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Hunter of Demons

Unregistered paranormal Caleb Jansen only wants a normal life. But when a demon murders his brother, Caleb must avenge Ben’s death, no matter what the cost. Unfortunately, his only allies belong to an extremist group who would kill Caleb if they found out about his talent.

Gray is a wandering spirit, summoned to hunt and destroy demons by drinking their blood. This hunt goes horribly wrong, and for the first time in his existence Gray is trapped in a living, human body. Caleb’s body...and Caleb is still in it.

Hotshot federal agent John Starkweather thinks he’s seen it all. But when he’s called to exorcise Caleb, he finds a creature that isn’t supposed to exist outside of stories. For Gray is a drakul: a vampire.

Having spent his life avoiding the government as an unregistered ‘mal, Caleb can’t let himself trust a federal exorcist, no matter how sexy. And he certainly isn’t going to surrender to the heat growing between them and sleep with Starkweather.

Because if Gray gives in to bloodlust, Starkweather will have no choice but to kill them both.
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Chapter 1

“Here we are,” said the driver—Dave, was that his name?—as he shut off the van’s engine.

Caleb pushed his glasses higher on his nose and peered out the van window. They’d parked on the street in front of a row of decaying houses in one of Charleston’s worst neighborhoods. The concrete hulk of I-26 loomed nearby, its traffic a distant rumble beneath the overcast sky.

The house had once been beautiful: two stories plus attic, built sideways to the street, so the front porch and upstairs veranda looked out onto what must have been a garden long ago. Now it was nothing but a patch of dirt with weeds, and the veranda had half-collapsed into the porch. Holes showed in the sagging roof, and only a few chips of pink paint remained on the weathered walls.

It even looked like a monster’s lair.

Caleb’s stomach clenched around the lunch he’d eaten a few hours ago, and he swallowed against the taste of bile. Throwing up in front of this bunch would just be the icing on the cake. Even the women were more butch than him.

“Is…it…in there?” he asked. At least his voice didn’t tremble.

Melanie sat beside him, her face drawn and pale in its frame of curly auburn hair, her mouth a taut line. She used to smile all the time, back when she and Ben had first been married.

Ben was gone, though, and maybe neither of them would ever smile again. Bad enough something had murdered Caleb’s only brother. Bad enough the fucking Specs hadn’t caught it and put it down.

But to come into the funeral home on the day of the service and find the demon hadn’t just killed Ben, but crawled inside his body and walked off with it?

It didn’t leave them with a damn lot to smile about.

“Yeah,” Melanie said. “If Leland says it’s in there, it is.”

Caleb glanced at the other people in the van. With their steel-cold eyes and air of confidence, it was obvious they’d done this before. Of course he’d heard rumors about secret demon slayer groups—but those were just crazy conspiracy theories, in the same category as the nutjobs who claimed NASA faked the moon landing, or SPECTR planted the 9-11 demons.

Melanie said these were her friends, and Ben’s. They had to be legit, or else his brother would never have gotten involved.

And if they weren’t…fuck it. Ben was dead, and his murderer wore his body like a Goodwill suit. If these people could help him give Ben peace, he didn’t care if they were the damned mafia.

“Let’s do this,” said the man in the passenger seat, with shoulders like a former linebacker. Caleb couldn’t remember his name at all.

They climbed out of the van. It was a few degrees warmer here in Charleston than in Charlotte, but the wind off the ocean made Caleb shiver in his ratty old coat. He’d forgotten how goddamn flat the coast was. Even though it was the middle of the day, few people were on the streets. An old man in tattered coveralls sat on the curb near a building advertising fried chicken. Another man stumbled out of the liquor store across the street, and a moment later they were passing a paper bag back and forth.

Wasn’t there enough misery here, without adding a demon to the mix?

“Fucking house is probably full of ghouls,” muttered Dave.

“So we have to worry about them, too?” Great, more monsters.

“Maybe.” Dave went to the back of the van and opened the doors, revealing a locker. After giving a quick look around, as if worried about spies, he flung it open.

Caleb had never seen such an array of large guns, ammo, knives, and hatchets. Oh yeah, they’d done this before all right.

Caleb swallowed, his throat dry as the Sahara. Jesus Christ, he’d been in a few fights in his life, but they were all of the barroom variety. What the hell had he gotten into?

Melanie nudged him. “I told you. We’ll get the son of a bitch.”

“Who are these people?” he whispered, while the rest of the group loaded their weapons with the air of old pros.

“Good men and women. People who put their lives on the line, protecting the rest of the world from monsters.” She took a hair tie out of her pocket and pulled back her curls, then handed him a second one for his long, black hair. “Maybe, after tonight, you’ll even join us in the fight.”

He eyed the linebacker and the other woman, Karen. She looked like she could crack concrete blocks with her bare knuckles. Somehow, he couldn’t imagine them asking a skinny guy like him to join their…club? Quasi-militia? Underground monster-slaying fraternity?

“I just want to take care of…of things,” he said, Ben’s name sticking in his dry throat.

“Hey, Caleb!” Karen called, gesturing to the weapons locker. “What do you want? Take your pick; all the bullets are silver-jacketed. Just the thing to take this bastard down.”

“I don’t know how to shoot.” Who the fuck took it for granted he would?

The big woman snorted and spat on the ground in contempt. But Dave only grinned. “A babe in the woods. Don’t worry. After tonight, you’ll be one of us.”

Oh yeah, that didn’t sound sinister at all. This idea seemed worse by the second. “I just want to put Ben to rest.”

“Of course.” Dave nodded reassuringly, as if he sympathized. “Here. Take a knife and a hatchet. Both blades are plated in silver.”

He took them, silently hoping he didn’t end up doing more damage to himself than the fiend they’d come for. The weight of the weapons felt strange and awkward in his hands, and his stomach cramped again.

Had Ben done this? Ben had fought in Afghanistan—if the demon waiting for them in the abandoned house had taken out a soldier like him, what hope did a failed artist like Caleb have?

Melanie must have sensed his doubts, because she put a hand to his arm. “Ben needs us.”

She was right. After their parents died, Ben practically raised Caleb, with the help of their aunt. Then Aunt Louise had died, and the brothers only had each other, at least until Melanie came into the picture.

But even she didn’t know Caleb’s secret. Ben had sworn never to tell another living soul, and he’d never lied to Caleb in his whole life. Ben had done everything he could to protect his little brother. Wasn’t it Caleb’s turn now?

“Yeah.” Caleb wanted to adjust his glasses again, but he didn’t have a free hand. “Let’s get this over with.”

Dave held up a hand. “We need to say the blessing first.”

Sure. Okay. Why not ask for a little heavenly mojo to help out? Caleb wasn’t big on organized religion, but maybe the old stories were true and prayers did have some power over demons. He’d take whatever help he could get right now.

“Lord God, Creator of Heaven and Hell, look with favor on our work today,” Dave said; his voice low, fervent. “We are Your hands here on earth, and through us You smite the forces of evil. Give us the strength to face the demon which took our brother in You from us, and send it back to the Hell You have made for it and all who trespass against Your grace. In Jesus’s name.”

“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” Melanie said, her voice harsh with suppressed emotion.

“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” the rest of the group echoed.

Somehow, Caleb kept his expression neutral. No way would Ben have gotten involved with an anti-mal group. Those fuckers hated anyone with paranormal ability, thought they were servants of the devil, in league with the sort of demon which had taken off with Ben’s body. Ben wouldn’t have stood for it, not when…

Not when his own brother was an unregistered mal.

Melanie didn’t know about Caleb’s stupid talent, which wasn’t good for anything, but would still have condemned him to a life of being tracked by SPECTR, his name and address listed on a website like some damned sex offender.

He needed to get out of here. What if he did something to tip them off? He couldn’t imagine what, but…

But if he walked away now, he’d leave Ben’s body behind, to be further desecrated by the very thing that killed him.

Caleb tightened his grip on the hatchet. “Are you done?” he asked, and hoped they put down any quaver in his voice to fear of the demon. “We don’t have much daylight left.”

Linebacker-dude glared at him, but Dave gave him a placating smile. “Of course. Melanie?”

She nodded once, a short jerk of the head, before striding up the cracked pavement of the old driveway. Karen and linebacker-dude followed her. Dave lingered beside Caleb.

“Last chance to turn back,” he said.

Caleb took a deep breath and looked up at the house. The structure resembled a corpse itself: decaying and crumbling back into dust, bits of its skeleton showing in the form of blackened timbers. And somewhere, deep inside, was Ben’s body.

Every instinct told him to turn around and start running. To get the hell away from these people, this place, and the thing inside.

“I’m in,” he said, and followed the others into the yard.

* * *

His eyes open. There is a demon nearby.

He lies within the building he chose for his daytime hiding place. Ghouls were in residence when he entered in the fading hours of night, but he fed on them already. Besides, this scent is not the smell of ghouls, but of a bigger meal.

The building creaks, a door opening, shoved against the swollen and warped frame. There are mortals here as well.

Mortals are not food, and therefore of no interest. Annoying, yes, especially when they try to keep him from the hunt. And puzzling, in the fragments of memories he gleans from the bodies he inhabits.

But none of this matters. His prey is nearby. He must hunt; he was made to hunt.

There is nothing else.


Chapter 2

Caleb’s palms were slick with sweat, loosening his grip on his weapons. He’d be lucky if he didn’t drop one and cut off his damn foot. Every muscle tensed, his heart whirred like a hummingbird, and the further they went into the house, the less sure he was that he’d made the right choice.

For one thing, the house would probably kill them long before they found the demon. Just to get to the door, they’d had to duck under the rusted ruin of a spiral iron staircase. The staircase had once connected the porch and the second-story veranda, before falling sideways and bringing most of the veranda down with it. Years of humid weather had swollen and warped the front door, until it would barely move in the jamb. However the demon had gotten inside, it hadn’t gone through there. Fortunately, linebacker-dude lived up to his appearance and forced it open with his shoulder.

At least the floor inside had been spared the worst of the elements. The air reeked of mildew and rat piss. Wallpaper hung in great strips from the walls, so covered in mold the original pattern couldn’t be made out, even with the pallid sunlight struggling through the grimy windows. Cobwebs festooned the high ceilings, shivering in the breeze blowing through the gaps in the walls.

“Look. Ghoul,” Karen said, shining her flashlight beam at the corner of the room.

Caleb’s heart tripped at the sight of the creature lying in the dust near one wall. Its dog-like muzzle was filled with too many teeth, and the twisted hands bore thick claws for digging into graves. Hard to believe it had once been human.

“It’s been dead for a while,” he said, vaguely proud when his voice didn’t shake.

Karen let out a disgusted snort.

“They rot faster than normal corpses,” Melanie explained. “Demons, I mean. If there’s anything left at all, it hasn’t been here long.”

“Oh.” Great, his lone attempt to prove he knew something, and instead he managed to sound like an idiot. “What killed it?”

Karen shrugged. “Who cares? Come on.”

They found three more ghouls scattered around the downstairs; they lived in packs, or so Caleb had always heard. And even though Karen seemed determined to shrug it off, he caught a glimpse of the others exchanging worried glances.

“Do you think it was the demon?” he asked Melanie quietly, as they cleared what had once been a fancy dining room. The chandelier had fallen to the floor in a twisted mass of metal and wires, forcing them to pick their way carefully around it.

She shook her head. “The agents of hell don’t interfere with each other’s work.”

Caleb bit his lip. This might be dangerous ground, if Melanie really believed all the fundamentalist bullshit. “I thought…I mean, they aren’t really minions of the devil. That was just how people explained it before science, right?”

“Satan’s greatest triumph was to convince people he didn’t exist.”

What the fuck had happened to Melanie in the years since she’d married Ben? She’d never been like this before, had she? Ben sure as shit hadn’t. Wouldn’t he have said something during one of their increasingly infrequent phone calls if things had changed?

Sure, they’d drifted apart, but it was at least as much Caleb’s fault as Ben’s. He’d gotten busy with his painting, trying to balance the desire for appreciation with the need to remain obscure. He’d managed to keep his ability hidden since he was a teen, but he couldn’t risk too much scrutiny.

Now wasn’t the time or place for an argument about religion. “Then what killed them? More people like your friends here? A Spec ghoul squad wouldn’t have left the bodies.”

“I don’t know. Now be quiet and concentrate on the mission.”

There was nothing on the first floor but dead ghouls. Dave led the way up to the second story, the risers creaking ominously under their weight.

The flooring here was far more uncertain, groaning under every step. Caleb flinched at each sound. Somewhere nearby was a demon, which would kill them all if it got the chance. If it had taken out a pack of ghouls, it was even more dangerous than he’d thought. What if it was watching them even now?

“Here!” Dave called, voice low and urgent. Crouching on the filthy hardwood, he directed his flashlight beam onto the floor in front of him. A line of footsteps made a clear trail through the dust, the imprints those of smooth-soled dress shoes like the ones Ben was supposed to have been buried in.

The footprints led to the end of the hall, where an open door revealed a steep, narrow stair up to the attic. “Not much room to maneuver,” Karen said, and Caleb found he vastly preferred her former sneering confidence to the note of worry in her voice now.

Dave went first, taking point while the rest of them hurried up the steep stairs. Late afternoon sunlight streamed through a gaping hole in the roof, revealing the long, narrow expanse of the attic. Broken boards, rotting furniture, and other junk turned the space into a maze, and the hair on the back of Caleb’s neck stood up.

Something was wrong.

He glanced automatically behind him, gauging the distance to the stairs. Only the shadowy doorway they’d come through wasn’t empty.

A man stood there, watching. It was impossible to make out his features in the dim light: nothing but gray hair and the shape of a face, the outline of an expensive suit, incongruous amidst the decay of the building.

Caleb opened his mouth to yell a warning, but was interrupted by the crash of an old wardrobe flying open in a huge cloud of dust.

Something surged out of the wardrobe, fast and dark and streaming shadows. A beam of dull sunlight poured through one of the holes in the roof, illuminating its face. No, Ben’s face: white and bloodless, but still his features, shocking in their familiarity. But the eyes…

They were black as an oil slick, without white or iris. Something sparked in their depths, like distant lightning on an infinitely far horizon.

The demon in Ben’s body paused for a moment, head tilted back slightly, nostrils flared. Its lip curled, betraying the gleam of white fangs.

Rage slammed into Caleb like a freight train in his chest, and he forgot about the mysterious figure in the doorway. This thing had his brother’s face, but it wasn’t Ben. With an incoherent scream, he ran at it, hatchet and knife raised. Melanie shouted his name, and Dave yelled to get back out of the line of fire, but he couldn’t let this desecration continue another second.

The demon exploded into motion, closing fast, and Caleb barely had time for a second of terror before they met.

Except they didn’t. It darted around him, as if he weren’t even there, as if it took no more notice of his presence than of the decaying furniture.

His hatchet met only empty air. His sneakers skidded on the dusty boards as he tried to stop. A loud crack sounded, and his foot plunged through the rotted boards. A startled shout tore its way out of his throat as he slammed into the floor—

Then he was falling, tumbling in a rain of rotting wood, Melanie’s scream ringing in his ears. His arms and legs flailed madly, but there was nothing to grab as the world rushed up to meet him. Agony speared through his back and shoulders, and he felt wood break again beneath the impact. The last sound he heard was the crack of bone as his body hit the floor three stories down.

* * *

The smell of the demon is strong, but the mortals block the way. Do they serve it? Perhaps; he has seen such before, although he does not understand why they would act in such a way. Do they want to become its prey?

It does not matter. He avoids one of them; a flicker of memory stirs, a dull impulse from the body he inhabits. Brother. Family.
 One of the things mortals either love or hate, in their strange way. This one is no threat; he ignores it, just as he ignores the sound of breaking timber a moment later.

Another mortal runs for the stairwell, shouting a name. The rest close with him, and they pose an irritation. Bullets shake his borrowed body, silver burning dully as they burrow in. A machete swings from one side, striking his arm and leaving it dangling by a thread of skin and meat.

Most annoying.

He knocks the mortal aside with his remaining arm and breaks into a run, following the trail of the demon to the stairs. But the rotting building betrays him; one foot goes through the boards, slowing him just enough for the mortals to be on him again.

His claws flash out, catching one of them across the face in a spray of blood. The wound is not fatal; the mortal screams, clutching at the injury and stumbling away. Three of them dealt with, which means there is still one more—

The machete slams into the back of his neck, severing bone. No! His prey will escape! He must—

The second strike severs his head and sends it flying.

For a moment, he is formless, released from the uninhabitable body.

Then the familiar heaviness settles around him, the nearest empty shell drawing him like a lodestone draws an iron filing. It is like every other time since the beginning…except there is someone pressing hard against his chest, broken ribs bending under the pressure, a voice sobbing and begging and screaming above him.

Something shifts inside his chest, and the universe explodes.

He’d believed he knew the nature of pain, from the dim memories of the dead whose bodies he took, from the twinges of their cold nerves when knives or bullets struck the borrowed flesh.

He’d been wrong.

This is no faint discomfort, but pure, searing agony. Bones grind against one another, even as something continues to slam inside of his chest, over and over and over again. The ends of ribs snap into place, followed by vertebrae, his neck straightening as bone and flesh become whole again. Healing…but dead bodies do not heal, so how can this be?

Oh God, what’s happening?

There is a voice in his head, and now a new feeling, one he has never before known except in the memories of the bodies he has worn: panic.


Something is wrong, horribly wrong. Is the demon killing him?

It’s in me! The thing murdered Ben and now it’s inside of me! Oh God, no, get it out!

Fear makes it hard to breathe—he shouldn’t need to breathe—and something is compressing his chest. An attack; he must make it stop, make it stop
 , make it stop, make it stop!


He comes up off the ground, claws digging into his attacker. A glimpse of a face pale with terror, a scream as he sinks his fangs savagely into her arm—

No, not Melanie, don’t hurt her, I’ll do anything you want, just stop, stop STOP!

Blood is in his mouth, but that’s all it is. Just blood. No trace of demonic energy, no trace of food, and he spits it out. He can barely smell the demon anymore, but there are other scents now, ones he hadn’t even realized existed: perfume and dust and piss and car exhaust and mortal blood, all crowding for his attention.

And still this voice screaming in his head (stop stop stop stop stop stop)
 and this alien pounding in his chest.

This beat of a living heart.


Chapter 3

The sedan’s tires squealed in protest as John swung around the corner, before braking sharply in front of the abandoned house just off the interstate. A handful of other cars were already parked there: unmarked sedans alongside a large black van with the Strategic Paranormal Entity ConTRol—aka SPECTR—logo displayed prominently on the side. Agents in body armor stood guard around the perimeter, although at three in the morning it wasn’t likely they’d get many curiosity-seekers. Especially not in this neighborhood, where gunfire and the wail of sirens were nightly occurrences.

John drained the cup of nasty gas-station coffee, unsnapped his seatbelt, and climbed out of the car. After grabbing his black nylon workbag out of the trunk, he started across the street toward the abandoned house. Broken glass grated beneath his shoes, some of it from old vandalism, some of it from crack pipes and drug vials.

Just once, he’d like to get called to a swanky mansion with crystal chandeliers and air free of the stink of garbage.

Hell, he wasn’t even supposed to be on call. Sean was the exorcist on duty tonight. But when the boss phoned, a smart agent got his ass out of bed and in the car, no matter how late—or early—it was.

He pulled out his badge as he approached the line of agents. “Go ahead, Special Agent Starkweather,” the guard said after a cursory inspection.

Sean waited near the sagging ruins of the porch. Harsh floodlights illuminated the area, and John caught sight of crime scene investigators examining a set of fresh skid marks. Someone had been in a hurry to get out of here.

“You always take me the nicest places,” John said as he approached.

Sean tossed down his cigarette and ground it out with his heel. “Thanks for coming.”

“You know I’m always ready to pull your cute ass out of the fire,” John said with a wink, even though Sean wasn’t remotely his type. Not to mention straight.

It was an old routine, going back to when they’d been at the state school for the paranormally abled, but tonight Sean wasn’t saying his lines. “What did Kaniyar tell you?” he asked instead, cutting to the chase.

John took a closer look at his friend. The other man’s suit was wrinkled beneath his dark wool coat, the bags under his eyes indicating long nights and little sleep. The pervasive reek of cigarettes hung around him even more than usual, like he’d been chain-smoking for hours.

