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Chapter 1

Caleb sat in the windowless back of a SPECTR van, wondering how the hell he was going to get out of this mess.

He studied the heavy bolt across the doors. He’d heard another fall into place on the outside once they’d shut behind him. The whole vehicle looked more like an armored car, really…except armored cars didn’t generally come with attachment points for restraints.

At least the manacles hadn’t come out. Not yet, anyway.

“Can I get you something?” Forsyth asked. “Bottled water?”

Like Caleb was his guest instead of his prisoner. Yeah, right. That’s why he had two armed guards sitting to either side of him, packing assault rifles, grenades, and God only knew what else. All for little old Caleb.

Well, not for Caleb, not really. They were meant for Gray, the vampire spirit living in his head, who would become a permanent resident if someone couldn’t figure out how to exorcise him in a week. The victim of a possession had forty days, no more and no less. After, the only cure for possession was a skull full of silver-jacketed lead.

But for the moment, he had more immediate problems. Like what Forsyth intended to do with him, and how he’d get out of it.

“A pillow would be nice,” Caleb said, wincing as they hit another pothole. His butt didn’t have enough natural padding for this.

Forsyth smiled. He sat ramrod straight, both hands resting on his knees, in a pose which screamed “military” even if he headed up the research division of Strategic Paranormal Entity Control, aka SPECTR. “I apologize—we built this vehicle for function, not comfort. I assure you, your new quarters will be much more pleasant.”

Caleb thought about asking what function the truck normally served. Transporting possessed people like him? But John said the research division didn’t do actual fieldwork.

John. Fuck. What must he think about all this? When Forsyth hauled Caleb off, John looked…well, scared.


“Will we see John again?”
 Gray asked. The drakul lurked like a tiger in the forest of Caleb’s mind, unnaturally still and silent as he watched through their shared eyes.


I don’t know,
 Caleb thought back. God, he hoped so.

“We might have freed ourselves. Why did we accompany these mortals?”

Because if they’d opened fire at SPECTR-HQ, they would have hit John and Kaniyar. And John isn’t as resistant to bullets as we are.

Gray stirred restlessly. “We will leave soon?”



I don’t know.
 They could probably survive being shot up by the guards, but then what? SPECTR would just hunt them down—after all, Gray was a dangerous Non-Human Entity, and SPECTR’s entire mission consisted of keeping creatures like him from wandering around snacking on people.

“I do not eat mortals. They are foolish to fear me.”

Which was true in its way. Gray ate demons, the beings which did
 go around snacking on people. But there were no exceptions under the law.

If they escaped now, they’d be on the run from a federal agency. Hell, for all Caleb knew, the FBI and DHS would get in on the act, too. He didn’t have the slightest idea how to get a fake ID, or credit cards, or anything he’d need to successfully disappear.

He had one possible chance. A group who identified themselves with the symbol of a moth had contacted him…Christ, had it just been yesterday? They’d offered to exorcise Gray—on the condition Gray wasn’t subsequently destroyed, the way everyone else thought he should be. The way John
 thought he should be.

Gray flinched back from the thought, as if Caleb jostled an open wound. Until he’d found himself stuck in Caleb’s living body, Gray had only the faded memories and dull nerves of the dead to tell him about humanity. About what it meant to really live.

Now he’d experienced color, warmth, and pain first hand. Then topped it all off by falling in love with the man whose job it was to kill him.


“I do not wish to think of these things.”
 As if they could help it. “You mean to contact these moths?”



I don’t see we have any other choice.
 Caleb shifted on the uncomfortable seat, and hoped like hell he just looked bored or nervous, not like he was plotting with the voice in his head. For right now, we wait and see. Forsyth is acting like he wants me to cooperate. He saw us fight the wendigo. He probably figures it’s a lot safer and easier for him if I come along voluntarily. I don’t want to kill anyone if we don’t have to, so let’s see what our options are before making a decision.


Still, it would help to know where they were going. “How long a ride do we have?” he asked.

“Another hour and a half or thereabouts,” Forsyth replied.

Might as well ask the direct questions, if Forsyth was in an answering mood. “What are you going to do with me once we’re there?”

“You’re not a prisoner,” the older man said with a reassuring smile. “We’re just going to take the opportunity to run a few more tests on the drakul. We’ll exorcise you first thing next Saturday, well before the deadline.”

Sure, he wasn’t a prisoner. That was why they hauled him around in an armored truck, in case he—or Gray, more likely—decided to make a break for it. “John—Agent Starkweather—couldn’t exorcise me,” he said cautiously.

“We have access to more resources than a field agent,” Forsyth replied. “Don’t worry.”

Right. Forsyth knew how to exorcise Gray but just, what, forgot to mention it before? Next he’s going to be selling me oceanfront property in Kansas.


But pointing it out would just end up with them in a cell for certain. John kept telling Caleb not to be such a dick around authority. Time to start taking his boyfriend’s advice.

“Oh, okay,” Caleb said, plastering a tentative smile on his own face. “And once Gray’s gone, I can leave, right? Go back to Charleston?”

Forsyth smiled back. “Don’t worry, son. You’ll be drinking beer with Agent Starkweather by Saturday night.”

That seals it. We’re getting the fuck out of here as soon as we can.

“Good.”

*   *   *

John sat behind his desk, staring blankly at the wall, feeling as if the floor beneath him had collapsed and dumped him into the lowest basement. How did everything go wrong so fast?

A soft knock on his door broke him out of his stupor. How long had he sat there, staring, feeling helpless? Impossible to tell; most of SPECTR-HQ existed underground, which meant no windows to show the change from afternoon to evening to night. “Come in,” he said; his voice sounded rusty from his dry throat.

The door swung open and Sean entered. “Hey,” he said. “I just heard. Are you okay?”

John shook his head slowly. “No. No, I’m not.”

Shutting the door behind him, Sean took the seat across the desk from John. “Want to talk about it?”

Did he? “I promised.
 I promised Caleb if he cooperated, he’d stay free.” Anger began to burn at the edges of the numb shock filling his chest. “Caleb cooperated, Gray
 cooperated—they both did everything we asked. Gray saved Tiffany’s fucking life, and Forsyth’s, and who knows how many other peoples’. They didn’t do anything wrong, but Forsyth is locking them up anyway! It isn’t fair, damn it.”

Sean tiredly shoved a lock of hair back from his forehead. “Listen, I know you didn’t expect this to happen, but it’s going to be okay. Forsyth has way more resources than we do. If anyone can exorcise Caleb, it’s him.”

“But—”

“Let me finish.” Sean leaned forward and fixed John with a serious look. “Yes, Gray cooperated, and yes, he even came in handy. But he’s still an NHE, John. You and I both know he’s probably just biding his time until the forty days are up. Smart NHEs lie,
 remember? The ones high up on the food chain are clever enough to say and do whatever the faust wants to hear, until it’s too damn late. You know that.”

“Gray isn’t like them.” Even as the words left his mouth, he knew how they’d sound to Sean. Hell, he knew how it would sound to him, if Sean had been the one to fall in love with an NHE.

Sean shook his head and sat back, lips thinning. “Shit, I was right—you do have a fucking death wish.”

“I know how it sounds, but just listen—”

“No, John, you listen,” Sean snapped, anger and bitterness lacing the words. “Once in your damned life, just listen, all right? Do you have any idea what the last month has been like for me? Coming to work every day, wondering if you’d be in your office, or if this was the morning they’d find you in little bitty pieces all over your condo?” He leaned forward, intent. “I tried to be reasonable; I tried to keep an open mind. If Caleb had just stayed with you, if you kept a spirit ward and a locked door between you, maybe I wouldn’t have been scared out of my wits. But you started fucking him!”

John rocked back. He couldn’t remember Sean ever being this pissed off at anything, let alone him. “I love Caleb!”

“And if it was just Caleb, I’d be his biggest fan for making you happy. But it was never just
 Caleb, and every night, you went home and left yourself totally vulnerable to the thing in his head.” Sean brought his fist down on his knee in frustration. “Do you have any idea how scared the situation made the rest of us?”

Fuck. It had never even crossed John’s mind. “I didn’t think about it from your perspective,” he admitted.

“No, you didn’t.” Sean sagged back in his chair. “Look, there’s no point in arguing. It’s out of our hands now. If it will make you feel better, send all the notes you’ve made from Brimm’s books to Forsyth. I’m sure they’ll have Caleb exorcised before the deadline. Next Sunday we’ll all go down to King Street and drink green beer.”

“Green beer?”

“It’s Saint Patrick’s Day, dumb ass. March 17.”

“Oh.” He’d forgotten, what with everything else going on. Only the 16th
 held meaning for him any more. The day Caleb’s time ran out.

Sean rose to his feet. “Go home and get some rest. Take the weekend off and let Forsyth worry about the drakul. You’ll feel better by Monday, you’ll see.”

“Maybe you’re right.” He roused himself to add, “Thanks, Sean,” as the other agent started out the door.

Sean paused, giving him a lopsided grin which didn’t quite reach his eyes. “What are best friends for?”

When the door closed behind Sean, John leaned forward to rest his throbbing head on his desk. If Sean was right, and Forsyth’s people could exorcise Caleb…Gray would die.

And if Sean was wrong, and Gray couldn’t be removed by the afternoon of the 16th
 , Caleb and Gray both would be put down like a pair of rabid dogs.

Either way, John would lose someone he loved. The only difference was whether he lost one or both of them.

And there wasn’t a damned thing he could do to keep it from happening.

*   *   *

When the truck’s engine finally shut off and the doors opened, Caleb discovered he couldn’t get a look at the outside of his new accommodations after all.

It was some kind of base with plenty of security, judging by the stopping and starting the truck had done in the last ten minutes. He’d assumed the truck would pull up in some kind of parking lot to let them out, but instead he found himself inside a large concrete room, utterly featureless except for a few support pillars, a steel roll-up door to allow the truck access—now shut—and an elevator.

“I’m sorry if the surroundings seem a bit spartan,” Forsyth said, climbing out before him and waiting politely by the open door. “It’s procedure. Your room will be much nicer.”

Procedure? What the hell sort of research facility needed this kind of procedure? After talking with John, he’d imagined RD to be more like a library or a university, where guys sat around staring at moldy old books to figure out new ways to perform exorcisms or make spirit wards. Or maybe a high tech lab, where they’d stare at all those blood samples they’d taken from him through a microscope and chant Latin at them or something.

No obvious way out presented itself. Maybe through the steel door, if Gray could break it, but he didn’t know what waited on the other side.

Still, if he could keep Forsyth convinced he wanted to cooperate, maybe the guards would relax and make a mistake. Then he and Gray would get the fuck out of here.

“No problem,” Caleb said. “I understand.” His leather coat creaked as he climbed out of the truck. The confined space smelled of exhaust fumes, hot metal, human sweat and cologne…and something else.

It was faint, just a trace, nothing anyone not possessed by a drakul would notice. A whiff of mange-clotted fur, rank with rot and corruption, which made his stomach clench with hunger.


“A demon passed through here, not long ago.”
 Unease battled with the urge to hunt.

What the hell would a demon—a werewolf, by the smell of it—be doing here? Was one of the lab workers or guards possessed? They’ve got damn poor security if that’s the case. And Forsyth would have to be a lot stupider than I think he is.


“Mortals sometimes work with demons. You have seen this already.”


Yeah.
 But Forsyth didn’t strike him as the kind of moron who thought he could swagger around striking deals left and right, without any consequences to himself. Besides, the guy worked for SPECTR—he must have seen what could go wrong working with demons, plenty of times, even if he didn’t work the streets like John.

It didn’t make sense.

The elevator doors opened, revealing a simple steel interior, like a freight elevator. The one at SPECTR-HQ had been the same way, no doubt to make it easier to clean off blood and grime.

“This way,” Forsyth said, stepping inside.

Caleb’s gut clenched. No telling where he’d end up if he entered. Some kind of underground bunker, or a cell, somewhere he couldn’t easily escape.

Gray roused beneath his skin. “Then we fight?”


Caleb took a deep breath. Smelled again the delicious scent of demonic corruption, better than a warm plate of chocolate chip cookies to Gray’s inhuman tastes.


No. Something’s wrong here.
 And maybe John’s damn Boy Scout attitude had rubbed off on him, but he wanted to know what.

Gray didn’t like it, but settled back anyway, watchful. Even though every instinct in him screamed to run, to fight, to do anything else, Caleb walked into the elevator with Forsyth.


Chapter 2

To Caleb’s surprise—and relief—the elevator didn’t take them to an austere prison block full of guards packing silver-jacketed rounds. Instead, it dinged open on a hall which could have belonged in a hotel, complete with ugly beige carpet. A mirror hung on the wall, and fake plants stood in pots. The air held a hint of mildew, at least to his jacked-up senses, along with the funk of sweaty feet.

And, again, beneath the normal scents, a hint of demon, as if one had walked here some time within the last couple of days.

Anticipation curled through his blood. “Will we hunt?”



I don’t know
 . The way Caleb’s luck had gone lately, though, they probably would.

Forsyth stopped in front of a door and swiped it open with a key. “This is your apartment. Take a look inside and let me know if there’s anything you need.”

Caleb stepped inside warily. To his surprise, “apartment” really did sum it up. Hell, the place was larger than the one he’d lived in back in Charlotte. A spacious living room, complete with television, held two comfortable-looking couches, and a coffee table strewn with books and magazines. Caleb spotted a short hall off to the left; on one side was a bathroom. Behind another door on the opposite side lay a bedroom decorated in the same bland style as the living room. Mirrors hung on most of the walls, to give an illusion of space, and Caleb realized immediately there weren’t any windows. So no leaving the easy way.


A desk stood in one corner of the bedroom. An unused sketchbook lay on it, along with a set of colored pencils and charcoal. “Your file said you worked as an artist in Charlotte,” Forsyth said from the doorway, when Caleb picked up the sketchbook. “I don’t know if you normally use pencil, but it will give you a creative outlet while you’re here at least.”

Was it supposed to make him feel less freaked out? Because honestly, it had pretty much done the opposite. Caleb put the sketch pad back and slid open the closet door. Inside hung several sets of identical loose gray pants, without pockets, and white t-shirts.

Huh.

“This way you won’t have to worry about clothing during your stay,” Forsyth said.

Caleb closed the closet. “You guys have thought of everything.” Everything except a computer and phone. Looked like they didn’t want him communicating with the outside, at least not on his own. “You said I could call John?” Might as well find out now.

“Of course. I’m sure Agent Starkweather will be happy to hear from you. Cell phone or webcam?”

He really wanted to see John’s face right now. Actually, he really wanted to feel the other man’s arms around him, while John’s calm, steady voice told him everything would be okay. But he’d take what he could get. “Webcam, thanks.”

As he followed Forsyth out of the apartment, the older man paused by the door and pointed to an intercom. “One thing, Mr. Jansen. This is a secure facility, which means you won’t be able to wander about on your own, even on this hall. If you need anything, press this button to call, and someone will bring it to you right away.”

They meant to lock him in. It was a cell, just a nicer looking one than he’d expected. “Got it.”

“Meals will be brought to you. Vegetarian, correct?”

“Right.” He hated to give away any weakness to this man, but he didn’t really have a choice. “No garlic.”

“Ah, yes. The incident in the restaurant.” Forsyth looked sympathetic.

And how the hell did he find out about the restaurant? John knew how badly the incident embarrassed Caleb, not to mention it happened on their off time. No way would he have included it in a report. Sean must have told someone, and of course it got back to Forsyth.

Unless Forsyth had a tail on Caleb the whole time. But fuck, that was paranoid, even for him. Besides, he’d practically spit pasta pomodoro all over Sean’s date. The guy probably just wanted to bitch to someone besides John, which of course meant everyone in SPECTR knew about it ten minutes later. No reason to get nervous.

If he repeated it enough times, he might even believe it.

*   *   *

John sat alone on the ugly orange couch Caleb insisted on bringing with him when they moved in together. If Sean thought coming back to the condo would make John feel better, he’d been dead wrong. Everything, from the hideous couch to the shaman’s rattle, now quiescent in its glass case, brought back memories of Caleb and Gray. Eating breakfast together, John learning how to cook things like tempeh and tofu. Cuddling on the couch, watching a NASCAR race while John tried to explain the intricacies of pit strategy. The way Caleb laughed sometimes, almost grudgingly, when something got past his tough guy façade. The feel of his skin, the smell of human sweat and something else, of ancient incense and desert sand kissed by rain.

His cell phone rang.

Heart pounding, John snatched it up from the end table where he’d tossed it. The number was blocked, but he answered anyway. “Hello?”

“John, hey.” Caleb’s voice, and John sank back on the couch, legs going limp with relief. “Are you at home? We can talk over webcam.”

“Yeah, sure. I’ll boot up the computer now.”

“Talk to you in a minute.”

John ran up the spiral iron staircase to the second floor, where his office occupied a loft space. The computer seemed to take forever to come up; when it finally did, John hurriedly hit the flashing icon of an incoming call.

Caleb’s familiar face filled the screen. His long hair hung out of its braid, forming a gorgeous curtain over his shoulders and chest. He still wore his elk hide and kevlar coat, and although his eyes looked tired, he managed a smile, at least. The blank wall behind him gave away nothing about his location.

“Caleb, hey,” John said, grinning despite all the worry and fear. Goddess, it was good to see him. “How are you?”

“Great!” Caleb said brightly. “They’re treating me really well. Like staying in a four star hotel.”

“Oh. Really?” He’d expected surliness, or anger, or even bitter blame. Not this odd, perky cheerfulness. “Well…that’s good.”

“Yeah, it is. Forsyth says I’ll have to do some simple tests starting tomorrow and running through Friday, nothing big. And Saturday morning, they’ll exorcise Gray and send me back to Charleston. We can have dinner together, if you want.”

What the hell? Were doppelgängers real, and had one replaced Caleb? Because no way would the Caleb he knew be so blithely trusting of SPECTR.

Which meant something had gone wrong.

“I’m looking forward to it,” John said, even as his pulse started to race. “I miss you.”

“Same here.” For a second, the mask slipped. “I can’t wait for this to be over.”

Was that the problem? John hadn’t exorcised Gray yet. Did Caleb think Forsyth’s exorcism was the only hope he had left? Or had John’s first instinct been right, and something had gone awry?

But what? If Forsyth knew how to exorcise Gray, he should have damned well said something earlier, true. But he was still part of SPECTR. Still one of the good guys. John might not be happy about the call Forsyth had made to haul Caleb in, or about the fact Gray’s life hung in the balance, but it didn’t change the basic facts.

“I know,” John said. “I know you never asked for this. You’ve been really brave.”

Surprised flickered across Caleb’s face, then vanished. “Not much choice,” he said ruefully. “It looks like I’ve got to go now. I probably won’t have time to call again.”

“I understand.” Damn it.

Caleb’s mouth twitched into a sad smile. “John? I love you.”

He swallowed against the painful constriction in his throat. “I love you, too.” Both of you.


“Goodbye,” Caleb said quietly. Then the final image of him froze on the screen, and a soft beep informed John the connection had been cut.

*   *   *

Caleb shrugged off his heavy jacket and hung it in the closet, beside the creepy row of identical shirts and pants. He couldn’t smell the lycanthrope in here; wherever the thing had gone, at least he wouldn’t have to put up with Gray drooling on the sheets.

“I do not drool. Much.”

Caleb sat down at the small desk and stared at the art supplies. Nice to know SPECTR had been stalking him like an insane ex-boyfriend. Too bad he couldn’t exactly get a restraining order.

“Will we see John again?”

Caleb closed his eyes, feeling the slice of pain deep inside, thin and insidious as a paper cut which wouldn’t stop bleeding. I don’t know.


“You do not think so.”


No. I don’t.
 Because even if he somehow escaped, even if these moths could exorcise him, what next? Assuming he didn’t end up in prison, John would never forgive him for letting an NHE—letting Gray—go.

So yeah, tonight had been goodbye. The final farewell, the one they wouldn’t come back from.


“It is not right. It should not…not end like this.”
 Grief and bewildered pain because, despite having God-only-knew how many lifetimes worth of memories gleaned from the corpses he’d inhabited, Gray still managed to be naïve. He’d only dimly understood mortal sorrow and mortal betrayal, until accidentally possessing Caleb.

Now, he knew them all too well.

I know. I’m sorry.

His sense of Gray shifted, as if a great tiger curled half around him in the shared room of their brain, both needing and giving comfort. “The fault is not yours. Or mine. Or even John’s. It simply…is.”
 And maybe that was the hardest thing of all.

God, they needed something to distract them. Anything would be better than sitting around feeding angst back and forth until they started writing emo poetry. Caleb reached blindly for the sketchpad and a pencil, pulling it to him.

The sketchpad had an uneven edge.

