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Content Warnings


Violence, death, blood, mental manipulation, gaslighting, institutional abuse, governmental abuse.


One


Dan kept his eyes fixed on the patch of cracked asphalt illuminated by the car’s headlights. Shadows hemmed in Old Highway 51, broken only occasionally by a glimpse of the interstate through leafless trees. It would have been faster to take I-55 to Ponchatoula, but Dan and Vernon had been drinking a bit more than they probably should have. Dan figured the cops would stick to the interstate, instead of waiting around on a boring-ass two-lane road through a swamp, just hoping someone went by. This way was safer.

Vernon groaned from the passenger seat. “Shouldn’t have had that last shot,” he mumbled.

“Just don’t puke in my car,” Dan warned. Why had he agreed to give Vernon a ride back to Ponchatoula? It would only encourage the guy, who seemed to think they were friends instead of coworkers. He should have left Vernon to sleep it off in his own car back in LaPlace.

Maybe he’d been moved by the holiday spirit. Christmas music spilled over the airwaves and through the car’s speakers, trying to spread a cheer that had seemed genuine back at the warmth of the bar, but now felt false. Everyone tried too hard around this time of year, in Dan’s opinion, as if they could reclaim a childhood joy they may not ever have experienced in the first place.

Whatever. He’d drop Vernon off, then head home. Kayleigh had been begging for this year’s hot new toy for over a month, some doll stuffed with so many electronics it was practically a real baby. He hated disappointing her, but the doll was way out of his price range. Hopefully she’d blame Santa instead of him, and be content with a dollar-store stuffed animal instead.

A glowing ball of blue light crossed the road ahead.

Dan slowed the car sharply, blinking as the hovering ball of light retreated to just within the trees to the right side of the road. “Did you see that?” he asked Vernon.

“What?”

Dan pulled off the road and pointed. “That.”

“We shouldn’t stop,” Vernon said nervously.

Dan tried to look away from the dancing, bobbing light but found himself unable to do so. It wanted to show him something, he realized. Something important.

Almost without conscious thought, he threw the car into park. He opened his door, dimly aware that Vernon was doing the same on the passenger side. The winter air bit into his skin, and the smell of the swamp rose all around: slow moving water and rotting vegetation.

The blue glow danced enticingly just within the trees. It wanted to show him something. Show him…treasure.

That was it. Treasure. Didn’t they say the pirate Jean Lafitte had buried treasure all over the area?

Excitement rising, Dan walked toward the dancing light, which slowly retreated deeper into the swamp. Behind him, Vernon stumbled. “Wait up,” Vernon called—then began loudly puking.

Good. Dan didn’t want to share the treasure with Vernon anyway. Visions of what he’d buy filled his head as he stepped past the first line of trees and his boot sank into the unstable mud. A new car for Billy—hell, a new house. Kayleigh would have all the toys she could dream of plus all the fanciest gadgets. He’d get rid of his beater and buy a shiny new truck, gleaming in chrome.

It was going to be the best Christmas ever.
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“At least you haven’t screwed up this one,” Tiffany Ward said as she studied Night. “Yet.”

John took a deep gulp of coffee. Caleb had woken him with the news his old schoolmate, former coworker, and head of the Vigilant was in their living room.

“Kaniyar doesn’t know you’re here,” he said, making sure he understood the situation.

“Of course not.” Tiffany stood with her arms folded, her eyes narrowed as she observed Night. Night stared back impassively from his position in the corner of the room. “I agreed to help her track this one to keep it out of other hands, but that doesn’t mean I’m happy it’s in SPECTR hands either.” She glanced at Caleb. “SPECTR doesn’t exactly have the best track record when it comes to drakul.”

“Hey!” Caleb exclaimed.

“Oh please. I know what you did back in Charleston.”

Caleb’s mouth tightened. “Did you know about Yuri and Dru? Before?”

“Unfortunately, no.” Tiffany shook her head. “Two perfectly good drakul, ruined.”

“All right,” John said sharply. “That’s enough, Tiffany. You’ve seen Night. Now you can leave.”

She tipped her head toward Caleb, braids swinging. “Your boy here did some negotiating before you woke up. I get access to the drakul, and in return my people find out what’s on that hard drive.”

John’s blood turned sluggish in his veins. Tiffany’s presence had been a momentary distraction from his real problems—but that was all it was. A distraction. “Did Caleb tell you anything about it?”

“Of course not,” Caleb said, looking faintly hurt. “Not without your permission.”

Tiffany’s dark eyes gleamed with curiosity. “If it was just a personal matter, you’d take it to a computer repair place, which means it’s important. But you don’t want to hand it over to SPECTR’s nerds, which means it’s something you don’t want SPECTR knowing about.”

Instead of answering the implied question, John said, “Do you remember when I came to the state school?”

Unlike John, Tiffany hadn’t lived at the school, but had been delivered and picked up by her family’s chauffer every morning and evening. “Vaguely,” she said. “Believe it or not, I didn’t pay that much attention to you when we were kids.”

She wasn’t wrong. “Your mistake.”

Tiffany glanced from Caleb to Night. “You’re probably right about that,” she said, surprising him. “I thought you were just some dumb white boy whose parents had been brainwashed by too many hours of watching bigoted preachers on TV. I assumed there was nothing unusual about you. Yet here you sit with two of the most powerful entities on the planet following you around like a pair of puppies.”

John stiffened. Whatever had happened to him as a kid, it had no bearing on Gray’s love for him. And Night was only there because he was curious about Gray. “What can I say? I have a winning personality,” he said with forced lightness. “So you don’t remember if there was anything unusual about my arrival at the state school?”

She frowned. “Only in that everyone was gossiping about that fucked-up place you were in before. It was a reminder of what might have happened to us in other circumstances, so of course everyone was whispering about you, speculating on what kind of things an anti-paranormal Bible camp might have put you through. Why?”

“Because the place was even more fucked-up than any of us thought.” He held his hand up to forestall her questions. “I don’t know much right now, Tiffany. I wish I did.”

“All right, then.” She paused, considering. “Are you going to turn the drakul loose?”

“Trust me, no one’s forcing him to stay,” Caleb muttered.

Night’s glowing eyes remained on Tiffany. “This mortal believes you are corrupted, Gray.”

Tiffany started slightly. Gray slid to the surface, Caleb’s brown eyes turning to obsidian. “She is wrong,” Gray said. Static sparked in his hair and the smell of ozone and desert sand kissed by rain flooded the small apartment.

Tiffany took a careful step back, so she wasn’t standing between two drakul. “I think you fulfill an important purpose,” she said to Night. “One that doesn’t involve being leashed to SPECTR. If you want to leave, I’ll take you with me now.”

“No,” Night said.

When he didn’t elaborate, Tiffany let out a long breath. “All right.” Her gaze cut to John. “I’ll take your hard drive with me. If Kaniyar does find out about whatever this is, I was never here, understood?”

“Understood.” He leaned tiredly against the couch. “Thanks, Tiff.”

She gave him a curt nod, tucked the hard drive into her Gucci purse, and made for the door. When she opened it, Zahira stood on the other side, hand raised to knock.

Zahira’s eyes widened in alarm; from her vantage, all she could see was a stranger and Gray on full display. Tiffany, however, turned back to John. “Starkweather…”

“Special Agent Zahira Noorzai, this is Tiffany Ward.” Zahira had read the unredacted reports on the battle they’d fought on Fort Sumter. “Tiffany, Zahira knows everything. We trust her.”

Tiffany’s eyes narrowed. “You have a history of trusting the wrong people, so forgive me if I’m not reassured.”

She pushed past Zahira and vanished down the stairs. Zahira stepped inside and shut the door hastily, as if worried someone else might wander inside. “John?”

Gray and Caleb switched places. “She’s helping us,” Caleb said. While he explained the situation to Zahira, John wandered over to the small dining room table.

The torn paper Zahira had pieced together still lay there, silent and damning. EXORCISE US it shouted at him in large, urgent letters.

Goddess.

The naga in the facility beneath the Center had recognized his face. Said her host had waited for his return.

He picked up the necklace he’d removed from the naga’s body after Night killed her. It was just a simple gold chain, decorated with a crescent moon and a star that might have been zircon or a tiny diamond chip, he didn’t know. The sort of thing a teenage girl might wear as a keepsake.

He’d failed that girl when he didn’t return before her forty days were up, and the fact of it lay heavy on his soul. Having his brain wiped was probably a better excuse than most, but every time he imagined her alone in the dark, hungry and waiting, clinging to the hope of a rescue that would never come…

He fastened the chain around his own neck and tucked the charm beneath the edge of his shirt. It was the only truly tangible evidence he had to hold on to at this point. The metal felt cool against his skin, as though some of the chill of the underground facility still clung to it.

“John?” Caleb called.

John blinked. “Sorry. I zoned out. What it is?”

Caleb and Zahira both looked sympathetic. “I was just telling Caleb that Chief Fontaine called me on the way over here,” Zahira said. “There’s been an incident, and since SPECTR-NOLA is still short-handed for the holidays, she wanted me to take a look into it. I thought Caleb and Gray might come with me?”

“I’ll come too.” He needed to get out of his own head for a while, and a case was as good a distraction as any. “It isn’t as though I can do much else but wait for Tiffany right now.”

Caleb picked up his heavy coat and slung it on. Pointing at Night, he said, “You. Stay.”

Night cocked his head. “Are you going to hunt?”

“That depends on what we find,” Zahira replied.

“Then I wish to go.”

Caleb didn’t look thrilled. John put a hand to his arm, but said, “You can come, Night, but please stay in the car until we need you.”

Night made no verbal answer, but rose to his feet. Caleb sighed and went to the door. “Fine. Let’s go see what fresh horror is being served up today.”


Two


John drove them in the SUV, and Caleb sat in the back with Night, watching the landscape go by. Traffic was snarled near the airport, but it had cleared out once they left the interstates and turned onto Old Highway 51.

“This is the Maurepas Swamp Wildlife Management Area,” Zahira said, peering at her phone. “According to the website, it’s over 112,000 acres, consisting mainly of flooded cypress-tupelo swamp. It looks like there’s fishing, hunting, birding, and camping. Not much in the way of hiking, though—I suppose the lack of consistently dry land makes it hard to establish trails.”

“I have hunted here before,” Gray chimed in. “The terrain is…difficult.”

Memories leached of color unspooled behind their eyes. Struggling through mud. A gator’s jaws closing on a leg. Lying beneath the water as Gray’s stolen body slowly rotted enough to release him.

“Gray’s been here before,” Caleb reported. “He’s not a fan.” He eyed the trees pressing in on either side of the narrow, two-lane road. The forest looked more scrubby than in Gray’s memories, though he couldn’t tell if it was because of damage from Katrina or from some other cause. “At least the gators are hibernating this time of year.”

“Let’s hope we don’t have to try to track this thing through the swamp,” John said.

He looked tired—of course he did. The last week had worn him out. Christ, Tiffany’s people had better find some answers on that hard drive.

Gray’s unhappiness intertwined with his own. Gray wanted a clear enemy to fight. Something he could bite and rend, and thereby make everything all right again.

That isn’t how it works, though.

“I know.”

Soon enough they spotted the flashing lights of a police car pulled off the road, along with those of an ambulance. John steered onto the narrow berm and pulled up behind the cop car.

The cop looked annoyed as he approached. His scowl only deepened when John identified himself and showed his badge. But when he spotted Caleb in the back, his expression grew downright ugly.

He wasn’t one of the cops who had hauled Caleb in on suspicion of murder…but he might have been one of those who’d ended up with guns drawn when Caleb resisted going into the station. Or maybe word had spread about the SPECTR agent who swooped in and removed a murder suspect; that seemed likely enough.

“This is a secure scene,” he growled at Caleb. “He stays in the car.”

“It’s our scene now,” John snapped. Zahira blinked in surprise; John was usually Mr. Tactful. Now it seemed his patience was at an end.

“Fine. Then you handle it.” The cop left, and a moment later the squad car peeled out with a screech of tires. Probably off to harass someone for Driving While Black.

John sighed as they climbed out of the SUV. “Fontaine isn’t going to be happy about that.”

“That’s her problem,” Caleb said. “Besides. It’s sexy when you’re all assertive like that.”

It brought a reluctant smile to John’s mouth. “Says the man who has a problem with authority.”

“What can I say? I’m a complex guy.” He turned back to Night. “Stay here.”

A white man sat in the back of the ambulance, a blanket wrapped around him. His expression was one Caleb had seen too many times recently: numb shock, underlain with sheer horror. A woman sat beside him, her dishwater blonde hair pinned back from a worn face. She rubbed his back comfortingly with one thin hand.

Zahira took the lead, since technically it was her case. “Special Agent Zahira Noorzai, SPECTR. What’s your name, sir?”

“I-I already told the cops,” he said in an uncertain voice. “Do I have to go through it all again?”

Poor bastard. The cop could have at least told them what he knew before he left in a snit.

“It will help with the investigation to hear it directly from you,” Zahira said gently. “Mr…?”

“Vernon LeBlanc.”