“Not much,” John said with a shrug. “She just barked the address, told me to get down here ASAP, and hung up. She’s lucky I didn’t think it was just a dream and roll back over.”

“That’s Kaniyar for you.” The district chief wasn’t known for her friendly demeanor. “This is…well. It’s fucking weird, is what it is. A 911 call was made from this location around sixteen-hundred. A woman, asking for medical assistance. Said there had been some kind of accident, and her brother-in-law had fallen. No respiration, no heartbeat. The operator began talking her through CPR. A few minutes later the screaming started. By the time the ambulance arrived, the caller was gone, but the possessed brother-in-law was still here, freaked out and screaming his head off. Clothes torn and covered in blood, but not a scratch on him, by the way.”

Not the typical setup, to say the least. “What have we got? Wendigo? Therianthrope?”

“Vampire.”

Not much of a joke, but it was three in the morning, and Sean was obviously running on nicotine and nerves at this point. “Very funny.”

Sean took a pack of cigarettes out of his pocket, pulled one out, and lit it. “I’m not kidding. Vampire. Drakul,
 if you want it to sound all fancy.”

It wasn’t like Sean to push a joke this far. “A drakul? You mean something that runs around taking over dead bodies and drinking blood? Did you sleep through Non-Human Entities 101? Drakul aren’t real.”

Sean shook his head, gaze fixed on the ground in front of him, hands thrust deep into his coat pockets. “I don’t know what else to call it. The victim claims he isn’t a faust, but was possessed against his will. He says he came here with some other people looking for the NHE because it stole his brother’s body from the funeral home.”

“To eat it, sure.” Ghouls stole corpses all the time, which was why all funeral homes and morgues were required to have twenty-four-hour surveillance and a hotline to the local SPECTR office.

“No. The victim says the body walked off. Says he saw the footage. And guess what we found up in the attic? An autopsied body, dead awhile, with its head cut off.”

“No way,” John said as they walked up to the partially collapsed porch. “NHEs have to inhabit a living body. They don’t have enough energy on their own—they have to get it from a host. It’s got to be a hoax.”

“Is that your professional opinion, Special Agent Starkweather?” asked a calm, cold voice.

A tall woman stepped out of the shadow of the porch, her hands clasped behind her back with studied casualness. District Chief Indira Kaniyar wore her black hair pulled tightly back from her strong-boned features, as if to better display the four pale scars slashing across the bronze skin of her face.

“It has to be, ma’am,” he said with a shrug.

“Not according to Agent Pittman.”

Damn. Pittman was Kaniyar’s right-hand man and one of the best empaths in the southeast. If he said the possessed wasn’t lying, the guy was telling the truth as he understood it.

“Continue with your report, McNamara,” Kaniyar went on, with a nod to Sean.

“The possessed says he had fangs and bit the caller. There aren’t any fangs now, by the way.”

“So he’s crazy.” It took an NHE time to get enough of a hold to make physical changes in its host, especially an unwilling one. A few hours wouldn’t be enough.

Sean laughed; it turned into a smoker’s cough. “Fucker’s crazy all right. Babbling about hunting, drinking blood, demons, and I don’t even know what. I figured I’d just rip out whatever got inside, however it got there, and we’d straighten it out once he had a nice rest in the psych ward.”

“Why is he still here?”

“The NHE in him just ignored me. Like I wasn’t even there.”

John winced. Sure, Sean hadn’t gotten the top score at the Academy—that honor had gone to John—but he hadn’t washed out, either. To fail to pull an NHE out of an unwilling host, only a few hours after it had forced its way in and set up shop…well, it was like taking a hot guy home and not being able to get it up for him. Except it happened in front of your boss and all your coworkers.

“Everybody has an off night,” he said, clapping Sean on the shoulder. “Listen, I’ll take care of this, then we’ll go grab some coffee and breakfast.”

Sean’s mouth thinned. “I’m serious, John—I’ve never seen anything like this before. You ask me, we should just drop a bomb on this place and forget we ever saw it.”

Damn. Was Sean getting spooked? John glanced at Kaniyar to see if she’d noticed, but she didn’t even blink.

Fine. Two could play the game. “What’s your take on this, chief?” he asked. She was an exorcist, too; he had the right to ask for her assessment of the situation.

Her black eyes betrayed nothing in the dim light. “McNamara is right. We have an unusual situation. Therefore I’m giving you a choice: go in now and perform an exorcism, or wait until we get a full Emergency Containment Unit in to deal with it. Oh, one more thing before you decide. The possessed’s name is Caleb Jansen.”

“Jansen? As in Ben Jansen?”

“Younger brother. It’s Ben’s body upstairs.”

It didn’t make sense. “Ben Jansen was killed by an early stage lycanthrope. I examined the body myself. There was no trace of etheric energy left on it.” No way could he have been wrong, not about an ordinary lycanthrope mauling.

Shit. Now it was his reputation on the line. “I can handle it, ma’am. No reason to call in the ECU.”

Kaniyar pulled the gun from her shoulder holster and checked the ammo. “I’ll give you backup.”

Great, now Kaniyar was getting spooked, too. “Yes, ma’am. Just have the disposal team standing by.”

Kaniyar disappeared inside. John started to follow her, but Sean grabbed his arm. “Some day your luck is going to run out, John. You’re going to find yourself face-to-face with something you don’t know how to deal with. Then what are you going to do?”

John suppressed a sigh. This thing, whatever it was, had really messed with poor Sean’s head. But John had never met an NHE he couldn’t handle, either through exorcism or a bullet. He didn’t see any reason for things to change now.


Chapter 4

Caleb sat on the rotting floor of the abandoned house, his head bowed and his eyes closed. This wasn’t happening. None of it was real.

Except the opposite was true: everything was real, painfully so. The breath in his nose, full of rat droppings, dust, and dried blood, mingled with stale car exhaust and his own sweat. The rough texture of clothing against his skin. The ancient grain of the hardwood floor as he slowly dragged his fingertips across it, trying desperately to distract himself from the most real thing of all.

The monster inside him.

The urge to hunt lived in his chest like a trapped falcon, its wings beating frantically against his ribs. The miasma of rot and corruption teased his nostrils, revolting him…but calling to the thing inside him like it was a fucking filet mignon. The scent was fading though, and they had to get up, had to go after it, had to hunt and feed—

Oh God. The demon had killed Ben and now it was trying to drive him crazy.

“Why would I kill your brother? Mortals are not prey.”

“Shut up,” he whispered through dry lips. “Shut up, shut up, shut up.”

It stirred in him, and there weren’t any words for the sensation. It was like being in a lightless room with a very large, very dangerous tiger. Even though he couldn’t see it, he could feel its presence…and sometimes it brushed up against him as it padded around, a little reminder it could kill him any second. And maybe it wasn’t hungry right this moment, but as soon as it got peckish or bored, it would jump on him and—

“Hey.”

Startled, Caleb opened his eyes. His glasses lay a few yards away beside his smashed cell phone, the frames bent and the lenses shattered. But it didn’t matter, because everything was perfectly clear now, his vision better than it had been with the glasses.

It—the demon—had changed him. Fixed his imperfect eyes.

What else would it change?

Another fucking Spec crouched a few feet away, on the other side of the chalk circle the first government drone had drawn around him earlier. This new agent was dressed in a dark suit and a long woolen coat, which pooled around his spit-shined loafers on the filthy floor. His hair was short, but not buzz-cut, its deep brown contrasting with startling blue eyes.

Actually, he was pretty damned cute, for a Spec. Which was a stupid thing to notice at a time like this.

“I’m Special Agent Starkweather,” the man said, giving him a smile as brilliant as his eyes. “You can call me John. May I call you Caleb?”

“Whatever.” He didn’t need some Spec to play head games with him. He was getting enough of that from the demon, thank you very much. Caleb almost told the guy to go fuck himself, but the thing inside him stirred slightly, as if something had caught its attention.

This agent wasn’t his friend, would drag him into SPECTR and get him on a tracking list first chance he got…but at the moment, he was Caleb’s only hope.

“Sure. Caleb’s fine.”

“Nice to meet you, Caleb,” Starkweather said, like they’d bumped into each other at a damned cocktail party. “I’m an exorcist with SPECTR. Wanna see my badge?”

“No.” Was this guy flirting with him? “There was another exorcist here earlier. Nothing happened.”

“Which is why they called in the big guns.” Starkweather’s smile was confident, lighting up his blue eyes. Shit, why was everything so bright, so vivid? “Can you tell me what happened?”

“I’ve already told you people five times!” Caleb’s voice cracked with anger, and he swallowed hard. “I just want to get rid of this thing.”

“I know.” For a moment, it seemed the exorcist wanted to touch him, but thought better of it. No crossing the chalk circle, maybe?

A circle, drawn in blood, an old man and flickering torches, their light colorless—

Caleb blinked rapidly, a whimper escaping him. What the hell? “Just help me. Please?”

“I will.” Another dazzling smile, and he was not attracted to a Spec, damn it. “Don’t worry about a thing.”

Caleb snorted. “What have I got to worry about?”

The agent chuckled ruefully. “Yeah, okay, impossible request. But there’s no reason to be afraid. You’ve only been possessed for a few hours. It takes forty days before a possession becomes truly irreversible.”

“Oh.” At least this guy knew his stuff. But it was SPECTR’s fault this had happened in the first place. If they’d just investigated when Ben’s body had gone missing, none of this would have happened. Caleb would never have gotten mixed up with Melanie’s psycho friends. Never gotten possessed. He would have spent the rest of his life off the radar. The best thing he could hope for now was being tracked and monitored like a criminal, even if they got the demon out.

As for the worst…he didn’t want to think about it.

“I’m going to help you,” the agent said soothingly.

“Pinky-swear?” Caleb shot back, because he just couldn’t keep his smart mouth shut, even when he probably should.

“Pinky-swear,” Starkweather agreed, holding up his hand and shooting Caleb a wink. “Just hang on. We’ll have this taken care of in no time.”

The agent rose to his feet and looked critically at the circle for a moment, then collected the half-melted candles the other exorcist had left behind. The other one had been a lot more like Caleb’s mental image of a Spec: humorless, unsmiling, cold. Hell, he’d looked almost afraid, especially when his chanting and candle lighting hadn’t done any good, and glared at Caleb like it was his fault somehow.

Asshole.

Starkweather opened the black nylon bag and took out four purple candles, placing them in what Caleb assumed to be the four cardinal directions.

Melted stubs, cold and lifeless around the sarcophagus, the mortals who had lit them long gone.

Another memory which didn’t belong to him.

Starkweather took out a knife next, its silver-plated blade gleaming. Careful not to disturb the chalk, he stepped over it, into the circle with Caleb. “This ritual’s going to be a little different than Agent McNamara’s, but don’t let it worry you,” he said. “It has more to do with focusing an exorcist’s intent than anything else.”

“I don’t care if you stand on your head and sing the twelve days of Christmas, just as long as it works.”

Starkweather grinned. “Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I always get distracted by those lords-a-leaping.” Going to what Caleb thought was the eastern candle, he lit it, before drawing a shape in the air with his silver knife. Something sparked blue; squinting, Caleb could just make out an insubstantial sigil traced on the air itself.

What the hell? Could he have seen it a few hours ago, or was this yet another side effect of having a demon in his head?

“Guardians of the east, Powers of the air, I call upon you,” Starkweather said. His voice was calm, authoritative without being bossy. “Protect this space with your winds; let nothing pass through.”

Holding the knife out, he traced a quarter-circle in the air until reaching the next candle. The blue glow trailed after, hanging in mid-air. Caleb wondered if he ought to mention he could see it.

Starkweather repeated the action at each candle, lighting the wick, calling on an element while drawing a sigil, then tracing another arc of the circle. Caleb sensed the thing inside him watching through his eyes, but not with fear or dismay. Just…curiosity.

That couldn’t possibly be good.

When Starkweather reached the first candle again, he joined the two ends of the circle precisely. Blue fire flashed in Caleb’s new vision, settling into a glowing barrier all around the edge of the chalk.

This hadn’t happened with the other exorcist. Maybe the demon hadn’t gotten around to changing him yet? Or maybe it hadn’t cared to watch?

It didn’t matter, so long as this worked. Finished with his circle, the Spec lit what looked like a small bundle of herbs, waving it around Caleb’s body so the smoke wafted over him. Caleb closed his eyes, drew a deep breath of dust and sage and smoke. This would work. It had to.

Starkweather halted in front of him. Caleb looked up, blinking against the light. The agent gave him one final smile of reassurance, then took out two bottles from his bag. One was labeled Florida Water
 . The other…

It was about the size of a beer bottle, but made of black glass, utterly impenetrable to light. Silver wire twined around its neck, hung with charms and seals of clay and lead, marked with arcane symbols.

A spirit bottle. Caleb didn’t know shit about exorcisms, except what he’d seen in the movies. If Hollywood was to be believed, Starkweather would force the demon out of Caleb and into the bottle. He’d seal it inside, where it would remain trapped until a disposal team threw it into the white-hot fire of a furnace, destroying the demon for good.

“I am not a demon.”

The sage smoke irritated his overly sensitive nose; his eyes had started to water. The thing inside him didn’t seem thrilled by it, either. Good.

Starkweather sprinkled some drops of Florida Water over Caleb, and the scent of orange blossoms joined the sage. Great; he was going to smell like a New Age store by the time he got out of here.

The demon stirred inside him again, curiosity now mixed with irritation. Was annoying the demon a good sign? Please let it be a good sign.

The agent loomed over him, knife in hand. Blue sparks danced on its blade and sheened the silver. “Entity! You are not welcome here. Quit this man, and trouble him no more.”

As he spoke, Starkweather extended his right hand to hover above Caleb’s forehead. There came a sense of pressure, the shiver of electricity across his skin.

Then the thing inside was rising up and through him, and there was nothing else.


Chapter 5

After Sean’s dire warnings, John had walked into the house expecting to see some terrifying hulk of a man, gibbering and cursing and one step from psychotic. Instead, he’d found a skinny dude with a bad attitude. With his long hair, hand-knitted sweater, thin build, and ripped jeans, Caleb Jansen looked more like a hippie peacenik than someone who made experienced agents wet their pants.

Of course, the way a human host looked said nothing about the NHE inside. And true, John had been able to sense the etheric energy swirling around him from several feet away. Nothing unusual, but it made him feel better: this entity, whatever it was, had most definitely not been in Ben Jansen’s body when he’d seen it.

John finished the invocation and reached out with the psychic sense he couldn’t describe to anyone except another exorcist. It was like extending a rope barbed with hooks, but the rope and the hooks were somehow part of him, connected to his own energy and nervous system. He’d snag the NHE, drag it out of Caleb, force it into the spirit bottle, and hand it over to the disposal team.

Piece of cake.

John’s ears popped as the pressure inside the circle dropped sharply. The smell of ozone filled the air, underlain with a whisper of sandalwood and desert earth dampened by rain. A mad wind sprang up from nowhere; Caleb’s long hair whipped back from his face, and his clothes ruffled wildly. All four of the candles went out at once.

Not according to plan.

Caleb’s head snapped back; his eyes were no longer soft brown, but black as obsidian mirrors. Jagged flashes sparked in their depths.

But the outward manifestations were nothing compared to the energy suddenly flooding the circle, playing along sensitive nerves. John stood in front of an oncoming storm, a leviathan of thunder and lightning, which had the power to obliterate everything in its path.

Fuck. John took an instinctive step back, his hand tightening on his athame. How the hell had things gone wrong so fast, from no physical symptoms to a full-blown possession in a matter of seconds?


“I’ve never seen anything like this before,”
 Sean had said, and damn it, he should have listened. Because, however the NHE had reacted to Sean’s weaker talent, John certainly had its attention.

The entity wearing Caleb’s body took a step toward him, and damn, the way it moved, all animal strength and grace. Backed up with such energy, it was like being trapped in a cage with a hungry tiger.

John took another step back himself, instinct warring with intellect. Predator! Run! Hide!
 screamed his hindbrain, and it was everything he could do to lock his knees and hold firm, because breaking the circle would let it out where it could get at the rest of the team.

Kaniyar was back there with her gun, somewhere. If things got truly out of hand, she’d fill it with silver-jacketed lead. And if John was lucky, she’d drop it before his head was ripped clean off his shoulders.

Etheric energy swirled over and around him. In response, his cock swelled and strained against the zipper of his slacks.

What the hell?

He’d done dozens of exorcisms, and the only one to get a rise out of him had been an incubus—and not even it had affected him like this display of pure, raw, power.

“What are you doing?” the NHE asked. Its voice was Caleb’s, but underlain with a bass roar, like the roll of thunder.

John’s mind froze, torn between his training, which said he should stab it with his athame and throw every bit of energy he could summon into forcing it out of Caleb’s dying body, and the fact it sounded…well, annoyed.

Not angry. Not raging. Not groveling or conciliatory, as if it wanted to trick him into letting it go. Just irritated, as if he posed a minor inconvenience.

The sheer amount of etheric energy bleeding out of it staggered him. There was no way he could make this entity leave Caleb’s body if it didn’t want to go, not without killing Caleb. And he wasn’t ready to do that yet, not when it didn’t seem to pose an immediate danger.

“What’s your name?” John asked cautiously. Some NHEs had them, or took them, and it was as good a stalling tactic as any while he figured out what to do next.

The NHE stared at him unblinking. “Gray,” it said, and this time there came the flash of fangs behind its lips.

Fucking hell. Of all the times for Sean to be right. Drakul indeed.

“Gray?” he repeated stupidly.

“Everything was gray.” Oh. Not a name, then. “Muted. Even the memories of the dead were faded and ghostly. Now there is color. And smells. So many. I never knew there was any scent except for demons.”

Stranger and stranger. “You mean NHEs? Non-Human Entities? We, er, don’t call your kind demons anymore.”

The drakul—Gray, he couldn’t help but think of it now—shot him an annoyed glare. Apparently, John had a talent for pissing it off. “They are not my kind. Demons are food. I am not food. Therefore, I am not a demon.”

“Demons—I mean, other NHEs—are…food?” Goddess, he sounded like an idiot, just repeating things back, but this entire conversation was crazy. Maybe this was a dream. Maybe he’d wake up in bed, and Caleb would turn out to be some completely normal, non-possessed hottie he’d picked up in a bar.

Except the crackle of energy rolling off Gray, vast and dangerous as a thunderstorm, was too real to be part of any dream. Let alone the hard-on John was still sporting.

“Of course.” Irritation again, as if John were a particularly stupid child. “I hunt them. I eat them.” Gray raised one hand, fingers curling, each one tipped with a retractable claw, like a cat’s. “There was one here. I have been tracking it, but it found me first. The mortals got in my way. They destroyed the body I inhabited. So I took the nearest one.” Confusion crossed over the impassive features. “But he did not remain dead.”

Ah. Was this why it bothered to talk to him in the first place? Was he—it—whatever—looking for answers?

“Someone gave him CPR.” John hesitated, but what else was he going to do? “Leave him. If you truly only hunt, uh, demons, then leave Caleb’s body and find another.”

A low growl issued from Gray’s throat, like a rumble of thunder. Then he was only inches from John’s face, and oh fuck how had he moved so fast? His black hair whipped around his head like angry snakes, snapping in the wind, and his lips drew back to expose the jut of fangs. Adrenaline sent John’s heart into overdrive, but he forced himself not to flinch, not to even blink.

“I cannot.” Anger in the words now, and fear. “I leave when one body is destroyed, to the nearest suitable. But I do not choose. I did not intend for this to happen, but it has, so—”

A shudder ran through the drakul suddenly. The storm front of energy beating against John’s skin shivered—and vanished, collapsing inward.

Caleb staggered, his brown eyes blinking in terror. His hair hung tangled around his face, and the hand he lifted to brush it away had no trace of claws.

“Oh God,” he whispered, in an ordinary voice without fangs or a bass roll of thunder beneath it. “It didn’t work, did it? It didn’t fucking work!”

* * *

John stood on the half-collapsed porch, wishing he had a stiff drink. Maybe he could take up smoking; at least he’d have something to do other than stand there shivering from a chill which had nothing to do with the pre-dawn air.

