dogs. Still do, but it’s easier, now that she’s moved out. She started going her mama’s way, too, acting all crazy.”

“What do you mean?” Zahira asked.

Jada looked uncomfortable. “I don’t like spreading my family’s business around. Does it really matter?”

“It might,” Zahira replied. “We’ll talk to her, of course, but it would be nice to know what we’re getting into beforehand.”

“Like I said, she’s crazy.” Jada shook her head. “Something snapped in her a few years back. I walked in one day after work, and she was shouting at her uncle Daniel, saying she was going to go to the police.”

“Daniel was the second victim, right?” Caleb asked, to make sure he had all the family members straight. “Monique’s husband.”

“Right. When Alyssa saw me that day, she gave me a look like she wanted to strike me down dead, then ran up to her room. I asked Daniel was it was all about, and he said she was making up lies to cause trouble.” Jada sighed. “After that, she acted like she hated every last one of us. Stopped coming down to dinner, her grades slipped, and she quit practicing the trumpet. Finally, she got hold of some sleeping pills and tried to kill herself. Spent a week in some hospital, but if you ask me, it didn’t do any good. She was as crazy when she came out as when she went in.”

Caleb wanted to point out that the girl was obviously depressed, and expecting her to be miraculously cured after a week in care was the crazy part. But getting into an argument wouldn’t help anything, so he bit it back.

“Then what happened?” Zahira asked.

Jada shrugged. “She moved in with a friend of hers. Finished high school, started playing trumpet again. She lives in an apartment near the university. The first year or so, she’d come home for Christmas and Easter, but she doesn’t even do that anymore.”

A doctor appeared at the door. “Excuse me.”

“Of course.” Zahira stood up. “Mrs. Tureau, if you think of anything more, please call at any time.”

An expression of fear passed over Jada’s face. “What about us? Is that thing going to come back?”

“Not if we can help it.” Zahira offered a reassuring smile. “Don’t worry—if we don’t have any breaks in the case before nightfall tomorrow, we’ll stay in the house with you.”

They left the ER without spotting any of the other family members. As they approached Caleb’s bike, he said, “So what do you think?”

The parking lot lights cast odd shadows over Zahira’s face. “I think I’d like to know what Alyssa threatened to go to the police about.”

“Same.” Caleb folded his arms over his chest. “Maybe everything is on the up and up, but the story about the disappearing first wife doesn’t sit well with me.”

Zahira nodded. “Reading between the lines, it sounds as though Cornel might have been having an affair with Jada at the time his wife vanished.”

“I thought so, too.” An ambulance pulled up to the entrance, red lights flashing. One more tragedy in a city full of them. “Monique said cauchemars are summoned to punish wrongdoing.”

“We need to talk to Alyssa first thing tomorrow,” Zahira decided. “Unless Gray has any other suggestions.”

Gray had spent most of the evening zoned out, but now he roused. “I do not. These mortals are foolish. I do not care about their troubles.”

“That’s a big ‘no,’” Caleb said. “Okay. Tomorrow we’ll get Alyssa Tureau’s address and head over to her apartment. See if we can sniff anything out.”


Seven


John dreamed.

He ran down rain-washed city streets that opened in confusing spirals before him. Water seeped in through splits in the soles of his worn sneakers, and he prayed desperately that he didn’t slip.

If he slipped, the monster would get him.

It was behind him, almost on him, its hot breath scalding the back of his neck. He had to get home. He had to find someone.

Mom. He had to find Mom.

But the streets didn’t make sense, none of the turns familiar. He tried to shout, to attract attention, but the breath stopped in his lungs so all that emerged was a whisper of terror. He was alone with the monster, and it was about to eat him.

A red statue of a winged lion reared up out of the rain in front of him.

John stopped running, the monster no longer behind him. The rain darkened the red of the statue to the color of blood, and he was filled with the wild certainty that it had saved him from the demon. He had to find Mom. He had to tell her about the lion goddess who frightened away the thing that meant to eat him.

He started walking again, but the streets weren’t streets anymore, but instead concrete corridors that went on and on. He turned back, but the blood-red lion was gone.

John began to feel afraid again. A sudden, horrible realization gripped him. The demon wasn’t chasing him anymore, because it was inside him.

He screamed, tearing at his skin. His etheric sense snagged on something slimy and wriggling, that stank of rot and blood. With a final effort, he hurled it away from him.

A man stood in front of him. John could make out hair going silver at the temples, a white lab coat, but the other details slid away.

“Why did you do that?” the man asked, and called him a name that wasn’t John. “We’re just going to put it back in. And we’ll keep doing it, until you cooperate.” The man—doctor?—smiled, exposing bloody teeth. “Again, and again, and again…”
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John leaned against the harsh pink tiles of the shower, letting the water pound his head and shoulders as though it could wash away the lingering memories of the dream, which clung to him like a greasy film. It didn’t work, of course, and it did nothing to ease the splitting headache that made his head feel like it was in a vise. Eventually he shut the water off and got out. The mirror showed him a haggard face, eyes bloodshot and baggy, skin pale in the unflattering fluorescent light. With a sigh, he wrapped a towel around his waist and stepped out.

And collided with Night, who was standing immediately outside the bathroom door.

John jumped back with a loud yelp. “What the hell are you doing?”

Night still wore his sunglasses, but now they were spotted with dry flecks of blood. “Waiting for you.”

“Sit on the bed if you want to wait. Don’t just…lurk outside the door.” John went to his own bed and grabbed his laptop off the nightstand.

Night sat stiffly on the edge of the other bed, hands resting on his knees. “Why are you awake? You intended to sleep.”

John connected to the motel’s crappy wifi and pulled up a search page. “I had a nightmare.”

“Mortals lie to themselves when awake, then lie to themselves more when they sleep.” Night cocked his head. “Why is this?”

“You’d have to ask someone who knows more about neuroscience than I do.” John typed red winged lion statue into the image search and hit enter without much hope.

The first picture to pop up matched the lion from his dream.

John’s hand shook and his mouth went dry. It didn’t mean anything. He’d probably seen a picture of the statue at some point, and his dreaming mind dredged it up.

The dream had been nothing but a dream. Even if parts of it had felt more like memories.

The statue was actually a fountain, water pouring from the lion’s mouth to splash on the brick work below. And it had a mane, though for some reason John had been convinced in the dream that it was a goddess. The color must have reminded him of Sekhmet.

He clicked on the image, which took him to a web site, where the caption told him the fountain was in front of the Cotton Exchange in Savannah, Georgia.

He’d never been to Savannah. He must have just seen a picture somewhere.

Except the explanation didn’t sit right with him. He pulled up a map of Savannah and looked for street views along the waterfront. The streets in his nightmare could have been a twisted version of Savannah’s historic district.

Or half a dozen other old southern port towns, full of live oaks and Spanish moss. Though it hadn’t been Charleston, of that he was sure.

And he’d been looking for someone the whole time. Mom. He’d been a kid, maybe a teen. He couldn’t conjure the face of the woman he’d been looking for, but he felt sure she hadn’t been Jennifer Starkweather.

Did he have some memories of his own, buried under the ones that had belonged to John Starkweather? Or had the fact he was now aware of his false memories pushed his brain to simply invent new ones out of whole cloth?

God, he hoped it was that last one. Because he didn’t want to think about the man in the white coat, or the concrete halls. Or of being possessed.

Chanting and the smell of incense.

“Don’t,” he said. “Please. Not again.” He still felt foul inside from the last time, and bile fought to come up his throat.

“It will be easier if you don’t fight,” someone said. An adult. A man.

John shook his head sharply. Exorcists couldn’t be possessed against their will. It wasn’t possible.

“We’re just going to put it back in. And we’ll keep doing it, until you cooperate. Again, and again, and again…”

John made it to the toilet just in time. His stomach ejected everything he’d eaten, until he brought up nothing but bile. How long he sat there on the cold tiles, smelling vomit and bleach, he didn’t know.

“Are you ill?” Night asked from the doorway. He didn’t sound concerned, merely curious.

John flushed, then forced himself upright. “You have memories from your hosts.”

“Many,” Night confirmed.

“How do you tell them apart? How do you know what belongs to you, and what doesn’t?”

“Because I am me, and they are them,” Night said simply. He paused for a long moment, then said, “Some of my hosts were confused about what they remembered. They did not know what was real, and what was not.”

“But you can tell the difference?”

“No.” Night retreated back to his station on the edge of the bed. “They all feel equally real, even those which are not possible.”

“Oh.” John shuffled back to his bed. How he would possibly sleep now, he couldn’t guess. But he needed to have his head in the game tomorrow, so he had to at least try.

Goddess, he wished Caleb and Gray were with him. For a moment, he considered calling them again. But they’d been in the middle of their own case, and if Caleb’s phone rang during a hunt, it could distract them or give them away at exactly the wrong time.

He’d tell them everything when he got home. Between them and Zahira, they’d be able to help him figure things out. Zahira and Caleb were both smart, and Gray had several thousand years of memories to call upon. They’d know how to find the answers.

Feeling a little better at the thought, John shut his eyes and tried to sleep.