“Thank you, Mr. LeBlanc. Can you tell us what happened?”

He swallowed. “Dan—that’s Dan Landry. We work together. Worked together.” A stricken look crossed his face. “Construction. Last night was our holiday party, down in LaPlace. We both live in Ponchatoula, and I was pretty shit-faced, so he agreed to drive me home. I figured I could have Mandy drive me back down to get my car today.”

The woman beside him nodded. “Amanda LeBlanc,” she said. “I’m Vernon’s wife.”

“Why did you take this route, instead of the interstate?” Zahira asked Vernon.

He didn’t look happy at the question. Instead of making him think up some excuse, Caleb said, “Dan had been drinking some too?”

“A little,” Vernon said. “Just a couple of beers.”

Caleb doubted it had been just a couple. But either Vernon hadn’t quite made the connection that Dan was far past getting in trouble for driving drunk, or he didn’t want to speak ill of the dead.

“So you were driving north along the highway,” Zahira prompted.

Vernon licked his lips. “Yeah. I wasn’t feeling too good. Then all the sudden Dan slows down. There was this…strange light, off the road. Sort of a blue glow. The way it moved…” He trailed off, then shut his eyes, as if to block out the sight. “I don’t really know what happened next. This weird feeling came over me, like I was certain the light wanted me to follow it. They say there’s pirate treasure buried deep in the swamps, and I had the crazy idea that the light was going to show me where some was hidden. It’s Christmas, and money’s tight, and I remember thinking I sure could use a haul of buried treasure right now.”

A psychic lure. Some NHEs used them to draw in their prey, and it sounded like Vernon and Dan had wandered right into its trap.

“I would’ve thought I was just drunk,” Vernon said, “But Dan parked the car and got out. Headed right for the light, like maybe it had given him the same promise. I started to follow him, but all the booze caught up with me.” He glanced down, shame-faced. “I kinda passed out beside the car. Woke up to find the sun rising and no sign of Dan. I went to look for him, and I found…”

Vernon gagged and clamped a hand over his mouth. Mandy rubbed his shoulders. “It’s okay, baby. Just put your head down and take deep breaths.”

“I’ll take a look,” Caleb volunteered. He didn’t really want to slog around in the swamp, but the body couldn’t be too far away. And with any luck, Gray would catch the NHE’s scent and they could follow it back to its lair.

Zahira nodded, and he made for the line of bent marsh grass that betrayed where Landry had gone into the swamp.

It didn’t take long to find the body—or, rather, what little remained of it. Most of the corpse dangled from the lower limbs of a cypress. The victim looked shocked, jaw hanging open. His right arm was bloody near the shoulder, the shirt torn into two pieces.

Horrifyingly, the victim’s leg bones seemed to be missing, with only flayed muscle dangling down like a pair of empty socks.

“Christ, that’s gross,” Caleb muttered.

“The demon took its time,” Night said from his elbow.

Caleb jumped and yelped. “Don’t do that to me! And didn’t I tell you to stay in the car?”

Night ignored him.

Well, he was here now, so he might as well make himself useful. “Any idea what the fuck did this?” Caleb asked. “Either of you?”

The reek of blood and organs drowned out the swampy smell of decaying vegetation. But there was another scent as well, blending in with that of the muck. A thick stench of rotting eggs and freezing metal, rusting iron and earth writhing with maggots.

Their mouth flooded with saliva as Gray’s hunger awoke. “Yes. I do not know what these mortals call it, but I hunted one here long ago. I lost three bodies to the swamp doing so, and it bit me, but I ate it at last.”

There’s not three of me to go around, so let’s be careful, okay?

“We can heal.”

I’d prefer not to have to.

“Gray’s seen this demon before,” Caleb told Night. “It sounds like the hardest part was the terrain.”

“I do not recognize the scent,” Night reported. “But I have it now.”

He started off, and Caleb followed. The NHE’s trail cut north—then, to his surprise, crossed the road a few hundred yards away from the parked car. Vernon was lucky it hadn’t been interested in him. The thing probably fed on fear, so killing an unconscious man wouldn’t have done anything for it.

God, he hoped poor Dan had been dead before it started in on his legs.

The trail ended at the edge of a wide canal running along the interstate. Trucks and cars rumbled past overhead, their drivers unaware that something terrible had passed beneath them only hours before. On the other side of the canal, Caleb glimpsed cypress trees and the glint of water.

“Damn it,” Caleb muttered. Gray growled his frustration. “We’re going to need a boat or something. Otherwise, we’ll end up just thrashing around in the mud.”

“But we will lose the scent if we leave now,” Night objected.

“We’re going to lose it anyway—no way can we follow it fast enough through that terrain. The scent will fade by this afternoon, and all we’ll have to show for it will be water-logged clothes.” He started back toward the highway. “Don’t worry—we’ll be back for this fucker soon.”
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“I’ve got it,” John said.

In truth, it hadn’t taken much effort to identify the NHE from the swamp, just going by Vernon’s description. A few parameters in the SPECTR database, and there it was. “It looks like we’re dealing with a fifolet. They’re similar to will-o-the-wisps—they use bioluminescence combined with a psychic lure to draw in their prey. Once the prey is in range, they deliver a paralyzing venom through snake-like fangs.”

Caleb emerged from the bathroom, fully dressed but still combing hair damp from his shower. “That jibes with what Gray remembers from encountering one. It bit him, but dead body equals no heartbeat to pump it around, so nothing happened.”

“Are there any more details, John?” Zahira asked. She sat at the table, finishing off the Chinese take-out they’d picked up on the way back. “Anything that might help us catch it?”

John focused on his laptop. He was guiltily glad to have something to work on other than his own problems for a bit. “According to legend, the pirate Jean Lafitte buried his treasure in places along the Gulf Coast, including New Orleans. Once the treasure was hidden, he’d summon a fifolet into one of his men and abandon him there to guard the treasure.”

“What a dick,” Caleb said, snagging a fortune cookie. He cracked it open and read, “‘Some answers invite more questions.’ Yeah, no kidding.” He balled up the slip of paper and threw it disgustedly into the trash.

“I doubt this fifolet has been standing around since the early 1800s,” John went on. “Mr. LeBlanc did say the promise of treasure was the lure it used, so the entire story about pirate treasure might be a fabrication.”

“Or the exact opposite—it uses the treasure lure because it’s true. Either way, we need to find this thing before it eats someone else.” Caleb dropped onto the couch beside John and leaned into him. “Gray is sulking about having to leave earlier, and it’s getting tedious.”

“You should trust Caleb’s judgement, Gray,” Zahira said, putting down her chopsticks.

“Thank you,” Caleb said. He rested his head against John’s shoulder. “We’re going to need a canoe at the very least. Though how we’re going to find one demon in the middle of a hundred-thousand-acre swamp, I have no idea.”

John angled the laptop so Caleb could read, too. “It’s thought they prefer to take cover in areas of stable ground surrounded by water. If there are any old hunting cabins or the like, it might be a place to start.”

His phone rang. Tiffany.

Feeling suddenly nervous, John answered. “Did you find something?”

“Hello to you, too, Starkweather,” she replied. “We haven’t cracked the files yet, but the metadata isn’t encrypted. Does the name Osmond Walsh mean anything to you?”

The office where they’d found the naga had belonged to O. Walsh, Director.

Osmond Walsh.

Dr. Walsh.

The man loomed over him, white coat in sharp lines. John’s eyes fixed on his tie—the only spot of color in the concrete cell. Bright blue, like the sky he hadn’t seen in so long, with lavender dots.

He longed to lunge off the bed. Sink his teeth into Dr. Walsh’s flesh. Taste the hot blood in his throat.

No. No he didn’t, he wouldn’t, he’d refuse to want it. Every instinct screamed to cast out the thing rotting inside him, but he couldn’t, he couldn’t. He had to bear it. They’d just put another in, and then he’d lose some of the few freedoms he still had as punishment.

“The chlorpromazine isn’t showing the results we’d hoped for,” Walsh said to someone else. Another researcher. “Patients still report NHE-induced psychosis and growing anti-social behavior.” He paused, studying John.

John tugged against the restraints holding him to the bed. Walsh was nothing. No, wait—Walsh was something.

Walsh was food.

A growl escaped him. He pulled harder on the leather straps, the smell of human flesh working its way into his brain. He was so hungry. The dead meat on the plastic trays they served held no attraction; he choked it down only to keep up his strength. They’d make a mistake one day soon. He’d get out of the leather straps. Leap on the humans with claw and tooth and—

He squeezed his eyes shut. No. This wasn’t him. It was the decaying thing inside him, staining his very soul with its presence. He wouldn’t do it. He wouldn’t give in.

He wanted it out so bad. But he had to endure.

There was no other choice.


Three


John blinked. He found himself on his hands and knees on the floor, his phone lying a few feet away. Caleb crouched by him, hands on his shoulders, steadying.

“We’ve got you,” Caleb said. “It’s okay. We’ve got you.”

Gray’s presence surrounded him, like a crackling blanket. “We are here,” he affirmed, his deep voice thrumming in John’s bones like thunder.

Zahira scooped up the phone. “Tiffany? No, John, um, had to put the phone down. It’s not my place to say. Yes. Thank you, that was very helpful. Thank you. Goodbye.”

John took a deep, steadying breath. “I’m all right,” he said aloud. “I’m all right.”

Gray stood, then easily pulled John to his feet. Though he held himself with a preternatural stillness, John knew him well enough to tell he was on edge. Gray wanted something to fight.

Which could be a problem.

John deliberately leaned against him, hoping the contact would calm Gray at least a bit. “Tiffany gave me a name,” he said. “Osmond Walsh. I remember…he was a doctor of some kind.” He closed his eyes, conjuring up the mental image of the man even though it was the last thing he wanted to do. “I’d say he was somewhere between forty-five and fifty-five at the Center.”

Zahira already had her laptop open. “So he’d be between sixty and seventy now. Any ideas what his doctorate was in?”

“Torturing kids,” John said before he could censor himself. “Sorry, that isn’t helpful. I don’t know. Psychiatry, medicine, parapsychology…any of those would make sense as a starting point.” His head had begun to throb. “I need an aspirin.”

Gray slipped away. “I’ll get it,” Caleb said. “Just sit down. Anything else you need? Cup of hot tea?”

“That sounds great.” John sat down, then dragged his laptop toward him. “I shouldn’t let you do all of the work.”

Zahira made a shushing motion toward him. “You have a headache. Rest for a moment and let the rest of us see what we can do.”

“Thank you,” he said. “I mean that.”

He stretched out on the couch and closed his eyes. He must have slipped into a doze, because the next thing he knew, Caleb was setting the tea down on the coffee table. “Here’s your tea and aspirin. And I think Zahira found something.”

John sat up. “Thanks, babe.” He dry-swallowed the aspirin, then chased it with the near-scalding tea. “What did you find, Zahira?”

“First, can you tell me if the man in the picture is him?” She put her laptop on the table and rotated it in his direction.

Despite the hot tea, John’s blood went to ice. Age had thinned Dr. Walsh’s hair from thick silver to balding white, but the narrow nose and square jaw still remained. But even more than those features, it was his eyes that John recognized: cold and dead, empty of the smile that stretched the thin mouth below.

“It’s him,” he said.

Zahira nodded and turned the screen back to her. “It looks like he currently lives in Boca Raton. Give me a little time and I can turn up his home address, but it also looks like he teaches psychiatry at a local university.”

“Way to go, Zahira,” Caleb said. “Let’s pay this fucker a visit.”

John remembered how badly he’d wanted them to be there at the Center. But… “I’m sorry, babe. You can’t come.”
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“What?” Caleb demanded, and Gray’s bass tones slipped into his voice, both of them united in shock and anger. “Like hell we aren’t!”

But John was shaking his head. “It’s not that I don’t want you to come. I do. But it makes more sense to catch a plane this time, since I’m just going to interrogate an old man. And you can’t fly.”

Caleb ground his teeth. On the one hand, John was right. The spirit wards at the security checkpoints would betray Gray’s presence in an instant. They’d end up in a terminal full of panicking passengers long before they ever saw the runway.

On the other…

“I do not want this,” Gray seethed. “This mortal hurt him. We cannot let John face him alone.”

“We’ll drive you,” Caleb said. “I don’t need to sleep much.”

John sighed. “Caleb, I just got back from a long road trip.”

“It’s less than a two hour flight from here to Miami,” Zahira said, peering at her laptop. “It could be a day trip, or overnight at the most.”

Great, now Zahira was taking John’s side. Didn’t she understand they needed to be with John? What if Dr. Walsh did something to him? They had to be there to protect him.

No. Caleb took a deep breath and walked to the balcony door. He flung it open and stepped outside into the cold air. The branches of the huge live oak they sometimes used to come and go at night offered shade to the balcony. In the spring and summer, it would be a wonderful place to sit and people-watch. At the moment, Saint Charles Street was mostly deserted, though, only a few cars whisking along the gray pavement.

This isn’t about what we need. Caleb wrapped his fingers around the cold iron on the balcony rail. This is about what John needs. We can’t make this about us.