“Your assessment, Agent Starkweather?” Kaniyar asked, calm and collected. As if she hadn’t been standing in the shadows just behind him during the attempted exorcism. As if she hadn’t felt the incredible storm of etheric energy boiling out of Caleb’s slight frame.

He forced his back straight and met her gaze. “I’ve never seen anything like it.”

“Told you,” Sean muttered.

Kaniyar arched a brow. “I need more to go on.”

“I don’t have any more!” He caught himself, then went on more calmly. “Gray—the NHE—is powerful. Beyond anything I’ve ever seen or read about. Right now I don’t have anything to call it other than what Sean did. A vampire. Drakul.”

“You think it has enough energy to inhabit a corpse?” Kaniyar asked.

Too bad empaths could only sense primate emotions; otherwise, Pittman could have told them if Gray had been lying or not. “I don’t know. If any NHE does, he would.”

“It isn’t a he,” Sean reminded him sharply. “And you shouldn’t be naming it like a fucking pet. It’s dangerous, and we need to get rid of it before it seizes control and kills every last one of us.”

“I disagree.” The shaking had stopped, so he turned to face Sean. “I never got the sense Gray was trying to trick me or be…dishonest.”

“It said it eats other NHEs. You don’t believe it’s telling the truth, do you?” Sean asked, his eyes bulging.

“Why not? Maybe…maybe they do have some sort of ecology.” Because the truth was, no one really knew much about etheric entities. For centuries—millennia—they’d been explained away by stories of gods, angels, and demons, interpreted through the lens of whatever culture encountered them and passed down the memory in story. “Think about it—we only know anything about them because some interact with humans. Maybe all of them don’t. Maybe most of them don’t.”

“You think this is, what, some kind of apex predator?” Kaniyar asked, but she sounded as if she was considering the possibility, at least.

“Why not? Even great white sharks get eaten by orcas.”

Sean pulled yet another cigarette out of his pack. “Who cares what it is, besides dangerous?”

“McNamara, I need to speak with Starkweather alone.” Kaniyar said.

“Fine.” Sean dug out his lighter. “I’m going to wait by the van.”

“Take the rest of the night off.”

For a moment, John thought Sean would argue—but no one argued with Kaniyar. At least, no one who didn’t want her boot up his ass, figuratively speaking. Apparently realizing he’d been dismissed, Sean trudged back to the street without so much as a “good-night.”

John wanted to put in a good word for his friend, but he wasn’t sure how to go about it. If he tried to assure Kaniyar that Sean hadn’t gotten spooked, she’d want to know why he thought it was even a concern. And if he tried to tell her Sean was a good exorcist, she’d only reply she knew his service record just fine, thank you very much.

Maybe it was best not to draw attention to Sean at all. Nodding in the direction of the house, where Caleb sat hunched miserably inside the chalk circle, he said, “Look, Mr. Jansen is still in control, for now. Once he’s secured, we’ll start researching, see if anyone else has encountered a similar NHE.”

“About that,” Kaniyar said. “I want you to take him home with you.”


Chapter 6

John replayed her words. Then replayed them again. They didn’t make any more sense the third time.

“Ma’am?” he asked helplessly.

“Can you keep Mr. Jansen at your condominium?”

What the fuck? “Regs state NHEs have to be properly contained.” He was fine with breaking the rules when needed, or at least bending them out of shape. But what she was suggesting was a federal crime. Not to mention insanely dangerous, should Gray decide to go on a rampage after all.

Kaniyar’s expression betrayed nothing. Office legend claimed empaths couldn’t get a hit off her, either because she was so collected, or so heartless. Or a robot, according to a few jokesters. “You heard McNamara’s report. Mr. Jansen claims he came here with his sister-in-law and some of her friends to find his brother’s body. After it had walked out of the funeral home.”

Why was she telling him something he already knew? “Right. It should have been shunted to me, since I’m the investigating agent on record for Ben Jansen’s murder. I take it the funeral director didn’t file a report?”

Which meant the funeral home would be shut down—probably already had been—and the owners might be looking at jail time on top of it. Served them right; if he’d known about it earlier, he might have been able to do something before Caleb ended up possessed.

“Wrong. She did file a report.” Kaniyar’s gaze was cold and sharp as a knife. “The second someone in SPECTR reviewed the footage, it should have been priority flagged and sent straight to my desk. Even if the video wasn’t reviewed properly, the report should have gone to you. Instead, it disappeared.”

Okay, yes, he was pissed things had gotten mishandled. Caleb’s life was on the line here, and it wouldn’t have been if everything had gone according to procedure. But to suggest someone had deliberately suppressed it was beyond the pale. “I’m not sure what you’re saying, chief.”

“Don’t play coy with me, Starkweather. You know damn well what I’m saying. There should have been some trace, some point where the ball was dropped. There isn’t, which tells me someone is covering their tracks. I need time to look into this. For the next few days, I don’t want the drakul anywhere near HQ.”

He didn’t believe it. No one inside SPECTR would deliberately sabotage an investigation. Let people say what they would about governmental incompetence, but the paranormal programs were the real deal. They were all about helping people, paranormally abled and norm alike.

“These people Mr. Jansen came with—what happened to them?” he asked slowly.

Kaniyar frowned out into the barren yard. “They disappeared. We’ve got an alert out to every local hospital, asking them to report anyone admitted with bite marks. Nothing has turned up yet. I sent agents around to Melanie Jansen’s apartment, but no one was home.”

“What about the others?”

“Mr. Jansen claims he didn’t know them; they were supposedly all friends of his sister-in-law and brother. Says he doesn’t know how they tracked the NHE here. According to Pittman, Mr. Jansen isn’t lying, but there’s something he isn’t telling us. It will give you something to talk about over dinner.”

John wished he had even a touch of precognition to tell him what to do. Stuffing his hands in his pockets, he glanced through the uneven doorway. He could just make out Caleb sitting in the chalk circle, his arms locked around his bony legs, chin resting on his knees, brown eyes blazing with anger and frustration.

Ben’s death had been his case. True, he was sure he’d done everything he could…but still. If he’d solved the murder, none of this would have happened.

“One more thing,” Kaniyar added. “It seems Mr. Jansen is an unregistered paranormal.”

“At least something good will come of this, then,” John said, although it only made him feel a little better. Poor Caleb: his parents had probably listened to all the misinformation about SPECTR, or else were anti-government types, and kept their son away from the help he needed. No wonder he’d glared and snarked. “What’s his talent?”

“Agent Pittman didn’t continue the line of questioning, considering the urgency of other matters,” she said dryly. “I think we can rule out pyrokinesis, at least—that one tends to give itself away no matter what people do to hide it. The point is, he already has more than the usual distrust of the government. Things will go much more smoothly if we can get him to cooperate with us instead of with the NHE.”

If Caleb believed SPECTR meant him harm, would he give into Gray just to save himself? Kaniyar was right; this was going to be hard enough with Caleb an unwilling host.

Of course, it wouldn’t be any easier if Gray decided to suck out John’s blood in the middle of the night.

“Well, Starkweather?” Kaniyar asked, arching a brow. “Can you handle this assignment?”

He took a centering breath and let it out slowly. Ben Jansen was his case. His case, his responsibility.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m up for it.”

“Excellent.” She paused, then added, “By the way, all of this is classified as of this moment. No discussing it with anyone who wasn’t actually present at the scene. Now, go give Mr. Jansen the good news.”

* * *

Caleb sat on the floor, trying not to think, trying not to feel.

The exorcism hadn’t worked. Of course it hadn’t; what had he expected from a bunch of Specs? Maybe it had all just been a show, trying to punish him for going unregistered.

What were they going to do with him now? Take him away, definitely. Lock him up somewhere, most likely. Wait for the monster inside him to take control permanently…maybe?

Something stirred within, a tiger awakened from a semi-doze. “Why would I do such a thing?”


Caleb pressed his lips together, but he couldn’t silence his thoughts. Demons—NHEs—whatever the fuck you wanted to call them—possessed people. Everyone, mal and normal alike, was warned from childhood not to strike bargains, not to do anything to attract the attention of etheric entities. Community relations officers came into schools twice a year: don’t do drugs, don’t drink and drive, don’t play with loaded guns, don’t summon demons. He’d never thought much about it, except as one of the perils of life, like looking both ways before crossing the street.

And now here he was. Doomed.

“Are all mortals so illogical?”

It was trying to trick him. The thing in his head, the thing which had killed Ben—

“Mortals are not prey. Our prey is demons. And now we are too late, and I cannot even smell it anymore.”

Not “our,” there wasn’t any “our,” no matter what the monster inside wanted him to think. And yet the urge to get up and run into the night, to track the demon down, to bite and kill, twisted around Caleb’s spine.

No. He dug his nails into his palms, hard. He was still human. He wouldn’t give in.

“Caleb?”

He straightened with a soft hiss of surprise. The agent had returned unnoticed while he was arguing with the thing in his head. Starkweather dropped into a crouch, putting them on eye-level. Probably some sort of bonding technique they taught at the Academy.

He swallowed against the dryness in his throat. “What now?” he asked, and cursed when his voice shook.

“I’ve had a talk with my boss.” There were dark shadows under Starkweather’s eyes, but his smile hadn’t lost any of its wattage. Well, he’d find out Caleb Jansen wouldn’t be swayed by a nice smile and vividly blue eyes. Or broad shoulders.

“How would you like to go back to my place?”

A dozen scenarios sprang instantly into Caleb’s mind, all of them wildly inappropriate. “I…what?”

Starkweather arched his brow, as if he knew what Caleb had been thinking. “I’d like to keep a close eye on you for a few days, until we get this straightened out. You don’t mind, do you?”

Caleb tried to ignore the flirting—was it flirting?—and focus on the important part of the sentence. “You think there’s still a chance of reversing this?”

“Absolutely. I’m going to work on it night and day—you’re my top priority right now. My condo is fairly secure and has a nice guest room. It makes sense for you to come back with me.”

There was a trick here. Starkweather was definitely up to something. “No way is this standard procedure,” Caleb said, narrowing his eyes into a glare. “You don’t expect me to believe you regularly take possessed people home with you, let alone unregistered paranormals.”

A long breath escaped Starkweather, turning to steam in the cold air. Caleb realized the chill didn’t bother him in the slightest, and hadn’t since he’d…died.

No, since he’d awoken. “Awoken” sounded better. Like he’d just been knocked out, not…

“Can I be honest with you?” the agent asked. His voice was quieter now, more subdued.

“A Spec, be honest with an unregistered? Has hell frozen over?”

A spark of annoyance showed in Starkweather’s eyes. Good. “I don’t know what you’ve heard about SPECTR, but you don’t have anything to fear. Normally you’d go straight to SPECTR-HQ and into lock-up, until we managed to undertake a successful exorcism. But this case isn’t normal. We’re not quite certain what we’re dealing with, although we’re calling it a drakul for now. Since the situation is under control, we’d like to cut you some leeway. Come with me or go to HQ. The choice is yours.”

“Some choice.” God, this wasn’t happening. This morning, he’d been certain he was going to make everything right again, and now here he was, possessed and facing registration, even if the feds managed to get rid of the drakul.

“This was not how I expected this day to proceed, either. It is…an interesting change.”

Caleb let out a bark of bitter laughter—then clapped his hand over his mouth when he realized what he was doing. “Damn it,” he said, dropping his hand. “It’s talking to me again.”

Starkweather looked concerned but not alarmed. He’d probably been trained to keep his reactions off his face. “What does it say?”

“He was thinking his day hadn’t gone as planned, either.”

The agent chuckled. “I see. You said ‘he?’”

Fuck. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Does he think of himself as male?”

“He, she; male, female. Mortal nonsense.”

“Not exactly.” Caleb scrubbed at his eyes. “I’d rather not talk about it”

“Anything you can tell me about Gray might help.”

“A name. More mortal nonsense.”

“But not right now,” Starkweather went on, oblivious to Caleb’s distraction. He rose to his feet and held out his hand. “Come on. Let’s get you some food and coffee.”

Caleb stared at the agent’s hand for a moment. The fingers were short, blunt, and strong, the nails carefully manicured. The white cuff of his dress shirt bore a smudge of dirt from the filthy house. A tiny crescent of skin showed where the sleeve had ridden up slightly, revealing the very edge of a red scar on his wrist.

How had it come to this? Caleb’s entire future in the hands of a Spec. He either cooperated with the government and kept some measure of freedom, or he told them to shove it up their asses, starting with Starkweather, and ended up in lockdown.

Sitting in a cell wouldn’t get him anywhere. Maybe, if the agent could exorcise Gray, he would have a chance to run afterward. Make a break for it and start over somewhere. Melanie’s friends seemed like the type who would know how to create a fake identity.

They also seemed like the type to beat the shit out of a mal, registered or not. Or put a bullet in his head. But only if they found out.

Caleb clasped Starkweather’s hand. The other man’s skin was warm, and his palm tingled, as if a spark had jumped between them. “Coffee sounds good,” he agreed.

The agent grinned and pulled him easily to his feet, before leading the way to the sagging doorway. The gray-violet light of dawn shone between the deserted houses and burned-out shops.

A new day.

Wrapping his arms around himself, Caleb walked out of the house where he had died and wondered if anything would ever be the same.


Chapter 7

Caleb squinted against the blinding glare of the rising sun. The eastern sky burned with bands of color: pink, gold, violet, and blue, all of them so intense it took his breath away. He’d spent most of his life painting or sketching, and yet he couldn’t remember a palette this vivid.

“There are so many colors.”

Of course. This was Gray’s doing. How much of this sense of wonder, of seeing with new eyes, came from the drakul?

“Is there anyone we need to contact?” Starkweather asked from the driver’s seat.

Caleb blinked and tried to concentrate on the interior of the sedan. It was a typical featureless government-issued vehicle, no frills except emergency lights and a big engine, and a complete lack of bright colors. The texture of the cloth seats grated against his fingertips. He folded his arms over his chest to avoid touching anything.

“Guess not,” he said, not bothering to hide his bitterness. “I had a job back in Charlotte, but there’s no point contacting my boss, since she’ll fire my ass as soon as she finds out I’m a registered mal.”

The agent winced. “Don’t call yourself names.”

“What? You lot are going to have me registered, right?”

Starkweather rolled his eyes. “You know what I meant. Not ‘registered.’ ‘Mal.’”

“Fuck.” Caleb folded up his long legs and rested his feet on the dashboard. “It’s what we are, isn’t it? No sense in sugar-coating it.”

“What’s your gift? If you don’t mind my asking.”

Caleb snorted. “Gift. Right.” What a damn drone. “Hold onto your hats, ladies and gentlemen.”

An empty waxed paper coffee cup nestled in the cup holder. Narrowing his eyes, Caleb focused all his concentration on the cup. He pictured reaching out, imagined his fingers wrapping around it, lifting it—

The cup rattled in the holder.

“There you go. I know it was impressive; try to hold your applause.” He could shake a two-ounce coffee cup without touching it, ooh, ah. But it was still enough to get him on a list for the rest of his life. Enough to get him legally fired from any job in 38 states, no more reason required.

“More than I could do.”

“If you’re trying to be nice, don’t. I’m barely a mal—sorry, ‘paranormally abled’—at all.” Caleb shrugged and glanced out the window.

“Are you sure you’ll be fired?”

They were driving down King Street, and the shell pink, mint green, and soft peach of the buildings caught Caleb’s attention. They almost glowed in the early light, so bright, so—

Fucking demon. He transferred his gaze determinedly back to his shoes. “I’ll be fired. Whatever.” Having a job to go back to was the least of his problems right now.

“May I ask what your job was?”

“We’re not friends, okay?” Caleb shifted his glare from his shoes to Starkweather’s profile. The agent kept his eyes fixed on the road, but the corner of his mouth—his very nice mouth, Caleb couldn’t help but notice—twitched slightly. “You people have completely fucked up my life. Don’t try to make nice with me.”

“I’m trying to help you, Caleb.”

“What would’ve helped me would be if SPECTR had bothered to look into Ben’s body disappearing from the damn funeral home! But oh no—too busy chasing down unregistered mals who are minding their own business and not hurting anyone.”

Starkweather winced. “That isn’t true. And even if it was, does it hurt to make small talk? We’re stuck together for a while, and I’m curious about you.”

Was this some kinder, gentler interrogation? “Fine. If you have to know, I worked as a barista in the coffee house, because I couldn’t make a real go of my art. Had to maintain a low profile, so I could keep my job and my apartment and my fucking civil rights. Except, oops, it’s all gone anyway.”

“You’re blaming the wrong people. I’m on your side, believe me. I work for rights for the paranormally abled whenever I can.”

“Whatever,” Caleb muttered.

The agent sighed—again—but let the conversation die a merciful death. Eventually, he pulled onto an honest-to-god cobblestone street and parked the sedan.

“Home sweet home,” he said, gesturing to a long, two-story brick building. Iron-railed balconies decorated the second floor, and a series of front doors were painted a cheerful shade of red. “It was built as a warehouse in 1747, then broken up into condos in 1942.”

Caleb reached up to adjust his glasses, remembered he wasn’t wearing them and might never again, and dropped his hand back limply into his lap. “Nice,” he said grudgingly.

“I like it.” Starkweather got out of the car and removed the black canvas bag with his exorcism supplies from the trunk. The cut of his jacket didn’t quite conceal the holster under his left arm, and the silver athame was sheathed at his hip. In case Gray went crazy and he needed to get to it fast?

Caleb got out of the car and followed the agent through an iron gate and down a short walkway to the front door. Starkweather unlocked it and beckoned him in.

Caleb stepped inside and stopped. He’d expected something to match his mental image of a government-controlled mal: beige, bland, and scrubbed free of personality.

He’d been wrong. The interior was gorgeous: an enormous half-circle of a window let in a flood of light from the rising sun. The front wall was painted a deep, rich crimson, while the back showed off the ancient brickwork to full advantage. A large brick fireplace took up most of the wall nearest the door. Beside it, an iron staircase spiraled up to the second floor. Directly across from the huge window, a doorway the same half-circle shape let out onto what looked like a small courtyard garden, and he realized the window and door had once been archways to allow carriages to pass through.

The furniture all consisted of pale colors and clean lines, which stood out against dark wooden flooring. Original, maybe? Certainly it creaked loudly enough beneath Caleb’s feet. As for the decor…it was eclectic, to say the least. Blown-glass witch balls hung in the windows, throwing ovals of colorful light across the floor. Glass cases displayed pottery jars, amulets of silver and iron, and wands of wood and bone. As he passed by, a colorfully painted gourd rattle suddenly shivered, as of its own accord.

“Interesting,” Starkweather said, leaning over to peer at the rattle. “It’s reacting to Gray’s presence, even though he isn’t manifesting.”

Caleb sidled away from the rattle. “Which means…?” His voice cracked, and he winced. Fuck, now he was jumping at…well not inanimate objects, exactly.

“Probably nothing,” Starkweather said with a reassuring smile. Stepping away from the case, he led the way upstairs. The stairs emerged into a loft area, which was clearly used as Starkweather’s office space. “The shower is at the end of the hall. Or take a nice long soak in the tub, if you feel like it. Use whatever you need. As for clothes, you were staying with your sister-in-law, right?”

He didn’t know what Melanie had gotten mixed up in, but he didn’t want to discuss it with the agent. Carefully not meeting Starkweather’s piercing blue eyes, he asked, “Is she in trouble?”

“Not as far as I know, but she hasn’t returned home.”

Caleb fought to keep his expression bland, even though his stomach cramped with worry. A visceral memory of his—Gray’s—fangs sinking into her arm flashed through him: the force, the savagery needed to break through cloth. And skin.

The taste of blood, so different from a demon’s.

“Please tell me if you find her,” he said quietly. “I’m worried.”

Starkweather nodded. “I understand. In the meantime, I’ll send someone out to get clothes for you. Just tell me your size.”

Caleb eyed him warily, but the agent didn’t seem to have any nefarious agenda. Maybe he just didn’t want a naked man wandering around his condo. Which would be a disappointment, but…fuck, no! He sure as hell wasn’t going to get involved with a Spec, no matter how cute. He mumbled out his size. Forget big and tall; maybe toothpick and tall. “I, uh, thanks,”

“Not a problem.” Starkweather opened the door to the small linen closet. “Extra towels are in here.”

