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ONE


“And so that’s what we know,” John said quietly. “SPECTR kidnapped me off the street and shipped me to the Center to be experimented on.”

Silence filled the apartment. Caleb glanced from person to person: Zahira, her eyes wide and lashes spangled with tears, hand clasped to her mouth. Ryan, staring grimly at the scratched surface of the kitchen table, his lips a slash of repressed rage.

Night was there too, technically, but as usual he lurked in a shadowy corner of the living room, oblivious to the human tragedy unspooling in front of him.

Gray stirred. He’d curled up small and still, but his confusion bled through loud and clear. “What can we do? How can we make this right?”

I don’t know. We have to follow John’s lead on this.

Zahira lowered her hands and swallowed. “What should we call you now? John? Jonathan?”

“I think you’re missing the big picture,” Ryan said tightly.

Zahira glanced at him, before returning her gaze to John. “John having agency over his own identity is the big picture.”

Ryan looked stricken. “Right. Sorry. I’m tired.”

“It’s all right.” John’s blue eyes burned with a fervor Caleb had only seen before when he was going on about the greatness of SPECTR. “Thank you, Zahira. For now, let’s just keep things as they are. It will make the situation less confusing if—when—we have to report in.”

Caleb wanted John to tell SPECTR to fuck right off. But they couldn’t; Kaniyar wouldn’t let a civilian ride herd on Gray, even if she didn’t put John in jail the second he told her he was leaving the club.

Christ, what a mess.

Gray fretted wordlessly in their shared brain, a tiger huddled in a corner, confused and frightened by what he didn’t understand. He’d seen civilizations rise and fall without concern, but the shifting emotions of mortals, let alone a boyfriend, was utterly outside his experience.

Just calm down, okay? Aloud, Caleb said, “So what are you going to do?”

“I’m sure Tiffany is looking into the identities of the other two victims who were experimented on at the Center, whose names we don’t know yet,” John said, and God, he seemed so calm now. He’d made a decision and was charting his way ahead, a talent Caleb had seen him use in case after case. But this was somehow different. “When she knows something, I’m going to find them. I have the photo album showing the real John; that should be enough to start to convince them that they’re memories aren’t reliable.”

“I’ll go with you,” Ryan said immediately. “I’m seeing this through.”

“We’ll go with you, too,” Caleb put in. He glanced at Zahira. “Are you in?”

John held up his hand, and Caleb’s heart plummeted. “Chief Fontaine has gotten in the habit of calling us. If we suddenly don’t answer, someone is going to wonder why.” His expression closed off. “I don’t want Director Kaniyar knowing about this. Not yet.”

“I don’t either, but we need to go with you!” Gray rose up just under Caleb’s skin, distressed, and Caleb shoved him down. Not in front of Ryan! “I mean, I need to. I’m your boyfriend.”

John sighed. “Caleb, please, just trust me.”

Well fuck. “I do!” he protested. “But first you left me behind and almost got killed by a naga, and then you went to Florida and someone murdered Walsh. No loss there, but what if the murderer had turned up while you were questioning him?”

“I understand your concern,” Ryan said with a sympathetic look, “but when we find the other victims…their mental state is going to be uncertain at best. You’ve seen how profoundly this affected John. I feel as though the fewer people pushing them, the more…comfortable is the wrong word. They’ll feel less surrounded, out-numbered, while sorting through things?”

Ryan seemed like a nice guy—Caleb genuinely liked him. But he wasn’t a drakul; he couldn’t protect John. “Then maybe you should stay here.”

“I need to see this through!” Ryan turned to John. “You remember our conversation—”

“I do.” John reached over and took Caleb’s hand. “The real John was Ryan’s cousin. Ryan’s real-life uncle and aunt were probably murdered because I got too close to the truth. He has a right to be involved in this.”

“No,” Gray said stubbornly. “John is wrong. We should be with him. This Ryan should go away and not return.”

Great, just what he needed. It’s not Ryan’s fault, okay? He doesn’t know about us.

“But John…”

Ought to damn well know better.

“Fine,” Caleb said, yanking his hand back. “Fuck on off to wherever, then.”

Rather than concede, John just looked annoyed. “We’ll talk about this later. For now, Ryan, you should rest up.”

“I’ll look up the case number listed in your file,” Zahira offered. “Hopefully my checking into it won’t send up any flags, assuming anyone currently at SPECTR even remembers Operation Mephisto at this point.”

John nodded. “Thanks, Zahira. I appreciate your support.”

Caleb shoved his chair back and stood up. “I’m going for a walk.”
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John loved Caleb. He did.

But at the moment, he wanted to strangle him.

Caleb didn’t understand what he was going through. Couldn’t understand. But instead of listening to what John was saying, he insisted on doing things his way.

Gray probably felt the same way as Caleb. Neither of them had been happy with John leaving them behind on his Florida trip. But it had been the right call, and not just because they couldn’t fly there thanks to the airport’s spirit wards. If they’d been in the room with him and Walsh…

Caleb would have lashed out verbally, which would have put an end to the flow of information. They would have threatened Walsh then, demanded he talk, and in the end John would have found himself trying to talk them down instead of dealing with his own shit.

They wouldn’t have killed Walsh, though. Wanted to, maybe, but they wouldn’t have gone past threats. Someone else hadn’t had the same compunction, though.

Not Kaniyar; Caleb was right, she wouldn’t waste a potential asset. Not even an evil bastard like Walsh.

Had she known about Operation Mephisto? Had she known about him?

Maybe. He honestly couldn’t say for certain one way or the other; it was entirely possible she was as much in the dark about all this as he was.

Caleb wouldn’t even debate the possibility of her innocence, too eager to believe the worst. Sekhmet save him, John loved Caleb and Gray more than anything in the world, but right now he needed to have a rational discussion without Caleb’s distrust skewing everything.

So no, he didn’t particularly want them to be in the middle of this.

Ryan had left to get some sleep a few awkward minutes after Caleb. John hoped Caleb hadn’t managed to make Ryan feel bad about his presence, especially since the argument didn’t really have anything to do with Ryan.

Zahira let out a sigh, breaking John out of his own thoughts. “I’ve got the report.”

Her dark eyes were filled with sympathy, and John felt a new shade of grief. “Zahira…I’m sorry. I’m sorry we were your first assignment; I’m sorry everything has gone so wrong. You were only a rookie, only wanted to be a SPECTR agent—”

“John.” She held up her hand to stop him. “I wanted to learn about drakul. And I wanted to do work that was just, and that protected the helpless. This, what SPECTR has done, isn’t just. It’s wrong by any measure. I have to believe my presence here is maktub—Allah’s will.”

His throat constricted with emotion. “Thank you.”

She turned her laptop for him to view. The report from 2006 was a slightly different format than modern ones, but similar enough. John skipped over the minutia at the top and focused in on the section titled SUMMATION OF FACTS.

Savannah Police Department responded to reports of a minor in distress on Bay Street, near the Cotton Exchange. Jonathan Daniel Low, 15 year old white male, alerted responding officers to a man who had been following him, who he insisted was possessed by a lycanthrope. During questioning, the currently unidentified man showed signs of transformation, which resulted in a request for back up from SPECTR. Along with Special Agent Gilmore, I responded, confirmed case of possession, and took suspect into custody for exorcism.

Questioning of Jonathan Daniel Low revealed he has no fixed address and is dependent on panhandling for income. Given his demonstration of exorcist ability during his encounter, he has been taken into custody.

John put his face in his hands. He remembered now, more clearly than he had in the fragmented dream. He’d been making for River Street, hoping to find a few generous tourists, even though it was late in the year. A man had approached him, smiling, offered a hundred dollars if John would go back to his apartment with him.

Maybe even if he’d been restricted to ordinary senses, the man would have put his hackles up. As it was, he’d felt the wrongness of the demon inside staining the air, smelled matted fur and mange and rotting meat.

He’d run, and the werewolf gave chase. John had screamed and screamed, until he saw the winged lion in front of the Cotton Exchange, terra cotta body turned red from the rain that he hadn’t even noticed falling in his panic.

And people, tourists not yet driven out of the street, taking photos of its bloody appearance. They’d turned at his screams, and the man had tried to talk his way out of it, claimed John—Jonny—was his kid who was acting out, troubled, on drugs.

Someone hadn’t believed. Someone had called the police.

John had been saved. Only to be locked away at the Center for Loving Redemption, to have a similar demon forced into him. Made into the monster he’d been fleeing.

“John?” Zahira asked. “Are you all right?”

“No,” he said honestly, and dropped his hands. “I’m really not.”
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“I do not understand why John does not wish us to come with him,” Gray fretted. “Why does he keep leaving us behind?”

“Apparently, he doesn’t think we can help,” Caleb said aloud. He jammed his hands in his pockets and strode off down the street, ignoring the startled looks of tourists wandering around in search of breakfast.

He’d intended to sit down with John and have a serious talk this morning. About drakul blood, and having his powers boosted by etheric energy, and how all that might be sitting uneasily with him now that he was getting back traumatic memories of being part of an experiment that used possession for that very purpose.

But Tiffany had showed up—and that was fine, John needed the information she’d brought. Except then John immediately called in Zahira and Ryan, and recruited them into his new mission to find the other victims SPECTR had fucked over.

A mission Caleb and Gray apparently weren’t a part of.

He forced himself to slow and take a deep breath. It wasn’t easy; Gray’s agitation resonated with his and amped him up, which in turn riled Gray up even more.

Calm down, he thought, at himself as much as Gray. Let’s think this through.

Night had suggested John didn’t want them to go to Florida with him because they reminded him too closely of what he’d been through. He’d been involuntarily possessed by demons during Operation Mephisto; Gray had involuntarily possessed Caleb.

Their experiences weren’t even in the same league…but what if it was close enough to be triggering to John?

Gray ached to protest, but didn’t seem to know how. Grief and fear poured out and pooled around them, and for once Caleb didn’t know what to do about it. John wouldn’t hurt them on purpose, but this was out of anyone’s control.

Christ, if only they’d never come here. Or if Grandpa Starkweather hadn’t wandered out into the yard and gotten his stupid ass mauled by a rougarou. Or if Fontaine had just assumed the last name was a coincidence and put her own agents on it, instead of getting John involved.

But then John would never have known the truth. He’d have kept on blithely working for the very agency that had destroyed his life, and never even guessed.

Fuck. Caleb stopped and stared up blindly at the huge branches of a live oak stretching above the sidewalk. Beads from Mardi Gras past dangled from the limbs, sparkling in the early sun.

“What is done is done,” Gray said after a while. “Mortals waste their lives wishing the past had happened in a way that it did not. But what is before us today, in this moment, is what we must deal with.”

“Yeah,” Caleb said aloud. “You’re right. We’ve got to just…respect John’s wishes, I guess. Let him come to us, when he’s ready.”

That, Gray didn’t like. He wanted to do something—to fight John’s troubles, make everything all right again.

You know how to be patient, though. I know you do.

“Patience is for the hunt,” Gray complained, but Caleb felt him relent. “You are right.”

“Unfortunately,” Caleb muttered. “Okay. Let’s go back and apologize to our boyfriend.”


TWO


“I’m sorry,” Caleb said as he walked in the door.

John looked up from his own laptop. He’d been staring at a picture of the lion fountain in Savannah, in front of the Cotton Exchange. Goddess, he could remember it so clearly now, its terra cotta burnished red in the rain.

Sekhmet had led him there, he felt certain of it. Saved him from the werewolf by turning his steps to the place where tourists would see and hear and interfere.

She was the burning eye of the sun, a drinker of blood. A protector against evil and disease, a vengeful warrior, and a healer. An ancient myth whose telling might contain the memory of a drakul run mad.

He’d felt a connection from the first time he’d heard Her myth. A lioness of blood and protection. And somewhere, deep inside his brain, locked away from conscious thought, there had been the image of the red lion. A symbol of his life, saved.

He blinked, a little surprised by Caleb’s words. “Apology accepted.”

Caleb leaned against the closed door and scraped his long black hair out of his face. “We’re just worried, that’s all. Afraid for you.” He glanced down and to the side. “And we…we understand if we’re an unpleasant reminder of what happened to you.”

Oh fuck. John set aside his laptop and stood up. “No, no; don’t think that.”

Caleb shrugged. “You were possessed, and I’m possessed, and Gray’s all ‘I’m not a demon,’ but—”

John crossed the room and put his arms around them. “No,” he said firmly. “This isn’t…it’s not the same. It was never the same.”

Caleb hugged him back. “Why not?” he asked into John’s hair. “Gray says it’s because he’s not a demon, big shock there, but it’s all just NHEs to you, isn’t it?”

John opened his mouth to answer, then caught himself. Because that was a damn good question, wasn’t it?

Shortly before he’d met Caleb, he’d had one of the worst cases of his career. A pimp decided the women and girls he was trafficking would get him even more money if he put succubi in them.

He’d paid the price, but that was small comfort. The horror of the scene had almost overwhelmed John, and it had taken him a long time to even start to get his head back together.

It would have been traumatic for anyone, no question. But had the sickness in his gut been one of recognition? Had some forgotten part of him viscerally remembered what it felt like to have this rotting, unwanted horror trapped inside, helpless to do anything about it?

He pushed his face into Caleb’s shoulder, breathed deeply. He’d seen it again, when an ex-SPECTR agent tried to build an army of ghouls. They’d been miserable and afraid, in a way fausts who willingly summoned NHEs into themselves didn’t seem to be.

Caleb’s possession had been an accident. He’d been freaked out and scared, unhappy and eager to get back to normal. But not…horrified, was that the word? Gray hadn’t been interested in dominating him, but maybe more importantly, the drakul hadn’t gone mad from the sudden onslaught of fear and pain of the mortal world.

That last part was what was unique about Gray. The cushion of memories from dead bodies seemed to have allowed him to adjust to the sensations and experiences of a living body, in a way other entities from beyond the veil simply couldn’t.

“I suppose it’s because Gray wasn’t corrupted by exposure to mortal life,” John said at last.

“Tiffany wouldn’t agree with that.”

“Tiffany doesn’t know what the fuck she’s talking about,” John said, and his vehemence took him back as much as it did Caleb. “If Gray has changed, it’s because everything changes. Even the sun will die someday. But changed doesn’t mean broken, or destroyed. The NHEs they put in us…their rage…” he shuddered.

Caleb’s grip tightened. “I’m sorry.” He hesitated, then said, “If it’s not that—and we’re really fucking glad it isn’t—then why?”

John didn’t want to have this discussion. But he owed it to Caleb. So he stepped back and gripped Caleb’s hands in his. The black paint on Caleb’s nails was chipped, John noted distractedly. “What would you have done if you were at Walsh’s with me?”

Caleb’s eyes went wary. “I don’t know. Why?”

“Because you’ve got a temper, and Gray thinks the answer to every problem is violence, and—”

Caleb pulled his hands free and jammed them in his pockets. “And you think we’d, what? Eat him?”

Like Ericsson, John thought, but didn’t say. He didn’t need to; it hung in the air between them already.

“No, damn it.” He let out a frustrated sigh. “I love you. But neither of you are a calming influence, and not every situation needs to be escalated.”

Caleb opened his mouth, then shut it again. Encouraged, John went on, “I need you to take a step back, for now. I know you think you need to protect me, but I fought NHEs for years before Gray showed up.”

“Yeah, but,” Caleb said, but didn’t finish.

“I don’t need protecting,” John said firmly. “And I don’t need to hear about how you’ve always known SPECTR is evil, and how you never trusted Kaniyar or anyone else.”

“No ‘told-you-so’s’, got it,” Caleb said. He glanced at John, then away. “So what do you need from us?”

