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Chapter 1

The bass beat pounding from the club’s speaker vibrated in Caleb’s chest, but instead of feeling the urge to dance, he just wanted to get the fuck away.

Not too long ago, he would have been thrilled to come to a gay club with a hot date. The press of bodies, the miasma of hormones, the cushion of alcohol, all leading up to a round of great sex later on, had been his idea of a terrific evening.

Of course, that was before he’d been possessed by a demon—sorry, a Non-Human Entity—and turned into a vampire. Or drakul, or whatever the hell John wanted to call it.

Gray had moved into his head, and now every sense was turned up to eleven. The base beat of the industrial music bruised sensitive ears, and the strobe lights of the dance floor stabbed his eyes. The reek of spilled booze, sweat, and too much cologne burned his nose and turned his stomach.

“Here you go, babe,” John said, emerging from the crowd to where Caleb leaned against a support column. He held out the rum and coke Caleb had ordered, a sexy smile on his face.

Oh yeah, and one more thing. Thanks to Gray’s insistence on “healing” their shared body, Caleb could no longer get drunk.

He took the drink anyway; maybe he’d get some pleasure from the taste, if nothing else. His fingers brushed John’s, and a little shiver of electricity ran over his skin. Which, please God, was just static and not some new trick of Gray’s.

John’s expression morphed into a cocky grin, and he pressed his hip against Caleb’s. Meeting John was the only good thing about the complete cluster-fuck his life had become—not that Caleb would admit it aloud. Special Agent John Starkweather, hotshot exorcist with Strategic Paranormal Entity Control, aka SPECTR. Caleb never would have thought he’d be attracted to a government drone—but he’d never envisioned one with John’s curly dark brown hair, well-muscled body, and laser-blue eyes.

Certainly, he’d never imagined one who seemed to genuinely care about him, even if he was possessed by a big, scary drakul who might take it into his head to start snacking on innocent people as well as demons.


“You are being absurd.”
 And there it came; he’d wondered how long it would take Gray to jump in.

Caleb ignored him in favor of taking a large swallow of his drink. An instant later, he nearly spat it out. The sweetly acid taste of the soda reminded him of bile; it was everything he could do to choke it down. His stomach did a slow roll.

“What’s wrong?” John asked, instantly concerned. Those gorgeous blue eyes didn’t miss much.

“Nothing.” Caleb plastered a smile on his face with an effort. This possession was just temporary, after all. He only had to cope with it until John figured out how to exorcise Gray. “I just haven’t had, uh, soda for a while.” Which wasn’t a lie, precisely. “I guess I’ve lost my taste for it.”

John’s dark brows drew together in concern. “Do you want something else? Or—”

“No; this is fine.” Bad enough John had wasted money on one overpriced drink, which wouldn’t even give Caleb a buzz. “Want to dance?”

John took a long swallow from his beer, before setting aside the empty can. “Got some moves you want to show me?” he asked, pressing up against Caleb. His expression turned sultry, a little grin curving his lips. Pinned between the solid agent and the support column, Caleb’s breath came faster and his cock swelled against the zipper of his jeans.

“Sure do,” he murmured back.

John stepped away, grabbed his hand, and pulled him to the dance floor. The beat of the music thrummed through Caleb’s body, and the pheromone haze of sweat and lust coated his tongue. The place was jumping, and other dancers jostled and bumped against him.

Gray didn’t like the crowd at all. Anxiety jangled through their shared nerves. He was a solitary predator; Gray wasn’t touched, except when hunting or fighting, and every bump from another dancer made him want to snap and snarl.

Which would be a disaster. Technically, the possessed weren’t even supposed to be out and wandering around. Having Gray vamp out in the middle of a crowded nightclub…

John rested his hands on Caleb’s hips, pulling him closer. Grateful for the distraction, Caleb tried to concentrate on the other man. John looked damn sexy tonight, in a tight black t-shirt and ass-hugging jeans. The coconut scent of his shaving cream rose from his skin, underlain with musk and heat. The familiar, cocky grin hovered on his mouth as he ground his hip against Caleb’s, dick a hard ridge under the denim of his jeans.

Nice distraction. Gray was distracted as well, and Caleb didn’t even want to consider the implications. Couldn’t he just stop thinking for ten minutes; was that too much to ask?

He slid his arms around John’s neck, leaning in for a kiss. John complied, running his tongue teasingly over the part in Caleb’s lips, before sliding in. One hand twined in Caleb’s long braid, wrapping it around his wrist and tugging lightly, and oh, fuck yeah.

John pulled back, sucked hard on Caleb’s lower lip. Caleb whimpered and rubbed the aching bulge of his cock against John’s. Shit, he was horny; he’d come in his jeans if he kept it up, but he didn’t want to stop.

The kiss ended. John’s gaze smoldered as he tightened his grip on Caleb’s hips. “Come with me,” he said.

Caleb nodded dumbly. John took his hand again and pulled him through the crowd, heading for the men’s room in the back of the club. Thankfully, it was deserted; as soon as they were inside, John shoved him into the nearest stall and locked the door behind them.

“We—” Caleb started to protest, but John’s mouth cut off the rest of his sentence, insistent and demanding. Rough hands tugged impatiently on his belt, then the button of his fly.

John’s warm fingers closed over Caleb’s swollen cock, and all thought fled. He didn’t give a damn if they were caught, assuming anyone would even care. After a last swirl of tongue, John broke off kissing him—and dropped to his knees.

He pumped Caleb’s cock again, angling it up and running his tongue along the underside and forcing Caleb to bite back a moan. John tugged impatiently on Caleb’s jeans, yanking them down to his ankles along with his underwear.

John trailed his tongue along Caleb’s cock, leaving behind a cooling line of saliva as he licked from slit to base. He nudged Caleb’s knees apart slightly, in order to mouth his balls. Caleb gasped, hips jerking so his cock rubbed against John’s cheek. John paused a moment to slick one finger with saliva, then pressed it against Caleb’s hole, demanding entrance.

Caleb closed his eyes. Fuck, it all felt great: the warm mouth on his balls, the finger penetrating his ass, the contrast of skin and hair rubbing against his cock. Everything was so damn intense, Gray hovering just below the surface and mirroring each sensation back at him: taste and touch and scent, until he clung to control by his fingernails. His teeth burned, and shit, please, don’t let there be fangs or claws, no evidence of Gray right there beneath his skin, fascinated and wanting and frightened by the intensity.

John’s mouth left his balls. “Look at me,” he commanded, voice hoarse with desire. “Look at me and fuck my face.”

God, yes. Caleb forced his eyes open; they must have been their ordinary muddy brown, instead of Gray’s black, because John stared right back at him without any sign of alarm. His blue eyes almost glowed as he very deliberately wrapped his lips around the head of Caleb’s cock and slid down.

Yes, yes, yes. Caleb anchored his fingers in John’s short hair and pushed his cock in, the head nudging the back of John’s throat, muscles working around him as his lover swallowed. He’d never thought he’d get off like this: a sexy government agent blowing him in a bathroom, wicked eyes staring right back at him, swollen lips wrapped around his dick and a finger up his ass.

A half shout, half growl escaped him as his balls spasmed, a rush of heat shoving Caleb over the edge, his cock lodged in John’s mouth as a wave of pleasure crashed down over him. It seemed to go on and on, John milking him for all he was worth, wringing every last drop out of his cock even as it started to go soft.

Caleb leaned against the wall of the stall and tried not to collapse. His legs felt like jelly and his head spun. He wondered how much noise he’d made, and if they were still alone. Half the fucking city could have come in while he was getting blown, and he wouldn’t have noticed.

John stood up and kissed him with surprising tenderness, even as he pushed against Caleb’s thigh. He was still hard as an iron bar inside his jeans, and Caleb’s head cleared enough to reach for him. “Your turn—”

The other man only shook his head, his swollen lips curling into his trademark sexy grin. “Later. When we get back to the condo, I’m going to bend you over the couch and ride your tight ass until you scream my name.”

The promise made Caleb’s spent cock twitch as he shoved it back in his underwear. “Scream your name? ‘Special agent?’”

John growled in his ear.

“Ooh, Starkweather? Government drone?”

John’s arm looped around his waist and pulled him close. “You’re such an asshole. Keep it up and…”

A tiny thread of scent caught Caleb’s attention, blazing through his head even though it was almost lost beneath the haze of sweat and hormones. Rot and cold earth and the corruption of the grave, and his heart kicked into overdrive and every sense snapped into crystal clarity.

“Demon.”

* * *

“Keep it up and I’ll have to spank you,” John said, pulling Caleb’s lean body tight against him.

Caleb stiffened. Oops, wrong kink. “If you want—” he started to add.

Caleb shoved him aside with startling strength and was out of the stall almost before John’s brain could register what happened. A swirl of etheric energy crackled across his skin, imperceptible to anyone who didn’t have an exorcist’s senses.

“Babe?” Shit, what had he done wrong? “You okay?”

“Demon,” Caleb said, voice clipped and underlain with a rumble like distant thunder. Then he was out the door and gone.

John stood and stared blankly for a long moment, his brain sluggish with lust. Except his lover had just walked out, because…

What had Caleb said? Demon?

Oh hell. There was an NHE in the club.

John spat a curse and ran through the door after Caleb. And it was still Caleb, or at least mostly, but the deeper edge in his voice suggested he might not be for long.

The door smacked into someone, who cursed as John barreled through, but he didn’t have time to deal with it now. He glanced around frantically, the dim, shifting light of the club making it hard to see anything at a distance. Damn, if there was a Non-Human Entity—or a demon, as Gray insisted on calling them—mixed in with all these people, it could turn into a slaughter.

He’d left his gun in the glove compartment of the car. This was supposed to have been a fun night out, a chance for Caleb to relax, for them to get to know each other better as regular guys, not federal exorcist and his highly-irregular case. It wasn’t as if he expected to run into a possession on his off hours.

Sure, he’d put gun, silver athame, and Florida Water in the car, but those were just sensible precautions after so many years on the job. Not because he was paranoid. Certainly not because he was afraid Gray would take control and go into full-on vampire mode in the middle of the club.

Well, not entirely.

There—he spotted Caleb’s lanky figure heading for the exit. He shoved through the crowd, hurrying to catch up. A big man in biker leather turned with a curse; John flashed his badge in the guy’s face. “Federal agent.”

He hadn’t wanted to cause a panic, but if the badge would get him through the crowd, he’d use it. Holding it in front of him like a wedge, he barked “SPECTR agent! Out of the way!” in his most authoritative tone.

People moved at his command, and a murmur started up behind him. “Was he a Spec?” someone cried, and fear rippled through the crowd. Thankfully, he made it to the exit before it had time to become outright panic.

John caught up to Caleb on the street outside. “Slow down! What’s going on?”

Caleb strode down the sidewalk, heading south at the brisk pace. “We—I mean, I—smell it. It’s headed this way.”

“Let’s go to the car—we’ll get my supplies and—”

“No!” Caleb barked, and shit, his voice had definitely hit a deeper register, and his hair shivered like a live thing, uncurling from its long braid. “No time!”

Then he broke into a faster-than-human run. John swore and pelted after him.

* * *

The trail of corruption beckoned the way down the street, past a swanky hotel and into a parking garage. A normal human wouldn’t have been able to sense the smell of stagnant water and cold stone mingled with the sickly sweetness of rotting flesh. It made Caleb want to gag, but to Gray it might as well have been warm chocolate chip cookies or a sizzling steak. His mouth filled with drool, his teeth ached, and Gray wanted to run, damn it, run and hunt and—


Stop!
 Caleb stumbled as he fought to hold back. We’ve already freaked out John enough, don’t you think?


“The demon will escape. He would not wish it to.”

It was hard to argue the point, and he’d already left John behind by a couple of blocks anyway. Giving in, Caleb raced down the ramp to the parking garage; thank goodness, the tollgate was automatic, which meant one less person to get caught up in this if things went bad. He’d never in his life been at all athletic, but now he jumped the gate with ease. One of the perks of being possessed, along with no longer needing to wear glasses, seeing in the dark, and instant healing.

Not to suggest it made up for the weirdness and terror. Or the fear of being completely subsumed, while Gray walked off wearing his body like an off-the-rack suit.

“You are distracting us from the hunt with your foolishness.”

The trail led down, past the wooden cross arm, before spiraling back up through the levels of the garage.


What kind of demon is it?
 Because he really didn’t want to end up in another fight with a lycanthrope.

A deep breath, tasting the scent of nitrous decay. “Ghoul.”


Which…didn’t make a lot of sense, actually. Not that Caleb knew fuck-all about demons, other than to not make deals with them, which still hadn’t kept him from getting possessed. Even so, he was pretty sure ghouls stuck to underground places when they could find them, or the lower floors of abandoned buildings when they couldn’t. A nightclub and a parking garage didn’t fit the profile.


“You are correct.”
 Flashes of memories flickered behind his eyes, like an old black-and-white film, which had jumped the sprockets. Centuries of encounters: in caves and catacombs and great cities of the dead.

You don’t seem concerned.


“There is no reason to be concerned. Ghouls are weak. We will feed.”
 Desire there, bordering on lust, because feeding was…different…in a living body.

The scent grew more intense as they climbed. Caleb struggled to spot any shadows lurking between the cars. Despite Gray’s indifference, he still felt nervous; what the hell was a ghoul doing up here?

There: movement…in a sedan, weirdly enough. Two women, one of them starting the engine, and the other slumped in the passenger seat, apparently passed out. And all around the vehicle, the thick scent of ghoul.

The driver glanced up—and froze as she caught sight of them in the mirror. Her eyes widened in fear. Did something inside her sense Gray, or was her panic human? The backup lights flared white, and an instant later the car hurtled backward.

Caleb yelped and jumped to the side. The car came to a halt inches from another vehicle, then, tires squealing, took off toward the exit.

“It cannot escape!”

Caleb didn’t know what was going on, but Gray was right. He took off after the sedan; under normal circumstances, it would have left him far behind. But there was nothing normal about Caleb’s circumstances anymore.

He kept up with the vehicle easily, as long as it was forced to slow down to make the turns leading out to the exit. But the moment it hit the straight stretch in front of the hotel, it would surely leave him behind.

“We will not let it get far.”

Gray had noticed a shortcut, and tried to angle them toward it. Caleb stumbled, feet tangling as they fought, his every instinct screaming Gray’s idea was crazy.

Gray strained against him, a feeling Caleb couldn’t have even begun to describe to anyone else, something inside him trying to push him out of the way. It was either go now, or risk losing control of Gray.

Trying not to think, just move, Caleb leapt onto a parked car with a single, easy jump. Even as its alarm went off, he jumped again, over the low wall its bumper snugged up against and into the night air.

The car had been parked on the second floor; Caleb landed on the pavement below like a cat. From behind him, there came the sound of shattering wood as the ghoul’s car hit the cross arm of the tollgate and came roaring out of the parking garage and through the hotel lot. Caleb lunged to his feet and ran to intercept, waving his arms like a madman in hopes of forcing the driver to swerve into some of the parked cars.

Instead, the front bumper smashed directly into him.


Chapter 2

Pain crashes through their body, femur breaking, and Gray shoves to the surface. The car screeches to a halt, their skull hitting the windshield, before momentum sends them to the pavement.

Their femur wrenches back into place with a flare of agony. This living body heals, but the at the cost of feeling pain. Still, the agony is brief, and he is growing more accustomed to such things. Rather than being paralyzed with the pain, he rolls to their feet and leaps.

He clears the body of the car and lands on the already dented hood. It buckles further under this second impact, and a horrible grinding sound starts in the engine. He catches a glimpse of his reflection in the broken windshield, hair whipping around his face like something alive, fangs bared. The mortal woman in the passenger seat hasn’t moved or reacted, her eyes still closed and face slack. Drugged or dead, either way, she is not his concern.

The driver, however, is.

He smashes one fist through the glass. The driver screams, her eyes wide and wild in her small face, which has not yet twisted into the ghoul’s shape. His fingers fist in her shirt, claws punching through the cloth, and he hauls her through the windshield in a shower of glass.

Caleb’s mortal fears almost allowed the ghoul to escape, and this is not to be tolerated. Bad enough they do not hunt every night and are chained to this single city. Caleb is frightened and unsure, and Gray understands this, but they must hunt.

They must feed.

The heady smell of the demon-infected envelopes him, and he barely smothers a moan of anticipation as he shoves her down against the hood. The demon tries to fight back, her eyes turning yellow, her face rippling into something like a muzzle, but its hold is not yet strong enough for a full transformation. Even if it had been, no ghoul could match his strength when he inhabited corpses, let alone now, in a living body. He grips her short hair, bending her head back and exposing her neck. The vein pulses enticingly beneath her pale skin, and he bends his head to feed.

“Gray! Stop!”

He looks up, alarmed at John’s shout. Is there some threat he has missed in his haste to subdue the ghoul?