Eight


The next morning, John eased the SUV down the overgrown driveway leading to what had once been the Center for Loving Redemption. The branches of saplings scraped along both sides of the vehicle as the tires dipped in and out of potholes in the disintegrating pavement. John’s heart thrummed as the building came into clearer view: a single-story brick affair with a peaked roof, its entrance lined with white columns meant to recall antebellum architecture. A plastic white cross still hung just below the apex of the roof.

He remembered this. Or, rather, it was part of his stolen memories. “You’ll do everything the pastor tells you,” Jennifer Starkweather had said, while they sat in the car, staring up at the white cross. “Do you understand me?”

Their shame and disappointment beat at him, dug under his skin and set his own nerves afire with misery. He didn’t want to be tempted by Satan, even if they thought he did. He wanted to make his parents happy. But he’d failed.

They were just going to leave him here, and it was all his fault.

John swallowed. The dream from last night seemed to cling to his thoughts like sticky spiderwebs. The memories crowding his mind now felt so solid, so real, even though he knew they couldn’t be. But were some of his own still under there, somewhere? Buried in the tangle of neurons that made up his brain, the connections weakened but not entirely lost?

He wished he knew more about neuroscience. He wished he knew more about everything.

John stopped the vehicle and killed the engine. “I think we’re far enough off the road that no one will spot us.” Not that they’d seen a single other car in the last twenty minutes.

Ryan’s face had lost its color, but he swallowed and nodded. “All right. Let’s go.”

“You can stay here, if you want,” John said. “You don’t have to come inside with us.”

Ryan straightened his shoulders. “I want to do this. For Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc.” He glanced at John. “And for you.”

The sentiment surprised John. They weren’t really cousins, but spending time with Ryan had turned out to be weirdly easy, even with Night’s silent presence looming in the back seat. It felt…natural, somehow.

Apparently, Ryan felt the same. “Thank you,” John said. “I appreciate that. Truly.”

Ryan flashed him a weak smile and climbed out. John unsnapped his seat belt and turned back to Night. “Try not to do anything too obviously inhuman,” he murmured.

The face mask muffled Night’s voice slightly. “What if there is a demon to hunt?”

“Just not in front of Ryan, okay?” John couldn’t imagine how he would explain bringing a possessed corpse along for the ride.

John went around to the back and unzipped a black bag. He’d tried to come prepared for any eventuality: face masks in case they ran into black mold, head-mounted flashlights with extra batteries, a crowbar for recalcitrant doors, and spare ammo for his Glock. He’d brought his exorcism kit too, just in case: Florida water, candles, chalk, incense, and his silver athame.

It had been a while since he’d needed the kit. Drakul blood could give a boost to anyone with paranormal abilities who drank it, but other body fluids worked just as well. John was still charged, but the effect was fading. Without another infusion, as it were, his abilities would gradually return to their baseline. If he did an exorcism, the energy would dissipate that much faster.

He left the kit behind for the moment and passed out the headlamps to Ryan and Night. Night didn’t need one since he could see perfectly well in the dark, but he kept to his cover and didn’t say anything.

“Shall we?” Ryan asked, nervousness clear in his voice.

John nodded and took the lead, making his way over the last few feet of cracked pavement to the sidewalk at the edge of the parking lot. It was much colder here than in New Orleans, and his breath steamed. The forest around them would no doubt be beautiful in any other season, but right now it was nothing but an endless expanse of dull gray and brown trunks. A few withered leaves rattled in the breeze, and frost edged the dead grass poking up through the asphalt. Spindly blackberry canes sprouted in the narrow strip that had once been a lawn, their thorns snagging John’s coat and hands as he passed.

“Do you remember this?” Ryan said, his voice lowered as if worried someone might overhear them.

“Not well. I only saw it from the outside once. Or rather, the real John Starkweather only saw it once, when his parents brought him.” John drew in a deep breath, trying to calm his nerves. “Nothing helpful.”

The lack of graffiti on the outside of the building was encouraging. The building was so far away from anything else, maybe it had managed to survive the years relatively intact.

When he reached for the door, however, he found the lock broken. “Someone might have gotten here before us.”

Ryan grimaced. “Let’s hope anything is left to find, then.”

The door swung open on rusty hinges. Taking a deep breath, John stepped into the darkness beyond.
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Enough light came through the grimy windows for John to make out the small reception area immediately inside. Years of dust covered the bland carpet, the desk and chairs. A framed print of a beach with the “Footsteps in the Sand” poem superimposed on it, hung on the wall. Despite the broken door lock, there was no sign anyone had set foot here in a very long time.

Two doors led from the reception area, one to either side. The one to the left was marked PATIENTS AND STAFF ONLY, while the one to the right had a doorplate reading GUEST WELCOME. John wasn’t quite sure he was ready for the patient wing, so he stepped through the right-hand door and automatically reached for the light switch.

The lights came on.

“Holy shit, there’s still power!” Ryan exclaimed. “Did they just forget to turn it off, or…”

John shook his head mutely. He remembered this room, though it hadn’t been covered in years of filth at the time. The furniture consisted of a large desk, several bookcases, a coffee maker, and a number of chairs. Brochures still stood waiting to be handed out to concerned parents.

He picked up one on a whim. Smiling teenagers in conservative dress beamed up at him. Feeling ill, he unfolded the brochure. “We receive many troubled youths at the Center of Loving Redemption,” he read aloud. “Thanks to our Bible-based approach, our treatment is 99% successful. Most youths entrusted to our care, no matter how rebellious, are returned to their families within six months, free of so-called ‘paranormal’ abilities.” He threw it down in disgust. “That isn’t true. Paranormal abilities don’t work that way. If you have them, you have them.”

“I know,” Ryan said. He pulled open the desk’s sole drawer and took out a Bible. “I might not have any myself, but I’ve read the reports. Places like this just break kids down, convince them they’re damned for being themselves.”

John wished he knew what memories belonged to him, and which didn’t. Had he been the one to try and hang himself from the shower, or had that been the boy in the family album? “Anything in the desk?”

“Just pens, a few pieces of paper, the Bible, and some business cards.” Ryan took one out and examined it. “Pastor Goodby. Sound familiar?”

“Yeah.” John swallowed. “He was in charge here. Reassured my—I mean, reassured the Starkweathers that he’d get them their boy back.”

Anger flashed through Ryan’s eyes, and his lip twisted. “Well. That obviously didn’t work out so well for them, did it?”

“The funny thing is, I swear I remember thinking Pastor Goodby was just playing a role. That everyone who worked here was.” John shook his head. “But I’m no empath.”

Night seemed to materialize from the corner, making them jump. “Perhaps this ‘real John,’ as you call him, was.”

“Oh shit.” John concentrated on his memories, but everything was too vague. “I assumed they were upset with me—I mean, him—for being an exorcist, but I don’t actually recall.”

A search of the office failed to turn up anything else. Was that because the room was just a prop? Or was John overthinking things and descending into paranoia?

The PATIENTS AND STAFF ONLY door opened onto a utilitarian hallway which presented a marked contrast to the reception and welcome rooms. The walls were covered in flaking green paint, and there were no decorations of any kind. The first door off the hall opened onto what looked like an exam room in a doctor’s office. Though dust covered every surface, nothing seemed to have been disturbed as it had in the previous room. A scale still stood just inside the door, and otoscopes and ophthalmoscopes hung on the wall.

John’s hands went cold. “I remember being here, too. Weighed, vitals checked. It wasn’t what I expected, but the nurse told me they just had to make sure everyone was healthy.”

“I guess that makes sense,” Ryan said dubiously.

The more they explored, the more familiar it all seemed. The institutional dining hall. The assembly room. The sparse rec room. Barracks lined with bunk beds.

The shower.

The bathroom consisted of a row of three stalls, with three sinks across, fly-specked mirrors hanging above them. At the far end of the room waited two curtained shower cubicles. The curtains were drawn back, revealing familiar tiles.

John’s throat constricted, and he felt light-headed. He suddenly, desperately wished Gray and Caleb were there. This had been a terrible mistake; he needed their grounding presence to get through this.

He took a deep breath in, then let it out to the count of four. He was a SPECTR agent, not a scared kid. He’d faced down werewolves, succubi, wendigos. He’d used himself as bait for a mad drakul.

Funny how this felt so much harder.

“You said you—or someone, the real John, maybe—hanged himself in here,” Ryan said. “But the shower head broke, and that saved him.”

John nodded. “Right. That’s what got the place shut down.”

Ryan gestured to the cubicles. “Then why isn’t either head damaged?”

“Fuck.” John stared at the clearly unbroken shower heads. “I guess they took the time to fix it?”

“Or there’s a gap in the memories.” Ryan turned to him, dark eyes worried. “Something else happened in between. Something you have no memories of at all.”

Something that involved candles and incense, and forced possession, and…

No. None of that was real; it couldn’t be.

John stepped back into the hall, away from the musty air of the bathroom. “They took me to the hospital after the attempt. It was on all the local news channels. Sean—my roommate at the state school—had seen the reports.”

“Unless that’s just the last thing you remembered.” Ryan followed him into the hall. “And it gave them a convenient cover story for shutting this place down and dispersing the kids.”

