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Chapter 1

Caleb opened his eyes and found himself alone in bed.

Well, not alone. Not really. Alone
 wasn’t something he’d ever be again. He’d passed up the last chance to be rid of Gray, the entity who’d accidentally possessed him exactly forty-one days ago.

The temporary roommate in his head had become permanent. Sharing the duplex. Co-signed on the home loan.


“You are sometimes very strange,”
 Gray observed.


Oh sure,
 you’re the 5,000 year old demon-eating vampire, but
 I’m the one who’s strange.


So not alone, but also without the other body he’d expected to find. The rather fine body belonging to Special Agent John Starkweather, Strategic Paranormal Entity Control, aka SPECTR. Or maybe former special agent, given the events of the last twenty-four hours. The white sheets still held the musk of sweat and sex, mingled with the fading trace of John’s aftershave.


“John left without us.”
 Disappointment, mingled with memories from the night before. John stretched out on the bed beneath them, his eyes an uncannily brilliant blue in Gray’s amped-up sight. His mouth on their cock. The way he’d tilted his head to one side in invitation when Gray asked to taste John’s blood…

Caleb’s morning wood took on a new urgency. Would you stop? We’ve got other things to worry about right now besides sex.


“Will we hunt demons?”


It’s all about food or fucking with you, isn’t it?
 Caleb shook his head, but his lips curved in a smile. Damned drakul might have a two-track mind, but unlike a human, Caleb always knew exactly where he stood with Gray.

“Mortals make things needlessly complicated.”

Well, Gray had a point there.

Caleb stretched and sat up. The room looked like a bed and breakfast, but was actually part of a mansion converted to a safe house by the Vigilant. Who the Vigilant were, he still didn’t know for certain, other than they opposed the government’s “all Non-Human Entities must die” policy. Not to mention SPECTR’s “let’s load demons into soldiers and try to control them, because what could possibly go wrong?” initiative.

The sound of voices carried from somewhere below, the words indistinguishable even with his enhanced hearing. Caleb rolled out of bed and picked up his discarded sweatpants from last night. They were one-size-fits-all, which meant short enough to expose his ankles and baggy enough to ride dangerously low on his hips even with the drawstring pulled tight. One of the Vigilant who’d hosed him down the night before—after the battle, demon blood had covered him from head to toe—said his clothes would be cleaned and returned. Hoping to track them down, Caleb went to the bedroom door and opened it.

A spirit ward lay just outside the door.

Caleb stared at it, a sick twist in his stomach. What the hell?


“It cannot hold us,”
 Gray pointed out.


Yeah, I know.
 As did the Vigilant. They must have put it here as a sort of alarm, because they wanted to know the moment he started wandering the halls. Which, in turn, meant despite all their high-sounding words, they didn’t fully trust Caleb.

No. They didn’t fully trust Gray.

“Foolish.”


Yeah.
 Except in ordinary circumstances, once the forty-day limit ended, NHEs generally took over their hosts and set about sowing major havoc and death. Tiffany had taken a huge risk, at least from her perspective, by allowing Gray’s possession to become permanent. Maybe not everyone in the Vigilant was entirely happy with her decision.

Hell, could he really blame them? Sure, it sucked, but even he couldn’t really explain why Gray was different.

“Because I am not a demon.”

Whatever that even meant. “Demon” wasn’t even a real category, just a word left over from the days before anyone understood NHEs. Not to say anyone really understood them now. That had been one of the more disillusioning things about the last forty days, discovering even the experts didn’t have any real idea what they dealt with.

Well, maybe the Vigilant would have more answers. At least they’d left his clothes, neatly folded and stacked on the floor, beside the spirit ward. With a sigh, he stepped across the ward; it tingled across his skin. Caleb's ears popped, as if the pressure had changed around him. Whatever exorcist laid the ward knew he was up and around now.

He dressed quickly in black jeans, dark gray tee, and black leather boots adorned with buckles and straps. And his long coat, elk leather dyed black, underlain with kevlar. Someone had done a quick repair job on the holes and rents left behind from his demon brawl the night before. Although it had been as much feast as fight.

His teeth burned and his fingertips itched at the memory. You can’t be hungry after snacking on all those demons last night.



“No. But if we came across one…”
 A predator’s logic; no telling if famine would follow feast. Better to eat while the eating was good.

Fortunately, they weren’t likely to find any demons nearby, not with several exorcists under one roof. The thought didn’t cheer Gray, but Caleb didn’t care. He’d endured enough violence in the last couple of days, thank you very much.

He followed the sound of voices downstairs. The air smelled of bacon, hash browns, toast, and coffee. The safe house had once been an old plantation-style home, complete with a huge dining room, an enormous table, big chandelier, and a sideboard laden with a wide variety of breakfast foods.

All murmur of conversation stopped when Caleb stepped through the doorway. He halted, uncomfortable at having every single eye in the room turned his way. Most of the roughly dozen people there he recognized as Vigilant operatives from the night before.

At the head of the table sat Tiffany Ward, SPECTR agent and Vigilant mole. He didn’t know what her status was in the Vigilant, precisely, except she’d commanded the assault on SPECTR’s Non-Human Entity Research Division last night. Supposedly, RD investigated the different types of NHEs, or worked on developing ways to exorcise them more easily. In reality, Assistant Director Graham Forsyth was using RD to stuff demons in soldiers and run experiments on how to control them.

Which didn’t go down well with Indira Kaniyar, SPECTR District Chief and John’s boss, who now sat to Tiffany’s right. Kaniyar was a hard ass who frankly scared the shit out of Caleb, but she would never go along with the horrors Forsyth was cooking up. She, along with her pet empath Pittman, were now on the run from SPECTR along with the rest of them.

John sat halfway down the table, a half-eaten bagel in front of him. Bags showed under his bloodshot eyes, and his dark hair had started to grow out of its normal clipped perfection. But at the sight of Caleb, a bright grin lit up his face. “Hey, babe. I saved you guys a chair.”

Gray preened at the inclusion, like a satisfied cat. And yeah, it was thoughtful of John, but given the present company, Caleb would just as soon he’d skipped it. No need to remind everyone just what they had in their midst, after all.

“Um, thanks,” he said, gesturing vaguely at the sideboard. “Just let me grab some breakfast.”

“Well, hurry it up,” Tiffany snapped. As usual, she dressed in a tailored Italian suit and skirt. Although her flawless makeup concealed most of the damage from lack of sleep, the way she slumped slightly in her chair, hands wrapped around her coffee cup, gave away her exhaustion. Had she rested at all last night? “We’ve been waiting on you to drag your ass out of bed. Thanks for keeping half the house awake with your kinky sexcapades, by the way.”

“Speaking of which,” Kaniyar said, “you owe me twenty dollars.”

John took a sip of his coffee. “I can’t believe you actually bet on whether I’d survive the night.”

The heat building in Caleb’s cheeks drained away, and he scowled. “The hell, Tiffany? The spirit ward was bad enough, but this? If you think Gray is so damned dangerous, why did you let him stay with me?”

Tiffany dug a twenty out of her wallet and passed it to Kaniyar. “Gray is
 dangerous,” she said. “That’s the point. I took a chance on you. The spirit ward was just a bit of reassurance for all concerned.”

In other words, maybe some of the other Vigilant didn’t think she made the right choice. “And the bet?”

“Because only Starkweather would be crazy—or dumb—enough to fuck something that can rip through a solid iron door.” She made a face. “There’s just too many ways it could go wrong.”

“Ew. And thanks for the fucking vote of confidence.”

“Any time. Now would you please get some damn breakfast so we can start here?”

He loaded up a plate with bagels and toast. Being vegetarian, he would have avoided the bacon even before Gray, but the drakul had a poor opinion of what he called carrion and cold blood.

This from a creature who drank the blood of ghouls, which reeked like fucking corpses.


“But they are alive,”
 Gray countered with what he obviously considered unassailable logic. “Whereas this has been dead for some time.”


Can we just have breakfast without a discussion of what’s on other people’s plates? Christ.

He took the chair beside John. Before tucking in to his breakfast, though, he leaned over and kissed the other man, a bit defiantly. Screw you, Tiffany.


“I can’t sense him,” Pittman said.

Caleb was no empath, but even he felt the mood of the room change. If it had been wary before, now it was on edge. Startled, he pulled away from John to find everyone staring at him in varying degrees of alarm.

“Clarify,” Kaniyar ordered. Her sharp tone was no different than usual, but he thought her expression hardened slightly.

Pittman looked the stereotype of an all-American football player: blond, big, and burly. But the bright green band around his upper arm marked him as an empath, able to sense emotions and know if someone lied. And right now, he didn’t seem happy at all.

“It isn’t something a lower-level empath would necessarily twig to,” he said. “At least, not if there were other people around. I’ve never had a problem reading Mr. Jansen before. Now…he’s just not there.”

“Well I am, asshole. Quit talking about me like I’m not,” Caleb snapped. Damn mind-fuckers.

Kaniyar ignored Caleb’s protest. “What about last night? After the possession became permanent?”

Pittman’s blue eyes fixed on Caleb, as if doing his damnedest to sense something. “I don’t know. With so many people and emotions so high, I couldn’t sort things out. But right now, it’s no different from any full-blown possession. I can’t sense Mr. Jansen’s emotions at all. As if he’s no longer human.”

“Oh, fuck you!” Caleb shoved his chair back. After everything else, damned if he would sit here and let some toady of Kaniyar’s insult him. “I’m still human.”

“Caleb, sit down.” John gripped his arm, tugging gently. “Please. No one’s accusing you of anything.”

“He’s saying I’m not human. He’s accusing Gray of, what, tricking everyone into thinking I’m still in here?”

“Sit down, Mr. Jansen, before you make an even bigger fool of yourself.” Kaniyar’s voice cracked like a whip. “If the drakul were manifesting, we’d know, even without the overtly physical signs.”

“So what did you mean to imply?” Caleb asked the empath. The guy might not be able to feel Caleb’s emotions any more, but he’d figure them out from the glare Caleb gave him.

“We don’t know what it implies,” John said patiently, still tugging on his sleeve. “Please. Sit down and let it go for now.”

“Fine.” Caleb thumped back into his chair. Snatching up the butter knife, he did his best to take out his annoyance on the tub of margarine in front of him.

John sighed but didn’t remark on it. Instead, he turned to Tiffany. “All right. Caleb is here. Now answer my questions.”

Tiffany scowled at him over the rim of her coffee cup. “We’ve got bigger things to worry about than giving you a history lesson, Starkweather. Starting with Forsyth’s army of demons and what the hell we’re going to do about them.”

“No.” A little surprised at the sharpness of John’s tone, Caleb glanced from his bagel to his lover’s face. John wore an expression Caleb had never seen before: cold and angry. “I’m not discussing anything until I know exactly who I’m working with.”

“You do know me—”

“I knew Sean even better.” Bitterness twisted John’s words. And with good reason; he and Sean had been best friends for years. Right up until the moment Sean put a bullet in Caleb’s skull and sold them all out to Forsyth. “Cut the crap.”

John and Tiffany stared at one another for a long moment. With a frustrated huff, Tiffany banged her coffee cup down onto the table. Coffee sloshed over her brown fingers, but she didn’t seem to notice. “Fine,” she said. “Have it your way. Her name was Papillon.”

*   *   *

“It means ‘butterfly’ in French,” Tiffany said. “She was a placée in New Orleans in the early 1800s.”

John frowned. Was Tiffany serious, or just jerking him around? “I don’t think we need to go back this far.”

Tiffany’s eyes narrowed. “Do you want to know or not? Then shut up and let me tell you.”

“Fine.” But if it turned out she was just screwing with him, he was out the door, with Caleb and Gray in tow. “What’s a placée?”

Tiffany’s full lips pressed into a tight line. “At the time? A free woman of color, usually very light-skinned, kept as a mistress by a wealthy white ‘protector.’ Life was fucking hard, but these ladies were damned smart. A lot of them, Papillon included, had legal contracts ensuring they—and their children—got a regular allowance and whatever they needed to live on. They owned property, which was more than a lot of white women could say back then.”

She gave him a challenging stare. Maybe she thought he intended to make some asshole remark about prostitution. “Got it. So she probably had some kind of education, too?”

Tiffany seemed surprised. “Huh. Not as dumb as you look. She was a woman in two worlds, the one who’d go to communion with the other placées and listen to the priests remind everyone over and over that all contact with the spirit world was an abomination against God. Later she’d go to the local mambo’s house and speak to the lwa
 .”

“NHEs,” John said.

Tiffany’s eyes narrowed in displeasure. “Intermediaries between mortals and God. So yes, not human.”

“Dangerous.” John shook his head. “And not just because she would’ve been in trouble if caught.”

Tiffany scowled. “The idea all possessions are bad is imperialistic bullshit. Under controlled circumstances—”

“Which is exactly what Forsyth is telling himself! Look how well that turned out.”

The smell of scorching wood filled the air. Tiffany swore and yanked her hands back from the table, which now bore the imprint of her fingertips burned into it. “You don’t know shit. It’s not the same thing at all.”

“Tiffany—”

“John,” Caleb cut in. “Don’t be mad, but I’m kind of hoping Tiffany’s right.”

Shit. He was an idiot. “Yeah, okay. I’m sorry.” He touched the back of Caleb’s hand lightly. “I didn’t mean to sound as if I think Gray is no different than the NHEs Forsyth is controlling. I don’t. But summoning NHEs…I’ve seen it go wrong too many times.”

“And I’ve seen it go right too many times,” Tiffany replied. “Anyway, the point is, Papillon knew a few things, but didn’t spend her life thinking about NHEs. Until the night a rougarou
 —a lycanthrope—attacked her. It would have killed her, except the drakul hunting it showed up. The drakul was in the body of someone she knew, someone who had died from yellow fever just a few days before. It saved her life.”

Tiffany took a long sip from her coffee cup. “Papillon didn’t know what had happened, what she’d just seen. But the experience changed her. Awoke a curiosity, or a drive, whatever you want to call it. She went to the cemetery and her friend’s crypt. And she talked to what she found inside.”

“Yes,” Gray said.

Etheric energy suddenly flooded the room, along with the scent of ozone and petrichor. Startled, John turned to find Gray sitting beside him, eyes black as oil slicks. His long hair shivered and twisted in an unfelt breeze, the locks slithering over his shoulders like black snakes. Several of the Vigilant stirred in alarm, even though they’d fought beside him just a few hours ago.

“What?” Tiffany asked.

“Yes,” Gray repeated, in a voice almost like Caleb’s but underlain with a deep rumble of distant thunder. “I remember.”


Chapter 2

“You’ve got to be kidding me,” one of the other Vigilant said, eyes going wide. John privately agreed with him.

“I only recall because mortals seldom spoke to me,” Gray said. “Usually they came into tombs to cut off my head. Or pin me to the ground with stakes.”

He said it as if it were perfectly normal, the sort of thing that might happen to anyone. John’s stomach turned over queasily at the thought of someone hurting Gray, even if he’d been in a dead body unable to experience pain at the time. “What did you tell her?”

“She asked if I was Géraud. I told her no. She thanked me for saving her. I explained I hunted demons and had no interest in her. She left.”

“You…” Tiffany appeared taken aback, lips parted but no other words coming out. Then she seemed to remember herself and swallowed. “I never thought…but, counting Gray, we only know of two drakul in North America right now. How many could there ever have been?” Her hands curled on the scorched wood of the table. “I should have considered the odds.”

“What does it matter?” John asked.

“Because he’s what started it all. My whole life…” She shook her head. “Never mind. The point is Papillon came back. She wanted to know more. But you had left.”

“One of the demons had a cane knife,” Gray said. “It forced me to move on.”

In other words, it fought back and damaged the body to the point it became uninhabitable for Gray. Thankfully, Tiffany didn’t ask for any details.

“After the incident, Papillon wondered what else was out there,” Tiffany went on. “She knew Greek and Latin, and began to research old books, searching for clues to the drakul and other beneficent spirits. Her protector ‘indulged’ her by buying rare volumes for her as gifts, although of course he knew nothing of her true interest. In time, she drew other like-minded souls to her, people who wanted to make a scientific study of NHEs, without either the trappings of religion or the blindness of fear.” Tiffany glanced at him. “And no matter what you say, Starkweather, SPECTR is still spouting the same line as the Inquisition. They took God out of the equation but left the fear in.”

“Ward,” Kaniyar said, before John thought of a reply. “Let’s not start another argument if we can avoid it.”

Tiffany frowned but nodded. “Yeah, okay. Anyway, Papillon and her followers became the Order of the Vigilant. Always watching from the shadows, ready to step in and either protect people from demons, or protect spirits from people, whatever it took. Keeping an eye out for men or governments ready to abuse both to get their way. Working between the cracks and behind the scenes.”

“Why a moth?” Caleb asked. Apparently, Gray had said all he intended for the moment. “For your symbol, I mean. If her name meant butterfly.”

Tiffany’s grin held a feral edge. “Papillon
 was the mask she wore to survive—pretty and sweet and delicate. But with the Vigilant, she became papillon de nuit—
 a moth, going about its business hidden by the night. She was my ancestor.”

Had John wondered when the Vigilant recruited Tiffany? She’d been born into it. For a moment, he felt a flash of pity—did she ever have the opportunity to make her own choices? Or had her entire life, from her parents sending her to the state school instead of a private one, to the Academy, to her job as a field agent, all been chosen for her?

What had she said to Gray? “My whole life…”
 What would it be like to come face-to-face with the entity whose one act changed everything for her, even to the fact she was born at all?

“All right,” John said slowly, turning over everything she’d said in his mind. “The Vigilant have been around a while. But from what I’ve seen here, you have some serious funding. And you aren’t afraid to spend it on paramilitary gear. What exactly—”

“Head’s up,” Caleb said sharply. “I hear cars on the road outside.”

The Vigilant exchanged glances. “La capitaine,”
 Tiffany said. “Shit. She’s going to chew my ass out but good. Come on.”

Tiffany rose to her feet and led the way out of the dining room into the large foyer. As they approached the entrance, the doors flew open, crashing into the walls on either side.

Men and women boiled in, dressed in body armor and with guns ready. Tiffany froze, her eyes going wide in shock. John swore, but he didn’t even have his athame, let alone his Glock. Behind him, etheric energy bloomed as Gray surged to the surface.

*   *   *

“Keep your drakul on a leash.” A woman entered behind the gunmen. Unlike them, she dressed in an expensive skirt and suit, and carried no obvious weapon. Although her hair had acquired more silver since the last time he’d seen her, John still recognized her immediately.

“Mrs. Ward?” Shit. Of course. If Tiffany was in the Vigilant because of her ancestry, it only made sense her mother would be as well.

All the guns trained on Gray, whose growl vibrated in John’s bones. Fucking hell, what was going on?

“Stand down, drakul,” Renée Ward ordered.

“It’s okay,” John said, holding up his hands to show he was unarmed. “Gray, calm down. Mrs. Ward, I don’t know if you remember me, but—”

One of the Vigilant lunged forward. John jerked back automatically, but the man’s fingers fisted in his t-shirt, yanking the material down. “Look!”

Gray moved faster than John could blink, one moment a short distance behind him, the next with his fingers wrapped around the operative’s arm.

“Do not touch him!” Gray roared, and the chandelier over their heads shook.

And oh fuck, things were going south fast. “I’m okay!” John grabbed Gray’s arm in turn, trying to tug him loose from the Vigilant before somebody got scared enough to start shooting. “It’s all right, Gray. I’m fine.”

Gray released the Vigilant, who stumbled away as fast as humanly possible. But the drakul still growled, a low rumble of threat, which didn’t help anyone’s nerves. “Darling, no.” John put his hands on Gray’s chest, even though he couldn’t hold Gray back if the drakul decided otherwise. “Just back off. Let Caleb handle this for the moment.”

Lightning sparked in the depths of Gray’s obsidian eyes, like a nighttime storm on the horizon. With a last growl, he folded inwards, energy tucking itself back into Caleb’s slight frame.

Unfortunately, Caleb looked ready to do some growling himself.

“Mom, what the hell
 is going on?” Tiffany demanded. Her eyes were wide and her perfect brows drawn down. “Just calm down and put the guns away! There’s no need for this!” She gestured at Gray. “He’s the one Papillon met. The drakul who saved her.”

Renée didn’t seem at all appeased. Instead she folded her arms over her chest, returning her daughter’s glare. “Which only makes the situation even more tragic. What in God’s name were you thinking? You were supposed to exorcise the drakul, not let it take the living body permanently. Do you have any idea what you’ve done?”

“Forsyth is building an army of demons,” Tiffany said. “He’s hiding them in the tunnels beneath RD and using technology to control them.”

Utter silence met her pronouncement. Renée’s mocha skin took on a grayish hue. “Damn it,” she said. “It makes sense now.”

“What does?”

“Things are worse than I realized.”

Tiffany gestured in Caleb’s direction. “In that case, we need some major fucking firepower. And this was the only certain way to keep Gray out of Forsyth’s hands.”

Renée glanced at Caleb. “No. It’s no excuse, Tiffany. You know
 where this will end up.”

Tiffany’s fists clenched. “No, Mother, I don’t. No one does! We have guesses and rumors and theories, that’s all. But what I do know is Gray saved my life—on purpose, not by accident like with Papillon. He’s cooperated. I don’t see any reason to think—”

“Don’t be naïve.” Renée pointed at John. No, at the bruise on the base of his neck, now fully exposed thanks to the asshole trying to rip off his shirt. “It’s already started. How long until the drakul’s lust for blood and power becomes uncontrollable?”

“Hey!” Caleb exclaimed. “I don’t know who the fuck you think you are, lady, but it’s none of your business what two—three—whatever—consenting adults get up to in their spare time.”

“I thought the Vigilant wanted to work with NHEs,” John said. “Why are you afraid of Gray?”

For a moment, he didn’t think she’d answer him. Then Renée shook her head slowly. “Because the drakul are gods upon this earth, Mr. Starkweather. And now my daughter has unleashed one upon us.”

*   *   *

John stared blankly at Renée. “What do you mean?”

“It’s a long story, Mr. Starkweather, and not one I’m in the mood for now,” she replied. “At the moment, we need to secure the site and decide exactly what our next move will be. Something I
 will determine, not my impetuous offspring.”

Tiffany gazed down at her feet, eyes narrowed and cheeks flushed. Caleb stiffened, lip curling to reveal teeth still human for the moment. “What, half a dozen men aren’t enough to keep you safe from the big, scary drakul? Do you really think I got away from Forsyth just to let you put me in a different cage?”

Renée frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“I can hear the engines.” Caleb nodded toward the driveway outside. “Super vampire senses, remember? Big trucks on a gravel road make a lot of noise.”

Renée’s eyes widened slightly. “Those don’t belong to us.”

Caleb cocked his head, clearly listening. “Then we’ve got a problem. Because there are several of them, and they’re coming fast.”

“Shit!” Tiffany swore. “How did they find us? Were you followed?”

Renée’s expression turned grim. “We’ll worry about laying blame later. For now, break out the armaments. Snipers upstairs. Everyone else, get ready to hold the lower floors.”

Gray manifested again in a glorious spill of etheric energy against John’s psychic senses. Ignoring Renée, the drakul strode for the door, coat snapping behind him. The Vigilant in his path looked at each other nervously.

For a minute, John thought Renée might actually order them to try to hold Gray back. Instead, she said, “Let it through. We might as well see how useful it is.”

John wanted to run after Gray. Stand by him to confront whatever had come for them. But he didn’t even have an athame, let alone a gun. He could only get in the way.

Even so, it didn’t make watching Gray disappear out the door any easier.

Some of the Vigilant made for the rear of the house, while others hit the stairs to the upper floors. Tiffany grabbed John’s arm and tugged him toward the back of the house. “Come on—we’ve got ordinance.”

At least they didn’t expect him to ride this through without a weapon. He jogged with her, trying to ignore the bands of worry tightening around his chest. “How the hell did they find us?”

“No idea. Pittman would pick up on a mole if he came face-to-face with them. Unfortunately, that leaves a whole lot of operatives out there who might have turned.” Tiffany slowed as they reached the kitchen. The rear of the pantry stood open, revealing a hidden room. Vigilant already darted in and out, carrying rifles and guns of every description. The ATF would have a field day if they ever found out about this.

Tiffany passed him a Glock and half a dozen magazines. Although John never thought of himself as someone who relied on a gun, he couldn’t deny the heavy weight in his hand made him feel a little less vulnerable. He wished he had his athame, but it was long gone, confiscated when SPECTR took him into custody…was it just yesterday?

“Stick with me,” Tiffany ordered. He fell in behind her, and together they hurried back to the front of the building. The sounds of gunshots already came from the front yard, and he sensed the flex and surge of etheric energy. Gray, of course...but a flicker of something less powerful as well, something he wouldn’t have expected to feel at a distance.

“Therianthropes.” How he sensed them from inside the house he didn’t know, but he’d worry about it later.

Tiffany swore. Darting into a side room, she ducked beneath a window looking out onto the front lawn. John took up position beside her. His hand shook slightly from adrenaline as he twitched back the gauzy white curtains over the window and risked a peek outside.

A pair of troop transports sat on the lawn, behind the assortment of sedans and other vehicles belonging to the Vigilant. Men and women dressed in fatigues jumped out of the transport, some of them with distorted faces, the demons in them strong enough to bring on obvious physical changes. All were too fast, too strong, for non-possessed humans.

And all closed with the slim figure striding to meet them.

John’s heart stuttered at the sight. Tiffany hissed in frustration. “It’s full speed ahead with that fucker, isn’t it?” she muttered. “At least walking right into friendly fire won’t kill him.”

Maybe, but there were too many possessed even for Gray to take on. The drakul didn’t seem particularly concerned, however.

Gray turned back to the house. “John!” he shouted, like the boom of thunder. “May these be killed?”

John threw the window open and aimed his gun at the possessed soldiers. “Yes!” he shouted. He risked a shot, but the creatures already closed in on Gray, and he didn’t want to hit the drakul instead. “Kill them!”

Gray smiled.

Then he spun and charged straight at the oncoming therianthropes.

Their ranks shattered even before he reached them. A handful broke off and fled in the opposite direction in blind panic, the NHEs inside them sensing the presence of a much bigger predator. Others hesitated, or tried to go around Gray, snarling in fear and fury.

Gray went for the ones stupid or brave enough to come for him. They collided in a swirl of black leather and mottled fatigues, buzz-cuts and flying hair.

“Wake up, Starkweather!” Tiffany snapped. “Pick a fucking target and shoot!”

Shit, he had to stop worrying about Gray and get his act together. He aimed at one of the therianthropes which had avoided Gray and now made for the front door. Silver-jacketed lead impacted with its shoulder, blood pouring from the great artery as it went down. The crack of gunfire came from the rear of the house; some of the possessed soldiers had circled around to try their defenses from all directions.

Sighting carefully, he fired at another soldier rushing toward the house, her mouth distorted by a forest of teeth, her eyes the fractured amber of a lycanthrope. And ignored the voice screaming in his head she might still have been saved. Her forty days weren’t up. In a circle with candles and athame, he could have torn the NHE out of her.

But not in the middle of a damn battlefield. Still, it didn’t quiet the innermost voice, which cried out when she crumpled, shredded by a hail of bullets from his gun and three others.

This was all Forsyth’s fault. For treating people like things, for not caring who or what he hurt. For corrupting SPECTR and putting John in this position in the first place.

Goddess. She could have been saved.

The tang of blood clogged his nostrils. He took a deep breath and spat to one side.

“Damn it, Starkweather! Your boy is in trouble,” Tiffany said.

His attention snapped to the fore, adrenaline flooding his veins. The therianthropes attacked Gray en masse, a pile of snapping teeth and rending claws. Gray went to the ground, buried underneath camo-clad bodies.

John surged to his feet. He needed to get to Gray, to save him before the possessed tore him into too many pieces for even a drakul to put back together.

Tiffany grabbed his arm. “Are you crazy? You’ll get killed!”

Bodies flew away from Gray like debris from a blast radius, propelled by Caleb’s telekinesis. They smashed into the ground and the side of the nearest transport, the snap of bone and crunch of teeth audible even at a distance. Several let out barks of agony, and one slumped to the ground, its head at a strange angle to its body.

Gray surged to his feet, covered in blood. He clutched a drained therianthrope in one hand like an empty beer can. Casting it aside, he—no, Caleb—smashed back three other possessed soldiers.

John’s mouth went dry with a mixture of relief and awe. Even in this scene of death and terror, there was something almost beautiful about the way Gray and Caleb worked together, switching off so fast they seemed more a single, unstoppable force than separate entities.

Bodies littered the lawn. Between the Vigilant’s firepower and Gray, they’d significantly whittled down the assault team. Goddess, they might actually make it out of this without any casualties on their side.

With a roar of engines, a gunship appeared just over the tree line.


Chapter 3

“Holy shit it’s a fucking attack helicopter!”

Gray drops the latest demon, its body already sagging into decay, the surge of power and ecstasy from its blood still ringing along his nerves. The gunship roars toward the safe house, yet another of these machines mortals have invented solely to vex him.

There comes a burst of light and smoke, the gunship launching the rockets mounted on its sides. They scream through the air, agonizingly loud against his sensitive hearing. Before he can even blink, the rockets bury themselves in the vulnerable wood of the old plantation house. Fire blooms, part of the building collapsing.

John is inside.

He breaks for the house, Caleb’s distress twining with his own. John cannot be hurt, he cannot. Not this soon, not after they have just begun to understand one another.

Figures flee the house, through doors and windows and new openings torn by the collapse. The other mortal, Tiffany, scrambles through an open window, and John is behind her. Gray stumbles, his knees suddenly, strangely weak at the sight.

The helicopter opens fire with its machine guns, strafing those fleeing the ruin.

No. This is not to be allowed. John must be protected.

Gray adjusts his trajectory and runs faster, toward the part of the safe house still standing. He leaps, claws sinking into wood, scrambling up through clouds of noxious smoke. People within are screaming, the sound pulling on his nerves unpleasantly. He must put a stop to this.

He pauses for just an instant, at the highest point he can reach. The gunship turns its flank to him, hovering for a moment while it targets those fleeing the back of the house. So he leaps.

The leap is fueled by Caleb’s TK, both of them united in this. They describe an arc through the clear air, and for a moment he thinks it will not be enough, they will not quite reach—

His claws sink into the metallic skin of the helicopter, sliding across it before catching. The machine swings wildly, balance disrupted by his sudden impact, and he hears shouts from within.

“Fuck! We’re barely hanging on here!”

True, and he doesn’t wish to fall. He sinks his claws in deeper and begins to peel back the metal skin. Rivets pop, and the shouts inside grow more insistent.

A bullet smashes into his hip, nearly knocking them free. Hot agony and shattered bone, and he sees one of the RD soldiers leaning out the side of the helicopter, preparing to fire again.

Most annoying.

The helicopter jinks and dives, trying to shake him off. For a moment, all his weight depends from his claws, and several rip free in a blaze of pain. But he cannot let go; he cannot let this infernal machine kill John.

Drawing back one arm, he punches the metal plate, tearing it off. He hooks his arms into the opening he’s created for a more secure hold.

“Forget that—those cables look important! Rip them loose!”