Caleb frowned. Sure enough, a piece of paper stuck just far enough out from the rest of the pad for him to notice, like someone had ripped it out and stuffed it back in.

The hell? Damn SPECTR couldn’t even spring for a sketchbook someone hadn’t already torn a sheet out of? Half-expecting to find some crude joke at the “vampire’s” expense, he flipped open the sketchbook.

Tape held the loose piece of paper very precisely in place. Someone had written on it …but no crude taunt or joke. Rather, a penciled letter, the characters so light Caleb had to lean forward to make out what it said, even with Gray’s enhanced sight.

Mr. Jansen,

You are in grave danger. SPECTR has no means to exorcise the drakul. We don’t know why they’ve brought you here, but be assured they will never allow either of you leave these premises again.

Caleb bit his lip—there had to be cameras everywhere, recording everything he did. He reached blindly for a pencil and began to doodle idly on the paper beneath the note, hoping the gesture looked casual while giving him a chance to keep reading.

We’ve had our suspicions things are not as they seem, but haven’t been able to gain access to the more sensitive areas of the facility.

Do not attempt escape yet. Find out what SPECTR is hiding. Do this, and we’ll aid your escape on Friday. Once you’re free, you can contact us via the phone number previously provided, and we will exorcise you.

Leave your answer written on this page.

The stylized symbol of a moth took the place of a signature.

“Well, fuck,” Caleb said.

*   *   *

Caleb drew.

He didn’t know what else to do, and he needed to keep his hands busy, so he sketched on page after page, anything which came to mind. Half the time he barely even paid attention, ending up with wild, colorful scribbles which meant nothing even to him.

The moths. Fucking hell.

How could they ask this of him? He wasn’t a SPECTR agent or a cop. He was an artist who worked behind the counter of a coffee shop to get by. Not a hero. Not John.

John.

Gray stirred. “If these moths speak truly, John might be in danger.”


What are you talking about? John’s the original Boy Scout. He’s such a cheerleader for SPECTR, I can’t believe he doesn’t keep a sweater, mini skirt, and pompoms in his desk for emergencies. He does whatever they tell him.

“No. He does what he believes to be right.”

Caleb suppressed a sigh. That was all he needed, for the cameras to catch him talking to himself. Maybe it’s a human thing, but SPECTR is like John’s family.
 Especially after his biological family turned their backs on him for having paranormal ability. No matter what’s going on here, he’ll find some way to make it sound like sunshine and roses.


Instead of responding with a thought, Gray called up a memory: their first glimpse of John, hunkered down in front of them in an abandoned house, his eyes the most brilliant color Gray had yet seen, so blue the shade seemed like some impossible magic. John had flirted and joked and done everything he could to put Caleb at ease. Not because SPECTR said he had to, not because of regulations, but because he operated that way.

How many other times had he done the same for others? Plenty, going by what Caleb saw during their brief weeks together. And maybe John had a blind spot when it came to SPECTR, but if there really was something going on…even he would have to see it eventually, wouldn’t he?

They had to warn him somehow. But how could they?

“These moths know where the condo is. They can take a message.”

Huh, the drakul was starting to get devious. Even if they do…what if he doesn’t believe us? What if he toes the line like a good little agent and tells Forsyth all about it? The moths’ agent, whoever left us the note, might get killed.


“Do you not trust John?”

He wants to kill you!

Sorrow and resignation. “Yes. Because he believes it is the right thing to do. But whatever is happening here is not right, and he will not allow it.”


And maybe this was the most inhuman thing about Gray: he sincerely believed in the innate goodness of someone who wanted to execute him. Caleb certainly couldn’t have done it, and for a minute he resented Gray for asking this of him.

Because he wanted to refuse. Wanted to jump up, punch a hole in the door, or the wall, and get the hell out of here. Even more, he wanted to sit on the couch and turn on the TV, and pretend he was back in Charlotte and the biggest decision he had to make was whether to show up for work tomorrow.

What had John said about Caleb’s bravery? Because he sure as fuck didn’t feel very brave right now.

Shit. Between John and Gray, he would get his ass killed yet. Yeah. Okay. You’ve made your point. Let’s do this, before I change my mind.



Chapter 3

John’s legs burned by the time he got back from his morning run on Sunday. The day was overcast, and the air still held a chill this time of year, but sweat filmed his skin and stuck his shorts to his butt. He hadn’t gone running anywhere but on a treadmill for a while—since Caleb came into his life, actually.

He’d gone almost five minutes without thinking about Caleb or Gray. A record.

A flyer for a local pizza joint was stuffed in the crack between door and jamb. John ground his teeth as he pulled it loose. He got ads like this all the time, and they always annoyed him.

Another piece of paper fell out from inside the folded ad. John picked it up as he headed inside, then paused, because this wasn’t the usual flimsy paper of the rest of the ad, but thicker, more like the kind in Caleb’s sketchbooks. As he unfolded it, his heart nearly stopped when he recognized Caleb’s handwriting.

Hey Boy Scout,

I don’t know if these people will pass this along to you or not. Shit, I’m not sure if I should even send it all, but I think you’ll do the right thing. I hope so.

Something is going on here, and I don’t mean the usual weird shit SPECTR deals with. I know you probably won’t believe me, but Gray smells demons. I’m going to try to find out if there really is something scary going on, or if I’m just being paranoid.

Right now I’m safe—unless they find this note, in which case I guess I’m fucked. Or unless you tell Forsyth I’m sneaking messages out somehow.

I need you to trust me, just for a few days, okay? You can’t tell ANYONE I sent this to you. I know I’m asking a lot. I probably shouldn’t even send this, but if there is something shady going on here, you need to know about it. I’ll call you on Friday.

Love,

Caleb

John read the note again, twice, before wandering to the couch in a daze. Who brought the note from Caleb and left it for him? And why?

SPECTR RD was supposed to be a high-security facility. No one should be sneaking correspondence out. Someone had defied regulations to bring him this message from Caleb. Who? Why?

It was his duty to report this. Unquestionably.

Still holding the note, he wandered upstairs, not even realizing where his feet took him, until he found himself standing in front of the framed certificates on the wall of his office. Low-Country State School for the Paranormal. United States Department of Justice, Strategic Paranormal Entity Control Academy. Citations, commendations.

SPECTR had been part of his life since his teen years. It had been there for him when his own parents turned their backs. It took a scared, suicidal kid and gave him a purpose.

Caleb had to be wrong. He’d always viewed SPECTR as the boogeyman. His paranoia probably kicked into high gear the second he left with Forsyth. No wonder he’d acted weird on the call the other day.

But Gray shouldn’t smell other NHEs there, should he?

Maybe someone was possessed. Fuck, now he really had to turn this over to Forsyth. Lives might be at stake.

But Forsyth was an exorcist, and far from the only one working for RD. How would a faust slip under the radar? It didn’t seem possible.

Acid chewed at the lining of John’s stomach. He’d planned to break SPECTR rules once already, by letting Gray go when he successfully exorcised the drakul at last. But this was something else, on a much bigger level. If Caleb had mistaken the situation, if John didn’t report the security breach…


“I need you to trust me,”
 Caleb had written. And John did. With his life.

But with all the lives at SPECTR?

Fucking hell.

*   *   *

Monday morning, Caleb walked down a hallway, two armed guards leading the way in front of him, two following behind. The hall appeared more like what he’d expected from RD: white walls and a white tiled floor, like something in a high tech laboratory. Doors lined the corridor at regular intervals, differentiated from each other only by the numbers set on the wall beside them. Incense and chalk dust perfumed the air, mingling with antiseptic and just a trace of ghoul rot, nearly imperceptible even to him.

He’d spent the weekend being poked and prodded. More blood tests, although what the techs thought they’d find, he didn’t know. Running on a treadmill, while hooked up to machines monitoring everything from his breath to his heartbeat. Pissing in a bottle for a urine test of some kind. At least it gave him something to do besides wonder if the moths actually delivered his message to John.

The guards led him to an open door, then stepped back to wait. He’d tried talking to them on Saturday, but they’d answered his questions in short, clipped voices and otherwise refused to engage in conversation. No talking to the big, scary drakul, I guess.


“I do not like them.”

Which makes two of us.

“Come in, Mr. Jansen,” Forsyth said by way of greeting. The room was larger than Caleb had expected, its floor concrete rather than tile. Sheets of paper covered in strange symbols hung on the walls. Hadn’t he seen some of those in John’s spirit ward?

An unfamiliar woman and man waited with Forsyth, both dressed in the typical SPECTR uniform of suit and tie. Caleb resisted the urge to nervously wipe his hands on the baggy cotton pants he’d taken from the wardrobe this morning.

“The tests today are going to be a bit different,” Forsyth said, making no move to introduce the newcomers. “According to Agent Starkweather’s reports, the drakul can break through some spirit wards, correct?”

“Yeah, that’s right.” John hadn’t been at all happy about it, either, since spirit wards were one of the main tools exorcists used to keep NHEs contained.

“I see.” Forsyth turned to the two Specs. “Let’s begin.”

The woman took out a piece of chalk and sketched a ward on the concrete floor. Simpler than the one John had drawn, as far as Caleb could remember, anyway.

“It lacks its power.”

You can tell?

“Yes.”

The woman stepped back, and Forsyth gestured. “Try to cross it, please.”

Caleb nodded and strolled over the sketched sigil. His ears popped and sparks flashed against his skin. The woman winced slightly, and he wondered if she felt the ward break somehow. John certainly knew when Gray crossed his.

While Forsyth watched, the man drew another sigil. “Again, please.”

Caleb crossed it.

They worked their way up slowly, alternating between the two agents, until both of them worked on a spirit ward together. To make it more powerful?

“It feels so. But it still cannot hold us.”

“Again,” Forsyth said.

Caleb took a deep breath. Here’s where things got dicey.

He walked up to the spirit ward—and stopped. “The fuck?” he tried to sound confused.

“What are you doing? There is nothing preventing us from moving forward.”

“Keep going, Mr. Jansen,” Forsyth urged.

Caleb leaned forward, before jerking back. “No. He doesn’t like it.”

Forsyth’s pale blue eyes gleamed avidly. “The drakul?”

“Right.” Caleb swayed, as if fighting against himself to cross the sigil. “Fuck! I can’t!”

“What nonsense is this?”

I don’t want Forsyth knowing what we can do. If he thinks these things can keep us contained, it’s going to make it a lot easier for us to walk out at the end of the week.

“Ah. We are tricking him.”

The Specs looked at Forsyth. Caleb shuffled back from the sigil, trying to appear as if he wasn’t doing it on purpose. Why couldn’t he have been an actor instead of a painter?

“No need to make your guest unhappy,” Forsyth said. “Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Jansen. The guards will escort you back to your room until you’re needed.”

Caleb went back out. As the door shut behind him, he overheard Forsyth say, “I think you’ll agree this has been most informative.”


It sure has, asshole
 .

*   *   *

Forsyth finally returned John’s calls on Monday afternoon.

John spent the rest of Sunday arguing with himself. He trusted Caleb, absolutely. But Caleb had never trusted SPECTR. He’d worked with the agency only because his other option was sitting in one of their cells. With Forsyth taking him into custody, of course his paranoia had kicked into high gear. If Caleb had just asked Forsyth about the smell of NHEs, he probably would have gotten a straight answer.

NHEs aside, John was required to report a security breach. Not doing so meant a serious violation.

And yet, he hadn’t.

Over the years, he’d developed pretty good instincts. Those instincts had insisted Gray posed no danger to him, even though all logic said otherwise, and they’d been right. Now, they told him to listen to Caleb.

Too much was on the line to trust gut feeling, though. The only other thing he could think to do was call Forsyth. Not to report the breach, at least not right away, but to get a feel for the situation.

When the phone rang, it startled John out of the introspective fugue in which he’d spent most of the day. Forsyth’s voice greeted him as soon as he picked it up. “You wanted to speak to me, Starkweather? My secretary said it was urgent.”

“Yes, sir,” John replied, straightening in his chair even though Forsyth couldn’t see him. “I know you’re a busy man, so I’ll get right to the point. When I spoke with Caleb, he said you intend to exorcise him Saturday morning.” Which Forsyth no doubt knew; RD had certainly monitored the call. “I’d like to request details on the exorcism ceremony.”

Forsyth’s smooth voice held a slight warning chill. “The drakul is no longer your case, Special Agent Starkweather.”

“Yes, sir, I understand. But I’d like to be prepared if I ever run across something like this again.”

“Should such a thing ever happen, you can put in a request for the information.” The chill turned outright cold. “Until such a time, the details are on a need to know basis.”

John’s mouth went dry. This didn’t make any sense. Exorcism rituals weren’t classified information. Even if they had been, surely the people in the field would be the first to need to know them. Why wouldn’t Forsyth share it?

Unless he’d lied, and the ritual didn’t really exist.

“I see,” John said quietly.

“I’m glad to hear it. Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have other matters which need my attention.” Forsyth hung up without waiting for John’s reply or saying goodbye.

John put the phone back in its cradle, then sat staring at it, as if it could open a psychic link from his mind to the assistant director’s to let him know what was really going on.

If Forsyth didn’t have a means of exorcising Gray, why lie about it? Just to keep Caleb quiet for the next few days, so RD could continue their tests? And if so, did they intend to kill Caleb and Gray when time ran out?

Gray had smelled other NHEs there. Did they tie in somehow?

John’s heart sped, jagged spikes of fear-induced adrenaline moving through his blood. Caleb and Gray were both in danger, and he couldn’t warn them, couldn’t save them…

But they already knew the situation, probably better than he did. Caleb wouldn’t just meekly go like a lamb to the slaughter. Did he have some plan in mind to escape? He’d said he would call John on Friday, but not how or from where.

Goddess, this sucked, not knowing for sure, not being able to communicate. Being helpless.

No. There was one thing he could do. He might not be able to get them away from Forsyth and RD, but when Caleb and Gray escaped, they would need an exorcism right away. Which meant John had to be ready.

The phone rang, making his heart rate ratchet up even higher.

“Get in my office, Starkweather,” Kaniyar said when he answered. “Right now. You and I need to have a little chat.”

*   *   *

“Sit down,” Kaniyar told him.

John sank into the uncomfortable chair across Kaniyar’s desk. District Chief Indira Kaniyar wore her glossy black hair pulled tightly back from her face, as if to make sure no one meeting her could miss the four white scars marring the bronze skin of her face. As the story went, a therianthrope left those scars back when she’d been a field agent.

She regarded him with dark eyes which seemed to strip him to the bone, even though she was an exorcist, not an empath. “I just received an interesting call from Assistant Director Forsyth,” she said. “He seems to think my agents don’t have enough work to do.”

Oh shit. “I only wanted to request—”

“I don’t care if you wanted to sing him Happy Birthday,” Kaniyar snapped. “The drakul is no longer under the jurisdiction of this office. I will not receive any more reports of you working on, thinking about, or expressing interest in any case which is not yours. Are we clear?”

He wanted to protest. Wanted to tell her something was off about the situation at RD.

But if he did, she’d want to know how he knew. And if he told her, she’d want to know why he didn’t report the security breach immediately. He’d end up stripped of his badge and gun, probably prosecuted, destroying any chance of exorcising Caleb.

“Yes, ma’am,” he said.

“Good. And since you obviously have too much time on your hands, there are a few abandoned buildings in this city which need to be checked for ghouls.”

“You’re putting me on the ghoul squad?” he exclaimed, caught between shock and anger. It was shit work, the sort of thing they gave newbies to get rid of their shine. For an experienced agent, ghoul squad was either an insult or a punishment, or both.

“Yes. Take McNamara and Ward with you.”

Great. Now Sean and Tiffany would be pissed at him, too. He took a deep breath, carefully keeping his voice level and his hands relaxed, instead of clenched into fists. “With all due respect, Sean and Tiffany don’t deserve it. They just helped take down a wendigo. Putting them on ghoul squad with me is—”

“My decision, Starkweather.” Kaniyar’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “You’ve always been an exemplary agent. You’ve bent the rules a few times, but you’ve always known where the line is. Now is not the time to forget.”

What did she mean by that? “Yes, ma’am.”

“Good.” She sat back in her chair. “Don’t worry about informing McNamara and Ward—I’ll tell them myself. First thing in the morning, I want you back on the job, ready to hunt some ghouls.”


Chapter 4

Gray stares at the mortal in front of him and wonders if he should have bothered manifesting after all. But he is bored and growing annoyed. And this exorcist insists on blowing garlic powder in their face, which upsets Caleb, and thus is not to be tolerated.

“I do not like you,” he informs the mortal, in case the—man? Yes, male—in case the man might think otherwise.

The exorcist staggers back, eyes going wide. He smells of fear and sour sweat, and his eyes are not brilliantly blue like John’s, but a sort of green which might be mildly interesting, if Gray were inclined to find it thus. He isn’t.

The mortal starts chanting, shaping energy and trying to turn it into a weapon to drag Gray free. Foolishness. Do these mortals not understand yet? This will not work.


“Forsyth said they wanted to try, just to see.”

“This will not work,” Gray informs the mortal. When he had said as much to John, John had answered. This one does not, as if he believes ignoring Gray will somehow make him vanish. Mortals often fool themselves so.


This is tedious.
 He would not have chosen to spend his last days in a living body doing this. He would have preferred to run and jump, to feel the delight of muscles moving with perfect ease. To memorize all the colors in the world, to feel textures against his skin. To hunt demons and eat them, the act elevated to one of ecstasy.

Mainly, he wishes they could have passed the time copulating with John. Even though it would not be wise to manifest during the act, he could at least watch and feel, hovering just beneath Caleb’s skin. To be held after, and perhaps, very quickly, peek out through Caleb’s eyes and touch John’s face, after they were both deeply asleep.

“You did? Creepy.”

Only once.

“Still creepy.”

But instead he is here, and there are demons here, so there is that, at least. Perhaps he will have one final chance to feed with Caleb, if they are lucky.

“Not really my idea of luck.”

And this is not mine.

Enough. The exorcist looks even more worried than before, and the stink of fear is sharper. There is no point to any of this.

Gray folds himself back inside and leaves Caleb to deal with them.

*   *   *

John pulled the big, black SPECTR SUV up to the curb in front of one of the addresses Kaniyar gave them. The place lay close to where he’d met Caleb and Gray, just one more reminder of the hole which had opened up in his life.

He worried about them constantly. Whether they were okay, and if he’d ever see either of them again. Beyond that, he simply missed them, like someone had amputated a part of his body, leaving behind only phantom pain in the form of an empty house and cold bed. He’d slept like crap and resented every minute spent working on shit like this, instead of trying to find the right exorcism ritual, the one which would finally work.

But if he took the week off, Kaniyar would get suspicious. He never took personal time, and ducking out now would surely result in her looking closer into his business than he wanted. Maybe he’d get away with calling in sick on Friday, but not yet.

“I can’t believe this bullshit,” Tiffany said, tossing her braided hair back. John gritted his teeth. As if the rest of his life falling apart hadn’t been bad enough, Tiffany took her sudden demotion to ghoul squad exactly the way he’d predicted. “I swear, Starkweather, I should’ve set you on fire back in school, when I could blame it on lack of control of my abilities.”

“It isn’t John’s fault,” Sean snapped from the back seat. “Kaniyar got her ass chewed out over the drakul, and now she’s taking it out on us.”

Tiffany’s full lips twisted in annoyance. “Of course it’s his fault. He’s the one who couldn’t keep his dick in his pants.”

“Fuck you, Tiffany.” He needed to set an example as the agent in charge, but to hell with it. He’d had enough of being responsible.

“Not your type,” she replied. “Thankfully.”

“Gray saved your life,” he said, hands tightening on the steering wheel until his knuckles showed white. “The wendigo would’ve torn you to shreds and eaten whatever it could fit in its mouth, if not for him.”


“He’s
 not the one I’m blaming,” she shot back. “Screw this. Let’s just get it over with.”

She climbed out of the car, slamming the door behind her. Sean leaned forward to put a hand on John’s shoulder. “Ignore her. Kaniyar will get over things in a few days and let us off ghoul duty. Tiffany will still be a bitch, but at least she’ll be a bitch we won’t have to put up with every day.”

“Yeah.” Sekhmet give him strength, John didn’t know how he would get through this. “You’re right.”

He unsnapped his seat belt and climbed out of the SUV. Tiffany waited impatiently near the entrance. The ugly cinderblock building had probably started life as some kind of business, but the area went south long ago, and only liquor stores, pawnshops, and the occasional off-brand fast food joint remained open. Iron bars still covered the windows, but scratches around the door suggested someone had broken inside that way. The scratches didn’t look particularly new; no telling how long ghouls had infested the place.

Assuming they did. Gray would know. Hell, Gray would probably have already charged in and eaten half the pack by now.

How was he holding up in captivity? Better or worse than Caleb?