This was taking things too far. “You’re starting to sound like Caleb,” John said, trying for a chuckle. “We’ll be driving out to Area 51 and looking for aliens next.”

“Did your neck hurt?”

John blinked. “What?”

“When you were in the hospital after.” Ryan gestured vaguely. “What was your diagnosis? Were you in pain?”

“Probably?” He had to have been, right? “I was on some heavy-duty pain killers, or sedatives, or something. Everything was fuzzy. The only thing I really remember is Mom and Dad…”

He trailed off. “That can’t be right, though. Because those are the real John’s memories. I wasn’t in the hospital at all.”

Ryan folded his arms over his chest. “Unless this week wasn’t the first time Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc pretended to be your parents.”

“You were eager enough to take the money, though,” Marc Starkweather had said, when he didn’t realize John was listening. “Which one is it?”

“You might be right,” John said slowly. “And Dad—Marc—asked Jennifer ‘which one is it’ when I showed up at their door. Is it possible I’m not the only one?”

It sounded insane, though no more insane than the rest of the situation. But instead of scoffing, Ryan nodded. “Oh shit. I bet you’re right.”

John rubbed at his eyes. “We need to keep looking. If this place was abandoned as fast as it seems, there might be some answers here. Somewhere.”

Ryan looked around. “Where’s Agent Knight?”

John bit back a sigh. Night had probably gotten bored and wandered off. “Let’s find him.”

Fortunately, the drakul hadn’t gone far. They found him at the end of the hall, standing in front of a heavy steel door. AUTHORIZED PERSONNEL ONLY was painted in warning red directly onto the metal. A keycard reader was mounted beside it, a yellow malfunction light blinking insistently. The door itself bowed out, as if something had battered its way from within.

“A demon did this,” Night said.

John examined the door carefully. The metal looked as though inhumanly strong fists had slammed against it, over and over again until the lock broke.

“You’re right.” He took out his Glock. “So why would there have been an NHE trapped in the basement of a facility meant to ‘cure’ paranormally abled teenagers?”

Ryan’s expression was grim, his mouth set in a tight line. “Only one way to find out. We have to go down and see for ourselves.”
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Caleb pulled the motorcycle into the parking lot of an apartment building near the university Alyssa Tureau attended. Most of the students who lived here had gone home for the holidays, and the place felt eerily deserted. Zahira climbed off the bike, removed her helmet, and tucked her hands under her armpits. “I’ll be glad when John comes back with the SUV,” she said, teeth chattering.

“Shit, I’m sorry. I didn’t think.” More like he’d forgotten. Forgotten that normal people felt the cold, that tearing around on a motorcycle in December wouldn’t be particularly comfortable for anyone without heavy gloves, jacket, and thick pants.

What other details of human life would start to fall by the wayside? How long before he let so much slip that he didn’t remember what it was really like to be human at all?

“But you are not mortal anymore,” Gray reminded him. “Why does this trouble you? I am no longer a drakul in the same way Night is a drakul, but it does not bother me.”

Look at how much you’ve gained, though.

“You have also gained a great deal.”

Gray wasn’t wrong there. Super strength, speed, boosted senses, just to start.

“And you gained me,” Gray reminded him.

Caleb snorted. Can’t forget that.

“It is the most important part.”

The apartment was on the second floor. Like the parking lot, the building interior felt empty. No music blaring from behind closed doors, or students vaping on the balconies. When they stepped into the hall the apartment was on, Caleb stopped. “The cauchemar’s been here. I can smell it.”

“Which means either Jada was right and Alyssa is possessed,” Zahira said grimly, “or it’s come for her, too.”

Caleb cursed and hurried to the door. Should they break it down, or knock first? Did Alyssa have a roommate?

Zahira pounded on the door, the same authoritative knock John used. “SPECTR agents!”

Caleb tensed, ready to smash through the cheap door. But to his surprise, he heard footsteps on the other side. “Can I see some ID?” a woman yelled from inside.

He stepped back, and Zahira held up her badge to the peephole. After a long moment, the door opened, and a young woman stuck her head out cautiously. “Can I help you?”

Though the scent of the cauchemar flooded from the apartment, it didn’t come from this girl, at least. So close, Zahira would be able to sense she wasn’t possessed, so Caleb didn’t say anything.

“Special Agent Zahira Noorzai,” Zahira said. “This is Caleb Gris. We need to speak to Alyssa Tureau.”

“Alyssa?” The girl frowned in confusion. “Why?”

Zahira ignored the question. “Is she here?”

“No.” The roommate stepped back, beckoning them in after her. “She went to meet her dad.”

Fuck.

“Is that what this is about?” the woman asked. “Her dad killing her mom?”

Uh oh. It sounded as if the first wife hadn’t just deserted her family after all.

“What do you know about that, Miss…?” Zahira asked, evading the question again.

“Kim Romero.” Kim bit her lip. “Alyssa told me all about it, one night when she had a little too much to drink.” She paled. “Oh shit, I mean—”

“We have bigger things to worry about than underage drinking,” Zahira cut in. “Go on.”

“Her dad claimed her mom ran off when Alyssa was a kid. Just took a few of her things, including Alyssa’s favorite toy, and left. But a few years ago, after they moved in with her granddad and aunt and uncle, Alyssa was changing the AC filter. She spotted a magnetic box stuck inside the air duct, so she took it out.” Kim hesitated, wringing her thin hands together, as if unsure she should go on. Christ, she looked young, still as much child as woman. “Alyssa’s stuffed bear was inside, covered in blood. So was her mom’s ID and jewelry. A bracelet, I think?”

Shit. Cornel must have hidden the ID and bracelet so that if the body was ever discovered, it would be harder to identify. “So where does the uncle, Daniel, and the grandfather fit into all this?”

“She confronted her granddad first. Got him to admit that he and her uncle helped her dad cover up her mom’s murder. Her dad was having an affair, so Alyssa figures her step-mom was in on it too.”

That much, Caleb doubted. Jada honestly hadn’t seemed to know anything about the first wife’s disappearance. “So Cornel Tureau killed his first wife, and his brother and father helped hide the evidence.”

The roommate nodded. “That’s what Alyssa told me. She threatened to go to the police, but they said no one would believe her. And if someone did believe, her family would go to jail, and she’d be on the street. She had a hard time after that, trapped in the house with the people who did in her mom.”

“So it drove her to try suicide,” Caleb said. “Fuck. That poor girl.”

“After, she tried to tell some other people what her dad had done, and that her uncle and granddad had helped him get away with it.” She let out a long sigh. “But she’d been in a mental hospital, so no one listened. They thought she was crazy, making it up. She told me I was the first person who ever believed her.”

God. Monique had been right—the cauchemar had been summoned to punish a crime. One hidden behind a wall of family secrets.

Caleb had been upset when he’d learned his own brother belonged to an anti-paranormal group. But how much worse was Alyssa’s situation, finding out the people she loved, that she depended on, weren’t who she’d thought they were. Her mother hadn’t abandoned her; her father was a murderer. Her uncle Daniel, who had smiled for the picture Caleb saw smashed in the bedroom, wasn’t the man she believed him to be.

“Do you know where Alyssa was meeting her father?” Zahira asked urgently.

“It was weird. He called this morning—he never calls here. Said he wanted to meet her somewhere public, so she suggested the campus library.”

In other words, he suspected his daughter was possessed. And instead of calling SPECTR and risking his own secrets becoming known, he decided to handle it his own way. “We need to get to the library. Fast.”


Nine


Night pulled the door open and went in first, followed by John and then Ryan. It opened onto a wide landing; on the other side, stairs led down to a subterranean level. Claw marks showed on the metal door, confirming Night’s statement that an NHE had bashed its way out.

“A spirit ward.” John knelt to examine the old, scuffed lines just inside the door. The ward’s power had either faded or been dissipated when something crossed over it. From the looks of things, this passageway was used frequently enough to have worn away most of the chalk over time, leaving only the outer edges away from the main path intact.

Could the NHE still be living down here? Emerging only infrequently when it needed to go out to hunt?

If so, it must not need to eat often. The area around here was simply too rural to support the appetite of something like a werewolf. It must be subsisting on lone hunters, or the occasional urban explorer.

“Stay close to me, Ryan.” John stood up. “I’d suggest you wait in the car, but if the NHE comes and goes, it could be outside. And with no cell service, you wouldn’t have any way to call us for help if it found you there.”

Ryan shivered. “Don’t worry. I’m sticking to you like glue.”

A second door waited at the bottom of the steps, this one also broken and accompanied by a spirit ward. “Who put the wards down?” John wondered aloud. “And when?”

“I don’t know, but don’t you think it’s weird that there would be spirit wards in the place meant to cure kids of paranormal ability?” Ryan asked.

“Maybe they believed the myth about paranormals being more likely to be possessed?” John speculated. “Or maybe they put them down after the NHE manifested down here…but then why not call SPECTR? Why just leave it here?”

Night went through the door first, vanishing into the darkness far more quickly than he should have. John hit the light switch before Ryan could notice, and the industrial fluorescents buzzed to life.