Caleb nodded. The agent stepped back out into the hall, then leaned around him to open another door. “Your bedroom is here.”

The movement brought them close together in the narrow hall. The faintest trace of vanilla and musk cologne teased Caleb’s senses, underlain by the scent of warm, slightly sweaty skin. Starkweather was just a bit shorter and far more muscular, as if he worked out regularly. His presence seemed to make the small space much smaller.

Starkweather looked up at him, as if surprised to find Caleb so near. He laid a hand on Caleb’s shoulder, squeezing gently. His touch was hot through the knit sweater, every finger imprinted on Caleb’s skin.

“You’re going to get through this,” he said.

Why was he being nice? It had to be a trick of some kind, right? Some way of making Caleb accept his new status, or keeping him calm while he was still possessed, or God knew what.

But, damn, Caleb wanted to believe him. “How do you know?”

Starkweather’s other hand brushed a lock of hair out of Caleb’s face. “I can tell.”

Caleb’s cock twitched at the nearness, the warmth. This was crazy; he couldn’t be getting hard for a drone, someone who was all but holding him prisoner, no matter how hot the man was.

Seeming to realize what he was doing, Starkweather abruptly dropped his hand and took a step back. The dazzling smile flashed back onto his face, lighting up his sapphire eyes. “Besides, I’m the best in the business. There’s no NHE I can’t handle. Eventually, anyway.”

“Yeah.” Caleb cleared his throat and looked away, hoping the dim hallway hid the heat in his cheeks. “Glad to hear it.”

“I’ll leave some of my sweats outside the door. They’ll do until your things get here. While you shower, I’ll make breakfast. Any requests?”

“I’m, uh, vegetarian.”

“No bacon. Got it.” Still Starkweather lingered for a minute, as if trying to think of something more to say. Then he abruptly turned and hurried away down the hall.

Caleb went into the bathroom, closed the door, and locked it. For the first time in hours, he was alone—

Except he wasn’t. Which was the whole problem.

A mirror hung over the sink; he avoided even glancing at it as he hurriedly stripped off clothes shredded and matted with dried blood. Once the water jetting out of the shower had reached near-scalding temperature, he stepped into it, letting it pound his bare skin. Blood—his blood—had crusted on his skin and in his hair; he grabbed a bar of soap and a loofa and scrubbed at it fiercely. Angrily.

With nothing else to distract him, the moment of his death—the breaking wood, the pain, and above all else the sickening sensation of falling—threatened to play out over and over again. He’d fallen and died, and he’d lost his job, and hurt Melanie, and was going to turn into a monster…

A raw sob escaped him. He tried to force it down, but another followed, and another.

The thing inside him stirred. “You are hurt.”
 Unease laced its thoughts. “Something is wrong; you are hurt, but there is no wound.”


It was rising through him; the hairs on his arms stood straight up, as if lightning were about to strike. And God, that would be the final blow, to lose himself here in this fucking shower, and have the monster in him shamble downstairs and attack Starkweather. And maybe Starkweather was a goddamned SPECTR puppet, but he didn’t deserve having his head ripped off, and it wasn’t right, wasn’t right, wasn’t right.

Fear now, and incomprehension. “Is he a threat to us?”


Caleb threw back his head, hysterical laughter bubbling past his lips as water sluiced over his face. “You’re the fucking threat,” he whispered. “If I’m hurting, it’s because of you, because you stole Ben’s body and did this to me.”


“I did not intend…”
 But the presence felt smaller somehow. Gray drew back, and the hairs on Caleb’s arms fell into place, the threat of lightning and storm gone.

“But you did it anyway,” Caleb said.

Gray didn’t answer. Caleb sat in the shower and rocked as he cried, until the water ran cold.


Chapter 8

Once water rattled the pipes overhead, John took out his phone. Holding it to his ear, he went to the fridge and gathered ingredients for breakfast: orange juice, eggs, maple syrup, and cheese.

At first, he thought the call would go to voicemail. But Sean’s voice, groggy with sleep, answered. “John? What’s going on?”

Pulling out a bowl, John began cracking eggs. “I need a favor.”

“Can’t it wait? I barely dozed off.”

John winced. “Sorry.” Two skillets went onto the stove to heat. “It’s Kaniyar’s fault—bill some more overtime.”

“We don’t get paid overtime.”

“Yeah, but you can’t beat the perks.”

“Let me know when we get any.” Sean sounded a bit more awake now, at least. “Fine, fine. What do you need?”

“I need you to go shopping. Grab some t-shirts, jeans, socks, and underwear. A winter coat. Oh, and a toothbrush.”

“What? Why? This had better not be a joke.”

John measured out pancake mix into a bowl. “Kaniyar wants the incident in the abandoned house kept under wraps.”

“Yeah, she ordered me not to talk about it with anyone who hadn’t been there,” Sean said suspiciously. “You haven’t answered my question. Why do I need to buy you a bunch of clothes?”

“They aren’t for me, they’re for Caleb Jansen.”

“What, did lockup run out of orange jumpsuits?”

John let out a long sigh as he began to stir milk and mix into a batter. “Mr. Jansen isn’t in lockup. He is, however, currently showering in my upstairs bathroom.”

“Tell me you’re joking, John. Seriously—tell me this is some sleep-deprived attempt at humor. I’ll even laugh.”

“It’s no joke.” Caleb had looked so lost in the upstairs hall, trying to keep up the bad attitude despite being in a situation which could charitably be described as “strange” or even “terrifying.” He’d held it together when most people would be sobbing on the floor.

And all the while, John’s exorcist senses tasted the slow pulse of etheric energy, buried deep but damned strong, like the undertow of the ocean.

No, this was most definitely not a joke.

“What the hell is Kaniyar thinking?” Sean demanded, loud enough to make John wince.

“Something’s weird about this whole situation—you said it yourself.”

“Yeah. I also said we ought to blow up the house and walk away. I most definitely didn’t say, ‘Send the drakul home with John and let it kill him!’”

“Sean—”

“Don’t you ‘Sean’ me! Kaniyar’s cracked. Gone round the bend. Letting an NHE roam around without reporting it is a federal offense!”

“Sean, listen, please.” John whisked the eggs and milk, then poured them into the pan and started to grate the cheese.

“This is why Will left.”

John stopped grating. “Will didn’t leave, he was transferred.”

“At his request.”

“He was tired of South Carolina.”

“He was tired of you pulling crazy shit.”

“I don’t pull crazy shit.”

“What about the brothel full of succubi?”

Goosebumps, which had nothing to do with the ambient temperature, pricked John’s skin. He didn’t want to think about the brothel now. Or ever, actually. He also didn’t want to think about the final…well, it hadn’t been an argument, exactly. Just Will, explaining the transfer would mean an increase in salary, and long-distance relationships never worked out. Wasn’t it better to make a clean break now?

He’d clenched the grater hard enough to turn his knuckles white, so he shoved the unwelcome thoughts into the little box in his mind, where he could safely ignore them. Going back to grating, he said, “Something is happening, and we don’t understand even half of it. Kaniyar wanted me to sit on this for a few days, and I trust her judgment. And I trust you, so I’m asking you to do this one thing for me. All right?”

There came a long silence, punctured by Sean’s sigh. “Fine. But you owe me.”

“Put it on my tab.”

“It’s a hell of a tab.”

John grinned. “What are best friends for?” He hung up without waiting for Sean to think of a retort, and went back to making breakfast for the drakul-possessed hottie in his shower.

* * *

“Relax—this isn’t an interrogation,” Starkweather said as he led the way up the stairs to his office.

Sure it wasn’t. And maybe Starkweather had some nice oceanfront property in Kansas to sell him.

Although, Caleb did have to admit the agent hadn’t treated him badly so far. In fact, quite the opposite. After cooking a magnificent breakfast of pancakes and omelets, Starkweather had left him to collapse into the soft guest bed. When he’d waked, a bag containing several pairs of brand-new jeans, plain t-shirts, white tube socks, and white briefs had been waiting just outside the door.

He’d been fed, slept, dressed in clothes which weren’t what he would have chosen, but at least weren’t hideous or uncomfortable. And although Caleb wasn’t exactly inclined to trust SPECTR, he had to admit it was an awful lot of trouble to go to, when Starkweather could’ve just had him disappeared into a cell somewhere.

The situation couldn’t remotely be described as “good,” but maybe it wasn’t as bad as it could have been.

Or it hadn’t, anyway. Gray had gone quiet after the incident in the shower, but now Starkweather wanted to poke the sleeping tiger with a stick.

The agent had changed into a pair of jeans, which showed off his ass nicely as he climbed the stairs. A tight black t-shirt strained across his broad shoulders. Damn, he was sexy.

No, no he wasn’t. And even if he was, it didn’t matter, because Starkweather was a Spec.

“Oh, yeah, I’ll relax,” Caleb said. “Promise to be gentle? This is my first inquisition.”

“Sure thing. I’ll save the whips and chains for next time.”

Despite everything, Caleb’s cock stiffened under his new jeans. Score one for the agent. He stepped into the office, hoping Starkweather didn’t notice. A large, wooden desk dominated the loft space, sporting a high-end computer and printer. Diplomas hung on the wall, over a low bookcase. Caleb shifted closer to read the ornate writing.

“My credentials,” Starkweather said, and although the words were light, there was no disguising the pride in his voice. “Low-Country State School for the Paranormal. United States Department of Justice, Strategic Paranormal Entity Control Academy. A few extra courses of study and citations.”

“Damn, dude. You really have drunk the Kool-Aid, haven’t you?”

When Starkweather didn’t reply, Caleb turned, wondering if he’d finally gone too far. The agent leaned one hip against the desk, his arms folded over his chest, a strangely sad expression on his face.

“May I tell you a story?” he asked.

“Can I stop you?” Caleb shot back, without thinking.

A wry twist of the lips lightened Starkweather’s face, but only marginally. “In theory. You could clap your hands over your ears and sing at the top of your lungs, which wouldn’t stop me from telling it, but might keep you from hearing.”

“Nah, too undignified. Go ahead.”

“I was fifteen when I found out I was paranormally abled,” Starkweather said. His blue eyes—damn it, why did they have to be so bright?—focused on something far-off only he could see. “My parents sent me to rehab.”

“They…what?” Rehab? For being paranormal? What the hell was rehab supposed to accomplish?

“They believed if I just prayed enough, repented enough, the devil would leave me and I’d be normal again.” Starkweather’s throat flexed as he swallowed, but the look in his eyes was distant. Flat. “There was an…accident at the facility, which led to an investigation. The place was shut down.”

Had he heard something about that? Or was Caleb getting stories about abusive boot camps mixed up? “What happened to you afterward?”

“I lucked out. My parents voluntarily gave up custody to the state, and I ended up in the school for the paranormally abled. I had a safe place to live, therapy, an education…and people who believed in me. People who didn’t look at me like I was damned. For the first time, I realized paranormals—mals, if you really prefer—could do good. Could make something of their lives. Once I graduated, it was natural for me to go to the SPECTR Academy.” His lips twisted ruefully. “After all, they’d saved my life.”


Chapter 9

Damn. No wonder Starkweather was such a fucking cheerleader for SPECTR. At least Caleb’s parents had done everything they could to protect him. They’d helped hide his telekinesis, such as it was, so he could have the hope of a normal life. And no matter what Ben had gotten involved in, he’d still taken Caleb’s secret to the grave. “Yeah. Okay. I understand how you must have felt.”

Starkweather waved a dismissive hand. “This isn’t about me, not really. My point is, SPECTR isn’t your enemy. The hate groups who forced through the registration act, sure. Just be glad SPECTR was tasked with enforcing it instead of the FBI or CIA, or even Homeland Security.”

“Or TSA. Body-cavity search with every check-in.”

“Exactly.” Starkweather’s serious expression melted away, replaced by the familiar grin. “And you don’t even get to request which agent does it.”

“Oh, ouch. Good point.” Caleb let his arms fall to his sides. “I do see where you’re coming from. I mean, I’m not going to be shaking pom-poms and chanting ‘rah-rah, SPECTR’ or anything, but…you know.”

“And you’d look so cute in a cheerleader outfit.” Starkweather gestured to a chair on the other side of the desk, which had obviously been dragged up from the kitchen below. “Ready to start the inquisition?”

“Your rack-side manner could use some work.” Caleb sat down, knowing he didn’t really have a choice. “Fine. What do you need to know?”

Starkweather booted up his computer, then turned back to Caleb and folded his hands on the desk. The pose offered Caleb a nice view of those biceps beneath the tight shirt; he tried not to stare.

“Let’s start with an easy one. You said the people you were with in the abandoned house knew to find Gray there. How?”

Oh yeah, “easy.” Christ. Of course Starkweather would begin with ratting out on Melanie and her group, whoever the fuck they were.

He sensed Gray’s attention, the tiger lifting its head from its nap. “Melanie. Your brother’s wife.”


A confused impression of her face flashed through his mind, like an old black-and-white film. Melanie laughing; Melanie dancing; Melanie under him, body arching—

No! God, no; it was like having a memory of fucking his sister. Even though the recollections were all but lifeless, without taste or feel or color, bile rose in his throat. It took all his concentration to shove the memory back where it belonged.

“Caleb?” Starkweather asked, an edge of alarm in his voice.

“It’s all right.” Caleb held up a hand, hoping he sounded steadier than he felt. If he lost it now, would Starkweather send him to some cell in Spec-HQ? “It’s just…Gray has-has memories. From other…people.”

“Your brother?”

Damn him for guessing. “Yeah. It wasn’t…pleasant. For me. Just…I don’t want to think about it, all right?”

“All right.” Starkweather’s voice was pitched to soothe. Caleb didn’t know if he should resent it or be grateful. “You can talk to Gray?”

“Sort of.” Caleb took a deep breath. Calm. Control. “He’s always there. Watching.”

“Can he tell us anything about Ben’s death? Anything to help us find the NHE responsible?”

“The final moments of a life are seldom recorded.”

Of course not. That would actually be helpful.

Caleb dutifully repeated back what Gray had said. “Huh,” Starkweather said, tapping his fingers on the desk and frowning into space. “It makes sense, I suppose. If death comes quickly enough, the last few minutes wouldn’t be recorded in long-term memory.”

Caleb looked away, bands tightening around his chest. “Yeah. Makes sense.”

Starkweather winced. “Sorry. This is your brother we’re talking about. I didn’t mean to sound clinical.”

“I thought you wanted to ask questions about Gray.”

The agent accepted the change of subject without protest. Maybe he really was sorry. “Until now, Gray has never taken a live human, correct?”

Memories flickered, too fast and jumbled to interpret. I don’t understand. Is it correct?


“Does it matter?”

Damn it, if you aren’t lying, if you don’t hate me, just answer the fucking question.

The presence inside him stirred uncomfortably. “Yes. Only dead flesh. I thought I understood.”


Understood?

No answer. Just a feeling of unease sliding along his nerves, something which didn’t belong to him.

Caleb rested his hands on the desk in front of him. He’d bitten his nails to the quick over the last couple of weeks. “Right. There are…memories. Fragments. Lots of them, I think. But they’re weird. Everything feels distant. Muted. There’s no color, no scents, barely any feeling.” He shook his head. “Maybe because the b-bodies were dead? I don’t know.”

Starkweather leaned across the desk and put his hand on Caleb’s. His fingers were warm and strong. Caleb imagined pulling away, but instead found himself turning his hand palm-up. The touch made his heart race and his breathing quicken, but it grounded him at the same time because it was normal. Human.

“Don’t apologize,” Starkweather said, his fingers curling gently around Caleb’s. “You’re doing great. Just let me know if you need to stop.”

He never thought he’d take comfort from a Spec. “I will.”

“There’s a lot we still don’t know about NHEs and etheric energy. Even now, it’s barely a science and more a lot of wild guesses mixed in with old superstition.”

Caleb couldn’t suppress a snort. “I’d noticed.”

“The one thing I do know about is manipulating energy, which is what an exorcist does to remove an NHE. If I’m going to help you, I need to find out if there’s any precedent for this situation, and if there is, how the drakul was exorcised. There are a lot of vampire myths from practically every culture across the world, most of them contradictory. Which means research might not be much help. Since Gray is being cooperative, can you ask him when and how he was first summoned?”

Impatience. The urge to get out, to run, to hunt.

Where did you come from? What are you?

Indifference. Run. Hunt.

Caleb let out a shaky breath he hadn’t realized he was holding. “He doesn’t care. About the past. He’s not being stubborn, he just doesn’t understand why it matters to us. It’s irrelevant as far as he’s concerned.”

Starkweather leaned forward, those intensely blue eyes focused on Caleb, his fingers tightening gently. “Ask again.”

“You can ask for yourself. He can hear you. I—”

Memories, coming in a jumbled torrent. Moving through the storm, within the storm, being the storm. Swooping and hunting and diving, while smaller things scattered at his coming.

Then, suddenly, a high platform. The dense confines of a physical form around him. Women chanting in the torrential rain.

Caleb blinked sluggishly. The office felt distant, unreal. “There’s a building…mud brick? I don’t know. Guess I should’ve paid more attention in my ancient history class, huh?

“You’re doing great,” Starkweather murmured. “Go on.”

“It’s big, kind of like a pyramid, but with a flat top. And people chanting. And…” he swallowed convulsively, even though the memory held no color or scent, “blood. A lot of blood. And-and bodies.”

Gray stirred. “This…had not disturbed me before. It simply was. I dislike this questioning. You will stop now.”


“What else?” Starkweather prodded. “What are the people wearing? Can you see any cars, or power lines, or—”

“No. The knives—they’re stone. The priests cut their throats, cut out their hearts, and some of them are children, oh God—”

“Stop this!”

Caleb reeled, almost falling out of the chair, his thoughts scattered like a stack of papers swatted aside by an angry paw.

“Caleb? Caleb!”

He was on his knees, Starkweather’s solid arms supporting him, and he had no idea how he’d even gotten there. And even though he knew he shouldn’t trust a Spec, he couldn’t help but lean into the other man. The clean scent of soap and aftershave filled his nose, mingling with warm male skin.

Fingers stroked his hair. “Come on, Caleb. Talk to me.”

“I’m all right,” he whispered. “I’m fine.” If possessed but still mostly himself qualified as fine, anyway.

Starkweather drew back a little, but he didn’t entirely let go. “What happened?”

“Gray…the memories bothered him. They didn’t before.” He couldn’t quite bring himself to pull away from the only source of comfort he had, Spec or no. “I’m sorry. I can’t—I can’t think about this. Not now. Please?”

Starkweather gave him a long, assessing look. “All right. We’ll call it quits for today. Do you want to watch TV? Read a book?”

TV with a Spec. Not normal…but approximating it, anyway. “Sounds good.”

“All right.” Starkweather helped Caleb to his feet. “I hope you like NASCAR.”


Chapter 10

John sat at his computer, wondering what the hell to put in his case notes. It was getting late; the sun had long ago set outside the big windows. Caleb slept in the bedroom across the hall, and the rest of the building was silent, except for the occasional creak or groan of the old beams shifting as the temperature outside dropped.

Did Gray sleep?

No one knew. Maybe NHEs had some kind of circadian rhythm, but no one had ever thought to ask the question until now. Hell, he’d never before truly realized just how little anyone knew about the etheric entities which existed alongside the physical world. There was barely a consensus they came from this world at all, rather than emanating from some other dimension.

Nothing about Gray made sense. If the drakul was telling the truth, if the knives really had been stone, he’d have to be several hundred years old at the minimum. Assuming he’d been called up by the Aztecs, anyway.

But mud brick pyramids didn’t sound like Aztec design. It sounded like ziggurats. Mesopotamia.

No. That was just insane. There was no possible way Gray had spent ten-thousand years jumping from corpse to corpse. Someone would have exorcised him long before now.

Unless they’d tried and couldn’t. Unless whoever had called him up in the first place, with blood and sacrifice and power, had let something loose in the world which couldn’t be sent back.

It would certainly explain how indifferent Gray seemed to all of John’s poking and prodding. Except…he hadn’t been, not completely. He’d gotten upset at the memories, ones he’d presumably been carrying for quite a while, no matter how old he was.

So why now? What had changed, other than he possessed a living body? Caleb’s body?