“Your support,” John said, holding out his hand.

“Always.” Caleb pulled John close. “Sorry. We’re a pair of assholes.”

John swallowed. “Heh. Sometimes, maybe.”

Gray’s energy erupted around them, the faintest manifestation of the titan within, but enough to saturate John’s etheric sense. The scent of petrichor and incense filled the room, and locks of black hair brushed against John’s skin, blown by a wind that touched nothing else.

“I am trying to understand,” he said in that voice like thunder, rumbling through John’s chest in such close proximity.

“I know, love,” John said. “I’m sorry it’s hard.”

Gray considered a moment, then said, “It is not for you to apologize. You have stated your needs, and we have made you justify them to us, because of our own fear. This felt right at the time, but I see now it was not. We will remain here, and wait for you to return, or to send for us.” He paused. “But you will send for us, if you need us, and we will come as swiftly as we may.”

“I promise,” John said, and tipped his head back.

Gray kissed him, and John dissolved into the moment. Not to suggest Caleb wasn’t a great kisser, but Gray had an inhuman concentration to everything he did. When he kissed John, he wasn’t thinking about anything else past or future, only existing in the moment.

And, to be brutally honest, there was something exhilarating about being the sole focus of something like Gray. A god on this earth, Tiffany’s mother had said when explaining the nature of the drakul. The raw power of the storm, distilled into a single being.

His heart quickened, and he pressed himself closer. A round of makeup sex sounded like a damn good idea all the sudden. He gripped the shifting locks of Gray’s hair, ground their hips together, and—

His phone rang.

John sincerely considered letting it go to voice mail. Instead, he disengaged and dug it out of his pocket. He didn’t recognize the number; frowning, he answered. “Hello?”

“Starkweather,” Tiffany said. “Or Low. Whatever the fuck. I’ve found two of the other victims.”
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John’s pulse thudded in his throat, and he sat down on the couch, legs suddenly shaky. “Tell me.”

“I noticed your Social Security Number was the same as in your file—”

“Wait, what? How do you know my SSN?”

“Please,” she said, sounding bored. “Give me some fucking credit. Anyway, I have a contact who was able to run the SSNs of the other four. Two of them were dead ends—the cryokinetic, Megan Davis, and the telepath, John Starkweather. The original, that is.”

John touched the charm around his neck, the crescent moon and star he’d taken from around the neck of the naga. Megan. The name felt so familiar—of course her name was Megan, how had he not remembered already?

“Megan is dead,” he said, struggling for calm. “But the real John…you can’t find him, either?”

“No.” Tiffany’s tone was actually one of regret, maybe even sympathy. “I don’t know if that means he ended up in some black ops site, or if he didn’t survive the…experience.”

No. Everything in John rejected the idea. Surely the real John hadn’t died saving the rest of them.

John swallowed hard. “Okay. There were five of us originally. What about the remaining two?”

“I have bad news about one.”

Sekhmet save him. “Tell me.”

“The SSN of subject 21-06-11, originally known as Timothy Howell, was also used by a John Starkweather, telekinetic, out of the SPECTR office in Chicago.”

Timothy Howell. That identity gone, accidentally copied over, just as his had been. “What’s the bad news?”

“He died in the line of duty three years ago.”

Shit. John rested his forehead on his free hand. “Give me some good news, Tiff, please.”

“Johna Starkweather—originally subject 9-05-13, Selina Abram—is alive and well, working as a SPECTR Special Agent based in the Houston office.”

His breath caught in his throat. Three mental clones of the real John Starkweather, all their paperwork changed to bear his name or a close proximity. Their real names, real lives, buried by SPECTR as inconvenient truths.

He closed his eyes, trying to remember Selina, the real girl underneath the stamp of Johna Starkweather.

The impressions were blurry, slow. A white girl with short brown hair, her mouth a snarl. Flame jetting out of her hands, the air going wavy from the heat, metal glowing with the force of her rage.

He forced his lungs to work. “She’s alive.”

“As of right now.”

A rush of dread quenched the spark of excitement that had started to catch. Jennifer and Marc Starkweather had been murdered in a house fire, and Walsh beaten to death. Someone was cleaning up loose ends.

Selina might be next. Ignorant of the danger. Ignorant of the truth, that she wasn’t who she thought she was.

Ignorant she was working for the enemy.

It was the first time he’d let himself have the thought so blatantly. But now that he had, he couldn’t banish it.

“Okay, Tiff,” he said. “Thanks. I owe you.”

“Damn right you do.” Then she hesitated. “Listen, John—Jonathan—whatever. I can’t imagine what you’re going through. I don’t even want to. But for what it’s worth, I’m sorry this happened to you.”

He smiled, despite everything. “Thanks.”

“But for fuck’s sake, don’t do anything stupid, okay?”

“No promises.”

“Yeah, that’s what I figured. Good luck.”

The call cut. John lowered the phone slowly to his lap.

“John?” Caleb asked.

He looked up. Caleb hovered uncertainly near the door. Night had emerged from whatever dark corner he’d been lurking in, eyes glowing with an eerie green light. His attention was also focused on John, though his expression remained neutral as always.

John summarized what Tiffany had told him. Caleb’s mouth thinned, but he only asked, “When are you heading to Houston?”

“As soon as possible.” He considered. “I think Zahira should stay here, just in case Fontaine wants something again. I don’t want SPECTR to realize I’m off doing my own thing.”

“Night?” Caleb asked, glancing at the drakul as if hoping he’d volunteer to go with John.

“I will remain,” Night said. “We had a successful hunt together, without the mortals. Perhaps we will again.”

“I’ll be fine,” John said, rising to his feet. “Just hold down the fort here, okay, Caleb? It’s only a five or six hour drive, I think, so Ryan and I will be there and back before you know it.”

“Right.” Caleb paused, probably conferring with Gray. “Will you at least take a vial or two of our blood with you? Zahira can draw it from Gray with the stuff she brought to take samples from Night. That way, if you do run into trouble, you can pop a vial and give yourself an edge. Assuming your trouble is demon-based, anyway.”

John didn’t relish the idea of chugging down blood, but Caleb was right. “That’s a great idea. Thank you, Gray.”

Their eyes went black as the darkest storm, interrupted with flashes of distant lightning. Gray inclined his head. “You are welcome. Call Zahira—we will go to her.”


THREE


John and Ryan were on the road to Houston the next morning, before the sun was even up.

He hadn’t slept well the night before, his thoughts consumed by the woman they were going to meet, the man who hadn’t survived to discover his life was a lie, and the missing telepath who might still be imprisoned in some black ops site.

And SPECTR, of course. The agency that had done all of this to them, then compounded the horror by taking some of them in, grooming them to be agents. Teaching them to love their betrayers.

He didn’t know what was going to happen next, couldn’t even imagine anything beyond giving Selina back her identity. There was no way he could keep working for SPECTR, except…

Kaniyar wasn’t going to just cut Caleb and Gray loose.

Acid sloshed in his empty stomach, but he took another sip of coffee anyway. He couldn’t worry about what was going to happen later—he needed to focus on the next step.

“It’s Christmas Eve,” Ryan said unexpectedly. “Do you think she’ll be in the office? Or is your friend looking for her home address?”

John had kept things vague when it came to Tiffany; he didn’t think she’d appreciate him sharing too many details with Ryan. “They are, but I’d like to try the office first. I used to work the Christmas holidays so those who celebrate it can take off—and because I didn’t have any family to spend it with.”

“Right,” Ryan said. “That makes sense, I guess.”

“Do you? Celebrate it, I mean?”

“Sort of.” Ryan looked out the window. They’d just made it past Baton Rouge, and the dense trees of the Atchafalaya National Wildlife Refuge stretched out on either side. “I’m not religious, but the rest of the family was.”

John almost wanted to laugh. “I remember. Not really, of course…”

“Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc would go to church on Christmas Eve, and I usually went with them. They’d sit there, pretending to be good people, as if they hadn’t handed their only child over to the Center.”

Bitterness and disgust dripped from Ryan’s words. He was a victim in all this too, even if not in the same way as John.

“I’m sorry,” John said. “Try not to let this taint all of your memories of the good times you had with them.”

Ryan sat silently for a moment, then said, “You know, I don’t think the times were good, not really. We all played at being a happy family, but underneath, I think they and Granddad weren’t happy at all. I think they were miserable.” He turned back to the window. “I think they got exactly what they deserved.”
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John had only been gone a few hours when there was a heavy knock at the door.

Zahira was relaxing in her hotel room for the time being, and Night was lurking as usual. With nothing else to do, Caleb grabbed his paints and a blank canvas, and started on a new work. Gray joined in, and they began to lay down the first strokes of what Caleb hoped would become a portrait of John. Something to show him what they saw, when they looked at him.

Caleb swore and threw down the brush when the knock came. That heavy pound was a cop-style knock. If fucking NOPD were back…

“Hide in the closet,” he told Night as he passed. “I’ll deal with whoever the hell this is.”

He flung open the door, and found a familiar face on the other side.

Pittman—no doubt the guy had a first name, but Caleb had never heard it. Blond, blue-eyed, and burly, he was Indira Kaniyar’s right hand empath.

The fact he was here, now, just as John started to figure everything out about Operation Mephisto…well, it wasn’t because Pittman had decided to take a relaxing vacation in the Big Easy.

Gray stirred uneasily. “Is he here for John?”

Probably. Let me handle this.

“Agent Pittman,” Caleb said warily. Or was it Special Agent? Shit, who could keep it all straight, and it wasn’t like Caleb gave a fuck anyway. “Nice to see you.”

A flicker of irritation crossed Pittman’s blandly attractive features. Empaths couldn’t sense the emotions of the fully possessed; unlike everyone else Pittman met, Caleb was a blank slate. He kept his body language as casual as possible, leaning one arm against the door frame, putting on an expression of mild curiosity.

“I doubt that,” Pittman replied.

Caleb feigned surprise. “Why?”

Pittman’s lips thinned. “I need to speak to Special Agent Starkweather. Now.”

Shit. Caleb’s heart rate spiked, but he did everything he could to keep his alarm from his face.

Gray didn’t make it easy, of course. “You think he is a danger, even though he was our ally once.” He rose to hover just under their skin, a tiger going on alert, readying its claws.

Jesus, settle down! He can’t hurt us, and John’s not here.

“Sorry, he’s out,” Caleb said, hoping his little convo with Gray hadn’t shown on his face.

Pittman took a step forward, but Caleb didn’t move out of the way, and he stopped. “I’ll wait for him here, then.”

“I don’t know when he’ll be back,” Caleb said.

“Where is he?”

“Don’t know that, either.”

Pittman was obviously reaching the end of his patience. “You’re lying.”

Caleb met his eyes boldly. “Am I? I thought you couldn’t read me.” When Pittman started to say something, he held up his hand. “John’s entire family has been wiped out over the last week. Sure, he’s estranged from them, but that doesn’t mean he’s okay with his parents burning to death in a fire, or his grandfather being torn up by a rougarou. So why don’t you just tell me why you’re here, and I’ll pass it on to him?”

There. The fucker could either pretend to play along, or tip his hand as to why he was really here.

Pittman didn’t say anything for a long moment. He’d probably taken lessons about holding everything close to the vest from Kaniyar. Then he let out a breath and squared his shoulders. “Why did Special Agent Starkweather go to South Carolina, then to Florida?”

Gray bristled. Caleb dropped the casual pose. “Right. Come inside—this isn’t a talk to have out here.”
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“How the hell do you know where John’s been?” Caleb demanded as soon as the door was closed.

Gray’s instincts twined with his own nervous system, and he made sure to stay between the door and Pittman. Not in case he had to run, but so Pittman couldn’t.

“Where’s the other drakul?” Pittman asked, ignoring him.

“Lurking in the shadows, where you’ll never see him,” Caleb said with relish, and watched the empath’s hand twitch slightly, in the direction of his gun. Unlike with a human adversary, he wouldn’t pick up on Night’s emotions, would have to rely on his non-psychic senses like everyone else. It put him off balance, and Caleb was damn well going to exploit that if he had to. “Now answer my fucking question.”

Pittman faced him, expression hard. “What exactly do you think is happening here—Gris, I believe it is now?”

“Caleb is fine. Or Gray, if you prefer.”

“Caleb,” Pittman said. “The drakul might not get it, but you have no excuse.”

Caleb ground his teeth together. “Then why don’t you enlighten me?”

“Do you really think the director let Starkweather wander off with the etheric equivalent of a nuclear bomb, without keeping a close eye on him?” Pittman snorted derisively. “We’ve been keeping tabs on your personal credit cards, following the SUV with a GPS tracker, all of it.”

A mix of fear and rage slammed through Caleb. Gray didn’t quite break the surface, but his bass rumble infected Caleb’s voice. “Fuck that! There’s no way that’s legal! We haven’t—”

“Listen here, you ungrateful little shit,” Pittman snarled, and stepped toward him, until they were practically nose-to-nose. “Director Kaniyar is the only reason either of you are walking free. Hell, after what went down in Charleston, you’re lucky to be alive. She’s the only reason you haven’t been destroyed as a dangerous NHE.”

“They cannot kill us,” Gray snarled, and anger thrummed along their nerves.

And, hell, he might be right. They’d been shot through the head, torn apart by a barrage of assault rifle fire, and thrown off multiple heights. Caleb was beginning to suspect only a drakul could actually kill another drakul.

Imprisonment was another thing. And they weren’t the only ones in the equation.

“As for Starkweather, he should be rotting in jail.” Pittman’s voice took on a bitter tone. “He didn’t report the other drakul, and agents—good agents—died. If it had been up to me, he would be up on charges, and you’d be in a block of concrete encased in steel, dropped into the lava of an active volcano.”

Okay, that might actually kill them. “Good thing Kaniyar’s the one calling the shots, isn’t it?”

Pittman’s nostrils flared. “She’s shooting herself in the foot, and so far I’ve had to stand to the side and just watch. Maybe she could have overcome the fallout of the Forsyth situation—”

“Wait.” Caleb put up his hands, forcing Pittman back a step. “The ‘Forsyth situation’ as you say, is what got her promoted to Director. I hardly think that’s what most people would call fallout.”

Pittman stared at him as if he was an idiot. “That was by presidential appointment. Are you really so naive as to think the rank and file were happy about it? As far as they’re concerned, she turned on one of our own.”

“He was raising a demon army!”

Pittman laughed, a hollow sound with no humor. “And you think that matters? The average agent sees only that she allied herself with outsiders to take down Assistant-Director Forsyth, along with anyone who was too close to him. You’re thinking there’s some kind of nuance, like the world isn’t divided into the agents of SPECTR, and the rest of humanity who might start summoning demons at the drop of a hat. And those demons endanger us, who have to take them out.” He shook his head. “I’m an empath, and I assure you, people don’t feel nuance. They feel us versus them. And Kaniyar stepped across that line.”

Cool water sluiced through Caleb’s veins. “And John did too. That’s why everyone in the office turned against him for standing by Gray and me. I mean, I knew that, but…I didn’t think of it quite like this.”

Pittman turned away, shaking his head. “Director Kaniyar has enough problems without the three of you adding to them. She asked me to come here and get answers. She sent you here to be in place to assist with the other drakul. But once you arrive, Jay, Marc, and Jennifer Starkweather die. Special Agent Starkweather takes a drive to South Carolina, to the ruins of the Center he was rescued from, then goes to Florida, where a certain doctor is murdered.”

He spun on his foot, glaring at Caleb. “If it turns out Starkweather is taking out some kind of twisted revenge on his relatives and anyone else he thinks wronged him…well, his best option is to come clean. Now. So tell me where he is.”

“He wishes to hurt John.” Gray writhed, wanting to erupt to the surface. “We will not allow it.”