Gray didn’t like it. “But I do not wish him to go without us again.”

Neither do I. This was the second time John was leaving them behind, while doing something important to him. It was hard not to feel left out. But that’s just too bad. He needs our support—and this isn’t it.

“But the naga might have killed him, if not for Night,” Gray argued. “Night will not be able to go either, if John gets on one of these airplanes.”

Have you ever flown? Before the spirit wards and security and all.

“Do not be foolish.”

It had been a stupid question. But some of your hosts have. You have their memories.

“Yes. But this is a distraction.”

Sort of. The streetcar clanged past down the median, its windows fogged up from the breath of the riders. We’re making things worse for John right now. Do you get that? We have to let him handle this his way.

Gray didn’t get it, at least not entirely. He didn’t see why they couldn’t just all drive to Boca Raton together. Maybe stop and snack on a demon along the way. But he relented. “Very well. If it would be better for John to have us stay here, then we shall.”

Thank you.

Caleb turned back to the apartment and guiltily realized he’d forgotten to shut the sliding door. Both Zahira and John were watching them warily.

Damn it. The last thing John needed right now was more stress.

“Sorry,” he said, closing the door behind him.

John sighed. “Listen…if it’s that important to you…”

Guilt flashed through him. “No.” Caleb crossed to the couch and took John’s hands. “It makes zero sense for us to force you into another long road trip when you can just take a plane ride.”

“Are you sure?” John’s blue gaze searched Caleb’s face.

“Yeah.” Caleb pasted on a smile. “Are you taking Ryan with you?”

“I thought I would, yeah.”

“Why does this mortal get to go, when we do not?” Gray asked sulkily.

Ryan had been there with John every step of the way. From the initial interview with the Starkweathers, to the confrontation in the hospital when the man John had thought was his grandfather died, to the abandoned Center. And each time, they’d been off doing something else.

He ought to be happy Ryan and John had hit it off so well. He was happy about it. It was ridiculous to feel like John was leaving them behind in favor of Ryan.

Caleb forced a smile. “Good. Maybe he can help you get something out of this asshole.”

“I will hunt the fifolet,” Night said from the corner.

Caleb jumped and swore. It was far too easy to forget Night was even there sometimes. “Great idea. Gray and I will go with Night and take care of things while you’re gone. Nothing cheers him up like mauling something.”

“I’ll help,” Zahira said.

Caleb wavered. “Maybe this one would be better left to Night and me. You’re a great exorcist,” he added hastily. “But it sounds like this thing has a powerful psychic lure, going by what the survivor said.”

“Intoxication probably made them more vulnerable to mental tampering,” Zahira pointed out. Then she shrugged ruefully. “But I remember the vila. Exorcists are as vulnerable to psychic lures as anyone else.”

“Whereas drakul aren’t.” Caleb glanced from Zahira to John and back again. “Hey Gray, would it make you feel better if Zahira went with John?”

Gray considered. “Yes.”

“Perfect.” Caleb clapped his hands together, striving for cheer. “Then while you all arrange your trip, I’ll try to figure out where I can rent a canoe. Maybe some waders.”

John still looked uncertain. “Are you sure you and Night will be okay together?”

Night merely stood expressionless in the corner. Caleb suppressed a sigh and made himself grin. “Absolutely. By the time you come back, we’ll be camping out in the swamps, singing songs and roasting demon s’mores.”

[image: ]


Louis Armstrong International Airport was an absolute madhouse. With only four days left before Christmas, holiday travelers jammed ticket counters, security lines, and terminals. Exhausted children screamed, and overstressed adults glowered as tempers grew short.

John opted to go through regular security to keep Ryan company, while Zahira used her SPECTR badge to avoid being “randomly” pulled out of line for extra screening. “I’m glad I’m not an empath,” John said as the line inched slowly forward. “I can’t imagine being stuck in the middle of all these stressed-out people and having to absorb it all.”

Dark circles showed under Ryan’s eyes. The last few days had been as hard on him as they had on John—harder in some ways, since John had at least been able to act instead of just go along for the ride. “That would be tough,” he agreed. “So Caleb had to stay here again?”

“He had work,” John said neutrally. Caleb hadn’t been happy about being left behind, but Gray had seemed downright distressed about it.

The question, as always, was why? Some facet of drakul psychology? The more prosaic desire of wanting to support their boyfriend in person, and being frustrated it wasn’t possible? Something else?

He wished he’d had time to talk to Zahira about it. But he could hardly bring it up in front of Ryan.

“How did the two of you meet?” Ryan asked

The line inched forward. “On a case back in Charleston,” John said, which was true enough.

“How so?”

John gave him as much of the truth as he could. “His older brother had died, and the body was stolen by an NHE. I was investigating the case. We clicked, and now here we are.”

Ryan nodded thoughtfully. “I see. He seems like…an interesting guy.”

“They are,” John said, then caught himself. “He is, I mean. The crowds are getting to me.”

It wasn’t fair. Gray might not care—most mortals weren’t at all interesting to him—but somehow it had never quite dawned on John that he’d have to hide Gray’s existence for the rest of his life. Any friends he and Caleb made could never know about the third party in their relationship.

It sucked. He wanted to tell Ryan about his loves, and he couldn’t, not ever. He couldn’t even talk about how he and Caleb worked together, for fear of letting too much slip. Just like John could never let anyone know he didn’t need an exorcist circle, so long as he was powered full of Gray’s energy.

At least they could work together, though. And at least Zahira knew. That had to count for something, right?

“I think I get it,” Ryan said as they shuffled forward a few feet, then stopped yet again. “The thrill of being with someone exciting.”

“Hey, are you trying to steal my boyfriend?” John asked with a grin.

Ryan laughed. “Maybe his motorcycle.” He hitched his carry-on duffle higher on his shoulder. “Hey, thanks for letting me come along.”

John looked around at the sea of frustrated faces. A family at the front had forgotten to take shampoo and lotion out of their carry-ons, and were trying to sort through their bags while wrangling two toddlers and a screaming baby. Two college-aged goths leaned against one another, looking like they might fall asleep without the support. A balding man stared at his phone, while the younger woman at his side complained about having to see all three of his ex-wives on Christmas.

“Of course,” John said. “This is way too much fun to keep all for myself. I had to share the joy.”

Ryan laughed. “It is the season of giving.” Then he sobered. “Seriously, though. You could have told me to stay out of it. I’m glad you’re letting me see this through with you.”

“The real John was your cousin, and your aunt and uncle are dead,” John said. “You’ve got as much of a stake in this as I do, in a way.” He met Ryan’s warm brown eyes. “And…I know we’re not related, but it feels like we are. Sorry, that sounded weird.”

“Not at all.” Ryan smiled and clasped John’s shoulder. “I know what you’re saying. We’re not connected by blood, but we’re family.”

John grinned back, relieved. “Exactly.”


Four


Caleb pulled up in front of the urban outfitters whose website had said they offered canoe rental. Night sat in the passenger seat, wearing sunglasses and a face mask to hide his eyes and fangs.

“Come on,” Caleb said. “We’re going to get some waders and a canoe, and whatever else we need that will help us get through the swamp and hunt this thing. Just act human and don’t do anything weird, okay?”

“I am not weird,” Night informed him.

“Right. You keep saying that.”

“I am not weird.”

“Christ,” Caleb muttered, and climbed out of the SUV.

He’d expected the outfitters to be almost deserted due to the weather, but he hadn’t counted on the Christmas shoppers. The place was packed with people taking advantage of the holiday sales, while screaming children chased each other around.

This time last year, he’d been working his ass off as a barista, doing his best not to strangle the impatient pricks who wanted to know why their latte wasn’t already up, despite the fact there were ten people ahead of them all just as stressed. Once he’d get off work, he’d go back to his shitty apartment where he lived alone, crack open a beer, and feel sorry for himself.

To his surprise, the old lady who lived across the hall had given him a sweater she’d knitted herself, saying he was too thin and needed something to keep him warm. It was the first gift he’d gotten in years, and he’d had to run out to the liquor store and get a bottle of her favorite vodka just to have something to give her in return.

The sweater had been ruined just two months later when he fell through the rotting floor of an old house, torn up by the jagged wood and soaked in his blood. John had gotten rid of it, and the rest of his old clothes, when he took Caleb and Gray back to his condo, when Kaniyar ordered him to keep an eye on them.

God, he hadn’t even had a chance to think about what to get John for a present. Oh hell, should he buy two presents, so John would get something from both of them? Not that Gray was likely to have any helpful suggestions, other than “hunt demons” or “have sex.”

“What is wrong with those?”

I don’t even know where to begin.

A young woman wearing the store-issued polo shirt approached them. “Good morning, gentlemen. Is there anything I can help you with?”

“Yeah,” Caleb said, flashing her an easy smile. “We’d like to rent a canoe for a couple of days, actually.”

“Yes,” Night put in. “We humans enjoy canoeing.”

The saleswoman blinked. “I…see.”

Caleb gritted his teeth. “We need some waders, too. If you could just point us in the right direction, that would be great.”

“Waders are very useful for humans like us,” Night agreed.

“Over there,” the woman said hastily, pointing to the other side of the store. “One of the clerks at the front will help with the canoe rental. Excuse me.”

“That went very well,” Night said when she was gone.

Caleb resisted the urge to bury his face in his hands. “Perfect. Not weird at all. Come on, let’s get the stupid waders and canoe, and get out of here.”
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The flight was mercifully free of turbulence. None of them had brought enough things to bother checking a bag, so they went straight to the rental car lot. John put it on his personal credit card, just as he had the plane tickets. If someone really wanted to trace his movements, they’d be able to, but at least it wouldn’t raise any immediate flags with SPECTR’s accounting offices.

Once they were in the car, Ryan asked, “Where to first?”

John drummed his fingertips on the wheel. “Walsh. It’s Saturday, so hopefully he’s home and not at the university. Or off visiting family for the holidays.”

Zahira sat in the passenger seat, and while John navigated out of the rental car lot, she tapped on her phone. She’d used SPECTR backchannels to get Walsh’s address, and entered it now.

John followed the phone’s directions, out of the airport and onto I-95. Traffic was lighter than expected, so they made good time to Boca Raton. Though it was getting toward dinner time, no one suggested grabbing food. John didn’t know about the others, but his stomach was tied up in too many knots to even contemplate eating right now.

He tried to concentrate on the drive, not the destination. It didn’t work as well as he would have liked, and by the time the phone announced “Your destination is on the left,” his mouth tasted sour and his hands felt shaky.

Walsh’s house was a spacious, two-story structure meant to recall a Spanish villa with its white walls and terracotta roof. A Lexus sat in the driveway, and the landscaping looked as though it had an entire army of gardeners to tend it. Festive white lights hung from the eaves and from the iron railing of a fake balcony.

“I guess torturing children pays well,” Ryan said bitterly from the backseat.

John stared at the house. Warm light shone through the big glass windows on the first floor, accompanied by the bluish glow of a television screen.

This was it, then. He was about to see the face he’d glimpsed in his resurfacing memories, his dreams. The face of a man who had forced him to submit to possession, experimentation, and Goddess only knew what else.

Sekhmet, Devourer of Evil, give him strength.

“Should we wait out here?” Ryan asked. “I’m thinking Walsh will be more willing to talk if you go alone. He won’t want witnesses.”

Zahira glanced back at him, then at John. “Ryan has a point, but maybe one of us should go in with you.”

John took a deep breath, then let it out. It did nothing to calm his racing heart. “He’s an old man,” John said aloud. “He can’t hurt me now. I’ll go in alone.”

Zahira didn’t seem entirely happy with his decision, but she nodded. His legs feeling like lead, John got out of the car and walked through the warm evening toward the front door. He was hyper-aware of the sea wind rustling the palm trees clustered around the faux villa, the smell of salt in the air, the sterile white of the walls. Steeling himself as if for a blow, he rang the doorbell.

Time seemed to stretch infinitely; he’d been standing there for days. Maybe Walsh wasn’t home. Maybe he’d spied John on a security camera and decided not to open the door. Maybe—

The click of a deadbolt sliding back came from the door. Then it swung open.

The man on the other side was older than John remembered, but it was him. For a long moment, he studied John curiously with sharp eyes that had lost none of their sharpness.

John saw the moment recognition snapped into place. Walsh’s expression of puzzlement turned into one of pleased surprise. “You’re the exorcist, aren’t you?” he asked.

John nodded, his neck so tense the gesture hurt. “Yes.”

“Well, then.” Walsh stepped back, the door wide. “Why don’t you come inside?”
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The entrance to Walsh’s home was tiled in warm reds and oranges, contrasting with cool white walls. A stair with an iron railing led upstairs. The faint smell of lemons clung to the air, as if a cleaner had left not long ago.

“I have an office upstairs,” Walsh said. “I think that will be the best place for our chat.”

John followed him numbly. This man had done terrible things to him, and yet here he was, trailing along after while Walsh acted as though John were an ordinary guest. A part of him wanted to scream, to shove Walsh into the wall and demand he acknowledge what he’d done.

But that wouldn’t get him the answers he needed.