John stands by the car, eyes wide. They are intensely blue in his sight, one of the first shades he ever beheld. There is alarm in those eyes now, and fear, but they are turned toward…him?

“Gray? Stand down.”

John has come late to this scene, and perhaps does not understand. “This is the demon.”

“Yes, I know. She can still be exorcised. We have to take her in.”

The words are nonsensical. “This is the demon. Demons are food.” The scent drifting from the ghoul is maddening, made even sharper by fear, and his hands shake when he thinks of the pleasure of feeding…

“Damn it, Gray, stop! John can still save her!”

Are the mortals mad? What nonsense is this?

There are mortals, which are not prey, and demons, which are; and perhaps other things are more complicated than he once believed, but this he knows.

“Stop it, please!”

Doesn’t he?

With a parting growl of frustration, he releases the demon and relinquishes control to Caleb once again.

* * *

John leaned against his sedan and wondered how the evening had gone so wrong.

The bright lights of emergency vehicles flashed off the façade of the hotel, and the night manager stood outside, helplessly wringing his hands. Poor bastard; the incident had nothing to do with his hotel, except for the semi-public garage, but he was still caught up in it.

The ambulance had just pulled away with victim number one: Amanda Dawes, according to her driver’s license. Out cold, after being injected with Goddess-knew-what, courtesy of victim number two, Carla Sheffield. Ghoul-possessed and damned lucky to be alive.

She sat in the back of his sedan now, cuffed in silver and bawling her eyes out. Scared shitless, with good reason. If she was twenty years old it would be a miracle—young and dumb, and not acting like a ghoul, because since when did ghouls hunt in clubs and take live prey?

Which bothered him, but not as much as what Gray had almost done. For a minute there, he’d thought he’d have to choose between a girl who could still be saved, and Gray. And Caleb, ultimately, who didn’t deserve any of this.

Not to say he’d been at all sure there was anything he could do to stop Gray at the time, even if he’d had his gun and his athame.

“Sir?” The cop who’d answered the frantic 911 call from the night manager barely looked old enough to achieve puberty. The Charleston PD must have started recruiting from elementary school.
 John figured he was a rookie, and not at all sure about dealing with SPECTR. “Um, is there…I mean, are you going to take it from here?”

“Yeah, I’ve got it.” He pulled out his business card and handed it over. “Call me if you need any more information for the incident report.”

“Yes, sir.” The kid seemed relieved to wash his hands of the whole thing. John didn’t blame him. He almost wished he could do the same at the moment. But he couldn’t, so he stuffed his hands in his pockets and went to deal with Caleb.

Caleb crouched on the sidewalk, hugging his knees to his chest. His long hair hung in a curtain in front of his face, cutting off any glimpse of his expression. “Hey,” John said.

Caleb glanced up, a quick flash of brown eyes through his tangled hair, before he looked back down. “Hey.”

“I need to take Ms. Sheffield down to HQ. I know the district chief didn’t want to see you until Monday, but since you were involved in this, you should probably come too.”

Caleb shook his head, but he didn’t look up. “I can’t. I can’t ride in the car with her.”

“Because of Gray.”

“Because she smells like fucking food!” Caleb snapped. His head jerked up, and sparks flashed deep in his eyes, like a distant lightning strike. The air pressure dropped, and a whiff of ozone and desert rain tinged the wind. The little hairs on John’s arms stood up, and he could all but feel Gray’s presence close to the surface: powerful and demanding and sexy as hell.

Which was ten kinds of wrong. “Calm down,” he said, glad his training kept his voice steady even when his heart started to race. “Just take a deep breath and talk to me, all right?”

A rebellious look crossed Caleb’s face…but then he sighed. Taking a deep breath, he tipped his head back and stared at the distant sky. “She smells like food. And Gray’s not happy. Actually, he’s pretty goddamned mad at us, I’d say.”

“But he stopped.” John clung to the fact. “He realized she wasn’t a threat, so he stopped.”

Caleb laughed, a high, bitter sound, bordering on hysteria. “You don’t get it, do you, Starkweather? Gray didn’t see her as a threat. He doesn’t kill demons for-for the good of humanity, or whatever the hell lets you sleep at night. He kills them because they’re what he eats, and he doesn’t give a damn if she can be saved any more than you care if a cow is young or old or sweet or mean. You just care about how good the steak in front of you is going to taste.”

John wanted to argue…but wasn’t sure he could, really. “He doesn’t differentiate between someone who has been completely taken over by an NHE and someone who’s been possessed for, say, an hour?”

“Nope.” Caleb shoved the hair out of his face with one hand. “Doesn’t matter. And he doesn’t understand why it does to us.”

It made sense, but it wasn’t really what John wanted to hear. On some level, he’d seen Gray’s desire to hunt down NHEs as something they had in common. Something to make the drakul comprehensible, to give him a human motive.

But Gray wasn’t human. Forgetting it had been a huge mistake. The sort of mistake that got exorcists killed. Or other people.

“If we put you in the car with her, you’re saying he’s going to try to drink her blood.”

Caleb’s long fingers twisted together nervously. “I…no. I don’t think so. He’s angry, and confused, and generally put out with the both of us. He thinks we’re being stupid. But he’ll listen. He won’t attack her.”


Why?
 John almost asked, but didn’t. Because there was no real reason for Gray to do anything they wanted, and a part of him was afraid to remind Gray of it.

Nothing made sense any more. Not Gray, not this ghoul-possessed girl who’d tried to kidnap another woman, nothing.

No. He couldn’t think that way. Even if he didn’t know the answer today, he’d figure it out eventually. He could do this.

“There’s no reason to make you or Gray miserable,” he said. “Take a cab back to the condo and get some sleep, all right? I’ll call when I’m on my way home.”

“You sure?” Caleb asked, looking relieved.

“Yep. No problem.”

“You’ve got a unique definition of ‘problem.’”

“A problem is just an opportunity in disguise.”

Caleb snorted. “Christ, Starkweather. You’re like a walking, talking motivational poster. And I hate those fucking things.” But the tiniest hint of a smile curled up the corner of his mouth, so it was all worth it.

* * *

John straightened the cuffs of his spare sports jacket, the one he kept in his office against the possibility of being called in on his days off without time to stop by his condo. The extra tie didn’t do much good with only a t-shirt to wear beneath. He’d combed his hair, but in his jeans and five-o’clock shadow, he doubted he was projecting the proper image of a government agent.

Footsteps came up the hall behind him, and he turned to see a small, blonde woman with pixie-cut hair and a stylish suit, who managed to look put together even at this time of night. The green band on her arm identified her as an empath.

“Kelly Rand,” she said. She didn’t hold out her hand, and he didn’t offer; physical contact could easily overwhelm a sensitive empath. She held a clipboard cradled in one arm, to make notes of her impressions during the interview.

John led the way into the small interrogation room, with two chairs on one side of the table and another across. John took one chair and Agent Rand the one beside him. After settling in, John pulled a small notebook and pencil out of his jacket. It was mainly for show, since he could always review the video being recorded, but it gave him something to do with his hands. Once he was done, he turned all his attention to the woman across the table from them.

Carla Sheffield appeared even more a mess than she had been earlier, if it were possible. Tiny, barely five feet tall, her wild shock of hair bleached almost white and gelled into spikes. Her face looked gaunt, as if she had lost a lot of weight recently—not unusual in ghoul victims, as the craving for carrion began to take over. Huge, childlike eyes blinked out of bruised circles; the airbag had gone off in her face and burns from the powder decorated one cheek. She looked more like a lost college student than someone who’d drugged and kidnapped a woman from a club.

“Ms. Sheffield, you’ve waived your right to an attorney, correct?” John asked.

She nodded jerkily. “Y-Yes.”

“Before we start, is there anything you need? Water? Coffee? A bathroom break?”

“No.” She swallowed hard. “Thank you for saving me from that…monster.”

John kept his wince internal. He’d hoped to keep any mention of Gray off the official record. “I have some questions for you, Ms. Sheffield. Answering them will make things much easier for both of us.”

Her eyes darted wildly to Rand’s face and back. “You saved me,” she repeated. “You understand, don’t you? Understand you have to let me go?”

Was she high on something? Or just scared? “Do you know why you’re here?”

She nodded. “I’m here because I was trying to take another one back to him. I have to. I have to report in, or else, he’ll think I ran away and he’ll kill her.”

John shot a startled glance at Agent Rand, who gave him an almost imperceptible nod in return. Carla was telling the truth.

“You’re saying someone told you to kidnap Amanda Dawes?” he asked, just to clarify.

“Yes.”

“Who?”

Carla’s thin hands rested on the table in front of her, bound in silver cuffs. She rapped the cuffs gently against the table as she said, “The man who put the ghoul in me.”

* * *

John couldn’t breathe. For a minute, the only thing he could see was the damned brothel: women and teenaged girls turned into succubi, the pimp who’d done it to them nothing but rotting meat strung up in a gruesome place of honor. The stink of blood and flophouse sweat mingled with cheap perfume clogged his nostrils. Men sprawled on the thin mattresses, some of them dead and decomposing, others gasping like fish, too weak to move.

The cheap pencil snapped in his hands. The shock jerked him out of his stupor, and he dropped the remnants of the pencil and pasted on a smile, which probably didn’t fool anyone in the room. “Could you repeat that, Ms. Sheffield?”

Her eyes widened slightly. “Y-You believe me? He said no one would believe me. No one would help.”

Whoever the hell this guy was, he was dead. Or would rot in prison until the prison fell down around him. Maybe both; too bad zombies were just fiction.

Of course, he’d thought the same about vampires before meeting Gray.

“You’re not the first unwilling victim,” he said, struggling to keep his voice even. “But don’t worry—we’re here to help you. What’s his name?”

She shook her head, shrinking back into her seat. “I don’t know. He’ll kill her. You have to let me go, please. You can’t take it out of me, because he’ll know. I can’t let him hurt her!”

“Who? Who is he going to kill?”

“E-Erin. My girlfriend.”

He glanced at Rand again, who nodded. The victim was telling the truth, at least as she understood it.

John tried for a reassuring smile, but it felt fixed, and probably looked more like a death grimace. With an effort, he smoothed it out. “We can help you and Erin,” he said. “But you have to tell us what happened from the beginning.”

“I told you, I can’t!”

She seemed determined, and he didn’t blame her, not if the life of someone she cared for was on the line. Time to try another tactic. “Does the ghoul talk to you?”

Her gaze snapped up to his, eyes gleaming with fear in the instant before she glanced back down.

“Not like a conversation,” he went on. Not like Gray, or one of the stronger NHEs like a wendigo. “More like sudden urges. Desires that seem alien to you. Things you’d never have considered before.”

She started rocking back and forth, nothing but horror in her gaze. “Y-Yes.”

“You take a walk and suddenly find yourself in a graveyard, without ever deciding to go there. You see an abandoned building, or a tunnel, somewhere damp and dark, and you want to crawl inside and hide from the sun. A dead animal on the side of the road makes you hungry.”

“Shut up!” Yellow flashed in her eyes, and the silver handcuffs rattled loudly.

John nodded slowly. “I will. After you hear one more thing. A report came in from the hospital on the woman you tried to abduct. Amanda Dawes. She miscarried her baby.”

All the color seemed to drain out of Carla’s face, as if she were turning into a ghost in front of his eyes. “She-she was pregnant? I didn’t know, I swear.” Tears filled her eyes and slipped down her face, but she didn’t lift a hand to wipe them away, as if she didn’t realize she was crying.

“You care.” He didn’t make it a question. “You feel bad now. But that’s the awful thing about possession. In the end, you won’t care. Not about Ms. Dawes, sobbing in her hospital bed, wondering why anyone would do this to her. You won’t even care about Erin. And the bastard who did this to you knows it.”

The tears fell in earnest now. Feeling like the biggest asshole in Charleston, John took a travel pack of tissues out of his pocket—he always carried them to interviews, just in case—and handed them to her. She fumbled the pack open and blew her nose loudly.

“H-he’s going to kill her no matter what I do, isn’t he?” she whispered, when she could speak again.

“Only if he has the chance.” John waited until she made eye contact, before adding, “I want to make sure he doesn’t. But I need your help.”

Her lower lip trembled, and she closed her eyes wearily. “Okay. I-I want to make a statement.”


Chapter 3

Caleb sat on the spiral, iron staircase in John’s condo. He hadn’t gone to sleep, of course; how the hell could he, after what had happened?

He’d—no, Gray
 —had almost killed someone. A woman, maybe not innocent, but not deserving of having her throat ripped out and her blood drunk in some wretched parking lot.

She’d smelled delicious. It would have been so easy not to say anything. Not to do anything.

Gray didn’t get it. Gray was ignoring him very loudly, like a big cat turning its back and staring regally off in the other direction, only the agitated twitch of its tail letting you know it was pissed.

The rumble of a car on the cobblestone street outside caught Caleb’s attention and drew him up off the stairs. His enhanced senses captured John’s footsteps coming up the walk, along with sweat and musk and the lingering scent of the club. He opened the door just as John reached for the knob.

John blinked in the sudden light from inside. He looked done in, dark circles beneath his eyes, but he dredged up a smile for Caleb. “Did you wait up for me?”

“Yeah,” Caleb said, because it sounded good and wasn’t entirely a lie. “Are you okay?”

John sighed and came inside, locking the door behind him. “Just tired.”

Which was a damn obvious lie. One it might be smart to leave alone, given he—or the other person living in his head, anyway—was likely a big part of John’s problems. “What did the interview turn up?” he asked.

John glanced away, his blue eyes shadowed. “Nothing good. I’ll tell you later, okay? I just don’t want to talk about it.”

Damn, this case must really be bothering him. “Sure. No problem. Want to go to bed?”

“Yeah.” John led the way to the stairs, casting a tired grin over his shoulder. “Do I know how to show a guy a good time or what?”

Caleb snorted. “Sure thing, Starkweather. But we don’t have to visit a crime scene every
 date.”

“Only the best for you, babe.”

When they reached the hall, John hesitated at the door to his bedroom. “You look like you could use one of my patented back rubs,” Caleb suggested.

John sighed and rubbed tiredly at his eyes. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think I’m really in the mood for sex right now.”

“Did I say anything about sex?” Caleb arched a brow. “Sometimes a back rub is just a back rub.”

John laughed. “All right, Dr. Freud. If you insist.”

Caleb led the way into John’s bedroom. They undressed quickly, and he motioned for John to lie down. Once on the bed, he straddled John’s butt, ignoring the twitch of his own cock at the feel of warm skin and tight muscle. He ran his hands over John’s shoulders slowly, working out the knots he found there. John let out a little moan of pleasure, and Caleb grinned. It felt good to him, too: the warm skin under his palms, the sensation of his lover altering from tense to completely relaxed beneath his touch. Sure, he would rather the evening had ended with him bent over the couch, screaming John’s name, but it had been a long time since he’d been in a relationship where he could slow down and enjoy just touching.

Not that they were in a relationship.

John’s breathing evened out. When Caleb was certain John was asleep, he lay down and snuggled up against his lover’s side. God, this situation was screwed up, with Gray, the ghoul, and all the rest of it.

But this…this was good, and he’d enjoy it for as long as he could.

* * *

The drive to SPECTR-HQ was too damn short on Monday morning; Caleb almost asked John to circle the block a couple more times. He’d spent his whole life hiding from the Specs, staying unregistered so he could keep his job and his apartment and not be treated like a fucking criminal just because he had enough telekinetic ability to nudge a coffee cup off a table.

SPECTR-HQ was located inside a two-story, granite building with wide stairs sweeping up to a set of glass doors. “I figured it would have been bigger,” Caleb said as they drove around the back.

John smirked. “Nah. We don’t need to overcompensate the way some government agencies do.”

They pulled up to a guardhouse behind the building. The agent inside wore a bright green armband on his left sleeve, and nervousness washed through Caleb’s stomach.

A mind-fucker. Empath, telepath, whatever. They were required to wear the green armband in public at all times, as a warning to others. Did all SPECTR empaths comply, or was there some kind of special dispensation for investigating agents? Was somebody going to be prying around in his brain without him even knowing?

John displayed his badge and chatted with the guard, who was obviously someone he encountered often. Caleb stared out his window and tried not to think.

Eventually, they pulled away, with John even calling out a cheery “have a good one!” like there was nothing at all creepy about the guard. They drove into what Caleb had assumed to be a small parking garage—except the ramp sloped sharply down, burrowing into the earth. In his admittedly limited experience Caleb didn’t think there were many basements or underground structures in Charleston. Because it was at sea level? Or maybe something about the soil?

The garage was like any other he’d ever seen: dingy concrete and depressing yellow light. Most of the vehicles were nondescript sedans just like John’s; he pictured the agents wandering out at quitting time, tapping their key fobs to make the lights flash and tell them which dark gray four-door was theirs. A line of big, black SUVs with Strategic Paranormal Entity Control stenciled on the sides waited close to an elevator, steel door glinting.