He shrugs and does as Caleb suggests. Instantly, a hideous whine comes from somewhere in the machine. The helicopter lurches, one of the rotors freezing. The soldier shooting at them falls from his perch with a scream.

The ground is coming closer with disturbing speed.

“Shit! Jump! Jump!”

*   *   *

The gunship struck just within the surrounding woods, impact shaking the ground beneath John’s feet. Orange flames stretched their fingers toward the sky. Groans and pops came from the pines nearest the burning helicopter, sap boiling beneath the bark in the intense heat.


Gray, Caleb, please no.
 John had taken refuge under one of the transports when the gunship began to strafe everyone fleeing the house. He’d last glimpsed Gray clinging to the side of the helicopter, before it vanished into the trees. Gray could survive a broken neck, a bullet to the head, but a raging inferno?

John left the concealment of the transport. Whether or not any possessed soldiers remained to try and kill him, he didn’t know. Didn’t care. Right now he could only run, as hard as he could, as if reaching the crash site fast enough would somehow change fate.

A dark shape stepped out of the woods, cast into silhouette by the burning gunship. Gray’s hair writhed around his shoulders, and his coat flared out behind him, the orange light catching on the silver buckles of his boots. Everything looked intact and uncharred; he’d doubtless leapt clear before the crash.

John must have flown the last few feet between them, because suddenly his arms wrapped around Gray and his face pressed into one leather-clad shoulder. The coat smelled of cordite and pine resin.

For a moment, Gray stood very still, before returning the embrace. Etheric energy wrapped around John like a cocoon. “Are you hurt?”

“No,” John said into Gray’s shoulder. “You just scared the shit out of me.”

“I am sorry,” Gray said, in his weirdly formal way. “If it is any consolation, Caleb was also very concerned for a few moments.”

John laughed. “I bet.” He let go of Gray and stepped back.

One column of black smoke rose from the planation house and a second from the burning helicopter. Someone would surely call the fire department, no matter how far from civilization they were. Tires and machine gun fire had gouged the front lawn, and dead bodies, both SPECTR and Vigilant, littered it. Screams and wails of pain came from the wounded.

John broke into a jog. Tiffany stood near the gaping hole in the side of the building, one hand up to her mouth, coughing violently. Soot smudged her skin and her eyes were bloodshot from the smoke. A pyrokinetic, she was more or less invulnerable to fire, but smoke inhalation or falling debris would kill her as easily as anyone else.

“Is anyone still in there?” John asked. Damn it, rockets hit the place—the whole thing might come down at any second.

Tiffany nodded, wiping her mouth with the back of a hand. “M-Mom. A couple of others. I tried to go in, but the smoke—”

John swore and frantically scanned the structure for some way in not blocked by smoke and flames. Going inside would be suicide, but they couldn’t just stand there and let Renée die without at least trying.

“I will go,” Gray said, although he didn’t sound entirely pleased about it.

Neither was John. “Are you sure?”

“It is survivable.” Gray’s lips pursed. “And Caleb says we should.”

The drakul drew a deep breath. Before either John or Tiffany could say anything, he darted into the smoke.

“Shit, he’s fast.” Tiffany’s voice trembled. “He’ll get to her.
 ”

“Damn right he will,” John said.

An eternity passed. The house groaned alarmingly as the fire ate at its support beams. What the hell was taking so long? Had they found her? Had smoke overcome Gray after all? Or had he fallen through a floor into the heart of the fire? What if—

The smoke billowed, and Gray reappeared. In his arms, he held Renée’s limp body.

“Hurry—get her in the back of the transport!” Tiffany shouted.

“Was there anyone else inside?” called another of the Vigilant.

“No.” Soot darkened Gray’s skin, and red rimmed his obsidian eyes, which streamed from the smoke. “All were dead. And this one is dying.”

“Like hell!” Tiffany’s dark eyes blazed. “You’re not a fucking medic! Just put her down where we can take care of her.”

Other wounded were being loaded into the transports, but everyone made way for Gray to carefully lay Renée down. One look at her sent John’s heart into the pit of his stomach. She was soaked in blood, fragments of white bone protruding from amidst the welter. Her lips and nails had taken on a bluish tinge, and her breaths came quick but shallow.

Tiffany swore, voice cracking. “Somebody get a first aid kit over here!”

“This is way past first aid.” John stripped off his shirt and pressed it against the worst wound, trying to stem the flow of blood. “She needs a hospital, now!”

Renée moaned when he applied pressure. The sound made him wince—fuck, she was already in terrible pain, and he couldn’t help but make it worse. But they needed to get the bleeding stopped.

She waved one hand weakly. “Tiffany,” she gasped. Blood specked her lips, which was never a good sign. Internal bleeding at the very least.

Tiffany grabbed her hand and clutched it. “I’m here,” she said. “I’m here, Mama. You’re going to be okay.”

“Forsyth…the demon army…” Renée’s breath hitched. “It makes sense now. But where? You have to find out where.”

“Where what?” Tiffany asked. When Renée didn’t answer, she gripped her mother’s hand even harder. “I don’t understand. Where what? Mom?”

John let up on the pressure. Renée didn’t move. No breath stirred her chest, and her pupils slowly blew wider as even the muscles in her eyes relaxed in death.

“No,” Tiffany whispered.

One of the other Vigilant touched her shoulder. “We’ve got to go, Tiffany. I mean, la capitaine.”


Tiffany blinked rapidly, and for a moment John thought she hadn’t heard the man through her grief. Then she gently lowered her mother’s arm to the floor of the transport. “Yeah. We need to scatter. Take all the vehicles and go—it will confuse them for a while.”

She scrambled out of the back of the truck and headed for one of the sedans. “Break up into groups!” she shouted at the Vigilant still milling around. “Get out and go to ground! Now!” Glancing over her shoulder, she said, “Starkweather, Jansen, you’re with me.”

“Where are we going?” Caleb asked; apparently Gray had lost interest in the proceedings at some point and let Caleb take over again.

Tiffany flung open the door and leveled a hard stare at him over the roof of the car. “The fuck away from here. Now get your skinny ass in the car before the cops show up.”

*   *   *

John crossed the enormous parking lot of a truck stop somewhere along I-95 south, carrying a tray of coffee and bags of greasy food, and wearing a new “I Heart Georgia” t-shirt. The sun hovered on the horizon, turning the sky a weird shade of pinkish-gold. The acrid stink of exhaust and rumble of engines seemed almost comfortingly normal after everything else.

Tiffany had parked the sedan in the far reaches of the nearly empty lot. They’d made one earlier stop, just before getting on the interstate. Opening the trunks, she’d revealed an arsenal: several hand guns, a shotgun, and a dozen silver-plated knives. A hidden compartment yielded a handful of credit cards, a prepaid cell phone, and a number of driver’s licenses bearing Renée’s picture paired with different names.

“Let’s not get pulled over for speeding,” he’d muttered. She’d only glared at him and slammed the trunk shut.

He balanced the coffee tray on the roof while opening the door. “Dinner and coffee,” he said, passing one of the bags to her as he climbed in.

“Thanks.” She hadn’t said much since they’d left the burning safe house in their rearview mirror. “Where’s your boyfriend?”

“Still in the shower.” The only drawback to Caleb’s hair was how long it took to get blood and tangles out. They’d left him in the car while renting the shower. Having fought the possessed soldiers hand-to-hand, not to mention drinking their blood, he’d looked like an ax murderer. Anyone seeing him would have called the cops for sure.

“Should have just run him through a car wash,” she muttered. She didn’t touch her food, but took a cautious sip of the coffee.

John cleared his throat. “Listen, Tiffany. About your mom. I’m—”

“Stow it, Starkweather.” She stared out the front windshield.

“I know this can’t be easy—”

“I’m la capitaine
 now. People depend on me for their lives.” Tiffany took a bigger gulp of coffee, as if she wished it were booze instead. “I knew I’d have to take over some day, just like she took over from her mother. I didn’t expect it to be today, but you don’t get to choose these things. I don’t need some damn pep talk from you, and I sure as hell don’t need a hug.”

Caleb opened the back door and slid in behind them. “What’s this about hugs?”

“I’m giving them out,” John said, passing coffee back. Caleb’s hair hung damply about his shoulders, and he smelled like the cheap soap and shampoo they’d bought when renting the shower. “Normally I charge, but I’ll make an exception for you.”

Caleb snorted. “Right now I’ll settle for some food, thanks.”

“They didn’t have much you could eat.” John passed one of the bags back. “Sorry, babe.”

Caleb peered into the bag. “Fries and a donut. Good thing I’ve got Gray to keep my arteries from exploding.”

“There are a couple of power bars, too.”

John dug out his burger, and they ate in silence for a few minutes. Or at least he and Caleb did. Tiffany picked at one or two fries and went back to guzzling coffee.

“What now?” Caleb asked after a few minutes.

John had considered the question throughout the long drive. “Everyone in SPECTR isn’t involved in this. Hell, most people aren’t.”

Tiffany snorted. “You aren’t suggesting taking this to SPECTR.”

“You’re an agent, too,” he shot back. “Or were. You know—”

“No, I don’t, and neither do you.” She crumpled her empty coffee cup in her fist. “You don’t have a clue who’s trustworthy, and who will stab us in the back first chance they get. If you did, you wouldn’t have taken Caleb straight to Sean, would you?”

John’s stomach tightened around the food he’d eaten. He’d tried hard not to think about Sean. About the man he’d called his best friend, the guy he’d known since they were fifteen years old, who’d helped him move into his first apartment and commiserated with him on his love life.

Sean, who’d gone over to Forsyth and put a bullet through the back of Caleb’s head.

Nausea shook him, and it took all his self-control just to breathe and wait for the feeling to subside, instead of throwing open the car door and puking in the parking lot.

“John?” Caleb’s hand on his shoulder, but his voice slid into a slightly deeper register, Gray getting in on the act as well.

“I’m okay.” Maybe if he said it enough times, he’d start to believe it.

Tiffany shook her head, braids murmuring against the shoulders of her jacket. “You go to the wrong person on this, and we’re all dead.”

“She’s right.” Caleb’s voice was entirely his own again. “I mean…you saw RD. That kind of funding, no way the director doesn’t know about this. Even if we find somebody trustworthy to take it to, one of the other district chiefs or something, they’ll find themselves under the hammer right beside us.”

“Not to mention, I think the Pentagon is involved at some level,” Tiffany added. “These poor bastards they’re stuffing full of demons have to come from somewhere. And it wouldn’t be the first time the armed forces handed over soldiers for some dubious experiments.”

“And there’s one other consideration.” Caleb sat back in the seat again. “I’m a hopeless case now as far as SPECTR is concerned, right? A lost cause? Past my forty-day expiration date. They’re either going to want me in a cell or dead.”

The memory of Caleb sprawled on the filthy floor of the abandoned house, his long hair soaking in the pool of blood spreading out from his shattered head…

John flung open the door and staggered out, before falling to his knees and losing everything in his stomach.

A car door slammed. A moment later, Caleb’s warm hands rubbed a comforting circle on his back. “John? You okay?”

“Not really.” He spat, wishing he’d thought to grab some mouthwash while inside the truck stop. “It’s nothing.”

“The hell it isn’t.” Caleb helped him up.

“Later.” John slid back into the car. “Okay, fine. Turning to SPECTR is out. What are we going to do? Hide?”

“Tonight, yes.” Tiffany started the car. “I’ve got ways of contacting people, all right? Now shut up so I can concentrate on driving.”


Chapter 4

“Home sweet home,” John said, swinging open the hotel room door. “At least for tonight.”

Caleb followed him inside dubiously. Except for the keycard readers on the doors, the place hadn’t been updated since the ‘70s. The shag carpet beneath his boots had worn thin from the tread of a thousand other feet. The faint trace of mildew and dust underlay the fake pine fragrance of whatever they used to clean the shower, although he doubted anyone without his enhanced senses would notice.

Caleb dropped his new backpack on the avocado green comforter of one of the twin beds. After the truck stop, they’d hit a 24-hour big box store for clothes and toiletries. He’d worried Tiffany would insist on driving farther, even though she looked like hell, with bags under her bloodshot eyes. Fortunately she’d pulled off at this hotel not too much farther down the interstate. It was the sort of place no one thought twice about payments made in cash.

“All right, Tiffany.” John dropped a small suitcase beside the backpack. “I’ve been patient. I know this is hard on you. But I want some answers.”

From the scowl on her face, Tiffany wasn’t in the mood to give any. But she stepped inside and shut the door behind her. “I gave you answers this morning. Remember?”

John didn’t back down, hands on his hips and his blue eyes steady on her face. “What did Renée mean when she said the drakul are gods on this earth?”

Great. Just what Caleb had spent all day not
 thinking about. What did she mean, anyway?


“I do not know. If there are gods, I have never seen one. It is all mortal nonsense.”

He sank down on the edge of the bed, wiping his hands on his jeans. “Gray says it’s mortal nonsense,” he offered weakly.

It was the wrong thing to say. Tiffany’s expression went from angry to annoyed. “Oh? And what does he say he is?”

“I am myself, of course.”


Oh yeah, very helpful.
 Caleb repeated Gray’s answer anyway and received an eye roll from Tiffany.

“Fine.” She leaned her back against the door and crossed her arms over her chest. “Listen up. If the drakul has anything useful to say, speak up. Otherwise, I’ll tell you what we think we know.”

“You don’t sound very certain,” John said.

“Shit, Starkweather, did you sleep through Non-Human Entities 101? Nobody knows a goddamned thing about them, not really. It’s all guesses and speculation.”

“I thought the Vigilant were in favor of communicating with NHEs?” John crossed his arms over his chest, mirroring Tiffany’s stance. Caleb wondered if he did it on purpose or unconsciously.

Tiffany’s scowl became even more pronounced. “We are. But here’s the thing—they aren’t human. Whatever state they exist in naturally, they don’t have human brains. Once they have access to ours, they start thinking more like we do, but there’s still a disconnect. Otherwise you would have already gotten all the answers you wanted from your boyfriend there.”

“I tried,” John admitted.

“I thought you would.” Tiffany smirked. “Okay, let’s start with what we know for sure. It’s obvious certain NHEs have affinities for certain things. Early humans worshipped many of them as nature spirits. Look at the wendigo—they spread frost over anything they touch. It always comes back to sex with incubi. Therianthropes are blind rage. However they exist in the etheric plane, they obviously have or develop a connection to this world.”

Is that true?

Flickers of memory, disjointed and fragmented. Rain and lightning and wind. Hunting. Eating.

“Storms,” he said aloud. “Yesterday, when Gray did his thing and fried half of the electronics at RD. You said he was the storm.”

Tiffany sighed. “Yeah.”

“She is correct. We are the storm.”

What does that even mean?

Puzzlement. “It means what I have said.”


Caleb rubbed at his eyes. “Gray says you’re right. And doesn’t understand why we don’t get it.”

Tiffany paced across the narrow width of the room, then back to the door. “We know people have been summoning NHEs for various reasons for thousands of years, long before we lived in cities. Hell, there are images of therianthropes in fucking cave paintings. Every tribe and culture had some version of a shaman, whose job it was to exorcise or kill the demons that went around eating people. We—the Vigilant—think at some point, probably after humans started living in cities, somebody got the bright idea of calling up something that would eat the demons in turn.”

“Why so late in history?” Caleb interrupted. “Or pre-history. You know what I mean.”

Tiffany shot him a glare. “Because it takes a lot to call up a drakul. That we know for sure. And human lives don’t become disposable enough for mass sacrifices to occur until you get city states.”

Jerky memories played against the backs of his eyes, like a black-and-white filmstrip jumping the sprockets. A high pyramid. Mounds of dead bodies, their blood washing away as the rain pounded the mud bricks. Nausea roiled in his belly, and Gray recoiled. “I did not wish it. I did not ask for it.”


I know, I know. It’s okay. Not your fault.

“NHEs are always summoned into a living body,” Tiffany went on. “Except for the drakul, they don’t have enough energy to animate a dead one. It stands to reason the first drakul would have been summoned directly into someone. The strongest shaman, or the greatest warrior, maybe.” She leaned back, her shoulders against the closed door. “Mythology is full of blood-drinking gods called up to stop some threat, gods who subsequently end up going out of control and become an even bigger threat themselves. Kali, created to drink the blood of demons, who becomes so intoxicated by it the gods themselves have to pacify her.” She glanced at John. “Or Sekhmet. The Devourer of Evil. The Eye of Ra, the heat of the blazing sun. A blood drinker who almost wiped out human kind until tricked into drinking beer dyed to look like blood.”

John paled slightly. “It’s only one of Her myths, but…I see your point.”

“I can’t get drunk since Gray,” Caleb objected. Damn, this was getting messed up.

“By the time these things make it into myth, they’re just distortions of whatever originally happened. Something
 incredibly powerful, called up in a time of need. Blood drinkers who inevitably go mad and have to be stopped. There are other examples, but you understand what I’m getting at.” Tiffany shrugged. “Drakul are blood drinkers, and they’re stronger than any other NHE we know about, powerful enough to animate the dead. The Vigilant have funded a lot of scholarships and archaeology over the years, and we’re pretty damn sure the connection is there. If the other NHEs have some bond to what we perceive as the lesser forces of nature, the drakul reflect greater forces. The heat of the sun, the storm, the tide. Things of enormous power and energy in the etheric and physical realms.”

Caleb wiped sweaty palms against his thighs. This all had to be bullshit, right? “So why’d you do it? Why didn’t you exorcise me right away?”

“Because as risky as this is, it would have been even worse to let Forsyth get his hands on the drakul,” Tiffany snapped. “And you haven’t gone crazy yet. Although I didn’t think Starkweather would start feeding Gray blood right away!”

“Gray can’t get nourishment from ordinary blood,” John argued, drawing himself up. “Just the possessed.”

Tiffany rolled her eyes. “Yeah, well I don’t see a spot for heroin on the fucking food pyramid, but that never stopped anybody from getting addicted.”

Oh. Oh fuck. Did they make a mistake last night?

Caleb held up his hands. “We’re not interested in drinking anybody else’s blood.” But God, the day in the Fist safe house, with Melanie…he’d—they’d—thought about it. About finding out what human blood tasted like. “And we sure as hell aren’t interested in sucking John dry.”

“Yeah.” Tiffany looked away. “See you keep it that way. Shit.” She unfolded her arms and opened the door. “I’ve got work to do before bed.”

She left. John went to the door, threw the dead bolt and hooked in the safety chain.


“What if John is afraid of me?”
 Gray drew back, like an animal unsure of its welcome. “I would not hurt him, you know this. But what if he listens to the other mortal? What if he does not want us any more?”


Caleb bit his lip. He couldn’t blame John for being freaked. Hell, it freaked him out more than a little. But hiding from shit instead of confronting it was a big part of what got them into this position in the first place. Go on. Talk to him. Face-to-face. And if he’s scared, at least we’ll know.


*   *   *

Everything was once very simple. The hunt, the kill—what else mattered? No questions ever troubled him, except where the next demon might be found.

Mortals question everything. He knew this already from their memories, lying in the dark in crypts and tombs and caves, with nothing to do until nightfall but examine the ghostly fragments encoded in decaying neurons. Their lives were frantic, pointless, filled with worry for things no one save he would remember a hundred years later.

Who am I? What is my purpose? Does the deer ask itself such things? The werewolf? Of course not. Only humans.

Now Caleb and John wish him to answer these questions about himself. Why does it matter to them what manner of thing he is? He is himself—he is content knowing this. Why can they not be as well?

“Because not knowing things scares us.”

Mortal nonsense, but now he is frightened as well, because these questions matter to John and Caleb. And if he has no answers, what will they do? Will John listen, instead, to other mortals and come to fear Gray?

“Gray?” John stands a few feet away, seeming puzzled. “Is everything all right?”

“I would not harm you!” He says it too loudly. The clock on the nightstand rattles at the vibration, and John looks alarmed. Not at all what he wished.

“Do not listen to the other mortal,” he goes on in a quieter voice. “She is wrong. Mortals are not food. I will not harm you, or anyone, save for demons. Or anyone who tries to hurt us first.”

And yes, he did think about feeding on Melanie, after she betrayed Caleb so terribly. But he did not understand then, and now the thought of sharing such an intimacy with a mortal other than John makes him feel strangely guilty. It would not be right.

John crosses the room and frames Gray’s face with his hands. “Shh. Calm down. Don’t let it bother you.”

“I fear it will bother you.”

The corners of John’s mouth turn up wryly. “It’s weird, seeing you worry about things.”

“It is strange to worry about them.” He never has before.

John slides into Gray’s lap. His thighs are warm through their denim jeans. “I trust you. Hear me?” He drapes one arm around Gray’s shoulders, but the other hand he leaves against Gray’s face, thumb running over his mouth. The caress sends a tingle through Gray, and he parts his lips.

John’s thumb slips in, pressing against the nearest fang. “You could kill me in an instant,” he says, and Gray cannot argue, because it is true. “Almost without thinking about it. Here, in bed, with your arms around me, I’m totally vulnerable. I have to trust you completely for this to work.”

John is warm, and a growing hardness pushes from behind his zipper. Gray slides his arms around John’s waist, tugging him closer. “You can trust me.”

“I know.” John laughs softly. “You want to know the crazy thing, though? I always have. Right from the first. Oh, my head argued against it, but my gut’s always been one-hundred percent sure about you.”

The tension in Gray uncoils, an accompanying echo from Caleb. John kisses him, warmth and softness, the taste of truck stop coffee and male human. And it is still a surprise and a joy to think he is allowed this. He doesn’t have to hide away behind Caleb any more. Although perhaps Caleb wishes…?


“Nah, go ahead.”
 Affection. “I think we both need a little reassurance right now.”


John presses against his shoulders, urging him to lie back on the bed. Gray does so, and John slips his fingers beneath Gray’s shirt, peeling it up and off, revealing bare skin. John’s hands are warm and rough, sliding slowly up Gray’s belly, fanning across his ribs. Then John bends over and traces the same path with his tongue, until he finds a nipple and licks it into a peak. Gray arches, warmth and pleasure prickling his skin like static.

He tugs impatiently at the hem of John’s shirt. John pauses and pulls it off, revealing lean lines of muscle and skin, interrupted by old scars and recent scratches. The dark bruise at the base of his throat where he allowed Gray to taste him calls up memories of the night before, adding the keen edge of need to arousal.

Gray pulls him down and rolls them over. John moans under him, the feel of skin on skin achingly good. He kisses John deep, before nipping lightly at his neck, avoiding the bruise so as not to bring John discomfort. John is mortal, fragile and vulnerable, and Gray is careful to hold back his own strength, not to risk anything that would injure his lover. He extends the claws of his right hand, rests them against the skin of John’s belly, and is rewarded with a gasp and a jerk of the hips.

“Damn, darling, you know how to push all my buttons,” John gasps.

Gray is not certain about the buttons—the only ones are on their jeans, and he hasn’t yet gotten to them. But the rest of the sentence seems more important anyway. “You called us this earlier,” he says, sitting back to straddle John’s hips. “But it is not the term you normally use.”

John’s beautiful eyes are dilated, and he smells of musk and desire. “I usually call Caleb ‘babe,’ so I thought I should call you something else. I won’t if it bothers you.”

Perhaps it is foolish, but Gray cannot help but grin in response. Out of the corner of his eye, he catches a glimpse of his reflection in the mirror, all black eyes and exposed fangs.

“That is the creepiest thing I’ve ever seen. And John is turned on by us?”

But John is grinning, too. “I have to say, before last night, I never imagined you smiling. I like it.”

“Caleb says it is creepy.”

John lets out a bark of laughter. “Don’t let Caleb give you a complex. After all, I’m the one kissing you. And doing other things with you, I hope.”

“In other words, get our pants off.”


Did you not constantly complain about me as a distraction during sexual relations?
 But he slides off John and removes the rest of his clothing. John does the same; he is gorgeous in the low light of the single lamp. His skin contains a kaleidoscope of color, from the deep rose of his erection, to the blue of veins, to the pale pink-tan of his complexion. Gray wants to lick every inch of it.

John notices his stare. “Like what you see?” he asks, stroking his cock with one hand. A delicate bead of fluid gathers at the tip, shining in the light.

“Yes,” Gray says, because it’s true. “You are beautiful.”

The expression on John’s face softens slightly. “Thank you. Now get your sexy ass back in bed.”

Gray straddles him again. John’s muscular thighs are hard against his, almost as hard as his erection. John wraps a hand around them both, thumb teasing Gray’s slit. With his free hand, he grips Gray’s hip, wordlessly urging him to move.

Gray obeys, the slide of velvet skin a thing of ecstasy, pleasure vibrating along his nerves, only to be reflected back at him from Caleb. Now that neither of them have to hide, the act has become even more intense.

“Goddess, you’re so fucking hot,” John gasps, lust-dark gaze running over them. “Riding me like this.”

Pleasant as it is to be admired, Gray wants more contact. He falls forward, hands planted to either side of John’s shoulders, and kisses him hard and deep. John moans, sucking on his tongue, body writhing and thrusting from beneath.

Gray pulls back a bit, to kiss his throat. “Look at me,” John whispers urgently. “I want to see your face.”

He lifts himself up, just far enough to do as John has asked. The blue of John’s eyes was the first color he ever beheld, shockingly bright and seemingly pure. But up close, the irises are threaded with a thousand different shades, neon to sapphire and everything in between.

“Gray,” John pants, seeing him,
 wanting him
 . Then John cries out, face twisted in ecstasy and heat flooding between them. His breath comes in short gasps, but he grasps Gray’s hips, even as his body shivers in orgasm.

Gray allows himself to be tugged forward, until John’s lips wrap around him. Urgent and hard and wanting, so Gray decides not to hold back, to let it all wash over him. Ecstasy gathers like a breaking storm, drawing up tight before exploding outwards, semen from Caleb and energy from him, messy and tangled like everything else about their shared existence.

As John’s breath and heartbeat fade slowly back to their ordinary level, Gray stretches out beside him. John turns his head for a kiss. His mouth tastes like them now, their flavor not quite the same as Caleb alone.

“I can feel you,” John whispers. “Your energy. I always have, a little bit, but when you’re manifested like this…wow.”

“You are happy with this arrangement?” Gray hopes so. He does not wish to go back to hiding.

“I wouldn’t let you. We’re in this together.”

John smiles and brushes their hair to the side. “Well, I’d prefer not to be on the run for our lives, but I can’t complain about the company.” He presses a soft kiss to Gray’s forehead. “I’m not afraid of you, no matter what anyone else says. Whatever you are, whatever shape you and Caleb make together, I know you’ll do the right thing.”

“I do not always know what the right thing is,” Gray confesses.

John’s smile turns wistful. “Yeah. Welcome to the club.”


Chapter 5

Breakfast consisted of drive-through sandwich biscuits and coffee just after dawn. Knuckling the sleep out of his eyes, John said, “What’s the plan?”

Tiffany drove one-handed, a sausage, egg, and cheese biscuit clutched in the other. The morning commute had already jammed traffic up on the interstate, and she scowled at the driver next to them who was using his rear-view mirror to shave. The flesh around her eyes was puffy, and he wondered how much sleep she’d gotten, if any.

“I made some phone calls last night,” she said as traffic crept forward by a few inches. “Mom tried to warn me about something, just before she d-died.”

John winced. None of this was easy on any of them, but Tiffany had to go through it on top of mourning her mother. But he knew any attempt at condolence would just be rebuffed again. “When you told her about Forsyth’s demon army, something seemed to click for her.” Too bad they’d been distracted arguing about Gray. “And there at the end, she said you need to find out where.”

“Yeah, but where what?” Caleb asked from the back seat.

“If we knew, things would be a hell of a lot easier.” Tiffany edged the car a lane over to escape some of the congestion caused by the on and off ramps. “As it is, we have to figure out the what
 to figure out the where, and no one I talked to last night had the first fucking clue. Thanks for being so damned tight-lipped, Mom.”

“What about your father?” John asked. He vaguely recalled the man from some function or other—their graduation from the Academy, probably.

Tiffany’s mouth pressed into a line. “I couldn’t reach him.”

Not good. “I’m sure he’s okay,” Caleb offered from the back seat.

“Cut the crap, Jansen.” Tiffany glared at him via the rear-view mirror. “I don’t need any platitudes from you.”

“Where are we going?” John asked, hoping to head off an argument.

Tiffany didn’t reply for a long moment, instead taking a bite from her biscuit. “My cousin’s house,” she said at last. “It’s a few hours down the road.”

John suspected she hadn’t told them everything. “You think this cousin knows what Renée meant?”

“No.” Tiffany sighed. “The family—my family—has a lwa ghede
 .”

John shifted in his seat, angling toward her. “An NHE?” What the hell?

“Don’t get all high and mighty with me,” Tiffany snapped. “Yes, an NHE. They retain the memories of their hosts.”

“Like Gray,” Caleb said.

“Right. Except in this case, it’s like passing on ancestral wisdom. Say I’ve got a problem, need some advice. We hold a ceremony, summon it into one of the people there. It’s like a family dinner, except I might get some advice from my great-grandmother who’s been dead for fifty years.”

John sank back in his seat, not sure what to think. It sounded benign, but so did every summoning that ended in horror and death. “And how will this help us find out what your mother knew?”

“If she horsed the lwa ghede
 recently enough, it will have her memories.” Tiffany glanced in her side-view mirror. “It’s a long shot, but it’s all we’ve got right now.”

“Wait a minute. If she ‘horsed’ it? Do you mean was possessed by it?”

“Yes.”

“I thought you were Catholic.”

Tiffany honked the horn at a truck, which cut in front of her. “You don’t know a damn thing about voodoo besides racist Hollywood bullshit, do you?”

John stared at her. What else had Tiffany hidden all these years? “Have you ever been possessed?”

“Yes. So?”

“So it’s a federal crime.” If they’d been caught, the whole family would have been looking at serious jail time. “You swore to uphold the law when you joined SPECTR.”

“As did you.” She cut a sharp glance at him, before returning her attention to the highway. “Going to turn in your boyfriend?”

“No, but…”

“But exceptions are just for you?”

She had him there.

“Wait a minute,” Caleb said, “why do we have to go to your cousin for this? Couldn’t we just summon it anywhere? You can, um, horse it and we’ll find out if it knows what your mother knew.”

Her hands tightened on the steering wheel, and John caught a whiff of warm plastic. At least she didn’t set the car on fire. “Because I’m too pissed off right now.”

John frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Don’t you get it yet, Starkweather?” Disgust laced her voice, though at him or the world in general, he didn’t know. “NHEs don’t corrupt us. We corrupt them.”

He exchanged a look with Caleb, who seemed just as bewildered. “What do you mean?”

Tiffany sighed impatiently. “They aren’t human. Whatever their natural state is, they don’t experience the world the way we do.”

“It’s true,” Caleb piped up from the back seat. “Even with the memories of a few thousand corpses, Gray still doesn’t always understand things. Love and hate and pain were just concepts, before me.”

“There’s a reason a lot of ritual surrounds any sort of summoning, no matter the culture,” Tiffany said. “People, especially the one being possessed, have to be in the right headspace. Ceremonies, trances, rituals, all are a way of making sure the person is calm. On an even keel. Now imagine you’re an NHE. Maybe humans have summoned you before, for a few minutes or even a few hours at a time. You got to experience emotion and sensation, but only under very controlled circumstances.”