“Are you coming?” Tiffany asked. “Or do I have to do this by myself?”

John swore silently. He needed to focus. Unlike creatures such as wendigos or therianthropes, ghouls were low-level NHEs and generally ate only carrion, but they’d fight back if cornered. Their teeth, made for shearing through bone, could take off an arm. If John let himself get distracted, the whole team would be in danger.

“What’s the plan?” Sean asked as they joined Tiffany.

John double-checked to make sure he had his flashlight; electricity to the building must have been turned off years ago. “You two go through the front,” he decided. “This used to be a business. There might be a delivery door in the back. I’ll go around the other side and check it out. Assuming it’s accessible, I’ll come in that way. The ghouls will stick to the lower floor, so we’ll do a full sweep.” At least most buildings in Charleston didn’t have basements to worry about.

“Sounds good,” Sean said. John left them and headed around the back.

The back faced onto a narrow alley filled with dumpsters and cracked pavement. A sour smell hung in the air, and fetid water dripped from a window air conditioner in the back of the pawnshop across the way.

As he’d predicted, a service entrance lay at the rear of the building. He removed his silver athame from its holster and held it in one hand, his Glock in the other. Easing up to the door, he tried the knob.

Locked…but the frame itself was broken, and the door swung open at his touch. The hinges squealed, and he winced at the sound. Damn it—he’d hoped to get inside without alerting every ghoul in the place.

The door opened onto a bare room with a concrete floor. A storage area, probably. The grimy panes still intact on the barred windows only allowed a little light to struggle through. Cursing silently, he sheathed the athame and switched on his flashlight. Too bad he couldn’t see in the dark like Gray.

Damn it. He had to focus and stop thinking about the drakul.

He took a deep breath, testing the air. Was there a faint smell of rot? Maybe, but it might come from a dead mouse in the walls as easily as from the remains of a ghoul’s meal.

Well, there was obviously nothing in this room. The nest—if one existed—must be farther inside.

Another broken door led out of the receiving room. He shone his flashlight cautiously ahead of him, illuminating cracked and stained vinyl on the floor. A small break room opened off to the left, and what might have once been an office on the right. A ruined desk, its pressboard top swollen from moisture, stood inside, a chair on rollers still behind it.

John started to turn away, when he heard the rollers squeak.

Firming his grip on his Glock, he stepped into the office, shining the light at the desk. “Come out,” he ordered, just in case it wasn’t a ghoul. Fuck, he wished Gray were here to tell him one way or the other.

A muffled sob. Not a ghoul. Probably some homeless person looking for a safe place to sleep. Lowering his Glock with a sigh, John stepped around the desk. “You’re trespassing…”

Two forms curled together beneath the desk. One was still human, dressed in filthy clothes crusted with dirt and grave filth. He cowered, covering his face and crying, revealing the full ghoul crouched behind him.

John flung himself back, but not fast enough. The ghoul lunged at him, lips pulled into a snarl, exposing teeth ready to bite. He tried to bring his gun up, but too slow, too slow—

A shot sounded, deafening in the close confines of the room. The ghoul collapsed at John’s feet, body limp.

Sean stood in the doorway, his expression grim.

“Thanks,” John said shakily, as the possessed man under the desk began to wail. Fuck, he had been sloppy. Sean had just saved his life.

“Yeah.” Sean lowered his weapon. “You’re welcome.”

John winced at his friend’s tone. “Sean—”

“Later.” Sean shook his head and turned away. “Let’s wrap this up and get this guy back to HQ.”

*   *   *

Hours later, John caught up with Sean in the parking garage of SPECTR-HQ.

They’d put down the rest of the ghouls and brought the sole survivor back for exorcism. Poor bastard was a homeless alcoholic who’d taken refuge in the wrong place, and allowed hunger and need convince him to let a ghoul inside.

He’d cried when the NHE was gone. “What am I gonna do now?” he asked. “I’m all alone with no place to go. At least I had a home with them.”

Which left John feeling even more like shit than he already did. He just wanted to go home, get drunk, and forget everything for a while. But Caleb and Gray depended on him, so instead he planned on spending a long night hunched over scans of Brimm’s books and praying for a miracle.

When he finally headed for his car, he spotted Sean a little way ahead of him, talking on the phone. “Sean! Wait up!”

Sean ended the call abruptly and turned around. The parking garage lights painted his skin an unhealthy shade of mustard. “What is it?”

He seemed tired, John thought as he approached. The smell of cigarettes around Sean was even more noticeable than usual. It reminded John of sneaking smokes out back at school, when they’d both been seventeen and stupid.

“I just wanted to thank you again for the save earlier,” John said, stopping a few feet away.

Sean pulled out his pack of cigarettes and took one out. “I shouldn’t have had to save you. Not from a fucking ghoul. Your head’s not in the game.”

“I know.” No sense in denying it.

“Is this about Caleb?” Sean asked bluntly. “Because if it is, maybe you should just take the next few days off.”

“I’m worried about him,” John admitted. And Gray. But he couldn’t admit that, even to Sean.

“Why?” Sean flung his arms out in exasperation. “Christ, he’ll be back Sunday. Forsyth told you so himself, right?”

“Not technically.”

“But he said they’ve got an exorcism lined up. Why are you freaking out?”

The words hovered on his tongue. Because the whole situation at RD stinks, and Caleb’s in the middle of it, and I can’t do anything but stare at books until the wee hours of the morning.


Because I’m in love with Gray and I can’t let him die.

He couldn’t. Couldn’t say it out loud and see Sean’s shock, because who would ever understand? Even if he only told Sean the first part, his friend would want to know how he knew anything sinister was up at RD.

And he trusted Sean, he did. But Caleb had asked him not to tell anyone he’d been in communication. John had already broken one promise to Caleb; he couldn’t bring himself to break another.

“I just miss him,” John said. It sounded lame as hell, even to him.

Sean eyed him for a long moment, but when John didn’t elaborate, he sighed. “You really do have it bad, don’t you?”

“Yeah. I really do.”

“A shame you couldn’t have met under other circumstances. If he’d come down to visit his brother instead of for a funeral, and you’d met in a bar or something…” Sean put his cigarette to his lips, realized he’d never lit it, and fumbled for his lighter.

“I guess.” Except then John wouldn’t have met Gray…and hell if he’d ever had a more selfish thought in his entire life. “You’re right. I don’t have my head together.”

Sean took a long drag off the cigarette, its tip glowing cherry red. “At least you admit it. Look, if you’re determined to keep at this, just stick with me tomorrow, all right? Tiffany can handle herself.”

He didn’t like letting Sean babysit him, but getting killed by a ghoul wouldn’t help Caleb or Gray. “Okay.”

“Glad you’re being reasonable. For once.”

Sean started to turn away, but John stopped him with a hand to his shoulder. Pulling his friend in close, he embraced Sean, clapping him on the back. “Thanks, man. I don’t know what I’d do without you.”

“Get your face eaten off by ghouls,” Sean groused. But he returned the hug. “Go home and get some sleep.”

“I will,” John lied. But as they headed to their separate cars, his heart lightened slightly. He might not be able to confess his feelings for Gray, but he knew without question Sean would always be there for him.

*   *   *

Caleb poked at his dinner and reflected at least he couldn’t complain about the food. He’d figured he’d be lucky if he got anything edible, or would have to put up with cheese burritos, or salads of nothing but iceberg lettuce and a slice of tomato. Even Jell-O because the cook didn’t realize they made it out of boiled-down pig skins.

Instead, every meal had been, if not gourmet fare, pretty damned edible. No doubt part of Forsyth’s plan to keep him compliant—a trap baited with stir-fried tofu instead of honey.

And a trap it was. The more “tests” he performed as the week went on, the more convinced of it he became.

“I agree.”

Taken apart from each other, the tests didn’t seem particularly menacing. How hard he could punch a steel slab. Whether or not he could break cables of a certain thickness. Just to measure his strength, they told him, nothing more. Just meant to rank a drakul in comparison to other NHEs. Harmless.

Except, combined with the tests on spirit wards and a few other things, it didn’t seem harmless at all. More like Forsyth was trying to figure out how to restrain Gray once the possession became irreversible.

Caleb pretended to cooperate, but held back every time. If no exorcism light waited at the end of this tunnel, he had no intention of becoming a permanent guest of RD. At least there didn’t seem to be any empaths here. Why, Caleb didn’t know, but he would have been fucked on day one if there were.

He wanted to leave. Every day they stayed ran the risk it would be the last, if Forsyth decided he had enough data and tried to trap them. Not knowing exactly what the man had in mind, Caleb couldn’t be sure a trap wouldn’t
 hold them, even given his deceptions.

“We have not yet found the demons.”


I know.
 Caleb took a bite of tofu and kale, the simple flavors bursting on his tongue. Eating wouldn’t be the same without Gray. Although at least he’d have garlic again. Believe me, it’s the only reason I’m not heading for the hills right now.


“There are no hills in this area.”

Yeah, thanks for the update, Captain Literal.

“If you mortals would simply say what you mean, I would not need to correct you.”

Caleb rolled his eyes. Just a little while longer and you won’t have to deal with my mortal nonsense anymore.


Gray stilled. “No,”
 he agreed, small and quiet. “No, I will not.”



Chapter 5

John stared at the screen of his tablet, willing his hands not to shake. The scanned page it displayed came from one of Brimm’s books, an old, crumbling volume written in medieval Latin, which itself seemed to be a translation from some other work.

The study of paranormal entities and how to deal with them barely qualified as science even now, and the old texts were as full of wild ranting and religious mania as anything useful. More, sometimes, and sorting out reality from superstition could be nearly impossible.

The tome’s title, Dealings With Angels and Other Higher Beings
 , hadn’t seemed remotely promising. John left it until nearly last, certain he’d find only the personal philosophy of some heretical monk or alchemist inside. But almost as soon as he opened it, he came across a diagram of a circle startling in its familiarity.

It was the circle Brimm had trapped Gray in, the only thing John had yet seen which successfully contained the drakul. And if that was legitimate, something else in the book might be as well.

The tome had no index, of course, or table of contents, forcing him to go page by page, translating slowly and making notes. The unknown author mixed a great deal of wild talk in with the rituals, mainly speculations on the nature of NHEs. Which, as the text dated from medieval Europe, cast them as angels and devils. He had the feeling Gray would find the whole thing absurd.

Several different exorcism rituals were scattered throughout, most no different than a dozen others he’d encountered. But one caught his attention.

“For the exorcism of higher orders of demons, two or more exorcists must work together,” he read aloud. “One must fuel the circle with his blood as described.”

Blood. Drakul were blood-drinkers. And two exorcists…

He read through the ritual carefully several times. Yes. This was it. This was what he’d been looking for all along.

He knew how to exorcise Gray.

*   *   *

Friday morning, and Caleb had hoped like hell to be on his way out of here by now. Instead, he walked with his guards into an area he hadn’t seen before, down a sharply angled corridor, which seemed to lead deep underground. The dank concrete walls echoed with their footsteps, and the sodium lights painted everything an ugly shade of piss yellow.

Utilitarian, even for this place.

A heavy door barred the end of the hall, the kind used on bank vaults, eight inches of solid steel and probably alarmed to hell and back. The hair on Caleb’s neck prickled as the guards led him through. What are they hiding down here that needs to be guarded like Fort Knox?


The air beyond the door swam with demonic miasma: rot and corruption, roses gone to slime, even the freezer-burned meat smell of a wendigo. The door wasn’t for keeping anyone out. It was to keep things in.

Caleb’s stomach cramped with hunger, and Gray hovered just beneath the surface, ready to manifest at any minute. Ready to hunt.



No!
 His heart thundered—from panic or elation? We can’t—I mean, you can’t! Don’t give Forsyth a reason to toss us in a new cell. Or trap us here.
 Now the tests punching the fucking steel plate made sense, after seeing the door.

His teeth burned, and the tips of his fingers tingled, fangs and claws aching to slide free. “They are here all around us! We must hunt.”


If you do this now, there won’t be any more hunting, not ever, because Forsyth will decide we’re too dangerous to keep around. Or he’ll throw us down here with…these others.

Gray didn’t like it, but he subsided a bit, enough for Caleb to focus on something besides hunger. Other smaller halls cut off to either side of the main corridor, all of them with security cameras and guards. Caleb peered down one casually. Heavy doors opened to either side, each with a hatch set into it. For feeding?

Was Forsyth out of his goddamned mind? There were dozens of demons down here. Maybe hundreds. These people should have been exorcised, or given the release of death if it was too late. Who would keep them like this, trapped in cells, meat puppets for the demons within? And hell, what about the demons yearning for all the tasty human flesh just on the other side of their cell doors? If something went wrong and they got loose somehow, RD would find itself overwhelmed by a small army of monsters.

An army.

Christ. Was Forsyth building an army? Just like Brimm, on a larger scale?

But why? Against what enemy? Forsyth wasn’t Brimm, locked away in a moldering house, slowly going insane in the middle of his pet ghouls. A huge operation like this would take government funding on a massive scale. Someone else must know about this.

Brimm. What had he said? “SPECTR isn’t what you think.”
 It had worried Caleb at the time, but he’d listened to John’s reassurances.

John. No way did he know about this. He’d never go along with locking up NHEs, still inside the humans they’d possessed. Such cruelty went against everything he believed in, everything he stood for. If he found out…

It would break him.

They came to a halt in front of another door. The guards opened it and motioned Caleb through. Apparently, they weren’t coming with him.

Not reassuring, actually.

“Do they mean us harm?”

They all mean us harm. The only question is if it’s immediate or not.

Caleb stepped through, and found himself in a large, round room, somewhat like the sunken floor of an amphitheater. Smooth concrete walls, twelve feet high, enclosed the area he stood in. Above them stretched a thick glass barrier, beyond which were a couple of rows of seats.

Caleb walked slowly to the center of the pit-like area, staring up at the watchers behind the glass. Forsyth was there, of course; he gave Caleb a smile and pressed an intercom button. His voice came out of a speaker mounted on the pit’s wall.

“Good morning, Mr. Jansen!” he said cheerfully. “This will be your final test before your exorcism tomorrow.”

Caleb managed a feeble smile. “Um, great.” No way a test in a place like this would be anything but awful. “What do I need to do?”

“I’ve had the pleasure of seeing the drakul in action, but we’d like to make observations in a more controlled setting.”

Gray perked up. “We will feed?”


Unease roiled Caleb’s gut. Sounds like.


“What do you mean?” he asked aloud.

The door behind him opened again, and he quickly stepped away and turned to face whatever came through.

To all appearances, only a man joined him. Early twenties, brawny, dressed in fatigues and with a military-style buzz cut. But he stank of rancid fur and spoiled musk. Like a demon.

Like food.

The man—soldier? SPECTR agent?—flinched back at the sight of Caleb, and some of the color left his skin. But the door behind him had already shut.

Seeming to realize no escape existed, he straightened and forced a sneer onto his square features. “What the fuck is this thing?”

His demon must have been able to smell Gray. No wonder he’d flinched—it must recognize Gray as a predator and want to get the hell away. And of course this douche decided he had to mask his fear with aggression.

“Your opponent,” Forsyth replied simply.

Shit. Not good.

The possessed agent smiled, although it looked more like a forced grimace. “I’ll rip his fucking head off. Hear me, monster? You’re going to die.”

“Monster? I am no monster.”

Caleb wasn’t about to debate semantics. Even as his heart started to pound and his teeth ache, he backed up, hands held before him. “Die? I’m not fighting you. Forsyth, this guy is still human! He can still be exorcised!”

With a low, animal growl, the man charged.

*   *   *

The mortal alters as he charges. His teeth overfill his mouth, his eyes darken from blue to dirty black, and his nails become claws. Not a full shift to werebear, not yet, but he is close to the end of his time. The demon’s scent intensifies, and every instinct tells Gray he should leap upon the creature, sink his teeth deep, and drink up the energy carried on the mortal’s blood.

But he has learned a few things in his time with Caleb. Perhaps it is all mortal foolishness, but there are complexities to the world, to his decisions, he did not understand before. One of these, one of the first he learned from John, was not to kill the possessed if they could still be saved.

He darts to the side, his reflexes faster than the werebear’s, at least as long as it doesn’t have complete control of its host. It lumbers through the spot he had occupied, turning with a snarl, the mortal’s face something less than human but not utterly monstrous.

“Desist,” Gray orders. “I will not kill you, but you must stop this foolishness.”

Instead of listening, it rushes him again.

“Let me”

Caleb’s telekinetic power shoves the werebear back hard, sending it sprawling across the concrete.

This display is absurd. What does this Forsyth wish to prove?


“Hell if I know.”
 Caleb’s unease bleeds through them both. This cannot be anything good.

The werebear snaps up, berserker rage clouding its eyes. One hand darts to its belt, and it draws out a gun.

“Oh, that’s not fucking fair.”

Without the kevlar-lined coat, nothing slows the punch of bullets through their legs and torso. Bone splinters, shredded muscle screaming in agony, and they collapse to the merciless concrete.

Gray is becoming annoyed.

Bone is still snapping back into place when the werebear plows into him, claws mauling his chest. Its rank breath gusts into his face, and hunger spikes, because healing this living body takes energy. They must feed.

His fist connects with its face before it can bite. Its grip loosens. He uses the single leg which works at the moment to kick it hard in the gut, shoving it away. He rolls over, veins knitting, muscle reconnecting, until he’s back on his feet.

“Christ, let’s not do that again.”

Agreed.

He takes the fight to the werebear, not giving it a chance to gather itself. Grabbing one arm, he wrenches it back violently, dislocating at least two joints. The werebear roars in agony, but its lust for death is greater than its pain, and it swipes at him with the other arm.

He catches its clawing hand and snaps the wrist.

It bites at him in its frenzy, but it is no threat now. He seizes it by the hair, dragging its head back. The pulse beats enticingly in its throat.

“Go ahead.” Forsyth’s voice is tinny over the loudspeaker. “Feed.”

Careful not to exert too much force, Gray raps the werebear’s skull against the concrete floor, hard enough to stun but not to kill.

It goes limp, eyes glazed. Satisfied it is no longer a threat, he lets go of its hair and steps away. Lifting his gaze, he stares up at Forsyth through the thick glass.

“I do not kill those who can be saved,” he says. He folds back into Caleb, and leaves the mortals to their confusion.

*   *   *

Caleb’s heart still pounded overly fast when the guards left him inside his apartment-prison.

What the hell was Forsyth’s game? It almost seemed as if he’d wanted to see how far he could push Gray. And the hyper-masculine jerk who’d be lucky if he regained use of both arms…had he been a volunteer? He’d obviously thought the test was of his speed and skill, his chance to show off. Had no one actually told him what he’d be facing? Or had he just thought he’d be good enough to kill Gray first?

Would they exorcise the man now? Or leave the demon inside, and put him in with all the others?

We have to get out of here.

Gray stirred. He’d been grumpy and out-of-sorts since the confrontation, not that Caleb could blame him. Gray was hungry, and angry, and…

And he wanted to go home.

Except there was no “home” for him to go to. The condo and John were Caleb’s home, not his.

Caleb bit his lip, forcing the pain to distract him from the burning of his eyes. Bursting into tears in front of the spy cameras wouldn’t help anything.

I’m sorry.


“It does not matter.”
 Except it did, of course. Gray had finally learned how to lie to himself, just not very effectively. “Nothing will change the situation.”
 That was more truthful, at least.

No, but still. I’m sorry.

“Let us worry about leaving this place, instead of dwelling on what cannot be altered.”


Agreed.
 Leave and find the moths, and things would…

Well. Caleb didn’t know, but “go back to normal” wasn’t in the picture anymore. Not for him, anyway.

It didn’t matter right now. First things first; getting out wouldn’t be easy, even with help.

He didn’t go straight to the sketchbook in his bedroom. Instead he headed for the shower, as any watchers would expect, shedding his blood-crusted clothes as he went. He took a long shower, the water turned up hot enough to turn his skin pink and steam up any camera lenses. Or so he hoped; the idea of someone ogling his naked junk made him feel vulnerable.

“Mortal nonsense. Clothing is no protection.”


Thanks for the reminder.
 Being alone in his own head again would seem weird after all this.

After drying, he hastily pulled on the identical shirt and pants as the ones the werebear had ruined. Only then did he go to his sketchbook.

He thumbed through it idly, looking at the illustrations he’d done this week. Not his best work, given his mind hadn’t really been on the art, but Gray’s influence on his style was apparent. It would have been interesting to see what they might have done together.

A few pages in, he leaned forward, deliberately hiding the pages from any cameras with the fall of his long hair. Would’ve been screwed if I had a buzz cut.


Flipping to the first unmarked page, he found a key card tucked into the sketchbook. Someone had written “22:00” on the card in black sharpie.

Guess that’s when they want us to go. This card has to open our door. Wonder if it works on the elevator?