No, we won’t, Caleb agreed silently. “Operation Mephisto,” he said aloud.

Pittman scowled. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”

Maybe he was a good actor. Probably. “John hasn’t done a damn thing wrong. But someone is out to erase anyone who knew about Operation Mephisto. And if you truly don’t know what that is, maybe next time ask Kaniyar to tell you what the fuck you’re walking into. Bad enough to be a lapdog, but an expendable lapdog…that’s got to hurt.”

The look Pittman gave him said he’d murder Caleb for that dig, if he thought he could get away with it. Caleb stepped aside from the door, gesturing to it. “Now, I suggest you leave. And if you decline…you’ve seen us in action. You know we can make you.”

Pittman didn’t argue, just stormed out, slamming the door behind him. Caleb listened with his drakul-enhanced hearing, until the footsteps lead to a car door shutting, an engine revving, and finally silence.

Not that he thought for a moment someone wasn’t still watching.

“We must protect John,” Gray fretted. “We must warn him.”

Because fucking SPECTR was tracking the SUV even now. Pittman wanted to accuse John of leaving a trail of murder behind him, but every other word he’d spoken made Caleb wonder if SPECTR wasn’t behind the killing spree. Trying to take care of its own, just like with Forsyth.

This was bad. Really bad. And shit, what if Pittman was headed for Zahira next?

“We must protect her!”

“Yeah,” Caleb said. “Let’s go.”
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Downtown Houston was eerily deserted, as though Christmas Eve had brought on some sort of apocalypse that swept through the towering skyscrapers, car parks, and bus stops. A few people walked briskly along the sidewalks, and an unhoused man pushed a cart filled with clothing, but otherwise no one stirred.

John chose a public parking garage not far from the SPECTR building and shut off the SUV. “I’m going to have to show my badge to get in,” he said into the silence. “If you come with me, they’re going to want your ID. Maybe you should…”

“No,” Ryan said. “We’re in this together.”

Their eyes met. They’d fallen into such an easy familiarity, almost from when they’d first met. As if they’d been best friends in some other life. Ryan might not be John’s cousin by blood, but he still felt like family.

“Thank you. I mean that.”

“I know.” Ryan put a hand to his shoulder. “Now, let’s go save Selina.”

The lobby was typical of every other SPECTR office John had ever been in: lots of dark granite everywhere, Justice Department seal on the wall, and spirit wards covering the floor.

A bored security guard sat near the metal detector. He straightened as John approached, probably not expecting anyone to show up off the street today.

“Happy Holidays,” John said, pulling out his badge. He glanced at the man’s uniform and was relieved not to see the green band of an empath on the sleeve. “Special Agent John Starkweather, with guest.”

The man looked surprised. “What, are you Jo Starkweather’s brother or something?”

“Not exactly, but we are here to see her.” John flashed his most winning smile. “Is she in today?”

“One of the few. I’ll call her and let her know you’re here.”

Relief poured through John. One barrier down. “Please do.”

John glanced at Ryan while the guard made the call. Ryan’s expression was one of anticipation, and he shifted from side to side, like a kid waiting to open his presents on Christmas morning.

“She says come on up,” the guard said. “I’ll need your guest to sign in—I’m sure you know the drill. What office are you out of, anyway?”

“Charleston,” John said, while Ryan bent over the log book.

The guard’s eyes widened. “Oh shit. Was it as bad as they say?”

The scar on John’s leg ached, as if to remind him. “Worse.”

“Damn.” The guard shook his head. “Well. You’re clear to go up. Take any of the elevators to the tenth floor—she’ll meet you there. Happy Holidays.”

“Thanks, and same to you.”

They stayed silent on the elevator ride up. Every one of John’s nerves jangled and his gut churned.

What if Selina didn’t believe them? What if she refused to listen? Even worse, what if she reported John?

The elevator stopped, and the doors slid open. A woman with honey-brown hair, pulled into a loose bun, waited for them. As they got off, she turned fully to them, and despite all the years, John could see the girl she’d once been.

“Selina,” he whispered, and his heart cracked.


FOUR


“They’ve got to be tracking our cell phones, maybe even monitoring the calls somehow,” Caleb says, taking out the small square of glass and metal and tossing it onto the couch. “Do you think you can get us to Zahira’s window without being seen, and do it fast?”

Yes.

Caleb is uncertain. These mortals have binoculars, drones, other means of tracking them. But they have no other options. “Do it, then.”

Gray unfolds, breaking through the surface, like coming up from dark water. Normally, he would leave through the balcony, take to the boughs of the enormous oak just outside. But the egress is too obvious to someone familiar with his method of traveling. The bedroom window, however…

He goes to the bedroom, where Night is lurking. “You heard?”

Night’s eyes gleam. “Yes. Most of it sounded like mortal nonsense, but he threatened you. Can this mortal harm us?”

“No.” The mortal had threatened them, but his words were empty. Nonsense, as Night said. “We must leave this place. You may come, or find your own way.”

“I will come.”

Gray wastes no more time. The bedroom window does not open wide enough, so he seizes the metal frame and pulls it out of the wall, then climbs out through the opening. With luck, none of the mortals watching will have considered such a move.

From there, it is a simple matter of running across branch and rooftop, then back to the trees, and thence to the concrete cladding the hotel. Or it would be, if the fifolet hadn’t left one of Night’s arms useless. Caleb had secured it to his shoulder and chest with duct tape, but the muscles are severed. He can navigate the trees, but the hotel wall is another matter.

“Stay here,” Gray advises. “I will return as quickly as I may.”

He climbs easily, claws sinking into the concrete, until he reaches the window into Zahira’s room. She is sitting on the edge of the bed, cell phone to her ear. “Oh,” she says, looking puzzled. “I suppose. My room number is—”

Gray hits the glass with a fist, not hard enough to crack but enough to get her attention. She jumps, spins, eyes wide, and he shakes his head.

Zahira locks dark eyes with them. “Actually, I need to eat lunch. Let’s walk down to Magazine Street and talk on the way. Yes. I insist. Five minutes. Goodbye.”

She hangs up and runs to the window, throwing it open. “Gray? What’s going on? Special Agent Pittman just called from the lobby.”

They climb inside, and Gray falls back to let Caleb explain.

“They’re trying to pin everything on John,” he says in a rush. “The deaths of the Starkweathers, Walsh, all of it. I played dumb—empaths can’t sense me—but he’ll know if you’re lying.”

Zahira’s eyes widen, and she takes a deep breath. “He will. But he’ll also know if I’m telling the truth. I’ll explain John isn’t responsible.”

“The truth—as far as you know,” Caleb says. “That’s the loophole. They’re tracking the SUV, probably my bike, and our phones. Oh, and our personal credit cards. Not yours, maybe, but definitely mine and John’s.” He gestures to the window. “Gray can carry you. We’ll make a break—”

Zahira quickly holds up a hand. “Don’t tell me more.” She swallows, but looks resolved. “You’ll move faster without me. I’ll try to make Pittman see reason. I’ll tell him all about Operation Mephisto—he’ll know I’m not lying when I say I’ve seen the documents.”

Gray does not like this. He pushes to the surface, says, “We will not abandon you to this mortal. You must come with us so we can keep you safe.”

She smiles, a little sadly. “Thank you, Gray, but I need you to trust me. If I can keep Pittman occupied, that’s one less agent looking for you. I haven’t violated any laws, and if I need to get a lawyer, I will.”

Zahira is right, whether he likes it or not. She is capable, and clever, and strong. If she believes this is the best way, he must trust her.

“Be safe,” he says.

“Allah be with you.” She checks her phone, then gestures to the window. “Go. I need to get downstairs before Pittman gets any more suspicious than he already is.”

She hurries to the door without a backward look. When it clicks behind her, Caleb says, “I hope she knows what she’s doing.”

We must trust her.

“I know.”

And we must warn John.

“We will. I have an idea.”
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John knew this woman—or had known a much younger version of her—and his heart ached with a mixture of loss and soul-deep recognition and pain.

Fire licked the thick glass set into the door to the observation room as they led him past. Dr. Walsh and another researcher chatted excitedly as they monitored a readout on the wall.

“…degrees—at this temperature, her lungs should be seared from breathing in the air! Let’s see if the NHE is able to heal her from the damage…”

And later, Selina at dinner, her eyes haunted, hands shaking as she tried to hold the plastic fork which was all they were trusted with. “It hurt,” she whispered, when he asked if she was all right. “It hurt so much.”

“Special Agent Johna Starkweather,” she said, and he snapped back to the present. “Do I…do I know you?”

Her brown eyes darted back and forth between them, her brows drawn down into a puzzled frown. Somewhere, deep down, she knew him, too.

“Special Agent John Starkweather from the Charleston office,” he said with a wry smile. “And this is Ryan Starkweather, lately of New Orleans. Is there somewhere private we can talk?”

She took a step back. Selina—Johna—wore a black pantsuit and loafers, with only enough makeup to look like she wasn’t wearing any at all. “Are we related somehow? I’m not, ah, in contact with my family…”

“Because they handed you over to the Center for Loving Redemption, then let the state take custody,” John filled in. Telling the story they’d both thought belonged to them. “From there, you were fast-tracked to the Academy and SPECTR.”

Her expression turned wary. “It seems you know a lot about me.”

“More than you do, I’m afraid.” Sekhmet lend him the wisdom to handle this right. “Is there a conference room, or…”

She frowned, but said, “Yes. Follow me.” Johna turned and walked away briskly, no-nonsense. How much body language did they share, and was their gait similar?

They passed by dark offices and cubicles with only a scattered handful of personnel hunched over computers or answering phones. She stopped at a conference room, switched on the lights, and slid the sign by the door from UNOCCUPIED to DO NOT DISTURB. Once they filed inside, she shut the door and stood with her back to it, watching them.

“All right,” she said. “What is this about, Special Agent Starkweather?”

“John,” he said automatically—but that wasn’t right, was it?

“Jo,” she replied.

“I was named after my grandfather,” he said, taking a seat and trying to still the shaking of his hands.

Her brows quirked together. “So was I. Dumb to name a girl that way, but my parents…” she let out a huff. “Well. I think they wanted a boy. Always cut my hair short, anyway.”

It made sense her mind had filled in the gaps that way. “Were you a tomboy?”

“You could say that.” She glanced from him to Ryan. “You could also answer my question. What is this about?”

He’d spent most of the drive here thinking about how to ease into things, but now that he was here, the direct approach felt better. “My parents were Jennifer and Marc Starkweather.”

She stared at him blankly for a minute—then, to his surprise, let out a bark of laughter. “Oh my fucking god. I knew my family was screwed up, but two Marcs marrying two Jennifers, and naming their kids some version of John, takes the cake. So are we cousins or what?”

“It’s more complicated than that.” His shoulders were tense; he forced them to relax. “You were raised in the South Carolina low country. Sometimes, you’d spend time at Granddad’s farm. He’d show you the stars.”

She watched him uncertainly. “Yes?”

“When you were eleven years old, you fell off your bike and broke your arm. When you were fifteen, you started to show paranormal abilities. You went to the Center of Loving Redemption, and were left in the care of Pastor Goodby.”

Her eyes narrowed. “Who the fuck are you?”

John swallowed. The last time he’d seen Jennifer Starkweather, he’d been trying to ask her about the photo album Ryan had given him. She’d backed away, been so scared, certain he was going to get her killed.

But she hadn’t taken the album back, and it had lived under the SUV’s front seat ever since.

He hadn’t wanted to lug the whole thing in and give the guard any reason to ask questions. So now he drew out the single photo he’d selected to tuck into his pocket.

It was the photo Ryan had first shown him, in the restaurant on Magazine Street. A family portrait, everyone in Christmas sweaters, and a boy who wasn’t him grinning out in his place.

Jo went rigid. “This is photoshopped.” Her gaze snapped up, cold and accusing. “You’re fucking with me. Who the hell are you, really?”

“Mom—Jennifer—let you pick out the sweaters at the consignment shop,” he said. “You picked out the one with the reindeer for yourself, because you always felt a little like Rudolph. Like you had some hidden talent that would come out one day, show everyone at school they’d been wrong to pick on you.”

All the color drained from her face. “You can’t know that. You’re guessing.”

“I know it because I have the same memories.” He swallowed thickly. “Something happened to us at the Center. Neither of us are who we thought we were. I—”

“I’m calling security.” She reached for the door behind her. “You stay right there. I don’t know if you got in on a fake badge, or if you’re just crazy, but this interview is over.”

“Selina, wait,” Ryan said, and grabbed her arm.

She jerked, and for a moment John thought fire would bloom around her hand, burn Ryan.

Instead, she froze. Her gaze went to the photo—then she gasped.

“No,” she whispered. “No, I don’t want this, please stop, exorcise us!”

By the time John got to his feet, she’d collapsed into a crouch, hands pressed to her head. Ryan knelt by her, a comforting hand on her shoulder.

“It looks like her memories are coming back faster than yours did,” he said. “You had bad headaches—see if you can find some aspirin and water for her, okay?”

“Of course.” John ducked out and followed the signage to a break room. As he’d expected, there was a first aid kit on the wall, complete with acetaminophen tablets. He grabbed them and a cup of water from the cooler, and hurried back.

Ryan had gotten Jo into a chair, but she didn’t look good, cradling her skull in her hands. “Thanks,” she murmured when John set down the water and painkillers.

“I know this is a lot.” He grimaced. “Understatement of the century.”

“Yeah.” She laughed, but there was no humor in it at all. “It’s real, isn’t it? Not just something you put in my head somehow.”

John nodded. The memories as they returned were visceral, undeniable. “I’m afraid so.”

“Fuck.” She swallowed the tablets and chased them with the water. “I don’t…none of this makes sense. What’s going on?” Her eyes darted between them. “Why do I feel like I know you?”

“We’ll explain. I brought evidence, too—you don’t just have to take our word for it.” He glanced at the closed door. “But not here.”

She frowned. “Why not?”

“You’ll see,” Ryan said, leaning forward. “Please, Jo. Just hear us out over lunch.”

She hesitated. What was going through her mind? John had been baffled, scared, unsure of what was real and what wasn’t. Surely she must be feeling the same things.

Then she nodded. “Okay. Just let me grab my coat.”
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Caleb strode across the parking lot of the apartment complex, to where his motorcycle waited gleaming in the sunlight. He hadn’t bothered to go back into the apartment to grab the helmets—it was a waste of time, he’d live through any collision, and if Night hit the pavement he’d just jump to another dead body. And finally be out of their hair, so win-win.

As soon as he reached the bike, Caleb dropped to his knees and began to search under every surface. Pittman might have been fine as an interrogator when it came to ordinary people whose emotions he could sense. But give him a subject who wasn’t scared of being caught in a lie, and he overcompensated.

Gave too much away.

And there it was—a tiny black rectangle, magnets holding it in place where it wouldn’t be noticed, beaming the bike’s location to whatever Spec was in charge of spying on him.

Caleb pulled it loose and crushed it in his bare hand. Step one, complete.

He swung onto the seat, then turned to Night. “Climb on behind me. And hold on tight, if you want to stay in that body.”

“Why?” Night asked in his usual flat, expressionless tone. “We are not hunting.”

“We should leave him,” Gray grouses. “There is no time.”

Caleb ground their molars together. “Because there are people hunting us,” he told Night. “Stay here if you want to be their prey.”

Maybe he’d learned something from being host to a drakul for this long, because Night immediately got on the bike. “I am not food.”

“Definitely not.” The engine revved to life beneath them. “Hold on.”

Night wrapped his working arm around them with more-than-human strength. Caleb winced, started to object, then decided it was better too tight than too loose.