She put on the blinker, then swore when someone else merged into the opening instead. “Use your fucking turn signal, asshole! Where was I? Right, so one day someone from the family or tribe calls on you for help, because they’re out of options. You come into their body and find yourself in the middle of the wilderness, in the freezing cold, starving to death. Extreme fear, hunger, terror, things you have no natural means of coping with. The confusion, the panic, you’d feel. The inability to deal with it. You’d go mad.”

John swallowed against a throat gone suddenly dry. “You’re describing a wendigo.”

Tiffany nodded. “Yeah. Werewolves are driven insane by a host’s need to destroy. Incubi are imprinted with the desire to control. And once an NHE is broken, it’s done. Even if it’s exorcised, the next time someone tries calling it up, they just end up with a monster in their face. So right now, I can’t take the risk.”

“Is that what happened to the other drakul?” Caleb asked. “If they possessed warriors, or at least people who really, really wanted to kill demons…”

“The lust for blood overrides everything else.” Tiffany glanced at him the rearview mirror. “But the dead don’t have passions. Just memories.”

“Huh.” Caleb fell silent, and it was Gray who said, “She was pure.”

Tiffany started at the sudden change. John twisted around to look in the back seat. Gray watched them through lightning-laced eyes. “Gray?”

“I believe the mortal—” He stopped and cocked his head, as if listening. “I believe Tiffany,” he corrected, “is right. The memories are not entirely clear, but when I was summoned into this world, the woman they chose to be my first body was pure.”

“She?” John asked, then immediately felt like an idiot. “Sorry, you just seem so…masculine,” he finished awkwardly.

“I have no inherent gender.” Gray got a listening expression on his face again. “Also, Caleb wishes me to thank you for reinforcing outdated binary notions. I do not believe he is sincere in his thanks, however.”

“I bet,” John muttered. “She was a virgin?”

“Why should such a thing matter?” Gray paused once more. “Ah. Mortal nonsense. She was pure of purpose. She wished only to protect her people from the demons. Nothing meant more to her—not her lover, nor gold, nor power. She felt no fear when she mounted the temple steps to be strangled.”

“Fucking hell,” Tiffany said. “Horrible.”

“Why? It was her wish.”

“They didn’t have any extra bodies lying around?”

“But he’s making your point,” John said. A picture had started to form in his mind. “Maybe they didn’t want to take the risk. Obviously they knew what happened when drakul came into a living body and became overwhelmed by the sensations. If they’d stuffed Gray into the body of an executed murderer and he’d gone crazy from the memories…”

“Huh. Okay, point taken.”

“And when Gray finally did end up in a living body,” John went on, his heart beating more rapidly, “he didn’t lose it because he already had the cushion of memories in place from the dead he’d taken over. He might not have experienced emotions and sensations first hand, but at least none of them were incomprehensible to him.”

He cast a triumphant grin at the back seat. Gray had retreated; Caleb frowned thoughtfully. “You might be onto something there.”

Some of the strain eased from Tiffany’s face. “So taking a gamble on you wasn’t as crazy as everyone else thinks. Good to know.”

*   *   *

Caleb’s butt had gone numb by the time they pulled off the paved road and began bumping along a rutted dirt track. Apparently these cousins came from the side of the family who didn’t have multi-million dollar houses on Isle of Palms.

Gray stirred, like a tiger waking up from a nap. “You are worried.”


Caleb wanted to deny it, but lying to someone who shared your brain wasn’t an option. Yeah. I mean…what if it’s true? About my emotions and stuff. What if I’ve corrupted you somehow? Or do it later on?


“You have changed me. And I have changed you. Is this corruption?”

Not if it’s for the better.

“Then you have no need for concern.”

Caleb wiped his palms on his jeans, glad no one paid much attention to him at the moment. John, for sure, would have picked up on his concern. How can I know? You’ve always wanted to feed, I get it, but it’s different now, right? And you want sex, and—


“Is wanting things inherently bad?”

I guess not.

Tiffany snapped her fingers in the air. “Caleb! Stop zoning out back there and pay attention!”

He cursed silently. “Um, yeah. Sorry. What did you say?”

“I said we’re almost there. I want you to stay in the car, got it?”

They passed a battered mailbox pocked from birdshot. “Why?”

“Are you kidding me?” She rolled her eyes. “Haven’t you noticed how other NHEs react to you? Those soldiers running for their lives yesterday?”

“Yeah, but those were demons.” This NHE Tiffany is talking about summoning…you wouldn’t want to eat it, would you?



“Perhaps.”
 Gray’s interest perked. “Do you think John would let us?”


“Fuck,” Caleb said aloud. “Yeah, okay. Don’t bring the lion into a clearing where you’re trying to lure a deer.”

John turned around in his seat to look at Caleb. “Gray sees any NHE as prey?”

“I’m not sure about all of them, but probably. Any he thinks he can eat.” Caleb sighed. “I haven’t noticed any memories of him snacking on the sort of temporary possession we’re talking about here, probably because he wouldn’t have time to track it down before it returned to the etheric plane. Which is good, I guess. At least he’s only eaten the dangerous ones.”

John didn’t seem entirely convinced, but Caleb thought the dangerous descriptor bothered him more than anything else. John didn’t seem on board with the Vigilant when it came to the safety of summoning any NHEs.

And hell, if Tiffany’s theory about mortals corrupting NHEs was right, maybe John had a point. Maybe there shouldn’t be any contact for the safety of the NHE as much as the human. Why take the chance of turning them into monsters?

“I do not regret being summoned.”


No, but you aren’t stuck in a haze of hunger and cold and pain all the time, either.
 The memory of the wendigo sent a shiver through him. That could have been you.


“But it was not. Why do you insist on worrying about things that never happened?”

The car slowed abruptly, the seatbelt going tight over his chest. “Something’s wrong,” Tiffany said.

Caleb peered out the front window, in between the two seats. It reminded him inescapably of the day he’d become possessed by Gray, sitting in the backseat of a Fist van and trying to get a glimpse of the monster’s lair. Instead of a falling-down ruin, though, he glimpsed a simple doublewide with a neat yard. An older model van sat out front, and a swing set flanked the driveway.

All the tires on the van were flat.

It would have been weird under other circumstances, but in these… something was seriously off.

Tiffany stopped the car, engine idling. None of the curtains twitched, and no one came out to greet them.

“What do you want to do?” John asked, tension practically vibrating off him.

A long moment of silence. Tiffany switched off the car. “We find out what the hell is going on here.”

Caleb unsnapped the buckle on his seatbelt. “I’ll go first.”

“Caleb,” John began, but Caleb cut him off.

“No. If there’s a sniper, or an ambush, or if Tiffany’s cousin has freaked out and opens up with a shotgun, I’m the one to take the bullet.” It would hurt like fuck, but he’d probably survive it.

“Go,” Tiffany ordered.

“Aye-aye, la capitaine,”
 he muttered, and climbed out. Every muscle drew tight, bracing for the impact of a slug.

Nothing.

Closing the car door behind him, he walked deliberately into the open space beside the van. Gray hovered just beneath their skin, ready to heal their body as fast as possible so they could get on with the ass-kicking part. His heart raced. Electricity tingled over his skin, and his hair stirred of its own accord, not a breath of wind to move it.

Still nothing.

No bullet. No shouted orders to freeze. Not even a concealed land mine beneath the churned gravel of the drive.

But a heavy vehicle had left tire tracks in the dirt. And sunlight gleamed from a spent bullet casing.

The sedan’s doors slammed, John and Tiffany having apparently decided it safe to come out. Caleb crouched down and pointed at the casing. Tiffany hissed softly. She’d lost her mom already, and now it didn’t look good for her extended family. But she didn’t freak out, either from her training with the Vigilant, or because she really was a SPECTR agent at heart.

“Okay,” she said, firming her grip on her gun. “Let’s reconnoiter the house.”

*   *   *

John’s every muscle drew tight, senses taking in each detail of the deserted yard. The only sounds came from chirping birds and spring frogs. Yellow tulips lined the walk in front of the house, and the first leaves budded on the trees. A bright red ball lay in the green grass.

In any other circumstances, the homestead would have struck him as idyllic. But given a van with flat tires and spent bullet casings, the scene took on an ominous edge. “How many people live here?”

Tiffany’s gaze swept the yard and surrounding woods. “Ordinarily? Four. But this was supposed to be a ceremony. Aunt DeeDee would be here to summon and exorcise. Marcus might horse, or cousin Rhonda, if she could make it. As few as five, but this is a family get-together, so possibly as many as eight.” She swallowed convulsively. “Marcus’s kids are only in elementary school.”

Sekhmet, Devourer of Evil, save them. He drew his Glock and joined Tiffany on the porch, flanking the door with their backs against the vinyl siding. He nodded at Caleb, who kicked the door open.

It slammed against the wall, and Caleb went through. No one shouted or started shooting. John wasn’t sure if he could count that a good sign or not.

He and Tiffany slipped inside. The door opened on an ordinary living room: recliner, wide-screen TV, couch, pictures of children on the wall. A card table lay on its side, and the pieces of a smashed porcelain figurine littered the carpet. Someone had fought back.

A smoky haze floated near the ceiling, accompanied by the acrid smell of food charring to ash. Tiffany frowned and stepped past a breakfast nook, into the kitchen. A soft click announced she’d turned off the stove.

“Charlene was in the middle of cooking,” she said. John joined her beside the blackened remains of what appeared to be chicken in a skillet, a half-chopped carrot still on the cutting board.

“Knife’s gone,” he said, noting the empty place in the block.

Tiffany nodded tightly. “I hope she got one of the bastards.”

“I hear something,” Caleb called from the living room.

John hurried to join him, Tiffany following. Caleb stood at the entrance to a hall coming off the den. The crackle of Gray’s energy brushed against John’s perception, the drakul ready to act at a moment’s notice. More pictures of kids hung in the hall, accompanied by a wedding portrait and a couple of framed college degrees.

All of the doors stood open except for the one at the end.

“It’s coming from behind the closed door,” Caleb said. He eased down the hall, glancing through the open doors as he passed. No one jumped out at him. Still, John took a careful look around the doorways before crossing in front of them. A bedroom, bath, and small office, all empty. The computer in the office was still on, monitor displaying a spreadsheet.

Caleb paused at the end of the hall. John heard the sound now, too, like the low murmur of voices, muffled by the door. Was someone in there? But anyone inside would surely have heard them walking down the hall.

John covered the door with his Glock, prepared to fire. At his nod, Caleb threw open the door.

High, bright laughter poured out from a TV turned to a children’s station. Bright colors decorated the room, and toys lay strewn about on the floor. A bunk bed with rocket ship comforters stood against the wall, and a mobile of the solar system hung from the ceiling.

“The girls are really into all this space stuff,” Tiffany said, staring at the mobile. Her voice shook slightly. “I planned on taking them up to DC, to the Air and Space Museum, this summer after school let out.”

“Yeah,” John said. How must she feel right now? Her mother dead, and now this…whatever this was. Thank the Goddess they hadn’t found any bodies. Yet. “Sounds like fun.”

“Come on.” She led the way back to the living room. Caleb shut off the TV before joining them. “What the hell is going on here?” he asked.

“I don’t know.” John nodded in the direction of the back door. “Let’s search the back yard, see if we can find any clues.”

Caleb looked dubious, but made for the door anyway. As they stepped outside, he froze, nostrils flaring. “Shit.”

“What is it?” John asked, his stomach going sour.

“I smell blood. Lots of blood.”


Chapter 6

Caleb took another breath and scanned the small yard behind the doublewide. There was a garden, its earth newly turned, in preparation for the spring planting. A trampoline, probably for the kids to jump around on. And, of course, the reek of blood, human and untainted by any scent of demon.

God, if the blood belonged to one of the little girls whose room they’d seen…

Gray hovered just under his skin, reflecting back Caleb’s tension. “There.”
 A splash of red on the grass near the edge of the woods. Someone shot while trying to run?

But a little splash wasn’t enough to explain the strength of the scent. Time to play tracker dog again, I guess.


Caleb led the way to the woods, pausing to touch the bloody grass. “Still tacky.”

“No more than an hour old,” John said. “Probably less.” Tiffany didn’t say anything, and Caleb remembered this blood probably belonged to someone she knew. Maybe even a relative. Maybe a child.

Caleb stepped into the thick woods. Shrubs and small trees snagged at his coat, and sticks popped under his boots. He didn’t know anything about the woods, but even without his amped-up sense of smell, he could have followed the blood trail. Drips and drops spattered leaves and the ground.

The land sloped gently down toward a creek. The rusty stink grew stronger. “Hello?” Caleb called. “Is someone out here? We’re here to help.”

“It’s Tiffany,” Tiffany added. “Anyone here? Marcus? Charlene?”

Was that a moan? Caleb turned in the direction of the sound, and spotted the edge of a green shirt, just visible on the other side of a fallen tree on the creek’s edge.

A man sprawled there, legs stretched out in front of him, his shirt and jeans soaked with blood. From the amount of gray in his hair and wrinkles around his eyes, he looked to be in his sixties. His breath rattled ominously, and his polo shirt sported a black hole just under the pocket.

“Uncle Frank?” Tiffany holstered her gun and fell to her knees by the man.

He blinked sluggishly. “Tiffany?” he asked, his voice so faint even Caleb had to strain to hear.

“Yeah, it’s me.” She reached for his shirt, but he weakly batted her hands away.

“I’m done for.” A racking cough seized him. When it ended, he spat out bloody froth to one side. “SPECTR did this. Came and took everyone. I tried to run, thought I could get help…”

“Shh. It’s okay.” Tiffany gently peeled the edges of the shirt away from the wound. Fresh blood oozed free.

“Why? Why’d they take everybody? The girls are just six.” The old man swallowed convulsively. “You got to get them back, Tiff. You got to.”

Tiffany bit her lip. “I will, Uncle Frank. I swear.”

He didn’t answer, just let out a long, rattling breath before failing to draw another. Tiffany sank back onto the forest floor and put her hand over her eyes.

Fuck. Caleb exchanged a glance with John, neither of them sure what to say. Tiffany had lost her mom and an uncle in just over twenty-four hours, and now SPECTR kidnapped her young cousins on top of it?

“I’m sorry,” Caleb said at last, helplessly.

Tiffany didn’t move. “Me too.”

Caleb peered around at the still woods. “Why would SPECTR do this? Kidnapping people now? What the hell?”

John holstered his Glock. “Hostages? To convince the Vigilant to turn themselves in?”

“Maybe.” A horrible thought occurred to Caleb. “You don’t think Forsyth grabbed them to put demons in them, do you?”

“Goddess,” John whispered, half-curse and half-prayer. “I hope not.”

“How did Forsyth even know to send his goons here?”

“A mole? Interrogating someone they’d already captured?” John leaned past Tiffany and gently shut the dead man’s eyes. “Without an empath, we can’t know who might have been compromised.”

“Fuck,” Tiffany whispered. She dropped her hand and stood up. She stared at her uncle for a long moment, then turned away. “Come on. We need to get out of here.”

Caleb gestured to the body. “Shouldn’t we…I don’t know, do something?”

“We don’t have time to dig a grave. A pyre would give off too much smoke—someone might come to investigate.” She wiped a tear from her face. “The living have to come first.”

Caleb glanced back at the body. It didn’t seem right to leave him there.

“It is only a husk.”

He was her uncle!

“The mortal has ceased to exist. Burying his corpse will change nothing.”

Remember how I tracked you down, trying to get Ben’s body back? She doesn’t care any less about her uncle than I did about my brother.

“But Ben was gone. He could not care what I did with his remains. Why did you?”

Caleb sighed and scrubbed at his face. Because I didn’t have anything else left of him.



“Ah.”
 Gray considered, a tiger idly twitching its tail. “It was for your sake, not his. And burying this mortal would be for Tiffany’s sake, not his.”


“What now?” John asked.

Tiffany shook her head. “I don’t know. Go somewhere we can think.” She started up the slope toward the house.

John and Caleb fell in behind her. She led the way back out of the woods and to the front lawn. The only sounds were the crunch of leaves under their feet. Even the birds and frogs fell silent.

As they reached the driveway, the growl of a motor abruptly started from the direction of the road leading to the house. Caleb spun. An armored Humvee roared around the bend in the driveway and accelerated right at them.

“John!” he shouted, and half-shoved, half-threw his lover out of the way. An instant later, the front of the Humvee smashed into him.

*   *   *

Gray snarls.

Everything hurts, bones grinding back into place and muscles binding together. “They ran over us!”
 Caleb seems shocked, angry. “Fucking bastards!”


And they would have run over John as well, had Caleb not moved him out of the way quickly enough. These mortals have done too much to tolerate—threatened them, threatened John. Taken innocent people, children even.

He has inhabited the corpses of the young on occasion, knows how fragile they are, even for mortals. How vulnerable. He never gave it a great deal of thought before, more than any other aspect of human existence. Now…now it stirs heat in his chest, and brings out his claws in the desire to rend.

Gray rolls to his feet even as the last bones snap back into place. One of the mortals in the vehicle lets out a horrified cry: “Oh shit, it’s the drakul!”

“Kill it; kill it!”

They have heard of him. Good.

“Yeah, you’re a fucking celebrity. Christ, just take them out!”

The gun turret atop the Humvee swings around, trying to target him. Gray braces, waiting for the impact of bullets in flesh yet again.

Instead, guns speak from either side of the driveway, John and Tiffany setting up a crossfire. The gunner jerks, collapsing against the turret.

The driver tries to turn the vehicle, but the limits of human reflexes doom the attempt. Gray crosses the space between them in a few strides and seizes the handle on the driver’s side. With a squeal of tortured metal, the entire door rips free.

From there, it is easy. A hook of claws into the driver’s armor and flesh, the seatbelt snapping as Gray rips her loose. He tosses her behind him, into the driveway, as the vehicle rolls to a stop.

The other occupants of the vehicle try to shoot him, but succeed mostly in injuring one another. He pulls them out the opening one at a time, hurling them far enough to snap bone and hopefully discourage any more violence on their part.

“Freeze!” John shouts, leveling his weapon at the mortals trying to stand or crawl away. “Don’t move!”

Howls echo from the woods. The hunting cry of lycanthropes. A moment later, more howls answer from the opposite direction.

“I believe we are surrounded,” Gray informs Tiffany, who is nearest to him.

“No shit, Sherlock.”

“My name is Gray.”

Werewolves burst from the surrounding woods, still mostly human in appearance, but armed with claws and razor teeth, their eyes bloodshot gold. Their scent, of mange-clotted fur and old blood, causes his stomach to cramp with hunger. May we eat these?


“Yes, damn it!”

The demons come from all directions, a tightening circle. Gray grins in anticipation, dropping into a half-crouch, ready for the first assault.

A werewolf careens into him, snarling like a mad thing—but he can smell its terror, beneath the delicious scent of demon. Its claws slide off the leather of his coat, and it tries to bite, but its strength is nothing compared to his. He seizes its head, wrenching it to one side so hard ligaments pop, and sinks his fangs into its throat.

The grooves on the back of his teeth channel blood straight into his mouth, an intense rush of ecstasy, which makes him moan. Energy floods into him, invigorating every nerve, adding to his strength even as the demon weakens.

The flow of blood and etheric energy slackens, and he lets the lycanthrope’s body fall. Rot already slicks its skin, setting in as if the host died the day the demon moved in. He turns, searching for more prey.

The werewolves race in from every direction, no doubt hoping to overwhelm with force. Tiffany holds her gun in one hand, fire blooming around the other, charring away her suit sleeve and writhing around her skin. John has dropped to one knee, both hands braced on his weapon.

A werewolf comes from an angle, dodging even as John shoots the one directly beside it. It surges forward, jaws open, pitting its reflexes against his.

It is faster, clawed hands impacting with John’s shoulders, bearing him down. His gun spins away.

“No!” Gray roars, and lightning flashes into being around him, but he is too late, too slow, and can do nothing to stop it.

*   *   *

John’s back slammed into the driveway, dirt and gravel shredding his t-shirt and skin. The werewolf’s weight landed on him, one knee in his gut. Its mouth gaped, inhumanly large, revealing sharp teeth and hot breath stinking of rancid flesh.

Beyond all physical sensations, he sensed the throb and pulse of its etheric energy, more clearly than ever before in his life, even in a banishing circle. Dark and heavy, it intertwined with the human it possessed, like a kudzu vine slowly smothering a tree.

He’d lost his gun when his wrist hit the ground, and his athame was in some SPECTR evidence vault. Only his bare hands remained for a weapon, and although the lycanthrope didn’t have the strength it would once possession became complete, it had more than enough to kill him.

He fought anyway, grabbing it around the throat in an attempt to hold back the slavering jaws. Etheric energy pulsed beneath his fingers. Why did he feel it so clearly?

To hell with that. The real question was could he use it?

Claws punctured his shirt, digging into the skin over his ribs. The thing would rip him to pieces and eat his heart out right there. Nothing to lose.

John let go of its throat and slammed the heel of his hand into its forehead. At the same moment, he envisioned a barbed rope shooting out of his palm, hooking and ensnaring the NHE.

It worked. He saw
 his own energy, tinged with purple, grasping the angry red infection of the lycanthrope’s energy. It screamed and thrashed, but its body seemed glued to his, unable to tear itself away.

With a shout of effort, he pulled,
 not just with his hand but with his entire being. Incredibly, the NHE began to emerge, although its twisted, misshapen form would be invisible to anyone unable to sense etheric energy.

Another crackle of energy, this one familiar and much, much larger than the werewolf held in his snare. Gray’s angry roar vibrated in John’s chest. John tried to find the breath to shout at Gray not to hurt the formerly possessed soldier on top of him.

He needn’t have bothered. Gray swooped in, all black leather and thrashing hair, the lightning a storm in his eyes. Ignoring the soldier, he grasped the tangle of etheric energy, which was the lycanthrope, yanked it to his mouth—

And, as far as John could tell, simply ate it.

The now exorcised soldier scrambled back, his mouth stretched wide in a purely human scream. “God! Oh God! That thing—I didn’t even realize—oh my God!”

He rolled to the side, staggered to his feet, and ran for the woods. One of his former brethren broke off after him, but a shot from Tiffany dropped it. The soldier vanished into the woods. What would happen to him? Would he go AWOL and try to disappear, or return to base and have another demon shoved in him?

Or would SPECTR just kill him for knowing too much?

“Another vehicle is coming,” Gray warned.

Of course. Because they didn’t have enough problems.

John scooped up his Glock. Another werewolf rushed at him, but this time he was ready. He exorcised it before it reached him, Gray snapping up the NHE like a shark after a bit of tossed chum. The soldier reacted much as the first, stumbling away in horror as she realized just how much the lycanthrope had altered her thinking.

A big truck with a rugged grille guard roared up the drive, its shocks taking the potholes easily. A werewolf darted out in front of it, only to be smashed aside and crushed beneath an oversized tire.

“Dad!” Tiffany exclaimed. “Don’t shoot. It’s my father!”

The truck came to a halt, its big engine vibrating the air. An older African American man flung open the passenger side door and leaned out. “Tiffany! Get in!”

Tiffany tossed her keys to John. “Take the sedan and follow us. Hurry!”

The engine revved to life as Gray piled into the passenger seat beside him. The truck roared back down the drive, and John followed, not even bothering to fasten his seatbelt first. The sedan jolted as it clipped yet another werewolf with a fender. Then the circling pack and the double wide disappeared behind them in a cloud of gravel and dust.


Chapter 7

“So, Starkweather,” Tiffany said, “what the hell
 is going on with you?”

It was a good question. If only he had a good answer. Or any
 answer.

They’d stopped for the evening at yet another off-brand hotel not far from the interstate, and checked into adjoining rooms. John assumed Tiffany used the time alone in the truck to fill in her father on everything.

Goddess give them both peace, they’d suffered a lot of loss in the last few hours. Devon didn’t quite have the steely outer shell routine down as well as Tiffany. His eyes were red from crying and when he sank down on the edge of the bed, he moved slowly, as if expecting pain.

Instead of answering Tiffany, John held out his hand to her father. “I’m sorry for your loss, sir.”

Devon took it; his handshake was dry and firm. “Thank you. Renée…well, she would have said the work is more important than any man’s grief. But we didn’t always agree, not even when I was a wet-behind-the-ears operative, let alone after we were married.”

“Don’t avoid my question, John,” Tiffany said. She’d secured the room’s only chair, leaving Caleb near the door, and John standing awkwardly near the second bed. “You exorcised two lycanthropes without a circle. I might not be able to sense etheric energy, but they went from slavering possessed to ordinary people in two seconds flat. You did something.”

“I’m not denying it.” John spread his hands to either side. “I just don’t know how
 . I never could before—hell, I’ve never even heard of anyone just ripping out an NHE with his bare…well, not hands, exactly, but you know what I mean. I’ve got no idea why I’d be able to now.”

And frankly, it scared him. His talent had been a constant in his life since his teenaged years. No matter what else changed, his ability to sense and manipulate etheric energy never altered once he finished puberty. Why the hell would it suddenly go crazy now?

“I, um, have an idea.” Caleb shuffled his feet uncomfortably. “You know how my TK was barely strong enough to move a paper coffee cup, right? Then Gray moved in, and now I can do a lot more.”

John nodded. Out of the corner of his eye, he tried to get a bead on Devon’s reaction, to see what the man might think of his daughter’s decision to turn Gray loose on the world. But the older man’s expression didn’t give anything away.

“Right,” John said. “It’s one of the more common reasons the paranormally-abled strike deals with NHEs, to enhance their existing power.”

“Like Senator Olney’s kid and the incubus. Yeah, I remember.” Caleb bit his lip. “Do you think something similar is happening here?”

John blinked. “Are you…wait a minute. Are you accusing me of being possessed?”

“Of course not! No, I mean, I think Gray’s giving you a boost, too.”

“The drakul?” Devon asked.

Tiffany nodded. “It’s what he goes by.”

“And you’re certain it’s the same one as Papillon spoke to in the crypt?”

“Yes. But that doesn’t matter right now.” Tiffany waved her hand vaguely. “Etheric energy doesn’t work by fucking osmosis. I’ve been stuck in the same damn car with Gray for two days and my pyrokinesis didn’t get a boost.”

“Um, yeah.” Was Caleb actually blushing?
 “The last couple of nights, Gray manifested when John and I…you know.”

“Ew.” Tiffany’s lip curled. “You’re fucking freak, Starkweather.”

“Don’t judge,” Devon said.

“He’s banging an NHE. I’m judging.”

John shot her the middle finger, but his mind was only half on her words. “Would it even be possible?”

Caleb looked like he wanted to sink through the floor. “There’s definitely an energy loss to go along with the…other loss. I figured it just, you know, dissipated or something. But your talent is to manipulate etheric energy, right? What if you absorbed it instead?”

“Etheric spunk.” Tiffany crossed her arms over his chest. “Now I’ve heard everything.”

“You’re the one who asked,” Caleb shot back.

“That was before I realized the answer would involve so many horrifying mental images. Every time Starkweather does his new trick from now on, I’m going to have to scrub my brain all over again.”

“Drop it, Tiffany,” John said. “It’s more of my sex life than I really wanted on display, but I think Caleb’s right. And if I can tear out NHEs in the middle of a fight…it’s a hell of an advantage.”

“Only if one doesn’t bite your face off while you’re trying to work your mojo on it.” But she sounded thoughtful.

“I just have to be careful. And the problem of disposal is taken care of, because apparently Gray can eat the captured NHE.”

Tiffany looked at him speculatively. “I thought he needed to drink the blood of the host.”

“The blood is just a container,” Caleb said. “The plate the burger is served on. In this case, the container was John’s ability to manipulate and hold the energy long enough to eat it. It wasn’t quite as, well, satisfying. More like gobbling off a paper plate than fine china. But a lot less fatal to the poor bastard hosting it.”

“Yeah. Which is important. Especially if we’re right about why Forsyth has started kidnapping people.” John hated to bring it up, but he didn’t think Tiffany would want him dithering, either.

Her hands clenched slightly, but she nodded. “Yeah. Good point.”

“I just wish I’d gotten there sooner,” Devon said. “I didn’t get Tiffany’s message until this morning. I thought she might go to Marcus’s place and tried to get there as quick as I could.”

“If you’d arrived in the middle of everything, SPECTR might have you, too.” Tiffany patted his arm. “Don’t beat yourself up.”

“What next?” Caleb asked, with a glance at Tiffany. “We still don’t know what your mom wanted to tell you.”

“Not quite.” Devon leaned back. The bedsprings creaked under him. “Renée and I talked, you know. Before she got Tiffany’s call about RD, Renée was following up a lead. Seems Forsyth has been shipping his bottled demons someplace.”

John’s heart picked up its pace and his mouth went dry. “Bottled demons? You mean he’s diverting the ones scheduled for destruction?”

Tiffany snorted. “Destruction? You must be joking.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Shit.” Caleb rested a hand lightly on John’s shoulder. “I’m sorry—Tiffany told me before we came to get you, but I forgot. There was so much else going on. But the demons…SPECTR doesn’t kill them once they’re exorcised.”

“It’s why Brimm left SPECTR,” Tiffany said. “He learned what the Vigilant already knew. All those NHEs you’ve yanked out over the years and stuffed in bottles for euthanasia? They’re sitting on a shelf somewhere.”

“What?” For a moment, John feared he’d have to sit down. His head felt light, and he was glad there wasn’t anything in his stomach. “All of them?”

“Yep.”

Goddess. He didn’t sign up with SPECTR after getting out of school because he wanted to kill NHEs. It was just an unfortunate side effect of the job, like destroying aggressive bears could be a painful duty of wildlife officers. The NHEs just acted according to their natures, but letting them go meant they’d only do it to someone else again down the line.

Bad enough to find out maybe it wasn’t really their nature, just a distorted version of it created through interactions with humans. But to think the one consolation he’d had, that they’d been humanely euthanized, wasn’t even true…

“They were trapped,” he said numbly. “In the bottles. Still are. Year after year, hungry and afraid and…”

“Hey.” Caleb’s hand tightened on his shoulder. “Maybe it’s not as bad as you’re making it out. Gray got staked or locked in coffins plenty of times. He waited it out until the corpse fell apart, no problem. Sure a human would go crazy, but these guys aren’t human.”

“They aren’t Gray, either.” He wanted to believe Caleb, but he couldn’t know one way or another.

“It’s not your fault. You didn’t know.” Caleb stepped in front of him and brushed a lock of hair back from John’s face. “You haven’t done anything wrong.”

“I guess not.” But it felt as if he had. As if he’d been complicit in torture.

“The point is,” Tiffany said, “SPECTR has warehoused NHEs for who knows how long. Years. Just storing them, although I guess Forsyth probably grabbed a few for his experiments at RD. And now he’s actually moving enough of them to qualify as shipments?”

Devon nodded. “According to what Renée said. When you told her Forsyth was building an army…”

“RD was a trial run. Phase One,” Caleb said. He let go of John’s shoulder and folded his arms over his chest, leather coat creaking. “Now we’re on to Phase Two?”

Not good, especially when combined with the kidnappings. “Shit.”

“My sentiments exactly,” Tiffany said. “Where did he send the bottled NHEs?”