“If not, we will climb.”
 Grim determination.

Caleb took a deep breath. Think we can do this?



“We will.”
 No hesitation.

You can’t know that.

“Nor can you know we cannot.”

Caleb slipped the card into the waistband of his underwear. You’ve got a point. Okay. Ten o’clock, and we’re out of here.



Chapter 6

At precisely ten o’clock, the power went out.

Caleb didn’t realize how much ambient sound filled the apartment until it disappeared. The distant purr of fans died, the sigh of air through the ducts going with them. No buzz from the fridge, or banked hum of the lights.

For a moment, he sat in complete darkness, too deep even for Gray’s vision to penetrate. Then backup power kicked in, an amber glow of emergency lights near the door. To his amped-up eyes, it might as well have been daylight.

Caleb didn’t waste any time. He’d already stripped off his stupid t-shirt and sweatpants; rolling out of bed, he slid open the closet and yanked on his own clothes in record time, buckling a hundred pounds of kevlar-lined elk hide around his shoulders as he headed for the door.

The electronic lock still had power. Considering the monsters Forsyth had squirreled away in his basement, no doubt keeping the security system up and running was priority number one. He held up the keycard, but hesitated an instant before swiping it.

They didn’t have much time. With any luck, it would be a while before anyone realized they’d escaped, but they needed to move fast. No hesitation.

Gray stirred, hovering just under the surface. “And if the guards try to stop us?”


They’d hurt people before. The Fist operative who’d tried to assassinate John. Melanie. But they hadn’t killed anyone still totally human, or anyone who could be saved.


We’ve got get out of here. Got to let people know what Forsyth is up to, building a damn army of demons.
 A hell of a lot of innocent people might die if RD’s pet project went wrong. No holding back. We can’t risk it.


“I understand.”

He swiped the card. The door slid open, revealing a spirit ward laid down directly in front of it, and a very startled-looking guard stationed across the hall.

*   *   *

Gray doesn’t hesitate, surging across the spirit ward. It breaks around him with a satisfying “pop.” The guard has just enough time to look surprised, before Gray’s fist slams into his head.

The guard hits the wall with a crunch of bone and spray of blood. Gray doesn’t wait to find out if the man is dead or merely unconscious, instead sprinting down the hall toward the elevator. The exorcists who laid down the spirit ward will have sensed it break, which means all hope for a stealthy escape is already gone. With any luck the darkness will keep the mortals confused, but he and Caleb cannot count on such a thing.

Curse this electricity, which gives so much light. Things were much simpler when mortals possessed only oil lamps and candles. He adds it to his list of modern inconveniences, along with motor vehicles.

There is another guard at the elevator; Gray spots the flashlight long before they are on the mortal. The man’s nervousness is betrayed by the rankness of his sweat. He fears the dark as mortals often do.

Good. Fear makes creatures act recklessly.

Gray drops into a crouch, padding forward on the balls of his feet. Caleb tucked the keycard into their pocket, and he pulls it out. He waits until the guard is looking away, before throwing it.

The whisper of plastic on carpet causes the soldier to jerk around, presenting his back to Gray. “McDaniels? Is tha—”

Gray seizes the man’s head, turning it with a sharp twist. Vertebrae snap, and he falls, dead before he hits the floor.


“Oh God…”
 But Caleb pulls on the reserves of his strength, holds back the horror threatening to flood their shared veins. “Get…get his key card.”


We had no other choice.

“I know. Just get the damn card, okay?”

Gray does as instructed and tries it on the elevator. Nothing happens; all the lights remain red.

“The elevators must lock down in an emergency. Fuck.”

It will not stop us.

He tosses the card aside and steps up to the elevator doors. Hooking his fingers into the crack between them, he pushes outward, forcing them open with a squeal of tortured metal.

The elevator car is on this floor, which makes things easier. Gray rips the hatch in the ceiling free and scrambles through, into the shaft itself. Cables stretch high into the darkness overhead.


“I couldn’t even climb the rope in gym class.”
 Memories of smelly feet and half-naked boys, of trying to hide an erection in front of the star quarterback. “Can we play ‘Caleb’s most embarrassing teen moments’ later, please?”



You brought up the subject,
 Gray points out. He ignores the cables in favor of the inside of the elevator shaft. Extending his claws to better grip each handhold and crevice, he begins to climb.

It takes less than a minute to reach the top of the shaft, climbing swift and easy. Bracing himself, he hauls open the doors leading into the concrete garage at the top.

Three soldiers stand on the other side, guns pointed at him.

*   *   *


“No holding back,”
 Caleb had said.

So Gray doesn’t.

He vaults into the garage, tearing through them even as the agents open fire. It hurts
 , meat and bone shredded by silver-jacketed lead, but he doesn’t stop or hesitate.

He sinks his claws into a living body and uses it like a club, swinging the agent into her fellows. Bullets hit her. She jerks at the impact against her body armor, before she smashes into the other guards, taking them out in a crack of bone.

He drops her and runs. These were the first to respond to the alarm of his escape, and although the power outage has left the mortals slow to organize, more will be here soon. He grabs the rolling garage door, ripping it upward in a shriek of bending metal, before ducking beneath. For the first time in a week, he is in the open air.

Lightning forks across the sky, accompanied by a crack of thunder which drowns out the wail of alarms. Cold rain lashes him, soaking his hair in seconds.

Yes.

Lights cut across the open yard, but he ignores them, running for the nearest wall as fast as he can. Shouts and gunfire follow him, but the mortals are too slow.

The concrete wall is high, and tipped with silver-plated razor wire. Spirit wards gleam every few feet, protected from the rain by plastic sheeting. If he were a demon, he would be trapped within the compound.

But he is no demon. He is the storm; he feels the wind and the rain and the lightning, power pounding against his skin and in his blood. They are one, on some primal level which needs no explanation.

“Hold on!”


We cannot linger.
 But he hesitates before launching himself at the wall.

“No—I’m not fucking slicing off all our fingers on the damn razor wire.”

Ah. Perhaps you should take over for a moment.

*   *   *

Gray slipped back, leaving Caleb standing in the downpour, with a dozen guards closing in. Not the best conditions to concentrate on using his TK, but no way would he let Gray drag them over the razor wire if he had a choice otherwise.

Lightning exploded across the sky, the wind shaking the trees all around. The air smelled of wet earth. Taking a deep breath, Caleb flexed his knees, ready to jump and add all of Gray’s power to the leap, just in case his TK didn’t get them quite high enough.

He pushed
 against the ground with his ability the same moment he sprang. The combination launched him up at the wall, and for a second he thought they were going to make it, until bullets smashed into his shoulder.

The impact spun him around, pain blazing like a supernova. He crashed into the top of the wall, razor wire lacerating his thighs and snagging his coat. He started to fall back into the compound, and fuck no, he refused to die here.

He shoved
 again, even though pain spiked through his head, his power overtaxed. But it redirected his momentum, even as he sent the guards flying back.

He fell over the outer side of the wall, hitting the ground beyond with bone-snapping force. For a moment he couldn’t see, couldn’t move, through a blinding sheet of pain. The wounds closed sluggishly, femur wrenching back into place, and he couldn’t help but think dying would have been a hell of a lot less painful.

“But more permanent.”

Damn drakul, being right and all.

Caleb staggered to his feet like a drunken man. Spotlights flared to life behind him, the base’s power coming back online. Ahead of him stretched a cleared space roughly the length of a football field, but beyond lay a sea of storm-tossed trees.

Freedom.

He ran, all of Gray’s speed and strength his to claim. A few bullets pocked the dirt near them, but no closer. In a flash, they were in the woods beyond, hidden from the guards on the walls.

Branches slapped their face, and the only light came from the continuous strikes of lightning, but neither of them cared. Caleb ran, the last bruises healing, pain fading into triumph.

We made it. They’ll probably try to chase us down, but it will take them a while.

I can’t believe we did it.


“I had no doubts,”
 Gray said, with far more smugness than the situation warranted.

But they were running the night forest in a storm, in the midst of the lashing trees and keening wind. Caleb breathed in the wild scent of the air, feeling mad elation bubble up deep in his chest.

Because this felt good. Whatever else Gray had brought him, this
 was joy. To run faster than he ever imagined, reveling in the sheer physical pleasure. To have a glimpse of what it might be to be truly free. Truly wild.

“I, too, enjoy it.”

“Yeah.” Caleb grinned, glancing over his shoulder at the rapidly receding base. “Sometimes it’s fun to be a creature of the night.”

*   *   *

John paced the floor of the condo, every nerve drawn tight, his stomach queasy from a mixture of fear and exhaustion. He’d taken Friday off work, wanting to be ready for Caleb’s call. Hours dragged past, and at first he told himself not to worry. Caleb would call, probably after nightfall.

The sun went down, and the phone failed to ring. Now the clock showed well after midnight, and still no word from Caleb.

John paused in his pacing, staring blankly at the ugly orange couch. Something had gone wrong. Caleb hadn’t made it out. Which meant either Gray would die, or they both would.

Sekhmet, She Who Devours Evil, give him strength. Surely he could do something. Think of some way to save them—

The ring of his cell phone made his heart jerk in his chest. Hands shaking, he snatched it up. “Hello?”

“John!”

The sound of Caleb’s voice made him want to sink to the floor in relief and gratitude. “Caleb! Where are you? Are you all right?”

“I’m okay. I’m calling from a pay phone—can you believe there are any still left? It’s in front of a convenience store.”

“Where are you?”

“New Ellenton, I think the sign said? Shit, I don’t know, I just ran cross-country for two hours in a storm.” Caleb rattled off the name of the nearest intersection, and John scribbled it down. Goddess, he hoped Forsyth wasn’t paranoid enough to have someone keeping tabs on his phone. Or him. He hadn’t noticed any suspicious vehicles parked or following him around, but he’d keep a close eye on his rearview mirror on the drive down.

“I’ll be there as soon as I can,” John said. “Listen, Caleb—I’ve got great news. I found an exorcism I’m certain will work!”

There came a pause. “Oh?” Caleb asked, managing to sound both hopeful and uncertain. “Are…are you sure?”

“Yes.” He couldn’t allow any room for doubt, not for either of them. “It takes more than one exorcist, though, and, well, I can’t exactly take you back to HQ at the moment. I’ll pick you up. We’ll come back here, meet up with Sean, and perform the exorcism somewhere away from prying eyes. Okay?”

He heard Caleb let out a long breath. “Yeah. Okay. But we’ve got to talk, after.”

“Sure.” Hopefully there would be an “after.” He’d release Gray back into the world, then take Caleb straight to Kaniyar. With any luck, he could shield Caleb from the fallout. As for himself, he didn’t have much hope, but it was the sacrifice he had to make. “I’ll be there in about two and half hours. Hang tight.”

“I will.”

John hung up and grabbed the bag with his exorcism equipment in it. As he shut and locked the condo door behind him, he wondered if he’d ever see it again, or if the next place he called home would come with bars and orange jumpsuits.

So long as Caleb and Gray were safe, it didn’t matter. He couldn’t let himself worry about anything else.

*   *   *

“One of the ghoul houses, right?” John asked. Caleb didn’t catch Sean’s answer; John didn’t have his cell on speaker.

The miles rolled away beneath the wheels of John’s sedan. The storm had blown out to sea, and the sun came up in a blaze of color a couple of hours ago. Caleb stared out his window at it, soaking up the brilliant shades of gold, scarlet, and shell pink. He felt Gray clinging to the aching beauty of the world, desperate to take some memory of it with him, terrified it would fade once he again inhabited dead neurons and decayed flesh.

Caleb wouldn’t ever see another sunrise like this one, either. Once Gray left, he would find himself limited to the ordinary scope of human senses. He’d forget the vivid colors, the thousand subtleties of scent, the way even the smooth surface of a coffee mug revealed imperfections and texture to his fingertips.

He wouldn’t miss the maulings and insanity. But the experience hadn’t been a complete nightmare.

He wouldn’t be the same, and neither would Gray. And neither, unfortunately, would John.

Caleb spent most of the drive detailing everything he’d seen at RD, including all the demons in the basement. John’s knuckles had turned white from clenching the steering wheel, and his expression grown more and more fixed. After dumping that load on John’s shoulders, Caleb hadn’t been able to bring himself to mention the moths’ offer to exorcise Gray. He hadn’t called them, either; he owed it to John to tell him about SPECTR first.

He still had some time left. John and Sean would exorcise him, and if something went wrong and it didn’t work, he’d call the moths and get their help.

And if it did work…the other thing he hadn’t yet brought up would become an issue. Somehow he had to convince John to let Gray go, against every law and every SPECTR dictate.

John hung up. “Sean’s going to meet us at an abandoned house. Kaniyar stuck us on ghoul patrol last week, and it’s one of the addresses we didn’t check yet. We’ll perform the exorcism there.”

“Thanks. How did he take the news about my breaking out and…everything?”

John’s eyes darkened. “Not bad.”

“Really?”

“He’s still processing. But we’ve been best friends since high school. He knows I wouldn’t just make up something like this.”

Caleb winced. “I’m sorry about SPECTR.”

John’s mouth tightened. “Not your fault.”

“I know, but…well, I’d say I know how you must feel, but truth is I can’t fucking imagine it right now.”

John shook his head, blue eyes locked on the road. “Once we’ve removed Gray, the three of us will go to Kaniyar. Pittman can verify you’re not lying about what happened.”

Caleb thought about pointing out Kaniyar might very well know exactly what went on at RD. Somebody sure as hell did; no way was an operation that big carried out without any knowledge of the higher ups. And Forsyth didn’t have any higher-ups, except for the Director of SPECTR himself.

But crushing John’s last bit of optimism seemed too cruel. He rested his hand on John’s knee, denim warm against his fingertips. “Thanks for trusting me.”

John took one hand off the steering wheel to cover Caleb’s. “I won’t pretend I didn’t have some sleepless nights, but…you’re a good guy.”

John trusted him even more than SPECTR. Maybe he wouldn’t totally freak when Caleb asked him to set Gray free?

Christ, I hope so.

“As do I.”


Chapter 7

Ironically, their destination lay only a few blocks from where Caleb had originally encountered Gray. The neighborhood hadn’t improved in the last forty days: cracked pavement, faded paint even on occupied buildings, shuttered businesses. A man carrying a paper bag wandered the buckled sidewalk, pausing to take a swig out of the bottle inside. Seagulls dotted the pot-holed parking lot in front of a liquor store not yet open for the day, their beady eyes bright.

John parked in front of a weathered house, which looked like it would fall down in a strong breeze, let alone the next hurricane. Like many old Charleston homes, it stretched long and narrow to catch the sea breezes, and stood side-on to the street. The front door looked out on a vacant lot, which had no doubt once been a verdant garden.

Sean’s sedan pulled up a few seconds later. Unlike John, dressed in a t-shirt and jeans, Sean wore his usual suit, even though it was a Saturday. Maybe he’d gone into the office for work?

John climbed out of the car and hurried to Sean. “Thanks for meeting us.”

Sean reeked of cigarettes even more than usual, as if he’d been chain smoking for days. “Yeah,” he said, glancing at Caleb. “No problem.”

“There’s stuff you need to know,” John said. “About RD. Things Caleb saw. But it can wait. Are you ready to do the exorcism I told you about?”

Sean looked at Caleb again. What was his problem? “I…yeah. Let’s do this.”

John clapped Sean on the shoulder, before jogging back to the car to grab his bag out of the trunk. “This is going to work,” he told Caleb firmly, as if he meant to rip Gray out by sheer will alone.

“I know,” Caleb said, even though he didn’t. But he hoped it did.

As did Gray. “Better John does this to us than strangers.”


Are you sure?

Hesitation. “Yes. Will you look into his eyes? I would like them to be the last color I see.”


Caleb’s chest ached, Gray’s grief mixed in with his own. And he shouldn’t be sad, damn it. He ought to be dancing for joy.

I’m going to miss you. I hope everything goes okay for you. You know, after.

“Do not worry for me.”


I do, though. I will. I’ll think about you all the time.
 He swallowed against the irrational constriction of his throat. Damn drakul, making him all weepy.

“And I shall carry my memories of you for as long as I exist.”

Weird, to think somebody would remember his life long after he was dead and gone. Gray had seen civilizations rise and fall. Maybe it was a sort of immortality, to think some of Caleb’s memories would still be around, a thousand years from now.

John led the way to the house, Caleb following and Sean trailing last. The lock had been broken sometime in the past, and the hinges shrieked as John shoved the door open. The wet reek of mold floated out, and Caleb wrinkled his nose. Beneath it lay the rotten corruption of ghouls.

“Ghouls here,” he said dutifully, as he stepped inside behind John. The floor creaked under his boots, then creaked again as Sean crowded in after him.

“Good,” Sean said.

Which didn’t make a lot of sense. Caleb started to ask why he’d want ghouls there, when something cold and hard pressed against the base of his skull and—

*   *   *

John spun at the sound of a gunshot, his hand reaching automatically for his Glock, even though he’d left it in the glove compartment of the car.

What confronted him made no sense, a collection of shapes and colors his brain couldn’t force into something possible to interpret. Sean stood just inside the door, gun in hand and a grim expression on his face. Caleb sprawled facedown on the filthy floor, body limp as a marionette with its strings cut. A pool of blood glistened in the light, spreading slowly out from Caleb’s head.

John couldn’t move. He couldn’t think. His brain spun in circles, like an engine in neutral, as something cold and heavy poured into his gut.

“Caleb?” he whispered. But Caleb didn’t move, didn’t leap to his feet laughing at what had to be a stupid joke, some crazy prank, because this couldn’t be real.

It couldn’t.

Sean took a step back, the floor groaning under his shift of weight, the gun in his hand trembling slightly.

The motion snapped something in John’s chest, releasing him from stasis. With a hoarse cry, he ran to Caleb’s unmoving body, only to be brought up short by Sean’s gun.

“I’m sorry,” Sean said. No color remained in his face, his skin as bleached white as Caleb’s. “It had to be done.”

“No.” No, this wasn’t real. Sean hadn’t just killed Caleb, hadn’t shot him execution-style in the back of the skull, hadn’t…

But it was. Caleb had just died at Sean’s hand. His boyfriend, killed by his best friend.

John screamed, an inhuman sound without words. Heedless of the gun, he flung himself at Sean. “No, why, Goddess, why—”

The door burst open. Men and women dressed in paramilitary gear streamed inside, all their guns trained on John. “Freeze! Federal agents!” one shouted.

John froze instinctively. An instant later, rough hands grabbed him, throwing him against the wall and yanking his arms behind his back. Plastic cuffs snapped into place, and they shoved him unceremoniously toward the door.

No. No, he couldn’t leave Caleb here. Caleb depended on him.

He’d promised.

He set his heels, fighting like a madman, screaming Caleb’s name until his throat was raw. It didn’t matter; there were too many of them, and within seconds he’d been dragged from the abandoned house.

Black vans with the SPECTR logo on the sides sat in the street. The back doors of one flew open on some signal, and the agents shoved him inside.

“What should we do about the body?” one of them asked.

“Nothing,” Sean said. “It’s not habitable for the drakul, not with most of the brain gone. It will have moved on to the next corpse. Let the ghouls clean up the mess.”

Sean climbed inside, and the doors slammed. The engine of the van roared to life, and a moment later it lurched forward, taking John further and further away from the abandoned shell which was all that remained of Caleb.

*   *   *

The van rocked as it sped down the highway, but John didn’t sway with it. He concentrated on holding himself very, very still, because his skin had turned to glass, just a thin, brittle shell wrapped around a scream, and any movement might break him.

Tears slicked his face, running in a silent stream from his eyes, and snot coated his upper lip. Clogged sinuses made it hard to breathe, but he didn’t care. He might as well suffocate here, seated between two armed guards, his hands cuffed behind him.

“You’re probably wondering where we’re headed,” Sean said, as if the silence went on too long, and he couldn’t stand it anymore. Maybe he couldn’t; there had never been silence between them, just a conversation stretching back to their first meeting as teenagers.

John didn’t look at him. Couldn’t. His oldest friend. His best friend, the one who’d been there for him through everything, pain and joy, sorrow and triumph. Who’d saved his fucking life just two days ago, only to destroy it now.

“RD,” Sean went on. “It’s…well. Secure.” He shifted on his seat, a rustle of coat and a whiff of stale cigarette smoke. “I’m sorry, John. Fuck, you have no idea how bad I feel for you. It had to be done, and you’ll thank me for it someday, but right now—”


“Thank
 you?” John almost didn’t recognize his own voice. Lifting his gaze at last, he stared at Sean, who flinched back from meeting his eyes. “You murdered Caleb. How could you…why…?”