If he’d thought the hall upstairs was bleak, it was lavish compared to where they now stood. Utilitarian concrete, covered only by clear sealant, formed the walls, floors, and ceiling. There was a dark stain just inside, and when John looked up, he could make out dark spots on the wall, ceiling, and even the light fixture.

“Blood,” he said.

Ryan inspected the stains uneasily. “How long do you think it’s been here?”

“I don’t know.” But things were lining up in a way that pricked at his nerves. Spirit wards. Blood. An entire facility abandoned so quickly no one had even ordered the power shut off.

“Do you remember anything about this?” Ryan asked.

“I…” John began, then stopped.

The concrete corridors in the dream last night…had they been these corridors, interpreted through dream logic?

Dread pooled in his belly and every nerve tensed to run, the reptilian part of his brain screaming an alarm. He took a deep breath, then another, firming his hold on the Glock. “Let’s see what’s down here.”

They first came to what had been an office, or perhaps a security station, or some combination of the two. Unlike the upper level, there was quite a bit of damage down here. Something had torn apart the room, smashing the monitoring equipment, ripping open the computer, and heaving over a filing cabinet. Papers littered the floor, scattered everywhere, as though someone had frantically gone through them. John picked up a paper at random.

SUBJECT: 12-06-2

GENDER: FEMALE

AGE: 16

RACE: HISPANIC

PLACE OF RESIDENCE: LAKE TOXAWAY, NC

PARANORMAL ABILITY: NONE

PARENTS REPORTED CHILD TO BE AN EMPATH. TESTS ADMINISTERED ON 3 CONSECUTIVE DAYS.

DAY 1: NEGATIVE

DAY 2: INCONCLUSIVE, HIGH CHANCE OF NEGATIVE

DAY 3: NEGATIVE

CONCLUSION: SUBJECT HAS NO PARANORMAL ABILITY. RETURNED TO CUSTODY OF PARENTS.

“What the hell?” John murmured.

Ryan stepped up to peer over his shoulder. “Okay, that doesn’t sound like Jesus Camp, or whatever this place was supposed to be.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

They went through more papers. Mold spotted some of them, the southern damp creeping in everywhere it could, but all were legible. They were mostly the same: paranoid parents who thought their kids had some kind of ability when they didn’t. Possibly even kids who had pretended to be telekinetic, or empathic, as an act of rebellion.

Sprinkled in among them was the occasional page indicating positive results. These had the same terse reports, but usually ran a bit longer. All of those had been stamped in red: SUBJECT UNSUITABLE FOR FURTHER TESTING.

“So where are the files for the kids who were suitable?” Ryan asked.

John felt sick. Whatever he’d expected to find here, it wasn’t this. Could Caleb have been right? Could this all be part of some sort of top-secret brainwashing project?

“Let’s keep looking.” It was all they could do.

They went out into the corridor to find Night had vanished again. John sighed. “Agent Knight is a bit of a lone wolf,” he told Ryan.

“So I see.” Ryan’s forehead wrinkled with concern. “Do you think he’ll be okay on his own, with a demon on the loose?”

“I’m certain he’ll be fine.”

The rest of the hall was nothing but janitorial closets and a staff bathroom. They chose one of the intersecting hallways and opened the first door. Inside was nothing but a single table with two chairs on opposite sides. A partition was erected in the middle of the table, with a small hole at the bottom, just big enough to put a hand through.

“This is a testing room for empaths,” John said. “The hole is because some empaths need physical contact to read people. They could put their hand through and the person on the other side could touch them. More powerful empaths would just sit in the chair with their hands in their lap and read the tester on the other side.” He swallowed. “They had these at the state school.”

Except it had been so benign at the state school. So familiar; just part of the curriculum. Seeing it here, in this place, felt jarring.

The next room, filled with objects of various sizes and weights, was for testing telekinetics. The one with charring on the floor was no doubt for pyrokinetics, and likely cryokinetics as well.

The last room, with its manacled chair and silver circle, was clearly an exorcism room. “This would test exorcist ability,” John said uneasily. “The more powerful the exorcist, the easier it is to pry NHEs out of their victims and put them in bottles. Or release them back to the etheric realm. Except…”

“Except?”

“That isn’t how exorcist ability is usually tested. The NHE would have to come from somewhere and summoning them is illegal. Not to mention incredibly unethical.”

Ryan cocked his head. “So no one is out there summoning demons just to see if kids can send them back?”

“Of course not.” John swallowed, his gut twisting. “There are other ways to measure the ability to sense etheric energy besides sticking a fifteen-year-old in a room with a possessed victim. We just drew spirit wards.”

Ryan ran his hand distractedly through his hair. “I don’t like this, John.”

John tried to focus on Ryan, instead of the queasy feeling in his stomach. “I don’t either. Let’s keep looking.”

Unfortunately, the final room in the row was even worse.
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The remains of a chalk circle still showed on the floor, though there was a scuff line, as if someone had walked over them. Half-burned sticks of incense scattered at the four quarters, along with overturned candles and broken sticks of chalk. In the center of the circle was a chair like the kind found in dentist offices, but outfitted with restraints of heavy leather.

A wave of light-headedness rushed over John. The flash of memory he’d had back at the apartment returned: chanting, the smell of incense, the motorized chair, the restraints.

“Don’t. Please. Not again.”

“It will be easier if you don’t fight.”

And the dream last night: “We’re just going to put it back in. And we’ll keep doing it, until you cooperate.”

A scream was trapped behind John’s teeth. He swallowed convulsively, then swallowed again. None of it was true, and even if it was, it hadn’t happened to him. These weren’t his real memories crawling out from some dark pit they’d been consigned to.

Ryan put a hand on his shoulder, warm and solid. “John? What’s wrong?”

John stumbled out into the corridor and leaned against the wall. “I think…I think they did something terrible to your cousin,” he managed to say at last.

Ryan’s eyes widened. “What…what was that room?”

“A summoning circle.” John closed his eyes, opened them again to keep the memory fragments from returning. “I think they were putting NHEs in him, exorcising them, and then doing it again.”

John had seen cases of forced possession. The succubus brothel had haunted his dreams for months after. After Gray and Caleb came along, they’d faced down a rogue ex-SPECTR agent putting ghouls in his kidnapped victims. But this was somehow even more horrific.

The blood drained from Ryan’s face. “So the people here—the Center for so-called Loving Redemption—who claimed to help kids, were actually down here summoning demons into them.” His voice shook with rage. “Fuck them. I hope they all burn in hell.”

John rubbed his forehead. The headache from last night was coming back with a vengeance. If these memories had belonged to the real John, then why hadn’t he recalled them to begin with? “Did someone…did someone brainwash us—the kids down here, I mean—to keep them from remembering what really happened to them?”

“It’s hard to say.” Ryan looked down the next hallway. “We have to keep looking. Maybe we’ll find answers down here somewhere.”

John pushed himself off the wall. “You’re right. Let’s go.”

They passed a series of medical theaters, equipped with examination chairs and tables. The chairs and tables—any surface a patient would be on—all had heavy leather straps and silver manacles attached.

Ryan stared at an EEG machine, while John opened cabinets. “I’m liking this less and less.”

The cabinets were filled with ordinary medical supplies: needles of various sizes, syringes, cotton balls, alcohol, gauze, gloves. Tubes for holding blood samples.

Injection vials still partially filled with liquid.

“Haloperidol,” John read aloud. “Chlorpromazine. Scopolomine. Sodium thiopental. Epinephrine.” He paused. “That last one is what’s in epipens, I think. I don’t know about the others.”

“Take them,” Ryan said. “We’ll look them up later.”

At least some of these were probably controlled substances, but fuck it. John put them in his pocket.

The next hall contained a short row of six identical rooms, each resembling a prison cell. The doors were heavy steel, with a narrow slot to peer through—and even that slot was reinforced with shatter-proof glass and wire. A thin sheet of silver lined the interior surface of the doors. The cells were each lit with a single bulb, recessed in the ceiling and covered by a steel cage. A lone cot, bolted to the floor, and a sink and toilet built into the wall were the only furniture.

“What the hell?” Ryan murmured. “Did they keep the kids here?”

John stepped inside one of the cells. His heart beat hard, pulse pounding at the base of his throat. The mattress on the bed had been shredded, punctured by claws. More claw marks scored the walls.

The summoning circle. The claw marks. The silver manacles and heavy straps.

The sense the monster that had been chasing him had ended up inside him instead.

John lifted his hand and touched the gouges in the wall. Flared his own hand and tried to match the grooves.

“Are you all right?” Ryan asked. When John didn’t respond, he clasped John’s shoulder with his hand.

John remembered.
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It was dark, so dark, no light at all, but he wasn’t alone. There was something else in the dark, but it wasn’t there with him.

It was in him.

His every nerve fired, his sense of the etheric, of power, keener than it had ever been.

The taste of graveyard filth filled his mouth, and his salivary glands watered in response. He was so hungry, but the food on the metal tray was revoltingly fresh, the meat still pink inside.

This was wrong, this was wrong, he wanted it out, gone, but things would only get worse if he fought back. So he lay still in the dark, while the thing inside squirmed like a maggot, whispering without words, staining him from the inside. He could never be clean again, never.