“Right, here we go,” he said, and gunned it out of the parking lot.

[image: ]


Caleb had to admit, having Gray in his head made some things a lot easier, even when the drakul wasn’t manifesting. His senses were dialed up to eleven, he couldn’t get sick, and his reflexes were beyond even the greatest human athlete’s.

Which meant he ought to be able to lose the tail he was sure would be on him the second he left the parking lot.

If, that is, he wanted to.

They roared onto Saint Charles. Traffic was surprisingly light; it took him a minute to remember that today was Christmas Eve. Most folks had done their traveling and their shopping, it seemed, and were staying home.

Which was bad, because it would be harder to lose any tails when they needed to, but also good, because there were fewer innocent people to get caught up in a wreck if things went south.

Sure enough, a check in the left-hand mirror revealed a nondescript sedan pulling into traffic after him. It was trying to hang back, but switched lanes as he did.

“We must lose them. Why are you going so slow?” Gray demanded. “Allow me to drive.”

I’m not trying to lose them. Not yet.

“I do not understand.”

Just wait.

Caleb sped up, weaving in and out of the sparse traffic with ease, inhuman reflexes letting him miss bumpers by millimeters. The car tailing them sped up as well, but couldn’t hope to keep them in sight if it was trying to stay unobtrusive.

Time to find out if whoever was in the car already knew the GPS tracker was disabled.

He opened the throttle a bit more—and sure enough, within a few seconds, the driver of the sedan flicked on the sirens and flashing lights.

Perfect.

Caleb made sure not to quite lose their pursuers as he hit I-10. The sedan was far enough back he hoped it looked like he was making a real effort, but he slowed and made damn sure they saw him take the exit off the interstate toward the Lake Pontchartrain Causeway.

The causeway was a straight shot across the lake, just under twenty-four miles of bridge over churning water. And, most importantly, very much not in the direction of Houston and John.

“Ah,” Gray said.

They still have the tracker on the SUV for now, but they’ll assume we’re going somewhere specific. At the very least, we’ll split their forces.

“I understand.”

Certainty flowed from Gray to him, and back. They were united in this, as they were in so much nowadays. God, it seemed so strange to think Caleb hadn’t wanted this at the beginning.

They came down off the exit onto the causeway. Caleb glanced at the mirror and saw the flashing lights following them. “Hey, Gray?” he asked aloud. “Want to take over and lose these fuckers?”

“With pleasure,” Gray growled, and surged outward.


FIVE


Gray leans low over the motorcycle’s handlebars as they scream out onto the long bridge.

The twin bridges, one going south to the city and the other north away from it, arrow across the lake in perfect lines. Wind blows unobstructed over the water, whipping up whitecaps on the lake surface and pushing at the bike with physical force. Their hair streams behind them, unfettered.

“Time to put some distance between us,” Caleb suggests.

He doesn’t need to say it twice.

The engine roars beneath them, drowning out all other sounds. The smell of salt drifts from the water below, and a fine mist dampens the road. The cold bite of the wind would chill a mortal to the bone, but it fills them with a sense of exhilaration.

Their pursuer tries to keep up, but has no hope of doing so. They shoot through the narrow slots between cars traveling in tandem, lightning-fast reflexes letting them guide the machine beneath them with a precision no mortal could. There is no need to worry about their own safety, and it gives them a freedom the driver of the car behind them can never match.

One of the occasional crossovers between the twin bridges appears through the growing mist. Gray slows only enough to keep the motorcycle within the limits of its ability, taking a turn so sharp their boot is only millimeters from the pavement. The shriek of brakes come from behind, but it’s too late, their pursuer has already overshot the mark.

They howl north on the southbound bridge, whipping through oncoming traffic with ease. A wild laugh of exultation and delight rises from Caleb, and Gray gives voice to it. They are fast, and gleefully alive, and it feels as though no one can stop them.

It doesn’t last, of course. They return to earth in Mandeville, navigating through the streets away from the highway, then striking out into the countryside.

“Let’s go another half hour,” Caleb says. “Then find a gas station. I need to grab a burner phone and warn Ryan, before the Specs in Houston have a chance to grab them.”

The last traces of elation give way to concern once again. Yes. And then we will go to John. The mortals will not keep us from him.
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“I don’t know what to think,” Jo said, and the hollowness in her voice cut John to the quick.

They’d gone to Sam Houston Park, stopping only to pick up burritos from a food truck on the corner. Once there, away from prying eyes, they showed her the full photo album, the folder, the ripped up note, and finally the data on the thumb drive.

She’d gone utterly white when she’d read over her file on the thumb drive. Mouthed her old name, and the names of her parents. Unlike John, she’d been voluntarily handed over, but surely they’d never expected this to happen to their daughter.

“I know it’s a lot,” John said. The park bench was cold beneath him, and he shifted his weight. “I was able to absorb all this over time. I can’t imagine what you’re feeling, being hit by it all at once.” He hesitated, then forged ahead. “I also spoke to Dr. Walsh.”

Her nostrils flared, and her breathing went harsh. “I remember him,” she snarled. “I begged him…”

“I know.” John swallowed. “Someone killed him shortly after.”

“What the hell?” She turned sharply.

“Uncle Marc and Aunt Jennifer are dead, too,” Ryan put in. “We’re worried someone in SPECTR is trying to keep Operation Mephisto a secret.”

“No. I don’t believe that.” She shook her head, but her expression was painfully conflicted. “This can’t be real. It can’t.”

“That’s what I thought.” John stared at a man playing catch with two young children in the grass not far away. “SPECTR took me in. Saved me. Became my new family, in place of the family that had abandoned me.”

Goddess, it shouldn’t hurt as bad as it did. But it left him feeling betrayed, violated, gaslighted. After everything he’d gone through, to find out he’d spent his life working for the people who had tortured him…and that he’d enjoyed it.

He’d felt like he was accomplishing something. Making the world a better place. And sure, he had saved lives.

But he’d also seen corruption of every kind, he’d heard how the Vigilant and people like them interacted safely with NHEs, he’d seen how Caleb and Gray were treated by most of the other SPECTR agents…

And, like a fool, he’d still believed in the organization. As though it wasn’t made up of the people inside it.

“If you want to see the Center, we’ll take you there,” he said. “Or give the location, so you can go on your own.”

Ryan’s phone rang. He glanced at the screen, frowned in puzzlement, and silenced it.

Jo leaned forward, pressing her fingers into her eyes. “Tell me something stupid from my—our—fake childhood. Something no one would ever possibly know, because it’s so dumb you’d never bother to bring it up with anyone else.”

John considered. As Ryan had pointed out before, most human memory was more of a sense of things, cobbled together from various predictions, than concrete reality. Unless something dramatic happened one year, every Christmas bled into the other, the mind filling in the gaps as needed.

But there were some things that stuck. “When I was really little, I’d watch reruns of the original Star Trek series. I had a huge crush on Mr. Spock, and I wrote him a love letter asking him to marry me.”

Jo’s nostrils flared. “What did you write with?”

“Green crayon, because he had green blood. I put it in the mailbox, and…I don’t know, I guess the carrier did something with it, because it didn’t have an address other than ‘Mr. Spock’ on it.”

“Fuck,” she whispered. “I have the same memory.”

“It’s the real John’s memory,” Ryan said gently. “From everything we’ve found out, he never meant to overwrite your real memories with his own.” He put a hand to her shoulder. “That’s terrible, but at the same time, the two of you know him in a way that no one can ever know someone else, except for this.”

Jo started to say something—then stilled, her eyes going wild and her hands starting to shake.

More memories were coming back.

Ryan kept her from pitching off the bench, and John braced an arm behind her, so she wouldn’t hurt herself on the unforgiving metal slats. After a long minute, she took in a deep gasp of breath.

“Oh God,” she whispered.

“Is there someone we should call?” John asked. “A partner? Someone you trust?”

She shook her head. “No. There’s no one.”

Fuck. “I’m sorry.”

“Do you think my parents know?” she asked, turning to him with an air of desperation. “What did SPECTR tell them? Do they think I’m dead? Did they not want me back, and the Starkweathers just did the dirty work for them? Were they paid off? Threatened?”

What had happened to his own mother? Was she still alive? Had she given up hope for ever finding him?

Or had the streets claimed her years ago, as they did so many?

Operation Mephisto had left so much devastation in its wake. And SPECTR had been happy to keep it all swept under the rug. Might even be doing murder to keep it that way.

“We need to blow this wide open,” he said, though he wasn’t sure how. “Someone has to answer for what happened to us.”

Jo’s mouth firmed. Whatever she’d seen in her memories, it had convinced her, it seemed. “Count me in.”
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On the way back to the SUV, Ryan froze in his tracks. “Oh shit.”

John’s pulse immediately spiked. “What is it? What’s wrong?”

Ryan lowered his phone from his ear, face gone deathly pale. “Caleb left a message. I think you both need to hear this.”

John frowned. Why on earth was Caleb calling Ryan and not him?

“Who’s Caleb?” Jo asked.

“My boyfriend.” John took the phone from Ryan and hit the speaker, before replaying the voice mail.

Caleb’s voice crackled out. “Hey Ryan—it’s Caleb. I’m calling you from a burner phone, because SPECTR has been tapping John’s phone, and mine too. Tell John that Pittman showed up at the apartment. They’ve got a tracker on the SUV, and they’ve been keeping an eye on our personal credit cards, so they know John went to the Center and to Florida to talk to Walsh.”

“Fuck,” John muttered. He’d never even considered that Kaniyar might have decided to tap the damn phones. Had she bothered to get a warrant?

Probably not—this wasn’t the sort of thing that would ever end up in a court of law.

“That’s why I’m calling you. Hopefully, since you’re a private citizen, they aren’t tapping your phone, too.” Caleb paused, then said, “ I think Pittman is setting up John to take the fall for Walsh’s murder.”

Ryan shook his head, expression thunderous. “This is bullshit.”

“I asked Pittman about Operation Mephisto,” Caleb went on. “He claimed not to know anything, although who the fuck knows if he was lying. Anyway, Night and I got away from the apartment and lost our tail. Zahira is trying to stall Pittman, and as soon as I get off the phone here, I’m going to call Tiffany and warn her too. Give me a call back at this number and let me know where to meet you, okay? Bye.”

The voicemail ended. John stared at the phone blankly, uncertain what to do.

“Who is Pittman?” Ryan asked urgently.

“Director Kaniyar’s right-hand man.” John swallowed. “But he’s an empath. The easiest thing would be to go back to New Orleans and just lay everything out for him. He’ll know I’m not lying, that I didn’t kill Walsh.”

Ryan let out an incredulous laugh. “Right, and I’m sure he’ll give you a pat on the head and let you go on your way. Think, John! SPECTR doesn’t want this to get out! They’re probably shredding any evidence left in the files as we speak.”

Jo stared at John. “Why were your phones tapped? Did they think you were going to find out? Is mine tapped, too?”

No way was he going to try and explain Caleb and Gray right now. “I’ve been handling a sensitive case,” he said, though he knew that wasn’t nearly enough of an excuse to satisfy her. “It doesn’t have anything to do with Operation Mephisto.”

She put a hand to her forehead. “I need to think.”

Ryan paced away, then back. “Okay. I have a suggestion. We leave the SUV at the airport, I rent a car on my card, and we head back to New Orleans. I know a place where we can lay low. That will give the three of us time to figure out what to do.”

“Hold on.” Jo held up a hand. “I just found out my entire life is a lie, and now you want me to go on the run?”

“You can stay here. Go back to the office. Forget everything you’ve learned.” Ryan locked eyes with her. “Keep working for the people who did this to you.”

Her eyes widened—then she nodded. “Right. Okay. Let’s go.”
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Caleb didn’t know if going back to New Orleans was the stupidest move he’d ever made in his life, or just one of the top five.

“Zahira may need us,” Gray pointed out. “If we must wait for John, we should at least make certain she is not in danger.”

Caleb had received a single text in reply from Ryan. Message received. Stand by.

He’d hoped for more, but whatever John and Ryan were doing, it seemed to be taking a while. So rather than worry about him, they’d worry about Zahira.

“We can worry about them both at once.”

Yeah, brains are really fun that way.

What a fucking mess. If only Pittman hadn’t shown up.

Was it remotely possible he didn’t actually know about Operation Mephisto? Even if he was ignorant, though, would he ever go against Kaniyar if she wanted to pin things on John?

The thought didn’t sit easily, not because he doubted for a second that Pittman would do anything Kaniyar said. But Kaniyar…

He didn’t get why she would try and pin Walsh’s death on John. She’d much rather strike a deal than waste an asset; it was why she turned a blind eye to Tiffany tracking drakul, why she let Caleb and Gray roam around even after what happened in Charleston.

And John wasn’t in prison because he was their leash. As much as Caleb hated that, it was the truth, and not one he could forget for long. So why would Kaniyar just throw away the one surefire way she had of controlling Gray, without even trying to negotiate first?

It didn’t make sense.

Caleb did his best to keep it low-key, driving at a normal pace, keeping a close eye out for any cops who might realize he and his passenger didn’t have helmets.

As luck would have it, there was a pay phone on Jackson Avenue, just a few blocks south of Zahira’s hotel. Her phone might not be tapped, but he wasn’t about to make that assumption. He’d call from here, get a read on her situation, and get the fuck out of the area before the Specs traced the call here.

Assuming her phone hadn’t been taken for evidence. Assuming she was still free.

She answered on the second ring. “Special Agent Zahira Noorzai.”

“It’s us,” Caleb said, relief flooding through him at the sound of her voice.

“Greet her for me.”

“Gray says hello,” he said, because it would take more time to argue than to just do it. “Are you safe? Do you need us to come get you?”

“I’m safe,” she replied. “I explained everything to Special Agent Pittman. Since he can detect lies, he had no choice but to believe me.”

From her phrasing, it didn’t sound like Pittman had been thrilled by that fact. “So you’re not in custody, or on house—hotel—arrest?”

“I’m fine. Listen, Caleb—Director Kaniyar is on her way here.”

“Why?” But no, he already knew the answer to that. Gray and him doing a runner were reason enough, let alone everything else going on. “Never mind. What else?”

“Special Agent Pittman wants you to meet him, tonight if possible.”

Of course Pittman had figured Caleb would try to get in touch with her. His skin crawled, and he imagined SPECTR agents poised and waiting to descend on him at any moment.

But why make that effort, if they could just set up a trap for him instead?

Unless it wasn’t a trap. Fuck.

“When and where?” he asked.

“Annunciation Square, nine o’clock.” She paused, then added, “I think his offer is in good faith, Caleb. He seems to be trying to do the right thing.”

He made a noncommittal noise in reply. “We’ve got to go. Be careful, okay?”

He hung up and returned to the bike. Night watched him with unblinking eyes, head cocked to the side.

“I do not understand why you waste your time with this nonsense,” Night said as Caleb got back on the bike. “All of these mortals will be gone within a century. Why do they matter to you?”

“Because right now matters,” Caleb said. “If there’s one thing I’ve learned from Gray, it’s that no moment matters more or less than any other. And that means John, and Zahira, and everyone else fucked over by SPECTR, matter too.”

Night didn’t answer for a moment, then said, “I will think on this.” He slipped onto the motorcycle behind Caleb. “Now we hunt?”

“It would be wise to be well fed, if this is a trap,” Gray put in.

Good point. Caleb trusted Zahira, and if she thought he should meet with Pittman, he would. But not without precautions. “Yes. Now we hunt.”


SIX


“Where are we?” Jo asked as Ryan eased the rental car into a parking lot. The cracked pavement, missing lines, and broken light poles suggested the place had been abandoned for some years. At the edge of the lot stood a two-story building in complete darkness, the details impossible to make out.