Walsh’s office was carpeted in light beige, topped by accent rugs of turquoise and orange scattered here and there. The furniture itself was dark wood, the desk a hulking thing of shelves and files. Walsh’s degrees hung on the wall, along with expensive paintings.

Walsh went to a cabinet and opened it to reveal bottles of liquor and crystal tumblers. “Would you like something to drink?”

This was insane. The man who had tortured him and other children, asking if he wanted any booze. As though they were friends or colleagues. Bile rose in John’s throat, and he longed to smash every glittering bottle into shards. “I’d rather never drink again than take anything from your hands.”

“There’s no need to be so adversarial.” Walsh poured himself a drink. “Have a seat,” he said, settling into the plush leather desk chair.

John scanned the desk and was surprised to see the picture of a smiling young family prominently displayed.

Walsh noticed. “My daughter and grandchildren,” he said, taking a sip. “They’re coming in tomorrow so we can spend Christmas together. I’m glad you came before they arrived.”

Somehow, John had assumed a monster like Walsh wouldn’t have a family. “You shouldn’t be allowed around children,” he growled.

“That’s rather harsh,” Walsh said, his white brows drawing together as though John had actually offended him. “I love my family. Do you have children…what was your designation? 19-06-9. Do you have children, Nineteen?”

Anger began to take the place of nerves. “Don’t sit there and chat like we’re friends,” John spat. “You did something to me when I was a kid. Rewrote my memories, made me think I’m someone I’m not.”

Walsh shook his head. “You have it all wrong. I didn’t do anything to your memories. That was all Fifteen. Well, I suppose it was all of you working together, but Fifteen bears the most responsibility.”

“What the hell are you talking about?” John ground his teeth. “You brainwashed me, the real John Starkweather, and other paranormally abled children. You put NHEs in us!”

Infuriatingly, Walsh was starting to look annoyed. “I didn’t brainwash anyone.”

“Then why are my memories so fucked up?” John shot back.

Walsh regarded him for a long moment. Then he reached for a notepad and a pen. “I have a proposition to make. You ask me a question, and I will answer honestly. In return, I ask you a question, and you will answer honestly.”

It felt like a trap. John eyed the paper and pen suspiciously. “Why? What sort of things are you going to ask?”

“I may no longer be active in the field of research,” Walsh said with a thin smile, “but I’m still a scientist. Our results will never be published even as classified documents, but I would like to gather what data points I can, to see if any of my theories can be either supported or disproven. Purely for my own satisfaction, of course.”

John’s stomach churned. “You want me to play the lab rat again.”

“That is the price of my cooperation. You’re free to leave at any time.”

Maybe it was for the best Caleb and Gray hadn’t been able to join him. They’d have been dangling Walsh out the window by his ankles by now.

John had come here for answers. He could wait and see what was on the hard drive, hope that it could tell him everything. Or he could take advantage of Walsh’s offer.

“Fine. I’ll do it.”


Five


They managed to get away from the outfitters without Night raising anymore eyebrows. A bright red canoe was strapped to the top of the SUV, paddles and waders loaded into the back. Caleb steered onto the interstate and headed west, toward the swamp.

“The new mortal believes you have corrupted Gray,” Night said without preamble. “Gray says she is wrong.”

Oh Christ, not this again. “You mean Tiffany?”

“I am curious as to why she believes this, when the other mortals do not.”

Gray stirred. “Because she is wrong.”

Not helping.

“She doesn’t. At least, not the way you do,” Caleb said to Night. “She talks a lot of shit, but when it came down to it, she could have exorcised Gray. She had the resources. But she gave us the choice of whether we wanted to stay together or not.” He paused, remembering the argument at the safehouse the next day, before everything had truly gone sideways. “Other people in her organization disagreed, but by then it was too late, and Tiffany isn’t one to waste time regretting what can’t be changed.”

Night seemed to mull it over. As the city slipped behind them, he said, “Why did you choose to remain together?”

A warm current of affection flowed out from Gray, bringing a smile to Caleb’s lips. “Because I love Gray, and he loves me. We’re like…two pieces of a whole. No, that’s not right, because we add up to more than one thing.” He waved it off. “I know that, no matter what happens, no matter how bad I screw up, no matter how dark things get, I’ll always have him in my corner. And he knows the same thing about me. Whatever happens, we’ll never be alone again.”

Night couldn’t understand, not really. He didn’t feel emotion the way Gray could, not so long as he was trapped in a corpse.

“The mortal, John, was possessed,” Night said. “He did not choose to remain so.”

“That was different,” Caleb snapped. “John was just a kid then. He didn’t ask to have an NHE summoned into him!”

“But you did not ask for this, either,” Night pointed out.

Caleb’s hands spasmed on the steering wheel. “That’s different,” he snarled, his voice dropping a register as Gray rose within him. “Those were demons. Food.”

Night cocked his head curiously. “Would you have eaten John if you had found him possessed?”

A mix of fury and horror stole Caleb’s ability to speak. Gray roiled wordlessly inside him, emotions resonating and tangling between them.

Because Gray as he had been back then, walking around in stolen corpses, absolutely would have viewed a possessed John as a snack.

“I did not know…” Gray managed. “I did not know. And it did not happen. This is…is foolishness.”

“We’re not talking to you about this anymore,” Caleb snarled at Night. “We’re almost there, so just don’t say anything unless you spot the fifolet.”

Gray curled up, making himself smaller. “You did not ask for me to possess you. John did not ask to be possessed. What if he did not wish for us to come with him because I remind him of what was done to him?”

That isn’t it.

Gray fell silent, but Caleb could feel his uncertainty. But Gray had to be wrong. John didn’t look at them and see what had happened to him. He wasn’t thinking back to Caleb’s incessant bitching about wanting to be exorcised those first few weeks and looking at it with a fresh eye. Whatever he remembered, it wouldn’t change the fact that he loved them, loved Gray. It definitely didn’t explain why Caleb was starting to feel like a bystander to what was happening with John, left behind twice in a row now.

Fuck. Maybe the fifolet would rip Night’s head off and they wouldn’t have to put up with any more of his stupid questions.

Caleb slowed once they turned onto Old Highway 51. If the fifolet was trying to flag down cars, they’d likely see it well before it could smell them. With any luck, they’d be out of the SUV and on it before it could even realize it had brought two predators down on itself.

The narrow road was dark, except for the occasional glimpse of headlights from the interstate. Presumably the only people who regularly used it were ones looking for access to the wildlife area, which didn’t seem like a popular place to visit four days before Christmas. With any luck, the fifolet wouldn’t have many choices besides them for a meal.

“Remember,” Caleb said as the rough asphalt grumbled beneath the wheels, “if the fifolet can be exorcised, we have to subdue it, use the silver cuffs in the glove compartment, and wait for John and Zahira to get back.”

“I have not forgotten your nonsensical rules,” Night replied.

“They aren’t nonsense.” Jesus, why was he bothering to justify himself to Night? “Gray didn’t get it at first, either, but after a while he realized most possessed mortals are…” He remembered the girl who’d summoned the cauchemar, crying on the floor. “Pitiful. And even if they aren’t, there’s enough suffering in the world without us adding to it.”

“Most mortals bring this suffering on themselves. They call the demons to them willingly.”

Night wasn’t wrong. Still. “Yeah, well, people do all kinds of stupid things, especially when they’re desperate. And if their judgment was bad at first, having a crazed demon in their heads just makes it that much worse after. What they used to be gets warped.”

Had John been changed by possession? How long had the bastards at the Center left the demons in? Days, weeks?

No. Whatever had happened to him, John was good, all the way to the bone.

Hopefully, John would finally get some answers today. It wasn’t fair that they couldn’t go with him, but at least he had Zahira and Ryan there. Ryan, who John seemed to have trusted from day one, who was more of a part of John’s search for his past than Caleb and Gray were.

It didn’t matter. They’d be back tomorrow, and hopefully Tiffany would show up with information from the decrypted hard drive. And then…

He didn’t know, after that. One way or another, they’d help John put the pieces back together. Maybe SPECTR could foot the bill for some therapy.

The SUV’s headlights picked out a truck pulled off alongside the road. Caleb slowed. The driver’s door hung open, and the interior light was still on.

Oh no.

Maybe the driver was doing some fishing in the canal. Except if they were, they wouldn’t have just left the door open and risked running down their battery.

Damn it, please let there be some other explanation. Something other than showing up too late to save someone.

He parked behind the truck and stepped out. The scent of the fifolet hung on the air.
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“Excellent.” Walsh smiled, but it didn’t reach his eyes. The sun had gone down, and the only light in the study came from the lamp on his desk. It cast deep shadows across his face, and John had to force down a shudder. “You may ask first.”

“What’s my real name?” John blurted, before he even had time to think about it.

Walsh’s pen poised over his paper, ready to start taking notes. “I don’t know.”

Fucker. “You said—”

“That I would answer honestly.” Walsh shrugged. “You were all known by your file numbers, not your names, both for clarity and to keep the staff from getting too…attached. Oh, I’m sure your name was on some piece of paperwork somewhere. I probably even saw it at one point, but it was irrelevant to the study. Why would I possibly commit it to memory?”

John ground his teeth together. “Fine.”

“Now it’s my turn. You’re an exorcist.” Walsh peered at John, as if he could see into the depths of his mind. “How would you rate your ability in comparison to your peers?”

John didn’t want to answer. But he’d agreed, and Walsh might know more than he let on, and catch John in a lie. “I was one of SPECTR’s top field agents. So it’s pretty good, I’d say.”

“Was one of the top field agents?”

John shook his head. “I answered your first question. You have to wait for your turn to ask another.”

Walsh chuckled, and John realized he’d deliberately tried to catch him off guard. “You can’t blame a man for trying. What else do you want to know?”

Finding out anything about his real identity was off the table, it seemed. “I assume there was some point to abusing a bunch of children. What was it?”

“Ah.” A lively spark appeared in Walsh’s eyes, and he seemed more animated than before. “The purpose of Operation Mephisto was to study the viability of using possession to boost paranormal abilities.”

Operation Mephisto. John repeated the name to himself, even as he struggled against outrage. “Of course possession boosts paranormal abilities. That was already known, it’s been known for centuries!”

“Yes, yes.” Walsh waved his hand impatiently. “But there are obvious drawbacks. The possessed becomes increasingly more unstable with time. Hence our experiments: to determine if a drug, or combination of drugs, could handicap the NHE’s mental influence, while still reaping the benefits of its power.”

Goddess. “So you used children?”

“I believe it’s my turn to ask a question,” Walsh replied calmly. As though he hadn’t just said something monstrous. “Would you say your paranormal abilities are noticeably stronger than those of your peers? Do you tire less easily, for example?”

His powers were vastly stronger, if he’d been boosted by Gray. But that wasn’t what Walsh was asking. “You want to know if there were any permanent effects.”

“Of course. Your answer, please.”

“I’m good,” John said, thinking back to his time in the Academy. “I placed high on all of my tests, yes. But I wasn’t some off-the-charts phenomenon, either.”

“Hmm.” Walsh’s brow furrowed as he made his notes.

John’s turn again. “Why didn’t you ask for adult volunteers for your study? Why use children?”

Walsh chuckled. “If you work for SPECTR, you’re well aware summoning NHEs is extremely illegal. There are no exceptions for research. We could hardly ask for volunteers, or go through any sort of official channels. We did consider using prisoners, but in the end, acquiring children was simply easier.”

Easier. The word sickened John. “So you pretended to be a group meant to ‘cure’ kids with paranormal abilities.”

“Exactly.” A faint smile flickered over Walsh’s mouth, as though John were a student who’d given the correct answer on a quiz. “It wasn’t difficult, given the anti-paranormal sentiment in evangelical circles,. And of course, lawmakers are very hesitant to put any sort of restraints on ‘faith-based’ initiatives, for fear of losing conservative donors. The facade not only allowed us to operate without any pesky oversight from the local government, but to have a supply of paranormally abled children delivered right to our door by parents who didn’t want to think too closely about what would happen to those children after they drove away.”

One evil lending cover for another, and kids suffering because of it. “And none of them ever asked questions?”

“We were very clear our methods meant keeping our charges isolated from the evils of the outside world.” Walsh shrugged. “Subjects who either had no ability or were otherwise unsuitable for the study were kept in the upstairs quarters and eventually returned to their families.”

John shook his head slowly. Walsh looked so calm. Spoke of these things as though they were harmless. As though no one had been hurt.

He gestured to the picture on the desk. “What if it had been your grandchildren down there in that basement? You’d feel different about it then, wouldn’t you?”

Walsh sighed, as if disappointed. “I’ll give this one to you for free, Nineteen. Sometimes one must make sacrifices for the greater good. My grandchildren are loved. Cherished. Their mother would never hand them over to strangers without oversight. They would have been terrible candidates for any of my research, even if they had paranormal ability.” He paused, then added, “You must understand. The work needed to be done, and subjects had to be obtained. I am not a cruel man. I hold no personal animosity toward you.”

The sheer gall stole John’s breath away. It was only through years of his training as an agent that he was able to keep from screaming his rage at Walsh.