But at the same time, his body hummed with strength, and his etheric senses blazed, paranormal energy boosted past anything he’d ever dreamed of.

He loved it.

He hated it.

He wondered if he was going insane.
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“John!” Ryan shouted. “John!”

John blinked rapidly. He was crouched on the floor of the tiny cell, hands over his face, his entire body shaking. His heart raced, fight-freeze-or-flight, and his head pounded.

“Ryan?” he whispered through cracked lips.

“Thank God,” Ryan said. He began to rub John’s shoulders gently, soothingly. “You had some kind of fit. I thought you were going catatonic on me.”

John lowered his hands. Goddess, he wished Caleb and Gray were there right now. He wanted to feel Caleb’s embrace with his skin, Gray’s aura of vast etheric power with his nerves. To smell petrichor and ozone, and Caleb’s shampoo. The clean presence of human and drakul, to wash away the lingering sense of filth.

“This is where they held the kids after they’d been possessed. Where they held the real John.” Except if the real John had been an empath as Night had speculated, he wouldn’t have felt the etheric power in the same way as in the memory.

That memory belonged to an exorcist.

Fine, then. They’d just been wrong. The real John’s impression that Pastor Goodby and the rest of the staff were just playing parts must have been simple intuition, not paranormal ability. He’d been an exorcist, too. That was the only explanation, because there was no way these weird flashes of memory, so unlike the fake memories, actually belonged to him.

He was a SPECTR agent. This was the sort of thing that happened to other people. To victims.

Not to him.

Sekhmet, Victorious One, give him strength. Have mercy.

But the Lady of the Bloodbath wasn’t a merciful goddess. She was a warrior, a drinker of blood, a devourer of evil. She would lend her strength, but never her pity.

Ryan tugged at his elbow. “Come on. Let’s get out of this fucking prison and find somewhere for you to sit down and clear your head.”

John’s legs shook as Ryan helped him up. But he was the agent, the one with a gun, and there might still be an NHE lurking somewhere on the property, so he took the lead. They passed by two other cells without looking inside, then a series of laboratories. John took the first cross-corridor, and they passed into what seemed like a more administrative area. A storeroom marked OFFICE SUPPLIES. A room equipped with a copier, shredder, printer, and boxes of paper.

At the end of the hall stood a closed door with a plaque on it reading: O. WALSH, DIRECTOR. Walsh, not Goodby, the pastor who was supposed to be in charge of the Center.

“Hopefully there’ll be somewhere for you to sit here,” Ryan said. “And maybe we’ll find some information, another computer or some more files.”

John nodded. The door was unlocked, and he swung it wide. Even as his eyes registered the wreckage of the shadowy interior, his exorcist senses felt the etheric energy from the NHE inside.

It uncoiled from what looked like a nest, built from scavenged mattresses, chairs, and more. Even the freezing air couldn’t entirely dampen the reek: death and cold flesh, mingled with a dry reptile smell. Its head and upper body retained the rough shape of the human girl who had been its host, but from the waist down it had an enormous snake’s tail, twelve feet in length at least.

A naga. John had never faced one, but they were easy enough to identify by sight.

Thick red and black bands, separated from one another by thinner bands of yellow, ringed the naga’s body. Another memory flashed through John’s head, Granddad on the farm telling him how to discern if a banded snake was venomous or not: “Red and black, friend to Jack; red and yellow, kill a fellow.”

This one was definitely in the “kill a fellow” category.

“Run, Ryan,” John ordered. “Lock yourself in one of the cells if you have to, barricade the door, but run!”


Ten


Gray hovers just beneath Caleb’s skin as they roar through the streets on the motorcycle, making for the library where the cauchemar has gone. Zahira clings to them, her grip tightening as Caleb weaves through traffic, running red lights and narrowly missing cars, trolleys, and trucks. Their reflexes are far superior to any mortal’s, and when blue and red lights flash behind them, Caleb opens up the throttle and leaves the police behind.

He doesn’t slow when they reach the campus, guiding the motorcycle up onto the sidewalks. There are few mortals here and almost no vehicles, so the going is easier. They reach the library building within a few minutes. Caleb barely pauses long enough to fling off the helmet, and Gray emerges.

He runs for the glass doors, Zahira behind him. Startled mortals turn, and he hears her shout: “SPECTR agent! Evacuate the building!”

Inside, the walls seem to hold in a deep silence. Mortals gape from behind a desk, and an oblivious man with headphones on bends over a computer. The scents of old sweat and stagnant water cut through the dusty smell of books, and Gray follows the trail to the elevators.

“There’s only four floors,” Caleb says. “We’ll find her.”

Rather than waiting for the elevator, Gray opens the door to the stairwell and charges up. He steps out on the second floor—but there is no smell of demon here. The third floor proves the same.

The moans of a frightened mortal reach him even before he arrives at the door to the fourth floor. He means to hurl the door open, but then pauses. The cauchemar is fast. If it gets away from them, out a door or window, they will never catch it.

“Then we should try to take it by surprise,” Caleb says.

Gray eases the door open and slips through soundlessly. Orderly rows of metal shelves packed with books fill most of the level. Unlike below, the floor is covered with linoleum rather than carpet, and the step of the cauchemar sounds loud.

“Please don’t,” the mortal—Cornel—begs. “Don’t hurt me.”

Gray drifts along the stacks, following sound and scent. He places each foot carefully, making no excess sounds to betray their presence. They reach the aisle next to the cauchemar, flattening themselves against the metal shelving unit, before peering around it.

Cornel is on the floor, crying softly. The cauchemar stands there, back to Gray, her foot on one of Cornel’s hands.

“Did Mama beg?” she asks. “Did she plead with you not to kill her?”

“You don’t understand—”

The words turn into a scream as the bones in his hand shatter, crushed beneath the cauchemar’s sudden weight.

“We have to stop her!” Caleb says. “Or else it’ll be his skull next.”

Gray rushes her from behind. But perhaps she scents him, because she turns at the same time. Her reflexes are inhumanly fast; before he can reach her, she seizes the metal shelving and pulls it over on him.

Books pummel him, and he throws up his arms instinctively as a combination of steel and paper knocks him from his feet. Lights flash in their skull as a metal edge slams into the side of their head.

“We need to catch it,” Caleb frets. Why he wastes time choosing to state the obvious, Gray will never understand.

Gray braces his hands against the floor and heaves upward, sending books and shelves flying. A quick look around reveals the cauchemar has vanished. Only Cornel remains, curled up around the pulped mass of his hand, sobbing.

“Fucker murdered his wife,” Caleb says savagely. “He’s about due a little pain.”

He is not our concern. Gray steps over the mortal, every sense searching for the cauchemar. He’s heard neither the door nor the elevator, so she must still be here somewhere. Hiding among the stacks.

He glides down the aisle between shelves: sniffing, listening. The cauchemar’s scent leaves a trail, up one row, down another, and then…nothing. Has it doubled back on itself? Or…

A heavy book strikes him in the side of the face, hard enough to crack bone. He snarls, spins…but the aisle behind him is empty.

He stills, listening again…

Another book, this time from another direction, strikes his shoulder. He turns, but again, the cauchemar is nowhere to be seen.

Or heard. No sound of running steps, perhaps because she’s made herself so light her shoes make no sound on the tile floor. But the angle of the books came as if being thrown from above.

Gray looks up. The cauchemar crouches atop the metal shelving unit, in the narrow space between it and the ceiling. One ceiling tile is shoved aside—perhaps she meant to escape that way, before realizing the space is entirely blocked by wiring.

She glares down at them, eyes glowing red in the shadows of her hoodie. “I don’t know what you are, monster,” the cauchemar says in the girl’s voice, “but you’re not leaving here alive.”

With a single, swift move, she rips down one of the heavy electrical cables in the ceiling and jams the live end against his head.
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The naga’s black eyes fixed on John. He took a step back, and it swayed toward him, lips parting to reveal its fangs. Scales slid against one another, over the piled detritus of its nest, as it drew itself up. Ragged claws tipped each finger, flexing as if eager to rend his flesh. It was moving sluggishly thanks to the cold, but it was an NHE, not a real reptile, and he didn’t know how long that would last.

John sighted down the Glock and fired.

The bullet must have struck, because the naga flinched at the sting of silver-jacketed lead. But the only other effect seemed to be to madden it further. With a hiss, it slithered out of its nest, no longer moving as slowly as it had been.

Fuck.

John broke and ran, hoping he could at least distract it long enough for Ryan to escape. His boots slipped on the slick concrete and he nearly fell. The slip cost precious time, and he barely dodged as the naga lunged at him.

It missed—but the lunge carried it past him, blocking his way forward. He scrambled back, bumping up against the door to one of the labs. Without thinking, he felt blindly for the doorknob behind him, praying no one had thought to lock it on their way out. In front of him, the naga had regathered itself. Flat eyes fixed on him as it coiled to strike again.

The door swung open, and John practically tumbled through it. He slammed it shut, throwing the lock just as the heavy weight of the naga slammed into the metal door.

John backed away, heart pounding. Long tables filled most of the room, each cluttered with microscopes, scales, test tube racks, and centrifuges. A few beakers scattered here and there, their contents long evaporated and leaving behind only discolored salts. Nothing that would make a better weapon against the naga than the one he already had in his hand.