“The one place I know of that we won’t run into any other people, but will have time to talk and think,” Ryan said. “And sleep, if necessary.”

They’d driven back from Houston to New Orleans, and after a ten-hour round trip, John was exhausted. As for Jo, she looked keyed-up, high on adrenaline and rage.

He could sympathize. They’d gone straight to the airport and the rental counter, without even stopping at her apartment. She’d called her office, told them she was taking a few days off, and tossed her phone out of the moving vehicle. It might not buy them much time, but at least it wouldn’t set off any alarms at the Houston office.

Unless they’d all been under secret surveillance ever since they’d had their brains re-written. John desperately hoped not, for his own sanity, but he had to entertain the idea.

“It looks like the sort of place that would be infested with ghouls,” Jo said—and she didn’t sound entirely unhappy about that possibility. “We’ll have to sweep it.”

“I’ve never seen any—but it’s been a few years since I was here.” Ryan shrugged. “I had a girlfriend who was into urban exploration—I know, I know, quickest way to get your face bitten off by a ghoul. But we were in our twenties and thought we’d never die, so we came here a couple of times.”

“We can handle whatever might be in there,” John said. He touched his bag, where the vials of Gray’s blood rested. If needed, he could provide an immediate exorcism.

Fire bloomed around Jo’s fingers, and a feral grin touched her mouth. “We sure can.”

“So what is this place?” John asked, shifting uncomfortably in his seat.

“An old bank from the 1920s, if I remember right. It flooded during Katrina and sustained structural damage. It floods every time it rains now, so it’s been abandoned.” Ryan nodded in the direction of the building. “Despite the damage, it’s really beautiful in places.”

Yet another victim of indifference after the storm. John ground his teeth silently. So much could have been saved, so much restored, if anyone in power actually gave a fuck.

At what point did indifference become deliberate malice? Lives destroyed, left in ruins, the survivors clinging to whatever would keep them afloat. And those in charge, who could have done something to mitigate the damage, didn’t care about anything but covering their own asses.

He’d always thought Caleb’s anti-authority attitude was a flex. A bad-boy posturing, determined to be suspicious and think the worst.

“Did SPECTR groom us to love them?” John asked quietly. “Or did they just make us part of the system and let the rest take care of itself?”

“Is there a difference?” Jo asked bitterly.

“I guess not.” He grabbed his bag. “Let’s go.”

They got out, and Ryan moved the rental car a couple of blocks down, before returning on foot. Switching on a small flashlight, he led the way into the darkness.

[image: ]


Annunciation Square consisted of a simple soccer field embedded in the Lower Garden District. At this time of night, it should have been dark and empty.

Instead, a lone man stood in the center, flashlight in hand. A black SUV was parked along the street, engine running, and Caleb could make out the shadows of other agents waiting inside.

But a couple of laps around the block, careful to stay out of sight, didn’t reveal anyone else. No signs of a trap.

Still, Caleb hesitated before stepping onto the field. While he wasn’t thrilled with the idea of trying to hide from SPECTR while on the run with John, things couldn’t just go back to the way they had been.

He crossed the open space, alert for any unexpected movement, coat flapping behind him. Pittman turned as he approached.

“There you are,” he said, sounding more annoyed than anything.

Gray watched through Caleb’s eyes. “I do not like this mortal.”

Same.

“I’ve been gracious enough to come and talk to you, yes,” Caleb said, giving Pittman a fake smile.

The empath’s eyes narrowed, but he said, “We’ve been over this. Kaniyar wants you back under wraps, so I’ll ignore your shitty, entitled attitude.”

Oh, fuck this guy. Caleb folded his arms over his chest. “Did you mention Operation Mephisto to her?”

“Yes,” Pittman said after a reluctant moment. “At Special Agent Noorzai’s insistence. The director checked into it. She wanted me to convey to you that the project was shut down years before the current administration.”

“So?” Caleb narrowed his eyes, not giving an inch. “I’m guessing some of the fuckers involved still work for SPECTR. Maybe promoted up the ladder, maybe off in some obscure office—either way, they’re still there.”

“I wouldn’t know.” Pittman made a frustrated sound. “You have to give her time, she only found out about this a few hours ago. It’s Christmas Eve; people are on vacation, which makes everything move slower.”

As if Kaniyar would even do something about it, if she thought any of the bastards could still be useful to her. “And what unsavory operations is she running, huh? Because no way did SPECTR just up and decide to quit fucking around with people’s lives in the name of national security, or whatever bullshit justification they used to torture kids in that basement.”

Pittman’s nostrils flared, and his eyes went cold. “Unsavory operations? Like you, do you mean?”

“You know that’s not—”

“No,” Pittman cut him off. “You’re the one who doesn’t know. Or rather, doesn’t understand, because you don’t want to. You’re a walking, talking black ops project. After what went down in Charleston, if the public knew you were out here with nothing to keep you from eating half of New Orleans except two handlers, one of whom is currently off the official radar, they’d be screaming for blood.”

Gray’s anger snapped through them. “We would not do that.”

“You killed an agent,” Pittman went on, disgust lacing his voice. “For that alone, you ought to be locked away forever. I don’t trust you, not because I can’t read you, but because of what you’ve done.”

Caleb wanted to argue, to snap at Pittman and remind him of everything Ericsson had done to bring their wrath down on him.

But he still remembered the taste of Ericsson’s blood—and the look on John’s face when he caught them drinking it.

“And SPECTR tortured kids, then brainwashed them into becoming agents,” he said instead. “So I guess neither of us has the high ground, do we?”

“Except that wasn’t my project, and I wasn’t involved,” Pittman said. “So don’t try to make yourself feel better at my expense.”

Gray seethed, but Caleb pushed him down. “This isn’t getting us anywhere. You said Kaniyar wants us back. And John?”

“The director herself is coming to clean up your mess. Again.” Pittman rested his weight on his back leg, crossing his arms over his chest. “It would be best if Starkweather was back in the fold by the time she gets here.”

“And what? Pretend everything is fine? Go back to being a good little agent after everything he’s learned?”

Pittman looked like he was getting a headache. Served him right. “Director Kaniyar isn’t stupid. I can’t speak for her, but I’ve known her a long time. She’ll have some kind of offer for Starkweather, something he can’t find on his own but that her position gives her access to. Files on Operation Mephisto, maybe.”

“The telepath is missing—if he’s in some SPECTR black ops site—”

“Then that might be on the table. I don’t know.” Pittman let his arms fall. “You and I aren’t the ones negotiating, drakul. That’s up to Kaniyar and Starkweather. But he has to meet with her to do it.”

“Where?”

“There’s an abandoned naval base down by the river, on Poland Avenue. Tell Starkweather to be there no later than noon tomorrow.” Pittman took a step back. “Or he can try and go off the radar. See how long it takes us to find him. But if he does that, neither of you had better get caught, because you’ll never see the light of day again.”

“You didn’t have to end on a threat,” Caleb said.

“It seems to be the only thing you understand.” Pittman turned away and started back toward the sedan. “Personally, I hope you try to run. Then maybe Kaniyar will finally realize you’re not worth the risk, and put you away where you belong.”
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Even by flashlight, John could tell the bank had once been a grand place. The floor consisted of alternating squares of dark and light marble, and the round tables for people to fill out deposit slips were plinths of solid white marble. Yet more marble formed columns to either side of the cavernous room, leading up to a series of second floor offices which discretely looked out over the public area through small windows. Even the tellers’ stations were marble, and John wondered how rich the average clientele had been back when this place was built. Though the place was trashed, every bit of glass shattered, there was surprisingly little graffiti.

A staircase off to one side led down to the underground level. He and Jo went down, guns drawn, ready for any ghouls who might jump out at them.

An inch or two of stinking water covered the floor at the bottom of the stairs. John wrinkled his nose. “Neither of us have the footwear for this.”

“Of course not,” she muttered. “Don’t worry—once we’re done, I’ll use my pyrokinesis to heat up our shoes and socks, dry them out so our toes don’t freeze off.”

“Thanks.”

They swept the entire level: the vault, lined with rusting safety deposit boxes; empty room that might have been for meetings; the usual electrical and maintenance areas.

“No NHEs,” Jo said at last, lowering her gun. She sounded almost disappointed.

“That’s a good thing,” John reminded her.

“I guess.” She shrugged, holstering the weapon. “I just want something to fight, you know?”

“You sound like my boyfriend,” he said, without thinking.

She arched a brow at him. “Oh yeah? What’s his deal?”

Damn it; now they were up against all the things John couldn’t say. “He’s a telekinetic,” he said at last. “And he knows a lot about NHEs—he’s a contractor with SPECTR.”

“He’s the one who called Ryan earlier, right?”

John nodded. “Yeah. He’s got our backs, don’t worry about that. I’ll have Ryan text him the address, and you’ll get to meet him.” And thank the Goddess Jo wasn’t an exorcist, and wouldn’t pick up on Gray.

She didn’t say anything as they climbed the stairs back to the first floor. But as they emerged behind the teller stations, she said, “None of my relationships have ever worked out. And that’s true for a lot of people, but I have to wonder now…if I don’t know the real me, how can I connect with someone else?”

“Valid.” He tried to think how to phrase things. “I never had luck with relationships before, either. But Caleb and I just clicked right away.”

Oh.

John, who had been possessed even if he didn’t remember it, fell fast for the possessed dude.

It was the flip side of what Caleb and Gray had been afraid of, that John didn’t want to be with them anymore because of that shared experience.

But fuck, even if the resonance between their situations had been a factor at first—and John wasn’t at all sure it had been—they’d been through too much since for such a simplistic explanation.

“I’m not sure I believe in soulmates,” he added, “but sometimes when you meet someone, you just know.”

“Nice,” Jo said wistfully. “You’re lucky.”

She didn’t know the half of it. “I am.”

The rain that had been threatening all afternoon had finally moved in while they were downstairs. It hammered against the little glass remaining in the tall windows and pooled on the marble floor. If it kept coming down like this for long, the water in the basement would rise fast.

Ryan waited for them in the room they’d chosen to stay in for the moment. There were no windows; the decaying remains of couches, chairs, and some kind of side board took up much of the space. A liquor cabinet stood against one wall, its contents long gone. Some kind of VIP area, no doubt, where the rich people could be attended to away from the commoners.

Ryan had been crouched near their few bags; he rose to his feet as they entered. “Is everything clear?”

Jo nodded. “Yes. I’m not sure if the periodic flooding keeps the ghouls out, or if the NOLA office did a recent sweep, but the place is deserted.”

A spot of blood stained Ryan’s lower lip. “You’re bleeding,” John said with a frown.

“Oh.” Ryan licked his lip hastily. “Yeah, I bit myself earlier, when we stopped for burgers. I guess it opened up again.”

“So what now?” Jo leaned against the wall, her arms folded over her chest. “Does anyone have any kind of plan, or…?”

“Ryan, if you can text Caleb and let him know where we are, I’d appreciate it,” John said. “He might know more than we do. I’d like to get ahold of Zahira, but I’m not sure how to do that safely.”

Ryan nodded and sent the text. When he was done, he tucked his phone back into his pocket and turned to them.

“What now?” Jo asked. “We wait for John’s boyfriend to show up, or…?”

“Do you trust me?” Ryan asked.

John cast him a quizzical look. “Yeah. Of course I do. Why?”

Instead of answering, Ryan turned to Jo. “And you?”

“I shouldn’t. I just met you. But…” She shook her head slowly. “I want to. Maybe it’s because of the false memories, but I feel like I know you. Like you’re family.”

Ryan swallowed and blinked, as if holding back tears. “Thank you. That means so much.” He let out a deep breath, then extended a hand to each of them. “Take my hand.”

Uncertain where Ryan was going with this, John nevertheless clasped his hand. After a split second of hesitation, Jo did as well.

Ryan smiled, his entire face lit up with joy.

And John remembered.

Everything.


SEVEN


Memories flooded John’s mind, so fast he couldn’t begin to catalog them all. Moments of joy—a pony ride at a festival—and ones of sorrow—Dad packing his car, never to return. Houses, apartments, shelters.

And then SPECTR.

The faces of the agents who had put him in a car without explanation, driven him for hours out of Georgia, away from his mother.

The lies he was told once he arrived at the Center. “When your mother found out you’re an exorcist, she didn’t want you anymore. She gave you to us.”

The other kids, including the ones who had ended up in the basement facility with him: Selina, Megan, Tim.

And above all, John—the real one. His brown eyes revealing his moods so easily: despair, anguish, desperation. The sound of his voice as they cried together at night, during the times when they weren’t possessed and allowed to stay in ordinary sleeping quarters rather than reinforced rooms. The first whispers of what would become a desperate plan, the only way they could think to escape this hell.

He’d become their center of gravity, as his despair slowly transmuted to raw fury. And in time, they’d loved each other like brothers.

Memories were different than still photographs. The tilt of a head, the turn of a phrase, hell, even the way someone smelled, all so much more evocative and familiar than any moment frozen on paper.

So much more recognizable as more than a mere family resemblance.

John opened his eyes. His head pounded, and he felt off-balance. But a strong hand still gripped his, the same hand he’d touched all those years ago in the Center.

“You’re him,” John said, his tongue ungainly in his mouth. “Ryan, you’re—you’re Fifteen. The real John.”
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Caleb stared down at the text Ryan had sent, letting him know where to find John. He’d driven far enough out of the way to make sure Pittman wasn’t following him, then pulled off the road. The motorcycle’s engine rumbled between his legs, and Night hung onto his waist from behind. Rain streaked down from the sky; it was going to feel like hail on the unprotected skin of his face once they got moving again.

“What are you going to do?” Night asked, mildly curious. Which was as curious as he was capable of being in a dead body.

Gray knew what he wanted to do, which was get John as far away from SPECTR as possible.

But Pittman’s threat had been deadly serious. Kaniyar wasn’t going to just let them walk away and start a new life.

Caleb didn’t want to bring John back into the agency that had so profoundly ruined everything. And he sure as shit wasn’t a big fan of SPECTR even before all this.

But they didn’t have a lot of options.

“We’re going to find John and tell him what that asshole Pittman said,” he replied. “After that, it’s John’s choice.”

“Will we continue to hunt together?” Night asked. “We are more effective as a team.”

Of course that was what had him curious; Caleb should have remembered drakul always thought with their stomachs.

“It is more logical than what mortals do,” Gray pointed out.

Well, he couldn’t argue with that. “One way or another, I guess,” he told Night. “I’m sure as hell not leaving you behind for SPECTR to lock up.”

“I would prefer to remain free to hunt,” Night said. “But I have been trapped by mortals before.”

“Not like this.” Caleb wasn’t sure how SPECTR would keep a drakul under wraps, but he had some ideas. Starting with just freezing Night’s dead body so it would never decay. If they could do some kind of flash-freeze that wouldn’t damage the cells, would the body still technically remain habitable, trapping Night within?

If he could come up with the option, someone as smart and devious as Kaniyar could too. Hell, she probably had a whole list of things to try in case something went wrong.

No sense sitting on the side of the road worrying about it. What happened next was up to John; they’d back any decision he made.

With a sigh, he crushed the burner phone in his hand. Whether SPECTR had the technology to remotely compromise it while he was talking to Pittman, he didn’t know. Better safe than sorry, though; the last thing he wanted was to lead them to John. Bits of glass rained down onto the road, glittering red as Caleb drove away.
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Ryan’s eyes held a mixture of sorrow and elation. “Yes,” he said—then hauled John into a bear hug.