John carefully maneuvered the sedan into a parking space and killed the engine. Unsnapping his seat belt, he turned to face Caleb. “Are you going to be all right?”

That was the thing about John: he was just so damned nice
 . Caleb had tried being angry about the whole situation with SPECTR, but it was hard to stay mad in the face of John’s earnestness.

Caleb shrugged. “Can’t say I’m looking forward to this.”

“It’s not bad. Someone will test you, and you’ll have to fill out some paperwork. That’s it.”

“Sure. Simple.” For John it probably was. John didn’t have to worry about getting fired from a shitty job for being a mal, after all. And since he was a government agent, his name and address wouldn’t be splashed all over some website, like he was nothing better than a sex offender.

“It’s going to be okay. Thousands of the paranormally-abled live perfectly normal lives.”

“Do they have a drakul stuck in their heads?”

John winced. “You’re going to get through this, babe. I promise.”

Caleb wanted to point out John couldn’t make such a promise. But instead, he just nodded. “Yeah. Come on. Let’s go in and get this over with.”

* * *

The interior of the garage elevator also looked like stainless steel, as if its designer’s top priorities had been durability and ease of cleaning. While John swiped a card reader to unlock the controls, Caleb edged into one corner, as far away from the doors as possible. His pulse pounded in his throat, his palms sweated, and his stomach roiled with sudden nausea.

There was no reason to be afraid, was there? Sure, he was going to be registered, but like John said, a lot of other people were too and lived normal lives. It wasn’t as if someone was going to lock him up, beat him with a nightstick, or try to kill him. There was no reason to be scared shitless.

But SPECTR had been the boogeyman of his life too long to just turn off the fear.

“You okay?” John asked, as the elevator began its descent. Like an elevator to hell, Caleb thought, and barely managed not to laugh. Fuck, he really was panicking.

Gray stirred, reacting to his alarm. “We are in danger?”


Oh no, this was not happening. No. It’s like John says. No reason to be scared.


“But you are.”

Caleb’s sense of Gray’s presence grew sharply stronger, and, for the first time, it occurred to him maybe Gray didn’t really understand being afraid without a real, concrete reason that could be mauled into submission. It’s fine! I swear; I’m all right. Nothing bad is going to happen.


Bafflement.


It’s all right. Trust me.
 Because how could he explain humans could be afraid of a nebulous future, or even of things which had no existence outside their own minds? If we’re truly in danger, I’ll let you know.


“Very well.”

“Caleb?” John asked softly.

Damn it. “Fine,” he said hastily. “I’m fine. What’s going to happen?”

John didn’t seem any more convinced than Gray, but he went with it. “First we’ll see Kaniyar and find out what she wants. Afterward, I have to read over Ms. Sheffield’s statement and exorcise her. You can watch if you’d like.”

“I figured you’d have exorcised her first thing last night, like you did with me. Tried to do with me, anyway.”

John’s lips thinned, and he turned his gaze to the floors ticking past. “Something strange is going on, and I needed to find out what.”

“First, Gray is something you’ve never seen before, now this. You guys are pretty much making it all up as you go along, aren’t you?”

John shot him an irritated look. “No.” But he didn’t elaborate, so Caleb figured he’d been right after all.

The elevator let them out into what could have been the lobby of any nondescript office building in the world, except for its complete lack of windows. Caleb saw a guard sitting behind a desk, and several others milling around near a checkpoint. John walked right up to the guards at the checkpoint, showed his badge, and started talking.

Caleb wondered if it was somehow obvious he had a grumpy drakul lodged in his brain. The guard behind the main desk stared fixedly at him, which only made Caleb more nervous.

“Sir?” one of the checkpoint guards said, in a tone that suggested he’d already asked once.

“Yes?” Caleb’s voice cracked. Damn it, he had to get ahold of himself.

“You need to fill out this form.”

Oh. Paperwork. He noticed John diligently filling out a form of his own, no doubt attesting Caleb wasn’t a terrorist. Caleb gingerly took the clipboard. It had the usual questions: full legal name, address, registration number. Probably the last time he’d be able to leave the last one blank, without lying, anyway. When he was done, the guard asked for a photo ID, then carefully compared the information on his driver’s license with what he’d filled out. Afterward, they wanded him to make sure he wasn’t packing, and finally let him through with a bright red “visitor” badge clipped to his t-shirt.

“So many rules and devices. Mortal nonsense.”

On this, we can agree.

* * *

By the time they arrived at the door of District Chief Indira Kaniyar, the armpits of his t-shirt felt unpleasantly damp. This woman held Caleb’s fate in her hands; on her word, he’d either walk out of here free or end up in the cell next to Carla the dog-faced girl.

Kaniyar had let him run loose thus far, but he didn’t fool himself into thinking the situation might not change in an instant. Say, if Gray did something crazy, like almost kill a woman in the middle of a parking lot.

“Why do mortals cling to the past? It is done, yet you cannot let it go.”

Great. Now the drakul old enough to remember mud-brick ziggurats was telling him to let go of the past.

“I have seen this before, many times. Mortals waste their brief spans wishing to regain what has been lost, regretting what never came to be, or fearing what is to come. But there is only ever now.”

“Ready?” John asked.

This was one “now” Caleb would be happy to skip. Wiping his sweaty palms on his jeans, he nodded. “Yeah.”

John hesitated as he reached for the door. “Listen, I know you’re all ‘down with the Man.’ Just be polite for a little while, okay?”

He tried to think of some witty comeback but was too nervous. “Okay.”

John didn’t look particularly convinced of Caleb’s sincerity, but he opened the door and led the way inside to a spartan office with no furniture beyond a desk and two chairs. The first thing Caleb noticed was a man standing in the corner, dressed in a dark gray suit straining over bulging muscles. His crooked nose gave character to an otherwise unremarkable face, and he sported a buzz cut. On his left arm was a bright green armband. Caleb’s step hitched. This guy wasn’t here for muscle, no matter his appearance. He was an empath, here to poke around in their brains.

Kaniyar herself sat behind the desk. Four pale scars slashed across her face, in stark contrast to her bronze skin. Instead of hiding them, she wore her long, black hair pulled back into a tight bun, emphasizing the old wounds. Her piercing black eyes regarded him like those of a hawk sizing up a mouse.

“Hello again, Mr. Jansen,” she said.

He tried not to shift his weight from one foot to the other, like a kid called in front of the principal from hell. “Hi.” What else was he supposed to say? Should he try to make small talk? Been to any good crime scenes lately?


“Special Agent Starkweather has a great many things to say about you,” Kaniyar went on, placing one hand on the stack of paper neatly centered on her otherwise empty desk. “He believes he can find a way to remove your guest, given the time and resources. He also thinks, in the meantime, you’re something of a…unique asset. In his opinion, it would be a waste of resources to lock you away for the public good.”

“What do you think?” he asked, then wished he hadn’t. One day he’d learn to keep his idiot mouth shut. Maybe.

She didn’t even blink at his challenge. “I think you’re an ignorant civilian who did something well-intentioned but stupid. I think the thing inside you is dangerous as hell, and under any other circumstances, I’d drop you in a hole until you were dealt with, one way or another.

“But I also think you’re an opportunity, and I hate to waste resources. Starkweather says you have the drakul under control, and I trust his assessment of the situation. So I’m going to make you an offer.”

“Is this one of those offers I can’t refuse?”

Instead of getting pissed off, she gave him a tiny, chill smile, which made his balls want to crawl up and hide behind his kidneys. “You catch on quick, Mr. Jansen. I am willing to hire you as an independent contractor, for a limited time, until Starkweather determines how to remove your NHE.”

Caleb glanced at John, wondering if the agent had known about this beforehand. But John looked as surprised as Caleb felt.

“Ma’am?” John asked uncertainly. “This is…I mean, what will Mr. Jansen’s duties be?”

If Kaniyar was annoyed by the interruption, she didn’t show it. “He’ll assist with your investigations, in whatever capacity you deem best.”

“Like when Dave was murdered?” Caleb asked. “Tracking demons? I mean NHEs?”

“I’m leaving the details up to Agent Starkweather.” Kaniyar glanced between them. “Is this an acceptable offer, gentlemen?”

It meant actively cooperating with SPECTR, working for the very people who would be registering and tracking him even after Gray was history. If he accepted her offer, he’d be completely selling out.

But he had the feeling if he refused, he wouldn’t be allowed to just go back to the condo and sit around waiting for John to figure out how to get rid of Gray. At best, it would be a cell, silver manacles, and an orange jumpsuit. At worst, she’d find that hole to drop him into.

“Yeah,” he said, trying to keep his disgust with himself out of his voice. “Sounds good.”

John nodded. “Of course.”

Kaniyar pressed a button on her phone. Caleb heard no sound, but a moment later, the door opened and another man came in. “Edward, please have Mr. Jansen sign the necessary paperwork. When he’s done, escort him to Paranormal Registration.”

Caleb stiffened. A part of him had hoped Kaniyar would forget the registration part. But there was no point in resisting; it would just end with him in a cell and registered anyway. He turned to follow Edward, but Kaniyar called out after him.

“Oh, and Mr. Jansen? You obviously have a problem with authority. I suggest you get the fuck over it.”

His spine was rigid. “Anything else?”

“Yes. If I even think you’re losing control over the NHE, you’ll be in a cell before you have time to blink. This arrangement is an experiment, and I will end it the moment I deem it necessary. Are we clear?”

Anger flashed through him, but he swallowed it. “Yeah. We’re clear.”

“Good,” she said and, even though he didn’t glance in her direction, he felt her gaze boring into him until the door closed safely between them.


Chapter 4

John did one last check of his equipment before entering the exorcism room. His silver athame was in its sheath on his hip, and his bag contained a full bottle of Florida Water, three kinds of incense, a sage bundle for smudging, four purple candles, silver foil, and a lighter. A black bottle also nestled in the bag, wound around with silver wire and charms.

Satisfied, he opened the door and stepped inside. Carla Sheffield sat on a chair bolted to the floor in the center of the room. Silver manacles chained her arms and legs to the chair, bright even against the prison orange of her jumpsuit. She still looked pale and scared, but seemed marginally better than she had in the early hours of Sunday morning. Behind her, a one-way mirror showed John their reflections; an observation room was on the other side, although in these days of remote streaming and digital recording, it was seldom used. The only other feature of the room was a large silver circle, sunk into the concrete floor, with the chair at its exact center.

“Good morning, Ms. Sheffield,” he said with a reassuring smile. “How are you doing?”

She lifted her chained wrists a few inches. “About as well as you’d expect. You’re going to get rid of th-the ghoul?”

“Yep. And I reviewed your statement. Can I ask you a couple of questions, just to be sure I understand?”

She shrugged, making the chains rattle. “Not like I’m going anywhere.”

“You said after your initial meeting, you never saw the man who summoned the ghoul again, correct?”

“Right.”

“Instead, when you had a new victim, you’d send an email to the second man. The exception was Saturday night, when the first man called you. He told you to go to the club to hunt?”

“Yeah.”

“And he’d never done that before?”

“No.”

“Did he tell you to look for Ms. Dawes specifically?”

Carla shook her head. “No. He just said to go hunt. I don’t know why he did it. I didn’t ask.”

The detail bothered him, but John filed it away to worry about later. “That’s all the questions I have, then. Once we’re done here, finding Erin and the other captives will be my top priority, I promise.”

“Thank you.” When she spoke again, her voice was pitifully low. “After this, what…what will happen to me?”

John suppressed a sigh. “Normally, an unwilling ghoul victim would be released immediately, with no criminal record. But you’ve abducted two women, according to your statement, and attempted to abduct a third. You’ll be turned over to the Charleston County judicial system, pending any state or federal charges. They’ll remain informed of all mitigating circumstances, including anything my investigation turns up. You might be asked to testify against the man who did this to you later. Other than that, I can’t really say.”

She closed her eyes, but a tear still escaped. “I guess I can’t ask for anything else, can I?”

Two women’s names had been mentioned in Carla’s statement, which matched missing person reports. Goddess only knew what had happened to them; if they were lucky, the bastard behind this had only forced ghouls into them, which wasn’t anyone’s definition of “luck.” It made it hard to feel sorry for Carla, given what she had done.

But he did. Someone she loved needed her, and love made people do crazy things. It had made his parents send him to anti-paranormal “therapy,” after all.

At least, he told himself it had been love, no matter how misguided.

In the end, it didn’t really matter whether he sympathized with Carla or thought her a monster. His job was the same, either way. “I’m going to begin the exorcism,” he said. “Just try to relax.”

“Is there anything I should do?”

“Concentrate on your desire to be free of the ghoul.” In theory, it could make things easier. If nothing else, it would give her something to focus on.

He lit incense, the curl of smoke perfuming the air. Carla sneezed violently, a good sign; many NHEs lent extra sensitivity to the host, and strong aromas irritated them.

Taking the black bottle from his bag, he put it on the floor to one side of Carla’s chair. The room was precisely aligned on a north-south axis. John placed candles at each of the cardinal points, before taking up athame and lighter. Murmuring the appropriate words and drawing the pertinent sigil in the air with the tip of his athame, he started in the east, invoking the forces of Air, then moving on to south, west, and north: Fire, Water, and Earth. As he did so, he slipped gently into a state not far from trance, until a blue circle appeared around the circumference of the silver loop, shielding the forces within from those without, and vice versa.

Igniting the sage bundle, he stood in front of Carla, letting the smoke waft gently over her. Her eyes reddened almost immediately and flashed yellow, the ghoul reacting to the irritant. Good.

Throughout it all, Carla’s energy shifted away from the low, bland hum of a normal body toward something darker, stronger, as the ghoul tried to assume control in response to the ritual. John took a deep breath, smelled rot and slime; the tastes of dry bone and corrupted flesh on his tongue.

Gripping his athame, he said, “Entity! You are not welcome here. Quit this woman and trouble her no more!”

He carefully envisioned a long rope covered with hooks, extending from his body. Once he had its image firmly in place in his mind, he aimed it at Carla’s forehead.

Even though the rope was insubstantial, it snagged on something, followed by a sudden tension, like a fish on a line. The ghoul fought, snarling, struggling to manifest, and John no longer knew if Carla’s features were her own, or the twisted hound’s muzzle of the ghoul, or something in between.

Dimly, he was aware of reaching out with his physical hands, settling them to either side of her head, his nervous system firing in concert with his astral body. All his concentration sharpened to a point, dragging the ghoul out of Carla. Slowly, it emerged, a twisting thing of red-tinged energy, hungry and snarling. Its head still looked vaguely dog like, but the rest of it resembled a tadpole’s tail, repulsively unformed.

It popped free, and he envisioned it wrapped completely in barbed ropes. It fought, trying to escape, but John didn’t falter, forcing it toward the hungry maw of the black bottle.

Perspective shifted dizzily, the bottle seeming to gape impossibly wide, or perhaps the ghoul was shrinking. John was never able to tell, no matter how many NHEs he exorcised, and did it matter? He shoved the creature into the bottle, his physical ears picking up on the rattle of glass against concrete as it vibrated in response to the ghoul’s distress. Then the ghoul was inside, and John snatched up the cork and stuffed it in, hastily wrapping the whole in a layer of silver foil.

John blinked and realized he was on his knees, sweat dampening his armpits. The black bottle sat quiescent in front of him, the ghoul successfully removed and trapped.

He rose to his feet and stumbled to the chair where Carla sat, pale and with sweat sheening her skin. “Are you all right?” he asked.

She nodded. “Yeah. It’s…it’s gone.” She took a deep breath, let it out with a little laugh. “Jesus, I didn’t realize how much it was already messing with my head until now. Fuck. How could I…how…?”

She began to cry quietly. He put a hand to her shoulder, squeezing gently. If this were an ordinary case, she’d be on her way home in an hour, with the number of a therapist who specialized in possession cases. Instead, she was headed to another cell.

Which still might be more merciful than whatever had happened to her victims.

* * *

The disposal team waited just outside the cell: two men, dressed in coveralls, as if they feared getting ectoplasm on them. John understood the uses of a uniform as well as anyone else, but he still found the janitorial look to be a bit silly. He turned over the black bottle and signed off on the transfer. As he watched them seal the bottle in a metal container and roll it off down the corridor, the door to the observation room opened.

He jumped; Kaniyar hadn’t indicated anyone would be watching. When he turned, however, he was even more surprised to find it was Caleb.

“Babe?” he asked automatically, before cursing in silence. He was at work and needed to act professional.

Caleb looked gorgeously out-of-place against the nondescript walls and beige carpeting. His t-shirt and jeans contrasted with the suit-and-tie worn by everyone else, and his black hair tumbled down to his elbows, so different from the conservative haircuts of the SPECTR agents. John had the sudden urge to push Caleb back into the observation room, close the door behind them, and kiss him senseless.