Walsh remained unperturbed. “It seems as though some of your memories have returned. Was this a recent development, and if so, what triggered it?”

John ran one hand over his face. This was a fucking nightmare, but he had to keep going. He had to get the answers this man held. “A case I was working on brought me back into contact with the people I thought were my parents. Things didn’t add up. Then a telepathic rougarou told me I’d die without even knowing my own name. After that, I started digging…and flashes of memory came back. I visited the Center and figured out what happened there, or some of it. But there are still too many holes.” He dropped his hand. “There was a naga down there.”

“A telepath?” Walsh sounded impressed. “Very interesting! I wonder if contact with it had anything to do with your recovery, or partial recovery, as it seems.” His pencil flew over the notepad.

John swallowed thickly. “The naga. Who was she? What happened to shut down the facility, and why was she left there?”

“That’s more than one question.”

“Fine. Who was the naga?”

“Subject 10-05-12. A talented cryokinetic.” Walsh tapped his pencil against his teeth for a moment. “Since recovering some memories, have you found any of your preferences have changed? Do you no longer like certain foods, for example?”

The question made John nervous. It implied the possibility that the self he’d been all these years wasn’t real, might be replaced by a stranger. “No. Nothing’s different. Why was the facility abandoned?”

“I don’t know the entire story,” Walsh said. “The only people who knew that were…well, you and the other subjects. It was late at night, during shift change, which must have been part of the plan. You’d all been behaving unusually well—a ruse, in retrospect—and had earned the privilege of having your doors unlocked. That was not my decision,” he added, as though worried John might sneer at his mistake. “Dr. Stanley was in charge of your schedules. He paid for it with his life.”

Walsh tutted softly, disapproving of the late Dr. Stanley. “From what I understand, the first indication something had gone wrong came when an orderly found four of you unconscious in the hall near the stairway. None of you were responsive, and while they were debating what to do with you, the screaming began. The naga had been hiding until she could bite Dr. Stanley. He died very quickly, which caused the staff to panic. They fled, taking you four with them. I understand she managed to kill two more orderlies and one lab technician before being sealed in. She was…a remarkable subject.”

And she’d thought John was coming back to save her. Sekhmet have mercy. “That doesn’t explain the shut down.”

“I’m getting there,” Walsh said impatiently. “It didn’t take long to realize that three of you had been imprinted with Subject 15-06-5’s memories, up to the point of the suicide attempt that necessitated you all be moved downstairs on a permanent basis, where you could be more closely monitored. All memories of the downstairs facility before that, or anything after the suicide attempt, were gone.”

John’s head spun. “But how did that happen?”

“One question at a time,” Walsh said, a waspish edge to his tone now. “The deaths and your bizarre impairment made the people holding the purse strings nervous. I wanted to continue—the memory alterations alone would have made a fascinating study—but was overruled. A cover story was issued to the press, and the four of you were quietly dispersed to various state schools for the paranormally abled. Operation Mephisto was shut down and all files sealed or destroyed.”

“And Subject Ten was left to rot,” John said bitterly.

“Why risk more lives when it was easier to just leave her there?” Walsh shrugged.

Goddess. The man didn’t care. A girl he’d tortured had been sealed in and abandoned when her existence became too inconvenient to him, and he just…didn’t care.

John’s fist curled. “You’re a monster.”

“Oh please,” Walsh said. “Enough with the dramatics. Next question: what is your sexuality?”

John snapped to his feet. “Go to hell.”

“I said enough with the dramatics.” Walsh’s thin mouth pressed into an even thinner line of disapproval. “Some things are innate to us—inborn. I doubt I’ll ever be able to compare your results with Subject Fifteen, but it would be an excellent data point if your sexuality and gender identity differed from his despite the rewriting of memories.”

“Fine.” John sat down. He felt as though he’d been running a race. “I’m gay.” But then he caught himself, because though he’d only dated cis and trans men before, Gray was genderless. “Strike that, I’m bi. Men and nonbinary people, if that makes a difference to your ‘data point.’”

“Thank you.” Walsh made his note. “To answer your question about how your memory erasure happened…well, as we didn’t have the opportunity to study you more closely, I don’t have as many specifics as I would like. The simple answer is that we believed Fifteen was an empath. We were wrong. Much like your rougarou, he was a telepath.”

No wonder Walsh hadn’t disputed John’s claim that he’d met a telepath. He already knew they were real. “And what, you forced him to rewrite our brains?”

“Of course not.” Walsh glanced at the clock, as though John were an appointment running over-long. “I will give this one to you for free as well. My understanding is that whatever happened was voluntary. Fifteen used the power of the NHE inside him to boost his telepathy to the point where he could rewrite your memories. You, my dear exorcist, then removed the NHEs from Fifteen, Twenty-One, Nine, and finally yourself, leaving the one in Ten.”

The torn up piece of paper with EXORCISE US written on it. Had John and the others submitted to voluntarily having their brains rewritten, and the sign been a reminder that would cut through whatever confusion and fog that process created? If so, it had worked. So long as the NHE was in him, he would have been able to exorcise the others without a circle, before forcing the demon out of himself.

But why would they have done any of it to begin with?

To get out of the study. To put an end to their torment. That was the only possible answer.

“One last exchange for today, I think,” Walsh said. “My family will be here early tomorrow morning, and I still have things to prepare.” He leaned forward, a gleam in his eye. “It’s clear from this conversation that we have a great deal to offer one another. The results could never be published during my lifetime due to legal reasons, but…would you consider working with me? I could rearrange some grant money to pay you. We could continue the study together.”

John jerked back in instinctive horror. “No!”

“You’d be able to eject your possessor at any time.”

“I said no!” John rose to his feet, waves of revulsion and anger tangling his nerves. “What is wrong with you? You tortured me, and now you have the gall to want me to voluntarily go through it all over again?”

“It would hardly be the same,” Walsh objected. “Operation Mephisto had funding, for one thing. This would be a few sessions in a lab, one-on-one. You’d be responsible for keeping up the drug regimen at home.”

Funding. John had let himself get so wrapped up in what had happened to him, to the other kids, he’d almost forgotten to ask the most important question. “Operation Mephisto sounds governmental. Who paid for you to abuse children? The CIA? Was this some outgrowth of MKULTRA?”

“I suppose the CIA would have been interested in the results,” Walsh mused. His cold eyes met John’s, and he smiled. “But so far as I’m aware, they weren’t involved. No, the agency who underwrote the Center, who bought our equipment and signed my paycheck, was SPECTR.”


Six


Gray emerges, tilting his head back and smelling the wind. Night is beside him in an instant, detectable only by his scent and the glow of his eyes.

The fifolet has passed through recently, perhaps within minutes. If they are lucky, it will still be nearby, and they can eat it and go home.

The trail beckons them across the road, toward the swamp. The ragged remains of its latest victim hang from a tree, the flesh of his torso peeled away to reveal the rib cage. Several of the ribs have been violently removed. Blood pools on the ground, dripping slowly from the remains of the corpse.

“God,” Caleb says, horrified. “If we’d just been a little earlier…fuck, if the line at the outfitters hadn’t been so long, we would have gotten here in time to save him. Damn it!”

But it was, and it is too late to change things, Gray pointed out. At least once we catch the fifolet, it will never kill again.

“Right. Let’s go get the fucker.”

The trail of the fifolet heads deeper into the swamp, along a bayou. They return to the vehicle and remove the canoe, before putting on the waders.

“We look stupid,” Caleb says in disgust. “I’m glad no one else is here to see this fashion disaster.”

It is better than losing our boots to the mud.

“Marginally.”

Gray carries the canoe easily with one hand, leaving Night to bring the paddles. As they pass the remains of the mortal, Caleb stirs uneasily. “I’d like to call the death in, but that would take too long. I just hope no poor bastard stops to look around before we can get back.”

Once the canoe is in the water, they paddle as silently as they are able. Many of Gray’s former hosts have traveled in such a fashion, as it seems have Night’s, given he knows how to handle the paddle without making a splash. The bayou passes beneath the interstate and crosses a human-made canal, but the trail of the fifolet draws them further up the bayou rather than down the canal. Deeper into the swamp.

Soon the noise of the interstate is behind them, its light fading to nothing. The swamp is almost as dark tonight as it was when he walked here so long ago, before the coming of electric lights and noisy machines. Cypress trees close in around the bayou, their knees protruding from the water, spanish moss hanging from their branches like hair. Dead trees, fallen and half-sunk into the mud below, threaten to damage the canoe if not spotted quickly enough. The more solid patches of ground offer places for animals to congregate: deer stare warily from the trees, and a cluster of raccoons on the shore stop and watch the canoe go by.

At least here they don’t have to worry about screaming humans. They do not even have to worry about John—at least, not about his immediate safety. For just this little while, there is only the hunt, simple and pure. No past, no future, only the eternal now, each moment a world unto itself.

Caleb slips into attunement with him, for once letting go of mortal busyness and simply existing. Their senses are sharp, following the fifolet, but their minds are calm as a still lake.

It cannot last, of course. A narrower, human-dug canal crosses the bayou from north to south. The fifolet turns south along it, so they do as well.

“I wonder what these canals were for?” Caleb says. “Or are for?”

It is strange that Caleb wonders such things. The canal is here; humans built it; what does it matter why?

“Because it would be cool to know the history.”

Mortal nonsense.

“You only say that because you lived history.”

An odd sound interrupts the silence of the swamp—not the movement of animals through the underbrush, or the splash of fish or muskrats, or the whisper of the breeze through the tree limbs. This is more of a dull clatter.

“Like wooden wind chimes,” Caleb suggests uneasily. “But not quite.”

The sound comes and goes with the wind. The canal intersects a second bayou, or perhaps a branch of the first, and they turn once again deeper into the swamp. As they go, the animals become less frequent, and soon all is still except for the sway of branches in the breeze and the clatter of whatever is in front of them. It feels as though the world is holding its breath.

“Look,” Night whispers, voice so low it is barely an exhalation.

Ahead of them, hanging from a tree like a macabre wind chime, are human bones.
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“You should eat something, John,” Zahira said.

John stared at the ceiling of the hotel they’d checked into. He and Ryan shared this room; though Zahira had ended up on another floor, she’d come up so they could order room service together. He’d only shrugged when they asked him what he wanted, then stretched out on top of the duvet on his bed, listening but not moving when the food arrived.

At first, he’d thought the ceiling was perfectly white. But as he stared, he became aware of a discoloration. Somewhere, amidst the pipes and ductwork, moisture had begun to drip. In time, the stain would grow darker, larger, until everything crumbled.

SPECTR had betrayed him before, in the form of Graham Forsyth. And certainly working under District Chief Barillo hadn’t been fun for anyone. But thanks to Kaniyar, he’d been able to put those instances down to bad actors. People abusing their power within the organization, but who had ultimately been excised like cancerous tumors, before their evil could metastasize to the whole.

He’d been a fool. Forsyth hadn’t been some rogue agent—he’d been Executive Assistant Director for the Non-Human Entity Research Division. No one got that high up, was granted so much funding for his twisted projects, without structural approval. His demon army hadn’t been the start of malfeasance, but rather one more ugly incident in a long sequence.

Ever since John had decided to go to the Academy and train to become an agent, he’d looked at SPECTR as his replacement family for the one that had rejected him. But the truth was, they’d been the ones to take his real family from him. Worse: they’d stolen his very identity, then stepped in and made sure he continued to be their tool.

The sense of betrayal was so huge it crowded out everything, leaving him numb.

“John?” Zahira asked again.

“I’m not hungry,” he replied this time.

Forks scraped on plates. “You need to keep up your strength,” Ryan said. “Come on. Just take a few bites out of your burger. Or the fries—they’re a little limp, but it’s hard to go wrong with potatoes.”

More to make them happy than anything else, John dragged himself off the bed. Zahira ate at the room’s tiny desk, and Ryan perched on his own bed. John took his burger and fries back to his bed and sat on the edge, balancing them on his lap. None of it looked appetizing, but he forced himself to eat some of the fries.

Maybe it was what he’d needed, because once he was done, he found the smell of the burger more appetizing. Before he knew it, he’d eaten the entire thing.

“Better?” Ryan asked.

“Better,” John conceded. Physically, at least. He gathered the empty plates and stacked them on the tray, before depositing it in the hall.

When the door was closed again, Zahira said, “What are you going to do?”

John went to the window and looked out. He could see the lights of the airport glittering like stars, the planes streaking the sky like comets. “I don’t know. All of my answers are somewhere—in some SPECTR storage room, most likely, unless they were shredded or deleted.”

It could happen. No one would ever know all the horrors the CIA had perpetrated during MKULTRA, thanks to the purposeful destruction of documents. Why should Operation Mephisto be any different?

Sekhmet give him strength. SPECTR had taken literally everything from him, including his name. Let him continue on with the delusion he was John Starkweather, because it was more convenient for them. Told his actual family…what? That he was dead? Or had they been paid off, the way the Starkweathers had apparently been paid off?

He’d been so proud to be an agent. So convinced SPECTR was righteous, even when the evidence otherwise had stared him in the face.