Devon shook his head. “Renée didn’t know. She was trying to find out.”

“Fuck.” Tiffany rubbed at her eyes. “We need to find out, and fast. Whatever Forsyth is up to, we’ve got to put the brakes on it somehow.”

“And get back the people he’s kidnapped,” John added. How did things go so wrong? SPECTR warehousing dangerous NHEs? An assistant director building an army of the possessed? Kidnapping children? “But how? I’m pretty sure they revoked our access by now, and we can’t exactly stroll in and ask to see the records.”

There came a long moment of silence. Then Caleb cleared his throat. “We know someone whose clearance isn’t revoked. Someone who might know what Forsyth is up to, and where.”

“Who?”

“Sean.”

*   *   *

John waited for Caleb to laugh and say he’d meant it as a stupid joke. Just a way of breaking the tension. Because he couldn’t possibly be serious.

“Huh,” Tiffany said. “It’s an idea.”

“The hell?” John’s voice stuck behind something in his throat, something with razors, which cut through memory down to bone. “You…I can’t believe you’d even suggest it!”

Caleb shifted uncomfortably. “Sean—”

“Don’t speak his name to me!” John clenched his fists; his breath came hard, as if he’d just come back from his morning run.

“Not like I want to give the fucker another chance to stab us in the back,” Tiffany said, “but maybe we ought to hear what Caleb has to say.”

Caleb gazed at him pleadingly. “John, just listen, okay? Sean was working with Forsyth. How deep in he was, I don’t know. But he might have the information we need. If he does, we know where to find him, right?”

“Assuming he survived the firefight at RD,” Tiffany said. “And Forsyth hasn’t decided to volunteer him for demon-hosting duty.”

John’s body felt numb, distant. He’d last glimpsed Sean in the chaos of the assault on RD with demons bearing down on them. Maybe Sean didn’t make it out.

Was that what he wanted? For Sean to have died?

“He’s an exorcist—he can’t be possessed against his will.” John forced the words out, willing them to sound reasonable. Calm. “Let’s say, for the sake of argument, he’s alive and back at his apartment. He can’t be trusted. Anything he told us would just be a lie.”

Just like their whole friendship had been a lie.

Caleb flung out his arms in frustration. “Then we’ll beat it out of him! Fuck, I don’t know! Can’t we at least try?”

“Don’t you understand?” The thin film of calm cracked over John’s voice, exposing the raw edges underneath. “Sean killed you once already! I’m not going to give him another chance to finish the job.”

He swayed for a moment, trying not to see the image of Caleb lying on the floor, blood pooling under his head, his one visible eye staring blankly at nothing. Rivulets of scarlet tracing his pale skin, seeping across slightly parted lips. A tangle of hair and gore.

“Fuck this,” John said, and pushed past Caleb to the door. Tiffany called after him, but he didn’t care. She couldn’t ask this of him. She didn’t have the right.

He ducked into his and Caleb’s room and slammed the door. It didn’t make him feel any better. The bed protested when he sat on its edge. He buried his face in his hands, pressing his fingers against his eyelids. But the bright blooms of color just shaped themselves into Caleb’s dead body again, so he dropped his hands onto his knees.

The door opened and shut quietly. The leather of Caleb’s coat creaked as he took it off and dropped it onto a chair, but John didn’t look in his direction. Just stared at the floor and tried not to think.

“Hey.” Caleb sat by him, the bed dipping under his weight. “Are you okay?”

John swallowed. “I thought I’d lost you.” The words sounded rusty, as if he hadn’t spoken in years. “For hours. I thought you were dead, and Gray…I hoped Sean was wrong. I prayed
 Gray never gave me a second thought and would just go on his way, instead of trying to save me.” A drop of hot liquid hit the back of one hand, and he blinked rapidly, the tears sliding down his face.

“Shit.” Caleb wrapped his arms around John’s shoulders, pulling him close. Etheric energy whispered around them, not quite manifested, but just beneath Caleb’s skin. “I’m sorry. We’re sorry.”

John shook his head, but didn’t raise his face from where it pressed against Caleb’s shoulder. “You d-don’t have anything to apologize for.”

Energy crackled around them. “I healed Caleb as quickly as I could,” Gray said, his voice a distressed rumble. “It had been too long since we last fed, and I could do no better.”

“It’s not your fault.” John pulled away and wiped angrily at his eyes. “Not anyone’s fault but Forsyth’s and Sean’s.”

“Look, Sean’s not my favorite person,” Caleb said. He and Gray had gotten as good at switching off in conversation as they were in battle. “And I guess I knew what he put you through, but I didn’t really think about it. About how much it must have hurt you.”

John swallowed convulsively. He didn’t want to make Caleb feel bad, but he owed his lovers honesty. “It was the worst thing ever. Knowing one of the men I love was dead. Hoping the other didn’t love me in return so I couldn’t be used as bait. I can’t go through that again, Caleb. I can’t.”

“Oh, sweetheart.” Caleb embraced him again, arms tight and warm. Alive. “I hate Sean for doing that to you. I’d like to beat the shit out of him, and Gray would be happy to just rip his head off and be done with it. But this is bigger than the three of us. If there’s a chance, even a small one, Sean might be able to tell us where Forsyth is shipping the spirit bottles, don’t we have to take it?”

He’d never imagined Caleb would be the one lecturing him about responsibility, instead of the other way around. “I suppose.” He hated it, hated even the thought of laying eyes on Sean again. But Caleb was right. He couldn’t let his feelings cloud his judgment.

“At least this time we’re getting the drop on him.” Caleb rubbed a soothing circle on John’s back. “We know he’s a lying son of a bitch. He can’t trick us again.”

“Yeah.” John sighed. Why hadn’t he seen Sean’s true colors a long time ago? “I’ve been wrong about everything, haven’t I? SPECTR. Sean. Fuck, even Tiffany isn’t who I thought she was.”

“But you weren’t wrong about Gray.” Caleb leaned in and brushed his lips across John’s. “Or me.”


Chapter 8

John returned the kiss, not as a soft touch of lips, but hungry and desperate. Caleb tasted the saltiness of tears, and when he thought of Sean the scorching heat behind his breastbone flared.

Sure, John had been upset the night they’d rescued him from RD. Bewildered and glad to see Caleb alive against the odds. But up until now John had held it together. And done it so well, Caleb never realized just how badly Sean’s betrayal had messed with him.

No, not Sean’s betrayal. Sure that was a big part of it, but it was Caleb’s apparent death that had really fucked him up.

Caleb remembered washing the dried blood off in a Vigilant safe house. Picking a bone fragment out of his hair, and nearly throwing up. Sure, Gray had regrown it, but pulling bits of his own skull out of his hair had been disturbing on a level he could barely articulate.

What had John seen, looking down on what he thought was Caleb’s corpse? It hadn’t been clean and pretty like in the movies, for damned sure. More like the sort of thing that resulted in years of therapy.

“I’m sorry,” Caleb whispered against John’s lips. Was there anything he could say, do, to make it better? “But it’s okay. I’m here. We’re here.”

John drew back, pupils wide, darkening his blue eyes. His hands threaded through Caleb’s long hair, gripping it, and their legs pressed together. “I can’t lose you,” he said, voice hoarse and vulnerable. “How can you ask me to risk it again?”

“Because you know we don’t have a choice.”

Silence. And he knew everything John was thinking, because he knew the man so damn well, better than he’d ever known anyone in his life with the obvious exception of Gray. Forsyth had kidnapped children
 for Christ’s sake, and the risk to him and Gray and everyone else meant nothing compared to that.

John closed his eyes, as if he couldn’t bear to look at Caleb. “I know,” he whispered raggedly. “I know. But I’m so scared.”

“Yeah. I get that.” Caleb leaned in, until their lips almost touched. “I’m not going to let Sean take me away from you, hear me? I won’t allow it. Gray
 won’t.”

John’s mouth pressed almost painfully hard on his, crushing Caleb’s lips against his teeth. Their tongues swirled, but Caleb let John take charge of the kiss, wanting to give his lover whatever it was he needed. If this would help erase some of the fear, Caleb would do it. He’d do anything for John.

“As would I.”

John peeled Caleb’s shirt off and tossed it aside, running his hands hungrily over Caleb’s skin. Caleb bore a few small scars from the time before Gray, which Gray never bothered to alter, but no evidence remained to show he’d been shot, stabbed, and mauled a dozen times over.

John slid from his chest down, pausing to impatiently unbuckle Caleb’s belt. Caleb leaned back on the bed, propping himself up on his arms to watch John pull off the remainder of his clothing. He was half-hard already, and the touch of John’s fingers on his thighs rippled pleasure through him and Gray alike, intensifying the sensation and sending his cock to full attention.

John kissed and stroked all the way down Caleb’s legs to his toes, before wandering back up the same path. Caleb parted his thighs suggestively and was rewarded with a low chuckle and John’s mouth on his balls. Caleb closed his eyes, back arching, letting the sensation flow over him as John sucked and rolled first one, then the other.

“Tell me what you need, sweetheart,” he begged. “Anything. We’ll do it for you.” And thank God he didn’t have to worry about his pronouns slipping anymore.

A long, slow lick up his cock that almost had him arching off the bed. “I want you,” John growled into Caleb’s thigh.

“I’m all yours. However you like.”

“I want to see your face while I fuck you.”

“You won’t get any argument here.” Caleb drew up his knees eagerly. Gray hummed just under his skin, a delicious whisper of additional anticipation.

John climbed off the bed to rummage through their luggage. “Damn it, I know we bought lube.”

Caleb grabbed one of the pillows from the head of the bed and stuffed it under his hips to make things easier. “We did. Check my backpack.”

A few seconds later there came the familiar pop of the cap. John’s fingers pressed against Caleb’s sphincter, and he breathed deeply, relaxing to the intrusion. God, this was so much better than what he’d experienced with any other lover. He’d had a string of one-night or near one-night stands, never daring to let things go on too long for fear the other guy would figure out he was paranormally-abled. Fun sure, but John had the benefit of knowing just what buttons to push, playing Caleb’s body like a well-known instrument.

John took up position between Caleb’s legs. A little shiver of excitement from Gray raced through them both, just before John pushed in.

Caleb moaned, reveling in the sensation of John penetrating him. John shifted, his hands sliding to grip Caleb’s hips. “Look at me,” he whispered.

Caleb locked his gaze with John’s, a soft grunt escaping his lips with every thrust. John’s eyes glowed like neon in his amped-up vision, so fucking gorgeous he’d never be able to capture their shade in paint no matter how hard he tried.

“I won’t lose you,” John gasped. “Not to Sean. Not to anyone.”

Caleb wrapped his hand around his aching dick and tugged in time to John’s strokes. “We aren’t going anywhere,” he managed to say, his brain scrambling to remain coherent as the head of John’s cock found his prostate. “Yes! Damn, I love this. I love you.”

John’s thrusts became more urgent, his lips parted with need. “Love you, babe. Love you, love you both, please—”

Whatever he pleaded for became lost in an inarticulate cry, hips snapping forward sharply as he came deep inside Caleb. Caleb rode the edge for a few seconds more, wringing every possible moment of ecstasy out of it, before coming hard all over his hand and stomach.

John braced himself above Caleb, head bowed as he panted from exertion. As their breathing slowed, Caleb wordlessly held out his arms. John slid into his embrace, bodies twining together atop the ugly motel comforter.

Caleb pressed his lips into John’s forehead. “Feel any better?”

“Sex with you always makes me feel better.” John nuzzled him. “Every time I think this situation is too crazy to handle, you and Gray pull me back from the edge.”

“One of the many fine services we provide.”

John’s chuckle tickled against the skin of his neck. “Yeah. I’m not happy about it, but I trust you two. Just…don’t take any unnecessary chances, okay?”

Caleb suspected their definitions of unnecessary wouldn’t exactly mesh. But this probably wasn’t the time to bring it up. “Okay,” he agreed, tightening his grip on John. And hoping they wouldn’t have to put it to the test.

*   *   *

“I don’t like this,” John says.

They stand in a small courtyard, open to the street only via a narrow slot barely the width of a car. Brick walls close in on three sides, and smooth concrete on the other. Vines creep up the walls, and moss makes a brilliant splash of green against the red bricks.

Gray tips back his head, inhaling deeply. Before Caleb, he only perceived the scent of demons. He never realized each city, each place, had its own unique aroma. Charleston smells of the ocean, mingled with old, damp brick, green trees, and the occasional whiff of horse dung. Different from the other places they have traveled the last several days. He wonders what the other cities he hunted in smelled like.

“But I suppose the fact you’re already manifesting means we’re going through with it anyway.” John folds his arms across his chest, blue eyes narrowed in Gray’s direction.

“God, quit bitching, Starkweather.” Tiffany scans the surroundings, her eyes wary. Her sire had left before dawn, no doubt following whatever orders she gave him. She did not speak of it, and neither John nor Caleb asked, although Caleb at least was curious. “It makes sense to have someone waiting in Sean’s apartment, and unless you can scale a brick wall, it’s got to be the drakul. Now, when Sean shows up, do you want to keep a bead on the front door or the side one here?”

“Side,” he mutters. Unhappy.

Gray does not particularly wish to see the treacherous mortal Sean again. But John’s distress is more complicated, in a way he does not entirely understand.

“Remember when you thought John meant to put you in a bottle and let you be killed?”

Of course.

“You didn’t stop loving him, though, did you? John’s been friends with Sean for a long time. He can’t just turn off those feelings.”


I see.
 And he did, at least a bit. But John is also upset because Sean attempted to kill you. Sean did not succeed. Why does John insist on dwelling upon it?


“Because that’s how people work.”

It makes no sense, why mortals torment themselves over things that might have been, but are not. Will he ever understand them?

“We don’t even understand ourselves. Now let’s get a move on before Sean comes back. Assuming he’s coming back, anyway.”

“Caleb says we must go,” Gray tells John.

John’s lips tighten, but he nods. “Okay. Once you get up there, stop manifesting. Sean will sense you long before he reaches the apartment, otherwise.”

Gray nods. “I understand.” He starts for the building Sean lives in, but John grabs his hand.

“Before you go,” John says, and kisses him. It is a good kiss, pleasure singing along their nerves. If only they did not have to deal with this mortal foolishness, this Forsyth and all the rest of it. They could spend their time hunting demons and copulating, and everything would be perfect.

“You really don’t ask much out of life, do you?”

And yet I still do not receive it.

“Be careful, you two.” John steps back reluctantly, his hand lingering on their chest a moment before falling to his side.

“We shall.” Gray turns his attention back to the brick wall in front of him. Sean’s apartment is on the top floor of the three-story building. Other windows face onto the courtyard, but no one seems to be watching at the moment, and the narrow alley entrance conceals them from the street. Their chances of discovery are as small as possible.

He takes a running leap at the wall, Caleb’s telekinesis boosting them further. Halfway up the building, Gray sinks his claws into the mortar between the old bricks. His boots scrabble, seeking purchase.

He climbs quickly, not wishing to delay lest they be seen. When he reaches the window John pointed out as belonging to Sean’s apartment, he lets go with one hand and attempts to open it. Locked.

“At least it’s not hot enough to have a window AC unit in. We’d have no choice but to throw the damn thing into the courtyard, and someone would hear for sure.”

Growling softly, Gray pushes harder on the window. Something gives abruptly, and he slides it open. The screen provides no obstacle, and a moment later they are inside.

Gray crouches, sight penetrating the dimness of the room easily. A living room with kitchen, two doors leading off, which must go to the bed and bath. The place reeks of cigarette smoke, and his eyes begin to water. This wait will not be pleasant.

“Let’s take a look around and see if we can figure out if Sean’s even been here since Saturday.”

It doesn’t take them long to find evidence of his presence. Half of a spirit ward is inscribed in chalk across the doorway, the other half in the hall outside. “I wonder if he’s worried about us coming after him, or about Forsyth sending a demon to take him out.”


Either way, it seems unlikely Sean would have taken such precautions ordinarily. He must have survived the demons and been allowed to return to his home.

“He’s probably at work now. Let’s settle in and wait.”

They choose a dark corner out of the direct line of sight of the door. Gray slips back from the surface, making himself as small and still as he can while yet observing through Caleb’s eyes.

Caleb quickly becomes bored. Mortals often lack patience. A few minutes of silence is too much for them, let alone years.

“I don’t know how to be still.”

Do as I do.

Their breathing slows. Caleb finds a comfortable position, legs folded, wrists on his knees.

Wait. Do not anticipate, but remain alert.

Caleb’s thoughts wander, leaping from one thing to another.

We are hunting. Listen. Watch. Do not be distracted.

Sounds filter from throughout this building and the one adjoining. The murmur of televisions, interrupted by bursts of recorded laughter. A cat meows, and a moment later there comes the clatter of dry food into a bowl. The old joists of the building creak, settling slowly toward the ground. In the distance, a siren howls, first growing closer, then receding, then gone.

The sun cannot shine directly through the windows, thanks to the surrounding buildings, but the quality of light shifts as time passes. For a few seconds, it takes on an almost golden glow, reflecting off clouds, before turning gray. It vanishes, and the sterile light of a streetlamp comes to life in the courtyard.

A car pulls in below. Others have come and gone, but not many. They listen to the footsteps coming closer, the door to the building shutting below. Someone is climbing the stairs.

Gray tucks himself in even more tightly, almost entirely cut off save for what he gleans from Caleb’s thoughts. If Sean senses Gray too soon, he will run. Tiffany and John may be able to stop him, but Gray fears the treacherous mortal will shoot them if cornered.

A key in the lock. The door opens. A pause—Sean is redrawing the spirit ward, making certain no lines are smudged. The door shuts and footsteps cross the room.

It is time.

Gray rises to the surface, making no attempt to hide. Sean is at the door to the bedroom, one hand on his tie, tugging at the knot. He spins instantly, eyes going wide with sheer terror, sending a ripple of satisfaction through Gray.

Good. This one hurt Caleb, hurt John, and he should
 be afraid.

Sean hesitates only a second, before running for the kitchen. Does he think to hide? Foolish mortal.

Gray gives chase, a growl thrumming out of his chest. If Sean wishes to run, to fight, so much the better. It will give Gray an excuse to hurt him in turn.

The kitchen rug slips under Sean’s shoes, and he half-falls onto a counter, sending a coffee cup flying to shatter in the sink. He scrabbles wildly, grabbing up a container. Gray has just enough time to glimpse the label reading “garlic powder,” before Sean flings the contents directly into his face.

*   *   *

John stood in the shadows of the courtyard, trying to keep his hands from shaking.

Sean drove up just a little while ago. John spotted the sedan from the street, glimpsed Sean’s familiar profile before the car turned into the narrow alley to the courtyard to park. He’d left Tiffany to watch the door leading onto the street and followed Sean into the courtyard, just in time to see the side door closing behind him.

Goddess. Sean.

Years ago, on a night a lot like this one, they’d spent the evening shooting hoops on the state school’s half-court. Everyone else had gone in to watch TV, leaving just the two of them, sweating in the early spring warmth. Sixteen years old and gangly, Sean with his gel-spiked hair and metal band t-shirts. John had let his hair grow out of the conservative buzz cut from rehab, and after a year it hung shaggy around his face and neck. But no one at the school told him to trim it. Even the dorm wardens just shook their heads when the barber came around and John refused to go. It was his choice, though, just like the clothes he wore and what music he listened to. They’d crack down when it came to slipping grades or bad behavior, but otherwise no one cared.

It had been weird at first. No one telling him to put on a tie, or cut his hair, or that he would go to hell for listening to any kind of music besides Christian pop. It meant, for the first time, he’d needed to figure out a lot of things for himself. How did he like his hair? What kind of music did he actually enjoy? Did he look better in a t-shirt and jeans, or did slacks do more for his ass?

He’d figured some other things about himself at the same time. Or more like owned up to them.

“Hey, Sean,” he said, dribbling the ball longer than necessary. “Can I tell you something?”

Sean tried to steal the ball, but John managed to snap it up and shoot. He missed, and it ricocheted off the backboard. Sean caught it and lined up a shot of his own. “Sure, man. What’s up?”

John bit his lip. “I’m gay,” he blurted.

Sean’s shot was nothing but net. “Yeah, I figured.”

John gaped at him, not sure Sean heard him right. “You did? How? I mean—”

“Oh, come on, dude.” Sean rolled his eyes. “Those stupid pajamas of yours don’t hide anything. I saw you pop a boner when Howard got out of the shower the other day. I mean, you did a pretty good job of hiding it with the sink while you brushed your teeth, but I was standing right by you.”

“Fuck.” He’d thought nobody noticed.

“I picked up on a couple of things earlier, too. Checking dudes out. Not real obvious, but you know.” Sean heaved an overly dramatic sigh. “Although I’m kind of insulted I don’t rate even a quick once-over.”

“Ew!”

Sean’s eyes widened, and he burst out laughing. “Ew? You jerk!”

“I just meant it would be like checking out my brother,” John said, but he laughed too. Mostly from relief—he’d imagined every scenario in the book, from Sean demanding a new roommate to beating him up here on the court.

Sean threw the ball to him. “Yeah, yeah. Good save, but I hope you’re a lot smoother when it comes to chatting up guys. I guess I’d better play wingman, because otherwise you’ll die a virgin.”

Everything had seemed possible that night. They’d be friends forever. Doing good, changing the world, and of course getting laid along the way.

And now here John stood, acid chewing his throat while he waited for Caleb to signal he’d subdued Sean. John would have to walk up those stairs and look Sean in the eye. And he didn’t know if he could without throwing up or wanting to put a bullet in Sean’s head.

Gray’s roar sounded from the upper floor apartment.

Shit! John went to the balls of his feet, torn between rushing inside and covering the exit. Everyone on the block must have heard. People would be calling the cops already. What had happened up there?

The side door burst open, and Sean ran out. There was no sign of Gray.

John didn’t think, just lunged out of the shadows. Sean spun, eyes going wide, but John had the advantage. Grabbing Sean by the lapels, he hurled him into the brick wall.

“What did you do?” he shouted in Sean’s face. “If you’ve hurt Gray, I’ll fucking kill you!”

Sean snapped his knee up, aiming for John’s groin, but John managed to catch it on his thigh instead. Sean’s face still bore the bruises and cuts from the beating John gave him at RD. Time to add a few more.

“John, stop!” Sean shouted. “Just listen—I thought he’d come after me—”

“You would have been better off if he had,” John snarled, and swung a fist at Sean’s face.


Chapter 9

Sean managed to twist to one side, and John’s knuckles only skimmed him. A minute later, pain flared in John’s gut as Sean buried a fist of his own there.

They grappled each other, both trying to get the advantage. They ended up on the ground, Sean on the bottom. John hit him again, this time in the ribs. Sean’s fingers raked John’s face, trying for an eye gouge but missing.

The world narrowed and turned into a red haze. Red as Caleb’s blood on the floor. Sean had tried to take everything away from John, destroy his entire world. Now, going by the sound of the roar, he’d hurt Gray. John would hit him and keep hitting him until the pain went away, until he couldn’t see Caleb dead on the floor, until—

Hands closed around his shoulders, heaving him effortlessly up and off of Sean. John shouted and struggled, fighting to get free, until a deep rumble cut through the haze around him.

“John, stop.”

Gray’s eyes and nose were reddened, the drying tracks of tears and mucus on his face. He smelled rather strongly of garlic, but he seemed otherwise unharmed.

John sagged in his hold. “Shit. I thought he’d hurt you.”

“I am fine. Temporarily inconvenienced, but there is no permanent injury.”

Sean sprawled gasping and panting on the rough old bricks. Tiffany had joined them at some time during the commotion without John noticing. Now she pointed her Glock at Sean’s head.

“Stand down, Starkweather. We still need this fucker alive.” She gave Sean a cold, predatory smile. “At least for now.”

*   *   *

Caleb stared at the sagging, abandoned house. Night had fallen. Only the sodium glare of streetlights and the neon of the liquor store illuminated the cracked sidewalk, weed-choked space that had once been a garden, and warped boards of the house. The grinding roar of trucks downshifting on I-26 echoed from the great concrete arch of road nearby, accompanied by a faint whiff of exhaust fumes.

All the places in Charleston Tiffany might have picked, and she’d brought them here. To the house he’d died in.

“The house where I came to life.”

Caleb couldn’t argue. And hell…maybe he’d come to life here, too, even if he didn’t realize it at the time. If he’d never ventured here, hunting Gray, he’d be back in Charlotte right now. Stuck in another dead-end job. Scared to have a real relationship for fear his telekinesis would be discovered. Never sticking his neck out, keeping his head down, just drifting through the days.

Not to say he was a fan of all the blood and screaming. But at least he was doing something now. Trying to make a difference.

“And you have John and myself.”


Yeah, yeah.
 But a surge of affection accompanied the thought. Gray responded, a sensation like a big cat happily rubbing against its favorite human.

“You are my favorite human.”

Of all the awful things that came from Sean putting a bullet in his head, there was one moment he still thought about, lying in bed at night. The sensation of Gray wrapped around him, protecting and anchoring him. Of total love, with no conditions or what-ifs. Just someone who loved him exactly the way he was and always would.

It was nothing he’d expected or looked for. And it was a big reason he agreed to make the possession permanent, because despite all the uncertainty surrounding every other part of their existence, Gray would always be on his side.

“You okay?” John asked.

Caleb realized he’d been standing on the sidewalk, not paying any damn attention to his surroundings. “Yeah—just thinking.”

“About how romantic this place is, since we first met here?”

Caleb snorted. “Yeah, right. You always take me to the nicest places, Starkweather. Abandoned houses, crime scenes, black ops government bases…”

John nodded. “True, but at least there’s dinner involved. Admittedly, it’s usually Gray’s idea of dinner, but I don’t want to play favorites.”

“Now I’m all jealous.” He bumped his hip lightly against John’s. “Seriously, though, it’s a little weird coming back here. But I’m okay.”

John’s smile faded. “It’s weird for all of us. The last time we were here, I never thought…well. A lot of things.” He started for the front door, partially blocked by the collapse of the upper balcony onto the lower porch. “Let’s get inside before anyone spots us.”

Tiffany and Sean went first, her Glock pressed into his kidney to keep him in line. Caleb followed John, ducking beneath the twisted iron staircase and through the door.

Nothing had changed inside: same moldy wallpaper hanging off in strips, same bare floorboards warped from humidity, same stink of mildew and rat piss. A hole in the ceiling marked where Caleb had fallen through, all the way from the attic three stories up, smashing bones and organs. Dead on the floor, until Melanie’s CPR brought him back.

Flashes of memory, at first devoid of color or emotion. Caleb’s own face, pale and scared, a silver-plated ax in his hand. Followed by John kneeling in front of them, smiling and saying something reassuring. And his eyes, so blue, the first color in the world.

“Everything was gray.”

You know, you can pick another name, if you want.

“No. John called me this first. It has…value…to me.”

At least there were a couple of differences to interrupt this little trip down memory lane. Namely Tiffany with her gun drawn, and Sean, now handcuffed to a rusty radiator.

Tiffany regarded him with a sneer on her face, as if Sean was beneath her contempt. But John…

John’s eyes darkened with fury, his brows drew low, and he held his arms crossed over his chest. Tension practically vibrated the air around him, like he was one second from beating the crap out of Sean again.

And hell, John was supposed to be the stable one, right? The one with the self-control, who rolled with the punches and came back with a quote from some damn motivational poster. But in the courtyard, before Gray pulled him off, Caleb had been honestly scared John might kill Sean.

Not to suggest he gave a fuck about Sean. But if John crossed the line, what would it do to him? Would he be able to look in the mirror? Or would he turn bitter and angry?

“We cannot allow him to harm himself in such a way.”

No. Which meant keeping an eye on John and making damn sure he didn’t do anything he’d regret. When did I become the responsible one?


“All right, Sean,” Tiffany said. “You, me, and John—we’ve known each other since we were teens. So no fucking around. I ask a straight-up question, you give a straight-up answer. Where is Forsyth shipping the NHEs?”

Between the beating John gave him on Saturday and the one tonight, Sean already looked like crap. But Tiffany’s question drained all the color from his face, making the bruises stand out even more starkly. “Shipping them? What do you mean?”

Tiffany took a step toward him, her shoes clicking softly on the wooden floor. “I’m sorry, I don’t think I heard you right. You were going to tell me where Forsyth is sending the bottled NHEs, not play dumb. Maybe you’d like to repeat yourself.”

The handcuffs rang against iron as Sean leaned forward. “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”

“Let me make it clear,” John said. He crouched down to be on a level with Sean. “You tell us what you know about what Forsyth is planning, or we put a bullet in your skull.”

*   *   *

Sean stared back at John, eyes wide, as if trying to figure out if John really meant it. John returned the stare, forcing himself to meet Sean’s gaze. Telling himself over and over he’d do it.

He hadn’t been able to pull the trigger the night at RD. But now? SPECTR wanted to kill them all, kidnapped kids, and did Goddess only knew what else. And he was done. Tired all the way down to the bone. Whatever it took to end this nightmare was fine by him. He’d worry about living with it later.

Sean sagged back against the radiator. “Do it. If you think you have to.”

Not the reaction he’d expected. Defiance, sure. Lies, sure. But not this weary acceptance.

“I’m not bluffing.”

“I know.” Sean met his gaze, and he just looked…sad. Beaten. “I made a deal with the devil, but I did it to save my best friend.” Sean glanced past John to Caleb. “And I failed. And now we all have to face the consequences.”

John clenched his fists. “Save
 me? By putting a bullet in my boyfriend’s head? You didn’t try to save me, you tried to destroy me!”

“I knew you’d hate me,” Sean said. Dried blood cracked on his upper lip where one of John’s blows had split it open. “But I watched you for months
 , slowly falling apart after the succubus brothel.”

“So you decided to give me a new nightmare?” John felt as if he couldn’t get enough oxygen, like he’d run a marathon instead of just standing there breathing in the stale, moldy air. “Do you know what I see every time I close my eyes now? Do you?”


“John,” Caleb said softly.

“What do you want me to say?” Sean asked. “I’m sorry? I’m sorry I had to do it, sure. I’m sorry Caleb got hurt. And I’m damned sorry it didn’t work, because the thing in his head is going to kill you.”

“His name is Gray.” Pain lanced through John’s palms; the fingernails of his clenched fists had broken the skin. “He’s not a thing,
 he’s a person.”

“It’s an NHE. Non-Human
 Entity. And I saw it had fixated on you, and I went home and I spent hours—days—asking myself what to do. Because you’d been heading for the cliff for months already, and you’d finally found something to push you the rest of the way over. I never wanted to go behind your back, I never wanted to hurt Caleb, and I never wanted to work with Forsyth.” Sean closed his eyes and drew in a deep breath. “But I wanted you to die even less. You’re my best friend, John. I love you like a brother.”

“And now you’re in with Forsyth,” Tiffany said. Striking from the side like a shark scenting blood in the water. “If you really care about John, tell us what he’s up to.”

“You saw for yourself at RD.” Bitterness laced Sean’s voice. “Putting demons in people and not exorcising them. Trying to make an army. I’ve already been informed I’ll be transferred to RD soon. Whether Forsyth thinks it’s a reward or I need closer watching, I’ve got no fucking clue. I’ve spent the last two days trying to figure out how to turn it down without getting shot.”