A scaled fist struck the glass window opening onto the corridor. Cracks spider-webbed out from the impact, spreading as the naga delivered blow after powerful blow. John raised his Glock and held it steady, waiting for his moment.

The plate glass gave way, and the upper half of the naga fell in along with the shards. Its tail followed in a fast squirm, and it rose up, right into his sites.

John fired. Blood sprayed from its shoulder, and it let out an unearthly shriek of pain. An expression of rage and hate twisted its features, and it barreled at him, sending tables and chairs flying out of its path.

John shot again, but missed altogether this time. With a curse, he ran, trying to put as much furniture between it and him as possible. If he could circle around and reach the door before it got him—

The naga’s tail lashed out, sweeping his legs out from under him. He went down hard, chin clipping the concrete. The taste of blood filled his mouth, and pain flared through his jaw and teeth, but he didn’t have time to feel it. He rolled onto his back, trying to bring his gun to bear.

Too slow. Clawed hands gripped his wrists, pinning them to the floor as the naga loomed over him. He fought, but its implacable strength held him fast. The weight of its enormous snake body slithered onto his legs, and his heart pounded as he realized he was trapped.

The naga lowered its head toward him. A necklace dangled from around its scaled throat, the only remnant of human trappings left. Gold, which explained why the NHE hadn’t ripped it off as it would have a silver chain. A pendant hung from the necklace, almost touching John’s face as it swung beneath the naga’s throat. His eyes fixed on it, and he knew he had seen it before.

It was crusted in dried blood now, but the moon-and-star pendant was unmistakable. He knew it.

He just didn’t remember from where.

The naga paused. A thin eyelid blinked across its cold, black eyes, and its forked black tongue darted out. The tongue was paper-dry as it flicked over John’s face. Tasting him.

He tried to jerk away, but it ignored his struggles. “You,” the naga hissed. “Sssshe waited for you. My hossst. But you never came.”

Something dropped from the ceiling.

For a moment, John was crushed beneath the weight of two bodies. The naga screamed and thrashed, rolling off of him. Freed, John scrambled backward into a fallen table.

Night had landed on the naga’s back. The drakul’s fangs sank deep into its neck, at the join of the shoulder, and his claws latched onto its arms.

It arched and thrashed, trying to fling off Night, but he held on tenaciously, until its convulsive movements began to slow. When it finally went limp, he released it and stood up. Blood darkened the corner of his mouth and spotted the sunglasses he still wore.

John stared, head spinning. The naga had meant to kill him, of that he had no doubt. But, in the seconds before Night’s attack, it had tried to tell him something.

“Are you injured?” Night asked.

John blinked out of his daze. “N-no.” He cleared his throat. “Thanks.”

Night inclined his head, then held out one hand. John took it; Night’s fingers were like ice, no warmer than the surrounding air. Night heaved him to his feet, then let go.

The naga’s body was already decaying, as if the host had died long ago. Trying to ignore the foul odors coming from it, John knelt and pulled the necklace free. He turned the pendant over and over again in his hand, staring at the crescent moon and tiny star that seemed so familiar.

“What did it mean?” Night asked. “It said its host waited for you.”

“I don’t know.” John closed his fingers around the pendant, until the points of the crescent dug into his palm. “I just don’t know.”
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Electricity flows from the broken wire held by the cauchemar, seeking the fastest path to the ground. But Gray is not it.

Their hair snaps out, sparks dancing amidst the dark mass, and Gray roars. A miniature lightning storm boils around him, electricity arcing off, striking the ceiling, the metal shelves, the fluorescent lights. The bulbs explode, sparks raining down in a brilliant shower. Then the power goes out, plunging the room into dimness lit only by the muted sunlight through the windows.

The cauchemar drops the cable, her eyes wide. “What are you?”

“We are the storm,” Gray snarls, before grabbing her wrist.

She lets them haul her off the shelving unit. It isn’t until she crashes down atop them like an anvil that Gray realizes his mistake.

Her weight is suddenly crushing, and bears them to the floor with ease. Something breaks in their shoulder, a hot flash of pain, quickly subsumed under the greater agony centered on their chest. The cauchemar’s knees dig in on either side of their sternum, and ribs snap beneath the heavy load.

“You might be a monster,” the cauchemar says with a twisted grin, “but you can’t hurt us. No one can ever hurt us again.”

They attempt to draw in a breath, the instincts of their living body momentarily overriding sense, but can get no oxygen. If they were mortal, they would suffocate beneath the cauchemar’s weight.

Too bad for you, motherfucker,” Caleb snarls beneath their skin. “We don’t need to breathe.”

Gray rakes his claws across the cauchemar’s face. She shrieks at the unexpected pain—then her weight all but vanishes as she makes herself light to run.

But Caleb is ready. They switch places with the ease of long practice, and his telekinetic power slams into the cauchemar’s back. If she had remained heavy, there might have been no effect, but as light as she is, the blast sends her careening down the aisle and into a wall.

Gray staggers up, ribs popping back into place, lungs re-inflating even as he charges toward the cauchemar. She lies at the base of the wall, dazed, blood dribbling from her nose and one of her legs at a bad angle.

The cauchemar’s eyes fade from flaming red to mortal brown. Tears, of pain or regret or grief, streak her face.

Gray comes to an abrupt halt. This mortal can still be exorcised. Still be saved.

“Assuming she doesn’t have massive internal injuries,” Caleb says. “Fuck. Let me talk to her.”

They exchange places again, their hair drifting down to settle on their shoulders. Caleb crouches in front of her. “Alyssa? You still with us?”

She whimpers. He puts out a hand, soothing. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you. We were only here to stop the cauchemar from killing anyone else.”

“You’re a monster,” she whispers.

“I’m a friend.”

She looks uncertain, but asks, “Is Dad still alive?”

His moans still echo through the room. “Yeah,” Caleb says.

Her eyes harden. “He killed my mama. Then he told me she’d left us. I thought I wasn’t good enough, that she hadn’t really loved me, and the whole time…”

“Yeah,” Caleb says again. Pity for this girl, this child, radiates from him along their nerves. “He’s scum.”

“I just wanted people to know the truth.” She begins to cry. “But no one believed me. I couldn’t just let him get away with it.”

The elevator dings behind them as it opens. “We’re here,” Caleb calls. “She can be exorcised.”

Zahira lets out an exclamation as she comes across Cornel. She cares about what happens to him. John would as well.

“I care, too,” Caleb tells Gray. “Mainly, I care about him rotting in jail for the rest of his wretched life.” Aloud, he says, “It’s over, Alyssa. He’s not going to get away with it any longer. The truth is going to come out at last.”


Eleven


Caleb made himself scarce once Zahira took over the scene, slipping away before any of the SPECTR-NOLA agents could turn up. The campus sat on the banks of Lake Pontchartrain, so he lingered by the water for a few hours, watching the colors change as the sun made its way across the sky. When he thought the scene was likely cleared, he went back and retrieved his motorcycle from the parking lot, then made his way to the apartment.

It was late when Zahira knocked on the door. She’d texted him a while ago to let him know another agent would drop her off, and that she hadn’t had dinner yet.

“I hope you like microwave cheese pizza, no garlic,” he said when he opened the door.

“It sounds amazing.” She shucked off her coat while he nuked the pizza. “Anything I can do?”

“Grab some waters for us, if you don’t mind.” The microwave dinged on the first pizza. “John called a couple of hours ago. They’re coming back—driving in shifts so they don’t have to stop at a motel tonight.”

Zahira frowned. “Did they find anything?”

“I don’t know. John didn’t say much.” The call worried Caleb, though. John had clearly been upset. “Something must have happened, if they were going to drive all night to get back here.”

Zahira murmured a prayer over her food, and they both dug in. For a few minutes, they concentrated on the pizza. When Zahira started to slow down, Caleb asked, “Is Alyssa okay?”

“She’s been exorcised.” Zahira paused to take a sip of water. “Right now, she’s under guard in the hospital, while they set her broken leg and run a couple of other tests.”

Guilt bit into him. “I didn’t mean to hurt her.”

“You were in a fight with an NHE. You did what you had to,” she said simply. “And don’t forget, she murdered her grandfather and uncle, and attempted to murder her step-mother and father.”

“Under the influence of an NHE.”

Zahira sighed. “An NHE she specifically summoned to help her kill them. No one is going to view that as mitigating circumstances, Caleb.”

He stared at his plate, the grease from the cheese slowly congealing. “It’s just…when the cauchemar was on top of us, it said, ‘No one can ever hurt us again.’ Maybe she summoned it to kill, but she also was just…tired of hurting. Calling up a cauchemar must have seemed like the only way out by then.”

“What happened to her is tragic.”

Caleb leaned back, suddenly not remotely hungry. “She had the trauma of thinking her mom up and left without so much as a goodbye. Then she found out her dad killed her, and her uncle and grandfather helped cover it up. No wonder she was depressed enough to need professional help. But getting it only stigmatized her, made it easier for people to believe she was making it all up.” He ran his hand through his long hair, fingers tangling in the strands. “Christ, when the cauchemar stopped manifesting and it was just her…she’s a kid, Zahira.”