“Do you think Director Kaniyar knows?” Zahira asked softly.

“That’s the million dollar question, isn’t it?” John leaned his forehead against the cool glass of the window. “Who knew what, and when, and kept it from me? Did the administration at the state school know? What about the Academy? Kaniyar was district chief—did she know even then, when I first came to work for her? Is that why she expected so much from me, or did she just think I was good on my own merits?”

“I’ve never met her, obviously,” Ryan said, “but the fewer people who know a secret, the more likely it is to stay that way. And I’m guessing this is something SPECTR absolutely doesn’t want getting out. Something like Operation Mephisto has to have a high level of classification.”

“Was it some project of Forsyth’s?” Zahira wondered. “Before he decided to start building a demon army out of regular people, maybe he considered building one out of paranormals. Only he tried drugs to control them instead of shock collars.”

Maybe. But the Forsyth scandal had taken down a lot of people, including the former director. If Kaniyar knew…

He could just ask her. He’d always trusted Kaniyar to do the right thing. Though what would she even consider the right thing in this case? Kaniyar was many things, including ruthlessly practical.

Or had his trust been misplaced all along? If she’d known from the start…but as Ryan had said, that seemed unlikely.

Didn’t it?

Thank Goddess Caleb wasn’t here. The thought felt disloyal, but the truth was, Caleb wouldn’t consider this rationally. He’d declare Kaniyar was in on it, that SPECTR was rotten to the core, and they couldn’t trust anyone in the agency apart from Zahira.

Maybe he’d even be right. But angry ranting wouldn’t help John figure any of this out. As for Gray, he’d want to take the most direct action possible, starting with Walsh.

He wouldn’t go on a bloody rampage without John’s permission. But given the things Walsh had said, how he’d spoken so easily about abandoning the girl possessed by the naga, how he’d framed the torture of children as a scientific necessity…John would be lying to himself if he said the temptation to turn Gray loose wasn’t there.

Which would be the worst thing possible for Gray and Caleb, so again, it was just as well they were back in New Orleans.

Zahira rose to her feet. “We should try to get some sleep. It’s been a long day for us all.”

“No lie,” John agreed. “Goodnight. See you in the morning.”

Once she was gone, Ryan grabbed his overnight bag. “Do you want the bathroom first, or…?”

“Go ahead,” John said. “I doubt I’ll be able to sleep much anyway.”

Ryan disappeared into the bathroom. John reached for the chain to pull the curtain closed, but paused with his hand on it. Watching planes cutting across the night sky, nothing more than lights ascending to and descending from the heavens, no clues as to the people they carried within. People who had lives and dreams and hopes. People who had secrets.

Operation Mephisto might have been highly classified. But someone out there did know about it.

They knew John had come across Jennifer and Marc Starkweather, who had posed as his parents before he was shipped off to state school. Knew John had talked to them more than once.

Plenty of people at SPECTR-NOLA had known about the encounter, from field agents to District Chief Fontaine. The Starkweather name would have gone into the files, along with his as one of the investigating agents. Had that alone caused a monitoring program of some kind to send up a red flag?

Jennifer had been afraid, the last time John had seen her alive. Said he was going to get them killed. Now she and Marc were dead from an apparent suicide pact, which John didn’t believe for a moment hadn’t been a murder staged to look otherwise.

The conclusion had become inescapable. Someone at SPECTR had killed them to cover up Operation Mephisto. And if they found out John had been investigating further, along with Zahira and Ryan…

Well. It didn’t take a genius to figure out they’d be next.


Seven


This is fucked up, Caleb thought at Gray. I mean, not that there was going to be any good reason for stealing people’s bones, but yikes.

Gray didn’t bother to answer. He was on high alert, absorbing information through every sense, searching for any sign of the fifolet. The two drakul paddled more slowly now, the canoe passing beneath the morbid wind chime. Other arrangements of bones, strung together with dried and knotted grass, appeared in the trees along the bayou. Ribs, long bones, vertebrae, even a lower jaw or two, all taken apart and put back together in whatever way suited the fifolet. It was almost artistic.

Maybe the faust had been an artist, and some creative instinct lingered after the demon subsumed them, horrible and twisted but still there. Caleb had never spent much time thinking about the people who had existed before they became monsters, except when it came to identifying them as part of the case. He hadn’t wondered about who the ancient rougarou had once been, or the doppelgänger, or any of NHEs they’d come across while road tripping with John.

If John’s possession all those years ago had been allowed to become permanent, neither he nor Gray would have wondered about him if they encountered him now as a ghoul, or a werewolf, or whatever.

Maybe the fifolet’s host hadn’t had any choice. The stories about Jean LaFitte, forcing demons into people to guard his treasure, might be just that—stories. Or they might be real.

“None of the demons initially had a choice, either,” Gray reminded him. “Nor did anyone ask me if I wished to walk this world.”

Fuck everything. Fuck people like LaFitte, and Walsh, and Brimm, and Forsyth, and anyone who forced and tortured and didn’t give a damn about anything but themselves.

Had John learned anything from Walsh? He hadn’t texted, but then again, he knew they were going out hunting. Caleb hadn’t actually expected him to. John was just being practical, not shutting them out.

John didn’t look at them now and think about what was done to him. They were different. Sure, neither of them had asked for this, and the experience hadn’t exactly been fun for Caleb at the beginning, but it wasn’t the same.

“I am not a demon,” Gray said, but there wasn’t the usual conviction behind the statement. “That is the difference. They were demons, and I am myself.”

That isn’t how John classifies things, though. It’s all Non-Human Entities to him; you’re just at the top of the food chain.

“I do not wish to think about this now.”

Gray had a point. They were on a hunt; they needed to keep their heads in the game before the fifolet ended up yanking their bones out for its twisted art project.

The waterway narrowed, the horrifically decorated trees closing in. Spanish moss trailed from the branches above, nearly brushing their head. The eerie quiet still remained, and the wind stank of rotting eggs and freezing metal. The fifolet had passed through only moments before.

An old shack appeared ahead, slowly decaying into the mud it stood on. Antlers decorated the outside walls, their points jutting aggressively from the weathered wood. An abandoned hunting camp, maybe? And if so, had the fifolet been one of the hunters who nailed his prize to the wall, or had it merely taken inspiration from them?

The smell of blood and wet bone tainted the air. A roughly constructed frame stood outside the shack, and on it some new creation of bone and twisted grass was taking shape. One of the fresh ribs had been added to it, but the others lay abandoned on the ground.

The fifolet had smelled them. Had it fled, or simply hid?

Let’s check out the cabin.

Gray didn’t answer with words, only the feeling of agreement and a subtle shift in posture to signal to Night. The canoe angled toward the bank.

Something detached itself from one of the cypress trees just as they passed. It was tall and thin, its bark-like skin perfect camouflage until the moment it moved. Caleb just had time to register a bluish light blink on like a firefly, before a hand with fingers like knives stabbed into the flesh of their shoulder. Then it was hurling them into the air with immense strength, their body tumbling, until the dark water of the bayou closed over them.
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Gray’s feet hit the soft muck of the bottom. The sucking mud releases him reluctantly as he fights his way back to the surface. Water floods into the rubber overalls of the waders, weighing him down. His claws find purchase in cypress knees; a moment later, he stumbles through the shallows, brackish water streaming from their hair.

“Fuck! We need to get the waders empty.”

There is no time.

The wound in their shoulder closes as he casts about for the fifolet. The canoe is overturned, and there is no sign of Night. Nor of the demon, though given its camouflage it could be standing only feet away, pressed against a cypress, eyes only slits and lure gone dark. Its scent saturates the area, making it impossible to tell where it might be.

“What do we do?” Caleb asks. Impatient as always.

Gray prowls forward, scanning every tree, ears straining for any creak of wood or snap of twig. The bones clatter in the wind, concealing sounds of other movement. It is clear from the number of them that the fifolet has been here for a very long time. It might have haunted the swamp for years, preying on anyone that crossed its path, then vanishing into the vastness of the swamp. No mortal would be able to track it this far; it is only the fifolet’s bad luck that Zahira was asked to investigate the latest death.

“Maybe the stories about LaFitte are true, then.”

Gray can taste Caleb’s distress. But there is nothing to be done; the fifolet cannot be exorcised, and if they do not kill it, it will continue to lure mortals to their deaths.

But first they have to find it.

There is no point to stealth, not with the water sloshing about inside the waders. Perhaps Caleb was right, and he should take them off.

Gray removes their heavy coat, then slips one of the rubber straps off their shoulder. He is reaching for the second when something moves in their peripheral vision.

He turns—but he is slowed by the half-shed waders. The fifolet’s teeth sink deep into their exposed shoulder. Then it leaps back, scrambling partway up a tree, its eyes fixed on them.

Numbness spreads out from the bite, carried on their blood, pushed through their body by their pounding heart. Their lips go numb, then their tongue. Gray tries to take a step forward, but their legs do not obey him, and they crash to the ground.

“What’s happening?” Caleb demands, his fear causing their heart to beat even faster, the poison to spread that much quicker. “Can’t you get rid of it? Heal us!”

Gray is healing them, but it takes time to clear the poison from their veins, their flesh. And in the meantime, the fifolet is climbing down from its perch.

It is tall and agonizingly thin, with fingers like sharpened twigs. Its legs are cartoonishly long, the toes it walks on equally exaggerated in length. Like the feet of a wading bird, its toes keep it from sinking into the mud of the swamp. The blue light on its forehead glows like a third eye as it bends down over them.

Caleb tries to take control and flail at it, but their body isn’t yet responsive. Some feeling comes back into their fingers, their face, but not fast enough.

The fifolet grabs their left arm and stretches it out to the side. Then it sinks its knife-like fingers deep into the flesh.

“Oh fuck, it’s going to pry our arm bones out! Hurry! Shit, where the fuck is Night?”

The pain is blinding as it continues to slice, from shoulder to elbow, from elbow to wrist. Their blood soaks the ground, and now Gray is having to heal on two fronts. One leg twitches, the poison cleared. He shoves against the ground, pushing their body a few feet away from the fifolet, but it isn’t enough. He closes the wound in their arm—if they can force it to repeat its actions, buy just a little more time—

Night materializes out of the darkness, leaping toward the fifolet. One arm dangles by a mere strip of flesh, nearly ripped from his body by the fifolet’s initial attack.

The fifolet avoids Night’s fangs, though only by a hair. It stabs him with its long fingers—then bites him in turn, before leaping back to await his collapse.

But Night doesn’t have a beating heart. Instead of collapsing, he seizes one of the fifolet’s elongated feet, yanking it down from the tree it was trying to retreat to.

And now, finally, the last dregs of the poison are out. Gray rolls over, vomits up something sickly and green, then lurches to their feet. With a snarl of rage, he grabs the fifolet’s flailing arms.

Between the two of them, they wrestle the demon to the ground and fall upon it. Gray’s teeth sink into the join of neck and shoulder, and Night bites down on the great artery running into the leg. Energy surges into Gray, the pleasure of feeding overwhelming all other senses. He closes his eyes and drinks and drinks, until nothing is left.

It is over all too soon. Within moments, the fifolet begins to rot, as though it had died long ago.

“Whoever they were, they’re at peace now,” Caleb says. “No one is suffering anymore.”

Gray stands up, as does Night. Night’s dangling arm is completely useless.

“You will have to retrieve the canoe,” Night says. “And row back.”

Caleb sighs. “And once we get back to the apartment, I’ll have to try and lash him back together. If this goes on much longer, I’m investing in duct tape.”


Eight


To John’s shock, he fell asleep almost as soon as his head hit the pillow and slept through straight until dawn. He woke groggily as Ryan pulled open the shades, blinking in surprise at the light. For a moment, he was aware only of the clean smell of the sheets and the foul taste in his mouth.

Then he remembered. SPECTR had done this to him.

It turned him sluggish and cold, like poison in his veins. Even a hot shower failed to warm him. He honestly had no idea what to do with the knowledge Walsh had given him. Should he try to find out more? Confront Kaniyar and demand answers?

That would have been a given, except for two problems. The obvious was that two people had—probably—already been murdered to keep the secret.

The second was that John was free to roam at Kaniyar’s pleasure. She needed him for the simple reason that, without John, she had no way to control Gray and Caleb. John was their tether to SPECTR, the only reason they’d agreed to go on a road trip across the south with her sanction, rather than simply take off after what went down in Charleston.

If he made himself too much of a problem, and Kaniyar decided he was more of a liability than a resource…ending up in jail was one possibility, just for starters. And then what would happen to Caleb and Gray?

Caleb had texted at some point overnight, though John had apparently slept through the alert. Fifolet taken care of. I hope your trip is going well. Text me when you can. v<3v

John couldn’t begin to explain things in a text message. I’ll tell you about it when I get home, he typed. See you soon.

He and Ryan met Zahira in the lobby for the hotel’s continental breakfast. John forced himself to eat eggs, bacon, and toast, even though he didn’t feel particularly hungry. As they ate, he found himself staring at the Christmas tree in the lobby. Had he ever celebrated the holiday, outside of his borrowed memories? And if so, did he have any chance of regaining the real memories, or would he always have only the false ones the telepath had apparently given him?