John shut the computer off without typing anything. Right now, there was nothing to record except wild speculation, none of which would help Caleb. He needed to get to HQ and dig into the library there, try to chase down anything fitting Gray’s description. Single entity, 10,000 years old, seeks same. Must be into inhabiting dead bodies and drinking the blood of the possessed.


Maybe it would be safe to go in tomorrow, just for a few hours. Everything had been fine thus far. Gray hadn’t shown any inclination to take control since the attempted exorcism. It was a risk, but what about this case wasn’t?


“Listen to me, John,”
 Sean had said on the street outside, as he handed over the bag of clothes he’d bought. “This is…this is crazy. You’ve always been reckless, but lately, I swear you’ve got some kind of death wish. I think you need help.”


“This wasn’t my idea, remember? If you want to blame someone, blame Kaniyar.”

“Oh, I do. She’s taking advantage of the fact you never could pass up a challenge. And it’s going to get you killed.”

Sean just didn’t understand. He’d gotten spooked and now he was taking it out on John. Annoying, but nothing to get worked up about.

On the way to his bedroom, John paused outside Caleb’s door. Holding his breath, he very carefully eased the door open, just far enough to see the bed and the figure in it.

The only light came from the street lamps outside, filtered through the curtains. Caleb sprawled on his back, his head turned to the side. He looked painfully vulnerable, with his hair tumbled over his forehead, his brows and mouth relaxed instead of drawn into a scowl. One hand lay on the pillow by his cheek, loosely curled.

But the vulnerability was an illusion. Fierce Caleb had taken up demon hunting when he thought he had no other choice, to give peace to the brother he’d obviously loved. He might be a vegetarian hippie peacenik, but there was a strength in Caleb to match the drakul’s.

John wondered what would happen if he crossed to the bed and smoothed the lock of hair off Caleb’s forehead. Did the sheets and blanket cover a pair of the tighty-whities Sean had bought for him, or did Caleb sleep in the nude?

His mind helpfully conjured up the image of Caleb writhing beneath him, long legs draped over John’s shoulders, cock glistening with precome while John pushed deep into his tight ass. Because obviously he needed to be fantasizing about someone who was not only under unofficial house arrest, but possessed by an entity as powerful as Gray.

Damn. Now he was fully hard. Maybe Sean had a point. Maybe he wasn’t thinking clearly at the moment. Gray was an unknown factor. Sure, he said
 he didn’t snack on the unpossessed, but NHEs didn’t always tell the truth. Some of them lied very, very well; good exorcists had died believing those lies. If the drakul showed up in John’s bedroom tonight, it wasn’t going to be to fulfill some kink he’d never even realized he had before now.

He didn’t think Gray would prey on him, or he wouldn’t have agreed to go along with Kaniyar’s request. No matter what Sean said.

Shutting the door as quietly as he had opened it, John crossed the hall to his bedroom. Once inside, he hesitated only briefly before taking out athame and chalk, and casting a protective circle around his bed.

Just in case.

* * *

Caleb stared out the big front window of Starkweather’s condo. The cobblestone street outside was damp and slick from the heavy mist rolling in off the ocean. Everything on the other side of the glass was veiled in gray.

Starkweather had left a few hours ago, promising to be back by nightfall, and making it clear Caleb was not to leave the condo under any circumstances.

“I hate having to do this,” he’d said apologetically, even as he scrawled strange runes over the doorstep. “I trust you, but my boss’s head would explode if she knew I’d left without setting up a simple spirit ward.”

Caleb wondered if Starkweather was telling the truth. Maybe the whole thing was a setup and the agent really didn’t trust Caleb at all. “I don’t know what a spirit ward is.”

“Sorry. Basically, anyone possessed won’t be able to cross the threshold.”

“Great. So if there’s a fire, I get to sit here and cheerfully burn to death?”

“Pro tip: don’t become an arsonist while I’m gone.”

“I’ll do my best. Let’s say I’m happily dying in a fire, and I spot a horrible car wreck outside the window. What then?”

Starkweather pointed at a piece of paper beside the phone. “I already wrote down my cell number. You can call me—or 911—to save any mangled pedestrians, little old ladies who need to cross the street, or kittens stuck in trees.”

Ass. But a charming ass.

Now, less than an hour after Starkweather left, Gray was getting antsy. “We must leave. The other mortal is keeping us from hunting the demon.”


It was harder to ignore Gray when there was no one else to talk with. Tension vibrated through him, the desire to move, to search, to feed growing more urgent. How long would Gray tolerate a delay? How long before he had to feed?

Uncertainty. “The demons kept my bodies from decay. If I did not feed enough, the corpse began to fail, until I was forced into a newer one. But you are alive. You heal.”


“So maybe you don’t have to hunt.” Shit, now he was talking aloud to the voice in his head. At least no one was there to see it.

“I refuse to starve. We must go. The other mortal cannot prevent it.”


You’re wrong.
 Wait…if he could keep control long enough, prevent Gray from feeding, would the drakul weaken to the point he could be exorcised?

Unease. “The other mortal wishes to trap me in a bottle. Destroy me. But others have tried and none have succeeded.”


A stream of memories, like old film, colorless and with only muted sound: chants and candles and nets of knotted seaweed; silver knives and iron stakes and incense.

Too much; too many. Caleb stumbled, grabbing at the back of the couch.

The parade of memories stopped, and Gray flinched back. “I do not wish to hurt you. Only to show you there is nothing to fear.”


“I’m not afraid of Starkweather, you moronic demon!” Caleb shouted. “I’m afraid of you!”

“That is foolish. Also, I am not a demon.”

Caleb pushed back to his feet and ran his hands through his hair, letting it fall around him. God, please let Starkweather find something, anything, because he wasn’t sure how much more of this he could take.

Something hit the half-circle window in front of him.

Caleb’s heart impacted the back of his throat. Had it been a bird? Going to the window, he peered out into the water-streaked day. Jesus, if he had to watch some poor animal die in the yard because he couldn’t walk out the fucking door, he’d go crazy.

No bird. But there was a figure in a hoodie standing at the iron gate. Seeing him at the window, it tilted its head back to let him glimpse beneath the hood.

Melanie.


Chapter 11

John took another sip of coffee and rubbed eyes which ached from staring at a computer screen for hours. At least most of the records were digitized now; back in the 1970’s, when the agency had first formed, researchers had to consult the original books or badly photocopied replicas. Now even the rare medieval texts housed in the Vatican had been scanned and uploaded to an international database.

He’d run search after search on vampires. Even using the strictest parameters, he’d ended up with a list of hits as long as his arm—and every damn one of them useless.

Etheric entities had barely begun to be categorized and studied scientifically. The earliest solid work had come in the 17th
 century, and even then, it was still two-thirds superstition and one-third actual observation. Before the Enlightenment, treatises on NHE’s cast them as demons, angels, or demigods, depending on the cultural bias of the writer. Any observations of their behavior were hopelessly tainted by religious doctrine.

None of the reputable sources described NHEs powerful enough to animate the dead, let alone ones which preyed on other etheric entities. On the other hand, the folklore was filled with garbled stories of walking, blood-drinking corpses, which could only be defeated by trapping them in their graves in some way—including the traditional staking—or through decapitation, removal of various vital organs, or fire. In other words, rendering the corpses uninhabitable.

Considering such measures would kill Caleb, and presumably only force Gray into another corpse, it didn’t really help.

Killing a possessed person was an act of last resort. Some agents regarded it as inevitable, but he viewed it as a failure. And yes, after the forty day period, there was simply no saving the host, whether eager faust or unwilling victim. By then, they were usually preying on other people in some fashion or other, and public safety had to come first.

But he didn’t like it. The incident at the brothel, which Sean had mentioned so flippantly, had left him barely able to sleep for months. Fuck, the human victims had been bad enough; lying on the filthy mattresses, their life energy drained to the point of death…if they were lucky.

The succubi had been worse. They’d been women and girls once, until some stupid pimp decided having a stable of nearly irresistible prostitutes would be good for business. He’d beaten and terrorized the women into agreeing to a summoning.

John had arrived too late for them: their bodies altered, their minds gone, nothing left but hunger and lust. They’d come at him en masse, beautiful and terrifying, bloody claws ready to rip him to shreds. Kill or be killed.

At least the pimp had been their first victim.

He couldn’t let that happen to Caleb. Fierce, angry Caleb, who defied everyone, human and NHE alike.

Caleb had an incredible will, but Gray was immensely powerful. Why hadn’t he simply forced Caleb out of the way and taken over from the start? Did he simply not want to?

Was it even a choice?

Damn it. Everything had been simple until he walked into the abandoned house.

Sean would say it was still simple, and if John thought it was complicated, he was in way over his head. Or not thinking clearly. Or both.

“Well, well, well. Things not going smoothly for the golden boy?”

Startled out of his thoughts, John looked up. Special Agent Tiffany Ward leaned casually in the doorway to his office, inspecting her perfectly manicured nails with a studied nonchalance which didn’t fool him for a second. Her black hair was swept up in a complicated arrangement of braids, and makeup accentuated her flawless brown skin. The suit she wore probably cost as much as his yearly salary. Scratch that—just the skirt probably cost as much.

Like himself and Sean, Tiffany had gone to the state school for the paranormally abled. Unlike them, she hadn’t lived in the barracks, but been dropped off and picked up by a limo every day. She had wealth, beauty, and talent.

Too bad personality wasn’t on the list.

“I don’t know what you mean,” he said, leaning back in his chair in an attempt to look casual.

Tiffany deigned to glance away from her nails and at him. “Kaniyar’s keeping it all very hush-hush, but word’s gotten out. Her favorite boy failed. Brought low by an NHE.”

His face burned and his heart ratcheted up its pace. No one was supposed to know about the abandoned house. The whole thing was classified.

How had Tiffany found out?

He forced a smile onto his lips. “Someone’s been speaking out of class.”

She smiled sweetly back. “You weren’t able to perform. Don’t look so sad, Starkweather—it happens to every man some time or another. What was it, by the way? Wendigo? Therianthrope?”

John’s hands balled into fists below his desk, although he wasn’t sure if he was angrier because there was a leak, or because people thought he’d failed to exorcise a run-of-the-mill NHE. And of course he couldn’t defend himself without revealing classified information.

“Don’t you have some actual work to do, Agent Ward?” he asked stiffly.

Her grin turned malicious. “Too soon? I’m sorry. I’ll just leave you here to think about it some more. Everyone else is.”

She walked out, her heels clicking on the tiled floor, the sound of her laughter burning in his ears.

The phone on his desk rang—an internal call. Someone else hoping to make fun of him? Grinding his teeth, he snatched it up. “Hello?” he growled.

“Agent Starkweather.” Shit, it was Kaniyar. “Report to my office.” Click.

As if this day needed to get any worse.

* * *

Caleb’s breath stuttered in his chest. God, Melanie was all right; he couldn’t have hurt her too badly when he—when Gray—bit her.

But what the hell was she doing here?

He beckoned to her wildly. She shook her head, then nodded at the street behind her. When he shook his head in response, she hesitated, looking around worriedly.

He let out a breath he hadn’t been aware of holding when she crossed the yard. He opened the door, stepping as close as he dared to the spirit ward. The chalk lines on the doorstep were protected by the overhang and hadn’t been blurred by the rain.

What if he asked Melanie to erase them?

She hurried up the brick path…then stopped abruptly when she saw the spirit ward. “Caleb?” she asked uncertainly.

Just hearing her voice sent a wave of relief through him, even though he could make out the bulge of a bandage under her sleeve. “Melanie! Oh my God, I’m glad you’re all right.” Tears burned his eyes, and he blinked them back furiously. “You are all right, aren’t you?”

“I’m fine.” She swallowed convulsively, her eyes darting between him and the spirit ward. Sparks rippled across it, in response to his proximity, but he didn’t think she could see them. “We’ve got a doctor who will treat us off the books, to keep the mals from finding us with a hospital search. You didn’t—didn’t tell them anything about us, did you?”

“Of course not!” Not that he knew much to tell. Hell, he didn’t even know whom she meant when she said “we,” not really.

Her lips pressed together, and worry pooled in her eyes. “You can’t tell them anything, Caleb. People’s lives depend on it.”

What the hell had Melanie gotten herself into? “I just said we were there with some of your friends. I wouldn’t have even mentioned you if the 911 call hadn’t come from your phone.”

“I know you wouldn’t have. The others worried, but…” she shook her head. “Damn it, Caleb, when I saw you fall…and you were just lying there. I thought I’d l-lost you, too. Just like Ben.”

Shit. He blinked rapidly against the sting of tears. “It’s okay. I’m okay.”

“I prayed, the whole time I gave you CPR. When you sat up, I thought God had answered my prayers, but then…”

“I bit you.” He’d never forgive himself. Never.


“I believed she was attacking us.”
 Was there shame in the defensive protest? “I did not understand.”


Caleb fixed a smile on his face, trying to pretend Gray wasn’t there at all. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see you. How did you find me?”

“We left the house to…to get me treatment.” Her eyes shifted nervously from his face, and shame spiraled through him. “Dave went back later and watched from a distance while the Specs did their thing. When you left with the agent, he followed you here.”

“And Starkweather didn’t notice?” Some federal agent.

Melanie shrugged. “Dave’s a pro. Ex-NSA.”

“Oh.” Presumably, the rampaging demons Starkweather went after didn’t follow him in nondescript sedans anyway. Checking for a tail probably never occurred to him.

Melanie glanced back at him, then down at the spirit ward. “Why are you here? The exorcist got rid of the demon, didn’t he?”

He didn’t want to answer her. Didn’t want to make it real by saying it aloud.

“I do not understand you. I am real whether you speak of me or not.”

“No,” he said quietly.

Her eyes widened in horror, and she took a step back. “Leland said the demon still had you, but I didn’t want to believe it. Oh God.”

“It’s not like that,” he protested frantically. “I swear, I’m still in control. And Starkweather—the exorcist—he’s trying to help. Nothing has changed. I haven’t changed. I’m still good old Caleb.”

“Be silent!” Her voice cracked, and she backed up slowly, as if he might attack at any second. “I-I won’t listen to your lies, demon!”

“Melanie, don’t—”

“Get thee behind me, Satan!” she shrieked. Then she broke and ran, pelting away down the walk.

“Melanie!” he shouted after her. But it was no use.

She was gone.


Chapter 12

“You wanted to see me, ma’am?” John asked from the doorway to Kaniyar’s office.

The district chief glanced up from a stack of paperwork when he spoke. “Come in, Starkweather. Have a seat.”

Like the chief herself, the office was the epitome of strict order. No piles of random paper, her inbox clear, her shelves of books and commendations neat and free of dust. There were no cartoons tacked up, or newspaper articles, or family photos. A single minimalist painting hung on the wall behind her: a sunset suggested with only a few spare lines against a field of white.

He sat down in the single uncomfortable chair on his side of the desk and waited. Finishing her casework, she put it neatly aside, before regarding him across her almost-bare desk.

“There are leaks,” he blurted, before she could say anything. “Ward came into my office and had a good laugh at how I’d failed to exorcise a common NHE.”

“Did she?” Impossible to tell what the chief thought. “And did she say who had told her?”

“No.” His face burned, despite his attempt to keep his emotions under control. “She suggested it was all over the office. At least they don’t know about the drakul, but…”

“I see. I’ll have a talk with her.” And damn he was glad he wasn’t going to be the one called on the carpet. “In the meantime, let me worry about the leaks. You worry about Caleb Jansen.”

Kaniyar never said anything she didn’t mean. “Caleb. Not Gray?”

“Congratulations; your hearing is perfect. I ordered a thorough background check on Caleb’s deceased brother and his widow.”

“I already ran a background check on Ben Jansen as part of the investigation,” he said. Damn it, Kaniyar didn’t think him incompetent too, did she?

“Hard as it may be for you to believe, I have access to more channels than you, Special Agent,” she said with the lift of a brow.

Oh. “Sorry. What did the check turn up?”

Kaniyar leaned forward and steepled her fingers under her chin, looking a bit like a Bond villain. “Ben and Melanie Jansen may have had ties to the Fist of God.”

John’s breath caught. “No,” he said loudly. “Caleb isn’t one of them.”

“Seeing as he’s an unregistered paranormal, I’m inclined to agree. Although extreme self-hatred has led people to act against their own race, gender, and sexual orientation, Pittman would have picked up on it during the interview.”

Had Caleb even known? He’d been bitter when SPECTR hadn’t investigated the disappearance of Ben’s body. Maybe he would have felt differently if Ben’s killer had at least been caught. Maybe he wouldn’t have been desperate enough to take any help he could get, even if it came from a bunch of fanatics.

If so, all of this could be laid at John’s door. Ben Jansen had been his case, even if Caleb didn’t know it. As to why he hadn’t brought himself to mention it to his guest…he had his reasons. Good ones. He just had to come up with them.

“If we have an organized Fist cell in Charleston, we need to know,” Kaniyar went on, apparently oblivious to John’s inner turmoil. “Apparently” no doubt being the operative word. “Anything Mr. Jansen can tell us about his sister-in-law or the deceased could be invaluable.”

“I’ll do what I can. I should wrap up here and—”

The low note of a huge bell went off, right in his ear. Letting out a startled yelp, he leapt to his feet, his hand going to the Glock beneath his arm even as he scanned the office.

Nothing. And worse, Kaniyar was staring at him like he’d lost his mind.

Shit. The bell hadn’t been by his head—it had been in his head, the single clear note a warning.

Something had broken the spirit ward at his condo.

* * *

Caleb shut the condo door and stared at the old wood without really seeing it. Fuck. Melanie had looked scared. Terrified…of him.


She was the last family he had. And she couldn’t stand to look at him.

Gray stirred. “Family.”
 He—it—spoke as if tasting the concept. “This is a thing important to mortals.”


“Yeah,” he said aloud. “It’s fucking important. And now, thanks to you, I don’t have any left.”

A collage of memories, too fast to truly process: the full spectrum of human experience, from the purest love of a mother for a child, to the abusive rape of sibling on sibling, to everything in between. Dying in childbirth; dying in defense of a parent. Weddings and funerals and christenings, but all of it colorless and dull, rendered flat and empty by death. Just the fading flickers of decaying neurons.

God. No wonder the monster in his head didn’t understand anything.

“I hate you,” he whispered, leaning his forehead against the door and closing his eyes. “You did this to me. You wouldn’t let Ben rest, and now you’ve driven Melanie away. I wish you’d fucking die. If I could put you in a bottle myself, I’d do it in a heartbeat.”

“I did not choose this. The mortal is foolish to fear us.”

“There is no us.”

“There is only us. You must adapt.”

“Fuck you!” Caleb screamed, loud enough his throat burned. Dashing tears from his eyes, he stumbled into the kitchen and began throwing cabinets open randomly, until he found what he wanted. Starkweather’s liquor stash.

A bottle of vodka was the first thing he spotted. Not his usual drink of choice, but what the hell. Anything would do, as long as it let him forget the mess his life had become.

Tossing the cap on the floor, he upended the bottle and took a long pull directly from it. The alcohol slid down his throat far too easily—this was top-shelf. Maybe he shouldn’t be doing this; after all, Starkweather had probably spent good money on the booze.

Starkweather. Special Fucking Agent Fucking Starkweather. Government mal with beautiful eyes and gorgeous body, who imprisoned him here with a damned spirit ward. The one who flirted and grinned, and promised to get rid of Gray, but didn’t.

So fuck him too.

A pleasant buzz began to settle in Caleb’s veins when he had a quarter of the bottle drained. Just a little more, and he wouldn’t care about Gray, or Starkweather, or any of it.

The buzz went away.

The bottle was empty, and he wasn’t even drunk. Shouldn’t he be passed out on the floor by now?

Maybe that was the secret to this top-shelf stuff—it went down smoothly because it was mostly water. Caleb had never been able to afford it, so what did he know?

Leaving the empty bottle on the counter, he sorted through the cabinet until he found a low-end brand of gin. Maybe left over from a party, or an ex, or God only knew, since otherwise Starkweather seemed to favor the better brands. Wherever it had come from, Caleb knew from experience it would do the trick.

Once again, he drank straight from the bottle. For a while, he hovered on the edge of a pleasant buzz. And then, once again, it went away.