John’s heart pounded, thoughts swimming. Goddess, no wonder Ryan had felt so familiar from the start. Why John had trusted him instantly, without question. Even without memories, he’d recognized him on some level, whether voice or body language or even scent. Something beyond conscious thought, hidden deep and waiting.

Jo hugged them both, and they opened the circle to include her. She was crying, and John felt tears on his own face.

“Oh God,” she said. “I remember everything. My real family—I set the house on fire, it was an accident but they were scared, they took me to the Center…and then…”

Her words turned into a wordless howl of rage, body shaking with both grief and fury.

Ryan drew back and caught her face in his hands. “You’re free now,” he said, locking eyes with her. “They’ve kept you and John in an invisible cage for years, but no more.”

She clasped his wrists, not to pull his hands away, but just to hold on. Not looking away from him, she nodded slowly. “Yes. You’re right.” A little laugh escaped her. “You always are.”

“Not always.” He let his hands drop.

John still felt in a daze. He sank down on one of the chairs, then winced as it gave mushily beneath him. “I don’t understand. You were with the Starkweathers, pretending to be their nephew. Your social security number hasn’t been used. Why? How?”

“All good questions.” Ryan perched on the table, close enough to touch. “SPECTR sent you all to state schools after the Center. But I went to another lab.”

Horror froze John’s blood. Ryan saw the look on his face and held up a hand.

“It wasn’t as bad as the Center.” Even so, he glanced away, his eyes going distant. “The way we escaped…well, they’d have to be stupid not to realize they had a real, honest-to-god telepath on their hands. I was too important to be shuffled off somewhere; I needed to be studied.”

The bitterness in his voice left no doubt as to whether his opinion had ever been considered. “Fuckers,” Jo said.

“Yeah.” Ryan let out a long breath. “It was a lot of testing, mostly. What was the extent of my power when I wasn’t being possessed? Was there any way to block it? What were the differences between me and a strong empath?” He shook his head. “It might have been better than the Center, but I was still in a prison, being prodded and poked and studied. Unable to leave, or to communicate with the outside world.”

While John had been shooting hoops with Sean, or studying late into the night, or kissing boys behind the bleachers, Ryan had been in captivity. Tested, experimented on.

He touched the small charm around his neck. And Megan—sweet, funny Megan, he remembered her now so clearly—had been left in the abandoned basement. Waiting for him to come back and save her.

Goddess.

“How did you get out?” Jo asked, her expression one of grief and guilt. No doubt she was having similar thoughts as John.

“Because overturn at the lab was low.” He spread his hands when they looked at him quizzically. “I had one weapon to use against them, but without the energy from an NHE, it took a lot longer.”

“You did something to their minds?” John asked.

Ryan nodded. “It wasn’t easy—there was a lot of trial and error, because I’d never really learned to use my power effectively. I didn’t want to screw things up like I did at the Center.”

“You didn’t screw things up,” John objected. “You got us out of there. And yeah, it didn’t go the way we’d planned—but our plan might not even have worked.”

Ryan’s mouth softened. “I got you trapped in SPECTR for years, your own life lost to you.”

“As opposed to being in another lab?” Jo said. “Fuck, I’ll take it. None of this is your fault.”

John nodded. Ryan straightened, as if a weight had lifted from his shoulders. “I…thank you.” He swallowed, looked away. “Anyway. I eventually managed to convince the lead researcher that the study was a bust, and I should be let go. So he did.”

“Impressive,” Jo murmured, and John couldn’t disagree.

“Thanks. I was twenty-two years old and back in the outside world for the first time since I was a teen.” A frown creased his lips. “I didn’t know what else to do, so I found my parents. They’d moved, but kept in touch with people back home. They weren’t happy when I showed up on their doorstep.” He shook his head. “They were worried if SPECTR found out I was with them, they’d have to give back the money they were paid to pretend to be your parents and hand you over to the state.”

“Of course they were,” John said, disgust stinging his throat like bile. “Why the hell did you stay?”

For a long moment, Ryan only looked thoughtful, as if asking his past self about the decisions he’d made. “I suppose I didn’t have anywhere to go. After the previous years, setting up a new identity seemed easy. That way no one would connect me with their disowned son, or take back their precious money. And it stayed that way until Granddad was attacked, and I walked into their living room to see…you.”

If the rougarou attack hadn’t happened, if John hadn’t been in New Orleans at Kaniyar’s orders at the same time, he would never have found Ryan again. He’d still be ignorant.

“You didn’t say anything.” John looked up. “Why didn’t you just tell me everything the first day?”

“Would you have believed me?” Ryan asked with an arch of his brow. “Or would you have thought I was a raving lunatic?”

He had a point. John had barely believed it even after they had evidence. Jo, though, was frowning. “I did. Believe you, I mean.”

Ryan turned to her. “Because, after working on John, I knew it was safe to bring your memories back more quickly than I did his.”

John sat up straight. “Wait, what?”

“I didn’t know for sure if your old memories were still there, underneath. Or if bringing them back would cause some kind of psychotic break.” Ryan’s eyes pleaded for understanding. “The last thing I wanted to do was hurt you.”

It made sense. “But you did do something.”

“Of course. I had to try,” Ryan said. “I can hear thoughts most of the time, but it’s hard to influence people unless I’m touching them.”

Unease whispered across John’s nerves. “Influence…the way you influenced the researchers at the lab where you were held.”

“No, not like that.” Ryan held up his hands. “I mean, yes, in a sense, but it wasn’t the same kind of influence.”

“Explain, then.”

“Please, don’t be worried. When I was possessed, of course I was stronger. On my own, though, I can’t do much. Unless someone is cognitively impaired, by alcohol or drugs, or dementia, or something like that. With you, I only wanted to undo what I’d already done. And I was careful, I swear. I started with just the tiniest nudge. What was your first recovered memory?”

John thought back. “A dream, I think?”

“That makes sense,” Ryan said. “I never, ever want to hurt you, either of you. I figured if we dug into the Center, visited it, visited Walsh, it would make it easier for you to recover your memories. I still had to help at times, but then things snowballed and they started to come back faster and faster on their own.” He smiled suddenly. “So I knew it would be safe for Jo. Safe to remove the last barriers, safe for you to remember everything. Which I did just now.”

John’s head spun, and he looked to Jo. She didn’t return the glance, seeming too absorbed in her own thoughts.

“Try to understand the position I was in,” Ryan said softly. “Reunited with you, Jonny, and with the potential to find all the others. To be together again with the only people in the world who ever really cared about me. The only ones who could hope to understand what my life has been. And to be too scared to say anything, until I could be sure it wouldn’t destroy either your brain or your psyche.”

John took a deep breath. Imagined if Caleb and Gray had somehow forgotten about him, and he had no way of knowing what remembering might do to them. “It sounds like hell.”

“Yeah.” Ryan let out a sigh. “But it’s over now. Megan and Tim are dead thanks to SPECTR, but we’re still alive. We’re together, right where we belong. And no one is ever going to separate us again.”


EIGHT


“Merry Christmas,” Jo said abruptly.

John looked down at his watch; the day had indeed ticked past midnight while they all sat in quiet contemplation.

“Best present ever,” Ryan said with a smile at them.

Jo’s mouth tightened, but she only said, “We should get some sleep before we try to figure out our next move.”

“We should wait for Caleb to get here,” Ryan said. “Will ‘Agent Knight’ be with them, John?”

John’s heart gave a hard thud against his ribs. He’d been so caught up in his own stuff…but Ryan knew about Gray, about Night, of course he did. He must have picked it up from John’s thoughts almost right away.

Should they say anything to Jo? How comfortable would she be, hanging out with a possessed person? After the experiments, she—like him—had spent her adult life stopping NHEs, and he knew from bitter experience that wasn’t an easy mindset for some agents to get out of.

The rumble of a motorcycle engine penetrated the silent bank, muffled somewhat by the pouring rain. “Right on cue,” Ryan said, and hopped off the desk.

They returned to the ruined lobby, just as the squeal of the door announced Caleb’s arrival. He was utterly soaked, black hair hanging down in a wet sheet, rain dripping from his coat to puddle on the floor. A wide grin split his pale face when he saw John.

Glass crunched under John’s shoes as he jogged to Caleb and Gray. They caught him up, and Caleb kissed him as a wave of relief flooded his veins. Everything had gone to hell, but as long as he had them, something in his life was right.

“Are you okay?” he asked, once they broke apart. He caught sight of Night off to the side, so still he might have been just another shadow.

Caleb nodded, but before he could say anything, Ryan let out a hiss. “He’s been talking to SPECTR! We’ve been betrayed.”

“What?” Jo’s hand went to her shoulder holster, eyes wide.

Caleb stared at Ryan in confusion. “I talked to Pittman, but I didn’t—how did you know that?”

“I’m a telepath,” Ryan replied, fierce pride in his voice as he lifted his chin. “Ah—I see. Empaths can’t read you. But I’m not an empath. I know what you’ve been up to.”

“Everyone calm down,” John said, holding out his hands and stepping closer to Ryan. “Let’s hear Caleb out, okay?”

“I talked to Pittman,” Caleb said hastily. “Zahira thought it would be a good idea.”

Ryan’s lips twisted in a sneer. “Of course she did. She belongs to SPECTR.”

“I trust her,” Caleb shot back, scowling now. “Pittman was in the dark about Operation Mephisto, but he knows now. Maybe Kaniyar knew before, maybe she didn’t, who the fuck can tell.” He glanced at John. “Kaniyar is coming to New Orleans to talk with you. She wants to meet at an abandoned naval base. Poland Avenue, I think Pittman said?”

“So she can kill us without any witnesses around?” Ryan guessed.

“That’s not her style.” John’s mind raced. The abandoned base sounded like a trap, but it was also possible she wanted to meet somewhere well away from any civilians. Gray and Night were both in play, and if she still thought there was a possibility John had killed Walsh behind Zahira’s back, she’d be concerned about how any meeting would go down.

“I thought maybe you could negotiate with Kaniyar to find the telepath,” Caleb said. “But I guess you already did?” He looked back at Ryan, obviously confused.

Ryan folded his arms over his chest. “That’s right. We don’t need anything from SPECTR.”

“Look, I’m not a fan either.” Caleb spread his hands out. “I told Pittman I’d let John know that Kaniyar is on her way, and he might be able to get something from her. Or I guess we could go on the run and hope we can hide for a few decades.”

Jo’s face went white. “Do you think it would come to that?”

John was going to have to come clean. “For us, maybe. Not you.”

Before he could continue, Ryan interrupted, his eyes fixed on Caleb. “If we were to meet with Kaniyar, we’d need an edge. Something to give us the upper hand, boost our abilities. Your blood, for example.”

The blood on Ryan’s lip earlier. That hadn’t been from biting himself. “You stole Gray’s blood out of my bag?”

“I’m sorry,” Ryan glanced briefly at him. “I needed it so I could restore all of your memories at once. It seemed like the sort of situation where it was better to ask forgiveness than permission.”

“What the hell is going on?” Jo demanded. “What’s this about blood?”

“Caleb and ‘Agent Night’ are both possessed,” Ryan said, rather than answer directly. “Isn’t that right, John?”

“Fuck!” Jo pulled her Glock and trained it on Caleb.

“Whoa, whoa!” Caleb put his hands up. “Just calm the fuck down!”

How had everything spiraled out of control so fast? “Jo, please, they’re not a danger to us,” John said. “Just put the gun down so we can talk.”

“Not a danger?” Ryan asked incredulously. “Asking us to walk into a trap set up by the director herself?” His face hardened. “I’m not going to be locked away in some lab again. None of us are.”

“Look, man, I’m on your side,” Caleb protested. “I mean, I’m not just handing my blood over to you, but—”

“Jo, put the gun down,” John said again, but again she ignored him. “Ryan, calm down. You can trust Caleb, I swear. And Gray, too; he’s not going to hurt you.”

Ryan turned to him. “Years of being a SPECTR lapdog has blinded you, hasn’t it?” he asked sadly. “But that’s all right. I’m going to help you see.”

He glanced at Caleb, then locked his gaze with John’s. “Look again, Jonny. That’s not your boyfriend. It’s a doppelgänger. They both are.”

The world seemed to jerk, rearrange itself, like a video loading wrong. John’s head swam, and he blinked, and looked again.

Right. The doppelgänger. No, two of them.

He brought his gun up. How had he made such a stupid mistake? Of course this wasn’t Caleb and Gray, wasn’t Night. He’d almost let himself be tricked.

The-thing-pretending-to-be-Caleb’s eyes went wide. “Hey, wait, John—”

“Shoot them before they attack!” Ryan shouted.

John squeezed the trigger.
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The Night doppelgänger went down instantly, like a puppet with its strings cut. John’s bullet hit the other in the shoulder. It morphed into Gray with a snarl—but the previous doppelgänger hadn’t been able to do that—

“Focus!”

His next shot was dead in the forehead.

Silence descended, broken only by Ryan’s ragged breathing. He’d gone pale, and he put his hand to his head, as if in pain.

John took a step back, feeling oddly unstable. Not physically, exactly; more like the pieces of reality didn’t quite fit together the way they should. “I don’t know how that happened. I don’t…”

“Forget about it,” Ryan said, waving a hand at him. “You stand guard here. Jo, give me a hand with the bodies, okay?”

Jo seemed as confused as John, but she nodded and holstered her Glock. “Okay.”

Ryan fetched a thermos out of his bag, took a long drink of water, then tucked it in his coat. He and Jo grabbed Gray by the ankles and dragged him down toward the stairs leading to the lower floor, leaving a smear of blood behind.

They were gone longer than John expected. He stood waiting with the decaying body of the other NHE. The rain was coming down hard now, and water dripped in a steady stream from the damaged roof above to the marble below.

This place had been beautiful, once. But now it was ruined, like so much else.

When they came back, there was blood all over Ryan’s hands and the sleeves of his coat. “What happened?” John asked.

“Nothing. It’s just blood from the doppelgänger.” Ryan looked down at the second body and made a disgusted noise. “Rotting already.”

“It doesn’t take long,” John said.

But then why hadn’t the other body started to rot right away?

“Focus, John.”

Right. He was supposed to be standing guard.

“Just leave it,” Ryan said, when Jo made to grab the body’s ankle. “It’s not worth the effort. Let’s get out of here.”

Jo’s expression was troubled. “I’m not sure…” she trailed off.

Ryan put one hand on her shoulder, the other on John’s. He didn’t look tired anymore—in fact, he seemed strangely invigorated. “It’s okay. Everything is all right now,” he said, and John found himself nodding along. “We’re together, just as we were always meant to be.”
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Neurons reform, reconnect, fire. Veins crawl back into place. Bone shifts, heals, regrows.

Too slow.

A knife across their throat, severing the great arteries and veins, like an animal being slaughtered. Blood gushes out in a torrent, spattering into something.

Gray closes the wound, or starts to, but another slice reopens it. More blood gone, and the healing slows. Their heart stumbles, spasms, empties.

The wound finally is allowed to heal, but what little blood is left all but crawls in their veins.

Everything is still and silent for a long time.
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Night’s eyes open.

A new set of memories unfurl, images flashing past. This body belonged to a woman, Martha King. The final recorded memory is one of fear, as her boyfriend waved a gun around.

She sits up. Lights wink on a Christmas tree, and blood splatter decorates the brightly wrapped packages. A man stares at her in horror from across the room, still holding the gun in his hand.

When she stands, he screams and bolts out of the room. There comes the sound of a door crashing open, and the screams fade.

Night has seen this nonsensical reaction from mortals before, and ignores it. She is barefoot, so she walks to the open door and finds shoes discarded beside it. In her experience, bodies last longer if their feet are protected.

Cold rain pours down outside. Night walks out into it and stops, contemplating.