Caleb’s thin shoulders rose in a half-hearted shrug. “I finished in registration. They said I don’t have to report in every six months, as long as I’m working with SPECTR. Lucky me.” His eyes strayed to the disposal team disappearing around the corner. “I saw the exorcism. What…what are they going to do with it? The ghoul?”

“There’s a special super-hot furnace. The bottles are thrown into them and the NHE is euthanized.” For the first time, it occurred to him how the whole thing might sound to someone else. “It’s very humane. They don’t suffer.”


Gray won’t suffer
 was what he meant. But it felt, well, wrong to say aloud.

NHEs who preyed on humans had to be destroyed. It was unfortunate, but there really was no choice. If freed, they would just continue in the same pattern, and more people would die.

He didn’t want to think about it happening to Gray, though. Groping for a topic, he blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “It’s not so bad working for SPECTR, is it?”

Caleb’s expression grew even more sour. “Oh yeah. Nice of your boss—sorry, our boss—to give me a choice.”

“It’s only temporary.”

Caleb shrugged. “Yeah. I’ve got an expense account, though. Had to fill out a billion different forms, but they said I’m cleared to rent a long-term hotel room or a cheap apartment. I can finally get out of your hair.”

This caught John off-guard. Of course, contractors weren’t normally lodged with agents. Nothing odd about that.

And it wasn’t as if Caleb was his boyfriend. They were two consenting adults who enjoyed each other’s company, but the situation was complicated. It might be better for them to spend some time apart. Even if it had been something more, asking Caleb to stay with him would be crazy. Too much, too soon, right?

“Oh,” he said. “I mean, good. I’ll help you find a place if you want.”

“Thanks.” Caleb’s eyes were fixed on a coffee stain on the thin, industrial carpet. “I appreciate it.”

How had things gotten this awkward this fast? Was it the exorcism, or the apartment, or what?

It didn’t matter; they had a job to do right now. “You’re working with me. Are you okay with that?”

A crooked grin eased onto Caleb’s mouth. “I guess. I mean, you’re not too bad, Starkweather. For a government drone who’s drunk the Kool-Aid, anyway.”

“Glad to know it.” John touched his elbow lightly. “Come on. It’s time to meet the rest of our team.”

Caleb’s smile vanished. “Team?”

* * *

“Who are these people?” Caleb asked, as they walked through the endless beige corridors. Thank God, this arrangement was only temporary; he could practically feel his soul being sucked out of his body by the bland cube farms they occasionally passed. “I thought I’d just be working with you.”

“I went to the state school with both of them,” John said, as if it were some kind of answer. To him, it probably was. “You’ve met Sean—Special Agent McNamara—before. He’s my best friend, has been since we were teenagers.”

There was no reason—absolutely no reason—to feel jealous. After all, John had made it pretty clear he didn’t want Caleb cluttering up his condo any longer than necessary. Not like Caleb had any right to expect more, either.

“We will not be copulating with this one again?”

Great. Just what the situation needed, a horny drakul. I don’t know.


“I do not…that is…this does not seem right. I would prefer otherwise.”


Welcome to humanity.
 But it wasn’t like he’d wanted a relationship with a Spec. Not at all. Hell, he’d been using Starkweather to make himself feel more human. Any other warm body would have served just as well.

Right?

Gray retreated, like a tiger curling up in a corner, tucking his tail over his nose. “Did we do something wrong?”


How could a being who had existed for so long be this fucking naïve? But he already knew the answer. The memories Gray inherited from the dead bodies he inhabited had been mere shadows of the real thing: images without color or feeling, without taste or smell, stripped of emotion and fragmented. Gray had found them curious and often baffling, but ultimately unimportant.

Now he was in a living body, experiencing the full range of the senses for the first time. Not to mention sex, which was weird and awkward and frankly a little disturbing.

“Why would you be disturbed by this?”

You aren’t going to turn into an incubus, are you?

An offended huff. “I am not a demon. Cease this foolishness.”


“Caleb?” John touched him on the elbow. It sounded as if he’d asked several times already.

“Sorry,” Caleb said. “Is this normal? I mean, ending up in the same office with two people you went to school with?”

“It is in SPECTR. Think about it: only 3-5% of the population is paranormally-abled. Only a small percentage of us will want a career with SPECTR. Of those, an even smaller percentage will get through the Academy and be hired. And some of us can’t stick it out it long term, even if we do make the cut.”

“What? There are Spec agents who aren’t perfectly honed machines?” Caleb asked in mock horror.

John rolled his eyes. “For the most part, we stick with it. But I’ve known a few who chose to leave. Genevieve Parrington, Howard Brimm, one or two others. My point is, with such a limited pool to draw from, it isn’t unusual for agents to have known each other since their teenage years.”

“It sounds…kind of horrible, actually. Like being stuck in high school the rest of your life.”

John chuckled. “It’s not bad. But as a result, we do tend to be more informal than most other agencies. There’s less emphasis on protocol, for starters, and results matter more than strictly following procedure.”

The hall let them back out into the lobby, where two agents waited for them. “You remember Sean,” John said, gesturing to the man.

Like Caleb was going to forget. Sean had been the first exorcist called in, the awful day in the abandoned house. He hadn’t introduced himself, or treated Caleb like a human being, just gone about his work. And when the exorcism had failed, he’d acted like it was somehow Caleb’s fault.

Still, the guy was John’s best friend, so he couldn’t be a complete asshole, even if he looked like an utter tool. He wore a cheap suit with a wool coat over it, and smelled like an ashtray.

“Good to see you again,” Caleb said, sticking out his hand.

Sean visibly hesitated, like he thought Caleb was going to…what? Rip his arm off? Vamp out and drink his blood?

Sean had been there on that other bad day, too, when the last family Caleb had in the world tried to kill him because he was possessed. When Gray had really, seriously considered trying mortal blood, and Caleb had been hurt and angry enough to almost let it happen. So maybe Sean’s caution had a good reason behind it.

Then Sean relented, although the handshake was quick, barely more than a brush of palms before the agent jammed his hand back in the pocket of his coat.

“And this is Special Agent Tiffany Ward, pyrokinetic,” John went on, as if he hadn’t noticed anything amiss.

Tiffany was Sean’s opposite: tall, beautiful, African-American, and dressed in a designer suit tailored to her figure. Even her hairdo looked expensive. She ignored Caleb’s outstretched hand altogether.

“Well,” John said with a thin-lipped smile. “Now, I should brief you—”

“Do it en route,” Tiffany said. She pulled a set of car keys from her pocket. “I’ve already selected our vehicle from the pool. Sean can drive.”

Sean fumbled the keys she tossed to him. Turning her back to them all, she strode to the elevator leading to the garage.

“Let me guess,” Caleb murmured to John as they followed, “she was the prom queen.”

John’s smile held a slightly rueful edge. “We didn’t have a prom.”

“Oh. Um, sorry?”

John laughed. “I’m not. I hate wearing a tux.”


Chapter 5

John ended up in the backseat of the big, black SUV, which suited him fine since it meant he sat beside Caleb. Sean drove, of course, and Tiffany sat in the passenger seat, texting rapidly.

Caleb seemed…well, about as at ease as John had any right to expect, given he was trapped in an SUV with three government agents. Although he probably didn’t realize how unusual it was to have two exorcists on the same detail. Kaniyar had been adamant, though, and since she was bending the rules already, John hadn’t argued.

He had argued when she said Tiffany would be assisting them. Tiffany knew the details of Gray’s case, which should have been classified, and he wasn’t at all sure he trusted her.

Kaniyar had fixed him with her gaze, like a pin stabbing a butterfly. “I wouldn’t hang you out to dry, Starkweather.”

Which he, at first, had assumed meant she’d cleared Tiffany…but now he wondered why she hadn’t simply said as much, if such was the case. Kaniyar used words as weapons, and she always said precisely what she meant, no more and no less.

Fucking hell.

“Do you want to tell us what we’re about to walk into?” Sean asked, sounding annoyed. He had a right to be, considering Kaniyar hadn’t given him or Tiffany any advance notice either.

“And here I thought you liked surprises,” John said lightly.

“Stow the attempts at humor, Starkweather,” Tiffany ordered without looking away from her phone.

He restrained himself from pointing out she was the one who’d wanted to have the briefing en route. “According to Carla Sheffield, her girlfriend Erin didn’t make it home from work on January 19, which is confirmed by the missing person report she filed. Apparently, two or three nights later, Carla was contacted by an anonymous email. The sender said he had Erin and told Carla to come to a beach house on Isle-of-Palms, the sort normally rented out by tourists.”

“The sort built by people with more money than brains,” Sean muttered darkly. “They’ll all get washed into the ocean with the next big hurricane, and whose tax dollars do you think will help them rebuild?”

“My parents own extensive ocean-front properties,” Tiffany said icily.

“I bet they do.”

“Anyway,” John said firmly. Goddess, it was like they were still a bunch of hormonal teenagers in the Low-Country State School for the Paranormal. “She decided to go, and met a man who, quote, ‘looked like something out of a horror movie.’ Description is about five-eleven, long hair, beard, and wearing a robe. He told her he would let Erin go, but only if Carla did what he wanted.”

“And the idiot went along with it,” Tiffany said in a bored voice.

For a moment, John was back in the brothel, the scent of blood and rot and sex so strong he could taste it. “She didn’t think she had a choice,” Sean was arguing, from some far-distant place. “Fuck, Tiff, give the girl a break.”

“She should have gone to the police.”

“She was scared out of her damn mind for her girlfriend! Caring about someone else isn’t a crime.”

“Maybe it should be.”

“Oh, sorry, I forgot I was talking to Miss Perfection. Shall I kiss your ass now, or wait until we reach the next traffic light?”

Warm fingers curled around John’s own. Startled, he blinked back to the present and found Caleb watching him with concern.

“It doesn’t matter,” he said in a firmer voice, giving Caleb’s hand a covert squeeze before pulling away. They were on the clock, after all. “What’s done is done, and Carla’s motives have no bearing on the facts. The terms he set for Erin’s release were for Carla to let him summon up a ghoul and a-attach it to her.” Damn, had anyone else noticed his voice give out? “She would abduct others for him, using the injectable sedative he gave her. He wanted women or young men—people easy for him to physically overpower, in other words. When she had a victim, she was to send an email from her phone before dropping the victim off at the same beach house. In return, he would keep Erin alive and unharmed, and would release them both before the forty days were up.”

Was it his imagination, or did Caleb shiver beside him? Acid guilt washed through his veins; he ought to be spending all his time focused on his other case: exorcising Gray out of Caleb.

But Caleb had plenty of time, and innocent people might die if they didn’t act to stop this crazy bastard now.

“So this house we’re going to is just a drop-off point,” Sean said.

“Exactly. Carla never saw the first man again, but a second man met her at the house when she brought the first two victims. I sent an email just before we left, using the information Carla gave us. With any luck, the second suspect will be there waiting for her to show up and drop off another victim.”

“Hmm.” Tiffany glanced back at him. “There might be some hope for you after all.”

“Normally, Carla was allowed to pick and choose her own victims, so she concentrated on prostitutes and homeless women. For whatever reason, she was directed to hunt in the club on Saturday. Possibly the mastermind behind all this wanted a different type of victim. If so, it led to his undoing, since Caleb wouldn’t have picked up the scent otherwise.”

Tiffany held up her phone. “I’ve got the satellite image of the beach house pulled up.”

“Let’s see.” She passed the phone to him. “Okay, here’s the plan. We park a couple of blocks away. Sean, you head down to the beach, keep an eye on the back of the place. Tiffany, you watch the front. Caleb and I will go in.”

“You’re taking a civvie—sorry, a ‘contractor’—in with you?” Tiffany asked in disbelief. “Have you forgotten I’m along to protect your sorry ass?”

John felt a headache starting behind his eyes. “Caleb can smell NHE’s. He’ll know if there’s something scary in there long before it’s trying to chew our faces off.”

“He can do what?” Sean asked incredulously.

Caleb’s cheeks flushed hotly. “It’s not me, it’s Gray.” Which wasn’t the most reassuring thing he could have said.

“It’s my operation,” John reminded them sharply. He hadn’t been kidding when he told Caleb SPECTR operations tended to be more freewheeling, and right now, he was starting to regret the fact.

Sean seemed uncertain, but didn’t say anything further. Tiffany let out a little disdainful sniff, as if to say “It’s your ass on the line,” but let it go, too.

Thank you, Sekhmet.

* * *

Sean parked the car in a public lot a few blocks away from the house, on the theory the SUV would be less conspicuous amidst a scattering of cars, rather than by itself along the curb. Unfortunately, this was the off-season, and there weren’t many other vehicles to provide camouflage.

Caleb shoved his hands into his jeans pocket as he and John started casually down the sidewalk toward the house. Tiffany crossed the street, and Sean had disappeared in the direction of the nearly deserted beach. A stiff wind blew off the ocean, ruffling the palmettos and carrying with it the smell of salt and rot. Caleb pulled his hair into a braid as they walked, to keep it from tangling.

“They don’t trust me,” he said, when they’d walked about a block.

“It isn’t you they don’t trust,” John said. He bumped his elbow against Caleb. “It’s just we don’t normally interact with someone who’s possessed. Except to cuff them or yank out the NHE.”

“Or shoot them.”

John sighed. “Or shoot them, if there’s no other choice.”

Caleb turned over his words. “I guess I understand. But it doesn’t explain why you never act like I’m going to suddenly go crazy and kill you.”

“I’ve got great instincts.”

Most of the time, he appreciated John’s easygoing attitude. This wasn’t one of them. “Seriously, Starkweather.”

“This isn’t the time for a deep discussion. We need to focus on the mission.”

“Fine.” Caleb almost suggested they take it up back at the condo later, but remembered he’d most likely be sleeping in a hotel room tonight. Maybe John had been giving him the brush-off all along, and he was just too dumb to realize it.

The beach house appeared the same as any of the others: too big and too exposed if a hurricane were to come along. Most of them were rented out to weddings or tourist groups, rather than actually used as residences. This time of year, most stood empty, which probably suited the person behind the kidnappings just fine. No one around to see anything suspicious, or hear any screams.

John touched the discreet earpiece he wore. “Starkweather here. Report.” He listened for a moment, then: “All right. Hold position. We’re approaching the house.”

Caleb’s sneakers slapped against the concrete driveway, leading to a large garage set underneath the rest of the house. It would be easy to pull in there, close the door, and unload an unconscious body or struggling victim with no one the wiser.

“How do you want to do this?” he asked. His chest tightened with anticipation. The wind coming off the ocean rustled through the palmettos and sent low clouds scudding across the sky.

“I’ll go up to the door and knock. If anyone answers, we’ll ask to come inside. While I’m talking, you start sniffing. Just nod at me if you get a hit on an NHE, and let me handle it.”

“Do you really think this guy is just going to answer the door?”

“You’d be surprised,” John said with a wry grin. “And if he doesn’t, or doesn’t want to let us in, we have a warrant.”

A set of wooden stairs led up to a small deck and the front door. Ignoring the doorbell, John knocked authoritatively on the door itself.

Caleb stood back uneasily. He didn’t like not knowing what to do, or how to act. He wasn’t an agent; he was just here because Gray might be useful.

Predictably, no one answered John’s knock. John tried the door; Caleb started to make a snide remark, but swallowed it back when the door opened easily. John flashed him a triumphant grin, before drawing his Glock. Holding the gun at the ready, he shoved open the door.

“SPECTR!” he called loudly into the house. “Federal agents! Come out slowly with your hands visible at all times!”

Silence. What a shock.

“Stay back,” John murmured. He slid into the house, every move quick and efficient, and there really shouldn’t have been anything sexy about it.

Damn it.

Caleb followed slowly. The door opened onto a short hall, a half-bath to one side and a stairway to the other. Directly ahead, he saw an enormous living room, outfitted with huge glass windows overlooking scrubby palmetto and dunes.

The house smelled unused, a sort of dusty, not quite moldy scent of stale air. And underneath it, just a hint of corruption, old and almost faded.

Regret. “There are no ghouls here any more.”


“There was a ghoul here, but it’s been a while,” Caleb said dutifully. Had John ever been interested in him, or was he just a useful translator for Gray?

“Why do you worry about such things?”

Good question. Just not one he was going to answer right now.

“All right,” John said. “Can you—”

A door toward the back of the house slammed loudly, and an instant later, Caleb caught a glimpse of a figure fleeing across the dunes.

John swore and ran for the back of the house. Caleb automatically dashed after him.

The wind off the ocean was raw and stank of rotting marsh grass. The soft dune crumbled under Caleb’s shoes, and prickly pears drove spines through his jeans. Even without trying, he easily outdistanced John, closing the gap with the fleeing man.