“What the fuck?” he said out loud.

Gray stirred, a brush of something big and strong in the tiny dark room of their shared brain. “You are alive. This body heals.”


“Heals?” Caleb repeated dumbly, staring at the empty bottle.

“Yes. But this takes energy. So stop damaging it.”

Was this…this thing…
 saying he couldn’t get drunk anymore?


“You are drinking poison.”
 Annoyance. “You should not do this. I will not allow our body to be damaged.”


Fucking hell.

With a stifled shriek, he hurled the bottle at the wall. It shattered into glittering shards, the remaining gin puddling on the floor, but he didn’t give a damn. The last person he could call family was terrified of him, he was under house arrest, possessed by a demon—

“I have already told you: demons are food.”

—and he couldn’t even get drunk?

Caleb started to laugh. It wasn’t funny, and he tried to stop, but the laughter kept coming, until he was bent double. Gray’s alarm resonated through him, but Caleb couldn’t make himself care.

“I have to get out of here,” he gasped, chest heaving from the hysterical laughter. “I just…I can’t…I have to get out!”

“Yes.”

Gray agreed with him, and maybe that was a bad sign, but he didn’t fucking care. He ran to the door, flung it open—and stopped, hovering on the balls of his feet. The spirit ward wouldn’t let him cross—or so Starkweather claimed.

What would happen if he tried? Would it zap him? Burn him to ash? Throw him back on his ass?

“This cannot hold us.”

Not remotely comforting, and he should probably sit on the couch and calm down. But he was sick of it: of the condo, of the voice in his head, of losing everything he loved.

He was through the door before he could think too much about it. His ears popped as he crossed the threshold, and sparks flashed against his skin, but that was it.

He was out. Free.

“Yes.”

Caleb ran.


Chapter 13

Caleb’s feet pounded through puddles, sneakers soaked through in an instant. Not caring where he went, he raced down the walkway, into the cobblestone street—

The blare of a horn coincided with the movement in his peripheral vision. Acting on instinct, he jumped—

And cleared the car easily, like a runner over a hurdle.

His feet hit the ground on the far sidewalk, and he stumbled, more from shock than anything else. Someone let out a shout of alarm, and for a moment he wondered if he should stop…

“No. Run.”

He ran. Or maybe they
 ran; he wasn’t even sure anymore. Every jolt of foot against pavement was clear in a way it had never been before, accompanied by the exquisite sensation of muscles singing, blood coursing. The cool air of a winter day filled his lungs, bringing him all the scents of the city: exhaust fumes, frying shrimp, garbage, and the salty decay of marsh and sea.

He cut through the narrow streets, angling away from the ocean and the tourists. The houses here were all built sideways to the street, in clusters of two, facing one another across long courtyards. He’d never been athletic, not in his entire life. Now, for the first time, he felt perfectly in tune with his own body, every nerve alive like never before. He jumped onto a tall garden wall, leapt to the second story veranda, and swarmed up to the roof without pause.

The roof tiles rattled under his shoes as he ran the length of the house. There was a good fifteen-foot gap between this roof and the next, but he didn’t slow, didn’t hesitate, adrenaline and exultation cresting as he cleared the space with ease.

“Yes.”

He didn’t keep track of how far they ran, leaping from roof to roof, swift and sure as some jungle cat. He didn’t think anyone caught more than a glimpse of them, just a blurred shadow, there and gone in the growing darkness.

Eventually, they came to a church, its buff-colored stone glowing in the sunset. Its steeple was the highest point in the area, and they made for it, climbing past the clock into the arched space which had once held bells, and now contained nothing but dust and spiders.

From the high vantage, Caleb looked out across the blocks separating the church from the sea. The mist had rolled away, but the tattered clouds caused the sunset to blaze in the west. Its myriad colors reflected in the rolling waves of the ocean, turning them an odd shade neither pink nor bronze, but something in between. The humid wind reeked of salt and decay, as if the Atlantic had stretched out a hand to caress his face. In the distance, Caleb could just make out Fort Sumter, a dark stain against the heaving waves. Closer in, a pod of dolphins splashed in the shallows.

He shouldn’t have been able to see such a distance in such detail, but he didn’t care. It was beautiful. Everything was beautiful: the brilliant sunset, the lights of the city below, the heaving ocean, the hummingbird thrum of his heart in his chest. So many little things he’d taken for granted, never seeing their vitality, never tasting their simple joy.

“Are you doing this?” he asked softly, because he had to know.

Gray was with him, like a second self, as close as they could get and still be two separate things. The…all right, not demon. Drakul? The drakul’s joy spilled into his, like different shades blending in a watercolor. “This is…not like my previous existence. The sensations. The emotions. I never realized.”


Caleb’s mouth twitched in an involuntary smile. “It’s not like my previous existence, either. I never realized.”

“How is such a thing possible?”

“You’ve changed me.” He whispered the words, even though it made no difference to Gray if they were spoken, unvoiced, or screamed. “Everything is so sharp. Clear. Running, jumping…it feels natural. Comfortable.”

“Yes. But the colors. The smells. They are your doing.”

God. Was it possible for something good to come out of being possessed? Or was that the last thought a faust had before he turned into a monster?


“Is it the last thought of the demon?”
 Gray countered.

“You really don’t know?”


“How would I? I…have never done this before.”
 Reluctance, tinged with shame. “Perhaps I have misjudged. Perhaps there is more to this world than hunting and feeding.”


Huh. He knew Gray was changing him. Was it possible for him to change Gray?

The wind shifted slightly, and the sea breeze became darker, tainted with something like rotting flesh and corruption.

Caleb’s stomach cramped reflexively, although it took him a minute to recognize the cause. Not revulsion, but hunger.

Because the stench on the wind smelled good.


It smelled like food.

“The demon.”

* * *

John pulled up in front of the condo in a squeal of tires. Flinging himself out of the car, he drew his athame with his left hand and kept his right free in case he needed the gun.

Which, please Sekhmet, he wouldn’t. Let there be some stupid, perfectly benign reason the spirit ward hadn’t just been tested, but broken. Not because John had made a mistake trusting Gray. Not because the drakul was now next door drinking the neighbors’ blood.

The door was slightly ajar. John pushed it cautiously open, then slid inside, his athame held at the ready and an incantation on his lips.

The condo was empty; he knew it instantly from the absence of Gray’s energy. The air reeked of spilled alcohol, and the shards of a broken gin bottle gleamed on the living room floor, a dent in the wall above attesting to how it had broken. There wasn’t enough liquid around it for there to have been much left when it encountered the wall. An empty bottle of vodka stood mournfully on the kitchen counter.

Damn it. What happened? Had Caleb gotten drunk and just decided to take off? Although with almost two bottles of liquor in him, how far could he go?

Hell, maybe he’d died of alcohol poisoning, and Gray had happily run away with his corpse, back to snacking on demons.

Whatever had happened, John needed to report back to Kaniyar. They’d have to initiate a manhunt, because if things did go horribly wrong, if Gray attacked someone…well, no amount of secrecy was worth the risk.

The door behind him swung farther open. John spun, the blade of his athame sparking blue in the presence of etheric energy.

Familiar energy, and he relaxed almost before his eyes registered who had come up behind him. Which, on reflection, was damned stupid; he shouldn’t trust someone he’d just met, let alone two someone’s, one of them not even human.

Caleb—and it was Caleb, despite the swirl of power trembling in the air around him—gave him a manic grin. His long hair was out of its ponytail, tousled and wind-tossed. His clothes were damp from rain, but the look on his face was excited, wild. The sparks on the athame reflected in his eyes, and John thought he caught sight of an answering flash, like a lightning strike on the horizon.

“The demon—NHE—whatever the fuck you want to call it—is still here!” Caleb said, before John could speak. He came farther into the condo, shutting the door behind him. “We couldn’t find it, but we smelled it. It’s still in the city.”

“Wait a minute.” John put away his athame, holding up the other hand to slow Caleb down. “What the hell happened here? Why did you leave the condo?”

Caleb’s eyes went to the broken glass, and he winced. The energy pricking at John’s nerves slid away, like a snail retracting into its shell. “Sorry about the mess. I was upset. Feeling sorry for myself and mad at the world. I started drinking, except I apparently can’t get drunk anymore. Just like I don’t need glasses anymore.”

John frowned. “Some NHEs have accelerated healing, but it usually only manifests after they’ve fully taken over their host’s body.”

“Well, I guess I’m just fucking lucky.” Caleb’s dark brows drew into a by-now familiar scowl. “Gray got annoyed with my drinking. I got tired of fighting with the voice in my head. I had to get out of the damn house, all right? Just…get away. I felt trapped.”

“I understand. I do. But you can’t just leave.”

“Because of the spirit ward, right. But I obviously did, so—”

“Would you shut up and listen to me?”

Caleb’s mouth closed with a snap. “Fine. Sure. Go ahead, Agent Starkweather.”

John took a calming breath, trying to think. Caleb didn’t trust him, and this probably wasn’t going to help any. “We’re already making exceptions for you, understand? If you take off, if Kaniyar thinks you can’t be trusted, she won’t hesitate to bring the hammer down. They’ll call out a manhunt, and when they find you, there won’t be any more attempts at the sort of exorcism featuring candles and circles. It’ll be silver bullets and frag grenades. And I won’t be able to do anything to save you.”


Chapter 14

Caleb paled, his big brown eyes going wide. His lips parted slightly, and John had the wild urge to kiss him to take away the sting of the words.

No. Caleb depended on him. He couldn’t take advantage.

“Figures.” Caleb’s mouth twisted into a sneer. “I don’t want to be locked up in a cage; therefore, I must be up to something. Perfect government logic.”

“Damn it, Caleb, listen to me!” John took a step forward, barely able to keep from grabbing the other man and shaking some sense into his head. “You shouldn’t have been able to get past the spirit ward. I’m not sure how you did.”

“I just walked out,” Caleb said, but there was uncertainty under the toughness now.

Not good. Not good at all. “You just walked out. Think about it for a minute, will you? I’m the best exorcist in the southeast, and you and Gray just walked out over a damn good spirit ward. You’re telling me the tools I—and every other exorcist out there—rely on are worthless when it comes to you. And you wonder why people might react badly?”

The pale column of Caleb’s throat worked as he swallowed. “Oh. Why aren’t you?”

“Why am I not what?”

“Reacting badly?” Caleb offered him a shadow of a grin. “I mean, I’ve got a big scary drakul in my head. Shouldn’t you be putting me in silver cuffs, or calling for backup, or running for your life?”

“Yeah, well, no one ever said I had any sense.” John ran a hand tiredly through his hair. “I trust you.”

Caleb stared at him like he’d lost his mind. “Why? Christ, I don’t trust myself right now!”

It was the million-dollar question, and John couldn’t come up with an answer to satisfy himself, let alone anyone else. Just gut instinct, which was a terrible reason to do anything, really.

“Because you haven’t given me a reason not to,” he said at last.

Caleb snorted. “You’re an awful federal agent.” He shook his head, but there was a small smile on his lips, which hadn’t been there before.

Situation…well, not under control, but stable for the moment. “You were saying something about the NHE?”

The grin faded. “Yeah. I was running and I—we—smelled it. It was the same demon Gray sensed at the abandoned house. Maybe…I don’t know, but it might be Ben’s killer. Gray says there was still some of its scent on Ben’s…on his body.”

“You’ve decided Gray didn’t kill Ben?” John had never thought otherwise, given all the evidence pointing to an early stage lycanthrope, but he was curious as to why Caleb had changed his mind.

Caleb folded his arms defensively over his chest. “Turned Ben’s body into a walking abomination, yes. Destroyed any chance Melanie and I had to find peace with his death, yes. Made my life a living hell, yes. Killed Ben…no. I’m not sure how to say this without sounding crazy—or crazier—but Gray is too honest. Not out of some moral sense, but because he doesn’t see the point in lying. He doesn’t have any sense of tact, no idea he ought to blunt things.” Caleb shrugged helplessly. “If he’d done it, he would have said so upfront, and been confused as to why I was upset about it.”

John leaned one hip against the bar separating the kitchen and living room. It sounded like his assessment of Gray matched Caleb’s. Either the drakul was playing them both, or his instincts had been on target. He was willing to bet on the latter. “Good to know. So you tried to find this NHE?”

“Yeah. It wasn’t any use, though.” A frown flickered across Caleb’s face, as if in response to something John couldn’t hear. “There were too many other scents. We tracked it toward the Battery, but lost it after four or five blocks.”

“Damn.” The question of Gray’s potential threat aside, this other NHE was dangerous. Lycanthropes didn’t just stop after a single kill. “I have a proposal for the two of you.”

Suspicion showed on Caleb’s fine-boned face. “Oh, I’m sure I’m going to love this.”

“It’s not bad. You won’t have to sign over your soul, just your first-born child.”

“Funny. Do they teach you that in training, or is it a natural talent?”

“Just a gift. One of many.” John winked, and was pleased to see a slight flush creep over Caleb’s cheeks. “You and Gray both want to find this NHE, albeit for different reasons. I do, too.”

Caleb tossed his hair irritably back over his shoulder. “What are you suggesting?”

“Instead of concentrating on how to get rid of Gray, we work together to find this NHE before it kills again.”

Caleb’s eyes widened. “Are you saying the three of us should cooperate?”

“You two are a magic demon-sniffing bloodhound. Frankly, I could use one of those right now. And it will get you out of the condo.”

Caleb’s attention seemed to turn inward for a minute. Then he let out a rueful laugh and held out his hand.

John took it. Caleb’s long, artist’s fingers curled over his, their grip firm and dry, making his pulse quicken. “You’ve got yourself a deal.”

* * *

Caleb awoke to a hand on his shoulder, shaking him gently. “Hey, Caleb. Wake up.”

Blinking groggily, he sat up and found Starkweather sitting on the edge of the bed. The only illumination came from the clock radio on the nightstand, and the dim light in the hall streaming through the open door.

Even with the lack of light, he could make out every detail: Starkweather’s concerned face, plus the fact he was wearing a suit and tie instead of the t-shirt and cargo pants he’d worn before bed.

Great, another change to his eyes. Seeing in the dark would have seemed really cool before; now it just felt ominous.

“The night is best for hunting. The mortals cower inside and do not see. There is less chance of interference.”

“Not helping with the ominous,” he muttered.

Starkweather turned on the light on the nightstand, squinting at the sudden radiance. “What?”

“Um, nothing. What’s going on? It’s—” he checked the clock—“two in the goddamn morning? Is this some kind of new interrogation technique? Because I have to say, it sucks. Anything you get out of me isn’t going to be coherent without a lot of coffee.”

“No interrogation. I left the whips and chains in my bedroom.” Starkweather smirked, his gaze traveling over Caleb’s bare chest, taking in the pale nipples, sparse hair, and flat belly.

It had been a long time since anyone had looked at him that way. Like he wanted to rip the blanket off and pounce on Caleb. Would he assault Caleb’s nipples with rough bites or lick them gently? Would he push Caleb down against the bed while his hand slid down over Caleb’s belly until his fingers wrapped around Caleb’s shaft?

No. No fantasizing about the sexy agent, especially when he was sitting right there. Caleb pulled the blankets up higher and hoped his growing erection didn’t make an obvious tent. “Dressed awfully formal, aren’t you? Or do you normally wear a tie to bed?”

“Depends on what I’m going to do with it, once I have it off.”

So much for not fantasizing.

The flirty look drained away from Starkweather’s face, and he shifted his weight, making the bed creak. “A call just came in from District Chief Kaniyar. My boss.”

No good ever came of calls this late at night. “What happened?”

“There’s been a murder. Some late-night partiers found a body in a little alley off East Bay Street. The killer was a lycanthrope. It could be the one that murdered your brother.”

Despite the warmth of the covers, Caleb suddenly felt cold. He hadn’t seen Ben’s body at the morgue. Melanie had, and she’d given him some information, but no details. He knew it had been bad, but he really didn’t know how bad.

Gray stirred, the tiger twitching its tail. “Will we finally hunt this demon?”


“You-you’re asking Gray and me to go down to the scene with you, aren’t you?”

“What can I say? I’m a cheap date.” Starkweather rose to his feet. “I’ll have some coffee brewed by the time you get downstairs. Don’t take too long.”


Chapter 15

John parked the sedan at the end of the alley, amidst the chaos of flashing lights, yellow tape, and armed guards. The alley was a narrow slot with bars and businesses on one side, and historic residences on the other. During the day, it was probably a popular cut-through, but at night very little light filtered in from the main thoroughfares.

Caleb sat tense in the passenger seat, staring out the window with an expression which made John wonder if he was having a conversation with Gray. Putting a hand to Caleb’s skinny knee, he said, “Ready?”

Caleb glanced up, and John caught a flash of nervousness before he tamped it down. “You really are a cheap date. Can’t we ever go somewhere besides a crime scene?”

“Not on a governmental salary.” As much as he enjoyed sparring with the other man, he did owe Caleb a warning. “Seriously, though, this isn’t going to be pleasant. Even agents with twenty years experience have trouble at some scenes.” The bloody ones, anyway.

Caleb shrugged his thin shoulders and looked away. “I’ve got to do this, pleasant or not.”

John winced. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want you to feel forced into doing anything.”

“And I’m sorry you think this has a damn thing to do with you,” Caleb shot back. “This is for Ben. And me.”

All right, then. John opened his door. “Let’s go.”

They headed down the alley, Caleb a step behind. Brick walls crowded in close to either side, trapping the stink of blood until John could almost taste its iron tang.

John showed his badge to the agent securing the scene. “He’s with me,” he said, tilting his head in Caleb’s direction. Curiosity flashed in the other agent’s eyes, but he only nodded and held up the tape to let them duck underneath.

Floodlights poured harsh white radiance midway down the alley. A photographer snapped shots from every angle, while forensics took samples. Kaniyar stood out of the way, observing; despite the hour, she didn’t have a hair out of place. Did the woman even sleep?

“Special Agent Starkweather,” she said with a crisp nod. “Mr. Jansen; thank you for joining us.”

“Sure.” The floodlights stole what little color Caleb had to begin with. His eyes darted nervously in the direction of the scene, but the bodies of the forensics team blocked the view.

“Starkweather tells me you can track the NHE responsible,” she said. It sounded like a challenge.

Caleb swallowed, but his eyes lifted to meet hers. “I can. I can smell it.”

“Hmm.” Her eyes narrowed but she didn’t say anything. “Why don’t you take a look at the scene, get a fix on what direction the perp went?”

When Kaniyar turned to bark orders at the forensics team, John surreptitiously put a hand to Caleb’s arm. “Just relax.”

“You’re wildly optimistic, aren’t you?” Caleb muttered back. “There’s not going to be any relaxing. Gray…wants to get on with this.”

Just what they needed—for Gray to take over and go charging off in front of Kaniyar. “Hang in there. Show the chief she can trust you.”

“Starkweather!” Kaniyar called. Seeing the techs had cleared out, John dropped his hand from Caleb’s arm and led the way to the body.

What little remained lay in a short side-alley, in between a converted warehouse and the brick wall surrounding the overgrown garden of a private residence. The upper part of the man’s body was still intact. He lay sprawled on his back, arms out-flung, a look of horror frozen on his face.

The rest of him…was less intact, to put it mildly. Blood splatters marked the walls to either side and pooled in the uneven bricks beneath him. His clothing was nothing more than gore-stained tatters, ripped apart as his attacker tried to get to the vulnerable flesh beneath. Everything from mid-sternum down was nothing but a chewed, torn mess of blood and bone fragments.

The human part of the lycanthrope was losing control. It wouldn’t be long until it became nothing but a force of fury and hunger, all intellect and personality wiped away. Time to catch it before it did serious damage to a lot of people was running out.

Caleb let out a low moan, turned away, and dropped to his knees. John winced at the sound of retching. Well, at least Caleb had the presence of mind not to throw up on the crime scene.

Crouching by the other man, John gently rubbed a soothing circle on his back. Caleb had forgotten his coat—and not even shivered when they walked out into the winter night.

Was time running out for him, too?

At the moment, he was still mostly human, and his back felt warm through the thin fabric of the t-shirt. “It’s okay,” John said.

“The fuck it is. That
 is not okay.” Caleb stumbled shakily to his feet; John helped him up with a steadying hand.