He’d barely even thought about that part of Walsh’s story, so consumed by the knowledge SPECTR had been behind the Center and the experiments. “At least I know I wasn’t brainwashed,” he said out loud. “At least, not involuntarily.”

Zahira paused, her spoon hovering above her cold cereal. “Why do you think it happened? Why ask someone to overwrite your memories?”

“I’ve been thinking about that,” Ryan volunteered. “I think it was an accident.”

John swallowed a dry piece of toast. “An accident? It seems like it was on purpose, unless Walsh was lying.”

“I mean, the telepath overwriting your memories with his own was an accident.” Ryan leaned forward, brown eyes intent. “Think about it—you’re a bunch of kids who’ve been more or less discarded by your own families. The fact no one is going to come looking for you is part of the reason you were chosen. You’ve been part of an ultra-secret government-sponsored experiment—an experiment that has to stay secret.”

The fine hairs rose on the back of John’s neck. “No. They can’t have meant to kill them. Us. Walsh is a monster, but murder…”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Ryan shrugged. “But if you’re a fifteen-year-old who’s been tortured for months, I doubt being silenced the permanent way would seem much of a leap.”

“So you think the telepath was trying to erase their memories?” Zahira asked.

Ryan nodded. “Not all their memories, just the ones about the experiment. But it went wrong, somehow. He erased everything in the basement, but accidentally overwrote everyone’s past with his own. The memories wouldn’t even have to be that detailed—most of our actual, real memories are less precise than we think, but our brains fill in stuff. Mash different memories together.” He gestured with his fork at the twinkling tree. “If you grew up in a household that celebrates Christmas, you probably don’t recall every single tree you ever had. But if asked to picture a specific year, you’ll know there was probably a tree, and your brain will patch together an image of it, based on what you expect it to have looked like. The heirloom ornaments, the garland you made in fifth grade, whatever. Make sense?”

“Yeah.” John drummed his fingers on the back of the seat. “But what about the naga? Where does she fit in?”

“It doesn’t do you any good to erase memories if the experiment continues after.” Ryan leaned back and dropped his napkin on his plate. “She’d cause enough chaos that, taken alongside the confusion of the remaining subjects, continuing would be more trouble than it was worth. Then, when the coast was clear, the group would come back and make sure she was exorcised.”

“But if no one remembered…” John objected.

Ryan stared blindly at the Christmas tree. “The telepath would, wouldn’t he? You can’t do brain surgery on yourself. Oh, he would have convinced the adults that he didn’t remember anything, either. But then he fucked up, and the other three were shipped off to who-knows where, thinking they were him. And of course SPECTR wasn’t just going to let a telepath walk away. He’d been a stupid kid to think otherwise.”

Zahira pursed her lips. “I don’t know, Ryan. That seems like a lot of speculation.”

John took a long sip of coffee. Zahira had a point, but…“It feels right, though. Deep down. It’s exactly the kind of crazy plan a bunch of teenagers would come up with.” He let out a sigh. “I could be fooling myself, though.”

“Ryan is absolutely right about one thing,” Zahira said. “A telepath…until you told me about the rougarou, I never thought they might be real. If empaths have to wear green armbands in public to warn other people, what might a telepath have to do to prove he was safe to return to society?”

John shook his head. The exorcism after the mind-wipe made sense, if the NHE’s strength was needed to erase memories. But that still left someone who could read thoughts. People were scared enough of empaths sensing whether or not they were lying.

Was the real John even now rotting in a SPECTR black ops site? Or had he been made into…what? A spy? CIA and NSA would both love to get their hands on an actual mind-reader.

Goddess. While John had been out living his life, the real John Starkweather had probably never had a single choice about anything since that day at the Center.

Zahira’s eyes drifted to the big TV hanging on the wall of the breakfast area. Then she stiffened and grabbed John’s arm. “John, look.”

He twisted around to see the screen. The sound was off, the picture of a serious looking reporter standing in front of a familiar house.

Walsh’s house.

There wasn’t any closed captioning, but the chyron at the bottom of the screen read: BOCA RATON MAN FOUND MURDERED.
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Since they hadn’t checked out of the hotel yet, they went back up to John and Ryan’s room to huddle around John’s laptop. It didn’t take long to find an article on the murder.

BOCA RATON MAN BLUDGEONED TO DEATH

Sixty-two year old Osmond Walsh was reported dead this morning by his daughter, Maryann Walsh, 35, who had arrived in the early hours of the morning along with her two children to spend Christmas with Dr. Walsh. According to police sources, Walsh had been beaten around the head and shoulders with a blunt instrument. Paramedics attempted to revive Walsh, but he was declared dead on arrival at a local hospital.

There were no signs of forced entry, and robbery does not appear to have been a motive. Dr. Walsh taught psychiatry at a small local university.

Police say there are currently no suspects. Anyone with information about the crime is urged to contact the Boca Raton Police Department.

“Good God,” Ryan breathed. “And he was fine when you left him?”

It dawned on John just how bad it would look if anyone found out about this trip. “I didn’t kill him, if that’s what you mean,” he snapped.

Ryan held up his hands. “I don’t think you did. Not that I would have blamed you, after what the guy did to you, but you don’t strike me as prone to extrajudicial murder. I just meant did he seem nervous, or I don’t know, off somehow?”

“The opposite,” John said bitterly. “He was smug. Pleased with himself. Annoyed that I wouldn’t consent to be a lab rat a second time, but fine otherwise.”

Zahira stood up and paced to the window, then back. “I don’t think you did anything to him, John,” she said, “but it is a huge coincidence that he died while we were here.”

“Someone killed the Starkweathers.” John powered down the laptop. “Or at least, I believe their death was just made to look like a murder-suicide. Now Walsh is dead.”

“People connected to Operation Mephisto are being picked off,” Ryan murmured, eyes unfocused with thought.

John stuffed the laptop back into his carry on. “It might have actually been a coincidence that they reached Walsh shortly after we did, then. There could be other murders we don’t know anything about.” He paused, a sick feeling in his gut. “If my contact with the Starkweathers sent up a flag in the system somewhere, whoever was on the other end might have decided the easiest thing to do was make sure no one was left to talk about Operation Mephisto. Which means those of us who were experimented on could be next.”

Ryan let out a low whistle. “Maybe you should stay with me for a while. Caleb can come, too, of course.”

John bit his lip. He didn’t want to subject Gray to constant hiding. But he also didn’t want to leave Ryan on his own. “You’re still in a hotel, right?”

“Right.”

“If you don’t mind, maybe we could switch you to the hotel where Zahira is staying. The place is pretty much deserted, and it wouldn’t be hard to get a room next to hers.” Technically, he, Caleb, and Gray could do the same thing so they’d all be together…but what about Night? Even if they used a Do Not Disturb hanger to keep the staff out, Ryan was bound to notice something weird about him at close quarters. Plus they’d have to either explain why “Agent Knight” was staying in the room with them, or get him his own room and hope he didn’t decide to wander off when they weren’t looking.

“I’m not worried about myself,” John went on. “I’m an experienced agent, and Caleb is a lot tougher than he looks.”

“Is he?” Ryan asked skeptically.

Tough enough to survive a bullet to the head, or being shot up by assault rifles, though of course Ryan didn’t know that. “Just trust me on that,” John said. “We’ll stay in the apartment for now. In fact, it might give us the chance to keep an eye out for anyone suspicious and catch them in the act.”

Zahira sat down on the edge of the bed. “John…maybe it’s time to tell Director Kaniyar what’s happening.”

“No!” Ryan exclaimed. Then he seemed to catch himself. “I’m sorry, Zahira, but SPECTR are the ones who did this to John in the first place. Even if she didn’t know about John from the beginning, she probably does now, since she’s the director.” He paused, face darkening. “She might have even ordered the murders.”

“Kaniyar wouldn’t do that,” John objected.

“Are you so sure?”

“Yes.” Kaniyar was a lot of things, including absolutely ruthless, but he couldn’t imagine her ordering the beating death of a man who couldn’t defend himself. “Do I think she might have known about my memory rewrite from the day I signed on at the Charleston office? It’s possible. She’s not one to show her hand or discard anyone she might be able to use.” The fact he was walking around free now was proof enough of that. “But assassinations aren’t her style.”

“She took up arms against Forsyth,” Zahira said quietly.

“That’s different. I did too, remember?”

She looked conflicted. John winced. “I’m sure this isn’t how you imagined your career with SPECTR,” he said. “I’m sorry I dragged you into all of this. If you want to report me to the director, go ahead. I’ll tell her you didn’t know about any of it, and I’m sure Caleb will back me up.”

“No. I made the choice to help you.” Zahira straightened her spine. “Perhaps once we get the results from the hard drive, we’ll know what to do.”

“I certainly hope so.” He glanced at the clock sitting on the nightstand. “Let’s get back to New Orleans.”


Nine


Caleb stared at John’s text, trying to decide whether to reply or not.

I’ll tell you about it when I get home. See you soon.

Was it on the abrupt side, or was Caleb reading too much into things?

Whatever. John didn’t want to talk now, was probably in the middle of getting his stuff together to come home. Caleb tucked his phone into his pocket and turned to Night, who as usual lurked in the corner being creepy. “I’m going Christmas shopping,” he said. “Stay put while I’m out.”

Night blinked once, very slowly. “Mortal foolishness.”

“He is not wrong,” Gray said.

We’re going to get something for John. Make him feel better about everything.

Gray seemed more interested at that, though only marginally. Caleb went down to Saint Charles and caught the trolly into the French Quarter. He’d wracked his brains over what to get for John—or even if he should get anything, considering John didn’t celebrate Christmas. But he’d been having such a lousy time lately, a present wouldn’t be out of line. They’d give it to him as soon as he got home, instead of making him wait until the twenty-fifth.

He went to a tiny vampire-themed shop in the French Quarter. A little tree decorated with vampire, skeleton, and bat ornaments stood in the window. The woman behind the counter sat up when she spotted him, and her eyes gave him an appreciative once-over before she said, “Let me know if you need any help. Are you looking for anything in particular?”

“Already spotted it,” Caleb said, and went to the area with bath products.

In the end, he left with a bag containing a bath bomb shaped like a coffin, a vampire rubber ducky, a chunky candle with vampire-themed pewter charms embedded inside, and a bar of dark chocolate with raspberry filling that he assumed was meant to resemble blood.

“This is nonsense.”

You’ve slept in coffins, though. Or hidden in them to avoid mortals, anyway.

“It is still nonsense.”

Caleb conjured up a brief fantasy of John relaxing in the tub with the bath bomb, the room lit by the flickering candle as Caleb stripped down to join him. Gray predictably perked up at that. “Perhaps I was too hasty in my judgment.”

I thought that would change your mind.

He made a brief detour to Bourbon Street and the vampire bar where he’d worked. The place was shut down now that both of the owners were dead at the hands of a doppelgänger, but he doubted anyone’d had time to clean it out yet. When he was sure no one was looking, he quickly scrambled up the wall and through an unlocked window. A few minutes later, he snuck out the same way, this time carrying the painting he and Gray had created, which had hung for sale on the wall of the bar.

From there it was back to the apartment to stash everything in the bedroom, check that Night hadn’t gone anywhere, and hop into the SUV to head to the airport. Zahira shot him a text when they were on the ground, and shortly thereafter they were climbing into the car, with Zahira in the passenger seat and Ryan and John in the back. Caleb twisted around to look at John. The eyes that met his were haunted.

He put the SUV in drive and headed out of the airport. “How did things go?” he asked.

John told him, with Zahira and Ryan chiming in. Caleb’s hands tightened on the wheel as they spoke, and he had to force his grip to relax before he snapped the plastic. “Of course it was fucking SPECTR,” he snarled, a bit of Gray’s rumble edging into his voice. “Why am I not surprised? Oh right, because of Forsyth and Barillo and all the rest of those fuckers.”

“I’m not sure Kaniyar ordered Walsh killed,” John said tiredly.

“If she wanted him dead, she could have just asked us to do it,” Caleb muttered.

John’s head snapped up, and he stared at Caleb. Shit. “I don’t mean it,” he said, though he sort of did. At least then he and Gray would be useful, would be doing something instead of sitting on the sidelines waiting for John to come home.

“What about you, Caleb?” Ryan asked. “Have you met the director? Do you think she’s trustworthy?”

Well, that was a hell of a question, and not one he could easily answer while having to edit the truth for Ryan’s consumption. “I think she doesn’t like wasted assets,” he said at last. “Which means I don’t think she’d have Walsh killed, because he might have still been useful.”

“She wouldn’t actually use him, or his research, though,” Zahira protested.

“Of course she would. She’s kept people on the payroll who killed an agent, albeit a corrupt one,” he said, meaning himself and Gray. “She didn’t fire Barillo. Or hell, Sean for that matter. And do we know where all of Forsyth’s research on building a demon army went to?”

“She wouldn’t build a demon army.”