“Funny, we’ve spent the last two days getting shot at.” John folded his arms over his chest. He wouldn’t feel bad for Sean. He wouldn’t.

But none of this had gone the way he’d imagined it. He’d pictured Sean laughing at their naïveté, admitting he’d done it all out of some twisted scheme to climb to the ranks at SPECTR, saying everything from their teen years on was just an act.

“Let me help you.” Sean’s voice grated coming out, like he spoke around a constriction in his throat. “What Forsyth is doing is wrong. Let me help stop him. Please.”

John couldn’t find his voice. How stupid did Sean think they were?

The floorboards squealed as Caleb stepped forward. No doubt to tell Sean no way in hell would he agree to this.

“You’d have to work with me. With Gray,” Caleb said. “Who, by the way, didn’t exactly turn to mindless slaughter the second our possession became irrevocable. Just in case you missed that part.”

Sean’s mouth thinned. “Yeah. I noticed.”

Tiffany shifted her weight. “The drakul is far more valuable to me than you are,” she told Sean. “If
 I agree to this, you better understand. I’ll shoot you if I even think you’re going to make a move against Caleb.”

“What the hell?” John turned away from Sean to stare at Caleb and Tiffany. “You can’t be serious! He betrayed us once already. Are you really going to give him a second chance to stab us in the back?”

“We’re pretty low on options, Starkweather.” Tiffany’s eyes remained fixed on Sean. Weighing. Judging. “I’ve known Sean even longer than you have. I think he did what he did out of desperation. And stupidity. A healthy dose of stupidity.”

“No.” How could Tiffany seriously be considering this, let alone Caleb? “Caleb, he shot
 you.”

“Yeah, believe me, I remember.” Caleb’s brown eyes went even darker with memory. “But like Tiffany said, our options are limited. Sean is our link on the inside.”

John shook his head, taking a step back. “He’ll turn us over to Forsyth first chance he gets.”

Sean had the audacity to look hurt. “John—”

“Shut up.” John started for the front door, then paused. “If it was up to me, I’d bury you where no one would ever find you.”

The door slammed behind him.

*   *   *

John stood in the weed-choked lot and stared up at the sky. Only one or two stars showed, the rest blotted out by the glare of city lights.

When he’d been little, his family visited his grandfather’s farm every summer. Granddad lived way out in the country. Stars filled the sky there, and fireflies the fields. John would catch the insects gently in his hands before letting them go again, careful not to crush their fragile bodies. Dad sat on the grassy hillside with him, teaching him to recognize the constellations: the Seven Sisters, the Big Dipper, the bright path of the Milky Way itself.

Goddess. He hadn’t thought about the farm in years. He’d been thirteen the last time he’d set foot there. The summer before his paranormal abilities manifested. The last summer Dad loved him.

John closed his eyes against the burn of tears. He’d told himself over and over it didn’t matter if his parents voluntarily gave up custody to the state. It didn’t matter Granddad never wrote or called to make sure he was okay. Because he’d replaced them with a family who cared about him, who accepted him. Fuck, who wanted him because
 of his paranormal ability.

SPECTR.

But he’d just been a tool. Someone to be lied to and used. And he hadn’t even seen it until almost too late.

Etheric energy brushed his back, and he opened his eyes in surprise. He’d half-expected Caleb to come after him, but not Gray.

The sparks of lightning in Gray’s black eyes sporadically illuminated his face in the darkness. Unlike a human, who would have hesitated or spoken first, Gray simply walked up to John and embraced him. And there was something comforting in relaxing into Gray’s more-than-human strength.

“I hate this,” he whispered, because Gray wouldn’t judge him. “I want…I want everything to be like it was. For SPECTR to be what I thought it was, for Sean to be my friend.”

A soft sigh escaped Gray. “Forgive us.”

“For what?”

“If things had occurred differently, if Caleb never fell and I was never forced to change hosts at the wrong moment, this would have passed you by.”

“No!” John pulled back, just far enough to look at them. “Ignorance isn’t bliss, okay? This would still have been going on, and maybe no one would have known to stop it. Or maybe Tiffany would be fighting this by herself. Or dead already. It’s not an acceptable trade.”

“Sean—”

“It hurts. It does. But he made his choice. Not you.”

“He acted out of love for you.”

John tightened his hold and buried his face against Gray’s shoulder. “I wish he and I never met. I wish he’d been a homophobe and thrown me out of his room at school. Anything except this.”

Gray said nothing for a long time, only held John with preternatural stillness. John clung to him, breathing in deep the scent of desert sand kissed by rain, of ancient incense and ozone.

“Caleb says what I feel is natural,” Gray said eventually. His voice was a deep rumble against John’s ear. “To hurt because another is in pain.”

Despite everything, John smiled a little against the leather coat. Because it still seemed incredible, to have not just one but two amazing guys. Even if they were in the same body. “Mortal nonsense.”

“There are many things I do not understand,” Gray admitted. “The memories I gleaned are not the same as experience. But I would never hurt you.”

“I know.” John tilted his head up. “Like I said before. I trust you. Sean thinks you’re part of the pain that dragged me down. He doesn’t get you’re the joy lifting me up.”

Gray kissed him with surprising tenderness. Not the possessive, hungry kisses of before, but something soft and startlingly sweet. Once their lips parted again, Gray nuzzled his hair. “This moment, to be allowed this, is a miracle to me. But it came at great cost, to you and Caleb, and I never wished for that.”

And shit, John had never even thought about what this might be like for Gray. If he’d wanted this existence, or if he’d sacrificed just as much as Caleb. “Are you okay with this? It’s too late either way, but…is this what you wanted?”

“Above everything except for Caleb’s pain. I wanted to truly live, but not at the cost of his life.” Gray paused. “Caleb says I am being foolish. He made his choice and does not regret it.”

“You should listen to him. Caleb’s a smart guy.”

“Yes.” Affection there. What did Caleb say about Gray loving him in some strange way beyond anything human?

And, insane as it seemed, John was certain Gray loved him, too. Gray hadn’t said the words, but he’d certainly shown it in every action. Maybe John had lost his home and what he thought of as his family, but he had this. Two people who cared about him enough to alter their entire existences for him.

“You’re the miracle to me, darling,” he said past the constriction in his throat. “You and Caleb. And if you guys think we should let Sean help us…I don’t like it, but I’ll accept your judgment.”

Gray made a soft huffing sound. “I do not like the other mortal. He has hurt Caleb, and he has hurt you, and I would prefer he cease to exist. But killing him would do you greater harm, and Caleb and Tiffany believe he can be of help.”

“Caleb trusts him?” And maybe it was a little underhanded to ask Gray, whose first instinct seemed to be honesty. But he needed to know.

“Of course not.” Gray’s rumble threatened to turn into a growl. “But Caleb thinks he acted as he did out of concern for you, not because he believes in Forsyth’s cause. Just as I once accepted you wished me dead, not out of malice, but because of what you thought your duty.”

Goddess, out of all the things Gray might have said, this cut the deepest. “I’m so sorry, I never—”

“Yes; we have already discussed this, have we not?” Gray sounded genuinely puzzled. Apparently once something was settled with Gray, it stayed settled, without a grudge.

John nodded. “Yeah. Okay.” And if Gray could believe—with good reason—John meant to kill him, but still want him, still care about him, maybe John could listen to his gut and accept Sean wouldn’t turn on them the first chance he got.

“All right.” He pulled gently away, sliding one hand down until he wrapped his fingers around Gray’s. “Let’s go back inside and talk to Tiffany. See if we can find some way to let Sean be useful.”


Chapter 10

A couple of hours later, they camped inside yet another seedy motel room, pizza boxes and a six pack of beer strewn across one of the twin beds. Caleb sat on the other bed beside John, while Tiffany perched in the lone chair. Sean sat on the very edge of the first bed, picking at the toppings on a slice of pizza. Neither he nor John ate much, and didn’t exchange a word or even a glance.

Caleb couldn’t blame John. He finished off the last bite of his veggie deluxe, wiped the grease off his fingers, and put his hand lightly on John’s knee. After a moment, John covered Caleb’s hand with his own, fingers curling together securely.

On the ride over, Tiffany had filled Sean in on what they knew. Which was depressingly little, considering all the effort they’d gone through. Now Sean popped open a beer and took a long swig, before saying, “We need to figure out where the NHEs are being shipped. It would also be nice to know when Forsyth is going to start forcing them into people, instead of relying on soldiers willing to take the risk.”

Caleb remembered the poor bastard possessed by a werebear, whom Forsyth had made Gray fight as part of their tests at RD. The grunt had obviously thought himself a bad ass, confident in whatever lies SPECTR had spun to make him sign up for demon-hosting duty.

Had he healed from the breaks and dislocations Gray dealt out? Was he in some underground cell right now, a control collar around his neck? Or was he one of the soldiers hunting down the Vigilant, every day that passed stealing a little more of his humanity until only the monster remained?

“Anything else, Captain Obvious?” Tiffany asked Sean.

He shot her a glare. “Damn it, Tiff, I’m thinking out loud, okay? And maybe somebody does need to state the obvious. Like what is Forsyth really up to?”

“We saw it at RD, didn’t we?” Caleb said. God, this was weird, talking to the guy who’d shot him in the head, as if nothing had ever happened. “He’s building an army, trying to figure out ways to control demons and make them fight for him.”

“Right. But now he’s graduated to kidnapping people and moving enough bottled NHEs around for someone to take notice.” Sean set the beer aside, picked up another slice of pizza and just stared at it, like the answers might be spelled out in pepperoni and onions. “But once he’s got a bunch of new demons, then what? Is he planning on just sticking them in underground bunkers like out at RD? It doesn’t seem very efficient—you have to feed them, have to put guards on them, have to run power and security systems and God knows what else. Not to mention the risk of escape.”

Caleb’s stomach constricted around the pizza, and he wished he hadn’t stuffed a whole pie in his face. “He must need them for something. Fuck.”

Tiffany leaned forward and clasped her hands in front of her, staring at them with a frown. “If Sean’s right, this is worse than we thought. You don’t make an army unless you plan on using it to attack something. But what?”

“Which is the million dollar question, isn’t it?” Sean dropped the pizza slice back in the box without having taken a bite. “One other thing—I don’t know if it means anything or not, but Forsyth’s been working out of the Charleston office this week instead of going back to RD. He took over Kaniyar’s office.”

John stirred but didn’t look at Sean. “And what have you told people about why she’s gone? Why we’re gone?”

At least Sean didn’t ask where she was. Not that they had any idea…so far as Caleb knew. Tiffany might. She had to be talking to somebody on those late-night calls, after all. But she played it close, and John hadn’t asked any questions, at least in Caleb’s hearing.

Maybe he thought she wouldn’t answer. Maybe she wouldn’t. What they didn’t know couldn’t be tortured out of them, if things went sideways and they ended up in Forsyth’s hands.

“I haven’t told them anything.” Sean inspected the label on his beer can. “The official story is you’re all on special assignment. Of course, Forsyth’s team came in and made off with everyone’s computers, so I’m pretty sure no one actually believes it. People have bugged me nonstop. Figure I’d know the truth because we’re…we used to be friends. And because of the bruises.” He gestured at his face. “Forsyth told me to take a few days off, but I couldn’t stand the thought of just sitting in the apartment.”

Caleb chewed on his lip. “If Forsyth is hanging out here, does it mean whatever he’s planning will go down in Charleston?”

“That’s crazy.” John shook his head. “How does he expect to hide an operation in the middle of a city?”

“I can try sneaking into his office,” Sean offered. “I don’t know, bang around on his computer some, see if I can find anything? Or…I think one of the storage facilities is in Atlanta, where the euthanization furnaces were supposedly located. I could go down there, pretend I’m following up on some kind of discrepancies in the shipping records. It would at least tell us where the NHEs are going.”

Tiffany tapped one finger thoughtfully against her lower lip. “All right. Here’s the plan. There are four of us and two potential leads. I can get some damn good fake IDs, but it will take a few days. I can also get a decryption program for Forsyth’s computer. Sean, you’re taking Forsyth up on his offer of a couple days off. I’m not giving you the opportunity to roll over on us, intentionally or not. Once we have what we need, two of us will head down to Atlanta and investigate the storage facility. The other two will stay here and get into HQ.”

“Are you insane?” John let go of Caleb’s hand and stood up. “We can’t go to HQ! We’ll be recognized.”

Tiffany glared at him. “No shit, dumb ass. Which is why you and I are going to Atlanta. Sean isn’t in any trouble yet. He can stroll right into HQ without anyone wondering a thing. The empath guard at the gate won’t be able to get a hit off Caleb. And Caleb can kill Sean without much effort if he betrays us. It makes sense to send him to HQ.”

“No.” John took a step forward.

“Um, I’m pretty sure people are going to recognize me,” Caleb said. “I mean, I kind of stand out a little amidst all the suits.”

He didn’t like the grin Tiffany gave him. “Exactly. Everyone sees the hair and the leather, and doesn’t even register your face. A suit and a crew cut, and your own mother wouldn’t recognize you.”

John looked faintly stricken. Caleb felt the same. “Do you have any idea how long it took me to grow my hair out like this?” And okay, it was kind of petty compared to everything else at stake, but damn it, he hadn’t visited a barber since he was ten.

Gray stirred. “I can regrow it.”


But…oh fine.

“All right,” Caleb said. “Gray says he can grow my hair back out. But I’ll need a few years of therapy to get over the trauma of wearing a fucking tie.”

*   *   *

Three days later, John sat in the passenger seat while Tiffany negotiated through Atlanta’s infamous rush hour traffic.

He stared out the window and tried to focus on the mission ahead, not on what might be happening to Caleb. It had been hard, driving off while Caleb stayed behind with Sean.

Sean spent the intervening days in his apartment, just in case Forsyth put some sort of surveillance on him. It didn’t seem likely—Forsyth surely had enough on his plate tracking down the Vigilant. Why waste resources on a man who’d already proven his loyalty by way of attempted murder? Forsyth had no reason to think Sean would turn on him, or that John would seek Sean out except to kill him. But the possibility existed.

And maybe it gave Tiffany an excuse to separate them. If John had been forced to spend hour after hour in the hotel room, staring at the man he’d thought of as a brother, he didn’t know what he might have done.

“Stop brooding, Starkweather,” Tiffany ordered.

With effort, he pulled his thoughts to the here and now. “Agent Simpson to you,” he said, flipping open the badge with his temporary identity on it. He had to admit, the Vigilant forger did an excellent job. It looked as authentic as his real, SPECTR-issued ID.

“You need your head in the game,” she went on, ignoring him. “If your mind is back in Charleston worrying about your boyfriend, it’s not on the job here. And getting caught by Forsyth’s goons isn’t on my agenda today.”

“Or mine.” John straightened and tried to focus. “Where is the facility?”

“Not much farther. It’s in an industrial area, away from homes or crowded skyscrapers. At least someone was smart enough not to warehouse NHEs in downtown Atlanta.”

“Probably because it would make it harder to keep secret.”

“This has really turned you into a cynic, hasn’t it?” Tiffany glanced at him briefly before guiding the car onto an exit ramp. “I like it. Much better than the whole Boy Scout routine.”

The exit took them to a run-down industrial area. Big buildings, which might have been factories, now shuttered. Warehouses. Railroad tracks crossed the road every few miles, some apparently still in use, while others had weeds sprouting amidst the ties. Eventually, they came up on a high chain-link fence topped with razor wire and studded with security cameras. A huge expanse of concrete blazed in the sun beyond the fence, surrounding an unmarked building, which looked more like a windowless hanger than a warehouse. A smaller building, probably the office, stood off to one side.

“Show time,” Tiffany said.

She pulled up at the gate. John’s heart pounded, but he did his best to keep his breathing even and face expressionless. Tiffany didn’t think the guard would be an empath for the simple reason half the people coming into the facility would be lying about what really went on there. But if she was wrong, they were screwed.

The guy in the guard hut wore a faded blue uniform and looked like hired private security. The hell? Did they have the wrong address?

“Can I help you?” the man asked, leaning out the window.

If his appearance surprised Tiffany, she didn’t show it. Taking out her badge, she said, “Agents Warwick and Simpson. We’re here to follow up on a shipping discrepancy.”

The guard examined her badge carefully, then John’s. Satisfied, he handed them back. “Guess you’ll need access to the office. I’ll radio someone to meet you outside the building.”

Tiffany nodded. “Thanks. You have a good day, now.”

Once they’d pulled away from the hut, John said, “A private firm instead of agents?”

“And for someone guarding a black ops facility, he didn’t seem very worried about security, did he?” Tiffany shook her head. “I don’t know what’s going on, but something is very wrong here.”

*   *   *

Caleb guided the bland government-issue sedan through the narrow Charleston streets. It reeked of cigarettes, and he hoped like hell the gate guard didn’t notice his watering eyes. Some of the flowers and trees had started blooming already, so at least he could put it down to allergies, instead of sensitivity brought on by having amped-up senses thanks to the NHE in his head.

Normally it would have bothered him more, but today it was just one in a long line of irritants. The suit itched, and the damned tie felt like it might strangle him. His whole head felt weird without the weight of his long hair, and he’d actually startled himself that morning when he glanced in the mirror.

Worst of all, of course, was the fact he drove around with a guy who’d already tried to kill him once. At least Sean had kept his mouth shut while Caleb drove.

“Well,” Sean said. Christ, so much for that. “The possession is permanent now. How does John feel about it?”

“I’d say he feels it’s worked out pretty well for him,” Caleb said. Should he start discussing the details of their sex life? It might shut Sean up.

Sean stared out the window. “Uh huh.” He didn’t sound convinced. Which was his problem, not Caleb’s. “Did you think about John at all when you decided to keep the NHE with you?”

Caleb’s hands tightened on the steering wheel. Gray’s anger washed through their veins, twining with his. You can’t manifest now, remember?


“I know, but…he is belittling your choice.”

Let me handle it.

“John is the reason I did this,” Caleb said, fighting to keep his voice calm.

Sean snorted. “Was he? Not because it feels good, to have power? To be strong and fast, to have your TK boosted through the roof?”

“Listen. Here. You. Flaming. Asshole.” Caleb bit off each word. A loud crack came from the steering wheel as something snapped under his grip. He forced his fingers to unclench. “Believe it or not, if John’s exorcism didn’t work, I intended to call in the Vigilant. But you
 went and stabbed everyone in the back, then handed John over to Forsyth. And if you think I was willing to leave him in that fucker’s hands, after everything I’d seen at RD, you are sadly mistaken.” He shook his head. “If anyone is to blame for Gray and I being together on a permanent basis, it would be you.”

“I didn’t know—”

“John did. But you didn’t trust him.”

Sean sighed and scrubbed tiredly at his face, wincing as his fingers encountered healing bruises and cuts. “You have to understand. Everything we’d ever seen, everything we’d ever been told, said the forty day limit meant good-bye Caleb, hello rampaging monster.”

“I do not rampage. When will these mortals learn?”

“When Forsyth told me you couldn’t be exorcised, I didn’t know what to do,” Sean went on. “I couldn’t just stand there and watch my best friend get killed. Once Forsyth took you in, I thought everything would be all right. But you escaped, the kill order came down, and I didn’t have a choice.”

“Perhaps we should have killed him when we had the chance.”

No kidding.

“Nice rationalizing.” Caleb kept his grip loose and took deep breaths. Leaning over and punching Sean into unconsciousness might feel good, but wouldn’t help anything in the long run. “But if you think I’m going to understand you, or sympathize with you, or do anything besides want to dump your body in Charleston harbor, you’re shit out of luck.”

“Then why don’t you?”

“Because, unlike some people in the car, Gray and I aren’t murderers.”

“I didn’t—” Sean caught himself. “Never mind. I just hope you’ve thought this through. What it will do to John.”

Oh, this would be good. “And what do you think I’m going to do to him now?” Hell, if Sean knew Gray had tasted John’s blood, he’d probably try to stake them in the car.

“You’ve already survived something no other NHE could have,” Sean said. “Can you die?”

“Not sure I want to answer, considering you’d see a yes as encouragement to try again.”

“Fine. How about: are you going to age? If we survive this somehow, how is John going to feel when he’s seventy and you still look twenty-five?”

“I see what you’re getting at. You think I should break up with him, if it turns out I’m living the eternal youth vampire stereotype.” Caleb fought to keep his voice level. “But if we’ve learned one thing in the last week, it’s you have to talk shit out. So instead of making John’s decisions for him, I’d ask him how he felt. Because guess what? The three of us are partners in this. I’m not going to act like I know what John needs better than he does. He’s an adult, which means he gets to make his own choices. So if you think I’m going to nobly sacrifice my relationship with him, you’re out of luck. I’m not a big enough asshole.”

At least Sean finally shut up. God, if he’d known the drive over would be like this, Caleb would have insisted on taking separate vehicles.

SPECTR-HQ finally came into view. Okay, remember—stay as quiet as you can, all right? If we run into any exorcists…well, we don’t want to give them any help pegging us.



“I remember.”
 But Gray fretted silently. “But if we need to act swiftly…”


Chance we have to take. If we get made before we even get inside, wearing this suit was for nothing. Which isn’t a sacrifice I’m willing to make.


“It is not so uncomfortable.”
 Of course Gray had been subjected to every badly fitted suit known to man while inhabiting various corpses. Not to mention high heels.

Okay, you have a point. But we’re not telling John.

“Are you sure Pittman said a regular empath won’t notice the lack of emotions from you?” Sean asked.

“Yes, and it’s a little too late to freak out now. Unless you want the guard to think I’ve kidnapped you or something.”

“Yeah, okay.” Sean took a series of deep breaths.

Forget Gray giving them away. At this rate, they’d be lucky to make it to the parking garage.

Caleb pulled in the drive and up to the guardhouse, just as he’d seen John do dozens of times. It was right at five o’clock, and a line of cars was going the other way, out of the lot instead of in. He powered down the window and leaned his elbow on the door as the car came to a halt.

The guard in the hut wore the bright green armband of an empath. Putting on his most friendly grin, Caleb pulled out the fake badge and passed it over. “Carson Jenkins, SPECTR RD,” he said smoothly. “I think you know Special Agent McNamara here.”

“Night, Tom!” someone called from the outgoing traffic. The guard divided his attention to wave at the departing vehicle before passing Caleb’s badge back, having barely glanced at it.

“How’s it going, Sean?” he asked. “Haven’t seen you for a few days.”

“Special assignment.” Caleb said, because the last thing they needed was for the guard to catch Sean in a lie.

The guard just nodded. “See you tomorrow, Lindy!” he called out to a woman leaving in the other direction. She flashed him a smile. When she was gone, he raised the gate for them. “Don’t let them work you too hard. You two have a good evening, now.”

“Christ,” Caleb said, once they were past. “Not that I wanted to get caught, but I’d expected more from my tax dollars.”

“Empaths rely on their psychic senses. Ordinarily it’s all but foolproof. If he could have sensed you, he would have realized you were lying instantly.” Sean shook his head. “Besides, the gate is just there to keep the casual loonies out. It’s the security on the rest of the building we have to worry about tripping. Getting in is easy. Getting out again is the hard part.”


Chapter 11

Tiffany parked the sedan in front of the office building. The building itself was of tan brick and concrete, the sort of generic industrial design popular during the ‘70s. All around them the parking lot stretched out, asphalt cracking under the southern sun and completely deserted except for their vehicle.

“Where is everyone?” John climbed out of the car, grateful it was still early enough in spring the parking lot was merely hot instead feeling like a blast furnace. “I don’t imagine it takes many staff to run this place, but there ought to be some
 .”

“Yeah,” Tiffany agreed uneasily. “Place looks like the aftermath of a zombie apocalypse.”

A golf cart appeared around the side of the storage hanger and sped toward them. The man who climbed out wore the same uniform as the gate guard. He approached with a big smile and an outstretched hand. “Jeff Liu. Mike said you guys need to get into the shipping office right?”

Tiffany gave him a bright smile. “Right. Can you help us?”

Liu’s gaze strayed to John and quickly turned appreciative. “Absolutely,” he said, holding his hand out to John.

John gave the man his best smile, the one that had picked up plenty of guys in bars over the years. “Thanks for the help, Jeff. I’m Nick.”

“Nice to meet you.” Liu returned the smile.

After double-checking their badges, the guard took out his keys and unlocked the door. “Just let me get the lights,” he said, stepping inside. “There we are. Come on in.”

The air inside was close and hot, and had the faintly musty scent of abandonment. “Sorry about the heat—they shut off the AC when they closed up shop last week,” Liu said. “Just let me hit the controls here and we can get some air moving.”

While the guard busied himself with the panel behind the receptionist’s desk, Tiffany and John exchanged a glance. What was going on? Of all the things they’d expected, finding the facility abandoned hadn’t been one of them. Why did Forsyth pull out all the personnel? And what about any remaining bottles, which might be stored in the enormous warehouse outside? Was there better security on the hanger, or did Forsyth simply not care about the risk anymore?

The AC units kicked on, and a breath of fresher air stirred John’s hair. “Okay,” Liu said. “We won’t roast now. Follow me back, and we’ll get what you came for.”

*   *   *

Since most of the agents left at five, Caleb found a parking spot not far from the elevator in the underground garage.

Caleb had never gotten around to asking John if he knew what sort of special engineering it took to bury most of SPECTR-HQ deep in the earth this close to sea level. It seemed like the sort of thing John would know. Hell, he could probably recite the name of the architect and the construction firm that built it.

The elevator pinged open softly and Sean stepped inside. Caleb hesitated. He’d hated elevators even before all this started. After being confined in the underground bunker at RD, he wasn’t exactly thrilled about taking another ride down to a place with only one point of egress. Especially not with Sean.

But if this was some elaborate trap, they were all screwed anyway. Caleb stepped on the elevator and stood at the opposite corner from Sean. Just in case.

Neither of them spoke on the ride down. The elevator opened onto the deserted lobby, the security checkpoint familiar from the dozens of times Caleb went through it while working beside John.

According to Sean, Forsyth had all kinds of new people coming in and out this week. An unfamiliar agent shouldn’t rouse as much curiosity in the security guards as he would have before.

He hoped Sean was right. Even more, he hoped no one examined his face too closely.

Nothing for it now but to push straight ahead and hope. He strolled up, badge already out. The guard inspected it and gestured for him to sign in. “Name, title, and business on the premises, Agent Jenkins.”


Carson Jenkins, Agent SPECTR RD, meeting with Special Agent McNamara concerning details of recent cases.
 If the guard got nosy and actually read the check-in sheet, he’d assume Forsyth sent “Agent Jenkins” to get more dirt on Gray. Hopefully Caleb managed to make the scrawl different enough from his ordinary handwriting that it wouldn’t strike the guard as familiar.

Sean started up a conversation, maybe hoping to distract the guy. Something about the latest NASCAR race and whether Dale Jr. had a chance at the cup this year. It seemed to work, and the guard waved them through cheerfully a minute later.

“What now?” Caleb asked once they passed within the maze of bland, beige halls that made up the general offices.

“Now we go to my office and wait for as many people to finish clearing out as possible.” Sean glanced at him. “You’ve got super-hearing, right?”

“Better than the average person’s, yeah.”

They entered Sean’s office and shut the door behind them. Sean went to his desk and sat down, fiddling with his computer to pass the time. Caleb stood near the door for a few minutes, listening. There came the muffled thump of footsteps on carpet, and the click of office doors shutting. Someone ran the copier in the cube farm a short distance away. A computer streamed country music.

Well, this was going to get boring damn fast. He wandered around behind Sean to peer at the computer. The pictures on the desk caught his attention, and he leaned forward and inspected them. “Are those your parents?”

Sean’s lips pressed together. “Yes. My sister. Her kids.”

Caleb nodded. “They didn’t give up custody, like John’s family did.”

“Not everyone has bigoted assholes for parents.” Sean’s brows drew down and his eyes darkened with old memories. “Dad’s job was in Beaufort. The state school was up here. It made sense for me to board at the school instead of uprooting the whole family.”

“What about in the summer?”

“I went home. Once John came along, I took him with me.” Sean spun his chair around and stared up at Caleb. “What, you thought I’d just leave him there, all alone? With the other poor bastards whose parents disowned them? We went home and swam in the ocean, and mowed the lawn, and did all the other things normal kids do. Hell, I think Mom hoped he’d hook up with Sarah—my sister—until I told her she was barking up the wrong tree.”

Fuck. Why did Caleb have to go and ask? He wanted to hate Sean for what he’d done, not be grateful he’d taken John home all those lonely summers and treated him like a brother.

“We love him,” Caleb said, and he didn’t give a damn what Sean thought about the pronoun. “You can believe it or not, I don’t care. We thought John would hate us for letting the possession become permanent, and we still chose it. For him.”

Sean looked back at the pictures on his desk. “I hope John can live with that.”

Caleb’s fist curled, but he turned to the door. Listening. No copier, no country music. Just silence. “I think we’re clear. Come on and let’s get this the hell over with.”

*   *   *

John and Tiffany followed Liu down a hall lit only by a red exit sign. John’s nerves drew tight—the shuttered office struck him as oddly creepy. Most of the desks in the cube farm they passed were empty, but one or two still had cartoons pinned on the wall, or a crumpled post-it by the phone. Condiments sat on the break room table—did anyone empty out the refrigerator, or was it full of moldy sandwiches and leftover takeout? Despite the efforts of the AC, the air hadn’t cooled down yet, and the stuffy heat added to the sensation of wrongness.

“Here we are,” Liu said, switching on the lights of the mailroom. Empty mail slots covered one wall, and the counter held scales and blank shipping forms, alongside an older model computer hooked up to a printer. Packaging material of every type lay scattered about, as if the workers left with the last box and didn’t bother to clean up behind them.

Weird.

“Ugh, it’s hot in here,” Tiffany said, fanning herself and giving John a pointed look.

What? Oh.

“I’m about to sweat to death in this suit,” John agreed. He casually removed his coat and hung it up on the hat stand by the desk. He did the same with his tie, before unbuttoning the top few buttons on his shirt and rolling up his sleeves. “Whew. Much better.”

“I’ll say,” Liu agreed. He leaned against the doorframe, watching John with a small grin.

Tiffany played the part of dutiful partner and went to the computer. John returned Liu’s smile and rested his hip against the desk. “Have you lived in Atlanta long, Jeff?”

“About five years. I’m a transplant from Pennsylvania. Are you local?”

The clatter of keys and click of the mouse came from behind him. John resisted the urge to glance over his shoulder. No need to draw attention to what Tiffany was doing, after all. “Nope. Down from South Carolina. But I visit Atlanta pretty regularly. Sometimes even overnight.”

Liu happily offered suggestions for entertainment. He didn’t quite come right out and offer to show John a good time, but they were both on the clock. Instead, he listed a few gay clubs, one of which John had visited a couple of years back, when he and Will stayed with some friends in the city.

It felt a little weird to stand around and flirt with some random guy, even in service to the mission. His thoughts strayed to Caleb, and Gray—who, being painfully honest, might not be sanguine with John chatting Liu up. Maybe he’d just leave this bit out later.

How were Caleb and Gray? What was going on with them now? Had Sean stayed true, or…

No. Focus.

“Got it,” Tiffany said, shutting the computer back down. “Somebody on our end wrote down a nine instead of a seven.”