“Can’t argue with you there.” John glanced back at the body. “We need to catch this thing before it kills again.”

Caleb scrubbed at his face with his wrist, as if impatient with his brief show of weakness. “No. I mean, yes, but you don’t get it. I knew the victim.”

* * *

Caleb wrapped his arms around himself, against an inner chill. God, this was twelve different kinds of fucked-up. The alley reeked to his super-charged senses: blood and bile and shit, and his stomach did a slow roll.

“Who is he?” Starkweather asked, at the same time as Kaniyar demanded, “You know the victim?”

He didn’t want to look at Kaniyar. She scared the shit out of him. If she thought he was holding something back, she could throw him in a cell to rot, and the cold look in her eyes made him think she wouldn’t lose a second’s sleep over it.

“His name is—was—Dave,” he said, directing the comment at Starkweather. “He was a friend of Melanie’s. I don’t know his last name. I never met him before he came with us to the abandoned house. He drove the van.”

Kaniyar and Starkweather exchanged a glance loaded with meaning. “Later,” the chief said decisively. “For now, let’s concentrate on finding the NHE. Mr. Jansen?”

“I can do it.” Anything to get out of this alley-turned-slaughterhouse.


“At last.”
 Anticipation spilled over from Gray, washing along their nerves. The demon’s trail was clear as a black line drawn on the air, on the earth, a track of corruption which made their mouth water with hunger. They needed to move, to run—

No!

Caleb stumbled, trying to force his legs to move at a quick walk instead of the faster-than-human sprint Gray wanted. We can’t just take off.


“It will escape!”

We’ll catch it. But I don’t like the way Kaniyar is looking at us. If she decides you’re a threat, there won’t be any hunting demons from inside a Spec cell.

Gray snarled, but subsided. A little. He was still just under the surface; Caleb felt as if he had both hands gripping a tiger’s scruff, struggling to hold it back.

The trail led back to East Bay Street and turned south. Caleb gave in to Gray’s impatience and broke into a jog, but neither Starkweather nor Kaniyar called out for him to slow.

Anticipation. “The demon is nearby.”


They turned down a side street and the dark bulk of a park appeared before them, nestled against the seawall. A huge cruise liner loomed up to the left, and the lights of ships showed against the darkness of the ocean ahead. Had the lycanthrope taken refuge in the park? Or—God forbid—made for the cruise ship?

They broke into a run, demonic miasma heavy in their nostrils, like a cloud of burning musk. It had to be nearby—

The scent faded at the curb, just before they entered the park. Swiveling around, Caleb trotted back the other way, forcing the two SPECTR agents to jump aside. Again it faded.

“No. No!”

An involuntary hiss escaped his lips. Kaniyar’s eyes narrowed, and Caleb cursed furiously. Shit, how must they—he, damn it, not they—look to an exorcist? How much could Kaniyar sense? If she thought Gray was slipping out of control…

“Caleb?” Starkweather asked. He sounded concerned, but not worried. Not yet.

“It’s gone.” His voice didn’t sound quite right to his own ears: too deep, too powerful. Frustration lashed through him—if they hadn’t wasted time on the dead mortal, they would have caught it!

No. He took a breath. The anger didn’t belong to him. Except, damn it, he wanted to catch it too, the fucking thing which had killed his brother. His anger fed into Gray’s, who reflected it back to him, building and building…

Starkweather’s hand closed around his wrist, but the fingers were gentle. “You lost the trail?”

Caleb concentrated on the feel of Starkweather’s hand, warm against his skin. “I didn’t lose it, all right? It just ends here.”

“The NHE must have left in a vehicle,” Kaniyar observed.

“Dave had a van. Maybe the demon stole it.” But it couldn’t have, could it? “I figured this thing would be a mindless killer, just slaughtering everything in sight. Like a ghoul.”

“Ghouls are definitely on the bottom of the heap in terms of smarts,” Starkweather said. “And the mindless rage you’re talking about is common in therianthropes. But it can be directed, at least for a while. Norse warriors sometimes struck deals to become arktothropes—werebears—in battle. Their enemies feared them…but so did their allies. They started off slaughtering their foes, but most of them ultimately ended up killing their own friends and relatives before being put down.”

“Based on the condition of the body, the human host still had some measure of control when your brother died,” Kaniyar added. She stood with her gun drawn, scanning the street, as if she hoped the demon might helpfully decide to return. “His or her control is slipping, obviously, but if the human managed to force it to change back, he might appear to be perfectly normal to anyone who isn’t an exorcist or an empath.”

Was that going to be his fate? Slowly pushed aside while Gray grew more entrenched, until he was gone and only a creature of blood and thunder remained?

Caleb sagged against the trunk of a tree overshadowing the street. “Fuck.”

Kaniyar holstered her weapon. “My sentiments exactly, Mr. Jansen.”


Chapter 16

“We need to talk,” Starkweather said, closing the door of the condo behind them.

Nothing good ever followed that phrase. Caleb took a step toward the stairs. “I’m beat. Can’t it wait until morning?”

“No. It can’t.” Starkweather shucked off his coat and suit jacket, draped them over the back of a chair, then leaned against it with his arms folded across his chest. “Why don’t you sit down?”

He wore a lazy expression, but his eyes were sharp. Gut clenching, Caleb walked across the room and sat down on the couch.

The agent remained standing. “We’ve done some digging. It seems your sister-in-law and brother were involved with the Fist of God.”

“What?” Caleb laughed weakly. “You’re crazy!”

“Am I?”


Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live.
 Fucking hell. “Ben knew about me,” he protested. “He helped me hide my so-called ability, okay? He wouldn’t have joined the fucking Fist.”

“He believed you were an abomination.”

All the air left Caleb’s lungs. “I…what?”

One of those fragments of memory, playing like an old movie, grainy and distorted in his head. Ben hugging him, but from Ben’s point of view, accompanied by a ripple of deeply buried grief. “He cared for you and wished to protect you. He also believed you were going to hell. I have observed mortals often hold such conflicting emotions.”


“No. No, you’re lying!”

“Why would I lie?”

“Caleb? Caleb!” Starkweather’s hands gripped his shoulders. Caleb blinked and found he’d risen to his feet. Tears stung his eyes; he wrenched away from Starkweather and wiped his face angrily. He was not
 going to break down in front of a government drone, no matter how well-intentioned. He wasn’t.

The agent let him go, but the expression in his eyes remained wary. “Are you all right?”

“No! No, I’m not fucking all right. Would you be?” The Fist of God had ties to groups behind some of the worst anti-mal legislation, the very thing Ben had spent his life protecting Caleb from. How could he have joined up with them? Was it Melanie’s fault?

She didn’t know. Ben had never told her. Out of love, or shame, or both?

“I’m sorry,” Starkweather said. “I can understand this is a shock to you.”

Caleb swallowed hard and looked away, focusing on the stupid rattle, which twitched every time he walked too close. “I guess I suspected, when we met up with Melanie’s ‘friends’ to track down Gray. But I didn’t want to believe. And I never thought Ben would have…would…”

“I truly am sorry,” Starkweather repeated. Why did those blue eyes have to be so gorgeous? So kind and sad? “Given what happened tonight, I have to ask if you know anything—anything at all, even if it seems minor. Maybe something you didn’t think of when you first heard or saw it, but might help us locate the rest of the Fist cell.”

Caleb froze. Was this what Starkweather really wanted? Had all his concern been just a front, just a way to further his investigation? “Why?”

“Two members of the same cell, your brother and tonight’s victim, are dead. Your sister-in-law is missing, despite our best attempts to find her. If you know anything, anything at all, you have to tell me.”

He should tell Starkweather Melanie had been here. Or should he?

“If you find Melanie,” he said slowly, “what will you do with her?”

“It depends on what she’s done. Fist cells have been implicated in the murder of paranormals and the bombing of state-run schools. They’ve killed possessed people who could have been successfully exorcized.”

“Ben wouldn’t have done anything like that! Or Melanie.” Fuck Starkweather—maybe Melanie had some crazy beliefs, but she was still the only family he had left. “She just wanted to get Ben’s body away from a fucking demon—”

“I am not a—”

“Shut up! Melanie isn’t a murderer, and you’re a goddamned demon no matter what you say, and I’m done with this, do you hear me? I’m done.”


“I will not listen to this,”
 Gray said huffily, before the sense of his presence withdrew. Like an angry cat turning its back on him.

“Caleb,” Starkweather said. He held out his hands, palms out. “Just calm down. I’m not accusing your sister-in-law of anything. But if there’s a lycanthrope working its way through the cell, her life could be in danger.”

“And whose fault is that?” Caleb demanded, trying to buy time to think. “If you people had just done your damn job and caught the demon after it killed Ben, none of this would have happened!”

Starkweather flinched. It was a tiny gesture, but it nudged things into place.

“Oh my God,” Caleb said. A heavy weight settled into his stomach. “Were you the one investigating Ben’s death? Is that why they called you to the abandoned house?”

“Not the only reason,” Starkweather said quietly, not meeting Caleb’s shocked gaze. “But…yes. It was my case.”

“You…why?” God, this wasn’t happening. “Why didn’t you do anything?”

“I did.” Starkweather’s throat worked as he swallowed. “We went over the scene, ran the samples against an index of other crimes, everything possible. But dogs won’t track an NHE, and with no witnesses and no evidence, I hit a dead end.”

Caleb closed his eyes against the pain, before forcing them open again. To think, he’d actually believed Starkweather was being kind. Believed he wasn’t such a bad guy. Believed maybe…

Maybe nothing. “And when Ben’s body disappeared? What? Too much work? Why the hell didn’t you do anything about it?”

Starkweather wiped a hand across his face. “Because it never made it to my desk.”

“What the hell are you saying? It got lost in red tape somewhere? You have got to be fucking kidding me!”

“Damn it, Caleb, just listen!” The agent’s mouth was a taut line, his dark brows drawn down over those vivid eyes. “I’m not supposed to tell you this. I could get in serious trouble, but you have the right to know. The report came in…and disappeared. Kaniyar thinks deliberately. And that’s why you aren’t sitting in lockup. Because she wants to know who made it disappear, and why, and she thinks keeping Gray secret will buy her the time to find out.”

There was no reason for his stomach to feel like he was on a plunging elevator, headed straight for the basement. No reason to be disappointed. Starkweather was just a drone, after all. Just taking orders.

“I see.” Caleb rose to his feet and stood there stiffly. Not looking at Starkweather, because he wasn’t sure he could take it.

“I’m sorry,” Starkweather said quietly. “I’m sorry I failed and didn’t catch the lycanthrope in time. I’m sorry this happened to you. But right now, we have the chance to save your sister-in-law, if we work together.”

Right. Starkweather failed, but he expected Caleb to sell Melanie out. She was already afraid of him; if he gave her up to SPECTR, she’d never speak to him again. The last of his family, and this bastard wanted him to just hand her over like it didn’t mean anything.

Starkweather’s own parents had turned their backs on him. What could he possibly know about family? About loyalty?

“Maybe you should do your damned job and find her yourself,” Caleb said, past the constriction in his throat. “I don’t know anything. I’m going to bed.”

He turned and walked deliberately to the stairs, half-expecting Starkweather to follow him. But the agent remained behind, and Caleb went alone to his cold room.

* * *

The next morning, John sat across from Caleb over a breakfast of oatmeal and coffee. Caleb hadn’t said much since stumbling downstairs after a few hours of sleep. Instead, he stared at his oatmeal, poking at it desultorily with his spoon rather than eating. He had yet to look John full in the face since last night.

Because he was still hiding something? Or because he hated John now?

Didn’t Caleb understand he felt like shit for not bringing in Ben’s killer? For fuck’s sake, he just wanted to help Caleb. He didn’t want anyone else to die, even fundamentalist crazies like the Fist.

John drained the last of his coffee, trying to wash the bitterness out of his mouth. Other people had seen Caleb at the scene last night, which meant Kaniyar wasn’t going to be able to keep this under wraps for long. What would happen to Caleb, especially if the chief thought he was hiding something?

A cell, most likely, interspersed with visits to an interrogation room. Which, given what John knew of the man, would only result in Caleb becoming even more defiant.

Caleb didn’t trust SPECTR. If he felt threatened, would he give control over to Gray, in exchange for the strength to break free? If Gray went on a rampage in the middle of HQ, there would be a lot of blood.

And Caleb would die.

“I need to go into work,” John said, careful to keep his voice even. Non-accusatory. “Unless you can tell me anything more about your sister-in-law.”

Caleb glanced up, finally meeting his gaze. His lips parted, and for a moment John thought he would say something.

Then he looked back at his oatmeal. “I told you everything I can last night.”

Not “everything I know,” but “everything I can.”

In other words, Caleb didn’t trust him. Which meant he probably shouldn’t trust Caleb, despite what his instincts said.

“All right,” he said. Rising to his feet, he put on his coat, picked up his bag, and turned back to Caleb.

“I’m sealing the door,” he said. “If you leave this time, it will be your last.”

Caleb glanced at him, before dropping his gaze back to his oatmeal. “Yeah. Got it.”

John shut the door between them.


Chapter 17

Caleb sat on the stairs leading up to the second floor, his face buried in his hands.

How had everything gone so wrong? When had it gone wrong? Was it when Ben and Melanie got involved with Fist? Ben’s death? Starkweather’s failure to catch the demon? His own decision to set foot in the abandoned house where Gray had been lurking?

Starkweather…

Caleb wanted to blame him. Needed to blame him, because it had to be somebody’s fault, right? Had to be SPECTR’s fault, because…

Because God forbid they be real human beings, who did their best but weren’t omniscient. John—Starkweather, damn it, not John—would have done everything he could, because he cared about people. No matter what else, Caleb knew that to be true.

Caleb let out a long sigh. The truth was, he should have known his own limits. He should never have gone to the abandoned house. If there were some way to travel back through time, he’d stuff his past self in a closet, put in a call to SPECTR, and run as fast as he could in the opposite direction.

Or, hell, just leave it to Melanie and her friends. The Fist. Whoever. If he hadn’t fallen through the fucking floor, they would have put Ben to rest and sent Gray along to whatever poor bastard would become his next host. A corpse that would’ve stayed dead, presumably.

Of course, a whole new family would have been stuck wondering what happened to their loved one’s body. Was he selfish enough to just keep passing the misery along to someone else?

“I did not mean to hurt you.”

Caleb blinked. The words were reluctant and laced with an uncertainty he’d never sensed from Gray before. “What are you talking about?” No sense in keeping the conversation entirely in his head, since they were alone.

“Taking your brother’s body. This hurt you. I did not choose to do it. He was dead, gone, not like you. I do not understand the reason for your pain. But…I am sorry.”

How many others had there been before him? How many had seen their loved one’s corpse up and shambling around?

“I do not shamble.”

Caleb surprised them both by laughing. “No. No, you do not shamble. Heaven forbid.”

The phone rang.

The unexpected sound made Caleb jump. Until now, Starkweather had received all of his calls on his cell phone. From Caleb’s experience over the last few days, and the more telling lack of photos anywhere in the condo, it didn’t seem like the agent had any life outside of his work. Who did he have to call him?

The machine picked up; the outgoing message wasn’t even personalized. The pre-recorded robotic voice directed the caller to reply at the beep.

“C-Caleb?” Melanie’s voice, and the shock of it froze him to the stairs. “Are you there? I-I think something’s after me. I think it wants to kill me.”

* * *

Caleb leapt off the stairs, the inhuman jump carrying him halfway to the phone. Snatching it out of its cradle, he gasped, “Melanie?”

“Caleb!” It was her voice all right, but high and thin with fear. “Oh, thank God I reached you!”

“How did you even get this number?”

“I had the address—did a reverse lookup. I’m in trouble, Caleb, real trouble. You’ve got to help me!”

His head pounded in time to his heartbeat. “Where are you? Can you make it here?” He’d call Starkweather, tell him Melanie was on her way, get her a fucking police escort if he had to. Nothing mattered but keeping her safe.

“I don’t know. Dave died. We were wrong—it wasn’t the…wasn’t your…”

“Gray; yeah, I know. The same demon killed Ben and Dave. Starkweather thinks you’re with the Fist of God and it’s after your cell. Is…is he right?”

Her voice faltered. “I…oh. I think so. It’s been hunting us the whole time we thought we were hunting it. And now it’s after me.”


Us
 . The plastic of the phone snapped under the pressure of his hand. With a gasp, he let up; fortunately, he didn’t seem to have damaged anything inside, because he could still hear Melanie’s trembling breath over the line.

All right. She might be with Fist, but she was still his sister-in-law. She’d still turned to him for help, even knowing he was possessed. He couldn’t abandon her now. “Tell me where you are. I’ll call Starkweather and have him over there with a team ASAP.”

“No! I’m at a Fist safe house. I’ve been here ever since your…accident. You can’t give it up to them, Caleb. What we’ve been doing isn’t really legal.”

He didn’t care, not now. “Fine. Just tell me where you are.”

She rattled off the address. At least the street sounded familiar. “Okay. I can’t—I can’t come over there by myself. Don’t argue, all right? Just listen. If I leave the condo, Starkweather will know. SPECTR will come after me, just like any demon. You sit tight, and I’ll call him and convince him to let me leave for a little while.”

“All right, but I…wait, what was that?”

Silence, except for her breathing. “Melanie? What’s going on?”

“Oh God,” she whispered. “I think it’s here. I—”

The call cut off in a scream, just before the line went dead.

* * *

“Melanie? Melanie!”

Nothing. Silence. Dead air.

No. No, this wasn’t happening. Melanie wasn’t dead in a pool of her own blood like Ben and Dave—

Caleb took a deep breath, fighting for calm. Think. He had to think.

All right—he had an address. Melanie knew how to fight demons. If she could just hold out long enough, Starkweather could get a Spec squad over there.

He wasted precious seconds searching for the piece of paper with Starkweather’s cell number on it. Locating it behind the couch, he hastily dialed the number and waited through what seemed an interminable number of rings.

“Hello,” said a slightly tinny version of the agent’s voice, “you have reached the phone of Special Agent John Starkweather. Please leave your name, number, and…”

Caleb closed his eyes, the rest of the message drifting past him.

Melanie was in danger, might be dead already. And Starkweather was either out of reach or not taking any calls from him.

Gray stirred, an alien hunger slithering along Caleb’s veins. “The demon is near.”


Caleb wasn’t a monster slayer. Not like Melanie. Not like Starkweather. Hell, look at what his one attempt had come to: himself possessed, probably doomed, and the demon he’d been trying to stop still out there killing people. How could he possibly think he could save anyone?

But if he didn’t help her…who would?

“Starkweather,” he said into the phone, and wished there had been some other way, any other way, to do this. “Melanie just called. She’s in trouble, and of course you aren’t answering your damn phone. I’m not leaving her to die, understand? And yeah, I get what you said. When I leave, I’m rogue, and you’ll have to hunt me down. But I don’t have a choice. I’m sorry.”

And fuck, why had he apologized? He was doing the right thing, the only thing, wasn’t he? What did he care if some Spec puppet was disappointed in him?

But he did care. More than he’d ever wanted to.

He left the address of the safe house, because if the demon killed him, someone needed to know where to find his body. Or Melanie’s…but no. He had to believe she was still alive.

Gray prodded him. “What are we waiting for?”


Caleb put the phone back on its base and walked to the door. He wished he had some kind of weapon: a gun, or a knife, or something.

“We need no weapon.”

Not comforting, exactly. Caleb reached for the doorknob, then paused. Once we leave, we’ll be hunted. SPECTR won’t let us get away.



“I have been hunted many times before,”
 Gray assured him.

Right. Except, going by the flickers of memory Caleb had glimpsed, being hunted had resulted in Gray possessing a long string of corpses. He didn’t have the same luxury. This was the only body he was going to get.

Pressing his lips into a firm line, Caleb opened the door.

* * *

Sean clung to the dashboard as John blew through a red light, siren howling and emergency lights flashing. “Are you sure about this?”

“I’m sure,” John said, even though he wasn’t. Damn Caleb: couldn’t he have picked a better time to come clean?

Not that Caleb had much choice, given his voice mail. John had been in a meeting with his phone turned off, when the ward on his condo door broke again. Excusing himself hurriedly, he’d found Caleb’s message waiting for him.