The guy was big and dressed like a biker. Caleb caught a glimpse of wild hair and an even wilder beard as he twisted around. Sunlight flashed off something metallic, and it took his brain an instant to register the shape of a gun.

“Federal agent! Drop your weapon!” John shouted from behind him.

The man didn’t, of course, instead letting off a wild shot. Caleb’s heart jerked; for an instant, all he could remember was the impact of silver-jacketed bullets, shattering his ribs and shredding his lungs.

This shot only hit the dune, sending up a puff of sand. The man kept running, cresting the last line of dunes and disappearing momentarily on the other side.

Caleb burst over the top—and skidded to a halt.

Sean stood there, his Glock trained on the suspect. In turn, the grizzled man had his gun pointed directly at the agent. A standoff, except his hyped-up senses could smell fear and desperation, and see the slightest flicker of tension through the suspect’s finger as it started to tighten on the trigger.

“Hey!” he shouted, before he could reconsider.

The man spun, finger spasming on the trigger. An enormous force punched into Caleb’s chest, knocking him to the ground.

It took a few seconds before the pain rushed in to fill the void left by shock. Fuck, it hurt as bad as he remembered, and he fought to get enough breath to scream.

The pain lessened, retreating in front of a rush of energy as splintered ribs realigned and his lung knitted itself together.

“Caleb!” John’s voice, high with worry.

Caleb rolled to his knees, before lurching to his feet. The suspect lay flat on the beach, Sean on his back, restraining him with plastic cuffs. Tiffany had run halfway up the dune, and her dark eyes fixed on his face, wide with horror.

“Caleb?” John was by him now.

“He needs a hospital,” Tiffany said.

There was something in his windpipe, and he coughed hard. The misshapen bulk of the bullet fell onto the sand in front of him.

Tiffany skidded to a halt, glancing first at the bullet, then at his chest. Caleb lifted his t-shirt. Blood masked his torso, but the skin itself was unbroken.

The agent’s expression of shock shifted to something calculating, before vanishing into haughty disdain. “Possessed,” she spat, turning her back on him and stalking rigidly to where Sean held down the swearing, screaming suspect.

John’s hand closed on his shoulder, the only source of warmth in the universe. “You okay, babe?”

“Yeah.” Caleb tore his gaze from Tiffany’s retreating back and focused on his lover. “No problems here.”

John nodded, his attention more than half on Sean and the prisoner. “Good work,” he said, before letting go of Caleb and walking down the shifting dune to lend a hand.

And it had been, hadn’t it? It brought them one step closer to the asshole summoning ghouls and kidnapping people. But the silent ride back to SPECTR-HQ, interspersed with nervous looks from the other two agents, made Caleb wonder if he’d done the right thing after all.

* * *

“It’s getting late,” John said, as they pulled in front of the condo. “Why don’t you stay here another night?”

They’d left their prisoner—one Leon Nichols, according to his driver’s license—at SPECTR-HQ. Kaniyar had decided to take the lead on his interrogation; Caleb almost felt sorry for the bastard.

Rain had moved in around sunset, and the windshield wipers smacked back and forth loudly. The lights from the neighboring condos seemed to ripple and bend as moisture slid down the passenger side window.

“How does the rain taste?”

Not a good night to find a hotel, and certainly there would be no apartment hunting at this hour. The prospect of finding somewhere else to stay depressed Caleb more than it should have. He hadn’t even known John a week, after all. Sure, it had been an intense six days and they’d spent most of it together, but it was too soon to get attached.

But the happy flutter in his chest didn’t care about logic.

“Okay. Thanks.” He released his seat belt, opened the door, and climbed out. The rain kissed his face; on impulse, he stuck out his tongue. It tasted like cold and chemicals.

“Great! I’ll make dinner,” John said, sounding glad for the company.

Caleb followed him in, not bothering to shield himself from the weather. Once inside, John hung up his damp coat, took off his suit jacket, and rolled up his sleeves as he headed for the kitchen.

Caleb glanced down at his tattered shirt. “I should take a shower.” He picked at the bloody hole in the fabric with a wince. “I’m going through shirts awfully fast.”

“Good thing you have an expense account now,” John replied, his voice slightly muffled as he stuck his head in the refrigerator and started to dig around.

“Yeah.” He didn’t want an expense account, though. He didn’t want to be shot, or run over, or stabbed, or any of the other horrible things, which were becoming dangerously close to normal occurrences. I just want my life back.


“This is our life.”

No. It’s not. It’s just a temporary inconvenience.

By the time he got out of the shower, John had finished dinner: pasta with tomato sauce and fresh veggies. “Delicious,” Caleb said as he dug in. “Where did you learn to cook like this?”

John glanced up from the tablet he had propped at his elbow, apparently checking his email. “My ex, Will. Before he moved in, I could barely make macaroni out of a box.”

Caleb’s stomach tightened around the pasta. Which was stupid; whoever Will was, he was out of the picture. Besides, Caleb and John weren’t even a couple. They were just two guys who’d had some fun together, no strings attached.

“Strings? What are these ‘strings’ of which you speak?”

Caleb didn’t bother to answer.

“Was he a mal, too?” Caleb asked, to prove he didn’t care.

“To which of us are you attempting to prove this?”

Would you please shut up?

John winced. “I really wish you wouldn’t use that word. But no, he wasn’t. He managed a clothing store downtown, until the company transferred him to Savannah.”

“Oh.” It didn’t sound like John was into long-distance relationships. Good thing Caleb didn’t care. “I never thought I’d miss my apartment in Charlotte.”

“Uh huh,” John murmured, his eyes back on the tablet.

Apparently, the sentiment didn’t even rate a glance away from the internet. “What’s so interesting?” he asked, a bit more waspishly than he’d intended, but at least the man could pretend to pay attention to him.

“Records sent the texts I asked for,” John said, scanning the screen in front of him. “One of these old books must have something to help me exorcise Gray. I just have to find it. Been a while since I had a challenge like this.”

Sean and Tiffany had looked at him like he carried some contagious disease. Like there was something scarily wrong with him, like he might turn into a monster any minute. He’d tried not to let it bother him, because he’d thought John had his back.

Except, apparently, John viewed him as an academic exercise, something exciting and interesting. The way some of the guys on the Manhattan Project had probably thought about the fucking bomb.

Caleb put down his fork, his appetite gone. “Is that all this is to you? Some kind of-of way of proving yourself? Some kind of game?”

It at least got John to look up at him. “Whoa, whoa! What the hell?”

How had he let himself forget John was just a government drone? “I’m just a fucking case to you. The only reason you want me around is because I can help you on your other cases, at least while Gray is stuck in my head.”

John sat back, his dark brows pulled down in a frown. “That’s not true.”

“The hell it isn’t. Have you ever
 asked about my art? About my friends back in Charlotte? About my life apart from all of this shit?”

“Caleb—”

“Forget it.” Caleb stood up sharply. “Thanks for dinner, and for letting me stay the night. I’m going to bed.”

John stared up at him, blue eyes stormy. “Just sit down, and—”

“I’m tired.” It was childish and petty, but he couldn’t seem to stop. He stalked off, waiting for John to call out after him. But there was only silence because, of course, John didn’t really care at all.

He went to the guest room and shut the door hard behind him, locking it for good measure. God, why had he been so damned stupid? How could he have fallen for a Spec? What was wrong with him?

Caleb stripped off his clothes and flung himself into the bed. It didn’t matter. All of this was only temporary: John, working with the Specs, Gray, everything. As soon as it was over, he would return to Charlotte. Putting his life back together as a registered mal would be enough to occupy him once there. A month later, he’d barely remember what John looked like.

“Why do you wish this? To forget?”

Caleb rolled on his side. Because sometimes remembering good things hurts.


“I do not understand.”

Tough. Because I’m leaving, and you’re going in a bottle.

At least Gray finally shut up. Pulling the covers up over his head, Caleb closed his eyes and tried not to think.


Chapter 6

John steered the SUV down the potholed road, silently hoping the suspension held out. The rainy, cold day seemed to match the team’s mood. Tiffany sat in the passenger seat again, glaring out the window so intently he wondered if she was going to set something on fire. Sean sat directly behind him, body subtly tilted to put his back to the door and his gaze toward Caleb. As for Caleb…

Maybe it was time to cut his losses and admit there wasn’t any hope for a relationship. He couldn’t get a fucking bead on the man; when they’d first met, Caleb had made it clear he didn’t want to talk about himself. He didn’t want to be friends with a government agent. And yes, he’d unbent since, but at the same time, he hadn’t made an effort to talk about his life before. John had respected the boundaries Caleb set. And what did he get in return?

It didn’t matter. Caleb had made it clear he couldn’t wait to get back to Charlotte and pick up where he’d left off, as if his time in Charleston had never happened. He hadn’t even hinted a long-distance relationship might be possible, just like Will. At least this time, John could end things now, before he got attached.

Well, more attached.

“Turn here,” Tiffany said.

John slowed the SUV to a stop. “Here” was nothing more than a pair of ruts leading off into the dense pine forest. “Are you sure?”

She cast him a withering look. “Unlike some people, I can read a map.”

“That was years ago!” Sean objected hotly from the back seat. Tiffany only rolled her eyes.

Kaniyar’s interrogation had borne fruit, in the form of an address from Nichols, where he claimed to have dropped off the victims for a fee. A quick check of satellite images and property records showed what once had been a stately plantation house, now long abandoned. The owner, a descendent of the original family, lived in Oregon and likely hadn’t visited the place in decades.

Abandoned, well outside the city, and no neighbors but pine trees and live oaks for miles in every direction: the perfect location for someone to summon ghouls.

Why anyone would want to was a whole different matter.

There was only one way to find out. John made the turn. The wheels bumped along the ruts, flinging muddy water everywhere. Branches scraped either side of the vehicle, and he winced at the probable damage to the paint job.

The rain intensified, drumming loudly on the roof, and the pine trees blotted out what little light filtered through the heavy clouds. John leaned forward; even with the wipers going full speed, it wasn’t easy to navigate the narrow slot through the woods.

Something low and dark darted across the road in front of them and vanished into the underbrush on the other side.

Some farmer’s dog, running loose? A deer?

“John,” Caleb said from the backseat, his voice low and urgent.

A heavy weight slammed into the side of the car, hard enough to rock it on its wheels. John got a confused glimpse of a dog-like face and massive teeth. He jammed the brakes instinctively. The creature hit the hood, skittered over, and vanished into the underbrush.

“Shit!” Tiffany yelled. “Was it a ghoul?”

John’s fingers clenched the wheel. “Yes.”

“Ghouls are scavengers. They don’t attack healthy targets, let alone people in cars!”

“Spare me the fucking textbook!” Sean snapped. “They’re doing it now!”

Movement flickered in the trees to either side of them, and John’s heart sank into the pit of his stomach. “He’s controlling them somehow. He wants to keep us from reaching the house.”

“Is that even possible?” Tiffany asked incredulously.

Sean swore from the back seat. “Argue about it later—there are three coming up the road behind us!”

John stomped on the gas; the tires spun in the slick mud before finding traction. More ghouls ran on all fours through the trees to either side, their horrible, hairless bodies pale in the dimness. Glowing yellow eyes flashed from the road before him. He pushed the pedal farther toward the floor. The ghoul tried to jump out of the way, but the bumper caught it, and it disappeared under the SUV with an agonized scraping sound.

The road curved, and the wheels slid as he fought to keep the vehicle from fishtailing. “Slow down!” Tiffany yelled.

“No, don’t!” Sean shouted. “Faster, before they swarm us!”

John gritted his teeth and stomped on the gas. Branches screamed down either side of the car, smacking the windshield, and he caught the scent of pine through the vents. He could barely make out where they were going.

The driver’s side window exploded inward, showering him with glass. John let out a yelp as a clawed forefoot snagged in his coat, yanking him toward a slavering mouth filled with fangs.

The SUV smashed directly into a tree, the impact jarring John’s spine even as his face hit the airbag.

“John!” Caleb shouted from the back, and oh fuck, was that a deeper rumble beneath his voice?

John blinked, disoriented for a moment. The airbag had deflated; one side of his face ached from the blow. Glass covered his lap and arms, but at least the ghoul had let go and disappeared somewhere. The ticking of cooling metal came from beneath the crumpled hood, and he smelled oil and antifreeze.

“Is everyone all right?” he asked. He glanced at Tiffany, who had a scrape across her chin from her own airbag. Powder dusted her black suit, but she seemed otherwise unharmed. At least the collision hadn’t been anywhere near highway speed.

“Fine back here,” Sean said. “I’m calling for backup.”

“Do it.”

There came a moment of silence, before Sean swore tightly. “No cell signal.”

Damn. This was turning into a disaster, no two ways about it. “Then we press on ahead.”

Tiffany stared at him as if he’d lost his mind. “You want to go for a hike in the fucking woods, in the rain, with ghouls everywhere? Ghouls some sick bastard has turned into supernatural attack dogs?”

John thought about counting to ten. “If you’ve got a better idea, I’d like to hear it.”

“Where are the ghouls?” Caleb asked, looking around uneasily. “Shouldn’t they have been on us as soon as the car stopped?”

“Aren’t you the one who’s supposed to know where the damn things are?” Sean asked. “I thought that’s why Kaniyar sent you along in the first place.”

Caleb’s lips pressed into a hard line. “I can smell them all over the woods, yes, but we already knew they were there, didn’t we?”

“They’re probably waiting for us to leave the car,” John guessed. “We’ll be a lot easier to catch once we’re on foot.”

“So maybe we shouldn’t go on foot?” Sean suggested.

“And do what? We can’t wait here forever.”

“There’s a GPS unit in the car. When we don’t return it to the motor pool tonight, they’ll start looking for us.”

Tiffany snorted. “Get real. Even if someone notices, they’ll just file an angry report and ask HR to dock our pay. We’ll starve to death before it gets any further than accounting.”

“The mastermind called Nichols, which means there must be a phone in the house,” John pointed out with what he thought was admirable restraint. “Getting to it is our best chance.”

Sean stared at him. “Through a wood infested with ghouls someone has sent to kill us. Damn it, John. Tiffany and I don’t have a death wish.”

Heat infused John’s cheeks. Bad enough Sean had accused him of recklessness over the phone, but on a mission in front of the rest of the team? “Objection noted. Now get ready, because we’re going. Caleb, can you warn us when the ghouls get close?”

Caleb’s throat worked as he swallowed. “I’m not sure. Like I said, they’ve been all over the place, leaving their scent.”

Tiffany shook her head, braids swinging. “Very useful.”

“Caleb’s doing what he can,” John snapped.

She rolled her eyes, opened her door, and hopped out. “If we’re going, let’s move. Anything’s better than dying in the damn car with you people.”

John climbed out of the SUV, drawing his gun. A careful scan of the area revealed only trees, their gray bark stretching off into the distance, merging with the gray sky and rain. Squelching through the mud to the other side of the car, he waited while Caleb got out.

“Sorry,” Caleb said, catching his eye. “I guess I’m not really living up to your expectations right now.”

“No need to apologize.” John gave him a rueful smile. “I didn’t think the operation would go south quite this quickly.” They were supposed to be out here to arrest a lone nutcase, and free and exorcise the people he’d abducted. Not end up in the middle of the woods on foot, facing a small army of ghouls. “Too bad it isn’t sunny—I don’t think anyone could make a ghoul come out into the sun, no matter what abilities he has.”

“Guess we’re just lucky, huh?”

Sean came around the car, his Glock in his hand. “We’ll be lucky if we can get to this house by sundown.”

John took a deep breath. This was his operation. If anyone was killed, it was on his head. For a moment, he almost resented Kaniyar for not letting him work this case alone, so he wouldn’t have to worry about letting his fellow agents down.

But if he’d been alone, he might already be dead.

“I’ll take point,” he said. “Sean, you’ve got rear guard. Caleb and Tiffany, watch our flanks. Let’s get this done.”

* * *

Caleb’s heart drummed in his chest, and it was all he could do not to break into a run. Not to flee, but to hunt.

The putrid stench of ghouls hung heavy in the air, testing his control. Saliva flooded his mouth, and every particle of his body seemed to burn with blind hunger and need. Gray hovered just under his skin, but he couldn’t lose control, not in front of three Specs.

Sean and Tiffany already don’t trust us. For the love of God, please just back off!

“This is foolish. There are ghouls to hunt.”

There won’t be any hunting if we end up in a cell. Can’t you get that through your thick skull?

Irritation bordering on anger. Gray didn’t like these restrictions, didn’t want them. “We do not need these two. Let us leave them and go with John to hunt.”


Like John wanted an out-of-control drakul for a partner. Christ. Just be quiet, please. Let me handle this.


Rain dripped from the pines, the air spiced with sap and wet earth. John led the way, his dark coat flapping behind him. Tiffany paced to Caleb’s right, her hands free of any obvious weapon. Behind them, Sean held a gun in one hand and a silver-plated knife in the other.