Liu winced sympathetically. “And they made you run all the way down here for that?”

“Beats the office any day,” John said, shooting the other man a wink.

“I hear you,” Liu said. “I’ve worked some boring-ass jobs, but I got to tell you, this one takes the cake. I’m stuck out in the back forty all day, driving the cart back and forth. I brought some binoculars with me to get some bird watching in.”

“Sounds worse than a stake out,” John agreed.

As they followed Liu out, Tiffany leaned in close to John’s ear. “Get rid of your friend for a few minutes. I want a peek inside the hanger.”

They stepped back out into the spring evening. “Damn, it’s almost as hot out here,” John said as Liu locked up behind them. “Wish we’d pick up some bottled water when we stopped for gas.”

Liu obliged by taking the bait. “I’ve got some in my security hut. And a coffee maker—it might take a few minutes to brew, though.”

“Did you say coffee?” John notched up the wattage on his smile. “Jeff, you are an angel straight from heaven.”

A few seconds later, Liu zoomed off in his golf cart, headed back the way he had come. “I can’t believe men really fall for that bullshit,” Tiffany said.

“Critique my lines later. What did you find in the office?”

Tiffany’s expression turned grim, and she beckoned him toward the hanger. “I found an address. Sullivan’s Island.”

Damn. Sullivan’s Island was right outside of Charleston. “Could you tell how many bottles they shipped there?”

She shook her head. “It was the only address, though, and there were a shitload of records. I’m guessing they sent a lot
 of NHEs there over the last couple of weeks. I want to see how many are left in the hanger. That might give us an estimate of how many are missing.”

The hanger sported a line of three big roll-up doors on the end. Padlocks hung on all of them. Even Liu would notice if they cut one, not that they’d brought bolt cutters with them in the first place.

Tiffany led the way around to a side door. “Locked,” she said.

“And a deadbolt.” He might jiggle open a regular doorknob using a credit card, but not a deadbolt. “Crap. Maybe there’s another way in?”

Tiffany snorted. “Watch and learn, Boy Scout. Some of us come prepared.”

She opened her jacket and slipped out a slim wallet of folded cloth. “Are those lock picks?” he asked in disbelief.

“You spent your childhood playing soccer or t-ball, or whatever the hell ordinary kids do.” She crouched in front of the door and went to work on the lock. “I spent mine studying covert operations and learning to field strip an AK-47.”

The lock clicked within seconds. Casting a glance over her shoulder, she swung it open. “Come on. Let’s see what Forsyth left for us.”

*   *   *

Caleb knew the way to Kaniyar’s—now Forsyth’s—office from here. He walked in front of Sean, past the cooling copier, the empty offices. Most of the main lights had been shut off, leaving the corridors shrouded in darkness between the occasional island of illumination.

He’d strolled these halls a dozen times before, but they’d been brightly lit and full of people. Now he felt a little like he walked through a haunted house, somewhere once filled with life but now only holding the echoes of the dead.

“I have never seen a ghost. I do not believe they exist.”

Considering Gray’s first memories consisted of mud-brick ziggurats, and he’d spent most of the intervening centuries hanging around in tombs and graveyards, he’d probably know. So this life is it, huh?


“Unless mortals pass elsewhere. They do not linger here.”

The soft hiss of shoes on industrial beige carpet came from somewhere ahead.

Caleb stopped. “Someone’s coming,” he whispered. “We aren’t anywhere we’re not supposed to be yet—should we keep going?”

Sean shook his head. “If it’s an exorcist, we’re screwed. Come on.”

They were just passing the cube farm where the rank and file agents worked. Sean stepped off to the side. “Find someplace to hide.”

Caleb didn’t have to be told twice. As the footsteps grew closer, he ducked into a random cubicle and pulled out the desk chair. His body barely fit under the desk, his knees jammed against his chest. He tugged the chair as far in as it would go, hoping it would conceal him from a casual glance.

The footsteps stopped. Turned. Began coming his way.

Fuck.

Now he could hear breathing, the rustle of papers. Damn it, why did the Specs hire go-getters with nothing better to do than work late on a Friday night? Didn’t any of these people have lives?

The steps slowed outside the cubicle he crouched in. Had he been seen? Sensed?

“Hey, Jim,” Sean called. “I didn’t realize anyone was still working late but me.”

“Yeah, I had to finish up a report for Rodriguez. What about you?”

“Stupid cold laid me up for the last few days. Now I’m way behind on everything. I’ll be here for several hours yet. You want me to drop those files off for you?”

“Nah, it’s okay.”

“No, really.” Tension strained Sean’s voice, and Caleb hoped the other agent didn’t notice. “You’ve got a wife and kids waiting for you at home.”

“It’ll just take a few seconds.”

“Is that the excuse you’re going to use on Sally, after she holds dinner up waiting on your sorry ass, and now it’s cold?”

A pause, then a laugh. “Dinner ain’t the only thing that will be cold if I’m late again. Thanks, Sean. I owe you one.”

The steps receded, and Caleb let out the breath he’d held. A few seconds later, Sean tossed papers on the desk over Caleb’s head and pulled on the chair. As Caleb scrambled out, Sean reached to help him to his feet. Caleb took his hand automatically, and the other man levered him up.

Realizing what he’d done, Caleb snatched his hand back. “Let’s get this over with before anything really goes wrong.”


Chapter 12

They made it to Kaniyar’s office without further incident. The desk where her secretary normally sat looked suspiciously clear of any papers, and his computer was missing. Had poor Edward gone on the run, or was he cooling his heels in a cell somewhere? Or hell, maybe Forsyth just quietly carted him off someplace, as with Tiffany’s relatives.

At least the door still bore Kaniyar’s name. Probably to keep from contradicting the special assignment story Forsyth put out. Was she even still out there, or did Forsyth have her locked away in a cell somewhere?

But hell, if any of them were going to survive this, he’d bet on Kaniyar. He’d hate to be her enemy, that was for damn sure, even with
 Gray in his head. An ordinary guy like Forsyth ought to be shitting his pants at the thought of her on the loose and gunning for him. So yeah, Caleb would damn well assume she was out there until he had proof otherwise.

Sean jiggled the door handle. “Locked.”

“Let me.” Caleb reached past him and twisted the handle sharply. The lock gave way under his strength, and he pushed the door open. It wasn’t subtle, but hopefully they’d be long gone before anyone realized the office had been broken into.

Darkness shrouded the room. Caleb could see easily, thanks to Gray’s enhanced vision, but Sean immediately stumbled into a chair. “Hold on a sec and let me get the computer powered up. The monitor will give us a little light without turning on the overheads.”

A few seconds later, the soft glow of the monitor filled the room. Caleb waited impatiently until the log in screen appeared. “Here,” Sean said, passing him the thumb drive.

According to Tiffany, the program on the drive would crack Forsyth’s password and get them access to his files on SPECTR’s data servers. “How long do you think this is going to take?” Caleb asked as the drive came to life and began to do its thing.

Sean shook his head. “No telling.”

The minutes ticked by heavily. Caleb inspected the office, but its spartan appearance offered little of interest. Kaniyar wasn’t the type to put up pictures of her kids. Did she have any? A husband? He didn’t have the slightest idea, let alone what might have happened to them if they existed.

Caleb slid open the desk drawers one at a time, in case there happened to be something of interest inside. Say, a folder labeled “Forsyth’s Evil Plan.” But he found nothing even remotely interesting, just the usual junk like rubber bands and dried-out pens.

The ventilation units hummed in the distance, the only sound in the silent complex. There must be security guards patrolling, though. How often would they come through and check on things?

“Wish I could light up down here,” Sean muttered.

“Don’t—we can’t risk drawing attention.” Not to mention Caleb didn’t feel like sneezing his head off. Jesus, how long was the damn program going to take?

The computer chimed softly. The log in screen vanished, and a desktop came up. Sean hurried around the desk and leaned over Caleb’s shoulder. “There—go to his files and start copying.”

Caleb dutifully clicked through. A list of folders came up. Most of them bore labels like EXPENSES
 or TIME
 SHEETS
 . Once again, nothing conveniently titled MY
 EVIL
 PLAN
 .

“Drakul,” Caleb read, and hurriedly marked it for wholesale copying. It might not tell them anything about Forsyth’s scheme, but Caleb wanted to know what the guy had on him and Gray.

Another folder caught his eye as well. “‘Baikal.’ Why does that sound familiar?”

Sean shrugged. “It doesn’t to me.”

Caleb started to scroll past, hesitated, then went back and marked it for copying anyway. Something about the word nagged at him, even if he couldn’t remember where he’d heard it before. Then he went into Forsyth’s email and set the program to copying everything from the last three months. With any luck there would be something incriminating in one of the messages.

“How long is this going to take?” Sean groused.

Caleb pulled up the progress bar. “Just a few more minutes.”

The door swung open behind them, and too late Caleb realized it had blocked out the sound of footsteps approaching. He spun the chair and found himself staring down the barrel of a gun.

*   *   *

The hanger’s side door opened onto a vast, shadowy space. Echoes ran up to a far-off ceiling, and the heavy scent of dust and old incense filled the air. Despite the trapped heat of the day inside, John felt suddenly cold.

He reached out blindly along the wall, first to one side, then the other before finding the light switches. For just a second, he hesitated, unsure he really wanted to see this. Some of the bottled demons held here were ones he’d exorcised. Ones he’d condemned to an imprisonment, which might be nothing to them…or might be the horrific torture of solitary combined with sensory deprivation.

Steeling himself, he flipped on all the switches at once, like ripping off a band aid.

High overhead, enormous fluorescents buzzed to life one by one. The sterile, white light revealed an enormous room making up the entirety of the hanger. A few wooden pallets lay to one side, but otherwise the only contents of the room were row upon row of steel shelves, stretching high overhead like the skeletons of metal dinosaurs.

Each unit bore a marker indicating its row. The shelves were categorized by number, and each one bore a plethora of smaller labels for individual slots. No doubt a master list somewhere identified each and every bottle: ROW
 52, SHELF
 8, SLOT
 73 - GHOUL
 , CHARLESTON
 SC, EXORCIST
 JOHN
 STARKWEATHER
 , CASE
 FILE
 6823-B.

Spirit bottles were small, no larger than a beer bottle. Every shelf could have contained twenty, every unit ten times more. A hanger of this size might store thousands of NHEs with room to spare.

The shelves held only dust. Forsyth had taken every last bottle.

*   *   *

“Don’t move!” the guard barked. “Hands up, now!”

Sean let out a hiss but did as ordered. Caleb followed suit. Damn it! They’d been so close. If only he’d paid more attention to their surroundings instead focusing on the computer screen.

The guard flipped on the overhead light. “Back away from the desk and come around this side. Nice and slow.”

Caleb nudged Sean into movement. As they moved to the front of the desk, the guard kept his eyes on them, but thumbed on the radio at his belt. “This is Walden. I’ve got two intruders in the—”

Caleb didn’t think, just acted. He sprinted across the room faster than any human could move, Gray rising up to help him. His TK slapped the gun free of the guard’s startled hand. Before the man could react, Caleb’s hands closed on either side of his head. Short hair bristled under Caleb’s fingers, and the guard let out a startled intake of breath.

Caleb twisted once, hard. The wet crack of bone sounded, loud as a gunshot. The guard went limp, head flopping to one side as he fell. The smell of piss stung Caleb’s nostrils.

God. He’d never killed anyone directly. Gray had always been in control before, whether they fought demons or Forsyth’s goons. His hands shook, and the remnants of his last meal clawed at the back of his throat.

“It was necessary. He would have given us away.”

Yeah. I know. But it still feels wrong.

“Walden?” the radio squawked. “You still there? Report!”

No time to freak out—it would be only minutes before someone else came to investigate. He turned back to the desk, to find Sean already at the computer, yanking the thumb drive free. “Let’s get the hell out of here,” Sean said, slipping the drive into his pocket.

As they exited the office, the overhead intercom clicked on. “Alert. Possible intruders in the building. All personnel return immediately to your assigned areas to await the all-clear.”

Sean swore and broke into a jog. Caleb stretched his longer legs to keep up. “Now what?”

“The elevator will be on lockdown. We still might get through this, if we head to my office right now and pretend we’ve been there the whole time. There’s nothing to implicate us. Maybe—”

They rounded a corner, and Sean bumped into a woman who seemed oddly familiar to Caleb. “Sorry, Agent Hale,” Sean said.

“No problem. Did you hear—” Her gaze went from Sean to Caleb, and she froze.

Hell, now he remembered where he’d seen her before. She’d been one of the exorcists at RD who’d run the tests on Gray.

Hale spun and ran, shouting at the top of her lungs. “The drakul! It’s here!”

Shit.

Sean started after her, but Caleb grabbed his arm. “Let her go—it’s too late.”

Sean swore and drew his Glock. “We’re trapped down here.”

“Not yet. Follow me.”

Caleb broke into a run. They had to get out of the building before security had an opportunity to organize. He and Gray might smash their way through just about anything, but given enough bullets and guards and only one exit, even they could be stopped. And Sean didn’t have their ability to heal.


And do I care? It would serve the asshole right to have somebody gun
 him down this time.


Except Sean was helping them now. And even if Caleb wouldn’t shed a tear to see him go down in a hail of bullets, they didn’t have enough allies to throw one aside.

The lobby guard who had let them in earlier stood in front of the elevator, looking nervous. He turned at the sound of running feet and took aim with his gun. “Stop!”

Caleb pushed
 with his TK, slamming the guy back against the elevator doors. Huh. I’m getting better at this.
 Unfortunately, the guard kept a hold on his gun, and even as Caleb closed with him, he fired.

The bullet almost missed, drawing a line of pain across Caleb’s thigh. Sean returned fire, and the guard let out a gurgle, slumping to one side.

Caleb knelt by the body and found the guard’s key card attached to his belt. Caleb shoved the body aside and hit the call button for the elevator.

Of course the damn thing wasn’t on their floor. Caleb wanted to scream with impatience. As for Sean, his face turned the color of old cheese, and he stared fixedly at the dead guard. Had Sean been friends with the guy? To hear John tell of it, most of the paranormally-abled in the office had known each other since high school. What would it be like to kill the person you’d sat beside in tenth-grade algebra?

Running footsteps echoed from the hall leading away from the lobby. “Fuck—someone heard the shots,” Caleb said.

To his credit, Sean immediately dropped into a crouch and brought up his gun again. A group of guards rounded the security barrier, their own weapons out and ready. “Stand down!” one of them shouted. “Drop it or we’ll shoot!”

The elevator dinged and the doors slid open.

Caleb lunged inside, key card at the ready. “Sean, get in here!”

Sean dove inside. Gunfire spattered the wall, and Sean leaned out to return fire. Caleb swiped the key card and punched the button for the ground floor. The doors began to slide closed; Sean waited until the last second before pulling his arm inside.

“Damn it.” Sean sagged against the wall. The stink of cordite now mingled with cigarettes and sweat. “This is bullshit.”

Caleb watched the numbers tick past. “Welcome to my world.”

Five floors to go. Four.

Would SPECTR have guards waiting for them in the parking garage? Probably. But how many?

Three. Two.

The elevator jolted to a halt.

*   *   *

Gray slides easily to the surface of their shared consciousness, Caleb gladly yielding. Behind them, the treacherous mortal Sean gasps.

“We will have to fight,” Gray explains, because they don’t need Sean shooting them from behind while other mortals shoot them from the front. “Caleb is better at some things. I am better at this.”

“Oh. Uh. Okay.”

Gray stretches up and pushes aside the access in the elevator roof. Fortunately no one is yet coming down from above. Perhaps the mortals mean to trap them here while they gather their forces. If so, they have made a mistake.

Gray climbs out, before reaching back in and hauling Sean up. Once the mortal is standing again, Gray turns his attention to the shaft. The exit is only a short distance overhead. “I will go first. You may retrieve your vehicle while they shoot at me.” He wishes they had their coat, to take some of the impact of the bullets.

Sean stares up at the doors. “I don’t think I can climb up there.”

Gray breathes out an impatient sigh, shaking his hair back. His scalp tingles as the hair grows instantly, falling in a long arc to…there. Sean seems taken aback, but he nods. “Good thinking. Might as well scare the piss out of them if you can.”

What does the mortal mean?

“All the hair flying around looks, you know. Impressive.”

Ah.

“You may hold onto me, and I will climb,” Gray says, although he would prefer not to touch this mortal at all. But John would likely not understand Gray abandoning this one at such a moment.

He kneels, and Sean hesitantly slips his arms around Gray’s shoulders. “Hold on tightly,” Gray advises. He rises to his feet, Sean pressing his knees to either side of Gray’s hips for extra grip.

Claws find traction in every crack and crevice, and Gray hauls them up, until they reach the door. Sean carefully grips the cable, bracing himself between it and the tracks to keep out of the line of fire.

Gray takes a deep breath, anticipating pain. Gripping the closed doors, he shoves them open with a single heave.

A line of guards stands just outside, eyes wide, weapons held nervously at the ready. “Shit, it’s the drakul!” one of them shouts. Apparently word of what they face has not yet spread. Perhaps their superiors fear the guards will flee if they know ahead of time.

Gray surges out of the shaft and onto the concrete of the garage, just as they open fire. It hurts
 , the tear of silver-jacketed lead through his body, smashing bone and shredding organs. He ignores the pain, charging them with bared fangs, a roar of anger rolling up out of him like the crash of thunder.

He grabs the nearest one, claws sinking in, and hurls her into the line of parked SUVs. The others close on him, not daring to shoot now lest they hit one another. It is a mistake, and they realize it almost immediately, but it is too late.

He falls on them, ripping any flesh within reach. They try to overwhelm him with numbers, but they lack even the strength of the demons he hunts. Still, the slash of their knives and strike of their batons is painful. He would try to break through their line, but he must cover Sean’s retreat.

Tires squeal on concrete, painfully loud to his sensitive hearing. Sean’s sedan screeches to a halt by Gray, the door flying open. Most of the guards are injured or dying at this point, and Sean’s eyes are wide with horror. “Get in,” he says.

Gray tumbles into the car, slamming the door behind him. His suit is soaked with blood, fabric shredded by gunfire. He coughs and spits, body bringing up fragments of lead.

“God, I hate this part.”

Sean guns the engine, screaming through the tight turns of the garage. They emerge into the lot above, barely avoiding an armored vehicle moving to block the exit. A few seconds later, the car bursts through the flimsy wooden arm of the gate, tires shrieking as Sean pulls onto the road and leaves SPECTR-HQ behind.


Chapter 13

John peered out between the thin curtains on the hotel room window yet again. They’d waited for hours—where the hell were Sean and Caleb?

“Sit down, Starkweather,” Tiffany ordered. The Vigilant operative who had given them the thumb drive to use on Forsyth’s computer gave them a laptop as well, encrypted to hell and back and virtually untraceable. She sat in front of it, surfing news sites. “Wearing a hole in the carpet isn’t going to make them show up any faster.”

“Something must have gone wrong,” John said. He let the curtain fall closed, but didn’t sit down.

“Or it just took them a while to get the job done. It’s not the sort of thing to rush, not if they did it right. So sit your ass down.”

He crossed the room and sank onto the little couch to one side of the single king bed. If Sean betrayed them a second time…Goddess. Why had John ever gone along with this plan? In hindsight it seemed monumentally stupid, trusting Sean with all their lives. What had he been thinking?

A knock sounded on the door.

John all but leapt toward the door, barely remembering to check the peephole before throwing it open. Sean and Caleb stood there, Sean a bit rumpled, and Caleb—

“What happened?” John shut the door behind them, then hauled Caleb into his arms. “Are you okay, babe?”

Caleb looked like he’d been through a war zone, his suit pocked with bullet holes and stiff with blood. Gray had already restored his hair to a long fall of shining black silk. Give it to Caleb to have his own set of priorities.

“I’m fine,” Caleb said, hugging him back. “Well, I will be after I get this damn tie off and take a shower. Sorry it took us so long to get back, but we had to ditch Sean’s car, find something old enough to hot wire, and steal it. After swapping a few sets of plates around.”

“And someone insisted on stopping for dinner,” Sean muttered. “Good thing Charleston is infested with ghouls.”

“A few less now.” Caleb shrugged at John’s concerned expression. “Gray spent a lot of energy healing us. Topping off seemed like the smart thing to do.”

“Did you get the data?” Tiffany asked. Cutting right to the chase, as usual.

Sean rummaged in his pocket for a minute and tossed her the drive. “Yep. Did you get a shipping address?”

While Tiffany plugged the drive into her laptop, John shifted his weight uneasily. “Yeah. And it’s…weird.”

“Weird?” Caleb asked. “What do you mean?”

“Forsyth cleared out the Atlanta storage facility. There isn’t a single bottle left, out of space for thousands.”

Sean let out a low whistle. “Christ. Where did he send them?”

“All of them went to the same address. Which a quick search on the internet turned up. It’s the mailing address for the Fort Sumter National Monument.”

Caleb frowned. “That’s the civil war place, right? On an island in the bay.”

“Yeah,” Sean said. “Big tourist attraction. But the park service closed it for repairs a couple of months back.”

“I don’t think there are really any repairs.” John sank down on the edge of the bed. Caleb sat by him. “It’s the perfect place to carry out something you don’t want anyone else to know about. Not only was it built to be a fortress, but there’s no way on or off except by boat. It’s government property. No one is going to think twice if guards run off any sightseers who try to get a closer peek while it’s closed to the public. And yet it’s conveniently located just a half-hour’s boat ride from Charleston.”

“Okay,” Tiffany called. “I’ve got the files up. And I already see something I don’t like.”

They joined her at the small desk. “What?” Sean asked.

The drive held three folders: DRAKUL
 , BAIKAL
 , and EMAIL
 . Tiffany pointed at the screen. “Look here at the creation dates. See the one for Drakul
 ?”

John’s gut twisted. “Three years ago. He’s been interested in the drakul for longer than we realized.”

“Fuck. I thought it was just stuff on Gray.” Caleb leaned against John, as if unconsciously seeking comfort. John slid an arm around Caleb’s waist, ignoring the tang of dried blood rising from his clothes and skin.

Tiffany opened the folder and scanned the contents quickly. “Forsyth is the orderly type—no surprise there. He collected a lot of the vampire lore. Possible sightings…nothing certain. Of course the Vigilant erased any sightings we could, to keep people like him away from the drakul. Forsyth must have creamed his jeans when he realized the very thing he was looking for had shown up in Charleston.”

“Ew, not a mental image I wanted,” Sean said.

“Life is full of hardship.” She scanned a couple of files, clicking to the top level. “Baikal?”


“It sounded familiar,” Caleb said.

“It ought to. I mentioned it to you. Lake Baikal is where the Soviets supposedly imprisoned the drakul they summoned.”

John blinked. “What?”

Tiffany nodded, not taking her eyes of the screen as she opened the folder. “Rumor has it…oh shit. According to this, it’s more than rumor.”

Scans of old documents, interspersed with grainy photos stamped TOP
 SECRET
 , filled the folder. Tiffany glanced through them quickly. “Okay, here’s a summary. The Soviets summoned a drakul into a living host in 1953. They did it at a gulag and used the prisoners for sacrifices to raise the etheric energy. Something went wrong, but they managed to trap the drakul before it was too late. Imprisoned it in tons of steel and concrete, and dropped it to the bottom of Lake Baikal, a solid mile down.”

Caleb shuddered. “It’s…it’s still down there, isn’t it?”

John’s chest ached at the thought. Goddess have mercy; to be down there, alone in the crushing black, trapped for decades…and he’d thought the bottles were bad.

“Yes,” Tiffany said. “And someday it will break out, either because it manages to claw its way through, or because the concrete and steel will eventually crumble around it. Let’s just pray it doesn’t get loose anytime in the next thousand years.”

Caleb turned away, his regrown hair falling to hide his face. John put a silent hand to his shoulder.

“Hell,” Tiffany said.

“What now?” Sean asked. “Christ, tell me there’s some good news in these files somewhere.”

“Not here.” She shook her head, braids sighing over her shoulders. “See this?”

The screen showed what looked like a bad scan of a page in a book. “Oh hell. It’s a summoning ritual for drakul.”

“Not the sort of thing we want someone like Forsyth to have his hands on,” she agreed grimly. “But hopefully nothing we have to worry about right now. Let’s take a peek at his email.”

John leaned over her other shoulder while she opened the final folder. A long list of subject headers and recipients scrolled past. “There,” he said, pointing. “Those are to the director.”

Tiffany opened one and hissed. “Look at the subject. ‘Project Baikal.’”

Surely not even Forsyth was that crazy. “They aren’t trying to retrieve the drakul from the lake, are they? The Russians wouldn’t stand for it.”

Tiffany just shook her head. “I think it’s just a code name. The emails are threaded…looks like a series of reports…here Forsyth is confirming Gray is really a drakul in a living host. Ha, you’ll like this one, Caleb. ‘The host displays antagonism toward figures of authority and is unsuitable for recruitment.’”

Caleb snorted. “Damn right.”

“‘Tests can still be done…host will be terminated and a suitable dead body provided to attract the drakul…I believe it will prove somewhat more manageable in a corpse.’”

“Sekhmet preserve us,” John breathed. His stomach turned over, and bile stung the back of his throat. He’d known Forsyth didn’t have Gray or Caleb’s best interests at heart, but to see it spelled out this cold-bloodedly made him ill. The man must be a sociopath to pretend he meant to exorcise Gray, while the whole time intending murder and imprisonment.

Etheric energy lapped against John’s skin. “We want him dead,” Caleb said, but his voice fell into a register somewhere in between his ordinary tones and Gray’s bass rumble.

“Agreed,” John said. He turned back to Tiffany, only to see her skin had taken on a grayish hue, and her hand stilled on the track pad. “What’s wrong?”

She swallowed thickly before answering. “The last email. It’s from yesterday. Forsyth says with Caleb on the loose, the timetable needs to step up. ‘The summoning will take place Saturday night
 .’”

John’s lips felt numb. “The summoning?”

She nodded. “Yes. I think…I think I get it now. Why Forsyth has been kidnapping victims. Taking demons. He’s not going to create an army—he’s going to become one.”

“What do you mean?” Sean asked.

Tiffany closed her eyes. “Judging by these emails, he’s going to summon a drakul into himself. And once he does, we have no hope of stopping him.”

*   *   *

“Are…are you sure?” Caleb asked into the ensuing silence. But even though he stood directly beside John, his voice sounded impossibly distant. Someone speaking from a world that still contained hope.

“Project Baikal.” John’s hands had gone cold, and he folded his arms over his chest, tucking his fingers into his armpits in a futile attempt at warmth. “He retrieved the summoning ritual from the Russian files. He has victims to sacrifice. And demons to feed on afterward.”

“But it didn’t work for the Russians. Why would he think it would be any different this time around?” Caleb’s brown eyes had gone wide, begging for John to agree with him.

John shook his head. “It didn’t work for them. But it worked with you.”

“But Gray’s situation was different.”

“Everyone thinks they’re different,” Sean said. “Remember Leland? He thought he could control a lycanthrope because he had pure intentions. Senator Olney thought his kid could handle an incubus because God wouldn’t have let him get possessed otherwise.” Sean shook his head in disgust. “If Forsyth had any doubts to start with, once he saw a skinny civilian like you handling a drakul, he assumed he’d do even better. Probably told himself the Soviets brought it on themselves somehow, used a disloyal soldier, a prisoner from the gulag, who knows. Not a real man, a real patriot, like him.”

“Okay,” Caleb said, glancing from Sean to John to Tiffany. “What do we do now?”

Tiffany shook her head slowly, still staring at the damning words. “Now? Now we kiss our asses good-bye. Forsyth is going to kill—” Her breath caught sharply, and John remembered members of her own family numbered among the kidnapped. “Going to sacrifice those he’s taken. Maybe more—God only knows, he’s probably been collecting undesirables for weeks now. The Vigilant, homeless, ICE detainees. Then he’ll slurp down all those tasty bottled NHEs.”

She swallowed convulsively. “Even if, by some freak of luck he doesn’t lose control, he’ll hunt down everyone who stood against him. And if we’re right, if the lack of the sort of cushion Gray had will doom the drakul to madness…the entirety of the low country is in danger. Maybe the whole state. The whole southeast.”

Silence. Sean took out his pack of cigarettes, shook one out, and lit it in defiance of the no indoor smoking policy. John turned away from them all and wandered to the window.

Forsyth had planned this for years, with the full knowledge and cooperation of the director. The rot at the heart of SPECTR wasn’t new. Hell, given the apparent age of some of the scanned photos, someone
 knew about the drakul and the Soviet experiment for a while, probably since SPECTR formed in the ‘70s.

He’d believed in SPECTR. In his friends and fellow agents. In the chain of command above him. He’d trusted they held to the same ideals taught in school and at the Academy. The paranormally-abled weren’t freaks or damned or evil. They could do real good in this world. SPECTR acted not as a sword, but a shield held between innocent people and the NHEs who would hurt them.

Caleb once accused him of drinking the Kool-Aid. At the time, he’d told himself Caleb just didn’t understand. Even a government bureaucracy could do the right thing, as long as good and decent people made up the bureaucracy.

No wonder Caleb thought him brainwashed. How had he been so stupid? So naïve? Had he really believed SPECTR took him in because they saw some good, some potential which escaped even his own parents?

They’d just seen a gullible tool. Someone who would spout the company line. A loyal little drone, so desperate for a place to belong he’d do anything they wanted without question.

John leaned his head against the window. The AC unit directly underneath kicked on, blowing cold air into his face. All those NHEs he’d exorcised over the years would fuel something terrible, as if he’d helped refine the ore for a nuclear bomb. All the lives he’d thought he’d saved would be in danger again, this time from something far worse than the NHEs he’d put down in the first place.

Why hadn’t the Goddess let him die, all those years ago in the rehab facility, when he’d slipped a belt around his neck and secured the other end to a showerhead? If Sekhmet was the Devourer of Evil, if the drakul had contributed to the myths surrounding Her, why hadn’t She struck him down before he added to this horror?

Unless the hard goddess of the desert, the burning Eye of Ra, cared only for the deaths of demons, and not for those of humans. NHEs didn’t have human concerns; why should the gods be any different?

Hell, maybe the Goddess didn’t even exist. Gray had never seen the handiwork of a deity. Maybe it was all just one more lie, a comforting tale to hold back the dark, to conceal the fact nothing mattered and they were all doomed anyway.

“I’m going to opt out of this plan,” Caleb said.

Startled out of his thoughts, John turned to him. Tiffany and Sean did the same. Caleb looked unspeakably strange at the moment, his long swirl of hair clashing with the suit, the bullet holes and blood stains making everything seem even more surreal. But he stood straight, and his hands didn’t shake.

“What are you talking about?” Sean asked wearily.

“You know, the plan where we all stand around and just wait for Forsyth to kill us? I’m not signing up for it.” Caleb spread his hands out as if pleading with them. “Look, we know what Forsyth intends to do, and we know where and when it’s going down. I think Tiffany needs to get on one of those disposable phones of hers, call everyone she can. Then we’ll all go and kick Forsyth’s fucking ass.”

“The Vigilant are gone,” Tiffany said, rising to her feet. “We’re splintered. On the run. God only knows how many of us Forsyth has captured, or who he’s made talk. The force we took with us to RD to break Starkweather out? I can’t raise a fifth as many people today.”