Sean sighed, shoulders slumping, as if John’s bewildered hurt took something from him. “Because you couldn’t have exorcised the drakul. I called Forsyth as soon as I got off the phone with you, talked it over with him. He knows things about them, things you and I don’t. Not even the two of us together could have gotten it out of Caleb. If it had stayed contained at RD…but it had escaped once already. It was just too dangerous to risk capturing it, at least while it was still in a living body.”

“So Caleb had to die?”

“Yes!” Sean met his gaze defiantly. “Damn it, John, you’ve been out of control since this whole cluster fuck started. I don’t know if the drakul screwed with your head, or if it was all just your damn death wish. If we’d left it in a living body, we would have ended up with something no one could control. Do you have any idea how many people would have died, starting with you?”

“‘Forsyth told you this, did he?”

“Yes, but he didn’t need to. I saw it for myself, long before. You would have, too, if your head was on straight.”

How could this have happened? How could John have missed the signs Sean had turned against him? “You take orders from Forsyth now?”

Sean’s lower lip jutted stubbornly, an expression so familiar it brought a fresh wave of grief washing across the strand of John’s soul. “He tried talking to you, but you were too loyal to Kaniyar. But he worried about the drakul—”

“The drakul has a name.”

“No, it doesn’t. Because it isn’t a person!” Sean ran a hand over his face. “Just listen to me for once in your damned life, John. Forsyth asked me to keep an eye on it, and you. And I agreed, because the drakul…shit. I wasn’t sure if Forsyth was right, okay? I had my doubts. It hadn’t hurt you yet, and Caleb seemed like a nice guy, and I thought maybe everything would work out. Then Will came back into town.”

“Will?” What the hell did John’s ex have to do with this?

“Yeah. He wanted to get back with you. And it seemed less and less likely we’d be able to exorcise Caleb. I had a talk with Caleb, to convince him to get out of the way and let Will have a shot.”

“You asshole.” Hot anger formed in John’s chest, and he clung to it because it was small and understandable, and gave him something to concentrate on besides the abyss yawning under his feet.

“You don’t understand.” Sean sat back, looking tired. “I confronted Caleb, asked him how he could justify putting you in danger when the thing in his head might go out of control at any minute. And you know what he said? He said, quote, ‘we would never’ hurt you. We.”
 Sean shook his head. “It had fixated on you, John. And I knew right then I had to do something, anything, to keep you safe. Even if you didn’t want me to.”

John slipped further toward the abyss, its sucking maw dragging him in, like a black hole whose gravity was grief. “Ours,”
 Gray had said, after an incubus nearly tricked John to his doom at the lighthouse.

Gray felt something for him. He’d never know what, but…something.

“Goddess,” he whispered, bowing his head to hide a fresh round of tears.

“That’s why you’re here now,” Sean said. “To keep you safe. And I’m sorry about Caleb, I truly am, but there weren’t any other options left after he broke out of RD last night. The drakul is weaker in a dead body than a living one. I had no other choice than to force it into a habitable corpse.”

Sean’s eyes lost their focus for a moment, staring into nothing, and he swallowed hard. “No choice,” he repeated then blinked back to the here-and-now. “But the drakul might still be drawn to you, which is why we’re taking you to RD for a little while. If it comes shambling up, it will be a lot easier to trap now, when it can’t heal the body it’s in. And in the meantime, you’ll get what you need. Therapy. A chance to rest.”

Therapy or brainwashing? Did it even matter any more? John felt hollowed out, as if his emotions were too huge to experience, leaving behind only numbness. Gray was still in danger, and John would be the bait in the trap for him.

Please let Sean be wrong. Please let the “we” and the “ours” have meant something else. Let Gray not give a damn one way or another about John, let the drakul hate
 him if it would just keep Gray safe.

Sean leaned forward again, resting his fingers lightly on John’s shoulder. “It…it’ll be okay. I know it doesn’t seem like that now, but it will. The docs will help you get your shit together, get over this death wish of yours.”

John swallowed against the roughness of his throat, and forced his gaze up, to meet Sean’s eyes. “You’d better hope they don’t,” he said quietly, as something congealed into hardness deep inside. “You’d better hope you’re right, and I get myself killed somehow. Because otherwise, I’m coming for you, and there is nowhere on this earth you’ll be able to hide.”

*   *   *

Caleb floated.

He became aware of his own existence gradually, like a dreamer waking from sleep. Or perhaps a sleeper moving into dream, from nothingness into something not quite reality.

He hung suspended in warmth, a chick curled in a shell. Safe. Held.

Loved.

Whatever wrapped protectively around him knew him completely. Every virtue and flaw, every moment of triumph and second of shame, every impulse of generosity and every selfish act.

It knew him. And it loved him, without reservation or condition. He didn’t have to do anything to earn its affection, or even to keep it. It loved him, always had, always would, and such was simply the way of things.

He’d never felt such peace.

“Of course I love you. You are my other self.”

A name came back to him. Gray.



“Yes.”
 Regret. “It has been too long since we fed. Our healing has been slow. I am afraid this will hurt.”



It’s okay.
 He didn’t know what would hurt, but he knew the other—Gray—wouldn’t let him come to any real harm, if he could prevent it.

“Are you ready?”

For what?

“To breathe.”

Aren’t we breathing?

“No.”

We probably ought to, don’t you think?

“Yes. Hold tight. As I said, this will hurt.”

The protective cocoon of love and warmth began to peel back, and the light grew brighter. Agony spiked through his head, pieces of his skull grating against each other as they shifted back into place, and Caleb—

—drew breath.

He jerked off the floor with a gasp, his lungs desperate for air. His entire body ached, as if he’d overexerted every muscle and left it screaming for oxygen. When he blinked, his lids scraped over corneas gone dry from exposure to the air.

“Fuck!” Caleb blinked rapidly, tears washing over his eyes for lubrication. Vision blurred, a smear of colors, then came slowly into focus.

A pair of women’s shoes stood on the filthy floor in front of him. He lifted his gaze slowly, past dark-skinned calves and an expensive skirt, to find Tiffany Ward staring back at him with shocked eyes.

“Never mind,” she said into the cell phone against her ear. “The situation has changed. I’ll call you back.”


Chapter 8

“Agent Ward?” What the hell was she doing here? For that matter, what was he doing here?

She watched warily as Caleb shoved himself first to his elbows, then to his knees. He was in a house, warped boards beneath him, the stink of mold mingling with the savory scent of ghouls to make his stomach cramp.

God, he was hungry.


The house. Right. John planned to exorcise him. But John had disappeared. There was only Tiffany. And blood—a big pool of it on the floor. His mouth tasted of rust, like he’d been sucking on one of the iron gates surrounding the houses in the historic district. Raising his hand, he touched his face, found something congealed and tacky against his skin. “What happened?”


“A bullet entered our skull at the base. We sustained a great deal of damage, and it took time to heal, especially as we have not fed for a while.”
 Shame. “I do not know what happened otherwise. Keeping you with me took all of my concentration. I am sorry.”


“Somebody shot us in the back of the head,” he said numbly. Fuck, his pronouns were slipping, and in front of an agent, even.

An agent. A SPECTR agent. Oh hell.

“You did this!” he accused, scooting back from her. “Where’s John? If you’ve—”

“Having your brains scrambled must have taken off a few IQ points,” she said, lip curling slightly. “Sean shot you.”

“Sean?” No way. “He and John are best friends. He wouldn’t.”

Tiffany shrugged, her long braids whispering against the expensive fabric of her suit. “Forsyth must have gotten to him. Once we heard you broke out, we tried to put a tail on John, but he was already gone. I knew if he’d told anyone else about his plans, it would be Sean, so we watched him instead. Sure enough, he led us straight here. A few minutes after you three went in, SPECTR vans surrounded the place. They dragged John out at gunpoint. Sean wasn’t under guard, and climbed in one of the vans without any signs of coercion. Make of it what you will.”

Caleb rubbed at his eyes. A part of his mind babbled over and over again he’d been shot in the fucking head. He shoved it aside; turning into a gibbering heap wouldn’t help anyone right now. “John. Where did they take him? Is he okay?”

“He just saw his best friend shoot his boyfriend in the back of the head. If he’s okay with that, you seriously need to trade up.”

Oh, God. Caleb sagged against the floor. “John,” he whispered.

“Focus.” Tiffany snapped her fingers in front of his face. “There’s no time to sit around moping, hear me?”

Caleb glared up at her with narrowed eyes. She wanted him to focus? Fine. “You said ‘our people.’ You’re one of them, aren’t you? The moths. Just like Brimm. So why the hell should I listen to anything you say?”

“We’re called the Vigilant. And Brimm wasn’t one of us. Well, not anymore.” Her lips tightened. “He left SPECTR when he found out the bottles imprisoning exorcised NHEs aren’t being destroyed, the way they’re supposed to be. We recruited him, but he went crazy, stole a bunch of our books, and disappeared. Fucker.”

She paced away from Caleb, warped boards protesting under her weight, before turning to face him again. “He almost caused as much damned trouble as you.”

“Me?”

“Yes, asshole, you. I’m going to tell you a couple of things, and you’d better listen because I’m not repeating myself. SPECTR toes the same line as the damned Inquisition—all NHEs are dangerous and have to be destroyed, end of sentence, no exceptions. The Vigilant don’t agree. One of my jobs at SPECTR was to keep an eye out for drakul, to make any reports of them disappear, before an investigation could be launched.”

“I thought they were rare,” Caleb interrupted. “Or, I don’t know, that maybe Gray was the only one?”

She rolled her eyes. “Rare and non-existent aren’t the same thing. We’re pretty sure there’s at least one other in North America right now. We tracked yours all over the southeast for the last twenty years, losing it for a while, then finding it again.” She shrugged. “So I wasn’t completely shocked when I saw the footage of it taking off with your brother’s corpse. I deleted the video, which should have been the end of it. Would have been, except you had to play amateur demon hunter with the Fist.”

Caleb scowled. “It’s not fair—”

“What does fair have to do with anything?” She folded her arms over her chest and returned his glare. “All the sudden, the situation went from a wandering drakul—a good thing, from humanity’s point of view, since it means fewer malevolent NHEs to prey on people—to a drakul in a living body. Which, according to everything we know or guess, is a disaster.”

“Wait, what?” Caleb rose to his feet. “This has happened before?”

“Not exactly. Drakul have been summoned directly into living bodies, but haven’t jumped into a corpse which unexpectedly came back to life the way you did.” She waved a dismissive hand. “We don’t have time for a history lesson. The point is, living drakul have immense power and are damned hard to kill. As you’ve seen for yourself.”

“Yeah.” Blood pasted the hair on the back of his neck to his skin. “You thought I was dead when you came in.”

“Nothing ought to be able to survive a bullet to the brain. If the creature in your head decides to go on a rampage, I don’t know how anyone would stop it.”

“I do not rampage.”

“Gray doesn’t rampage.”

“Well, that makes me feel much better, thanks.” She shook her head in disgust. “Shit, what a mess. We suspected Forsyth was up to something out there in RD, but the best we could do was get an operative on the cleaning staff.”

“He’s building an army of demons.”

She froze, eyes going wide. “Fucking hell. No wonder he wanted the drakul. Does he really know what a drakul is
 , or does he just think of them as rare and powerful NHEs? The files from the Soviet experiments in the 1950s were supposedly destroyed, but—never mind. It doesn’t matter right now. Damn it, why didn’t you call us like you were supposed to?”

Caleb swallowed. If he had called the moths—Vigilant, whatever—John wouldn’t have gotten caught up in all this. “John said he could exorcise me. It’s why he asked Sean to meet us here, for help. Gray and I…we wanted John to be the one to do it.”

“He couldn’t,” she said. “Not with fewer than seven or eight other exorcists, anyway. But it’s just like Starkweather to play the hotshot.” She shook her head. “But why did RD take John? If they wanted to eliminate a witness, why not just kill him?”

Caleb bit his lip, not wanting to say it aloud. But he didn’t have a choice. “I’ve got a theory. When we broke out, maybe it convinced Forsyth we were too dangerous. He sent out the kill order to Sean. But he still wants to add Gray to his collection of demons.”

“I am not a demon.”

“If Forsyth knows anything about drakul,” Caleb went on, ignoring Gray, “he would realize Gray in a corpse would be easier to recapture. But it would be really hard to track Gray down, since they couldn’t know where he jumped. Forsyth needs some kind of bait, to make sure Gray returns to RD.”

Tiffany’s eyes narrowed. “Starkweather, I take it. Why does the drakul care if Forsyth has him or not?”

He thought back to his conversation with Sean, when the other man tried to convince him to break up with John. “Sean must have realized Gray’s in love with John. And he told Forsyth.”

“In love with…you are seriously messed up, you know that?” She took a deep breath. “Then we sure as hell can’t leave Starkweather there.”

Hope stirred tentatively in Caleb’s chest, fragile as the first shoot of a flower. “You’re going to save him? I thought you didn’t even like each other.”

“What does that have to do with anything?” Tiffany took two steps closer to him then stopped, her brown eyes intent. “Okay. I’m going to offer you a choice. You say the word, and I’ll have ten exorcists ready to pry the drakul out of you.”

“Or?”

She hesitated, as if asking herself whether she did the right thing or not. “Or I don’t, and you and the drakul stay together and help us rescue Starkweather.”

*   *   *

Caleb stood very still, feeling as if any movement would result in some irrevocable decision. “You mean…let the possession become permanent?”

“Time’s up,” Tiffany said. “You’ve only got a few hours left, which isn’t nearly long enough for us to gather our forces and get Starkweather out.”

He watched her warily. “Why not just exorcise Gray then leave him in the bottle for a while, so he can’t go after John?” He didn’t want to put the idea in her head, but surely she’d already thought of it.

She snorted. “You think a bottle can hold something like what’s living in your head? If we exorcise the drakul, it goes for the nearest habitable corpse, whether we want it to or not. From what you say, it will then make a beeline for Starkweather. I’m not leaving Forsyth with a hostage to lure in the drakul. Hell, what if he catches the drakul and forces it into the body of one of his pet soldiers?”

Revulsion curled through them. “I would not like that.”


“By all rights, I shouldn’t be giving you a choice,” Tiffany went on. “I should just have you exorcised.”

“Why don’t you?”

She met his gaze. “Because the drakul saved my life. The wendigo would have taken my face off. All the stories say living drakul are dangerous and scary and bad news of the kind no one has seen in a thousand years. Unless the rumors about the Soviets are true, and they had to encase it tons of concrete and drop it to the bottom of Lake Baikal.” She shook her head. “Thing is, half of what we think
 we know about them is pieced together from ancient legends and rumors written down by holy madmen. What I do
 know for sure is the drakul…Gray…has listened. Refused to kill even the possessed when they could be saved. So I’m going to take a chance, and hope like hell I’m doing the right thing.”

She stepped past him, heading for the door. “I’ll leave you alone to think about it. Let me know when you decide.”

The door closed behind her, leaving him alone in the filthy old house, stinking of ghouls and mold. The second abandoned house he’d died in. From now on, I’m sticking to brightly lit high rises.


Gray stirred. “What will you do?”


Leave it to Gray to get right to the point. For a being who had existed a few thousand years, he wasn’t much for wasting time. I guess we have to make a decision, huh?


“No. The choice is yours alone.”

Gray’s words came as a surprise. What? It’s not just my life we’re talking about here.



“I know. But it is not the same.”
 Gray brushed against him, or at least it felt like he did, in the shared space of their brain. A purring tiger, leaning up against Caleb, warm and solid. “Of course I would prefer to stay with you. To experience beauty and hope and love. And even despair and grief, because these things give a weight to my existence I never had before. But you wanted none of this. You never wished to hunt demons, only to live a life of paint and brush, of color and texture.”


We have a better chance to save John if we stay together.


“Yes.”
 A hesitation. “But John does not want me. If we choose this, we may lose him.”


Caleb sighed. Yeah. We probably will.


He started to run his hand through his hair, but his fingers snarled in a tangle of semi-dried blood. God. Sean had shot him in the back of the head. He ought to be dead. More, the bullet should have rendered even his corpse uninhabitable, sending Gray on. Can we die?


“I do not know.”

Will we age?

“I do not know that either.”

So if I’m crazy enough to choose to stay together, we’ve got no idea what will happen to us?


“Does anyone?”
 Gray countered.

Well, most people can at least count on getting old and eventually dying, yes.


“SPECTR may destroy us tonight,”
 Gray pointed out, apparently under the impression he was being helpful. “Presumably an explosive device powerful enough to vaporize most of our body would not leave enough to heal.”


If you’re trying to reassure me, you’re doing a bad job of it.


“There is no reassurance to be had. There never is.”
 Old, old memories rose up, bleached of color and feeling: standing up atop a mud-brick ziggurat, its platform awash in the blood of the hundreds of sacrifices it took to call him into this new form, this heavy-limbed creature. “When I was first summoned, I did not know what would happen. I did not understand anything, save I could yet hunt and feed.”


Must’ve been scary.

“It was…strange. And I was alone. Now, we are together.”

“Yeah,” Caleb said aloud. At least they had that. He remembered again the feeling of perfect love, of being held by something vast and alien, which would never leave him. Never turn on him.

If he did this, he’d lose everything. No chance of an ordinary life where he painted and worked odd jobs to get by. He might not understand the full consequences of letting the possession become permanent, but he knew for damn sure his future would be full of blood and screaming.

He wasn’t a hero like John. John, who wouldn’t be at all happy about this decision, who would probably see it as a betrayal of everything he believed in. Caleb would be just another faust.

But at least John would be alive to hate him.

“Okay,” Caleb said aloud. “Let’s find those ghouls, power up, and save John.”


Chapter 9

Tiffany pulled her sedan into the enclosed garage of one of the enormous homes along the barrier islands. Like many of the houses, the floor plan was elevated, which left the ground-level area beneath the first floor free to be used as a garage or storage area. This garage was completely empty, without even the usual random junk people couldn’t bring themselves to throw away, on the offhand chance they might need it someday.

She pulled the sedan well off to the side, as if leaving room for more vehicles. “The others will be here shortly,” she said, climbing out of the car. “I’m going to change clothes. You get some of the blood off your face. This is going to be bad enough without having you looking like something out of their worst nightmare.”

Caleb scrambled out of the car and followed her up the rough wooden staircase leading to the living area. “What is this place?”

“A safe house. Now stop asking stupid questions and wash up. There’s a bathroom through there.”

The house smelled unused, but someone had kept it dusted and stocked with towels, at least. Probably guns and ammo as well. Not too different from a Fist safe house, except the Vigilant were on the other side of the fence when it came to NHEs.

“You do not trust them?”


It’s not that.
 Except it was. They’re going to help us get back John, and maybe try to stop whatever the hell Forsyth is up to. Which is a good enough reason to go along with them for now.


The mirror above the sink revealed a horror show. A mask of dried blood coated one side of Caleb’s face, and more blood ringed his mouth from the three ghouls Gray had happily chowed down on in the abandoned house. Blood stiffened his hair, and something had dried into one of the locks half-glued to his face. He pulled it loose; it was a fragment of skull.

His skull.

Legs shaking, he leaned his back against the door and slid to the floor. “Oh God,” he whispered, putting his hand to his mouth, while his stomach turned over queasily. Sean had shot him in the head, blown open his skull, scrambled his brains. He shouldn’t be sitting here. He ought to be dead.

“But you are not. Why do you insist on dwelling on such things?”

“Because I’m sitting here staring at a piece of bone out of my own fucking skull,” he hissed.

“I grew it back.”

Hysteria clawed at the back of Caleb’s throat, but he swallowed it. They didn’t have time to get crazy about things. The day slipped away, and sitting on his ass freaking out wouldn’t help.

He turned on the water, washed his face and neck, and rinsed the worst of the gore from his hair. He kept his eyes closed the whole time, though, relying on touch, not wanting to see the red water swirl down the drain. When he finished, he toweled his hair and stepped out into the living room to wait for Tiffany.

The room’s huge windows faced the ocean. The sun sparkled off the water; it was almost spring. Not warm enough yet for many beachgoers, but in a couple of months the strand would be packed with sunbathers and wedding parties. Would they all live long enough to see it?

A clock hung on the wall. It was later than he realized. Time was almost up. Even if he’d wanted to change his mind, he couldn’t now, unless the closets came stocked with exorcists alongside the linens.

Another door opened, and Tiffany emerged from a bedroom, dressed in body armor and carrying an assault rifle. She ignored his startled look and instead glanced at the clock. “I’m going downstairs to wait for the others.”

“Okay.”

She left, and it was just him. Or him and Gray. It would always be him and Gray from now on.

He went to the window and pressed his palm against it, feeling the warmth of the sun’s rays. Caleb didn’t move, just stood in silence, listening to his—their—breath and the beat of their heart.

Something shifted deep inside. Slid into place, maybe, or settled, or…he didn’t even have the words to describe it. Like he’d been out of balance for forty straight days and had finally found stable footing.