In the distance, something howled.

It wasn’t the baying of a hound, exactly—more like a human scream, except that wasn’t quite right, either. All the hair on Caleb’s arms stood up, and he turned instinctively in the direction of the cry.

In the moment of distraction, a ghoul barreled out of the woods and smashed into Tiffany, knocking her to the ground.

“Tiffany!” John yelled.

She flung up one dark hand, grabbing wildly for the ghoul’s snout. Fire bloomed where she touched, scorching its pale skin, and the stench of burning meat filled the air.

It shrieked, a human sound, which hit Caleb like a punch to the gut. Wrenching away from Tiffany, it stumbled onto its back two legs, clawing wildly at its charred face with its hand-like forepaws. Two guns fired almost simultaneously, silver-jacketed lead tearing into the ghoul’s head and torso. Its cries abruptly ceased.

Three more ghouls burst out of hiding. The smell of cordite and burning flesh filled the air. Gray rose to the surface; Caleb’s teeth lengthened and his fingertips burned as claws eased free, and no, damn it, no no no
 .

Heavy jaws closed on his right arm. A hot wave of agony spread up from the ghoul’s bite, flesh shredding and bones snapping. Caleb screamed and punched it with his free hand.

If he hadn’t been possessed, the punch would have done nothing, and the ghoul would have ripped his arm off. But Gray was there, his strength and frustration fueling the hit. The ghoul’s skull cracked beneath their knuckles with a sound like the snapping of rotten wood. Its jaws loosened; Caleb fell to his knees as it stumbled drunkenly away, before collapsing with a bullet hole in its chest.

Fuck, his arm hurt, his shirt sodden with blood. He curled over the wound instinctively, feeling the bones shift and align with a horrible, grating sensation, before they knit back together. The bleeding stopped, and even as he watched, the ragged holes in his arm filled in and sealed closed.

“Caleb!” John dropped down beside him on the wet ground. “Are you all right?”

Tiffany stood just beyond John’s shoulder, watching him with narrowed eyes. “I’m fine,” he said quietly.

Surely, this wasn’t enough to get him stuck in a cell, right? This was useful, not scary. Except it was scary, if only because of its abnormality. Nobody should be able to heal like this.

“I have done what you asked and obeyed your foolish rules. But I will not endure pain and allow our body to come to harm to satisfy these mortals.”

Gray sounded grumpy and put out, and hell, maybe he had a right to be. I know. Thank you.


Hesitation, then: “You are welcome.”


John stood up and extended a hand. Caleb clasped it and allowed John to pull him to his feet. Bruising from the airbag showed faintly on one side of John’s face, and the rain had plastered his hair to his skull, but it was everything Caleb could do not to pull him into a kiss.

Another howl came from somewhere in the forest. A moment later, it was answered by a second, from the opposite direction.

“We’re surrounded,” Sean said.

“Not yet.” John let go of Caleb’s hand and firmed his grip on his Glock. “Double-time, people. While we still can.”

* * *

John’s breath burned in his lungs as he ran. Low branches stung his face, and the wet ground threatened to slide under every step. The howls of the ghouls echoed through the pines, the pack calling to one another as they drew ever closer.

Sekhmet save him, this made no sense. Sure, there were rumors of powerful energy workers who could command NHEs—Solomon, Bacon, Crowley, just to start. But none of those stories were true.

Just like there were no such things as vampires.

Fuck.

Caleb jogged to his right, not looking even slightly winded. On the other side, Tiffany kept pace with an expression of grim determination on her face. He didn’t dare look back at Sean, but thought he heard his friend’s labored breathing. A pack-a-day habit wasn’t conducive to running for your life.

The howling grew louder, from behind and to either side. Everywhere except directly ahead of them. “Is it just me,” Sean panted, “Or are we being herded?”

John shivered, as if someone had run a cold hand down his spine. But Tiffany only shook her head. “Can’t be. This guy didn’t know we were coming.”

“Maybe he realized something was up when Nichols didn’t come back yesterday.”

“Don’t be stupid,” Tiffany said. “If the suspect knew agents were coming for him, he’d just try to kill us. This isn’t a damned Bond movie, where the villain is going to set up some elaborate trap to screw with us.”

“John? What do you think?”

John scowled at the forest in front of them. “I think if killing us was the only goal, the ghouls would have been on us as soon as the SUV crashed. Instead, they let us escape the car and get a head start on foot.”

“You’re both paranoid,” Tiffany said, but she didn’t sound nearly as certain about it as she had been.

The rain grew heavier, turning into a downpour. Runnels of icy water trickled down John’s neck, creeping below the collar of his coat. If this kept up, they’d have hypothermia to worry about in addition to everything else. Blinking the rain out of his eyes, he peered through the gray wall of trees, searching for any glimpse of a structure…

There—a flash of white, which might have been almost anything, from a bird to a plastic bag, blown in and stuck in a tree. A few steps more and the shape of a ramshackle building could be made out through the forest, which ran right up to its walls.

Slowing to a jog, John nodded at trees. “Let’s get off the road, circle around, and see if we can get a better look at the place.”

He led the way into the forest, followed by Caleb, Tiffany, and Sean. Moving as quietly as possible, John stepped between the trees and over branches, trying to find somewhere he could get a clear look at the house without being seen. Would there be more ghouls inside, or did their master leave them to roam the woods? Goddess, he hoped ghouls were the worst thing waiting for them—

His foot came down on empty air and, a moment later, he was falling.


Chapter 7

John barely had time to bite back a cry, before he half-fell, half-slid into a freshly dug hole. Soft earth showered down from the sides of the pit onto him, and something let out a loud crack as it gave beneath his weight.

“John!” Caleb crouched by the hole. “Are you all right?”

He pushed himself up onto his hands and knees, spitting out a mouthful of dirt. “I’m fine. But what the hell—”

He fell silent. Jagged bits of broken wood protruded from under a thin layer of soil, which had collapsed from the sides of the raggedly dug pit. Something pale and round showed in their midst. He brushed the dirt and wood aside and gently pulled free a human skull. Gnaw marks showed clearly on the lower half.

“What the fuck?” Caleb asked.

Sean scanned the area, while Caleb pulled John out of the hole. “Looks like a private cemetery,” Sean said.

The entire area showed evidence of digging: gaping pits every few feet, some of them with the remains of weathered tombstones at their heads. “Probably belonged to original owners of the house,” John agreed. “The ghouls dug up the remains.”

Caleb looked queasy. “There couldn’t have been much left, could there? I mean, none of these burials look fresh.”

“Probably not. They must be desperately hungry to have done this.”

“You mean, this guy isn’t just summoning them into people, he’s starving them afterward?” Caleb’s asked, eyes going wide with horror.

“Going to start a humane society for ghouls?” Tiffany asked snidely. “They aren’t human any more.”

“But they used to be.” John gave her a quelling look. Checking to make sure both his athame and Glock were still on him, he said, “Let’s move.”

A thick screen of ancient camellia bushes offered cover near the back of the house. The huge, red blooms hung heavy amidst the waxy green leaves, startling against the grays and browns of winter.

“What now, oh glorious leader?” Tiffany asked as she crouched beside him in the dirt.

“Maybe you should lay off him,” Caleb snapped.

It made John feel warm inside, despite the situation. “There are multiple entrances to the building. Sean, stay outside and keep an eye on things. The ghouls are hanging back in the woods for now, but if they decide to move up behind us, I want some warning.”

Sean nodded grimly. “Got it.”

“Tiffany, you take the west side of the house. You might be able to get in through one of the big windows.”

“Oh, I’ll get in all right.”

“Just don’t burn the house down around us, if you please.”

She shot him a dirty look, before heading off in the direction he’d sent her. Sean started to leave as well, then hesitated and glanced back. “Are you sure about this, John?”

John met the gaze of his oldest friend. The memory of their first meeting rose up suddenly clear: Sean sitting on one of the two beds of their shared dorm room, a hopeful grin on his face, his hair in gelled spikes and artful holes torn in his shirt. Such a contrast to John’s church-worthy hair and collar buttoned up to the neck.


“You’re the guy in the news,”
 Sean had said. And John had replied, “Yep,”
 wondering if he’d spend the rest of his life known as “the guy.” Then Sean had shrugged and asked, “Want to sneak down to the cafeteria and swipe a pie?”
 and never brought it up again. Just accepted John for who he was, no more or less. Even when John had come out to him, before any one else, Sean had just laughed and offered to play wingman. Like they were in any high school together; like they were perfectly ordinary guys.

If Sean died out here in these woods, because John made a bad choice…

But he couldn’t dwell on it. The job had its risks, and sure, they hadn’t expected this but…well. Sean knew the score.

“I’m sure. Be careful—and don’t be a hero, okay? If you see a bunch of ghouls on the way, don’t try to stop them by yourself.”

Sean nodded, but before he left, he touched John lightly on the shoulder.

Caleb watched the other agent leave through narrowed eyes. “You and Sean…?”

It caught John off guard. “Don’t tell me you’re jealous.”

Caleb transferred his glare to John. “Screw you, Starkweather.”

“Now there’s the Caleb I know.” He grinned. “Sean’s as straight as a ruler. If you care.”

A low growl escaped Caleb instead of a reply. Interesting.

But this wasn’t the time or place for a heart-to-heart. “I’d like for you to take the front of the house, and I’ll take the back.”

“We aren’t going in together?”

“No.” John took a deep breath. He was taking a huge risk by turning Caleb—and therefore Gray—loose unsupervised, especially after what had almost happened to Carla. “If you find the ghoul master first, call out and let me or Tiffany handle it. This guy is dangerous, and I don’t want you to get hurt.”

Caleb nodded. “All right. Can do. Thanks for...for trusting me.”

“You’re welcome.” Now it was John’s turn to hesitate, taking one last look at Caleb before they split up. The rain plastered his long, black hair to his neck and shoulders and had soaked his t-shirt, but he didn’t seem to notice the cold. His brows pulled down over his eyes in concern, maybe for John, maybe for this whole disaster of a mission. And before he had the time to think it over, John slid one hand behind Caleb’s neck, pulling him close, and giving him the most searing kiss he could manage.

Caleb kissed him back. When they parted, John flashed him a ragged smile. “Be careful.”

A second later, he was out from behind the camellia bushes and racing across the open ground to the house.

* * *

Caleb watched John dash across the lawn with his Glock in his hands. When he reached the house, he flattened his back against the wall, beside the small back door. Apparently finding it unlocked, he slid inside and was gone from sight.

Caleb touched his lips, as if he could still feel the ghost of the kiss on them. “What the hell was that supposed to mean, Starkweather?” he muttered.

Only one way to find out. He slipped back through the trees, circling the house until he glimpsed the wide front porch. The place was fucking huge, with three stories and four chimneys. Whoever had lived here must have been the major landowner of the area. All these woods had been farm at one time; worked by sharecroppers or slaves, maybe. He didn’t know enough about either architecture or history to say how old the house might be.

John had told him to go in the front…but hadn’t said how to do it. No doubt, he’d imagined walking through the wide door or climbing through a low window like Tiffany, but Caleb let his eyes trail up the house past the third floor to the round attic window. Grime coated it, like a cataract over an eye. Can I do this?


“No. But we can.”

Ouch. Fucking drakul, developing an attitude.

Fine. Let’s do it.

Energy flowed through him, rising until Gray hovered just under the surface. And damn, it felt good: like he could run for miles, or climb the tallest tree, or fuck for hours. Like his body had woken up from a long sleep; like he was more him
 than he’d ever been in his life.

Which made no sense, considering it originated from the fact he wasn’t as him
 as he had been.

His legs tensed, and he was acutely aware of every muscle in a way he never had been before Gray. He focused his eyes on his destination, took a deep breath…and broke cover.

He was across the open space to the house almost before it registered, inhuman energy fueling his run. Gathering himself, he leapt—

But it was Gray who sank his claws into the building at the other end of the leap.

* * *

Gray’s claws drive deep into the rotting wood, and there is a sense of rightness about every movement he never experienced in all the long centuries he made do with dead flesh and dead nerves. He tastes Caleb’s foolish apprehension, so sure he will do something mad or wrong, ending in their mutual imprisonment or mutual destruction.

Absurd.

He climbs easily, scrambling up the wooden siding with only a minimum of effort, until he reaches the round attic window. He punches the window, glass lacerating the back of their hand. The wound closes more sluggishly than before; neither of them has fed in too long. This living body heals, but it needs fuel.

The wooden frame hangs stubbornly in place, so he yanks it out and lets it fall carelessly to the yard beneath them. With luck, the mortal responsible for the ghouls will hear the disturbance and run to him, rather than to John.

“We—you—can’t hurt him!”

The summoner is mortal; he offers no sustenance, which means Caleb’s fear is nonsensical as usual. Gray grips the sides of the window and eels through, dropping to the dusty floor beyond.

The smell is overwhelming: ghouls, all around him and this living body yearns to feed, the urge so strong he moans with desire. He snaps to his feet, looking about eagerly, ready to fight—

They are chained along the walls, thin arms above their heads, their clothing stiff with blood and filth. The stench would be repulsive enough to a mortal; to his enhanced senses, it is almost unendurable, even overlain as it is with the seductive, delicious smell of demons. Their eyes are wide with fear, those who still have the will remaining to look at him. The nearest moan in terror, the demons within recognizing a predator has come into their midst.

Their blood is thick with the energy of the ghouls slowly overtaking them, and he wishes to see nothing else. But Caleb’s view is different. He sees a line of young women and boys, no one too difficult for a strong man to physically overpower, all of them violated and abused. Sick and starving and infected by monsters.

Monsters. But he is not a monster. Caleb did not consent to this, any more than these wretches did, but surely, he and Caleb must be different. They are not this…pitiable horror.

“Don’t hurt them, please, no, don’t, don’t eat them, I can’t…”

He has a sudden, sharp image of himself feeding on them. Because he has done the like, not with chained victims, but others still mortal in aspect, and it shouldn’t matter. They are food, nothing more.

And it will feel good, very good. He has only fed once before in a living body, and the memory of ecstasy makes him shiver, every nerve aching for more.

Caleb’s horror spills into their veins. Because these can still be saved. Because they have been brutalized enough already, and to slaughter them now, when they are helpless and afraid, when they had no choice, when—

“Enough!” Gray snarls aloud. The nearest victims flinch back.

“This is obscene,” he adds, because he did not understand before. And perhaps all this mortal nonsense has corrupted him, but he cannot feel anything but revulsion and horror in the presence of these creatures. “We will free you. Have no fear.”

They are not reassured, chains rattling as they try to scramble away. Perhaps he should not be the one to free them—

“For fuck’s sake, they can’t heal like we—you—do! You can’t just rip off the manacles!”

—he should certainly not be the one to free them. He must find John, which means descending into the house itself.

There is a trap door in the center of the attic room. It is locked from the other side, so he simply rips the entire thing free and tosses it out the window.

The smell of ghouls boils up from below, and a chorus of snarls greets him. Pale yellow eyes fill the shadows, and he sees the gleam of teeth and hears the rattle of claws on wood.

His entry was noticed. Good. I assume these are safe to eat?


“Shit! Yes! Kill them!”

I am glad we are in agreement.

An involuntary smile curving his lips, Gray drops into the midst of the ghouls, and is swarmed.

* * *

The back door let into a kitchen, which didn’t look to have been updated since the turn of the century. The huge iron sink contained a mound of dirty dishes, most of them sporting a fur of mold. Sour milk and rotting meat spoiled the air, and John switched to breathing through his mouth to keep from gagging.

The house was silent, except for the rattle of rain against the roof and gutters. It felt like a tense silence, though, as if some large creature held its breath, right before unleashing a deafening roar.

The floor creaked beneath John’s weight as he moved through the kitchen and into a short hall. On the right, he saw a small door, which probably led to a closet; on the left, a narrow flight of servants’ stairs angled up to the second floor. Directly ahead, another door stood open by an inch or two. Beyond, there was only blackness.

There came the groan of wood from above. Tiffany? Caleb? Or someone else?

A louder creak came from the darkened room at the end of the hall.

Damn it. Taking a deep breath, John eased down the corridor, clinging to one wall and trying to step as lightly as possible. When he was close enough, he attempted to angle his head to glimpse the interior of the room, but the deep gloom defeated him.

Firming his grip on the Glock, he kicked open the door so it hit the wall. “Federal agent!” he shouted.

His voice died against the heavy air, as if he yelled into a thick, damp towel. The light spilling in from the hall barely hinted at a large, open space, which must have once been a dining or living room. Someone had hung blackout curtains over the tall windows, blotting out almost all light from outside.

The fetid smell of death rushed over him and he nearly gagged. Sounds came from every direction: rustles and creaks, as if some animal skulked around the edges of the room.

There came a soft click, and the flame of a lighter appeared, even its dim light bright after the darkness. “Federal agent,” John repeated. “Drop any weapons and put your hands up where I can see them!”