She had intended to remain with Gray and his mortals until moving to a new host body. This has happened now. There is no reason for her to return to the abandoned bank where she last saw them. She can instead turn her attention to the endless hunt and continue on, alone, as she has done for centuries.

Hunting with another is pleasant, though. Efficient; their different styles mesh well.

Most of the things Gray does make no sense. As for the mortals, Night gave up trying to comprehend them long ago.

Night considers for a time, the rain soaking her hair and clothing. The street is silent; small lights twinkle from within a few homes, marking the mortal celebration. A dog barks far away; closer, a baby begins to cry.

It could be any of a thousand other nights, with little variation from one to the next. She can find a place to wait out the day, then begin her search for prey after sundown. Then do the same thing again, and again, and again.

Or.

Night begins to run.
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Caleb groaned as consciousness crept back in. His mouth was dry and tasted like the bottom of a shoe, and his head ached. Water lapped at his fingertips.

He was hanging upside down.

His eyes flew open in shock. Without Gray’s night vision, he wouldn’t have seen anything, but as it was he could make out rusted walls lined with drawers, some of them ripped out and hanging loose. To one side was an enormous vault door.

The bank.

Memory came back. Ryan, furious he’d met with Pittman. The revelation that Ryan was the telepath—the original John Starkweather.

Night going down in a spray of blood.

The black bore of John’s gun just before he fired.

Gray’s rage rose like a tide. “This mortal has done something to John.”

Yeah, no kidding. And he used our blood to do it.

Worry. “Our throat was cut while we healed. We lost a great deal of blood.”

“Fuck,” Caleb said out loud. That was probably why they were hanging upside-down—easier to drain the blood, maybe. Wasn’t that how they did it in slaughter houses?

They had to get out of here, find John, and get him away from that crazy fucker Ryan. Without getting their own minds scrambled.

Why hadn’t Ryan tried to manipulate him? Them?

Caleb shook his head. Maybe Ryan couldn’t for some reason. Or maybe he just didn’t want to bother. Hell, maybe he figured they were in his way and it would be easiest to get rid of them.

But not permanently. Instead, he’d left them hanging here. Did he plan on coming back if he wanted more blood?

Well, he sure as hell wasn’t going to get it, if that was the case.

They’d been hoisted up with a rusty chain wrapped around their feet, its end thrown over one of the cross bars in a metal cage of some kind. Meant to protect the really valuable stuff, maybe, though if someone had already gotten through the vault door, Caleb couldn’t see how a few bars were going to stop them.

He bent up to reach his feet—thank god for Gray’s strength, or else he would have been screwed—and grabbed the chain. The rusty links broke easily, and he dropped into the murky water below.

The water, which seemed to be getting higher.

Caleb eyed the high-water mark, which was a lot nearer the ceiling than he liked. If the storm outside kept up…well, they weren’t going to drown, but it wouldn’t be pleasant, either. Better to get out before it came to that.

If they could.

He tried the vault door in the faint hope it was ajar, but no—Ryan had locked them up tight, the asshole. Gray was strong, but even he would have trouble getting through several feet of steel anytime fast.

Maybe if Night was here…but he’d jumped to another body somewhere. He’d probably wander off looking for a demon to snack on, and they’d never see him again.

Fine. They were just going to have to figure a way out on their own.

How much time did they have to get to John? That depended on what Ryan meant to do next. He sure as hell wasn’t going to meet up with Kaniyar…

“If we were to meet with Kaniyar, we’d need an edge,” Ryan had said. “Something to give us the upper hand, boost our abilities. Your blood, for example.”

Well, the bastard had that now. But even so, what could he possibly hope to do against someone like Kaniyar? Did he hope he could control her mind too? Kill her?

Like he’d killed the Starkweathers and Walsh?

“Fuck me,” Caleb breathed aloud. Had Ryan murdered his parents and the doctor?

Caleb didn’t have the slightest idea why Ryan would have come back to the Starkweathers, let alone pretended to be their nephew instead of their kid. Whatever the reason, the whole situation was fucked up.

Had Ryan decided he didn’t need them anymore when John showed up? Wanted them out of the way, even, before they could spill the beans prematurely?

As for Walsh…Ryan had been in the area when he died. How hard would it have been to slip out of the hotel, take the rental car over to Walsh’s place, do a bit of light murder, then return?

Walsh was no great loss, but if Ryan had killed his own parents, then beaten an evil old man to death, he was dangerous.

And he had John under his control.

Gray twisted, a snarling tiger in a cage. “We must get free of this prison!”

Caleb cast around. The icy water was threatening to overtop their boots now, and some of it splashed inside as he made a quick circuit of the vault. The walls were lined with safety deposit boxes, most of them covered in yellowish rust. Some hung open, or had been ripped out and thrown onto the floor, but most were sealed shut.

The chances any of them held something that would help now was basically nil, not that he had time to look anyway. There were no convenient tools lying around, so he returned to the inner cage where they’d been strung up. Grabbing one of the metal bars, he began to wrench it free.

It took a bit of effort, even with their immense strength, but soon Caleb had a four-foot length of rusty steel in his hands.

The vault door itself was a serious obstacle. But the concrete around it—that, they could get through.

Eventually.

Muttering a curse under his breath, Caleb began chipping away at the wall holding the door in place.


NINE


“Where are we going?” John asked from the back seat of the SUV. Ryan had insisted on driving, and John had let him without any pushback, still shaken from the encounter in the bank.

The details had taken on a dreamlike quality, but he still didn’t understand how he’d been so careless. How his exorcist sense hadn’t been able to distinguish between a simple pair of doppelgängers and two drakul.

“To the location Caleb texted me earlier,” Ryan said, glancing in the rearview mirror at him, then back to the road. Rain lashed down, the streaks on the windows distorting the Christmas lights that gleamed through the darkness. “The abandoned naval base, remember?”

Did he remember that? He wasn’t sure.

“Focus.”

“Right. Do we know anything about the place?” he asked.

“It closed down during some kind of structural reorganization and was left to rot.” Ryan’s mouth tightened. “The place is huge—two large buildings with a converted parking deck in the middle.”

“This has to be a trap,” Jo said. She sat in the passenger seat, drumming her fingers on the armrest. “The director wouldn’t pick a place like that if she wasn’t setting up an ambush of some kind.”

“Maybe,” John said. On the other hand, Kaniyar probably thought Caleb and Gray would be with them, and wanted them to be well away from civilians if things went bad.

Where were Caleb and Gray? They wouldn’t just ghost him. Something was wrong…

“Focus.”

Right. John blinked several times. He needed to concentrate on what was going to happen next. “If you’re so certain it’s an ambush, why are we going there? Shouldn’t we be heading the other way?”

“Because this is our one chance to catch the director out in the open.” Ryan changed lanes, sticking with the curve of I-10 through the city. “If we’re fast and smart, we can snatch her. Once we have her tucked away somewhere, maybe back at the bank, I can work on her mind. Find out what she knows—names, dates, everything. The identity of every last monster who signed off on Operation Mephisto.”

“And then what?” John asked warily, but at the same time, Jo said, “You’re nuts! We’ll never get close to her!”

Ryan went with Jo’s question. “Yes, we will. I can control people’s perceptions, keep them from spotting us until it’s too late.”

“Like the rougarou did to me on the roller coaster trestle,” John murmured.

“Exactly. And Jo, you’re a powerful pyrokinetic, so if anyone does see us, you can set them on fire.”

Jo shifted in her seat. “I’m…I don’t think I want to do that.”

Ryan’s voice was perfectly calm, perfectly reasonable. “This is SPECTR. You know what they did to us. Do you want to go back to a lab somewhere? Do you want me to?”

“No…”

“Focus, Jo. We have a job to do.”

“Right.” She blinked, nodded.

“But hopefully it won’t come to that,” Ryan went on. “John, exorcists can control NHEs as well as summon them, can’t they?”

Howard Brimm had controlled a ghoul army, and Yuri had done the same with some of the NHE’s he put into unwilling hosts. John had never attempted it—of course he hadn’t, the very idea made him queasy. “In theory?” he hedged. “But it would take a lot of power.”

Ryan smiled. “Don’t worry,” he said. “I’ve got that part covered.”
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“This is taking too long,” Gray fretted.

Caleb ground his teeth. The first steel bar he’d used to dig through the wall had bent to the point of uselessness, so he’d gone on to a second, then a third. The concrete of the bank vault was way harder than normal concrete, and was reinforced with steel rods that would have to be broken through as well.

At this rate, they’d be lucky to get out by New Year’s Eve.

And of course, the water just kept rising.

It had reached their waist by now, an ice cold, murky flood that stank of rust and death. If it got to their shoulders, it would hamper their movements, make it that much harder to smash through the wall.

The bar in their hands finally gave up the ghost and bent in half against the stubborn concrete. With a curse, Caleb flung it away; it splashed into the water and sank instantly out of sight.

A grinding sound came from the vault door.

Caleb froze, and Gray rose to hover just under their skin, ready to burst forth at the first sign of danger. There were a series of clanks, and as the vault door began to groan open, he shifted his stance. If that fucker Ryan stepped inside, he was going to get a face full of pissed-off drakul.

Instead of Ryan, a white woman in Christmas-themed pajamas waded inside. She was maybe in her forties, chubby, her blonde hair a rain-soaked tangle. Blood stained the front of her pajama top. The smell of night-blooming jasmine mixed with copal incense came with her, saturating the rank air of the flooding vault.

“Night?” Caleb exclaimed.

Her eyes glowed in the dark vault, like those of a predator reflecting the light. “Yes,” she said simply.

Gray’s surprise mingled with his own. “We weren’t expecting you to come back.”

She tipped her head to one side, regarding them. “I had not intended to. But we hunt together efficiently.”

“Right.” Caleb waded toward her. “We need to get out of here, before Ryan makes John do something crazy.” He winced, remembering the impact of a bullet against his skull. “Crazier, anyway.”

“Yes,” Night said, and exited the vault.

They followed her up the stairs, out of the water and into the cold night above.
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They took a boat to the naval base—John wasn’t sure where Ryan had gotten it from, only that he left them standing at the riverside, then returned a bit later with a small motorboat. A network of burst capillaries threaded the whites of Ryan’s eyes, giving them a slightly hazy look, like he’d been out partying for too long and was paying for it now.

They disembarked near the vast dock, now empty, that had once serviced the base. The first light of dawn fought through the rain and illuminated its vast, gray corpse.

Ryan hadn’t been kidding—the place was truly enormous, occupying the entire point of land between the Mississippi and what looked like a large man-made canal. Three rectangular buildings of bleak concrete towered six stories high and hundreds of feet long. A rusted fence blocked off the weed-choked lot, and graffiti bloomed like bright flowers on the nearest wall. In amidst the usual tags, someone had scrawled a warning: DON’T GO IN DANGER DEMONS.

No surprise there. Abandoned properties were a magnet for ghouls if nothing else. And this close to the river, anything from sirens to were-gators could have taken refuge inside, using the place as a base for nightly hunts.

No doubt SPECTR-NOLA tried to keep a lid on the place. But it was too big for a serious sweep. And the poor security around the perimeter would do nothing to keep out the desperate and unhoused, who might either provide a meal or a host body for anything inside.

John and his mom had camped in abandoned buildings a few times, when there was no room at any shelters and the weather was bad. They’d woken up once to the sound of snarls and screams on a lower floor. Locked themselves in a storage closet and prayed nothing came to find them.

The memory of their fear was so searing, he couldn’t believe it had ever been locked away. How the hell did you forget something like that, even under the influence of a possessed telepath?

Was his real mom still alive somewhere? Or had she died in the intervening years, cowering in a closet while monsters hunted her in the dark, without even the comfort of her son’s hand to hold?

“I don’t know,” Jo murmured, staring at the grim buildings. “This isn’t a good idea. There are too many places for snipers to be hanging out. We’re going to get arrested.”

“Technically you haven’t done anything wrong,” John said.

She laughed hollowly. “I’ve remembered. That’s enough, if the director wants this buried.”

“We should try talking to her,” John said. “I’ll explain everything.” A thought surfaced, like a bubble through mud. Kaniyar still needed him—he was her only link to Gray. She’d already seen the lengths his boyfriends would go to get to him, back when Forsyth had taken him prisoner. Maybe they could…

“You’re wrong,” Ryan said. “You can’t trust her, or any of them. And you know what will happen to me.”

Right. Of course. John nodded absently.

“Here.” Ryan pulled a metal thermos out of his bag. He opened it and took a swig. “Something to juice us all up.”

He passed it to Jo, who took a drink without hesitation—then nearly spat it back out. “What the fuck? It tastes like blood! What the hell is this?”

Ryan’s voice was calm but strong, like the deep currents of the river beside them. “Don’t focus on what it is—focus on how it feels.”

She let out a long breath…then grinned. Flames licked around her fingers, then died back. “Feels great. Like I could burn down the world.”

“Exactly.” Ryan grinned at her.

She passed the bottle to John. Some part of him wasn’t sure, was in fact pretty fucking worried about why Ryan was carrying around a bottle of something that tasted like blood and boosted paranormal abilities…

“Focus, John. We’ve already talked about this. Focus on the mission.”

He took a deep drink, trying not to taste it. That was impossible, but he choked it down and passed the thermos back to Ryan, who took a another swig before storing it away.

Something sizzled through John, a crackle of static in his blood, lightning in his veins. It felt so familiar…

His sixth sense seemed to expand, and he could feel the NHEs in the decrepit building, like little glowing lights in the darkness. Ghouls aplenty, and something bigger. Much bigger.

“I can keep us hidden, until we get inside,” Ryan said. “So long as we don’t do anything crazy like fight the guards or start breaking windows. Once in, we find some NHEs and John controls them, makes them attack Kaniyar’s men as a distraction.”

John nodded. He was focused on the mission now. “And then?”

“We grab Kaniyar, and I rip everything she knows about Operation Mephisto out of her skull.” Ryan grinned; his teeth were red with blood. “Then we can get down to our real business. Revenge.”
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As the motorcycle roared down I-10, Night hanging on the back with both arms now, Caleb cursed himself for destroying his burner phone.

It had seemed like a smart precaution at the time. He didn’t know enough about computers to know if just having it in Pittman’s vicinity might have compromised it, so better safe than sorry, right?

Except now, when he needed to get hold of somebody at SPECTR, he didn’t have a damn phone. The one pay phone he knew about was out of the way; it would be faster to just drive to the meeting place, tell Kaniyar that a crazy fucking telepath had taken over John’s brain and they needed to find him right the hell now.

Gray’s fear trickled like ice water through them. “We must save John. What if he is attacked by demons? What if…”

I know; I know! Kaniyar will help us.

Christ, if only there was somewhere else he could go for help. Tiffany might be able to do something, if he had any idea where to find her. But surely the federal government had more resources than she did, anyway.

Fucking SPECTR. They’d screwed up John’s life, and now here was Caleb turning to them to track him down.

Fuck Ryan, too, while he was at it. He’d just been biding his time, play-acting while they ran in circles, all the while reading their goddamn minds. Gone on a little murder spree, if Caleb was right about what happened to Walsh and the Starkweathers.

No wonder he’d always wanted to be the one going places with John, leaving Caleb behind.

“And me.”

Right, because Ryan had known he was possessed—had to have. Maybe that was why he’d cut them out: he was scared of Gray, or worried he wouldn’t be able to dominate them both at the same time, even with their blood.

Or maybe he was just a greedy bastard who saw them as nothing but a convenient source of power, to be chained up and drained whenever he had a mind to.

They exited the interstate and within a few minutes were flying down a street that paralleled the Inner Harbor Navigation Canal. It was barely dawn on Christmas morning, and traffic virtually nonexistent. Inside the houses they passed, young children were no doubt waking up their parents, screeching with excitement over presents beneath the tree.