This was it. SPECTR would officially consider him a lost cause from here on out. Here’s your cue to reveal how it was all a big deception to get me to cooperate, take over my body, and shamble downstairs to eat Tiffany.



“I do not shamble,”
 Gray informed him with wounded dignity. “Also, Tiffany is a mortal, and thus not food.”


You’re no fun.

“And you have a very strange definition of fun.”

The sound of the garage door opening below rumbled up through the building. Caleb let his hand fall and headed for the stairs.

Two large trucks sat in the garage, along with an SUV. The smell of exhaust stung Caleb’s nostrils. As he came down the stairs, Tiffany turned to look at him; he caught a flash of wariness in her eyes, as if she thought maybe Gray was
 ambling down to kill them all.

“Mr. Jansen,” said the woman standing next to Tiffany.

Caleb almost missed the next step. “Kaniyar?”

The district chief looked just as she had every other time he’d seen her, with her hair drawn back and her dark eyes sharp as knife blades. Like Tiffany, she wore body armor, and her pet empath, Pittman, stood behind her, watching everyone in silence.

“Very good, Mr. Jansen, your encounter with the bullet left your long-term memory undamaged,” she said.

“I…but…what are you doing here? You’re SPECTR!” He shot a glance at Tiffany, who pretended not to notice.

Kaniyar arched a finely sculpted brow. “Astute observation.” Ouch. “RD’s activities are above my pay grade. I’ve had…suspicions, shall we say. Especially when Agent Brimm quit so abruptly. Fortunately for me, Special Agent Ward tipped her hand when she couldn’t resist taunting Starkweather over his inability to exorcise you.”

Tiffany only glared sullenly.

“And you were okay with one of your agents working for the Vigilant?” he asked incredulously.

Kaniyar smiled grimly. “As long as I knew about it. As I said, I’ve had my suspicions. What Forsyth and, one assumes, the director himself are doing is in violation of the Geneva Protocol, the Glastonbury Accords, and every other law on the books. I’m not here as a rogue element, Mr. Jansen. I’m here to put things right.”

Whether a congressional hearing would agree or not, he didn’t know, but no sense in saying so out loud. “Oh. Good.”

Her eyes narrowed slightly as she studied him. “Well. This is what you are now.”

Right—she was an exorcist. He’d almost forgotten. “I guess.”

She nodded once. “Very well. Consider this a new field test, if you wish. Now, let’s go get Agent Starkweather.”

*   *   *

Caleb clung to the highest branches of a live oak and peered through the foliage at RD. Back again, just about twenty-four hours after he’d escaped the first time. Christ, he was sick of this place.

Thanks to the alterations Gray made to his vision, he could see farther and clearer than an ordinary human, certainly at night. Floodlights mounted along the inside walls lit the RD compound almost as bright as day. No doubt to make it easier to spot any of Forsyth’s pet demons who gave its handlers the slip. Or maybe after the sabotage of the day before, they weren’t taking any chances of betrayal from within.

Outside the walls…Forsyth had been busy. A makeshift line of wooden sawhorses, festooned with razor wire, formed an outer defense. Meant to slow Gray down, when he came back in a dead body, not as fast and powerful as a living one?

“No. Look more closely at the ground between the barrier and the wall.”

Caleb did, but saw nothing but trampled weeds and disturbed earth. I don’t see anything.


“They have concealed something. Many things. See how the grass is bent, the ground too flat in places?”

Gray was a born hunter and read signs anyone else would have missed. Fuck. Land mines. Have to be.


Forsyth counted on Gray coming back and blowing himself to smithereens. Or—terrible thought—blow off his legs but leave the corpse habitable, so he couldn’t hope to escape the soldiers coming to haul him off to some hellish cell.

Right now, they had two advantages. Forsyth didn’t know Caleb had survived and still had Gray inside him. And he didn’t know about the Vigilant.

Both of which he’d find out very, very soon.


I could probably set off the mines with my TK.
 Caleb chewed on his lower lip in thought. Forsyth will know something is happening here the second I do it. Then again, he’s going to know it when we jump the wall anyway, given the spirit wards there.
 God, he wished they had a better plan, but there just wasn’t any time. He couldn’t risk John in Forsyth’s hands any longer than necessary. The idea Forsyth might torture him or try to brainwash him or maybe even force a demon inside him…

Gray flinched at the thought. “We are here. We will save him.”



Yeah.
 Or die trying. And if John viewed Caleb as just another faust, someone who’d struck a deal with an NHE out of fear or selfishness, so be it. It would hurt like hell, and it wouldn’t be fair…but like Tiffany said, fair had nothing to do with any of this.

Headlights showed on the far side of the compound, accompanied by distant shouts. Gunfire sounded as the guards on the walls realized the headlights didn’t belong to an authorized vehicle. A few seconds later, there came a tremendous explosion, as the remote-guided truck plowed into the gate, weight and whatever ordinance the Vigilant had packed it with tearing through metal like paper. A column of flame went up, casting an orange glare over the nearby buildings.

Caleb dropped from the tree and approached the edge of the minefield, counting under his breath. When enough minutes had passed—he hoped—to have everyone’s attention on the first explosion, he turned his gaze to the disturbed ground a few yards away.

Show time.

*   *   *

John sat alone in a cell, his hands bound behind him in zip cuffs, his head bowed in defeat. The tiny room consisted of just a chair, a toilet, white walls, and a white floor. Silver lined the heavy door, and he wondered who—or what—they normally kept in here.

Sean had argued with the guards, wanting to know why they didn’t put John in one of the better prisons. If they had an answer, the door shut before he heard it. Maybe only cooperative prisoners got apartments like Caleb had stayed in.

Caleb.

A sob hitched in John’s chest, but he fought to suppress it. They had to be watching on security cameras, and he’d be damned if he let them see him broken. But in truth, nothing remained inside but shattered bits of glass and bone. Sean had murdered Caleb, not in cold blood, but in the name of John’s safety. And Gray…

John had spent the last several hours praying he and Sean had both misread the situation, and Gray didn’t give a damn about him. That the second Gray found himself in a new corpse, he’d forget John even existed and go about his business as a drakul, just as he always had before. Because if not…

If not, Gray would come here. He’d be captured or destroyed. And John would be responsible for killing both of the men he loved, and not just one.

He closed his eyes, tried to shut out the ghostly screams his imagination supplied. May Sekhmet, the Flaming One, Devourer of Evil, sever whatever ties might have bound Gray to him. And give John the strength to endure this, to deliver justice to Sean and Forsyth and everyone else who had perverted SPECTR into something terrible.

The screams continued. Blinking slowly, John realized they weren’t inside his head after all.

Bursts of gunfire accompanied the shrieks, drawing steadily closer. It almost sounded as if the base were under attack. But it wasn’t possible, was it? Who would be organized enough to assault a paramilitary base?

Or…oh, hell. What if the NHEs Caleb told him about had gotten loose somehow?

“Halt!” shouted a muffled voice just outside John’s cell. “I said stop right there! Oh, shit!”

An assault weapon fired. Something slammed into the wall. A man cried out…then silence.

A heavy weight punched the door. John jerked, his heart racing, as the electronic lock sparked and smoked under the assault. With a loud groan, the door began to peel back, unimaginable strength bending the steel. An NHE…and it knew he was in here.

John took a deep breath, struggling to center. His hands were bound, but he could still use a few rudimentary exorcist’s tricks against whatever seemed determined to get to him. He wouldn’t go down without a fight, no matter how feeble.

The door bolt gave up its battle with a shriek of tortured metal. The door swung inward with a loud clang, revealing Caleb on the other side.


Chapter 10

John’s heart stuttered in his chest.

“Caleb?” he whispered, but knew he was mistaken even as the name left his lips. Without the silver facing of the door in between, the enormous flood of etheric power poured over him, as though he stood before a breaking storm, vast as the horizon. The scent of sandalwood and desert rain mingled with ozone, so familiar and beloved it wrung a small cry from him. “Gray?”

Etheric energy folded inward, like some mad origami, fitting something huge into an impossibly small space. Long black hair fell against slender shoulders, and the oil slick of Gray’s gaze receded, leaving behind only Caleb’s brown eyes.

“John!” he cried and ran into the cell.

It wasn’t possible, John thought dazedly. But Caleb’s mouth pressed hot and frantic against his own, the hands gripping his hair undeniably solid. A bewildered sob wrenched its way out of John’s aching chest, and Caleb drew back.

“Is this real?” John asked, because he had to be dreaming. Had to be.

“Yeah, sweetheart.” Tears streamed down Caleb’s face, and he swallowed convulsively. “It’s real. I’m okay.”

“But…how?”

“Later.” There came the sound of distant gunfire, and Caleb glanced back over his shoulder. “We don’t have time, okay? The Vigilant—those people with the moth symbol—are helping us. So is Kaniyar. They’re distracting everybody else, while I get you out.”

“But—I saw—Sean shot you—”

Caleb winced. “Yeah. But I’m pretty hard to kill these days.” He looked away, long hair falling to hide his face. “There’s no time. We have to get you out of here, and Gray’s better at this fighting thing than me. I’m going to let him have the reins for now, okay?”

“I…okay.”

Etheric energy unfolded again, like a blooming flower, or a building thunderhead. Eyes black as the void between stars looked back at John, lit by occasional flickers of lighting deep within. Gray rose from his crouch in a single, economical movement. “I will free you,” he said, in a voice like a roll of thunder.

“Oh,” was all John could think to say

Gray stepped behind the chair, and a moment later strong fingers touched John’s wrists. “I will bite through the restraints. Do not be afraid.”

“I’m not.” He swallowed thickly. “What…what time is it?”

A pause. Then: “It is too late,” Gray said. “Caleb had to choose.”

Shit. No. Caleb didn’t want this, never wanted anything to do with NHEs or SPECTR or any of it. “Caleb wouldn’t have chosen this.”

“But he did,” Gray growled, and yanked John’s wrists to his mouth. For a heart-stopping instant, John thought he would feel teeth sink into his flesh. Instead, the restraints tightened sharply as Gray bit them, the scrape of teeth light against John’s skin.

The zip cuffs fell away, and John lurched to his feet, rubbing his sore wrists. Although he could hear distant shouting and the wail of alarms, none seemed close by, so he risked stepping out into the hall. A dead guard lay outside, his body a broken heap in the middle of the corridor. Bullet holes stitched the wall, and an automatic rifle lay a few feet away, its muzzle bent.

Hoping the guard had a side arm, John crouched by the body. “I don’t understand,” he said to Gray, because it took his mind off the still-warm blood against his fingers as he searched. “Caleb didn’t want this. He fucking hated every minute of it.”

The guard wore a Glock in a hip holster. John pulled it out and checked the magazine. Fully loaded. He rose to his feet, and found Gray looming over him, practically in his face.

Gray’s long hair whipped around his head like a nest of black snakes. Lightning danced in his obsidian eyes, and the storm front of his power pushed
 against John’s skin. All the little hairs on John’s arms rose. “Because we would not see you dead.”

And oh no, no, he couldn’t take responsibility for this. He turned and started walking quickly away, in what he hoped was the right direction.

“You misunderstood,” he told Gray. Caleb hadn’t actually made a decision, hadn’t chosen
 this just to save John. He couldn’t have. “You just ran out of time. Caleb wouldn’t pick this—”

“Silence!” Gray’s hand locked on John’s arm, yanking him back. John’s heart lurched, and Gray snarled at him, a flash of fang and menace. “Do not diminish his choice!”

John’s throat constricted. It was true, damn it, this was his fault. Caleb had missed the deadline because John hadn’t realized Sean was a damned traitor. “I didn’t mean—”

“Stay behind me,” Gray ordered, releasing him as if he couldn’t stand to even touch John. “In case we meet other mortals with guns. You are far too vulnerable to bullets.”

Oh. John nodded. “Okay. Yes.” He couldn’t dwell on the sheer misery building up in his gut, not until they were somewhere safe.

Gray took the lead, moving cautiously down the hall, cat silent. “The other mortals would have exorcised me if Caleb had asked,” he said after a moment. “But he could not abandon you here. He chose
 this, to save you and perhaps me as well. Even though he knew you would hate him for it.”

Okay, what? “Why? How could I possibly hate Caleb? Goddess, I thought he was dead!”

Gray paused at a cross-corridor, listening intently. Apparently satisfied, he continued on his way. “You wished Caleb to live,” he said. He didn’t look back over his shoulder, or even acknowledge John, but there was an edge of—what? Anger? Bitterness? Disappointment?—to his deep voice. “But you wished me to die.”

John came to a sudden halt, feeling as if all the air had vanished from his lungs and left him gasping. “What? No! That’s not true.”

“Liar!” Gray halted as well. His hair swirled agitatedly around his shoulders. The air crackled with etheric energy, the aroma of ozone flooding the hall, overwhelming even the smells of blood and burning. “You wished me stripped from Caleb and forced into a bottle and killed. You wanted me destroyed, like any demon.”

Oh. Oh, hell.

He’d thought he’d done the right thing. Told himself even if the worst happened and Kaniyar realized he’d let Gray go on purpose, Caleb would be cleared. Questioning under empath would show he didn’t know anything about John’s plan. And he’d feared Caleb would hate him for throwing their relationship away just to let Gray go.

He’d never considered how Gray might feel about it all, believing John intended to murder him. Even if he thought it impossible to be exorcised, he would have known John wanted to get rid of him.

John wasn’t sure he’d ever hated himself this much, not even when he was a teen and thought his paranormal abilities had damned him to hell. “I’m sorry,” he said in a cracked voice. “I intended to exorcise you, yes. But I swear, I’d planned on dropping the bottle. I wanted it to look like an accident when it broke and you escaped.”

Gray turned on his heel and strode away, coat snapping behind him. “Over and over again, your kind have told Caleb ‘NHEs lie.’ It is your dogma, the shield you hide behind, the excuse you make. But it is you mortals who are the liars.”

Gray’s long strides forced John into a jog just to keep up. “I’m not lying, damn it! You have to believe me.”

“No, I do not. Your duty was to kill me. Why would you risk everything to release me?”

John grabbed Gray’s arm, but he would have had as much success at stopping a car with his bare hands. “Just slow down and listen to me for half a second!”

“There is nothing you can say—”

“I love you!”

Gray stopped, so suddenly John almost collided with him.

John tightened his grip on coat sleeve, desperate to make Gray understand. “I love you,” he repeated, and his voice cracked on the words.

Silence. Gray didn’t move, save for the slither of his hair, the strands moving in an unfelt wind.

Goddess. John had fucked this up. He forced himself to release the leather between his fingers and step back, even though the gesture felt like he was letting go of more than that. Of hope, maybe, some stupid hope he’d had in the back of his mind that Gray might love him too, and Caleb wouldn’t hate both of them for it. “I’m sorry,” he said. “I shouldn’t have…we need to get out of here. We’ll—we’ll talk later, if—”

Claw-tipped hands grabbed him by the shoulders, spun him around, and shoved him against the wall. John had just enough time to wonder if he’d made a horrible mistake, if he’d enraged Gray and was about to pay with his life.

Gray kissed him.

*   *   *

John’s first, half-coherent thought was Gray didn’t kiss anything like Caleb. He plundered John’s mouth aggressively with his tongue, all the while pinning John to the wall so he couldn’t move. Drawing away slightly, Gray scraped those fangs across John’s lower lip, dragging a whimper out of him, before diving back in. Etheric energy sang along John’s sensitive nerves, like a whisper of electricity over his skin.

John kissed back, heart pounding, his cock painfully stiff in his jeans. He felt like he’d been waiting for this his whole life, ever since his fifteen-year-old self realized he could sense and manipulate etheric energy.

Goddess, he wanted to come right there in his pants. Which, given their situation, was utterly insane.

Gray released him abruptly, and was on the other side of the corridor before John could even register the movement. There came a scream, and one of the RD guards smashed into the concrete wall hard enough to break open his helmet.

“Perhaps we should…continue this later?” Gray said. He sounded as dazed as John felt. Which was a hell of an ego rush.

“Um, yeah,” John said, stepping over the guard’s body and making sure he still had his Glock. “Later would probably be better.”

*   *   *

John loves him.

It is wonderful in a way Gray did not know something could be wonderful: huge and all-encompassing. And frightening, because he doesn’t understand what it means, exactly, or what is expected of him. Does John wish him to converse—about demons, perhaps, and how to hunt them, which is something he knows—or is that Caleb’s purview? Is he allowed to kiss John again, or should he wait until asked, or—

“Could you possibly worry a bit more about the people trying to kill us?”

Which is, yes, annoying. The Vigilant’s distraction had worked, drawing most of the guards to the assault on the far side of the compound. Some had come running back when Caleb set off the mines and Gray tore through the spirit wards, however. They had not stopped him, and he had found the building the Vigilant said held cells. It had been full of foolish mortals with guns, which of course meant a great deal of screaming and death.

And John said he loved Gray, and Gray didn’t know how to react at first, until Caleb said to kiss John, and—

“Focus!”

More mortals have responded to the shrieking alarms. Does Forsyth not care if his minions live or die?

It does not matter.

Gray tears the automatic rifle from the hands of one, breaking her fingers. Another lunges at him, firing, and the bullets pound into his body. The kevlar lining of the coat deflects some, but the rest rip through his torso, hot lead and searing agony. Gray strikes out, claws raking across forehead, eye, and cheek, laying all open to bone and nerve. The narrow hall smells of blood, hot and fresh, and his stomach growls with hunger even though no demons are present.

“How much farther to the entrance?” John asks.

“Not far. Did they bring you in another way?” A shorter way, perhaps?

Something flickers across John’s features, which Gray cannot quite parse. “No. I didn’t pay as much attention as I should have,” John says, his voice stiff and flat. “Didn’t exactly seem like escape would be an option.”

Had he believed they would not come for him?

“He thought I’d died.”

“I would not have let Caleb die,” Grays says, and though it is meant as a statement of fact, John flinches. He has said something wrong, but what? A little tendril of fear curls through him, because there is too much he doesn’t understand, even after forty days in a living body, even with all the washed-out memories of his previous hosts.

“Christ, just get us away from here, and we’ll work it out, okay?”

Gray leads the way past the dead and dying guards, around the corner—then stops.

A mortal stands in the hall, his face white with terror. The smell of human fear mingles with stale cigarette smoke. Unlike the others, he is not dressed in body armor, but a suit and coat. He holds a gun in his hand, but it hangs limply by his side.

Rage boils through Caleb: betrayal and fury, and it resonates with Gray’s own anger. But it is John who speaks the traitor’s name.

“Sean.”

*   *   *

For an instant, John stood transfixed, the sight of Sean like a stake through a vampire’s heart, pinning him in place. He couldn’t move, couldn’t breathe, couldn’t feel anything but rage and betrayal.

Sean turned and ran, shoes squeaking on the flooring.

Something snapped inside John at the sight. With an inarticulate shout of rage, he gave chase. Sean had a head start, but John was in better shape. He almost closed on his former friend, when the entrance to the building opened up ahead of them.

The door lay to one side, torn clean off its hinges. Alarms screamed, both from the violated door and the courtyard outside. The chemical reek of smoke grenades drifted inside, combined with the revolting tang of burning plastic. Sean vanished through the opening, and John followed him.

It was chaos. Billows of smoke obscured the bright floodlights, making even nearby shapes difficult to make out. Running combatants disappeared and reappeared through the smoke, and the rev and roar of engines cut through the sounds of gunfire and screams.

What the hell? All of this to rescue him?

Guilt snagged at his chest, but he didn’t have time for it. Hell, if anyone should feel bad about this carnage, it was Sean.

Sean had disappeared into the murk, but John wouldn’t give up easily. He’d promised to kill the bastard, and he meant to keep that promise.

He took off in the direction he’d last seen Sean, angling toward what seemed to be the front of the compound. The gunfire was heaviest here, and a burning truck added to the smoke and general chaos. The wind shifted, and he caught a brief glimpse of the mangled ruins of the main gate beneath what remained of the truck’s wheels. Beyond waited another transport, this one still in a single piece. Men and women fired from cover around it.

There—he glimpsed Sean’s familiar tan coat, disappearing behind a smoldering Humvee. Taking cover, or just hiding, John didn’t know and didn’t care.

He ran for the vehicle. Either Sean heard him coming, or just knew he’d catch up eventually, because when John came around the corner, he found a gun pointed shakily at his face.

*   *   *

Gray bursts into the courtyard a few feet behind John. As John vanishes into the smoke, a group of RD guards spots him and moves to either give chase or gun him down. Neither of which is an acceptable outcome.

Gray is on them before they know he’s there. One goes down instantly, fragile and easily broken, weaker even than a ghoul. It disturbs him, because John is like this: vulnerable and mortal. The others turn, and he prepares to fight them, when a distinct signal sounds over the speakers hanging above the courtyard. The guards react instantly, running from Gray and the chaos of the battle.