Caleb nodded once. “Fine. Maybe it will just be the four—five—of us. Hell, maybe it will just be Gray and me if it comes to that. But I’m not sitting here while Forsyth summons up some poor drakul and goes bananas. If we have to, Gray and I will eat every damn demon between him and us, and catch every fucking bullet. But it would be a lot easier if we had some help. Who’s in?”

It occurred to John maybe Sekhmet had laid Her hand on him because out of everyone, he could fall in love with a drakul. With Caleb, so beautiful with his chin lifted in defiance, his brown eyes flashing fire, and under it all Gray’s roiling energy and boundless confidence.

Not even two months ago, when he’d first caught sight of Caleb on the bottom floor of the abandoned house, Caleb had been scared and surly. Just wanting to hide and save his own skin. Gray only wanted to hunt and eat, no thought to anything else.

And now here they stood, challenging three experienced agents to grow a pair and get the fucking job done.

Maybe SPECTR had betrayed its own principles. But John didn’t have to. The organization might be rotten to the core, might have never really believed in anything it preached.

John did. And it had to be enough.

“I’m with you,” he said. “No matter what.”

Despite everything, Caleb’s mouth turned up into a smile, and John swore lightning flashed in the depths of his eyes. “Glad to hear it.”

“Ah, shit,” Sean muttered. “After today, Forsyth is going to want my corpse one way or another. Might as well go out in a blaze of glory.”

Tiffany shoved her chair back from the computer. “Fine. Point made. I’ve got some phone calls I can still make. I’m still la capitaine,
 after all, and Papillon would be disappointed if I didn’t have any tricks left up my sleeve. Maybe we’ll all die tomorrow anyway, but with any luck, we can at least drag Forsyth screaming down to hell with us.”


Chapter 14

An hour later, John sat on the king bed in his and Caleb’s room. He felt shaky and strung out, emotions raw as the enormity of what they faced hit home.

The sound of running water in the bathroom shut off. A few minutes later, Caleb stepped out, his long hair hanging damp from the shower. He wore nothing but one of the thin hotel towels wrapped around his waist. Noticing John’s gaze on him, he struck a flirtatious pose. “See something you like?”

“Yeah,” John said softly. Caleb did look damned good right now, the soft glow of the lamp feathering across his belly, calling up definition from slender muscles overlaying long, graceful bones. The flat, pinkish-brown disks of his nipples, startling against pale skin. Good enough to eat, but it was the whole package John wanted.

“I was just thinking about the first time you took a shower in my condo there in Charleston, after I brought you home. You tried so hard to convince me you were a bad ass who didn’t have any use for a Spec.”

Caleb’s grin turned rueful. “Shit, I ended up crying my eyes out in that shower. Good thing I didn’t know what really lay ahead of me, or I’d have had a total breakdown.”

“I didn’t realize.”

“I didn’t want you to. Trying to be a bad ass, remember?” Caleb crossed the room and sat down on the bed by him. “We can do this, John. I know we can.”

“And here I thought I was the walking, talking motivational poster.”

“Yeah, well. Guess you’ve worn off on me.”

Caleb leaned in and kissed him. The kiss started soft, but John slid his arms around his lover, drawing him closer. The bare skin of Caleb’s shoulders felt good beneath his fingers, the wing of scapula and curve of vertebrae familiar now. It seemed right, somehow, the way they fit together. John deepened the kiss, the texture of their tongues sliding together, Caleb’s breath quick against him. Static sparked in Caleb’s long hair, etheric energy swirling at the edge of John’s awareness.

Caleb drew back, nipping John’s lower lip lightly. “Chances are, we’re going to run into a lot of NHEs tomorrow.”

Not really what John wanted to think about at the moment. “I guess.”

“Some of them you might even be able to pull out of the host,” Caleb went on, running his hands lightly up and down John’s arms. “Maybe we ought to get you powered up.”

Ah, that’s why he’d brought it up. John grinned. “I’m game.”

Oddly, though, Caleb hesitated. “Are you okay with the blood thing?”

Gray hadn’t tasted John’s blood since the first night he’d manifested during sex. John hadn’t brought it up, assuming it just wasn’t something the drakul wanted to do all the time. “Of course I am.”

“Not afraid we’ll go nuts and start attacking people?” Caleb asked the question lightly, but he didn’t fool John.

“Of course I’m not. We’ve already gone over this. I trust you two.” John rested his hand against Caleb’s chest, feeling the beat of his heart. “With my life.”

A low, wicked grin crept over Caleb’s face. “Good. Because it’s like…mmm. Well. You’ll see.”

John arched a brow. “I will?”

“Mmm hmm. Because first you’re going to suck off Gray. Then he’ll taste your blood, and I’ll fuck you.”

John’s dick pressed hard against the zipper of his trousers. “Best mission prep ever,” he growled, and kissed Caleb hard.

Suddenly he was kissing Gray, all lashing hair and surging energy, like a thousand tiny tongues of electricity against his skin. He ran his tongue over the fangs abruptly present, finding the blood groove on the backs.

Gray tugged impatiently on his shirt. Having already shed his coat and tie, John reached for the buttons. Gray got there ahead of him, ripping the shirt open in a shower of flying buttons.

The drakul growled, a low sound that sent another surge of blood rushing straight to John’s cock. His lips fastened around John’s nipple with just the slightest scrape of fang. John groaned involuntarily, back curving to give better access.

“Fuck.” He grasped Gray’s shoulders and shoved him back.

Gray allowed John to push him down against the bed. His lightning-touched eyes watched hungrily as John hurriedly shed the rest of his clothes, then tugged the towel away from Gray’s hips.

“You are beautiful,” Gray said unexpectedly.

John paused. “Oh?”

“I do not have preferences as to the appearance of mortals,” Gray explained. “And even what mortals find preferable changes like the tide. But I find great beauty in your form nonetheless.”

John grinned and moved to straddle Gray. “I think it’s the best compliment anyone’s ever given me.” Also the strangest and most awkward, but that was part and parcel of most of his interactions with Gray. “Let me thank you for it.”

He wrapped his hands around Gray’s wrists, pinning the drakul’s arms at his sides. Well, not really—John didn’t have a hope of overcoming Gray’s strength if he wanted to move. But Gray went along with the illusion.

John kissed Gray’s throat, then ran his tongue along the curve of collarbone. The drakul’s scent of petrichor and ozone, mingled with ancient incense, rose from his skin and saturated John’s senses. His skin tasted faintly of the cheap hotel soap. He let out a rumble, which almost sounded like a purr, when John licked his nipples.

John took his time, working his way down, biting and kissing as he went. Gray’s reactions weren’t the same as Caleb’s, and John took his time memorizing them. Pale skin pebbled under his mouth when he nipped Gray’s flank.

Releasing his grip on Gray’s wrists, he slid all the way down to settle between the drakul’s legs. Gray’s cock lay against his stomach, hard and leaking, flushed dark purple with need. John encircled it with thumb and finger, just beneath the crown, holding it out of the way to nuzzle Gray’s balls. He breathed deeply, a curious mix of Caleb’s musk and Gray’s inhuman scent, heady and inviting. He nibbled lightly on the wrinkled skin, even as Gray’s hand settled on the back of his neck, the prick of barely extended claws tantalizing against his skin.

Goddess, he loved this, every sense saturated by his lover, including the sixth one no one would understand but another exorcist. In a strange way, it reminded him of when he’d finally admitted to himself he was gay. A feeling of rightness, of falling into sync with something inside him. Something he never would have felt if he hadn’t met Gray, or if Gray didn’t return his desire.

He ran his tongue slowly up the length of Gray’s cock, from base to crown. Precome beaded the tip, and he sucked on it, tasting lightning and salt on his tongue. His own dick begged for attention, but he ignored it for the moment.

A soft rumble escaped Gray when John slid all the way down, taking his whole length so the head pushed against John’s throat. The hand on his neck tightened slightly, although not in an attempt to control. Sliding back up, John pulled off and shot him a grin. “Like this, do you?”

“Yes.” Gray’s deep voice took on a husky note. “Do it again, please.”

John repeated the action, before turning his attention to sucking on the head and upper shaft, wrapping one hand around the base and slowly stroking in time with his movements. He used his other hand to play with Gray’s balls, tugging and teasing.

Gray’s breath grew more ragged, claws flexing against John’s neck, although never enough to break the skin. John redoubled his efforts, closing his eyes to shut out everything except for the taste and feel of the cock in his mouth. Moaning with the pleasure of it.

Gray shuddered suddenly, the storm of etheric energy around him flaring. John sucked harder, was rewarded with a mouthful of bitter-salty semen and something else, something which crackled on his tongue like he’d touched it to a battery. Hot and wild, and he almost came against the sheets himself, a wash of ecstasy along sensitized nerves.

He sat back, grinning with satisfaction, his cock practically pointing at the ceiling. Gray looked utterly glorious, sprawled against the sheets. For moment John wondered if Caleb’s plan would actually get carried out, or if the drakul would just roll over and go to sleep.

Then Gray sat up and cuddled against John, arms sliding around his waist and drawing him in for a heated kiss. “Let us taste you.”

The low growl of the words sent a jolt of anticipation through John. To hell with whatever Tiffany or Renée or anyone else thought: Gray wasn’t going to start sucking blood from random people, any more than he would turn into a crazed rapist just because he and John had fun in bed. Gray was a predator; the whole blood thing was probably his equivalent of licking chocolate off a lover’s skin.

John tilted his head to one side, offering access to the base of his throat. Gray’s arms tightened slightly, and his spent cock twitched against John’s abs. His lids were heavy over inky black eyes, lips parted to just show the tips of his fangs. One hand skated up John’s back, over the exposed skin of his throat, before dipping down to just above his collarbone.

A brief flash of pain, one claw breaking skin and scratching hard enough to draw blood. It would have hurt under any other circumstances, but at the moment John was too turned on to feel anything but excitement. Especially when Gray let out a low growl and darted in, lips sealing around the small wound.

Fuck. John tried to rub against Gray’s thigh, but Gray held him in place, strong and powerful. The drakul moaned against his skin, cock stiffening back to full attention, leaving a slick trail across John’s belly.

With a gasp, Gray pulled back. Energy shifted, growing muted, and Caleb blinked brown eyes at John. A sexy grin shaped his lips, and he shifted against John, rubbing their pricks together. “Ready for round two, Starkweather?”

“Oh hell yes.”

*   *   *

“Lie down with your ass lined up with the edge of the bed,” Caleb ordered. John hurried to comply, his heart beating so loud he heard it in his ears. Caleb watched, stroking his cock idly. “Mmm. You look good like this. All exposed and waiting for me.”

John nodded. “Yeah, baby. I want you.”

“You’ll have me. Eventually.”

An involuntary whimper escaped John. “I haven’t come yet. Unlike some people.”

Caleb just winked at him. “You like to be teased and you know it.” He went to the pile of their things, bending over and giving John a nice view of his ass while he rummaged around for the lube. Returning to the bed, he set the lube aside, then went down on his knees on the floor between John’s legs. His hot breath ghosted over John’s balls, and a slow lick up his shaft left John gasping.

“Not sure how much I can take, babe,” he warned. “You’ve got me pretty worked up.”

Caleb’s tongue traced back down, swirling around his balls, sucking on first one, then the other. He dipped lower, wet heat tracing the edge of John’s hole. John closed his eyes and relaxed, giving himself over to the sensations as Caleb licked and pressed lightly with the tip of his tongue. He moaned encouragement.

There came the soft pop of the cap on the lube. A moment later, Caleb replaced his tongue with a finger. “I like watching my body disappear in yours,” Caleb said. “Especially my cock.”

“Yes, please,” was all the answer John could articulate.

Caleb took his time, slowly teasing in and out with one finger, then two. He occasionally gave John’s cock a single languid stroke with his other hand. Before too long, it was everything John could do not to writhe right off the end of the bed. “You’re killing me here.”

“So impatient,” Caleb teased. But he rose to his feet and grabbed the lube again, smearing a generous amount over his prick. John’s throat tightened with anticipation, and he moaned when Caleb pressed against him, working in nice and slow. So good, the stretch and slide, and he clutched the sheets to keep from just grasping his cock and jacking off right there.

Caleb made a small sound of pleasure when he was all the way in. Gripping John’s hips, he leaned over and started to move. Every thrust sent a shudder of need through John, driving him higher and higher. Caleb’s long hair tumbled forward, brushing his thighs, belly, aching cock.

“Goddess, yes, babe, keep going, give it to me.” John babbled now, brain short circuiting.

“Take it,” Caleb growled, hips moving faster. The echo of Gray under his words, just as there was always an echo of Caleb beneath Gray’s. The world came apart around John, nothing but pleasure and heat, Caleb’s hair and wicked grin, brown eyes drinking in the sight of John under him. “Tell us you want it.”

“Yes! I want it!”

Caleb’s head snapped back, his groan of pleasure suddenly deeper, hair coming to life around him, claws digging into John’s hips. John grabbed his aching cock, not able to stand it another second, barely two tugs before he was coming too. Hot spunk splashed on his chest, and the flare of energy sparked along his nerves, like a cascade of stars.

Caleb laughed softly and slid free. “Damn.”

“Huh. Yeah.” John flung out his arm, and Caleb crawled up to snuggle in beside him. They both smelled of sweat and jizz, a trace of ozone whispering of Gray’s presence.

“Love you,” Caleb murmured, pressing his lips lightly to John’s chest.

John hugged him in return. “Love you guys, too. More than anything.”

*   *   *

Caleb perched at the edge of a faux widow’s walk, a bit of decorative nonsense added to one of the enormous houses used as rental properties on Isle of Palms. As far as he knew, traditional Charleston architecture didn’t even have the widow’s walks common in New England—certainly he hadn’t noticed any while wandering around town over the last few months. And even if they did, this house couldn’t be more than twenty years old. No poor woman had paced this iron-railed balcony while peering out to the Atlantic, wondering if any of her husbands would return from the sea. Or if any of them would inconveniently return from the sea at the same time and create an awkward situation.

Or hell, maybe the old-time sailors were pragmatic enough to realize a woman in every port equaled a husband on every ship, and looked the other way. Or even joined in the fun.

Speaking of which.

Caleb bumped his hip against the man sharing his perch. “You doing okay?”

John seemed to catch onto what he meant, because he cast Caleb a grin. “A little sore, but it was worth it just for the great sex.”

They’d woken up with the dawn, after a restless night, knowing it all came down to the next twenty-four hours. John suggested a shower together, which ended up with Gray boning him again beneath the pounding spray.

“We will face demons tonight. He will need to be prepared.”

Right. That was your only motive. You’re a real martyr for the cause.

Caleb pressed a kiss into John’s hair. “Thanks for hanging out with me this afternoon. I’d have been bored to death up here with only Gray to talk to.”

They currently occupied a rental property still empty for the season, with no connection to the Vigilant. Tiffany found the house online the night before and put out the call to everyone she could still reach. Given the possibility of someone being compromised, as soon as they’d disabled the alarm system and let themselves in, she’d ordered him up here. Keeping an eye out for snipers, or people lingering longer than they should, or hell even staring too long out the window of one of the nearby houses. Meanwhile, those she’d summoned arrived in dribs and drabs, mostly by car but also via boats tied up to the private dock out back.

John shrugged. “There wasn’t much for me to do downstairs with Tiffany, except get in the way. And I’d rather keep you company.”

Not to mention Sean was downstairs, and John clearly didn’t want any more contact with his former friend than absolutely necessary. To be fair, neither did Caleb. Or Gray.

Think of the devil and he’ll appear, because the glass door leading onto the walk swung open, and Sean stuck out his head. “Tiffany says we’re ready. Come on down.”

Anticipation rippled through Gray. And why not? There would be demons to snack on for damn sure.

“And we will put an end to this Forsyth mortal and return home with John. Everything will be as it should.”

Well, it was nice to think, even though it didn’t seem too likely. And who knew? Maybe it would happen. They had to hope for something, right?

“What do you think will happen?” he asked John softly as they started for the door. Sean had already departed back down the stairs. “I mean…after tonight?”

John paused and turned to him. Lifted his hand and touched Caleb’s face, a gentle caress to go along with a wry smile. “I don’t know, babe. Just concentrate on the action in front of us. We’ll worry about tomorrow when it comes.”

“Yeah.” But as John started to pull away, Caleb grabbed his hand to stop him. “I just wanted to say I…well. This whole situation has been crazy. Nothing about our relationship is what anyone would call normal. And maybe I’m nuts, but I wouldn’t trade it for anything.”

John’s smile bloomed brighter. He tugged Caleb closer, until their thighs touched. “I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

John’s mouth tasted sweet against his, lips hungry and urgent. The swirl of their tongues, familiar yet unique every time. Caleb had never been in a real relationship before, certainly never imagined he’d fall for a Spec. Most definitely had not imagined he’d be doing it with another person taking up space in his head.

But it had been good. And the thought of losing it, losing John, scared him so bad he didn’t even want to contemplate the possibility.


Chapter 15

John led the way down to the living room on the lowest floor of the massive house. They’d dragged all of the furniture out of the huge room, leaving plenty of space for the gathering. He glimpsed Tiffany’s father, some of the other Vigilant who escaped from the attack on the safe house, and a number of others he didn’t recognize.

Among them stood Kaniyar, a bit worse for wear with a bandage on her forehead, stark white against the smooth bronze of her skin. Pittman waited at her side, and arrayed around them…

SPECTR agents. People he knew from the Charleston office, and some he didn’t, probably from the other district offices, which had reported to Kaniyar. Most of them appeared grim or even scared, dressed in suits or guard uniforms or scavenged body armor.

He stopped. Noticing his surprise, Kaniyar nodded casually at him. “I put out the call,” she said, like it was nothing. “Gathered up agents loyal to SPECTR’s true mission instead of Forsyth or the director.”

John swallowed against a constriction in his throat. Maybe it was his heart, because it suddenly felt too big to be contained by his chest. “Thank you, ma’am.” He looked past her to the other agents, made eye contact with some of them. Rand, the empath, Kaniyar’s secretary Edward, hell even old Victor from records. “I’m glad to see you here.”

Which was a fucking understatement. Because he’d forgotten. He’d let himself believe SPECTR was nothing more but a cynical grab for power. Something corrupt all the way to the bone. And maybe parts of it were, but the bulk of the agency was this: ordinary men and women doing the best they could. Trying to help people. Even if that meant putting their lives on the line, whether from NHEs or their own agency.

Although Kaniyar’s presence did bring up a question. “Who’s in charge here?” Tiffany might straddle the line between Vigilant and SPECTR, but senior agents wouldn’t listen to her just because a bunch of civilians called her la capitaine
 .

“I am,” Kaniyar said. “This action needs some kind of legitimacy, which it won’t have if the Vigilant are in charge.”

Tiffany nodded reluctantly. “This is technically a SPECTR op. Against itself.”


“However,
 ” Kaniyar added, with a glare to the agents, “in light of the Vigilant’s expertise, I am temporarily deputizing everyone present to act under my authority. Not to mention they’ve provided a very large amount of ammunition, the source of which none of us are going to question.”

From his position against the wall, Tiffany’s father Devon tipped an imaginary hat to Kaniyar. Which explained what he’d been up to since they’d gone their separate ways.

“Agent Ward will direct her operatives as she sees fit. I trust we will all conduct ourselves as a professional machine.”

“Here’s the plan.” Tiffany indicated an oversized sketch of Fort Sumter tacked on the wall where everyone could see. John and Caleb moved closer to peer at it, along with Kaniyar and some of the senior agents and Vigilant. “For those who don’t know, Fort Sumter takes up most of the islet is sits on. The fort itself is pentagonal, with three sides dropping almost straight into the water. There the fourth side has a large entrance, but it faces the dock, which is narrow enough to turn into a shooting gallery if we try to come in through there. Which leaves the fifth side.”

She pointed at the rough map. “Here’s where we get lucky. Over time, a sand bar has formed between Fort Sumter and James Island. The sand bar happens to be on the same side of the fort as the old sally port and original dock. This section of wall is much lower than the rest, and pretty much the only place we have a hope of getting in.”

John nodded. He vaguely recalled having visited the fort in middle school history class, but any memory of its layout was long gone. “Handy.”

“We run the boats up on the sand bar,” Tiffany went on. “Go on foot through the marshy area, then hit the wall with grapples and ladders. Once there, the first rank will lay down suppressing fire while the rest go over. Just below the outer wall is a series of low brick walls, which will give some cover, but could also break a leg if you’re not careful. There are old casements complete with cannons, and damaged walls to the left, which are going to be a bitch if they’re full of demons.”

“Any guesses where Forsyth will be?” Caleb asked.

“Here.” Kaniyar said, indicating a spot on the map. “The Soviet summoning in Forsyth’s files relies on a pentagram. As a pentagon, the fort lends itself perfectly to the ritual. At a guess, the main sigils will be placed on the outer walls at each point.”

The hair on the back of John’s neck tried to stand up. “Shit. Are you saying the entire fort is a giant summoning circle?”

Kaniyar nodded. “It would almost have to be, if what we think we know about drakul is accurate.”

Caleb cocked his head slightly to one side, as if listening. “They used a big circle for Gray. It enclosed the entire ziggurat, anyway.” He flinched and closed his eyes briefly. “There were a lot of dead people. S-sacrifices.”

“Including the body Gray ended up in,” Tiffany observed.

“She was different.” Caleb shook his head. “She chose it. Fought for it. The rest weren’t voluntary, I don’t think. Some of them were kids.” He folded his arms over his chest, ducking his chin down, as if shielding himself from the memories unspooling in his own skull. “Which bothers the hell out me and Gray both. But Forsyth seems pretty okay with it, which says we’ve got a big fucking problem on our hands if he succeeds.”

John put a hand to Caleb’s shoulder. Caleb met his gaze, offered a small smile of thanks in return.

“All of which is why we need to stop this before
 the possession takes place,” Kaniyar said. “Based on the pentagram, Forsyth will be here at its center. On top of the battery.”

Caleb frowned. “Isn’t that the park on the waterfront?”

“Battery just means a fortification with heavy guns,” John clarified.

“The casements and parade grounds are at the original ground level.” Kaniyar indicated them on the map. “The Battery Huger and the earthwork behind it was built in 1899. They’re on the same level as the tops of the fort walls.”

“So Forsyth is going to be above us,” Caleb said. “Great.”

“And the stairs leading up will create choke points to reach him.” Tiffany stepped back and crossed her arms. “Nobody said this would be easy. If anyone has a better idea, though, I’m all ears.”

No one did. “Objective one is to stop the summoning at any cost,” Kaniyar said, sweeping her gaze over the assembly. “Objective two is to save any prisoners we can. In the case of Forsyth’s possessed soldiers…I know we’re trained to save anyone whose possession is still reversible, but it’s not going to be an option here.”

John cleared his throat. “Oh. Um. I can probably help some of them. It, uh, seems I can pull out NHEs without a circle now.”

Silence. Kaniyar arched a skeptical brow. “And how is it you can suddenly do that, Agent Starkweather?”

“Etheric spunk,” Tiffany said.

Heat flooded his face. “Thanks, Tiffany. I’m glad we can pretend we’re all in tenth grade again.” He glanced at Caleb, who seemed to be trying not to snicker, and finally at Kaniyar. “It seems being in close proximity to Gray can amp-up my exorcist abilities, just as he’s increased Caleb’s TK.” There. It at least sounded like something that could go in a report.

“Close proximity? Is that what they’re calling it these days?” Kaniyar asked wryly. “Save anyone you can, but not at the risk of your life or anyone else’s.”

“Understood, ma’am.”

She eyed the assembly again. “Anyone else developing interesting abilities? Dating NHEs? No?” She folded her hands at the small of her back. “Then it’s show time, people. Let’s go out there and show Forsyth what SPECTR is really made of.”

*   *   *

Caleb clung to his seat at the front of the boat as it practically skipped across the bay, aiming for the low, boxy silhouette of Fort Sumter. The low glow of lights hung over it—was the fort normally lit at night? The moon neared full, the newly fallen night cloudless. The stiff wind kicked up intermittent whitecaps on the water. Just off the bow, a fin breached the surface; a pod of dolphins, making its way along beneath the ocean, uncaring of NHEs or any of the rest of it.

Or are they? I mean, they’re as smart as we are, right? They have names for each other, for fuck’s sake. Do they ever strike deals with demons? Are there dolphin SPECTRs out there, keeping the pods safe?

Curiosity. “I do not know. I would suggest discovering it for ourselves, but the sensation of drowning is unpleasant, even if it would not kill us.”


Caleb shivered, thinking about the drakul on the bottom of Lake Baikal. Bastard would be lucky if it could drown instead of eternally suffocate inside some coffin of concrete and steel. Jesus.

“There’s the fort,” John said softly from beside them. Of course their more-than-human sight had spotted it a while back, but Caleb just nodded.

The boats came in fast, lights off, relying on the moonlight to guide them to this sand bar of Tiffany’s. Something sparked in his vision. Etheric energy? As they drew nearer, the air grew closer, oppressive. Like a storm about to break.

Light sparked again—one of the sigils Kaniyar had mentioned, he thought.

Fuck. “Something’s happening,” Caleb said. “Forsyth has already started. I can feel it.”

John swore and turned to relay the news to the other agents and operatives in their boat. Caleb kept his attention directed to the front, to the low line of the fort just above the waves. Far to the left, the lights of the Cooper River Bridge shone through the darkness, and to the right, the occasional light from houses flickered amidst the foliage of James Island.

God. The fort seemed far out in the bay, but in reality it was too damned close. If Forsyth succeeded in summoning the drakul and it snapped…what would happen to those people driving over the bridge? Or hanging out on a Saturday night on the deck? Or cruising around the bay on their fucking sailboat?

Let alone the city itself. Screw Forsyth for putting them in danger.

“You did not used to be this concerned with random mortals.”

Thanks for the newsflash. I’m trying to look at the bigger picture here, okay?

The boats slowed, gliding forward like a school of sharks in the dark. The glow of floodlights inside the fort, combined with the moonlight, would show up bigger obstacles, but most of the agents wore night vision goggles as well.

Caleb found himself holding his breath as they came abreast of the fort. The sense of oppression strengthened, became a throbbing pulse in the air, like something about to tear. A jagged bit of memory suddenly unreeled behind his eyes: the sensation of being snared. Of having flown free, one with the storm, feeding and hunting on the wind, before the cessation of movement. A tiger in a trap. An orca tangled in a drag net.

Caught.

Shit. Is that what’s happening to the drakul Forsyth is summoning now?

“I believe so.”

Sand scraped beneath the hull, and the whole boat shuddered, bleeding speed as it ran aground on a sand bar half-hidden by the tide. Caleb didn’t wait for it to come to a complete stop before leaping over the side, landing in ankle-deep water.

Even from here, he heard voices chanting. Forsyth must have brought along more than one exorcist to help with the summoning.

Caleb broke into a run, his boots slipping in slime as the sand gave way to a low marsh. Sea grass whipped around his legs. A low embankment of shell-studded earth separated him from the firmer ground surrounding this face of the fort. He scrambled over it just as the howls started.

Lycanthropes. Hunger cramped his gut and his teeth burned, but he stayed focused. There would be plenty of fighting, but they couldn’t afford to get bogged down outside the fort.

A loud creak announced the opening of the doors near the dock. Seconds later, the fleet shapes of fully transformed werewolves appeared, lights flashing on the control collars about their necks. He ignored them, put on a burst of speed as he approached the lowest point in the wall. Here the brick gave way to a short stretch of wood, offering a better grip for grapples—and claws.

He leapt, a burst of TK and drakul-fueled muscles carrying him easily to the top of the wall. Gunfire opened behind him, agents with machine guns laying waste to the lycanthropes trying to surround them. Grapples flew through the air beside him, some catching on their own. Others he yanked toward him with TK and secured in place manually.

A bullet whispered past his ear, and he ducked, just as the first agents swarmed up the grappling lines. The front rank opened suppressing fire, while others unrolled chain ladders and secured them to the wall.

Caleb turned his attention to the fort itself. Below, amidst the half-ruined brick casements and iron cannons, across the open parade ground beyond, demons massed. Most wore collars, like those at RD, but some remained human enough to need no coercion beyond blind loyalty.

To his right loomed what must the Battery Huger, a hulking black shape in the night. Behind it, on the grassy rise flush with the tops of the sheer walls, waved a number of flags: American, Confederate, others that had flown over the fort at some point or other. A dozen men and women stood ranged around them, chanting, and all around stretched the bottled demons, on the grass and in steel racks. Hundreds if not thousands, brought to this single place to fuel whatever would come next.

The air reeked of blood. Bodies lay scattered everywhere atop the black bulk of the battery, possessed soldiers coolly slitting throats even as the assault force came over the wall.

Blood. It carried the energy of demons, the life of mortals. And it clawed at the veil between the etheric and mortal planes, so much death like a battering ram against a wall already perilously thin.

Forsyth stood atop the battery, in the center of the summoning circle. Etheric energy flashed around him, dark and ugly, a bruise on reality.

“We must end this.”

Agreed.

Caleb leapt off the wall and into the heaving mass of demons below.


Chapter 16

Gray lands amidst the onrushing demons, flattening one beneath his boots, its narrow chest caving in from impact. Others swarm him, therianthropes for the most part, collars blinking with red lights about their necks, preventing them from fleeing his presence. A few ghouls mixed in, along with stronger types like incubi. Nothing he cannot overcome.

His claws snag the nearest lycanthrope, yank it to him so he can sink his teeth into the great vein leading to the arm, since the collar blocks its throat. Blood channels through the grooves on the backs of his teeth, the ecstasy of feeding oddly close to sexual pleasure. Other claws rip into his coat. He drops the emptied husk and turns on the next in line.

Gunfire rips in staccato bursts from the battery. Possessed soldiers, still able to think for themselves and handle a firearm, line the stairs. But their aim is indiscriminate, and demons die all around Gray, even as a stray round punches through his shoulder. With so much etheric energy coursing through him from the demons, the wound heals almost instantly.

Gray snarls. These thralls are fools. Do they believe, once the other drakul has come, it will not feed on them? What lies have they swallowed?

It does not matter. The agents and operatives return fire from atop the wall, diverting attention from him. Other agents drop to the ground behind him, and he senses John among them. Good.

“We have to get through here!” John shouts. The other mortals are shouting as well, but it is John’s voice to which he is attuned.

“Time to clear a path.”

He tosses aside the carcass of a ghoul and lets Caleb surge to the fore. Caleb flings his arms out, punching ahead of them with a wall of telekinetic energy. Agony flares behind their eyes with the effort, but a dozen demons are hurled before them, smashing into one another and into the bricks. Most of the demons are injured, not killed, but even with their quick healing it will open the way long enough for the mortal agents to fight back.

Caleb drops back, letting Gray take over again. Gray sprints through the cleared space, up and over the final ruined wall separating them from the open parade ground beyond. Here the demons are less packed in, but he is more exposed to the gunmen on the Battery Huger.

His mortal allies don’t follow him into the open, instead diverting to the left, through the tangle of ruined walls, which offer some cover. A good decision, given their vulnerability to bullets. Clearly a head-on assault against the battery will not work.