“She’s over eighteen,” Zahira said gently. “And she’s probably going to plead guilty to murder.”

“And her scumbag father? What about him?”

“Police are looking into it.” Zahira picked at her crust. “Darlene Tureau was never reported missing, and I don’t know what happened to the evidence Alyssa found. Inshallah, Cornel’s conscience will finally awaken and he’ll confess under questioning.”

“I hope so.” Caleb sat back. “At least people will know the truth now, even if Cornel doesn’t fess up. That’s all she wanted, I think. For someone else to acknowledge what had happened to her mom. If they’d done that years ago, none of this would have happened.”

“You’re right,” Zahira said. “But as much as we wish things were different, we have to deal with the world as it is. Our job is to stop NHEs and save as many people as we can in the process. Jada was hurt, but no one else died on our watch, including the possessed. This was a win, Caleb.”

She was right, but it didn’t make him feel any better. They finished their meal, and afterward he walked Zahira back to her hotel a couple of blocks over. When he returned to the apartment, instead of going to bed, he and Gray switched off and climbed into the live oak towering over the front of the building. They found a comfortable seat amidst resurrection ferns and the Mardi Gras beads of years past, and settled in to wait.

The Garden District was relatively quiet at this time of night, right before Christmas. Streetcars occasionally clattered past, ferrying late-shift workers and a few die-hard tourists home. Everblooming roses added their subtle perfume to the air, along with the first camellias of winter.

It was oddly peaceful to just be for a while. The two of them in silent communion, watching the night pass by. Nowhere to go; nothing to do except wait.

Sometime before dawn, the sound of a familiar motor echoed down the street. Gray sat forward, their eyes easily piercing the gloom, until the SUV came into sight.

John was home.
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John had never been so tired in his life. He’d downed so much coffee on the drive back, he thought he might vibrate into another dimension. And yet, his mind felt cloudy, his body equal parts amped up and desperate for sleep.

“Do you want me to come in?” Ryan asked. Dark circles showed around his eyes. Even though they’d traded off driving on the way back, John didn’t think Ryan had been able to sleep during his down time any more than he had.

“I appreciate the offer, but no.” John waved his hand vaguely in the direction of Ryan’s truck. “Get some rest. I’ll talk to you in the morning.”

“Okay.” Ryan grabbed his bag and slid out of the car. “It was, uh, nice meeting you, Agent Knight.”

Night sat almost invisible in the shadows of the back seat. “Was it?” he inquired.

Ryan gave John a puzzled glance. John shrugged.

After Ryan drove away, John pulled out his bag and started for the apartment building, Night trailing behind him. As they passed under the live oak, a figure dropped easily to the pavement. John bit back a shout of surprise as Caleb flung his arms around him. “It’s good to have you back.”

John leaned into him. “It’s good to be back.”

Caleb released him, then took the bag, waving off John’s protest. “How was the trip?”

“I ate a demon,” Night informed him. “So it was satisfactory.”

“We didn’t eat a demon, for once.” Caleb shook his head at John’s questioning look. “Later. The case was really fucked up, but it’s done with. I’m guessing things on your end weren’t wrapped up in a neat bow.”

“That’s an understatement,” John said wryly.

“Should I call Zahira?”

John hesitated. “I hate to wake her…”

“She’d hate for you not to wake her.”

“Fair point.” He followed Caleb into the apartment. Something about the familiar smells of their home caused the knot of tension in his chest to release incrementally. “I’m going to grab a quick shower.”

The warm water rinsed off the grime of the road, and made John feel marginally more human. When he finally emerged, hair toweled dry and dressed in comfortable jeans and shirt, he found Zahira already waiting.

“Coffee?” she asked.

He probably shouldn’t, but he nodded anyway. “Sounds good.” While Caleb made him a cup, John unzipped his bag and took out what they’d found at the Center. Including what John had discovered in the naga’s nest, after it was dead.

A file folder. A hard drive in an anti-static bag. And a pile of ripped up paper that John might have thought was junk, if it hadn’t been so carefully hoarded.

“What’s that?” Caleb asked when John set the objects on the kitchen table.

“Let me start at the beginning,” John said as he accepted the cup of coffee. “It might not make a lot more sense, but things can’t get any more confusing than they already are.”

Zahira picked up one piece of the torn paper and frowned. “Have you pieced it together?”

“No. It might not even be anything. Though feel free to try.”

She began to reassemble the paper while John spoke. He started with the distorted dream he’d had in the motel in Atlanta, then related everything about the Center: his thoughts, his feelings, the memories that didn’t belong to him. The summoning circle. He even forced himself to be honest about the memory flash he’d had in the cell, that it had felt like it belonged to an exorcist, not an empath. Caleb and Zahira listened with growing expressions of horror—and, in Caleb’s case, anger.

“This is fucked up,” he burst out. “We have to find who did this. They need to be exposed—shit, they need to be thrown in jail to rot.”

“I’m not disagreeing,” John said heavily. “But let me finish.”

He told them about the fight with the naga. Caleb’s brows lifted. “Wait. Night was on the ceiling?”

Night had taken up position on the couch and seemingly gone dormant. But he answered, “Yes. There were pipes on the ceiling. I used them to move about. Demons seldom think to look up until it is too late.”

“Just when I thought you couldn’t possibly be more of a creepy fucker,” Caleb muttered.

John pushed down a surge of irritation. “He probably saved my life, Caleb. Again.”

Caleb looked abashed. “Yeah. Sorry, Night.”

“It does not matter to me.”

John pressed his lips together. He didn’t want to say the next part aloud, but he really didn’t have a choice. “The thing is…the naga knew me. It said its host had waited for me, but I never came.”

Zahira put a hand to her mouth. “Do you think it was lying?”

“Why would it?” Yet another headache had begun behind John’s temples, pulsing in time with his heartbeat. “And I recognized the necklace it had on. I knew I’d seen it before, though I can’t remember where.”

Caleb drummed his fingers on the table. “So the real John, as we’re calling him, knew whoever this host was before she was possessed?”

“No,” Zahira said with a glance at John. “The naga recognized our John’s face. Otherwise it wouldn’t have spoken to him; he would have just been a stranger. Which means the faust knew him.”

It was an implication John had tried very hard not to think about on the long drive back. “If she knew me on sight, I had to have been there in the flesh, because I don’t look anything like the other John.” He swallowed hard. “The other John was there, or at least, he was in the aboveground part of the Center. But the flashes of memory…the dreams…I was there, too. I had to be. I was there, and I knew the naga’s host, and she thought I was coming back for her. And I didn’t.”

Goddess, he ought to be happy to find something real about his past. Instead, he felt only horror. He clasped his hands together, trying to swallow back bile at the implications. He’d been there, fifteen years old and at the mercy of the adults who ran the place. Down in those rooms with the exorcism circles and the summoning circles.

Down there with his newly discovered exorcist ability.

The memory of incense and chanting clogged his thoughts. He took a deep breath, tried to push through. “I didn’t come back, because someone fucked with my brain. Replaced my memories with this other John’s, or something. Her forty days ran out while she waited, and ever since, she’s been down there in the dark…”

“Shit.” Caleb shoved his chair back, crouched down by John, and put his arms around him. “It’s not your fault.”

“Whoever she was, she was waiting for me. And I never came.” He couldn’t stop thinking about what it must have been like for her. Possessed, the naga growing stronger every day, listening and waiting for him to come back and rescue her. At what point had despair set in? Had she quickly realized he’d failed? Or, worse, had she held onto her faith in him right up until the moment it was too late? “Nothing changes that.”

Zahira had almost worked her way through the pile of torn paper. “Listen to Caleb, John. What happened to her was tragic, but you aren’t responsible for it. You certainly didn’t choose to have your memory altered.”

“I guess.” He sat back and deliberately turned toward the other objects he’d put on the table. “After she was dead, we investigated her lair. Naga like to guard things—in ancient times, they were put into slaves or servants, then used to watch over treasure hoards. She’d been sleeping curled up around these. I think…I think they’re what she was guarding.”

Caleb picked up the old hard drive. “Can this still be read?”

John shrugged. “I have no idea. It won’t go in our laptops, and honestly I wouldn’t know how to swap it out even if it did.”

“I don’t know shit about computers,” Caleb said. “Maybe we could, I don’t know, look up some tutorials online or something?”

Zahira shook her head. “If this does have important information on it, we don’t want to risk damaging it. The drive is sealed in plastic, but it’s at least thirteen years old. We need someone who knows what they’re doing.”

“And who we can trust to be discreet. Fuck.” John rubbed at his face. He tried to think of anyone and came up blank.

“That’s a problem for tomorrow morning,” Caleb said firmly. He reached for the file folder. “What’s this?”

“She’d gathered these five files specifically,” John said. “There isn’t a lot of information in them, but…well, look.”

Caleb flipped it open and read the first file aloud.

SUBJECT: 19-06-9

GENDER: MALE

AGE: 15

RACE: CAUCASIAN

PLACE OF RESIDENCE: SAVANNAH, GA (NO FIXED ADDRESS)

PARANORMAL ABILITY: EXORCIST

DIRECT DELIVERY REPORTED CHILD TO BE SENSITIVE TO ETHERIC ENERGY. SEE FULL FILE FOR DETAILS.