The flame touched a candlewick, before the lighter clicked off. As John’s eyes adjusted, he made out the only furniture left in the room: a small table, which held the candle and a book, and an enormous, ornately carved chair, which looked almost like a throne.

A man sat on the chair, dressed in a black robe like an extra from a bad horror movie. His curly hair tumbled loose around his shoulders, and his mustache and beard were unkempt. Still, the sharp features of his face were startlingly familiar, and a knowing look gleamed in his dark eyes.

“Hello, John,” he said.

* * *

Recognition hit like a punch to the gut. The hair and beard were different, but there was no mistaking the deep, southern drawl. “Brimm?”

It couldn’t be. Howard Brimm had been a SPECTR exorcist assigned to the Charleston office, who’d retired after only a couple of years of service. Hadn’t John mentioned him to Caleb just yesterday?

“I’d wondered if it could possibly be true, when I heard you’d taken charge of the drakul,” Brimm said in a conversational tone. “But you’d do anything SPECTR asked of you without blinking, wouldn’t you?”

John’s blood turned to ice water. “The drakul? You know about Gray?” Oh shit, Sean was right. This had all been a setup from the start.

And he’d sent Caleb and Gray into the house alone. Fuck.

“I still have my connections,” Brimm said, glancing at the filthy surroundings. “Even now.”

“What are you doing here?” But that part was obvious wasn’t it, with the robe and the wrecked house and the ghouls in the woods? This had been going on well before Gray had possessed Caleb. Whatever Brimm wanted with the drakul, it was a late addition to his original plan.

Assuming he even had a plan, and hadn’t simply gone insane out here in the woods with nothing but rot and filth and ghouls for company.

John firmed his grip on the Glock. “Howard Brimm, you’re under arrest for kidnapping, illegal summoning of a Non-Human Entity—”

Brimm laughed, but there was something chilling and desperate beneath the humor. “So predictable. A good thing, I suppose, otherwise I would never have known where to send little Carla to find you.”

The club. He’d gone there with Will plenty of times, because it was fun and not too far from home. Hell, Brimm was right; he really was predictable.

“Whatever game you’re playing is up now,” John said, pleased his voice didn’t shake. “Get on the floor, hands over your head.”

“Do you even know the truth?” Brimm asked, not moving from the chair. “Have your masters shared their secrets with you? Or are you just a dupe like I once was, willing to do anything to make SPECTR proud?”

John edged carefully into the room, heart pounding loud enough to nearly blot out the sound of the rain. “I know you kidnapped a woman and forced another to snatch more victims for you.”

“Yes, you do.” Brimm shook his head. “Don’t take any of this personally. For the record, I truly am sorry you got caught up in all of this.”

“Save it for the judge. You have the right to remain silent. Any—freeze!”

Brimm rose from the makeshift throne. As he moved, the light caught on the hilt of the athame sheathed at his waist; the same he’d carried during his days with SPECTR. “Like Carla, you are a pawn destined to be sacrificed,” Brimm said, upper lip curling slightly in a sneer.

Energy rippled through the room, like nothing John had ever felt before. He had the sudden impression that he stood in the midst of a web of thick ropes, woven from nothing but willpower and etheric energy. They were exactly the same as those he used to exorcise NHEs, but even so it took him a moment to understand.

Because being an exorcist was a job, not a talent. His paranormal ability—and Brimm’s—was to manipulate etheric energy. Which meant the best exorcists were also the best summoners.

But this control was past what he’d ever considered possible.

The light of the lone candle reflected in piss-yellow eyes and glistened from the strings of drool dripping from massive fangs. Three ghouls stalked from various points of the room, their vertebrae pebbling the pallid skin of their backs.

Fuck.

Brimm crossed the room to a second door hidden in the gloom. “Good-bye, Starkweather,” he said, and shut the door behind him as the ghouls closed in.


Chapter 8

The narrow stairs prevent the ghouls from attacking en masse, so they try to drive Gray back into the attic, snapping and snarling. He crouches, centering his body, and when the first ghoul is on him, he lunges forward instead of back. His shoulder catches its narrow chest, and he hears bones break, accompanied by a pained yelp. He wraps his arms around it, drawing it close; it tries to fight, sinking teeth deep in his shoulder.

Pain bursts through him, accompanied by the grind of bone under its powerful jaws. Its smell rises from filthy skin, calling him, and he twists his head to bite it in return.

Fangs drive deep, rupturing the great vessel in its throat. Grooves on the backs of his teeth channel the blood into his mouth, and the pain in his shoulder vanishes under an onslaught of pleasure. The demon’s etheric energy pours into him on a tide of blood, sparking through every nerve, every cell, from the tips of his toes to the ends of the hair thrashing about his shoulders. The ghoul’s pitiful attempt to fight him off barely registers.

Then it is done, the body slipping from his hands. His heart pounds and his blood boils, and he wants more.

Fortunately, there is more to be had.

The ghouls attack, frenzied, and he fights back with claws and teeth, biting and drinking one, then another. The rest flee down the stair, so he follows, hooking his claws into a bare back and yanking it to his chest, before mauling its throat with his teeth.

This is what it is to be alive. Hunting, feeding: these things are pure, without the confusion of mortal doubts and fears and choices. Here there is no regret, no uncertainty, no weakness.

He flings the dead ghoul aside. The remaining two cower in the center of the room, as if something has prevented them from fleeing. No matter. He strides toward them—

A mortal voice calls out words in a language he remembers only dimly, and a wall of energy snaps up, enclosing him and the ghouls. Snarling, he falls back and, for the first time, takes in his surroundings. The room is large, but crowded with bookcases, some against the walls, some placed at haphazard angles. There is a circle carved into the floor and inlaid with a thin line of silver, and burning candles stand sentinel at the cardinal points. Perhaps this is where the mortal sorcerer does his summoning; such things have never been of concern to Gray before.

The mortal watches him from the other side of the bluish wall of etheric fire, his expression one of twisted euphoria. “I can hardly believe it’s true. You really are a drakul in a living body.”

Fear shivers through them from Caleb. “Oh hell.”


It matters not. Many have tried to trap him throughout the centuries; this is a shock only to Caleb, who does not know better. He provides memories, which will surely soothe Caleb’s worries: irons stakes, meant to fix the corpse he inhabited in place until its decay forced him to move on, wards placed on doors, circles drawn around coffins. None of them have ever made the slightest difference to him.

Caleb refuses to be consoled; he doesn’t want to be staked. On reflection, Gray would prefer to avoid it as well.

The sorcerer shakes his head. “Goddamn SPECTR. I knew they were up to no good, but this…well, no matter. Once you’re added to my army, even SPECTR will have to think twice.”

This is tiresome. He eyes the two ghouls trapped with him. They whine and scramble as far away as they can get, without touching the wall of etheric energy. Perhaps he should simply eat them and leave this sorcerer to the other mortals. “We did not come here alone.”

“Don’t tell him that!”

The sorcerer only smiles. “I know.”

Caleb’s distress resonates along their nerves. “He’s done something to John.”


He will regret it.

Gray walks purposefully to the edge of the circle, and the sorcerer flinches back. “I tire of this,” he says, and thrusts his arm across the circle—

It burns, as if he has plunged his hand into acid, eating through flesh and down to the bone. He jerks back, Caleb’s instinct to protect their body firing their nerves, and surely, there is nothing left of their arm to heal...

But it is whole. Whole and undamaged, the pain only a fading memory.

The sorcerer narrows his eyes. “You will obey me. Even if I have to break you first.”

He begins to chant.

* * *

John backed toward the doorway, hoping to keep the ghouls from flanking him. Their twisted bodies shook, drool dripping from their jaws, their diseased skins sickly even by ghoul standards. At times like this, it was hard to remember they’d been human beings not long ago.

He brought up the Glock and fired, just as the one on the right charged. The first shot missed, but the second hit home, silver-jacketed lead opening a hole in its shoulder. It let out a high-pitched yelp and fell back, so he switched his aim to the next ghoul and fired again.

A clean miss.

The door burst open. “Federal agent!” Tiffany shouted, and John had never been so glad to hear her voice.

“Ghouls!” he yelled back.

Flames burst to life around her hands, illuminating the squalid room. Hopefully, she wouldn’t set the house on fire, but right now, it was their best protection.

Or it should have been; as creatures of night, ghouls usually fled light and heat, but once again, these defied everything he knew about their kind. One went after her, while the other charged John, the etheric rope connecting it to Brimm shining in the air behind it.

Wait a minute. If he could sever Brimm’s connection with them, would the ghouls’ behavior change?

With no time left to make a decision, he ducked and rolled farther into the room. Claws snagged in his coat, but the heavy wool held, and an instant later, he was free.

The etheric ropes were faint in his sight, but he could just perceive them stretching out toward the door through which Brimm had vanished. Drawing his athame, John concentrated on the silver blade, pouring all the energy he could summon into it. He slashed at one of the ropes; it started to give way beneath the edge of the knife.

“What the fuck are you doing?” Tiffany yelled; a pyrokinetic, she wouldn’t be able to see the bindings. “Shit! Look out!”

A heavy weight slammed into his back. His chin clipped the wooden floor hard, and he tasted blood. The Glock went spinning away into the shadows, but he somehow managed to keep a grip on the athame.

The weight on his back crushed the air from his lungs, and its rancid stench washed over him. Claws ripped at his coat, and he could sense the teeth drawing closer to his vulnerable skin, ready to bite through bone.

Desperate, he stabbed back and over his head with the athame. Its tip hit flesh, skittered off bone—then sank in sudden and deep. The ghoul let out a horrible cry, and its convulsing body tore the athame out of his hand.

Freed, he rolled to the side. The ghoul whined and pawed madly at its face, where the athame protruded from an eye socket. The knife clattered to the ground, followed by a gush of blood.

The first ghoul lay on its side, having died from the gunshot at some point without John noticing. Tiffany battled the third, one hand holding her gun, the other enrobed in flames. The stench of seared skin filled the room, but if it got in a lucky bite, it could take her hand off, fire or no fire.

Shooting in her direction would be too dangerous, so he snatched up his knife. Blood slicked the handle of the athame, and he started slashing at the etheric ropes binding the ghoul to Brimm’s will. One strand gave way, and another, and Tiffany let out a furious cry…

The last binding parted. The ghoul barked, almost in surprise, and in a flash was out the doorway and gone.

The remaining ghoul was badly injured, bleeding profusely. John found the Glock and shot it once in the head. It slumped next to its dead companion, and he wondered if they’d had some connection before, back when they were just ordinary people instead of monsters.

Every bone ached, and he didn’t want to think about the bruises on his back and chin. The stink of rotting ghoul clotted the close air of the room, the bodies decaying quickly with the NHEs gone.

“What the hell happened?” Tiffany asked. “I take it you weren’t waving the athame around for show?”

“Of course I wasn’t.” John shook his head; this didn’t matter right now. “The mastermind, Tiffany—it’s Brimm. Howard Brimm.”

Her dark eyes widened. “B-Brimm? As in, ex-agent Brimm?”

“Yeah.”

“It can’t be!” Tiffany had always seemed like such a cynic; had her relationship with Brimm been closer than he’d realized? “You’ve made a mistake.”

“I didn’t want to believe it, either,” he said. “Sean was right—it’s been a setup from the start. He knew we were coming. He knows about Gray.”

The flames around her hand flared, although she still had enough control to keep her gun hand cool. “Goddamn it. We’ve got to find him. Where did he go?”

“I don’t know. I—”

A high-pitched squeal came from the distance, followed by another. Ghouls in pain, the sound echoing from far overhead.

Gray.

John broke into a run for the stairwell, Tiffany right behind him.

* * *

Pain.

Gray snarls, tries again to approach the glowing circle, which has begun to press inward, but it is like being doused in hot oil and set alight. Which has happened to him on occasion, but the discomfort was as nothing to this agony.

The ghouls are trapped as well, but their master cares nothing for them. They scream and claw at their flesh, their movements becoming weaker and slower, until they collapse to the floor. A final twitch and they are dead.

Sweat breaks out across the summoner’s brow. Perhaps Gray is meant to be dead as well.

No, not dead. Controlled.

“Oh fuck, he’s going to torture us! He can’t beat us up like he did with the victims in the attic, so he’s going to try this instead.”

No. Gray is on his knees now, but he ignores the burning wall of energy closing in. He concentrates on their body, on the beat of their heart: fast and strong and utterly alien to anything he has known. There is pain, and it will get worse, but he will not bend to this one. Caleb is in agreement; they will not, no matter what—

“Brimm!”

John has arrived.

* * *

Brimm’s chant, in High Latin, echoed down the stair as John and Tiffany raced up. John didn’t give a damn if Brimm heard them coming. Something was very wrong, and his deepest instincts screamed if he didn’t act now, things would get exponentially worse.

The stair ended in a hall, which in turn opened on a large room, a library’s worth of bookcases shoved to the margins, leaving the center clear for energy work. Brimm stood with his back to the hall, one hand clutching the book he’d carried earlier, the other extended before him. A silver circle sunk into the floor was alive with etheric energy; it hummed in John’s bones and his mouth tasted of metal, his mundane senses struggling to interpret what his paranormal perception fed them.

Inside the circle lay a pair of dead ghouls. And beyond them, crouched on the floor, body trembling and chest heaving, was Gray.

Even through the energy Brimm had summoned, John still felt the drakul’s raw power, like an oncoming storm front. The stink of ghouls and human filth mingled with the cleansing burn of ozone, underlain by sandalwood and desert sands touched by rain. Gray’s hair twisted in an unfelt wind, like thick, black snakes, and John glimpsed retractable claws biting into the hardwood floor. The drakul’s body shuddered, and he shrank further inward, an inhuman growl rumbling out of his throat like approaching thunder.

And somehow, seeing Gray trapped and humbled and tortured was a thousand times worse than anything else he’d encountered in this hellish place. John let the athame fall to the floor and gripped his Glock in both hands. “Brimm!”

Brimm reacted faster than John expected, flinging himself to one side and behind the cover of a massive bookcase. The chant interrupted, the wall of etheric energy stopped closing in on Gray—but it didn’t vanish.

The muffled sound of gunshots came from outside. Damn it—Sean was in trouble now, too.

Tiffany’s mouth tightened at the sound. “Howard! Drop the knife and let the drakul alone, do you hear me?”

“Tiffany?” Brimm sounded surprised to hear her.

“What the hell do you think you’re doing, you son of a bitch?” she demanded, stepping into the room as she did so. There came the loud crack of a gun, and a bullet buried itself in the wall behind her.

“Get back!” Brimm warned.

“Damn it!” She ducked back into the stairwell with John. In the dimness, he could make out the whites of her eyes, wide with surprise, as if she hadn’t really believed Brimm would shoot at her.

The sound of shattering glass came from downstairs. Claws scratched on old wood, and a ghoul howled from somewhere just below.

“Fuck! He’s summoned the ghouls from the woods,” John said.

“Can you do your trick with the bindings again?” Tiffany asked.

“There are too many.” How long had Brimm been hiding out here, building an army? “We’re going to have to stop it at the source, one way or another.”

“Fine.” Her mouth firmed, and she holstered her Glock. Moments later, flames wreathed her hands, lighting her face from below. “The stairs will act as a funnel. I’ll hold them back.”

The scrape of claws grew louder, and the necrotic stench of the ghouls gusted up the stairwell. Silently swearing, John eased his head around the corner. He could make out the corner of Brimm’s robe protruding beyond the far bookcase, but nothing more. Taking a deep breath, he broke cover and ran for the nearest bookcase.

A gunshot rang through the room, and John caught sight of a puff of dust as the bullet buried itself in a shelf of crumbling tomes.

“Give it up, Brimm!” he called, reaching for bravado. “It’s over. Free the ghouls, and we’ll go easy on you.”

“Go easy?” Brimm laughed, the sound high and wild. “With a living drakul at SPECTR’s command? It’s not going to go easy
 on any of us.”

John edged down to the far end of the bookcase. From the stairwell, he could hear the snaps and snarls of the ghouls and smell a combination of scorched flesh and burning wood. Goddess, if the house went up, they might all die in here.

If he could just keep Brimm talking, he could use the sound to cover his own movements. “How do you know about Gray?”

“Little whispers on the night wind,” Brimm taunted. “Far more people know about the drakul than you guess.”

“Thanks for stating the obvious.”

“It doesn’t have to go this way.” Did Brimm sound worried? Maybe he could feel his ghouls dying and burning at Tiffany’s hand. “SPECTR isn’t what you think. I found out the real story. It’s why I left. I built my army of ghouls to stop them.”

John broke cover, but the floorboards creaked too loudly beneath his feet. He caught a glimpse of Brimm’s crazed eyes and gleaming gun. He brought up his own weapon, pivoting so his back hit the bookcase Brimm hid behind.