He covers their movement, making a target of himself, running as fast as he can across the open parade ground. Mortal gunmen would only hit him through luck, but these are possessed, quicker than any human. Bullets thud into him, the coat stopping only some of them.

“Ow! Go back, or find some other way!”

He starts to fall back, toward the great wooden doors, which now stand open onto the night beyond. But a pale shape darts from behind one of the cannons on display. The meat locker stench of a wendigo reaches out before it, its emaciated body nothing but a caricature of a human form. It lunges at him, jaws clattering, pale eyes filmed over with frost. The electronic collar around its neck is sheathed in ice.

He doesn’t hesitate, only leaps on it, claws sinking in. It screams, a high, thin sound like nothing human. Momentum carries them back, and they roll over and over, into the questionable shelter of the old casements. The brick vaults at least block the aim of the gunmen on the upper reaches of the battery.

Someone screams, a human sound. “Shit, it’s a kid! We have to do something!”


I am a bit occupied at the moment.

The wendigo bites at him with a mouth full of razor teeth. He punches it hard, its jaw shattering under the blow. And although the bone fragments begin to realign, the healing is far more sluggish than it should be.

Forsyth has starved these creatures.

“And you eat them.”


Yes. But there is no malice.
 He is a predator; he hunts because it is his nature. There is no wish to be cruel. He has never chosen to make any of them suffer, even the incubus who tried to take John from them. But Forsyth has tortured these demons of his making.

“You do realize the only option for something like a wendigo is to feed it other people, right?”

Then he should not have made it.

“Yeah, no shit. And it’s not like it asked for this.”

Let us put it out of its misery.

The wendigo tears at him with claws, frantic. The coat foils its grasp for the most part, until it dips lower, finding an exposed thigh and digging in. Gray snarls and lets go of its flesh. Its collar is loose around its emaciated neck, and he is able to grip it. The collar comes apart in a swirl of sparks and shattered electronics, exposing the wendigo’s throat.

Its blood is thick with ice, a sludgy mix that spreads pain through his face. “Like drinking a milkshake too fast.”


The wendigo goes limp, and sparks flare around Gray, the very air becoming charged. Wind begins to blow, ruffling his hair, and excitement jags through him like a distant flicker of lightning. He rises to his feet, power from the demons he has eaten surging through him, and takes in his immediate surroundings.

All about him there are people. Ordinary mortals, their eyes wide with terror, chained to the iron cannons within the brick vaults of the casements.

*   *   *

John ran through the casements, trying not to trip over the metal tracks once used to aim the cannons. Drying blood cracked on his face, and the tang of cordite filled his nose. A ghoul lunged out of one of the tight side rooms, and he shot it point blank in the face without stopping.

His heart pounded, and his breath burned in his lungs. He’d never participated in an action like this before. From the moment they’d landed, it was chaos. The run through the marsh, the ground sucking at his shoes. The NHEs flanking them from the open main doors. The scramble up a chain ladder, before dropping down into semi-darkness, barely missing the stump of a brick wall.

The man beside him wasn’t as lucky. His ankle snapped when he landed on the damn bricks, and a second later, lycanthropes fell on him. John shot two of them, but too late to save the other agent.

John had no clear sense as to whether they were winning or losing. He concentrated on pushing forward, trying to stick to cover since the gunmen on the battery shot at anything that moved. Tiffany and Sean fought nearby, Tiffany with a gun in one hand and the other wreathed in flames. He’d glimpsed Kaniyar briefly, but lost track of both her and Pittman.

The gunmen on the battery would turn a head-on assault into a death sentence. But if they made their way through the casements and up the stairs to the left of the battery, they’d be shielded most of the way. No doubt Forsyth would have people stationed on the stairs, but with any luck there wouldn’t be as many of them.

There came a loud crash, and Gray hurtled out of the casements in front of them. Two lycanthropes and a possessed soldier clung to him, all trying to drag him to the ground.

“Shit!” John ran forward automatically. The soldier’s back was to him, so he took a deep breath, reached out with his etheric sense, and pulled.


The soldier screamed, thrashing like a mad thing as the NHE inside her fought back. John saw it pulling free, a thing of red-black energy, nothing but teeth and rage. He ripped it out with a single jerk.

The corona of etheric energy boiling off Gray seemed to snap outward, like the pseudopod of a feeding amoeba. It snared the unembodied NHE in the instant before it crossed back to the etheric plane, devouring it.

Huh.

The wind grew stronger, but it didn’t come from off the ocean. It emanated from Gray, carrying on it the scent of desert rain and lightning, a distant storm just starting to break. Saint Elmo’s fire came to life on the ends of the cannons, and a human cry of fear rang out.

“There are mortal captives here,” Gray rumbled. “Still alive.”

Tiffany swore and pushed past. John glimpsed wide eyes, heard the rattle of chains. “Tiffany!” shouted a girl’s voice, echoed an instant later by another.

John sagged for just an instant against the rough brick wall. Despite everything, maybe they’d managed to save a few people.

The clot of etheric energy gathering above the battery shifted, growing darker, denser. John pushed himself off the wall and peered out. The sigils on the five corners of the fort flared abruptly, arcs of silver light stabbing into the sky.

“Fuck!” He raised his Glock, sighting desperately toward where he knew Forsyth must stand. But the angle was impossible; he couldn’t even see the man, let alone shoot him.

“Gray!” Kaniyar’s voice cracked like a whip. “Get up there! Now!”

But it was already too late. An unnatural silence fell. Even the possessed soldiers ceased fire to turn and stare at what took place behind them. No one moved, and the wind swirling around Gray stilled.

Then the ocean roared, the cry of a wrathful god. Waves smashed against the Atlantic side of the fort, sending spray flying fifty feet into the air. John tasted salt on his lips, felt cool flecks against his face.

The world tore open. Something ripped through the gap, like a struggling tiger in a net.

Forsyth screamed. Or something screamed through him, perhaps.

Silence.

What was happening? What—

A figure lunged over the side of the battery, seized one of the possessed soldiers by the shoulders, and dragged him up. Fangs flashed, and Forsyth buried them in the shrieking man’s throat.

The summoning had succeeded.

*   *   *

The possessed soldiers broke, hurling aside their weapons and fleeing. Forsyth lifted his head, blood smeared on his face, his eyes a blank kaleidoscope of all the shifting colors of the sea. “Yes,” he roared, in a voice like the crash of wave on rock. Then: “No. I called you…I summoned you…”

Gray stood beside John, head tilted back. “This will not work,” he observed.

One of the possessed soldiers fired on Forsyth, bullets ripping into flesh. Forsyth staggered back—then rushed forward with a roar and fastened on the soldier. Feeding.

“Take him down!” Kaniyar shouted. “Now, now, before he has the chance to power up!”

Everyone opened fire. Forsyth stumbled back, vanishing beyond the edge of the battery again. The werewolves and ghouls in the parade ground and amidst the casements whined and howled in terror, but their collars kept them pinned. They dashed at the agents, driven to keep fighting for the very thing that would feed on them the first chance it got.

Since no one fired from the battery at the moment, John risked dashing out from cover, shooting at the NHEs as he went. Forsyth came into view again, crouching amidst the stacks of bottled demons. He swept one arm out, shattering them. Etheric energy exploded outward in a cloud—and Forsyth instantly sucked it into himself.

John froze, unable to move. This was bad. Very, very bad. Forsyth had hundreds, thousands of demons up there. What could a drakul do with this amount of etheric energy at its disposal?

He sensed Gray’s presence at his side. Then Gray faded away, leaving Caleb behind.

John turned to him. Caleb was covered in blood from the fight, his mouth a red smear, his long hair in tangles. His head tilted back, brown eyes focused on Forsyth. Something very like resignation crossed his face, and the faintest hint of a rueful smile, perhaps in response to some communication with Gray.

“We have to stop him. Gray and I. No one else can do this.” His voice was quiet, human, barely audible above the thundering waves.

John’s mouth went cotton-dry. He wanted to say no, to tell Caleb to stay the hell away. But he couldn’t. “Yeah.”

“We’ll cover you.” Sean stepped out of the casement behind them. He was scratched and battered, his suit bloodied. “Keep the controlled NHEs off you so you can concentrate on reaching Forsyth.”

Caleb nodded. “Thanks.” Etheric energy burst forth again, his hair lifting to snap in a wind emanating from him.

Gray started to take a step toward the stairs winding up the side of the battery, beyond the casement. But he paused and returned to John. Leaning forward, he caught John’s face in his hands and gently tilted it back so they looked each other in the eye.

And Goddess, Gray was beautiful in that moment, even with the blood, hair flying and sparks dancing over his skin. Something wild and pure and good, beyond what John ever imagined existed.

“I have walked this earth for five-thousand years,” Gray said, voice a soft rumble of thunder. “But none of it has meant as much as the last two months. I love you, John Starkweather.”

Then he released John and ran for the stairs.

*   *   *

Gray sprints for the stairs, ignoring the demons howling behind him. He stretches long legs, all but flying, leaving everything behind: the screams and cries, the petty demons, even John. They must stop Forsyth, and feeding one werewolf at a time will not give them the strength he fears they will need.

Which leaves the bottled demons.

The stairs let out onto a wide grassy expanse, built up level with the back of the black hulk of the Battery Huger. Flagpoles reach into the sky: a half-circle of five smaller poles surrounding a central one set upon a granite monument. The surviving exorcists who assisted Forsyth with the summoning spell cower near the sheer edge of the fort’s wall, a drop straight down onto barnacle-crusted rocks. One lays dead, his throat ripped out, whether because he had a change of heart or simply drew too close while Forsyth fed, Gray does not know.

Bottles fill the area, on racks and on the grass, most of them still unbroken. Caleb’s TK smashes into the nearest rack, sending it toppling, shattering glass against the hard-packed earth. And this feeding is not like the more visceral taste of blood on his tongue, but it is still good, power swirling around him, into him. For a moment, he remembers before
 , riding the storm and hunting the small things hiding from him, and it seems much the same.

The wind grows stronger, the ropes holding the flags singing. Lightning snaps from him to the nearest flagpole, thunder shaking the ground with its roar. Glowing blue lights form on the tips of the poles, buzzing in the charged atmosphere.

A low growl of fury catches his attention. Forsyth crouches where the smooth black tarmac of the battery gives way to grass and earth. Things have gone terribly wrong, even worse than the mortals predicted. Whether because the drakul was subjected to pain in its first few moments in this world, or Forsyth’s own ambition and madness infected it, there is nothing sane in the swirling globes of its eyes. It reeks of the tide, of seaweed and salt.

It growls again, sensing another predator on its feeding grounds. Warning Gray off.

With a snarl of his own, Gray rushes it.

It shrieks, snapping to its feet, faster than anything he has ever hunted before. They collide in a frenzy of claws and teeth, its monstrous strength piercing layers of elk hide and kevlar as if they do not even exist. Gray is far more experienced in such a battle, but Forsyth honed his body for combat, and his skills make up for the other drakul’s inexperience.

They hurtle into a rack, shattering bottles. Both of them grab for the escaping demons, drinking down everything they can to keep it from the other. The smell of ocean grows stronger, and lightning explodes all around, striking multiple flagpoles at once. The wind screams, shredding the flags, tearing them free and sending them cascading out over the dark ocean.

The drakul sinks its fangs into Gray’s shoulder, seeking to feed off of him.
 Bone crunches and flesh tears. With a roar of fury, Gray flings it off, Caleb’s TK assisting to put space between them.

It hits a group of racks, taking them down. Bottles break—and those which do not, it begins to shatter with its own hands.

“No!”

A demon would have to wait forty days before fully manifesting. But they are drakul, not demons. And this one has glutted on power and madness.

Gray takes an involuntary step back, watching as it unfolds fully from Forsyth’s mortal shell. Fear vibrates through them, Caleb’s horror and shock racing their heart. “Is that...oh fuck. Is that what we really are?”


Yes.

Awe tinges the fear. “I never understood, when you said you weren’t a demon. I do now. You—we—are so much worse.”
 Caleb seems to gather himself, a man bracing against news he knows will be bad. “How...how do we fight that?”


Gray gazes up at the monster before them. You know the answer.


“By doing the same thing.”

Yes.

“Can…can we even come back from that?”

Hesitation. I do not know.


He tastes Caleb’s sorrow and fear. They can yet flee. Fall back. Return to John and the life they are just beginning to understand.

But if they choose to run, in the end, everyone they love will die, and the monster will eat them with as much ease as Gray has eaten a thousand demons.

He is not a demon. And Caleb is not a coward. And neither of them will stand by and let John die at the hands of this other drakul.

No matter the cost.

“Do it.”


Chapter 17

John’s face felt cold where Gray’s warmth had touched him, and his heart stuttered in his chest. He knew Gray cared for him, and Caleb said they both loved him. But Gray had never said it. Never spoken the words.

Until now, right when all hell broke loose around them.

“John!” Sean shouted. “Here they come!”

Fuck. John tore his gaze from Gray’s retreating figure. The controlled NHEs surged from everywhere else in the fort, all of them aiming for the stairs and Gray. The narrow space between casements and the sheer side of the Battery Huger funneled them, keeping the NHEs from surrounding Gray. And sending them straight at John and Sean.

John set his stance, aimed, and fired. Sean did the same beside him, and the first round of NHEs fell to silver-jacketed lead. Some tried to flank them, scrambling over cannons, but Kaniyar, Tiffany, and some of the other Vigilant formed a line of their own, laying down a blistering screen of fire. John hoped someone had managed to get the surviving captives somewhere halfway safe.

Time turned meaningless; he fired, reloaded, fired again. The air stank of blood and rot, even as the wind grew stronger and stronger. Not a natural wind; this one smelled of ozone and desert rain. What the hell was going on atop the battery?

A particularly clever werewolf launched itself up the aging brickwork, claws scrabbling for purchase. An instant later, it vanished onto the casement roof. Two others scrambled after it.

“Damn it!” Sean had spotted the NHEs as well. He turned and ran for the stairs, clearly hoping to cut them off before they could reach Gray.

“Stop those things!” Kaniyar barked, taking up Sean’s position. John nodded and raced after Sean.

The casement roof melded into the great earthwork behind the battery, giving the lycanthropes a clear run at Gray. Sean reached the top of the stairs; silver-jacketed lead took down the first werewolf just as it touched the grass. Then Sean swore and dropped the gun—out of ammo.

John yelled for Sean to get back and fired. He hit one of the werewolves, but the other was too fast, running flat-out.

Sean hurled himself in its path, burying his silver athame to the hilt in its shoulder. It roared in pain, before turning on him, claws slashing and teeth rending.

“No!” Moving on instinct, John braced himself and fired. The shot missed, but it alerted the werewolf to a second threat. Its head snapped around, and it snarled at him, revealing blood-stained teeth.

Sean wrenched the athame from its shoulder and brought the edge across its throat.

John lowered his gun and ran to Sean’s side, as the werewolf collapsed and bled out on the grass. Blood soaked Sean’s shirt, and John glimpsed ugly wounds through the gaping edges of ripped cloth. “We have to get the bleeding stopped,” John said, casting about for something to use as a makeshift bandage.

Sean laughed weakly. “I thought you wanted me dead. Instead you come running to my rescue.”

John swallowed against the tightness of fear in this throat. “It’s my job.”

“Right.” Sean shifted and winced. “It looks worse than it is. Even so, I won’t be doing any running. Go on—I’ll put a bullet through anything that tries to come up behind you.”

“Okay.” John started to clap Sean on the shoulder, an old gesture whenever one of them was injured. But at the last moment, he let his hand fall.

A titanic crash of lightning made them both flinch. “Fucking hell!” Sean shouted, but the words sounded muted and far away, John’s ears still ringing from the crack. Turning away from Sean, he scrambled to his feet—then froze.

They’d made it to the top of the stairs and grassy area there, giving John a clear view of the flagpoles and the top of the battery. Nature itself seemed to have gone insane, the wind rising to a scream, the waves pounding high enough to drench him in spray. A swirl of clouds coalesced in a sky, which had been perfectly clear only minutes ago.

The clouds grew and grew, a huge storm wrack rotating overhead. Goddess. If Gray was the storm, and the drakul Forsyth summoned some reflection of the sea, did the two together make a hurricane?

The clouds grew thicker, and lightning crashed, again and again, dangerously near. Nothing remained of the bottles but twisted steel and broken glass. The wind rose to a howl, forcing John to crouch or be blown over, and the waves slammed into the island hard enough to send vibrations through the earthwork.

Tiffany stumbled to a halt beside him, her eyes going wide with horror. “No. We’re too late. They’re manifesting.”

“Gray manifested fully at RD,” John said, swallowing against a sudden dryness in his throat. “It was scary, but we can still do this. Still take Forsyth out.”

Tiffany stared at him as if he’d gone utterly mad. “Gray fully manifested? No. No he didn’t. Not even fucking close.”

In the heart of the hurricane, atop the battery, two figures coalesced out of cloud and sea spray. Both were gigantic, taking up an impossible amount of space. Their heads towered above the flagpoles. One was of seaweed and foam, with claws of coral and bone-white teeth, its eyes the blackness of the abyss.

As for the other, John finally understood why Renée feared unleashing a drakul upon the earth.

It was a titan of storm and darkness, of cloud and driving rain. Vast wings spanned the sky, and ball lightning formed its eyes. It was teeth and claws, and streaming darkness for hair, and when it roared its fury, the thunder threatened to shatter John’s eardrums.

It was a monster of wrath and hunger. And if anything remained of the men he loved inside of it, John couldn’t tell.

*   *   *

They are the wind and the storm. All else falls away: there is nothing but the pure ecstasy of being powerful and strong.

They will hunt. They are created to hunt, to pursue the single driving instinct that informs every particle of their being.

Hunt. Feed. Grow strong.

But this other wishes to stop them. It wishes to kill them.

So they will kill it first.

It tears at their body, claws of coral and sharp shell shredding their wings of cloud and shadow. Hurting them, and they strike back, ripping at it, biting anything that gets within reach. Screaming in the voice of the sky, as it screams back in the voice of the sea.

As quickly as it can injure them, they heal. As quickly as they can injure it, it heals. It is mindless and mad, attacking without thought, and it will not stop until they have both been worn into nothing.

It is not to be tolerated.

They strike hard, seeking to overwhelm, pushing the other back toward the ocean. At its very core, embedded deep within energy and swirling sea foam, they glimpse a dark shape. Something small, barely to be noticed.

A name comes to them. Forsyth. A concept: a mortal body. A thing of meat and bone, so insignificant.

And yet so important.

They attack again, seeking to push the other in the direction they wish it to go. Amidst the metal flagpoles, even though it means exposing themselves to its claws. Ignoring the attacks of the other as it shreds them.

It weakens them, and if this does not work, they will not be able to fight back. The other will kill them.

The mortal body—if they can only reach it—

They stretch great hands, like black smoke against the night, tipped with jagged lightning. Plunging through the etheric body of the other drakul, tearing aside everything between them and the mortal body within, even as it mauls them in return without mercy. They are bleeding energy into the night, the wind beginning to fall, the time between lightning strikes slowing, slowing. The storm dying.

As they are dying.

Their hands close on the mortal body.

Without hesitation, they shove it down, down, onto the tip of the huge flagpole the other is backed against.

The other screams, the jagged shriek of sea glass over shell. The flagpole bursts through Forsyth’s chest, ripping out his heart and any other organs in its path, while the drakul flails and howls around them.

But even this it could heal from. Would heal from…did it not have another drakul to contend with.

They sink their teeth into it, driving deep. Not the teeth of their mortal shell, but then it is not blood which fills them, but pure energy. The other drakul tastes of saltwater and seaweed, and a huge rush of etheric energy bursts into them, greater than anything they have ever dreamed of. It tries to fight back, to save itself, but they are stronger now.

So much energy, so much power, and it feels so good.

They drink.

All of it.

All.

The giant of sea foam and coral comes apart, dissolves in their hands. Forsyth’s body hangs limp from the flagpole, blood streaking the metal and seeping into the cracks in the monument below.

The other is dead. They have fed on all it had to give.

They want more.

They will have more.

Hunt.

Kill.

Feed.

*   *   *

John staggered to his feet, utterly transfixed on the spectacle before him. The newly summoned drakul was dead, as was Forsyth. And yet Gray still commanded the sky, a behemoth of cloud and lightning. His head turned, fangs bared, and a low growl turned into a long rumble of thunder. The wind screamed like a thousand dying men, and lightning danced amidst the grass and waves.

“Oh God.” Tiffany whispered. “Look at it…I unleashed this…I might as well have dropped a nuke on our heads.”

And for an instant, John felt her terror in his own blood. Because the creature towering over them was a nightmare vast as the horizon, more beautiful and terrible than anything he’d ever imagined. An entire army of exorcists might be able to take it down.

Might.

“We’re all dead,” Tiffany went on, her voice numb, as if she didn’t even realize she spoke aloud. “The other drakul, the ones defeated in the past…they were young. But Gray is old. Strong. He’s going to hunt and kill until there’s nothing left, and there’s nothing we can do to stop him. And it’s my fault.”

Wing of storm cloud and shadow flexed. Lightning jagged through the sky. One of the poles snapped beneath the strength of the wind.

They couldn’t stop this. Tiffany was right.

Except she wasn’t.

Because this was still Gray, and maybe even still Caleb. This colossus of wind and sky had lurked inside Caleb’s thin body since day one. The only thing that had changed was that John finally realized it.

He’d sworn he’d trust Gray no matter what. Was he going to turn away now, from the sight of Gray’s true face?

“No,” he said aloud. Because Gray’s love didn’t come with conditions of face and form. So John’s couldn’t either.

He began to walk across the rain-soaked grass toward them.

Tiffany grabbed his arm. “What the fuck are you doing? We have to get out of here!”

John pulled free. “That’s still Gray and Caleb.”

Tiffany shook her head. Rain plastered her braids to her face, dripped off her skin. “No, it’s not! They’re gone, John, just like any other possession victim in the end. Solid gone. If you go out there, that thing will make you its first victim.”

“Maybe.” He turned away from her. “But I owe it to them to take the chance.”

She didn’t try to stop him again. He crossed the grassy space, heart smashing against the inside of his ribs as if trying to escape. His legs felt shaky, his skin clammy, and his stomach rolled.

“No,” he whispered. He couldn’t give into fear. His nails bit into his palms, trying to keep his hands from shaking, but he kept moving forward. One foot after the other, toward the leviathan of cloud and streaming darkness.

“Gray!” he shouted. “Caleb!”

For a moment, he thought they hadn’t noticed. He was too small and insignificant, no more than a beetle scuttling about their feet.

Then he felt their attention lock on him, and it was everything he could do to stand his ground and not run screaming and begging for his life.

The monster of shifting shadow, of wing and cloud, turned to him. Lightning-ball eyes regarded him for a moment, before it bared its fangs and growled. An enormous hand, made from shadow and rain, stretched out to seize him.

*   *   *

They feel the lives around them, little mortal sparks. Hiding amidst the shattered brick walls. Fleeing toward the boats drawn up on the sand bar. And beyond this island, there are more on ships and crossing the thin strands of a steel bridge, moving through streets and huddling within apartments.

And all smelling of blood, sweet and thick.

Desire slithers through them, a distant memory of ecstasy. They will feed and it will be so very, very good.

One of the mortals impinges on their consciousness. It does not even try to hide from their hunger, but instead stumbles over the ground toward them. The shards of spirit bottles shatter even finer beneath its feet.

An easy meal.

They reach for it, anticipation already thrumming through them.

The mortal tilts back its head, rain plastering dark strands of hair to its forehead. Its eyes blaze blue in the storm-ridden darkness, the color so shockingly familiar they hesitate, claws floating inches from its tiny form.

“You said you’d never hurt me!” it shouts. “You promised!”

Memory tugs at them. They know this creature. This mortal.

And it—no, he—knows them. He doesn’t even glance at the waiting claws, even though any one of them could punch through his body with ease. He only stares up at their face.

Some of the wetness on his cheeks is not from the rain.

“You promised.” The words are whispered, yet they hear him with perfect clarity. “But you are hurting me. Right now.”

A name comes to them: John.

They have hurt John.

“Please. I need you. I need both of you. If you do this, if you leave me, I’ll be lost. Please.” His voice breaks on a sob. “You promised.”

This is wrong. To have made him cry. Fragments of memories come in flashes, like the strike of their lightning. John laughing. Angry. Kind.

Holding them in his arms.

“I trust you two,” he had said. “With my life.”

They can feel all the mortals around them, smell blood and ocean and the heaving masses of life in the city beyond. It would be simple to ignore this one small human. To carry the storm into the city, to feed and hunt and revel.

So very simple, and it would feel so good. Savage joy and strength, a return to the days of hunting without conscience or fear or care. Save this time will be infinitely better, because now they can taste the blood and feel the ecstasy of feeding.

If they do not ignore him…there will be pain. Weakness. Fear and grief and uncertainty.

Trust.

Love.

It hurts,
 tearing free from the clouds, the rain, the lightning. Somewhere, half-forgotten, their body burns with pain, muscle and flesh and bone screaming as they force energy into it. Withdrawing.

Folding their wings.

Falling.

*   *   *

The constant barrage of lightning slowed. John swallowed thickly, tasting blood as he stared into the swirl of etheric power and storm cloud. Claws, each as long as his body, hovered beside him. Poised to kill.

He felt beyond fear. Beyond everything but the ragged tatters of hope. Of belief, of the same naïve faith Caleb had always laughed at. Boy Scout.


“Come back to me,” he whispered.

An odd calm descended, the eye of the forming hurricane suspended directly overhead. The wind died from a gale to a stiff breeze. The rain ceased.

Had he reached them? Or did the titan before him merely gather itself to stride across the bay and slaughter everyone in Charleston?

The vast energy drew inward, like a collapsing star. Wings shredded into cloud, claws became mist, etheric energy no longer holding their shape.

The curled figure in the center of the beast straightened. Hovering in mid air, long hair and the tattered remnants of a leather coat streaming around it.

It swirled toward the ground like a falling leaf, even as something so much bigger than John had ever guessed folded itself back inside. Surrendering the chance to be a god upon the earth, in exchange for this small bundle of human flesh.

Booted feet touched the grass—then collapsed, long legs crumpling like a puppet with cut strings. “Caleb!” John shouted, and broke into a run.

He fell to his knees beside Caleb. Caleb’s face had gone white as shell, utterly bloodless. Was he even breathing? Or had it all been too much, had they killed themselves trying to come back to John?

Caleb groaned and opened his eyes.

John dragged Caleb into his arms, clutching him close. “Caleb! Is Gray all right? Are you?”

“Yeah.” Caleb’s voice sounded rough, like he’d been screaming at the top of his lungs for hours. “I’ve got the mother of all headaches, but we’re okay.”

“Oh, Goddess, Devourer of Evil, thank you.” Tears ran down his face, hot against chilled skin, but he didn’t give a damn who saw his sobs. “Thank you.”

Caleb shifted slightly, and John loosened his grip. Caleb’s fingers touched John’s face, catching a tear.

“Hey. Don’t cry.” Caleb offered a crooked, weak grin. His gaze went past John, and he nodded at the sky. “Look. Storm’s ending.”

John gazed up. As Caleb said, the storm fell apart without Gray’s energy to fuel it. Holding tight to one another, they watched as the last clouds dissipated and the stars came out.


Chapter 18

“Are you two ready?” John called from where he waited near the front door of the condo.

Caleb’s voice echoed down from the upper floor. “Christ, Starkweather, keep your pants on! These boots have a lot of buckles, you know.”

“I know, but after sitting on my ass for months, I’m ready to get back on the street.”

“And we will, just have some patience. I swear, between you and Gray, I’m surprised you haven’t dragged me outside naked.”

John grinned, both at the image and because Gray must be even more antsy than he was. They’d spent most of the months since the night at Fort Sumter under house arrest, with a few trips to HQ and one to DC to liven things up. No hunting NHEs, although given how juiced up Gray had gotten at the fort, the lack of energy hadn’t affected him as much as the boredom.

The battle at the fort didn’t go unnoticed. As soon as the winds died away, news helicopters filled the air. Kaniyar had been waiting for them, immediately using the media to set the tone before the director could hush things up. She’d laid out everything that happened clearly and concisely, to any journalist or blogger who asked a question. The story spread to every corner of the internet before the sun even came up.

It didn’t earn her any friends on Capitol Hill, but with the spotlight of the world on them, even Congress had to play nice. They held a series of hearings, including the one John and Caleb attended. Gray even answered some questions directly, although privately John thought the drakul scared the shit out the senators. Certainly they’d just asked a few easy questions (Do you eat humans?
 No. What about possessed humans?
 Not if it is possible to save them.) before getting him the hell out of the room.

In the end, the old director resigned in disgrace. His political buddies kept any actual charges from being filed, and he quietly shuffled off to some backwater to wait until the furor died down. Kaniyar was now the new SPECTR Director. She currently busied herself culling the ranks, removing those who didn’t belong and promoting those who made the right choice when it counted.

Mostly, anyway. Tiffany had resigned, in return for being allowed to go home to what remained of her family. Her father still lived, but had spent weeks in the hospital, one arm bitten off by a wendigo during the assault. Some of her cousins had died on top of the battery during the mass sacrifice, but fortunately the two little girls were fine. Well, in intense therapy after everything they’d experienced and seen, but they’d be okay in the end.

Sean….technically he was on leave. John suspected Kaniyar didn’t quite know what to do with him. He’d betrayed everyone, but then come back in a pinch and fought hard to put things right. And Kaniyar wasn’t one to waste any resource she could put to use.

John hadn’t spoken with Sean since the night on Fort Sumter. Sean had been his friend for a long time, but John couldn’t forgive him for what he’d done. Maybe Kaniyar wasn’t the only one who had to figure things out when it came to Sean.

John was back on duty—finally—but without any of those promotions Kaniyar had been handing out. He’d acted outside of SPECTR authority, technically, and certain congressmen had wanted him removed from the agency altogether. Leaving him as a lowly field agent had been a compromise, and one he didn’t have a problem with. He’d never wanted anything else, after all.

Of course, he did have a few extra responsibilities. The low country office was taking a more active approach to stopping NHEs, thanks to its newest field agent.

Boots rang on the iron stairs, and Caleb appeared. He wore a brand new coat made on the design of the old one, since the battle at the fort destroyed the original. A pair of leather pants gave his legs extra protection, and with his tall black boots…damn.

“You look edible,” John said.

Caleb grinned and tossed his long hair back over his shoulders. “And you look like a government drone in that suit,” he said, and smacked John on the butt. “But that’s just even more incentive to get you naked once we get back.”

John pulled him close and kissed him soundly. “Uh huh. Keep it up, funny guy.”

“For you? Always.”

“I bet.” John pulled away and opened the door. “Come on. No fooling around on the clock, remember?”

They stepped outside into the warm air of a summer evening, heavy with the scent of night-blooming flowers. At the gate, they both paused. Etheric energy surged, Caleb’s hair lifting from his shoulders. A blink, and Gray’s black eyes regarded John.

John touched the Glock in its shoulder holster. “Are you ready?”

Gray smiled, exposing fangs. “Yes.”

John nodded and stepped out onto the sidewalk. “Then let’s hunt.”
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