“On that we agree. It’s not her style. But viewing Walsh as a useful asset absolutely is her style.”

“Keeping one of his victims close at hand is, too,” John said, and Christ, he sounded defeated. “If she knew the whole time…surely it would be in the records somewhere.”

“Maybe, but that doesn’t mean she had access to that information,” Caleb said, less because he wanted to defend Kaniyar than because he wanted to make John feel better. “Hell, for all we know, whoever was behind this scrubbed everything to cover their tracks.”

“Maybe,” John said.

No one said much of anything more until they arrived back at the apartment. Ryan left to get his things, check out of his hotel, and move to the one down the street where Zahira was staying. Zahira went back to her room to decompress, so it was just Caleb, John, and Night for a bit.

Night continued to lurk in the corner. Caleb followed John into the bedroom to drop his overnight bag on the bed. “We got the fifolet,” he said.

“I got your text,” John said. “I knew you could handle it.”

He didn’t ask for any more details, which…well, he had a lot on his mind, and he had confidence in them. Which was fine. Caleb already knew how to get John to relax.

“So, we got you a little something,” he said teasingly.

John looked up and blinked. “What?”

“A present, sort of.” Caleb took the bag out of the dresser where he’d hidden it and held it out to John. “Go on, open it.”

John took out the coffin-shaped bath bomb and stared at it in confusion.

“It’s a bath bomb,” Caleb clarified. “And there’s a scented candle, and some chocolate. It has raspberry—you do like raspberry, right?”

“Yeah. Thanks.”

His reaction was a little less enthusiastic than Caleb had hoped. “No problem. I figured a romantic evening might help you relax a little.” He stalked closer, sliding his arms around John’s waist from behind and nuzzling his neck. “We’ll draw you a hot bath, light the candle, maybe wash your back.” Gray floated close to the surface, and Caleb nipped lightly at John’s skin. “Get you all nice and powered up.”

John pulled away. “Another time, okay? I’ve got a lot on my mind right now.”

Oh. Caleb hid his disappointment. “Sure. We understand.”

“I know it’s early, but I’m going to bed.”

At loose ends, Caleb drifted back out into the living room. “John did not like our gift?” Gray asked uncertainly.

It’s not that. He’s just not in the mood. Once he’s less tired and preoccupied, I’m sure he’ll be happy to show his appreciation.

Gray considered. “Perhaps we should offer him our blood.”

It was something they could do, anyway. If John didn’t want to power up the usual way, Gray could open a vein long enough for him to get a hit of etheric energy and super-charge his exorcist ability.

Except…oh shit. That was what the whole fucked up experiment had apparently been about.

“This is different,” Gray protested. “We are not a demon.”

It is different, because it’s consensual. But that doesn’t mean it might not bring back memories, now that John has access to them again.

Fuck. Caleb dropped down on the couch and buried his face in his hands. They needed to talk about this—really talk. First thing tomorrow, before anyone else came over, they’d lay out their concerns to John and find out if it was just all in their heads. Ask what he needed from them.

Whatever it was, they’d give it to him. They’d all get through this, one way or another. Together.
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The knock on the door came far too early.

John blinked awake, head aching. He reached out blindly, but Caleb’s side of the bed was cold. Had he even come to sleep?

The murmur of voices came from the living room. Stifling a groan, John sat up. Dawn light trickled reluctantly through the blinds as he pulled on his clothes from the day before.

When he stepped out to find Tiffany at their table, his heart lifted even as a sort of queasy nervousness filled his stomach. “The hard drive?”

“Good morning to you, too,” Tiffany said. Even this early, she looked perfectly put together, from her hair to her makeup to her Louboutin shoes.

“Sorry.” He offered her an apologetic smile. “It’s been a rough few days.”

“So Caleb was telling me.” She jerked her head in the direction of the kitchen, where Caleb had gone to prep the coffee. “He didn’t give me any details, but he said SPECTR-RD was up to more than we realized.”

“I’m sure you kept a copy of the files from the hard drive for yourself, so let me know what you think after you read them,” John said. When she opened her mouth to protest, he added, “You’re no fool, Tiffany, and the Vigilant didn’t survive centuries by passing up free intel.”

She inclined her head. “True enough.” Reaching into her purse, she took out a thumb drive and held it out to him. “Here you go. Everything on the drive, decrypted and ready to be opened on your laptop.”

His hand trembled as he took it from her. There were answers here. Big ones.

Answers as to who he really was. And maybe, in a way, answers as to what SPECTR really was. Who Walsh had been reporting to. How far up this had gone.

Or he might be getting ahead of himself. John forced himself to take a deep breath, to calm his racing heart.

“You want any coffee, Tiffany?” Caleb asked as he set a cup in front of John.

“No.” She rose to her feet. “I have to get going.”

“Hold on a sec.” Caleb went to the bedroom, then returned carrying a painting. He must have stuck it in the closet out of the way, because John hadn’t spotted it earlier. He held it up so Tiffany could get a clear view: a young Black woman in a dress from the first part of the 1800s, surrounded by darkness but holding a lantern high. A moth fluttered around the lantern, the edge of one wing obscuring the curve of her cheek. Her eyes stared straight at the viewer, fierce and determined.

“This is Papillon,” Caleb said from behind the painting. “Gray and I painted it. It’s from memory, except for the colors.”

Tiffany’s lips parted as she stared at the image of her long-ago ancestress. Papillon had been a placée in this very city, who’d founded the Vigilant after a chance encounter with Gray. Her ongoing legacy had shaped Tiffany’s entire life.

Tiffany took a step forward, lifting her hand, but didn’t touch the paint. “That was her? What she looked like?”

“Yes.” Caleb lowered the painting. “We painted it just after we got here, but now that you’re back, I thought you should be the one to have it.”

She took it from him, lowering it when she felt the weight of the frame. “I’m…Thank you, Caleb. And Gray. This means a lot.”

Caleb shrugged awkwardly. “Want me to carry it down to your car for you? It’s unwieldy on the stairs.”

“Yes. Thank you.” She turned to John. “I’ll call you after I look at those files, and you can catch me up to speed on anything else you think I need to know.” She glanced at Night. “And for fuck’s sake, don’t screw up the second drakul in the meantime.”

As soon as the door closed behind her and Caleb, John grabbed his laptop, waited impatiently for it to boot up, and inserted the thumb drive.

A list of folders came up: SUBJECT INTERVIEWS, GRANT APPLICATIONS, EMAILS, TRASH, ABSTRACT, METHODOLOGY, SUBJECT PROFILES, and PICTURES.

John’s mouse hovered over them, going back and forth, unsure where to click. Then, finally, he swallowed hard and opened SUBJECT PROFILES.

Four sub-folders greeted him: 9-05-13, 10-06-1, 15-06-5, 19-06-9, and 21-06-11.

19-06-9. That was him.

Hand shaking, he opened the folder. Inside were a number of files: Identifying Information, Preliminary Medical Exam, Baseline Ability Test Results, and Baseline Psychological Profile.

The door opened and shut as Caleb returned to the apartment. He leaned over John’s shoulder, then let out a soft “Okay, then.” He wrapped his arms around John’s shoulders—then Gray rose to the surface, a storm of sheer etheric power closing around John like a protective ward.

John clicked on Identifying Information.

SUBJECT: 19-06-9

NAME: Jonathan Daniel Low

There it was. His name.

John mouthed it, then said it out loud. “Jonathan Daniel Low.”

A flare of pain shot through his head. A woman’s voice came back to him, clear as if she sat beside him: “It’s going to be okay, Jonny.”

What had Walsh said about the numerical system? That it was to keep the researchers from thinking of them as people, but also for clarity. There’d been a John and a Jonathan in the group. A Johnny and a Jonny.

He kept reading:

SS: ###-##-####

AGE: 15

RACE: White

GENDER: Male

PLACE OF RESIDENCE: Savannah, GA, no fixed address

PARANORMAL ABILITY: Exorcist

CIRCUMSTANCES OF ACQUISITION:

Unlike other subjects, 19-06-9 was delivered directly to the study via SPECTR. Subject was involved in identifying a lycanthrope possession. (See SPECTR Case File #: 5-190789301.) Responding agent took subject to local headquarters for further questioning and discovered subject and mother are homeless and living on the streets of Savannah. Given the circumstances, it was determined subject could easily be relocated to the Center for Loving Redemption without notice.

Note: Darlene Beatrice Low (mother) filed a missing persons report shortly after subject acquired. Due to circumstances of homelessness, police interest is minimal and should not present an obstacle.

John folded his hands over his mouth, holding back a cry. He’d spent over a decade believing that he’d been rejected by his family for being paranormally abled. Telling himself that was all right, because SPECTR had become his family instead.

But that hadn’t been the case at all. SPECTR had stolen him from his real family. His mother had been looking for him. She’d wanted him back.

Pain seared through his skull, and he bent over, reaching for any memories that wanted to come.

He huddled into his layers of tattered clothing, on a bench beneath the spreading branches of a live oak. Mom strummed her guitar and sang in a high, sweet voice, the case open in front of her in hopes of tips. But it was winter and the tourists few and far between. She had less than five dollars in the case when she sat down by him to take a break.

“It’s going to be okay, Jonny,” she said. Her face was worn thin from constant worry, and he knew she cried sometimes at night while they tried to sleep in the car. “We’ve got this. Our luck is going to turn around any day now.”

He’d been trying to get work at any fast food joint that might hire him, but it wasn’t easy with no permanent address. Maybe he’d start hitting places in the historic district, little spots that might be willing to pay him under the table if he agreed to work for less than minimum wage. If only it was summer, tourist season, when places needed more workers. January was low tide, though, the streets virtually empty of anyone but locals.

“I know,” he said anyway, because he wasn’t going to make Mom feel any worse about their situation than she already did. It wasn’t her fault she’d gotten fired at the same time the landlord raised the rent. If Dad hadn’t taken off, or at least had the decency to pay child support, maybe they could have avoided eviction. But he was long gone, maybe dead for all they knew. “It’s just an off day. Tomorrow’s going to be better.”

John blinked rapidly, found himself staring at the coffee table. Caleb or Gray had rescued the laptop from going onto the floor, and it sat beside him on the couch now. Gray was still holding him, his immense strength keeping John in place.

John pushed against his embrace. “I’m okay. I need to stand up.”

Gray released him and receded. John went to the kitchen, poured a glass of water, and drank the whole thing down in a gulp. His head pounded as it always did after remembering what had been suppressed so long.

He knew, finally. Not every detail, but everything important.

His name was Jonathan Daniel Low. Son of Darlene Beatrice Low, who’d loved him and tried to find him. She’d never sent him away, never wanted to see the back of him the way the real John Starkweather’s parents had with him.

But they’d been homeless, and so very easy to victimize. He’d been snatched away, and the police hadn’t given a fuck, because who cared about anyone who was poor, who didn’t have enough to put a roof over their heads?

Everything had conspired against them, but SPECTR were the ones who’d set the nightmare in motion. Who’d taken him away from the real family who loved him, let him believe he had no one else, and filled the void they themselves had created.

His nostrils flared as pain began to crystallize into rage. He’d been betrayed and used and lied to, turned into a puppet by the very organization that had abused him in the first place. Fifteen, the real John, might have rewritten his memories, but it was SPECTR who’d truly brainwashed him.

Where was the real John? What had SPECTR done to him? To the other two “subjects” who’d survived? Had SPECTR turned them into agents as well?

It would make sense. They’d be the same way John had been, living in ignorance, their names and histories lost, wiped away by the very agency they reported to every morning. Unaware SPECTR had tortured them, had abandoned another young girl to turn into a monster.

Had they all been friends? If nothing else, shared horror would have formed a bond between them. He believed what Walsh had said, that they’d come up with the plan together, or at least followed Fifteen’s lead.

Another flash, too brief to send him reeling. Hands reaching out, joining atop the other, fingers curling together. A voice he almost recognized: “Let’s do this.”

“Sweetheart?” Caleb asked uncertainly from the edge where the linoleum met the carpet. “Are you okay? No, wait, stupid question, of course you aren’t. Is there anything we can do for you?”

John fingers clenched around the glass. Though his head hurt, for the first time in ages him mind felt shockingly clear. The hot wind of anger had blown away the fog, showing him his destination at last.

They’d been comrades united by suffering. Terrified children, trying the only desperate gamble that might have gotten them out of that place.

They’d never meant to abandon one another, he felt that with a bone deep certainty. They’d meant to meet back up, return, save…

Her name escaped him, so he touched the pendant that had hung around her throat for so long, and now adorned his. They’d meant to save her. To save each other.

She might be gone now, but the rest were still out there. Still waiting.

“I know what I have to do,” he said.

Caleb looked as though John’s calm tone worried him. “What?”

“I know who I am, now.” John put down the glass on the counter. “Not entirely, but I have my name back. But they—the rest of us, the ones who survived—don’t. The real John is out there somewhere—but so are two others, people who don’t know their memories aren’t their own.” He looked up and met Caleb’s anxious brown gaze. “I’m going to find them, show them everything, and give them back what SPECTR stole from them. No matter what it takes.”
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