Brimm ducked back. There were two bookcases shoved back-to-back; John stood on one side and Brimm on the other.

“You’re a fool, Starkweather,” Brimm said, his voice startlingly loud through the layers of wood and books. “You and Tiffany and all the rest. You think you know. But you don’t. You’re just a bunch of moths, and SPECTR is the flame that will burn you into ashes.”

“Shit!” Tiffany shouted, and John heard a crash. Heavy claws hit the floor, and he turned just in time to see an enormous ghoul charge straight at him.

He flung himself to one side. The ghoul’s leap carried it into the paired bookcases, weight slamming hard enough to rock them back toward Brimm. Tomes cascaded to the floor, pages scattering everywhere as the ancient bindings cracked.

Brimm dodged the falling books with a startled yelp. Realizing he’d lost his cover, he turned and raised his gun, leveling it at John.

Their weapons discharged at the same instant. John felt something pass close by his cheek, a whisper of air and hot metal.

Brimm jerked and crumpled, a wide stain spreading across the chest of his robe. His limbs twitched, then stilled.

The ghoul picked itself up from amidst the fallen books. Letting out a piteous whine, it raced past John, heading for the stairs.

The wall of etheric energy vanished from the circle. Gray raised his head, and for a moment, John found himself staring into eyes black as the spaces between stars. Then the drakul was gone, and it was Caleb who lurched to his feet.

John ran to steady him. “Are you all right?”

“Yeah. I think so.” Despite his words, Caleb leaned heavily against John’s arm. His clothing was in tatters once again, and soaked with blood, both his own and ghouls’. Tremors ran through his thin frame, and tears glazed his eyes, only to be scrubbed hastily away with the back of one wrist. “Shit. I don’t want to do that again anytime soon.”

All of John’s words had deserted him; he slid his arms around Caleb and pulled him tight. They held each other in silence for a moment, before Caleb tilted his head down for a kiss. His mouth was warm and needy, and John kissed him back fiercely.

The wooden floor creaked. Letting go of Caleb, John turned to see Tiffany making her way toward the fallen Brimm. Her suit had charred and burned away to the elbows, and blood trickled from her hairline, but she was up and moving on her own, at least.

She came to a stop beside the body, staring down. “Damn it, Howard,” she said quietly. For a moment, John thought she might either cry or kick the body. Possibly both.

In the end, she did neither. Turning her back on the dead man, she said, “Let’s find Sean and get the fuck out of this house. I’m done here.”

“Yeah.” John touched Caleb on the elbow, just for reassurance, then followed her to the stairwell. “That makes two of us.”


Chapter 9

Many hours later, Caleb sat in the passenger seat of John’s sedan as they drove back to the condo from SPECTR-HQ. Lights gleamed through the rain. He concentrated on the swish of wipers on the windshield, soothing and hypnotic.

The cavalry had arrived at the farmhouse, in the form of a bunch of SPECTR agents in body armor and black fatigues, carrying a wide assortment of firearms. Once it was too late to do any good, of course.

Sean, John, and the other exorcists spent the next few hours doing their thing: tearing out the ghouls from the captives in the attic, so the victims could be transferred to ambulances and taken to the nearest hospital. Carla’s girlfriend Erin was among them: traumatized but alive.

The ride back to SPECTR-HQ to retrieve John’s sedan had been the highlight of the fucking evening, though, with all the other agents stuffed into the black van staring at Caleb like they thought he would vamp out and start killing everyone in arm’s reach. Assholes.

He was tired and covered in blood yet again, and really, really wanted a shower and bed. But he still felt wound tight and kept hearing Brimm’s rantings in his head, over and over.

“What do you think he meant?” he asked quietly, now that they were alone. “About knowing the truth? About SPECTR?”

John spared him a brief glance before returning his attention to the road. “Brimm was crazy, Caleb. You saw what he did.” His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “I still can’t believe someone who’d been a part of SPECTR would do something this horrible, no matter how far he’d fallen.”

Caleb resisted the temptation to point out SPECTR wasn’t staffed with choirs of angels, no matter what John wanted to think. “Sure, he was crazy. But you said he left the agency. Maybe the crazy came later, after he found out whatever made him leave. And how the hell did he know about Gray? Somebody inside the agency had to be feeding him information, enough so he knew to draw us into a trap.”

“I don’t know, but believe me, there will be a thorough investigation,” John said firmly. “Kaniyar won’t let this slip by. But there doesn’t have to be a sinister explanation. It could be something as simple as not properly revoking Brimm’s security codes and clearances when he left.”

“And if it isn’t so benign?”

“Then appropriate measures will be taken.”

“Uh huh.” Caleb didn’t bother to hide his skepticism.

John sighed. “I know you’re still not ready to trust SPECTR, but will you at least trust me?”

Some inflection in John’s voice made him think the answer meant more than he might’ve guessed. So no smart-ass remarks. “Yes. I do trust you.”

John’s smile eased some of the weariness from his face. “Good. Do you remember when I told you my parents put me in anti-mal therapy?”

“Yes,” Caleb said, wondering where this was going. “The place was shut down when there was some kind of accident, and you ended up in state custody, right?”

Alternating patches of light and shadows strobed across John’s face as they passed in and out of the illumination of the streetlights. “It wasn’t an accident. I tried to hang myself from a shower head with a belt.”

The words were so unexpected Caleb replayed them in his head, because he couldn’t have possibly heard right. John would never try to kill himself. He was too confident, too funny to ever consider suicide, right?

Except he had. And yeah, there was a lot of road between depressed teenager and hotshot SPECTR agent, but things must have been pretty fucking bad.

“Fortunately, the fixtures were cheap, and the shower head broke before I died,” John went on, as if relating a story which had happened to someone else a very long time ago. “Or suffered brain damage. An orderly found me unconscious, and I was rushed to the hospital. There was an investigation, and the place was shut down.”

“God, John, I’m…I’m sorry.” The words felt inadequate, but he didn’t know what else to say.

A tiny smile touched John’s mouth, just an echo of the sexy charm he usually poured on. “Thanks, but I’m not telling you this to make you feel sorry for me. I’m telling you to make you understand what I mean when I say I know bad, and SPECTR isn’t it.”

Maybe John had been blinded by his experiences when it came to SPECTR…but if so, he had good reason for it. And, having been through hell, maybe he was right. Maybe Caleb ought to trust his judgment a little more. “Yeah, okay. I understand.”

But it still wasn’t enough, so he laid his hand palm-up on John’s thigh. After a moment, John shifted to steering with one hand and twined their fingers together. Caleb leaned his head against John’s shoulder, and they drove the rest of the way to the condo in silence.

* * *

John unlocked the condo and led the way inside, switching on lights as he went. Caleb followed him in, disheveled and covered in dried blood, but somehow gorgeous still. “I’m taking a shower,” he said, and headed straight for the stairs.

“Good idea. I’ll take mine when you’re done.” The shaman’s rattle shivered in its display case as Caleb passed, reminding John of something he’d meant to mention earlier, before the conversation about SPECTR distracted him. “Listen, Brimm was nuts, but he was doing some powerful shit. Things I’ve only read about. Those books he had may contain the answer to exorcising Gray.”

Caleb paused, foot on the bottom step. “Aren’t the books evidence?”

“They are, but as the investigating agent I have every right to go down and look at them. As long as I preserve the chain of custody, there’s no reason I can’t make scans for use on another case.”

The hopeful smile on Caleb’s weary face lifted John’s heart. “Sounds good.” He climbed the rest of the way up the stairs, and a few minutes later, water rattled in the pipes.

John went to his bedroom and stripped off his coat and tie. He’d spent the evening trying not to think about the moment at the plantation house, when he’d seen Gray—Caleb—on his knees in front of Brimm. But without anything else to distract him now, the image returned, stronger than ever.

Two ghouls had died, killed by whatever mojo Brimm had worked, but Gray had still been up and fighting. And it probably should have scared John, because it was just one more reminder maybe Gray was out of his league. Maybe out of anyone’s league.

But in truth, all he felt was relief and a certain amount of awe.

As for Caleb, he didn’t have any training, mental or otherwise, for this sort of thing, but he’d stepped up and gotten the job done. Occasionally bitching about it, yes, but complaining was just part of his personality.

And later, when Caleb had taken his hand in the car, the gesture sweet and quiet, not asking for answers but just offering support…

No wonder John was falling for him.

Coming to a decision, John snatched a couple of items from the nightstand, then headed downstairs for a quick wash-up in the sink, to get the worst of the grime off. Once he was done, he went to the bathroom door and leaned casually against the wall beside it, waiting for the shower to shut off.

When the door swung open a few minutes later, he put on his most charming smile, the one which had gotten him in and out of trouble plenty of times over the years. Caleb stood there wearing nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist, his long black hair hanging heavy and damp down his back. God, he looking edible, all lean muscle and smooth skin, sparse black curls on his chest and leading down from his navel to below the edge of the towel.

Caleb arched a brow at seeing him there. “Can I help you, Agent Starkweather?”

“I’ve been thinking,” John said, before he could change his mind. He shifted closer and ran a finger slowly, casually down Caleb’s shoulder and arm.

“So miracles do happen.”

“Funny guy. Do you want to hear this or not?”

Caleb’s eyes slitted with pleasure as John’s finger trailed across his chest, skimming over one tight, brown nipple. “Mmm. Keep talking.”

For an instant, John wondered if he ought to say something else instead of what he’d intended. Something stupid, like “You’ve got a great body,” or “You know, Gray’s kinda hot.” Because when all of this was over and Gray was gone, Caleb would return to his life in Charlotte, and John would still be here. Just like Will had moved on with his life and left John behind.

But if he’d worried about the future instead of charging straight ahead, the two of them wouldn’t have been standing here together in the first place. “You don’t have to move out, if you don’t want to,” he said. “If you want your space, I understand, but there are…benefits…to staying.”

Caleb’s eyes widened and a startled smile flashed over his lips. Seeming to catch himself, he replaced it with a sultry expression, while the towel wrapped around his waist shifted over a growing bulge. “I’ll consider it,” he murmured, looking up through thick lashes. “But I think I still need some convincing.”

Oh, yeah. This, John knew how to do.

He leaned in and kissed Caleb, running his tongue over the inner border of the other man’s open lips, before sliding in deeper. Caleb moaned and kissed back, wrapping his arms around John’s waist, and pressing close.

He crowded Caleb, pushing him back into the bathroom. Caleb broke off the kiss to look around at the tiny space skeptically. “Um…”

“Trust me. I’m with the government.”

Caleb snorted—then yelped when John lifted him onto the counter beside the sink. The towel rode up, exposing lean thighs, then rode up further when Caleb wrapped his legs loosely around John and urged him closer.

He kissed Caleb again, more aggressively this time, and got a light nip on his lower lip in return. Caleb tasted like mint toothpaste and cinnamon mouthwash, but beneath it was a rawer, wilder flavor, like ozone on his tongue. And it shouldn’t have been a turn-on; he shouldn’t care if Caleb was possessed, or at least should have the decency to be repulsed by it.

But right now, he couldn’t bring himself to pretend it did anything but make him achingly hard.

Caleb’s long-fingered hands worked the buttons of John’s shirt, shoved it open, and reached for his nipples. A spark of pleasure shot straight to his balls from the touch, and he moaned, gripping Caleb’s hips and pulling him closer. Caleb whimpered, rubbing his cock against the seam of John’s slacks. “Want you,” he gasped.

“Yeah,” John agreed. But he pulled back and instead shoved the towel aside and grasped Caleb’s balls. He tugged gently, eliciting another gasp, before sliding his finger along the seam to press against Caleb’s taint.

Caleb leaned back, arching to give better access. Goddess, he looked hot, one hand gripping the faucet, the other the side of the counter, his head pressed against the wall and his legs spread, long black hair splayed everywhere.

Continuing to play with Caleb’s balls, John wrapped his other hand around his lover’s cock, slowly tugging from the base up to the tip. Caleb’s breath came faster and he moaned softly. The moans grew louder when John circled the corona with the edge of his fingernail, then dragged it up to the slit.

“Damn! I need you,” Caleb panted. His eyes locked on John’s, and it seemed for an instant there was a spark in their depths, like lightning on a distant horizon. “Fuck me, baby. Please?”

Like John wasn’t leaving a wet spot inside his underwear. He dug inside his back pocket and pulled out the lube and condom he’d taken from the nightstand. Caleb’s watched hungrily as he unfastened his belt buckle and dragged down his zipper with agonizing slowness.

“Tease,” Caleb accused.

“Heh. Sometime I’ll show you just how much I can tease.” But not right now; he was all but shaking with need. Letting his pants and underwear fall around his ankles, he put on the condom.

The lube was cool and slick through the thin barrier of latex. Bracing one arm against the wall over Caleb’s head, John leaned in and kissed his lover, sliding one lubed finger against Caleb’s ass. Caleb groaned, sucking hard on his tongue. Fuck, that was hot.

Pulling free, John gripped the base of his cock and pressed against Caleb’s hole. The tight ring opened to him, and he had to pause a moment to keep from shooting his load.

Caleb panted, legs tightening around him. “Please, yes, give it to me.”

“Anytime you want, baby,” he whispered, and pushed in all the way.

Goddess, it was good: hot and tight and slick from the lube. Caleb’s cock stood up against his belly, jerking every time John thrust in. And damn, Caleb was gorgeous, with his hair and his lean muscles and his dark eyes.

Caleb’s groans grew louder, and maybe there was something underneath them, like a distant rumble of thunder, more sensed than heard. John licked the smooth curves of Caleb’s throat, tasted ozone and felt energy swirl and crackle just under the skin. His etheric sense was alive to Gray’s power, muted but there, growing stronger the closer he drove Caleb to orgasm…

It was all too much: John muffled his cry against Caleb’s neck as he came. He gripped the hard column of Caleb’s cock in his hand, pumping once, twice, before warm come spilled over his fingers.

He milked Caleb gently, matching the movement with his own diminishing thrusts, before finally pulling out. Caleb sprawled against the wall, breathing hard, his expression one of glazed pleasure. John placed butterfly kisses on Caleb’s forehead, nose, and finally mouth.

“Well?” he murmured against Caleb’s lips. “Was I convincing enough?”

“Oh, hell yeah,” Caleb said, wrapping his arms loosely around John’s neck. “I guess there are some perks to having a live-in boyfriend, aren’t there?”

He couldn’t help it: he grinned like an idiot. “Boyfriend, is it? I think I like the sound of that.”

“Hmph. You’d better like it, Starkweather.”

* * *

According to the clock on the nightstand, dawn had broken, but the heavy clouds kept any light from penetrating the room. Of course, Caleb didn’t need light to see any more.

John lay curled against him, deeply asleep. Between saving them from Brimm and the performance in the bathroom, the man had surely earned his rest.

He wanted Caleb to stay. It warranted a silly grin and a warmth in his chest. What it might mean in the long term…Caleb would just have to wait and see. But at the moment, at least, he was happy just to know John wanted him.

He should have been able to drift off to sleep, content and sated. Except he couldn’t forget everything he had seen—everything he had felt—at the crumbling plantation.

Moving carefully to avoid waking John, Caleb slipped out of bed and padded into the hall. The victims in the attic had been horrifying, of course, and he was vaguely proud Gray hadn’t tried to eat them. Which was kind of awful, when he thought about it.

But the thing which haunted him wasn’t the victims or the pain Brimm had caused them or even John’s rescue. It was the fight with the ghouls.

The things they—Gray—had done should have repulsed him. Gray had drunk ghoul blood, and Caleb was a vegetarian for Christ’s sake. He shouldn’t be okay with sucking the blood out of something alive and able to feel pain. But he hadn’t been repulsed at all, the opposite, in fact.

Gray was strong, and sure, and utterly certain as to the rightness of his actions. And given the horror and uncertainty surrounding just about every waking moment lately, there was something unspeakably seductive about such surety.

Was that how it began? The lure that would lead to Caleb’s undoing?

He’d stopped being horrified at feeding on what Gray called demons. Had Carla stopped being repulsed by the idea of eating the dead? Was this how demons took control, by slowly leading you along the primrose path, one inch after another, until you were gone and only they remained?

Gray stirred. “I am not a demon.”


And I can’t afford to think of you as anything else.

There was a calendar on the wall of John’s office in the loft. Caleb found a pen in the desk and carefully marked off the days since he’d gone into an abandoned house and ended up possessed.

Eight days. Eight days gone out of forty. Thirty-two left for John to figure out how to get rid of Gray. And if he didn’t…

Caleb shivered, remembering all the ghouls who had died today. Every one of them had started out as an ordinary human being, just like him.

“I won’t end up like them,” he said aloud. “I can’t.”

But he stared at the calendar until long after the sun had come up.


Share Your Experience

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site where you purchased it, or on Goodreads.

Thank you for your support of independent authors!
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