DAY 1: POSTIVE

DAY 2: POSTIVE

DAY 3: POSITIVE

CONCLUSION: SUBJECT HAS EXORCIST ABILITY.

SUBJECT CLEARED FOR FURTHER TESTING.

Caleb looked up at John, eyes wide. “Do you think…I mean, this must be you.”

The age and ability matched. And the boy had come from Savannah.

If he’d wanted to deny the strange dream as just a dream, or had somehow belonged to the real John, he no longer could. It had been at least connected to reality.

Which meant he’d been down there. Tortured. Possessed.

He rubbed at his arms, feeling as though a sick film clung to his skin. No—to his soul. Something no shower would ever be able to wash away.

“Keep reading,” he managed to say. When Caleb looked as though he wanted to object, John added, “Please.”

Caleb flipped rapidly through the other four sheets of paper in the folder. “Male empath, 15. Female telekinetic, 16. Male pyrokinetic, 14. Female cryokinetic, 15.”

“The male empath may have been the real John Starkweather,” John said, doing everything he could to keep his voice from shaking. “And the naga…it seems likely she was either the telekinetic or the cryokinetic. Though cold and reptiles don’t generally mix.”

“Christ,” Caleb said. “They were all just kids.” He looked at John, pain in his eyes. “You were just a kid. Sweetheart, I don’t…I don’t know what to say.”

Zahira sat back. In front of her lay the scraps of the sheet of paper, reassembled. “John…you need to look at this.”

Sekhmet save him, what now? He stood up and went around to her side of the table, bending over her shoulder to peer at the torn scraps. The edges curled up, and the dirty imprint of a sneaker covered part of the paper. As though at some point before it had been ripped up, it had been dropped and stepped on.

But despite the destruction, the words written in large capital letters were still easily readable.

EXORCISE US.


Twelve


Night sits in the tree outside the apartment. Mortals come and go, their activity increasing as the turning of the world brings the sun closer. He can feel it even now, the dark that he is a part of reluctantly giving way. It has been a long time since he has walked in the daylight, and if it were his choice, he would go to ground now and while away the hours of sunlight alone.

Of course, it is his choice. One he must make again, now.

The desire to hunt tugs at him, even though the naga’s energy will keep this body habitable for a time. He could leave now. Slip out of the tree and find some culvert or tomb to pass the day in. Rise with the dusk and hunt. Go where the track of his prey leads him and abandon this foolishness. Return to the endless cycle of day and night, of hunting and concealment.

And this is what gives him pause. The centuries behind him have a sameness, and the ones ahead will be no different. That is as it should be; there is nothing save for the hunt, not really. But this other drakul has introduced a certain variation. A novelty, even if it comes with the burden of mortals and their nonsense.

He had hoped to understand Gray better, by spending time with this mortal the other drakul is so enraptured with. But it is no more clear than it was before. The mortal wastes his brief life on this earth worrying about who he is, about whether his memories are true.

The memories Night has gleaned from his hosts tell him many of them fretted over their identities. How can they not simply know, the way he knows he is the darkness, the shadow beyond the campfire, the thing waiting in the night?

But then, so much about mortals is incomprehensible. Remaining will surely not bring enlightenment.

Yet…what if it does? What if he leaves too soon, and does not understand Gray, when he might have otherwise? What if there is more at work than simple corruption?

Night growls quietly to himself. He has never been presented with such a choice before. He chooses where to hide during the day, and how best to hunt demons, but that has been the extent of his decisions until now.

This body will remain so long as he feeds and it is not too badly damaged. But eventually it will fail, and he will move to another. What harm will it do to remain with Gray and the mortals until then?

There: a decision. He will stay until this body is destroyed, and then go on his own way.

Satisfied, Night crawls back to the apartment balcony and slips inside.

[image: ]


Caleb lay in bed beside John, unable to sleep.

Thank God John had managed to drift off, especially after seeing that damned note. Caleb had the feeling it would have kept him awake in other circumstances, but at this point his body had simply shut down.

Before she left for the night, Zahira had suggested contacting Kaniyar for help with the hard drive. Before Caleb could object, John had said, “I’m not saying I’m buying into Caleb’s theories about the government experimenting on us just yet. But I’d rather be positive, before dragging the director into this mess.”

Assuming she didn’t already know about it, Caleb had thought, but hadn’t said.

Caleb had speculated about brainwashing earlier, but the truth had turned out even more fucked up than that. Whoever was behind the Center had serious funding, going by what John had described of the underground facility. They’d been collecting paranormal kids, and the guise of an anti-paranormal “therapy” center let them get ahold of teens whose parents had already washed their hands of them. No one from the family was going to be coming around asking questions, and the cover of a religious organization meant no governmental oversight. Anything could happen to the children who walked through those doors, and no one would lift a finger to save them, not until it was too late.

As for what had happened to them…going by John’s recovered memories and the evidence from the underground facility, the Center personnel had been summoning demons. Stuffing them into kids.

Into John.

Gray growled in the shared space of their mind, anger resonating with Caleb’s own. He didn’t bother communicating with words, his desire to kill, to maim, to destroy anyone and anything that dared touch John crystal clear. Fury warred with impotence, because all of this had happened years ago. It was too late to stop anything.

“Demons possessed him,” Gray snarled, all flashing fangs and claws and rage.

Caleb curled their hands around the sheets, gripping the cotton. I know.

“How dare they? How dare they?”

They didn’t ask to. Someone had to summon them. The assholes who thought it was a good idea to fucking torture kids.

“We will destroy them.”

Agreed. Caleb didn’t care what came of it—if this Pastor Goodby, or Director Walsh, or anyone involved in the Center was in front of them, they’d rip his head off and be glad to do it. If the Starkweathers hadn’t already been dead, Caleb would have gone over there tonight and scared them into confessing whatever the hell they knew. A drakul in their face would have loosened their lying tongues, that was for damned sure.

I just don’t understand why. What was any of them meant to accomplish?

Before coming to bed, Caleb looked up the names on the drug vials John had taken from the center. All of them were heavy-duty anti-psychotics. For keeping the kids under control? Or the demons?

Christ, they had to find out who was behind this. And if it was still going on somewhere.

The fine hairs rose on the back of Caleb’s neck at the thought. Maybe this had been confined to one site, one lab. But MKUltra had gone on for decades, involved everything from a psychiatric hospital in Canada, to prisons in the US, to secret detention sites all over the world. Who was to say that just because the Center for Loving Redemption had to close, others weren’t still humming along to this very day?

“I do not care about why,” Gray said, frustrated, “only that John is in pain. That he has been hurt and we must do something about it.”

That’s the gist of it.

“What should we do?”

Right now, just be here for John. Support him. Don’t push him. And be ready to deal out some pain when we find whoever was behind this.

Gray settled, but his dissatisfaction grumbled along their nerves. Drakul didn’t fight hidden enemies; they tracked their prey and killed it. And yes, a lot of times that took patience. But that patience had an end, a known outcome. It lacked the sense of helplessness and confusion plaguing them both at the moment.

Caleb closed his eyes and tried to sleep. Dawn had crept in through the window while they pondered, and the sounds of the street drifted in. Just as he began to slide into unconsciousness, there came a sharp tap on the front door.

Thankfully, it didn’t wake John. Caleb slipped out of bed, quietly shut the door to the bedroom, and went into the living room. “Hide in the closet,” he told Night.

Night did as asked. Caleb yanked open the door, preparing to deliver a blistering lecture about knocking on people’s doors before nine in the morning.

An African American woman in an expensive suit stood on the other side, her manicured hand raised to knock again. For a long moment, they stared at one another in mutual shock.

Caleb found his voice first. “Tiffany?”

Tiffany Ward lowered her hand slowly. “So you aren’t dead after all.” Wry admiration filled her eyes. “I see Kaniyar is still one crafty bitch.”

Caleb shook his head in disbelief. “What the hell are you doing here? Did Kaniyar send you?”

“I’m a private citizen now, so no, the director doesn’t know I’m here.” Tiffany folded her arms over her chest. “I came because I wanted to make sure Starkweather hadn’t managed to fuck up a second drakul.”

For a moment, Caleb considered slamming the door in her face just for being a dick. Then the hard drive lying on the small kitchen table caught his eye.

“I tell you what,” he said. “You can come in and see Night for yourself. But in exchange, I’m going to need a favor.”


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


Thanks as always to my wonderful Patreon patrons, especially Dusk T., Robin H., Scott M., and Shane M. If you’d like to join them, check out my Patreon at: https://www.patreon.com/jordanlhawk.

I’d also like to give a shout-out to The Proper People, a couple of ethical urban explorers who take only video and photographs from the sites they visit. I was particularly inspired by their video “Abandoned Asylum With Power - How Does This Still Work!?” which can be viewed here: https://youtu.be/sCssyRYfYw8. Not only do they discover some amazing equipment, but a computer which is still running after years of abandonment! I briefly considered using a similar device as a way for John to find information at the Center, before discarding it as too unbelievable for fiction.
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