“What the hell?”

Perhaps they realize they have lost?

Whatever is happening, the men and women with SPECTR logos on their helmets and bullet-proof vests retreat en masse from the courtyard. At least, those able to do so. A woman lies on her side not far from him, clutching her wounded leg and swearing furiously, frantically. A ring of panicked white circles her irises, but she is not looking at Gray, instead staring in the direction of one of the towers. At her own side.

“Something’s wrong.”

Another alarm sounds, this one different from the others. “More like a tornado warning siren.”
 Its shriek stabs at Gray’s sensitive ears. Beneath the din, however, he hears something else, like a great door opening.

Then he smells them. Demons.

Many demons.

Something lurches through the smoke, moving uncertainly on two legs, although it seems made for four. The delicious aroma of wet fur and old blood hangs around it, and he sees its elongated head, like the parody of a wolf, the razor nails tipping its fingers.

Around its neck is a heavy collar, with wires protruding here and there, their other ends anchored in flesh. Blinking lights flash, red and green.

Two more lurch up, followed by a third, loping on all fours. They see Gray, freezing into place, their maddened eyes glowing in his sight. They fear him, they wish to flee—

The lights all flash red.

The werewolves jerk in unison. The one in front throws back its head and lets out an ululating howl, before charging at him.


Chapter 11

The hunting howl of a lycanthrope cut unexpectedly across the courtyard, freezing John’s blood. Sean’s eyes went wide, and he glanced past John for just an instant.

It was long enough. John punched him with all the strength he had. Sean staggered back, gun dropping for a second, no longer pointed at John’s face.

John knocked the weapon from Sean’s hand. “John, wait—”

“I’ve already heard what you’ve got to say,” John snarled savagely. He hit Sean again, sending him sprawling to the ground.

Rage poured through John, white-hot and brutal. Sean had welcomed him to SPECTR—or at least, to the state-run school for paranormals—from the very first day. Had pretended to be his friend, smiling and laughing, making John feel at home. Setting him up with dates when they were in the Academy, or listening to his tales of woe when yet another guy turned out not to be Mr. Right—or even Mr. Right Now.

Years of in-jokes and watching each other’s backs, and for what? It had all been a lie.

He straddled Sean’s body and hit him, again and again, blind with fury. Sean cried out, tried to fight back, but John didn’t cease the rain of blows. “You lied!” he screamed.

“I didn’t! John—listen—please!”

But he didn’t want to listen. Didn’t want to hear any more lies.

He stopped hitting Sean and staggered to his feet. Sean lay with a bloody bruised face, his breath wheezing through his broken nose. “John…”

“Shut up,” John said. He pulled the Glock from his waistband and aimed it at Sean’s head.

*   *   *

Gray braces himself as the werewolves charge. The wounded soldier screams and fires at them, until she has no more bullets. Two of the pack fall on her, snarling and ripping, and her screams turn into a horrible gurgle, quickly ended.

“Christ, they left her to die! Her own side turned those things loose knowing any of their people still out here would get killed!”

The lead werewolf slams into him, a thing of madness and hate, its claws scoring long gouges in his leather coat. Gray grapples with it, grabbing its muzzle, claws sinking deep to force its head back. The collar is in the way for a throat bite, but there are other veins and arteries, if not as conveniently located. He manages to capture one lashing arm, jerking it up and sinking teeth deep into the meaty part near the shoulder, ripping aside flesh to get to the pulsing artery beneath.

Warmth and ecstasy flood him, wounds healing as the demon’s blood-borne energy pours into him. He tosses aside the empty husk, decaying already in his hands, and looks for more.

“The collars. Forsyth has to be using them for control. Try pulling one off.”

Two more werewolves run at him. He ignores one, letting its teeth latch onto his shoulder from behind, the heavy coat foiling most of the bite. The second he makes a grab for, claws catching under the heavy collar. He gives a hard pull—

And its head comes off, the force needed to break the collar too great for its body to withstand.

“Oh. Oops.”

Gray drops the head in favor of catching some of the fountaining blood from the neck stump in his mouth. No sense in letting it go to waste. Then he deals with the werewolf still trying to chew through his coat.

They come and they come, demons loosed from their underground prison: werewolves and succubi and ghouls. Caleb uses his TK to clear a space to fight, hurling demons back to give Gray a moment to feed.

And feed he does. Again and again and again.

It is a glut, a feast, a banquet, far beyond anything he has ever experienced. Pleasure sings along every nerve, exquisite and intense, building on itself in a manner almost sexual. As every demon falls, he grows faster, stronger, the surfeit of energy so great now his wounds heal instantly.

They cannot stop him.

A storm of bullets comes from somewhere above, automatic fire tearing through him. It catches the demons as well, Forsyth clearly not caring if his slaves are cut down if it means stopping Gray. Fury rolls through Gray, fueled by Caleb’s sense of the injustice of it all. With a thunderous roar, Gray turns to face the guards shooting at him.

And unleashes lightning upon them.

*   *   *

John stared down at Sean’s bloody face, his finger on the trigger of the Glock. It would just take one little squeeze, and…

“Starkweather!”

Tiffany?

But yes, it was Tiffany yelling at him through the blowing smoke. Tiffany with the symbol of a moth on her helmet and vest. The world threatened to slip sideways beneath his feet. Did he ever really know any of the people he’d worked with, day in and day out? Or had his entire life consisted of nothing but a series of lies and illusions?

“Come on!” she shouted. “They’ve released the demons! Get your ass in the truck! We have to fall back!”

Sean’s face froze in a mask of fear. “John, please,” he whispered. “Don’t do this.”

“Damn it, shoot him and come on! I’m not getting my people slaughtered by NHEs!”

He firmed his grip on the Glock. He had to do this. Had to shoot Sean and leave, just like Sean shot Caleb and left his body behind.

Had to.

“Fuck,” he said, and lowered the gun.

Lightning exploded through the courtyard, a blinding flash followed by a titanic roar of thunder.

The blast knocked John off his feet. For a moment, he didn’t understand what had happened. Most of the lights went out, plunging the courtyard into shadow. The sky overhead, what little he could make out through the smoke, seemed clear. And indeed, the smoke rolled away as well, driven by a wind scented with incense and rain.

Rolling onto his side, he saw a smoldering lump of metal which might have once been a gun emplacement. Electricity arced throughout the compound, and balls of Saint Elmo’s fire glowed bright blue on vehicle antennas and the points of shrapnel. Wind tore through the compound, flinging grit into the air.

At the center of it all stood Gray. His hair and coat streamed in the wind, tiny jags of lightning sparking all around him. Blood coated almost every visible inch, and he held a demon by the throat.

He looked…incredible. Beautiful and terrible, like something out of myth.

“Lightning?” Tiffany asked, and her voice shook. “No. Oh shit. Storm.
 He’s the storm. Fucking hell, she’s going to kill me.”

Demons fled from Gray, scrambling up the walls, into the buildings, anywhere to get away. Collars around their necks smoked and popped, and the stench of burning electronics gusted intermittently on the wind.

Then John realized some of the NHEs fled in his direction.

“Retreat!” Tiffany yelled, firing off a shot at the oncoming demons, even as she fell back toward the transport blocking the compound entrance. “Retreat!”

Sean stumbled to his feet, grabbing John by the arm. “Damn it, where’s my gun?”

And for a fraction of a second, John almost forgot what Sean had done, and it was the two of them again, watching each other’s backs just like always.

Gray roared.


Sean backed up rapidly, eyes wide with terror. “John, run, it’s—”

Gray was on them before Sean could finish his sentence. Arms clad in leather snatched John up, and he found himself tossed across a shoulder. Static discharged around him, crackling in writhing hair.

Gray ran, outdistancing the oncoming NHEs, as if John weighed no more than a leaf. John got a confused glimpse of demons, of Sean running for his life, of smoking electronics. Screams echoed from the walls, as stray demons struggled with RD troops, but most of them seemed to be making for the open gate and freedom.

Except the transport blocked the gate.

The rumble of an engine cut through the night, and Gray poured on even more speed. For a second they were weightless as he jumped—

They slammed into the back of the moving transport, Gray curled around John, shielding him from impact. Someone shouted, and a lot of people cursed as they fetched up against the bodies already packed inside.

“Go!” Tiffany yelled, and someone banged on the metal wall separating them from the cab. The truck engine roared, and they barreled away. A handful of demons streamed out the ruined gate behind them, soon lost in the night.

*   *   *

After a couple of hours driving along narrow back roads full of potholes and overhung with the interlaced branches of old trees, the truck pulled off into a clearing, where two smaller vehicles waited. Caleb wondered if they were splitting up to confuse any potential pursuers. Tiffany confirmed the supposition when she climbed out past him. “Jansen, Starkweather, Chief Kaniyar, you’ll be riding in the white van with Luna Team. If anyone needs to piss, the woods are right there. We move out in five.”

Caleb climbed out after her and stood to one side, while the rest of the Vigilant rushed to transfer equipment and people. Wherever they were headed, he hoped it included a shower, because right now he reeked like a butcher’s dumpster. He felt sorry for everyone stuck riding in the van with him.

John exited the transport, his movements stiff. Spotting Caleb, he walked over, hands tucked into his jeans pockets. Caleb didn’t expect him to cuddle in front of Kaniyar and the rest, but still, after everything they’d been through, the distance seemed odd.

“You okay?” John asked, his voice pitched too low for anyone else to hear over all the noise.

Caleb sighed. “Well, one of us is having the best damned day of his life.” And why not? Gray got to eat a bunch of demons and
 find out John loved him? Break out the party hats. “Me, not so much, but I’m coping.”

John winced and looked away, his hands still firmly buried in his pockets. “What happened back there? With the lightning and such?”

Was this why John kept his distance? Had they scared him? “Honestly? I don’t really know.” Caleb shook his head, ignoring the crackle of dried blood. “I asked Gray, but he just said ‘We are the storm,’ like I’m a dumb ass for not understanding. He said something similar once before, when we chased the incubus down at the old lighthouse.”

“Tiffany said something about a storm,” John mused.

“Then ask her.” Caleb shrugged uncomfortably. “I think it had something to do with how many demons we—Gray—fed on in such a short time.” A shiver went though him, because it had felt damned good. He’d never felt so powerful, so…whole. “Gorging on so much etheric energy so fast unleashed something inside us. Something which is always there, maybe, but we couldn’t reach before? I’m not sure I can explain it, especially when I don’t really understand it myself.”

“Huh.” John’s brows furrowed in distracted thought.

“Besides, it worked out, didn’t it?” Caleb asked hopefully. “Gray didn’t mean to fry half the electronics in the compound, but it kept RD from chasing after us, right?”

Which hadn’t kept the Vigilant from giving him scared looks, but whatever. Hell, soaked in blood as he was, he’d probably scare himself if he caught a glimpse in the mirror.

“True enough,” John said, and the furrow disappeared. “Caleb…are we okay?”

Caleb frowned, taken aback. “Why wouldn’t we be?”

John peered at him closely, as if trying to decide if Caleb was sincere or being a smart ass. “With Gray. And…everything.”

Oh. “Is this about you being in love with him?”

John sighed. “Damn it. This is all screwed up.”

“So yes?”

“I didn’t…” John bit his lip and stared down at his feet. “I never meant for it to happen. And I couldn’t say anything, because I didn’t know how you’d feel. Either of you, I guess, but you
 especially, because I didn’t ever want you to think I didn’t love you as much. And I knew you held Gray responsible for ruining your life. It felt like I betrayed you by caring about him.”

“Foolishness.”

You know all the mortal nonsense you like to dismiss? Well pay attention, because you’ve just resigned yourself to dealing with it for the rest of our life.

“Perhaps I did not think through the ramifications as thoroughly as I should have.”

Wait a minute. Was that…a joke? You really need to work at the whole humor thing.

“You didn’t mention the fact you wanted to let Gray go free because you worried what I’d think?” Caleb asked, wanting to be sure he got this straight.

John looked utterly miserable. “Yes and no. No, because if I got caught and brought up on charges, I wanted you to be able to pass an empath’s test. And yes, because…because everything I know about NHEs, about exorcisms, about my duty, said it was wrong. At worst, I was falling into a trap set by an NHE a hell of a lot smarter than me. At best, I was out of control.”

“Don’t worry—Gray definitely isn’t smarter than you,” Caleb reassured him. “Seriously, his idea of a subtle plan is to beat something into submission and then eat it.”

“You mortals simply make things needlessly complicated.”

John let out a short laugh. “Yeah, well. It’s part of his charm.”

“Oh God, don’t,” Caleb said. “He’ll preen and be all smug for the rest of the night, and I’ll be the one who has to listen to it.”

John’s grin turned uncertain. “It sounds like you’re okay? With this?”

“Yeah.” Caleb held his hand out, palm-up. A moment later, John took it, their fingers lacing together. “I know what I said, about Gray fucking up my life. And he did, but not on purpose. We reached an understanding a while back. I wanted him out, sure, but I didn’t want him to die. I figured it would never fly with you, so when the Vigilant offered to exorcise me, I decided I’d take the offer. Even though you might hate me for releasing Gray.”

“Caleb—”

“Let me finish.” Caleb hesitated, trying to find the right words, because he had to make John understand. “When Sean shot me, Gray could have just let go and abandoned this body. Jumped to the next corpse. But he poured everything into saving me. Me,
 not just a body he liked being in.”

John’s eyes darkened with grief. How must he feel, after what Sean did?

“I don’t remember much of it,” Caleb went on. “Which is probably a good thing, to be honest. I do remember knowing something had me. Held me. And a sense of love I can’t even begin to describe to anyone else. Not romantic, or platonic, or familial. Just…total and unequivocal. And even if we hadn’t been getting along before, even if I hadn’t wished he would have the opportunity to really experience what you and I share…there’s no way I could ever be jealous of someone who cares about me like that.”

John’s fingers squeezed his. “Oh,” he said, his voice soft and a little thoughtful. Like he was really trying to understand what Caleb told him.

“Besides,” Caleb added with a sad smile, “we kind of thought you’d hate us both after I chose to let the possession become permanent. So I, for one, am pretty fucking relieved to find out you’ve got a kink for drakul.”

John swallowed hard. “Sean…” He paused, drew in a deep breath. “Sean thought he was saving me. From myself. From Gray.”

Okay, he’d known Sean didn’t like the whole thing with Gray, but the rest of it? “Saving you from yourself?”

“He thinks I’ve got a death wish.” John tilted his head back, blinking rapidly. Tears spangled his lashes, gleaming in the moonlight. “He said the whole reason I got involved with you, with Gray, is because I want to die. And I don’t believe he’s right, but I have to know what you think, both of you. Because I thought Sean knew me better than anyone, and I admit the succubus brothel messed me up pretty good, and then Will left, and…”

“No,” Caleb said simply.

John stopped. “No?”

“No, you don’t have a death wish.” Caleb squeezed John’s hand. “The first time we had sex, it wasn’t because you got off on the idea of how dangerous it might be, screwing a possessed guy. We had sex because I needed something to remind me I was still human. We…I don’t know, connected, I guess.” Shit, he was no good at saying this kind of thing. “Not as exorcist and possessed dude, but as John and Caleb. I may not be the most sensitive guy around, but I’m pretty sure I would have figured it out if you were just getting off on the thrill I might vamp out and rip you to pieces, you know?”

“I know. Although, I thought I felt Gray sometimes.” John’s cheeks flushed. “Um, paying attention.”

Caleb grinned. “It turned you on?”

Another hard swallow. “Yes.”

His dick roused, pressing against the zipper of his jeans. “Good,” he whispered, leaning over to breathe the words directly into John’s ear. “Because sooner or later, we’ll have the chance to be alone again.”

“Starkweather!” Tiffany yelled. “Get your ass in the van. This isn’t a limo service.”

“But not just yet,” Caleb said, letting go of John’s hand. “Come on, before she leaves without us.”


Chapter 12

A few hours later, the van pulled off onto an unpaved road going back through the woods. The branches of live oaks, festooned with Spanish moss, scraped along the top and sides of the transport. The road eventually ended in front of an enormous old plantation house, which looked in much better shape than John had expected from the rutted, overgrown driveway.

“This is another safe house,” Tiffany said, climbing out of the back of the idling truck. “Come on.”

As soon as they were all out, the van trundled back down the drive, no doubt to be concealed at some other location. Tiffany turned to the house, snapping her fingers at two of the Vigilant. “Hose him down,” she said, pointing at Caleb. Who was, to be fair, utterly covered in blood and gore, and reeked to high heaven. “After, he can get a shower in the downstairs bath if he wants. Jared, please show Kaniyar and Pittman to their rooms. Starkweather, come with me.”

Caleb glanced at John. “See you in a bit?”

“Okay.”

“Come on, Starkweather,” Tiffany repeated, obviously annoyed.

He fell in beside her, crossing the lawn to the house. “Shouldn’t we figure out what to do next? Forsyth isn’t just going to let us get away with this.”

“No, really? Give me some credit.” Her dark eyes flashed in the light coming from the house. “This isn’t the entirety of the Vigilant, not by a long shot. Other things are in motion. Right now, the best we can do is hunker down and take the chance to rest a few hours before things heat up again.”

“Fair enough. At the compound, what did you mean when you talked about lightning and storms? About Gray?”

Tiffany shook her head. “Tomorrow we’ll answer whatever questions you have, as best we can. For now, it looks like he’s done zapping things, at least.”

She led the way into the house. He’d expected something utilitarian inside, but instead he found an elegant, tastefully decorated interior, with wood surfaces shined to a soft glow in the light streaming from the chandelier high overhead. He followed her up two flights of stairs, until she stopped in front of a door. “Here’s your room. I assume you’re okay bunking with Caleb?”

“Of course I am.”

“There’s a private bathroom attached to the room. Leave your clothes outside the door and we’ll see if they can be cleaned. There are t-shirts and sweatpants in the dresser so I don’t have to look at your naked ass. And there are condoms and lube in the nightstand.”

“You’re kidding.”

Tiffany rolled her eyes. “This is a safe house. Some people like to get freaky to unwind after a tense situation. It’s going to happen; we might as well make sure everyone stays healthy. We don’t throw people away.”

Did she mean it as a criticism of SPECTR? Or was he hypersensitive at the moment? He opened the door. “Thanks, Tiffany. For saving me.”

She shrugged. “I owed the drakul.”

She looked tired in the soft light of the hall, dark circles around her eyes. He didn’t think he’d ever seen her like this, dressed in clothes not specially tailored for her in Milan or Paris, no trace of makeup, her many braids pulled back into a sloppy ponytail. When had she joined up with the Vigilant? And what pushed her to it? The way she behaved, she must be high up in their organization. It must have been soon after they became agents. Maybe while they were still at the Academy, even.

He’d never guessed. Goddess, had he ever known any of the people he’d thought were his friends?

“Did you know?” he asked. “About Sean working for Forsyth, I mean.”

“No.” Her mouth went hard. “I’m going to catch hell for it tomorrow.”

“Tomorrow?”

“When la capitaine
 shows up. I have the feeling she’s not going to like a lot of the decisions I made in the last twenty-four hours. But that’s my problem, not yours.” She turned away. “Take a shower and get some sleep. Somebody will bring your boyfriend up once he’s clean enough to let in the house.”

John went into the room, stripped off his clothes, and tossed them outside the door as instructed. As Tiffany had promised, several shapeless, one-size-fits-all sweatpants and shirts were tucked away inside an antique dresser. As he padded to the bathroom, he heard other voices coming from the rooms below and around him, but the walls muffled them too much to make out any words.

Stepping into the shower, he turned on the water, adjusting it until it was as hot as he could stand. Closing his eyes, he leaned against the tiled wall, letting the scalding flow wash away sweat and dirt and blood.

If only it could take other things with it. Like the memory of hearing the gunshot, of turning and seeing Caleb lying dead at Sean’s feet.

He dragged in a deep breath, steam warm in his nose and lungs. He kept telling himself over and over Caleb was okay, and Gray, and everything was fine. But it was a lie, because everything wasn’t fine, not at all.

He should have killed Sean. Except Sean thought he’d been saving John.

And Forsyth? Who did he think he was saving? Paranormals? The people of the United States? He’d taken SPECTR and corrupted everything it stood for, and now John was on the run from the very organization which took him in when his own parents couldn’t stand the sight of him. Who gave him hope, and a job, and who the fuck was he if he didn’t have SPECTR anymore?

A sob wracked his body. How had everything gone so wrong? How?

He remembered a night in another shower. Fifteen years old and stripped raw, nothing left inside but a red wound after months of counselors telling him he had to stop feeling etheric energy, that he was damned. They claimed he’d invited a demon inside and had to repent. And he had repented, and prayed to God, and begged, but nothing had changed. He was sinful and worthless and didn’t deserve to live.