Or hell, maybe not. Not all Christmases were nearly that idyllic. The family of the poor woman who Night was currently wearing probably wasn’t having a good time of it. At least Night said she didn’t have any kids, when Caleb had asked.

He slowed the bike as they drew closer to the intersection between the canal and the river. The naval base was easy enough to spot, its decaying bulk utterly dominating the neighborhood.

Kaniyar could have a whole army in there—though that wasn’t likely, since she’d just come in, and the local SPECTR office was shorthanded with the holidays. Even if she canceled leave, it would take a while for people to travel back.

Still, she’d probably brought some sort of reinforcements with her. She wasn’t the sort to take chances.

He slowed even further, trying to figure out where to pull off and go inside. He didn’t want to hide—they’d walk straight in and he’d spill everything to Kaniyar. It was the only way to get John back.

Above the purr of the engine, he heard the sound of gunshots. At the same moment, the breeze off the water brought to him a familiar scent.

Night smelled it too. “Demons,” she said. “Will we hunt?”

More shots, and the sound of men and women yelling commands. What the hell was going on in there?

Gray rose to the surface, and Caleb yielded. “Yes,” Gray said. “We hunt.”


TEN


The walk into the complex took on a dream-like quality. John’s thoughts felt sluggish, his mind wrapped in cotton. Was any of this really happening at all?

Metal mesh covered the plate glass windows of the main entrance, and the glass door as well. The door swung open when Ryan pulled on it. A man kitted out in riot gear stood on the other side, but he didn’t so much as glance at them, his eyes glassy on the other side of his face-shield.

The interior of the building had been ripped apart, by vandals or ghouls, or both. Cables trailed through the gaps of missing ceiling panels like vines in a jungle, broken office chairs created an obstacle course across the floor, and doors hung sadly off their hinges.

As they moved deeper into the building, they saw no more guards. Kaniyar didn’t expect them to actually go into the buildings; why would she? She’d likely set up some snipers on the upper floors, but there was no logical reason for them to come into the decaying maze of the complex and risk running face-first into an NHE.

John blinked through the haze. If she expected Gray to be with him…

“Forget about him, and focus!”

Right. “We’re close,” he whispered. “There’s a ghoul just ahead.”

Ryan stopped. “Go on,” he said. “Jo, back him up. But do try not to set the building on fire if you can help it.”

John could sense NHEs all around, little clusters of sparks, with something more like a campfire a bit farther away, in the middle building perhaps. He started to reach for his Glock or his silver athame, but remembered he wasn’t here to put them down.

He was here to leash them.

His head buzzed as he led the way cautiously down the hall, like a hive of bees had moved in, making it difficult to think any time he mind strayed away from the task at hand. The corridor ended in a door torn completely from its hinges. Beyond it lay row after row of monotonous gray cubicles, completely shrouded in darkness.

Clicking on a flashlight, John cautiously led the way through the maze of the cube farm. Though the cubicle walls still stood mostly unscathed, the workspaces themselves were largely destroyed: broken office chairs, overturned filing cabinets, and avalanches of mildewed paper.

The air reeked of death.

“Are they here?” Jo whispered behind him.

A growl from somewhere to the left answered her.

Then one from behind them.

Ahead, something stirred in the shadows. Jo swore, and fire wreathed her hands. The additional light revealed hairless, diseased skin, white eyes like marbles in a dog-like face, and a mouth filled with teeth able to shear through bone.

The ghoul sprang toward them.
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John brought his hand up, his focus sharpening into a single point as he called up his heightened ability to manipulate etheric energy. With his sixth sense enhanced by the blood (from where?), he could see the rope extend from his palm, a sharp hook at the other end.

Jo shouted something, and he smelled burning, but none of that mattered. He felt the hook penetrate the flesh of the ghoul’s host body and snag on the rotting, mad thing deep within.

In an exorcism, he’d simply rip it out. Force it into a bottle or let someone (who?) feed on it.

Now, he left it in place, concentrating his will on the link he’d forged between himself and the NHE. “Stop,” he ordered.

It juddered to a halt, whimpering and whining in confusion.

He chained the other two ghouls in quick succession. One cringed away from Jo, its face blistered and burned from a jet of flame from her hands.

“It worked,” she said, seeming surprised.

“Of course it did. Ryan said it would,” he replied.

For a moment, she looked confused, then nodded. “Right.”

They moved on, from room to room. It didn’t take long. When they rejoined Ryan, the hallway behind them was dark with shifting, canid bodies, the stench of decay hanging around them like a black cloud.

Ryan grinned at the sight. More capillaries had burst in his eyes, turning the whites scarlet. “Good job rounding up the dogs,” he said. “Now it’s time to set them on their quarry.”
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Everything has gone wrong, and Gray has been powerless to fix any of it.

But now, finally, there is a clear course of action.

The stench of rot and old blood streaks the air, making his stomach cramp with hunger. Ghouls—and something else, which smells of reptiles and black mud, and something dead for a very long time.

He exchanges a single look with Night.

Then they’re both moving, over the fence and through the wasteland of overgrown grass, shattered wooden pallets, and broken glass.

He doesn’t see where Night enters the building—the first floor, likely. As always, Gray goes up, Caleb’s telekinesis giving a boost to their already formidable ability to jump. Claws sink into the concrete, and they are up, smashing through the window closest to the nearest set of screams.

The air is heavy with the reek of ghouls, and his teeth burn and his stomach growls with hunger. He follows the scent to an open door. Beyond is a conference room of some sort, its table and chairs toppled, a pull-down screen flapping loose against the wall.

A man dressed in heavy gear, with SPECTR stamped across the chest and back, struggles to hold off two ghouls. He holds a sniper rifle, but it is useless in these close quarters, so all he can do is keep it between himself and the ghouls’ snapping teeth. Already he is bleeding badly from one leg. His eyes are white with terror.

Gray leaps on the nearest ghoul; it goes down beneath him with a squeal. He sinks his fangs deep into its throat, and the hot gush of delicious blood fills his mouth.

No time to enjoy; he sucks hard, and the ghoul dies in moments. Casting aside its empty husk, he falls on the other. It should have run from him—it shouldn’t have been up here in the first place, in even the weak sunlight.

“It’s like when Brimm controlled them,” Caleb says. “Or Yuri.”

Gray can feel the part Caleb doesn’t wish to say. That this might be John’s doing.

But if so, that means John is here.

They can save him.

He drains the second ghoul and lets it fall. The sniper lies against the wall, bleeding and gasping, his eyes fixed on Gray.

Caleb nudges him, and Gray falls back for a moment to let him speak to the mortal. “I’m guessing Kaniyar had you up here just in case we showed up and things went really south,” he said. “But we’re on your side.”

“Th-thank you,” the mortal begins, but Caleb cuts him off.

“Call us in, let the other agents know we’re here to help, and for fuck’s sake not to shoot us. That goes for Night, too.” At the man’s blank look, he clarifies. “White woman dressed in Christmas PJ’s. Glowing eyes, fangs. Probably mauling every ghoul she can get her hands on. It’ll be really inconvenient if someone gets the wrong idea and guns her down, so call it in. Now!”

“I will.” The man fumbles with his headset. “There’s something going down in the parking garage—if you can help—there’s a skybridge on this floor. Go left out the door, and it’ll be on the left”

“We’re on it.” Caleb slides back beneath their skin as they turn away.

Gray runs, boots grinding glass into the floor, leaping over debris scattered across the carpet. There is the sound of distant screams, accompanied by the faint smell of smoke.

“The one they met in Houston—Selina?—is a pyrokinetic.”

They explode through the door onto the skybridge. The corridor is mostly dark, the plain white walls punctured here and there by square windows.

From somewhere below there comes a tremendous roar.

Gray stops at the nearest window and looks down. A handful of SPECTR agents are scattered across the pavement far below, some wounded, all with weapons drawn. Kaniyar is among them, aiming her Glock at something they can’t see.

The entire building shakes—then the first-floor wall of the second building explodes outward. A huge, scaly tail sweeps through the rubble, and a moment later a twisted form half-man, half-alligator emerges from the hole.

Just below them.

“Wait, you’re not going to—” Caleb starts.

With a roar, Gray smashes through the window and plummets five stories onto their prey.
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They hit the back of the alligator-thing with bone-snapping force. Gray’s claws are already out; he sinks them deep into the tough, scaly hide of its back and tries to bite.

They have fought one of these demons before, in Charleston, though it was much, much smaller. And Gray has hunted them even earlier, long ago in the swamps of this place. Letiche, the memories of his host then had called them.

They were much smaller as well.

Its hide resists his teeth, and it twists with a roar, flinging them clear despite his efforts to hold on. They skid across the asphalt, the leather coat keeping them from losing skin. Kaniyar advances past them, gun trained on the letiche, taking shots as calmly as if she is on a firing range.

Night emerges from the hole in the side of the building, her eyes glowing green and her fangs ready to bite. While the letiche is distracted by Kaniyar’s bullets, she darts in, going for the softer skin of its throat.

Gray gets their feet under them, rushing the letiche with a roar to further draw its attention. Kaniyar fades back, letting him take the lead. Pittman is behind her, falling back toward the shelter of the undamaged building.

The letiche’s head swings toward them, reptile eyes burning with a mix of rage and fear. It lunges, huge jaws gaping wide, and Gray sees his chance.

“Wait, this is a terrible idea—”

Gray ignores Caleb, twisting out of the way of the letiche so it bites down on their legs rather than their torso. Pain screams through their nerves as the jagged teeth puncture through cloth, muscle, and bone. Pushing aside the agony, Gray grabs its upper jaw and heaves.

It is strong, but they are stronger. Its mouth hinges open, and he jams a foot between the teeth of its lower jaw to give him more leverage. With a grunt of effort, he forces its jaws wider and wider.

The letiche fights, of course, thrashing its head from side to side. But Gray hangs on, and its arms are too short to pry him off.

With a horrible, tearing crunch, its head splits open at the jaw. Blood gushes out, and Night darts in. Gray lets go and its head flops to the ground, its eyes rolling in anguish as he joins Night in draining its bleeding form. It convulses one last time, struggling to shake them off, and its enormous tail slams into the wall it already tore through.

The wall lets out a low groan, then a crack—then begins to come down in a shower of concrete, glass, and rebar. The mortals flee, and as he pulls free to join them, a patch of empty air beside Kaniyar suddenly shivers, as though a wave of heat has passed over it.

And then John is there, gun in hand, reaching for Kaniyar.


ELEVEN


“John!” Gray shouts, and Caleb’s voice intertwines with his.

Kaniyar spins, bringing her own weapon back up. For a moment the world is nothing but terror pumping through their veins, their boots slipping on the debris coating the ground as they lunge forward.

No mortal reflexes can match theirs, though. They hit John before anyone can squeeze a trigger, pulling him tight against them so his arms are pinned in between.

John shoots, emptying the magazine into their torso. Every bullet is a path of pain blazing through muscle, organs, and bone, but together they brace their legs. Gray doesn’t know what will happen if they fall; he only knows they cannot let go of John now.

“John,” he says as the click of an empty chamber sounds again and again. “John, it is us!”

The clicking stops.

Gray slides one hand up, cupping the side of John’s face. Only then does he loosen his grasp just enough to look down at him.

John’s beautiful blue eyes are glassy, dazed. “John,” Gray says, then, just in case: “Jonathan. Come back to us.”

He kisses John, as sweetly as he can, and for a moment nothing happens. John cannot be lost to them; he cannot…

Then his lips move against theirs, and the gun clatters to the ground between them.

[image: ]


An hour later, John sat in a bland conference room at SPECTR-NOLA, a blanket wrapped around his shoulders and a cup of coffee in his hands. Even so, he felt cold inside. As though Ryan’s betrayal stole something vital away, and he’d never get warm again.

But no. That was stupid. Self-indulgent.

He looked up at Zahira’s anxious face, at Caleb sitting beside him so their knees touched. Night lurked in the corner, looking for all the world like a disheveled soccer mom, until you saw the blood on her Christmas pajamas, or the power glowing from her eyes.

The front of Caleb’s shirt was crusted in blood and ragged with bullet holes. John returned his gaze to his coffee. “I’m sorry.”

“Not your fault.” Caleb put his hand on John’s shoulder. “Ryan was the one pulling the strings.”

John swallowed. His eyes burned and his throat ached, and he wanted to go to bed and cry. “It seemed so…I don’t know. I had a mission, and the only thing that mattered was completing it. It was the only thing that made sense.”

“You should rest, John,” Zahira said gently.

The door swung open. “No time for that,” Kaniyar said.

The director looked as she had every other time John had seen her: composed, in charge, her hair swept back into a bun to reveal the pale scars on her bronze face.

“Then make time,” Caleb shot back.

Kaniyar’s eyes hardened. Before she could reply, John said, “I don’t know where they are.”

“And if you did, would you tell me?” she asked.

“Ryan…” His voice caught in his throat, and he cleared it. “He messed with my senses. With my mind. Made me think Gray and Night were doppelgängers, kept me from thinking about certain subjects. Convinced me to control NHEs like he was controlling me.” He shook his head. “But SPECTR made him like this.”

“He made his own choices, Starkweather.”

“That’s not my name,” John snapped. “You know that. You know Ryan—the real John Starkweather—was locked in SPECTR labs for years, and when he finally escaped he had nothing. Nothing.”

She studied him for a long moment. “And does that excuse what he did to you?”

“Of course not. But you don’t get to pretend SPECTR is blameless in any of this.” He met her gaze. “And if you just gun him down, that’s not justice.”

To his surprise, she was the first to look away. “What was his plan?”

He let her change the topic, too tired to argue at the moment. “To capture you and get the names of everyone involved in Operation Mephisto. Or everyone you knew about, anyway.” John licked his lips. “He wants revenge.”

Caleb nodded, almost to himself. “I think he might have been the one to kill the Starkweathers and Walsh.”

“His own parents?” John reflexively began to deny it, then stopped. “But why kill them now? Why not years ago?”

“I don’t know. I might be completely wrong.” Caleb shrugged. “Why didn’t his plan to snatch Kaniyar work? We didn’t see you—then suddenly we did.”

John had wondered the same thing on the ride over. “I think the building collapse broke his concentration. He can only do so much, and controlling Jo and me was already taxing him. Add in keeping us hidden by screwing with the perceptions of everyone else in the courtyard, and it was just too much to sustain for long, even with Gray’s blood to help.”

“That makes sense.” Caleb rubbed at his face. “And if we catch up with him again, he’ll try to pull all the same tricks. Including getting you back, probably.”

John didn’t want to think about it. His chest ached with hollowness. He’d trusted Ryan—or rather, he’d trusted the boy he’d known so long ago. From the very first moment, some buried part of him had recognized his long ago friend.

The boy he’d known would never have tried to control his friends, of that John was certain. But year after year as a lab animal…that could break anyone, to the point where the pieces made a whole new picture when put back together.

If they ever had been.

“We have to rescue Jo. Selina,” he said. “She’s a victim in all of this, far more than anyone else.”

“She’s not the only one.” Kaniyar folded her arms over her chest, looking grim. “When Gray interfered with you grabbing me, they opted for a different target. Special Agent Pittman is missing.”

Zahira let out a little gasp, and John felt his heart sink. “Did you share any of the information about Operation Mephisto with him?” he asked.

Kaniyar sighed. “Some of it, yes. Names he would know.”

John felt as though he’d aged a million years in a week. “Until we find Ryan, every single person on that list is in danger, along with Jo.”

“Exactly,” Kaniyar said. “So let’s get to work.”
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