Death seemed like the only way out, by means of a belt tied to a showerhead, the other end looped around his neck. If the cheap fixture hadn’t broken under his weight, he would have died. Never done any of the things he had since: learned to use his ability for good, exorcising those who would have been lost otherwise. Saving people whenever he could, and giving them peace when he couldn’t. And maybe someone else would have stepped up and taken his place. But he would have missed out on so much, up to and including Caleb and Gray, and his chest ached to think about it.

Maybe he didn’t know who he was, or what would happen tomorrow. But he still lived, and so did they, and it had to count for something.

The soap left his skin smelling faintly of gardenias. When he finished drying off, he wrapped the towel around his waist, rather than pulling on the sweatpants. He paused at the bathroom door and laid his hand lightly on the wood, closing his eyes and letting himself feel the pulse and churn of etheric energy on the other side.

Gray waited for him.

*   *   *

Gray stood near one of the tall windows, staring out into the night. His hair roiled and twisted over his bare shoulders, the wind lashing it unfelt now, not manifested as it had been in the compound. He wore only a pair of the sweatpants, which rode low on his narrow hips even with the drawstring pulled tight.

His presence filled the room, vast as a gathering storm on the horizon. He ought to be standing on a mountainside, or in a desert, somewhere wild and powerful. Not a bedroom decorated in antiques, the oak four-poster with its white coverlet looking like the centerpiece of a fussy bed-and-breakfast. Ozone and petrichor saturated the air, underlain with some resinous incense John couldn’t quite identify.

John’s heart beat faster, and his cock stirred under the towel. Gray had turned him on from the first, when John had originally tried to exorcise him. And the kiss…how Gray looked, striding across the compound, lightning flashing all around him and his coat billowing out…John stiffened further at the memories.

Gray didn’t acknowledge his entrance into the room, however, only continued to stare out the window, unnaturally still except for the movement of his hair. John crossed the room and stopped a few feet away, uncertainty taking the edge off arousal. “Gray?”

“Yes.” A quick glance of obsidian eyes. “Caleb says I should speak to you, but if you would prefer him, I will withdraw.”

The hesitation in his deep voice startled John. Up until today—or maybe yesterday, he’d lost track of time—he’d only ever seen Gray face to face during exorcism attempts and fights for their lives. In the former, the drakul seemed annoyed and generally put out with John and in the latter, a creature of pure strength and unhesitating confidence.

“The two of you have to decide,” John said. “It isn’t my place to say who gets to be on top.” He laughed. “Okay, maybe not the best way to phrase it. Um. I’d like to spend some time with you, if you’re okay with it.”

“You would?” Gray turned to face him, head cocked slightly to one side.

“Of course.” John moved closer, until only a few inches of cool air separated them. He wanted to lean in and lick the brown circle of Gray’s nipple, but resisted the urge. “I meant what I said earlier. I love you.”

Gray took a deep breath, as if inhaling John’s words. “It is only I do not know what is expected,” he said in a rush. “How to act. What you want from me.”

He’d never seen this side of Gray before, never imagined it existed. His exorcist’s senses insisted he stood just in front of something huge and powerful, a predator which could tear him to shreds faster than he could blink. All of which was true, but maybe even badass NHEs could feel nervous. Be vulnerable.

“I don’t expect anything,” John said, carefully settling his hands on Gray’s hips, just above the sweatpants. It felt strange, because this was Caleb’s body, a body he’d touched dozens of times before, yet everything seemed new. Gray held himself differently, moved differently: quick and decisive, or utterly still, like a tiger or some other big cat. “We can talk if you’d like. Or just stand here and look out the window. What do you want?”

It should have been hard to tell where Gray directed his gaze, without pupil or iris to interrupt the wet obsidian of his eyes. But John felt
 Gray’s attention, skimming from his lips to his chest to his cock.

Oh ho. If Gray wanted that, John knew how to work with it.

He let his hands drift up, shaping the lean muscles just under the pale skin, wandering around to trace Gray’s spine as he stepped in closer. Gray’s breath caught, and John’s cock stirred through the layers of cotton between them. Static shivered and crackled in his hair, dancing off the backs of John’s hands.

“I love the way you smell,” John murmured.

“You do?”

“Yes.” He hesitated on the confession, but holding things back hadn’t gotten them anywhere. “The incubus on the lighthouse…you were the scent lure it used…the thing I wanted but couldn’t have…”

Gray growled, pressing up against John, crowding him back against the bed. “We would not have let it take you from us.”

“I know.” The hell? Was Gray…jealous? “I just wanted you, so bad.”

Gray kissed him, hard and demanding. He tasted like mint toothpaste and Caleb, which startled John a bit, although it really shouldn’t have. John kissed back eagerly, arching against Gray, rubbing his cock against the drakul’s narrow hip. “Almost as bad as I want you now,” he whispered when the kiss ended.

Gray pushed him back on the bed, looming over him, all hair and bared fangs. One hand pinned John’s wrists over his head, firmly but not painfully.

John’s heart pounded and his cock poked out of the gap in the towel, pressing against skin-warmed sweatpants. Apparently he had some kinks he’d never realized he possessed, because he could barely keep from rubbing himself against Gray’s thigh.

Gray kissed him again, exploring John’s mouth thoroughly with his tongue, clearly having pushed past his uncertainty. John tipped his head back when Gray’s lips trailed along his jaw and down his throat. Fangs scraped against his vulnerable skin, and he gasped, hips bucking involuntarily.

“You like this?” Gray asked, and this close the drakul’s deep voice vibrated in his bones.

“Oh, fuck, yes.” John twisted, tugging against the hand pinning his wrists to the bed. Not to escape, but just to feel himself restrained. Gray was far stronger than any human; John had no hope of breaking free. “I promise, I’ll say something if it gets too intense, but right now, I’m ready to beg you to keep going.”

Gray pulled back to look at him with a surprised expression which eased into something like wonder…followed by a slow smile. John had never even imagined Gray smiling; like everything else about him, it was sexy, oddly sweet, and, given the flash of fang, borderline disturbing.

“Beg, then,” he said.

John barely suppressed a groan, body arching to rub against Gray. “Touch me, please. Kiss me, suck me, do everything to me, before I go crazy. I want everything, I want you, I—”

Then he couldn’t think straight enough to talk anymore, because Gray went right for the sensitive spot between neck and shoulder, sucking hard at the tender flesh, fangs scraping, teasing. John loved having the spot sucked on anyway—Gray must have known it, had indeed been paying attention when he and Caleb were having sex.

“Is Caleb watching? Is that how this works?” he asked through a haze of lust.

Gray licked John’s throat, traced the line of his clavicles, before replying. “Watching. Experiencing. Feeling.”

“Good.” He didn’t have to worry about feeling like he cheated on Caleb somehow, even though Caleb had pretty obviously endorsed the whole idea earlier.

“Caleb thinks so.”


Chapter 13

Gray kept him pinned with one hand, but the other slid through the gap in the towel to cup the inside of one thigh, the claws just barely extending so John felt the lightest prick. Not enough to break the skin, just enough to stimulate the nerves. He let out an involuntary gasp, and the claws retracted.

“Forgive me,” Gray said, releasing him and pulling back hastily.

“No! I mean, no, I liked it. It was just a little unexpected.” John laid his hand against the drakul’s cheek, tracing the edge of Gray’s lips with his thumb. Damn, Gray looked magnificent, his hair billowing around his shoulders like something alive, lightning-sparked black eyes heavy-lidded with pleasure, lips swollen from kisses, parted just enough to expose the tips of fangs. Beautiful and scary and sexy as hell.

Gray turned his head, sucking the tip of John’s thumb into his mouth. John carefully ran the pad across Gray’s teeth, over normal human incisors suddenly interrupted by long, curving canines. They weren’t particularly sharp, made for violence not subtlety.

“Kiss me,” he said, and Gray did, long and sensual, lowering his body to press against John’s. Etheric energy shivered across John’s skin like a static charge, his paranormal senses saturated with smell and touch. Goddess, what would it feel like to thrust his dick into Gray, feel all the fully manifested power around him?

The thought drew a moan from him. He ran his hands over Gray’s shoulders, their geography familiar from all the times he’d touched Caleb. Silken hair writhed over his fingers, sparks of static licking his skin.

Gray leisurely explored John’s chest with his mouth, as if memorizing every inch. His fingers trailed John’s sides and hip above the towel, claws in for the moment. He licked one nipple, then the other, before sucking both into hard nubs. A delicate nip, just the point of a fang, the shock of pleasure going straight to John’s balls.

“Fuck, feels good,” John panted. “Let me do something for you. Please.”

“Soon.” Gray bit John’s nipple lightly again, dragging a gasp from him, before dipping lower. Tracing John’s belly with his tongue, fingers finally peeling off the damn towel. John’s cock bobbed in the cool air, hard and leaking.

Gray bent his head, hair caressing John’s thighs like silk. He licked a long, slow path from the base of John’s cock to the head, catching precome on his tongue. John’s hands balled in the coverlets. “Oh, damn. More, please.”

“The fangs make it difficult,” Gray said, a bit wistfully. “I do not wish to hurt you.”

“Then just…whatever seems to work. It all feels great.”

A swirl of tongue around the head, lips sucking lightly on the tip. John propped himself up on his elbows to watch. A part of his brain said this was insane; an NHE was working over his cock, for the gods’ sakes. If anyone had told him in his Academy days—or hell, a couple of months ago—he’d go to bed with something not human, he would have been revolted. Or thought they were crazy.

But this wasn’t an incubus or something like it, corrupt and horrible, and only wanting to use him. This was Gray,
 whom he loved and trusted.

What Gray did felt amazing, even if it wasn’t a full blow job. And when the drakul lightly teased his slit with one fang, it was all he could do not to sink his hands into Gray’s hair and fuck his mouth, scary teeth or no.

Gray pulled back, his breathing ragged and harsh with desire. “I wish to feel your mouth on us.”

Interesting choice of pronouns. John nodded eagerly, and was rewarded by Gray shucking the sweat pants at last. Instead of lying back on the bed as John expected, however, he climbed on top of John, straddling his chest, dick pointed at his mouth.

John eagerly grasped the base with one hand, using his other hand to grab Gray’s ass and urge him closer. John licked the tip, the taste of Caleb mildly disorienting. He needed to start thinking of it as their
 taste, he supposed. Assuming SPECTR didn’t kill them all…

No. A thought for another time. He slid his mouth around Gray’s cock, all the way to the base, distracting himself with the feel of a stiff dick against his tongue, nudging the roof of his mouth. He sucked hard, Gray’s hand tangling in his hair, hips pushing in then withdrawing.

Yes. He closed his eyes, concentrated on tongue and lips and teeth, letting Gray fuck his mouth. Gray growled,
 a soft sound which nonetheless resonated in John’s chest. What would it taste like if Gray came? Would there be the crackle of etheric energy over his tongue, to accompany the salty rush of semen?

Gray pulled back, easily breaking John’s hold. “Not yet.” He caressed John’s face. “Not like this.”

“There’s lube in the nightstand,” John said, and hoped Tiffany hadn’t lied about it to spin him up. “I’ll get it.”

Gray moved aside. John rolled onto his hands and knees and opened the nightstand drawer. As Tiffany had promised, a package of condoms and a small bottle of cheap lube waited within. He snagged the lube and shut the drawer.

Before he could turn around, Gray’s arm snaked around his waist and pulled him close. His back pressed against Gray’s chest, Gray’s erection a line of hard heat against one buttock. The drakul nuzzled his ear a moment, breathing deeply, as if inhaling John’s scent. The tickle of breath against his ear sent a shiver over John’s skin.

Gray took the lube from him. “Hold on to the headboard,” he said, releasing John.

Caleb loved to bottom, and John had assumed Gray would want the same thing. Lazy thinking; he knew
 they were two separate people but let himself forget they might want or need different things.

He did as ordered, taking a deep breath and trying to relax despite the fact his heart felt like it might beat its way out of his chest. Mainly from anticipation, but also from an edge of nervousness, his hindbrain insisting something big and predatory lurked behind him.

Gray’s fingers touched the base of his neck, making him start slightly. They traced slowly down his spine, as if Gray studied the contours of his back, drifting farther, across his butt to the inside of his thighs. The claws came out, little pricks against his skin. Again, nothing which would draw blood but which wrung a gasp from him. Other lovers had scratched him in the heat of passion, but this felt different, more intense. He swallowed against the tightness in his throat and reminded himself to breathe.

Gray pressed the index finger of his other hand against John’s hole, the lube cool and slick. John focused on the wall in front of him and tried to relax, to open for the insistent digit. No claws out on this one, at least; thank goodness they were retractable.

The lube warmed quickly from the heat of their bodies. John moaned and pushed back, spearing himself on Gray’s fingers. Gray’s breath sounded loud in the small room, like the rush of wind preceding a storm.

The probing fingers withdrew. Gray shifted, his long hair scudding across John’s back in a silken caress. He looped one arm around John’s waist again, and the tip of his cock pressed against John’s ass.

“Do you want me?” he asked.

And damn, John wished he could see Gray’s face, try to read something of his expression. Because he didn’t know if the question was of the “get turned on hearing it out loud” sort of thing, or if, after all their miscommunications, Gray needed to hear John wanted him,
 specifically.

Either way, he had only one answer to give. “Yes! Goddess, yes, Gray, I want you.”

“Then you shall have me,” Gray rumbled and pushed in.

*   *   *

It hurt a little, the burn and stretch riding the fine line between pleasure and pain which had become blurry fast. John let out a soft, ragged cry, fingers tightening on the headboard as Gray sheathed himself, all the way in a single, long thrust. And now the wild, powerful energy pulsed not just around John but inside
 him, sending his psychic senses reeling.

Teeth scratched the back of his neck, propelling a different sort of jolt through him. Gray wrapped both arms around John, pulling him onto the drakul’s lap, forcing his legs to either side and opening him completely. Gray pinned John against his chest, capturing his arms. Held thus, John couldn’t move, couldn’t touch his aching cock now jutting into the cool air in front of him, couldn’t do anything but tilt his head back against Gray’s shoulder and moan, “Yes.”

Gray started fucking him. Long strokes, thighs flexing under John’s, shifting his angle slightly until the head of his cock hit John’s prostate with every stroke. John gasped and thrashed, aching to touch his neglected erection, but Gray’s immense strength meant he couldn’t possibly pull free. Pleasure shocked through him with every roll of Gray’s hips, a blend of physical and etheric. The tiny hairs on his arms and legs stood up, the air around them charged with static, and he smelled rain and incense.

Gray licked his neck from behind, a slow swipe of tongue over the point of his pulse, down across his shoulder. “Let me taste you,” he whispered, a velvet rumble in John’s ear.

John’s mind reeled, trying to parse just what Gray asked for through a haze of pleasure. Not his skin, obviously, or his mouth or his cock. Which just left… “My blood?”

“Just a scratch,” Gray said hastily. “I would never harm you.”

Which an actual bite would most definitely do. He hesitated to answer…but in the end, it came down to trust, didn’t it? He was in bed with a being who could kill him without a second thought, with barely any effort at all. He either trusted Gray completely, or their relationship was doomed from the start.

“All right,” he agreed.

A shiver of anticipation went through Gray. The drakul didn’t stop thrusting into him, but slipped one arm from around him—although the other remained in place, still holding John helpless. Gray’s fingers trailed over the join between shoulder and neck, and John tilted his head to the side to allow better access.

Gray’s breath caught at the gesture. There came a slight sting, the tip of a claw scratching skin, just deep enough to draw a little blood.

Gray’s mouth closed on the wound, and he sucked hard. The cock working John’s ass seemed to stiffen even further, thrusts increasing their tempo. Gray began to make a sound halfway between an animal growl and a moan of pleasure, so fucking hot, and John’s body responded in turn. Goddess, he wanted more, wanted everything, wanted to keep going all night and to shoot his load, all at once. His cock bobbed in time to Gray’s movements, flushed dark red and drooling precome on the sheets.

“Touch me,” he panted. “Please, touch my dick, I can’t stand it anymore!”

Without lifting his head from John’s neck, Gray brought his free hand around. But instead of feeling fingers wrap around him, John received the light prickle of claw points against his balls, his aching cock. Teasing, tiny bursts of pleasure/pain, driving him even higher. He cried out, again and again, with every powerful thrust, pinned and helpless and needing.

Gray pulled his mouth away from the scratch, still growling, the vibration echoing in John’s chest. He nipped John’s shoulder, hard enough to bruise, the pressure of his arm around John’s body tightening, hips driving his cock in deep and holding there. A shudder went through Gray, and John just had time to realize his lover came in him, when the rush of etheric energy hit, like a burst of pleasurable static right to his prostate, spreading out through every nerve, pushing him over the edge.

His balls tightened, and he came hard, without even being touched, and Goddess, that had never happened to him before in his whole life. He thrashed and bucked against Gray’s hold, a raw howl of ecstasy dragged up out of his throat, all rational thought erased. Gray’s fingers wrapped around his cock even as he shot, sending a second shockwave of ecstasy through him which went on and on, wringing him dry.

The haze cleared only slowly, thought trickling back in through a heavy blanket of sated pleasure. Gray still held John upright, which was a good thing, because otherwise he would have collapsed entirely onto the bed. Possibly melted off onto the floor, as limp and boneless as he felt at the moment. Gray loosened his hold and stroked one of John’s arms lightly, just a tender gesture, small and welcome.

“Fuck, that was amazing,” John mumbled, when he could speak again. His throat ached; he’d been all but screaming there at the last. The whole house must know what they’d been getting up to in here, but at the moment, he couldn’t bring himself to even remotely care.

“Good,” Gray said, sounding satisfied and a bit smug. He let go, and John stretched out on the coverlet, barely remembering to avoid the small puddle of his come. He knew he ought to do something to clean up, but right now he just wanted to bask in the warm afterglow of being well and truly fucked.

The energy in the room shifted, folding inwards, and a moment later Caleb stretched out beside him. “Are you okay?”

John was sore and spent, and would no doubt have a large bruise where Gray had sucked on the scratch, but it had been the most mind-blowing sex of his life. “I’m fantastic.” He forced his brain to work, even though he really just wanted to drift off at the moment. “Are you all right?”

“Um, yeah,” Caleb said with a snort. He propped himself up on his elbow and ran a hand across John’s chest. “That was weird and kind of incredible all at the same time.”

“So…you’re okay with this?” It felt important to ask again, to make sure Caleb was still all right with everything after Gray had fucked him through the bed.

“Yes.” Caleb caught John’s chin and gently turned his face to look him in the eye. “Look, it’s not like I’m gone, or not aware of what’s happening, or can’t make suggestions, okay? And yes, Gray and I have to figure out just how to handle things going forward, but it’s just details.”

John caught his hand, wrapping their fingers together. “I love you.”

Caleb leaned over, the curtain of his hair falling to either side of their faces, hiding them from everything outside. “Know what?” he asked, kissing John lightly on the nose. “We love you, too.”

*   *   *

John woke from a dream of Caleb’s death.

He lay still in their bed, heart pounding, his face wet with tears. Half afraid, he rolled onto his side. Caleb sprawled beside him, deeply asleep, his skin unmarked by any sign of bullets and betrayal. John couldn’t sense even a flicker of etheric energy, which meant Gray must be curled up somewhere inside, dormant or just quiet for the moment.

He considered wrapping his arms around them, but didn’t want to wake up Caleb, who had been running on even less sleep than he had. Instead he slipped out of bed and into the bathroom. Dark shadows showed under his eyes, and he half wondered if they’d ever go away. As he’d predicted, a bruise marked the base of his neck, where it joined with the shoulder, but a t-shirt would mostly cover it. He felt sore and stiff and smelled of sex, but the night before had been worth any amount of discomfort now.

He showered quickly, then dried off and slipped on one of the standard-issue t-shirts and sweatpants. When he emerged from the bathroom, Caleb had rolled over but not woken up. He stealthily let himself out of the door in search of coffee and food.

As he stepped into the hall, he saw two things. The first was a circle of chalk laid down directly in front of their door, inscribed throughout with various sigils. A spirit ward. Not meant to keep Gray in, because the Vigilant already knew it wouldn’t work, but perhaps intended to provide a warning should he…what? Try to leave unmonitored?

The second was Tiffany, leaning casually against the wall directly across from their room. As he shut the door quietly behind him, she straightened. The fatigues and body armor were gone, replaced by one of her tailored Italian suits, and her hair and makeup appeared perfect as always.

“Huh,” she said. “You are still alive. I owe Kaniyar twenty bucks.” Turning away, she started down the hall, heels clicking on the wooden floor. “Come on, Starkweather, don’t just stand there. We’ve got a war to plan.”
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