Which left him with two choices. Call out a manhunt, which might end with Caleb dead or in a cell, or go in with backup he could trust and hope it didn’t come back to bite him on the ass.

The decision should have been harder.


Chapter 18

Caleb slowed as they approached the safe house.

They’d run all the way; heart pumping and muscles burning with Gray’s wild energy, scaring horse-drawn trolleys full of tourists. Even if he hadn’t left the address on the voice mail, Starkweather would be able to track them just by the traffic disruptions.

The house was a stately old mansion, turned side-on to the street, with a walled garden in front. It had the upper-and-lower porches typical of the style, with a spiral iron staircase leading from the first floor porch to the second. A fountain played quietly in the garden, and birds sang in the thick hedges.

The demon’s psychic stench, of matted fur and old blood, formed a trail from the curb to the garden gate. They were too late.

Caleb eased through the unlocked gate and into the garden. The ornate oak door stood open.

Not knowing what else to do, he went up the stairs. The porch creaked under his weight as he crossed to the doorway and stepped inside.

A high foyer, designed to let the ocean breezes circulate and cool the house, greeted him. Doorways to either side showed dining and living rooms, both deserted. Directly in front of him, a staircase ran up to the second floor.

The air was thick with the demon’s reek. Caleb wanted to gag, but Gray’s hunger made his mouth water instead.

He swallowed hard. “Melanie?” he called into the heavy silence of the house.

A floorboard creaked overhead, and a moment later, Melanie appeared on the landing above.

Relief poured through him, like water through a breach in the seawall. “Hurry! We have to get you out of here!”

“Come here,” she called down; her voice trembled. “There’s something I have to show you.”

Had she killed the demon?


“No.”
 The drakul twisted inside him. “It is here.”
 Hunger sharpened his teeth, and a shudder ran through him.

No—stop. We can’t scare Melanie, damn it!

Caleb climbed the stairs quickly. “Are you all right?” he asked.

She backed away as he approached, and the flicker of fear in her eyes brought him to a halt a few steps below her. “Melanie?”

Two doors opened off the top of the stairs, both closed. As he watched, the one on the left slowly swung open, and a figure stepped out behind her.

The man was older, his iron gray hair carefully styled, his suit expensive. A slow smile curled his lips as his eyes locked on Caleb.

Shit. He knew this guy. He’d forgotten, what with the dying and getting possessed that had come after, but this man had stood in the shadows of the abandoned house.


“He is food!”
 Gray writhed under his skin, fighting to get out, and Caleb staggered under the onslaught even as he realized what Gray meant.

They’d found the demon.

“Melanie, quick—get out of here!” Caleb shouted, even as he fought for control.

“You see, Melanie?” the demon asked. “He has been overcome by evil. Caleb is gone.”

She nodded, her face wet with tears. “You were right, Leland. I should never have doubted you.”

“Get away from him!” God, how could he make her understand? “Melanie, run, he’s the demon! He killed Ben!”

She shook her head. “You can’t fool me with your lies,” she said, her voice shaking. And raised the gun she’d held concealed at her side.

Caleb froze, transfixed by the black bore pointed directly at him. This wasn’t happening. This was a nightmare. “Melanie, no. Please don’t do this. I’m still me, I swear.”

Tears streaked her face as she braced the gun with both hands. “No, you’re not. You’re just a monster to put down.”

Then she emptied all six rounds into his chest.

* * *

Gray has had enough.

The pain is huge and all-encompassing, just as everything is in this living body. The taste and smell of blood wash through their throat, up from ruptured lungs. Bones shatter and flesh bruises, the impact of the bullets hurling them down the stairs to sprawl on the landing below. Their heart clenches without rhythm, another agony layered atop the rest.

And yet, somehow, the mortal woman’s betrayal hurts worse than everything else combined, Caleb’s shock and horror an anguished scream in their head.

So. Enough.

The woman is crying: deep, wrenching sobs, as if she feels some remorse. Or perhaps she is merely mourning the Caleb she knew before, the one she brought into the abandoned house with her. When Gray lunges to their knees, she falls back with a scream, the gun brought to bear once again, hammer clicking on an empty chamber.

Shattered ribs snap back into place, giving lungs room to expand again as the blood in them is absorbed. The hole in their heart seals shut, its rhythm settling back into place at the same time. Some of the bullet fragments fall free through the holes in their shirt; he coughs once, expelling the rest onto the floor.

He rises to his feet. The woman scrambles back, eyes wide, but she is no threat.

The demon stands in the hall behind her, shock on its face. Perhaps it didn’t truly realize the nature of its hunter. Perhaps it believed the frail shield of mortals would keep him away, destroy him, or at least force him into another body and buy it time to escape.

It knows better now. Its eyes go yellow. “Damn you!”

Bones and ligaments crack loudly, and a sound of pain escapes as it reforms its stolen flesh: jaws extending into a muzzle, arms lengthening, proportions of toes and feet altering, its shoes splitting apart and falling into tatters along with a great deal of its clothing. Matted brownish fur sprouts across its skin, coarse and clotted with dander. Nails become claws; teeth, a serrated row of fangs. Its scent intensifies, delicious.

The mortal screams again. She throws the empty gun at the werewolf. It snarls and snaps at her, and the moment of distraction is as good as any other.

Gray rushes it, his own fangs sharp and ready. At the last instant, it twists, the claws of one hand shredding his shirt and laying open his chest to the bone. Gray falls back, a pulse of etheric energy sealing the wounds closed without scar, and the two circle one another warily.

The fight is on.

* * *

John burst through the front door, gun and athame both drawn, Sean on his heels. They’d heard a woman’s scream all the way from the street; there was no time for finesse, no time for anything but to act and hope they weren’t too late.

He was greeted by the sight of two figures entwined with each other, just as they burst through the railing of the staircase. They twisted like a pair of fighting cats, plummeting to the first floor in a rain of shattered wood.

Gray was on the bottom when they hit. The lycanthrope reared back, saliva and blood flying from its teeth. John didn’t even think, just dropped the athame to brace the Glock and fired a silver-jacketed round into the wide target of the lycanthrope’s chest.

It let out a startled howl of pain—then went flying across the room and into a wall as Gray heaved it off. The impact left a deep crater in the plaster. A second later, Gray was on his feet and moving toward it, faster than anything human—or nearly human—had the right to move.

The storm of etheric energy was enough to steal John’s breath. Gray’s eyes were black as oil slicks, and his hair snapped in an unfelt wind, twisting and twining like Medusa’s locks. Dark mist boiled off of him, and the smell of ozone filled the air as the pressure in the room dropped.

The lycanthrope shoved itself off the wall, snarling as it lunged at Gray. Blood flew, claws opening gashes in flesh, each of them healing at an accelerated rate. John swore frantically, trying to get a good angle to fire, but they were too close together.

“Shit!” Sean yelled, and brought his gun up.

“Hold your fire! You’ll hit Gray!” John shouted over the lycanthrope’s infuriated howls.

“Dammit, John, it isn’t human anymore! Caleb’s gone!”

“No.” He risked taking his attention off the fight for an instant, grabbing Sean’s arm and forcing the gun down. “Trust me, Sean.”

Sean’s eyes went wide. He grabbed John and yanked him violently to the side, just as Gray crashed through the space they’d occupied. The drakul struck a mirror, falling to the ground in a hail of silvery shards to lie there unmoving.

John’s heart skipped a beat. He started to turn—but the lycanthrope was too fast, on him already, its charge hard enough to knock him over a chair and into a sideboard. His gun hit the ground and went skittering away.

John blinked, trying to make his dazed brain function. The lycanthrope bent over him, its stinking breath gusting over his face, as it prepared to rend him to pieces. He tried to get up, to move at all, but the air had been knocked out of him. He could only watch as death came closer and closer—

“Leave him be,” growled a voice like thunder.


Chapter 19

Gray’s claws sink into the flesh of the werewolf’s shoulders, hauling it back from its prey. Fury pounds in his veins: he has never cared about a demon’s mortal victims before. But he does this time.

Taken by surprise, the demon tries to fight, but Gray has the advantage. It cannot bring its claws into range to do more than rip at his thighs, wounds he ignores easily. Hauling it further from the mortals, he shoves it to its knees. Unhooking claws from one shoulder, he sinks them instead into its distorted head, wrenching the skull to the side so hard a vertebrae snaps.

An instant later, his fangs drive through the skin and into the jugular beneath. The grooves in them channel a veritable fountain of blood into his mouth, and for the first time since finding himself in a living body, he feeds.

It is nothing like before. Then, it was pleasant. A mild sensation, filtered through dead nerves.

This…this is ecstasy.

The blood is rich, infused with etheric power, and he drinks it down in a near-delirium of pleasure. The taste, the feel, the sheer physicality of the act make him moan, and he leans into the demon, wanting more. Every nerve sings, his entire body attuned to this one primal act.

Then there is nothing more, the demonic essence absorbed. All that remains is a rapidly cooling husk, already starting to decay, as if the mortal body had died the day the demon had taken it.

He drops it regretfully, wishing there had been more. He’d never known—

Pain blazes through him as a sliver of ice buries itself in his back.

With a roar, he twists, throwing the mortal woman aside. Taking advantage of his distraction, she snuck up behind him and left a knife embedded in one kidney. He tears the weapon out, the wound already healing, and hurls it aside.

This injury is nothing. Far worse is the one she gave with her betrayal. She hurt Caleb, and Gray must protect him/them. Whimpering in terror, she scrambles away, and he follows.

He tasted her blood once. It was not food, but it had a certain sweetness he had not appreciated at the time.

The memory of ecstasy curls in his belly. Would mortal blood give the same pleasure?

“No! Oh God, stop, it’s Melanie, stop!”

Caleb does not wish this. But Caleb does not want many things Gray does.

The mortal woman is crying now. Beaten, defeated, curled into a ball at his feet. Easy prey.

With a last growl in her direction, Gray lets go and folds back into himself.

* * *

John’s finger hovered over the trigger. It had all happened so fast, and now Gray had turned violent like any other NHE. He loomed over the cowering woman, beautiful and terrible, and John had to shoot, had to. He had to protect her from Gray.

But his finger was frozen, the nerves between brain and hand shorted out. For the first time in his life, he couldn’t bring himself to act.

A look of utter contempt flashed across Gray’s features as he stared down at Melanie. The sense of power faded, the smell of ozone vanishing. Gray’s hair drifted down to rest on his shoulders, and a moment later his eyes were human once again.

Caleb fell to his knees, hands clasped over his mouth. His dark eyes were almost round as he stared at the cowering Melanie.

“John?” Sean asked tensely.

“Stand down.” He didn’t know exactly what had happened…but maybe the details didn’t matter at the moment. “Call Kaniyar, and see if Ms. Jansen needs help.”

Ignoring the sobbing woman, John walked over to Caleb. When the other man didn’t look up, he dropped into a crouch by him. “Caleb? Are you all right?”

Caleb blinked dazedly through tears, all his snarky defiance wiped away. “J-John?”

“Yeah.” He’d hoped to hear Caleb use his first name…but not like this. Not out of desperation.

John put his hand on Caleb’s shoulder. Tremors shook his thin frame. “It’s going to be okay.”

“N-No.” Caleb swallowed convulsively. “I don’t think it is.”

He sounded so lost it broke John’s heart. Even though it wasn’t exactly professional, John wrapped his arms around Caleb.

He half-expected Caleb to shove him away. Instead, the other man pressed his face into John’s shoulder, arms going around him, hands clinging to his coat like he was the only bit of flotsam in a flood.

“Shh,” John murmured, stroking the silky black hair. It was tangled from Gray’s power; little swirls of energy sparked from the locks, like tiny kisses against John’s fingers. “I’ve got you. I’m not going to let you go.”

“John?” Sean asked uncertainly. “Kaniyar is on the way with a squad. What should we do with Ms. Jansen?”

What had been her role in all this? “Hold her for questioning,” John said. “She’s a member of Fist.”

“Got it. I’ll read her rights.”

“Thanks.” He should stay and give Kaniyar his report. But if he did, Caleb would be subjected to questioning, and given how hard he was shaking, John knew he couldn’t take much more right now.

Fuck it. Kaniyar wanted John to bend the rules; she’d have to live with the consequences. “I’m taking Caleb back to the condo. Tell the chief I’ll be in on Monday with a full report.”

“John—” Sean started.

John shot his oldest friend a hard glare. “He just stopped a killer. I think he’s earned a little slack, don’t you?”

Sean’s mouth flattened…but he nodded reluctantly. “Yeah. I guess.”

John rose to his feet, pulling Caleb with him. “Come on. Let’s get you home.”

* * *

Caleb was still shivering when he stepped inside the familiar confines of the condo.

Everything felt…dreamlike. Completely unreal, from the hardwood floors, to the couch, to the man locking the door behind them. Nothing was real, except for Melanie, her face contorted with terror while he loomed over her. Wanting to taste. Wanting to—

Starkweather came up behind him.

No, not Starkweather. John
 .

John might be brainwashed by SPECTR, but he had seen what happened and hadn’t run screaming in the other direction. So maybe he wasn’t just brainwashed, but batshit crazy to boot.

It didn’t matter; he was there, when everything else in the world was falling apart. His hands closed gently on Caleb’s arms, fingers hot against skin gone cold from the inside out. “Hey. Talk to me.”

Talk. Right. Caleb hadn’t said a word the whole way back. Hadn’t done anything but hug himself and shiver like a man dying in a snowstorm.

“I can’t do this,” he whispered in a low, cracked voice. “I just…I can’t.”

The hands on his arms tightened. They were the only real things in the world right now; Caleb closed his eyes and concentrated on the simple, human sensation.

“What can’t you do?” John asked.

There were knives in his throat, and swallowing didn’t wash them away. “This! Any of…this. Don’t you get it? Melanie called me there to put me down. The last family I have, and she thought I needed to die. And I…for a minute, I wanted to let Gray hurt her. To make her pay.” He choked back a sob. “She was right. I am a monster.”

John slid a hand under his jaw, tilting his head back. “No,” John said softly, his blue eyes grave but certain. “You aren’t.” And leaning forward, he pressed his mouth against Caleb’s.

The kiss was tentative, the brush of soft lips asking, not demanding. Caleb’s heart went into overdrive, sensation exploding in his chest, and he pushed back, deepening the kiss, turning it passionate.

John responded, arms sliding around Caleb, pressing the hard length of his erection against Caleb’s thigh. And oh God, it felt so good, so fucking human, he half wanted to cry from relief and desire.

“Caleb,” John whispered against his mouth. Then he drew back, concerned eyes searching. “Maybe we shouldn’t be doing this. I don’t want to take advantage.”

Caleb gripped John’s suit jacket, willing him not to pull farther away. “You aren’t,” he panted. He couldn’t take it if John refused him now, not after Melanie’s rejection. He was in pieces, barely clinging together; a single wrong touch would shatter him completely. “I’ve wanted you since the first moment I saw you.”

The familiar, sexy smile curved John’s mouth. “Feeling’s mutual. But I can wait. Maybe—”

“No.” Caleb kissed him again, desperately, hoping to convey his need in a swirl of lips and tongue. “Please,” he breathed, when they broke apart again. “Show me I’m still human.”

John’s hands slid up to cup his face, calluses rough against the stubble on Caleb’s chin. “You are,” he said, without the slightest trace of uncertainty.

He kissed Caleb again: deep and hard and demanding. Caleb moaned, arching against him, opening and letting him do what he wanted. Caleb’s heart pounded and his dick ached, pressed against the zipper of his shredded jeans.

“Need you,” he whispered. “I want you in me.”

“Anything, babe. Whatever you need.”


Chapter 20

They stumbled up the steps together, hands roaming. Caleb couldn’t stand to not keep touching, to not feel this, afraid John would come to his senses if he let go for even a second.

John’s room was only slightly larger than the guest room, but the bed was big enough for two. Caleb’s clothing was a ruin, shredded by claws and stained with blood, and as John removed each item, he threw it in the direction of the hall instead of the hamper. His big hands shaped Caleb’s body, sliding up his back to his chest, tweaking a nipple and sending a bolt of ecstasy straight down into his cock.

“You’re gorgeous,” John panted against his neck. He gripped Caleb’s ass, tugging him closer, fingers teasing the inside of his thighs. “I’ve been going crazy the last few nights, knowing you were across the hall.”

Everything was incredibly intense: the texture of John’s clothing against his bare skin, the caress of his hands, the heat of his mouth. “Want to feel your skin,” he said, tugging on John’s jacket.

John pulled his tie off and threw it in the direction of the hamper. “Me too.” He sounded breathless, and his eyes seemed to glow with need. He put his holstered gun on the nightstand, before stripping off his shirt to reveal a sculpted torso. It made Caleb’s mouth water. A few old scars showed here and there, breaking up the smooth skin: four parallel lines across his chest, and a single, nasty scar right down the center of one forearm, all the way to the wrist.

Caleb ran his fingers greedily over John’s chest, before following the dark trail of hair down to his belt buckle. He unfastened John’s pants, then shoved them and his underwear down together, freeing the other man’s cock.

It was thick, flushed dark red against the paler skin of his thighs, with a very slight upturn at the tip. Caleb rubbed his hand over the slit, slicking precome over the wide head and making John moan.

He went to his knees, licking his lips in anticipation. John’s hand caught Caleb’s long hair, fingers bunching in the strands, firm but not hard enough to hurt. Caleb gripped the base of John’s dick with one hand, the other sliding between his thighs to cup his balls. John gasped and shifted his stance to give Caleb better access.

Leaning in, Caleb ran his tongue down the length of John’s cock, ending at the slit. The salty tang of precome and musky skin filled his mouth, and with a low moan, he wrapped his lips around the head and sucked hard.

“Oh, damn, babe, that feels good,” John said; he sounded utterly breathless.

Caleb responded by taking more of him in. The sensation of a hard cock in his mouth made his own erection stiffen even further. God, John tasted fucking good. This was so much better than he could remember sex ever feeling, like every sensation was multiplied.

There was a sort of warmth in his teeth. They weren’t getting sharper, were they?

No, of course not. Oh, God, please no. Not happening. Don’t you dare fuck this up for me.


Uncertainty, mingled with nervous fear. “This is not like…the memories were not like…this.”


I don’t care about your damned memories!

He wanted to keep sucking, but it was too dangerous, Gray hovering right there, half-afraid and half-fascinated. Instead, he let John’s cock slip from his mouth and stood up, diving in for a kiss as if he’d planned on doing it all along, and please don’t let John notice anything wrong.

John pulled him close, their cocks rubbing together. “So good,” he whispered hoarsely in Caleb’s ear. His fingers tweaked Caleb’s nipples, sending another ripple of ecstasy straight to his balls. “Tell me what you want.”


I want to be human again.
 “Fuck me!”

“I will, but—”

“Later.” God, what was he saying, even implying there would be a later? Everything was out of control, his life tumbling over a cliff, and John the only thing he had left to cling to. “Right now, just fuck me, hard and fast.”

John kissed him. “If it’s what you need.”

They fell into the bed together, Caleb on the bottom. The feel of John’s weight on top of him made him writhe, hips thrusting up to rub his cock against any bit of skin he could reach. A moan escaped him, half his passion and half Gray’s surprise at the intensity of sensation washing over them.

John kissed him again, tongue pushing in deep, before he pulled away to rummage in the nightstand. A moment later, he came up with a condom and lube. Caleb eagerly pulled his knees up to his chest while John rolled on the condom.

“God, that looks hot,” John whispered. Once he had the condom on, he pressed a finger gently against Caleb’s hole, before sliding it in deep.

Gray flinched back with a flicker of fear, but Caleb arched against the intrusion. “Need more.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll give it to you.”

Caleb bit back a moan as the thick head of John’s dick pushed inside. John grunted, rocking his hips, working his way in. “Is this good?”


“Yes.”/Yes
 it was good, pain and pleasure mixed together as it opened them/him wide. Desire resonated, reflecting back and forth, and thank God John hadn’t noticed anything wrong.

“Yes,” Caleb panted. “More, please, don’t stop!”

“I won’t.”

Then John was in him all the way, big and hard and wonderful. He dropped onto his elbows, Caleb’s cock trapped between them as John kissed him deep.

Every nerve sang; he was intensely aware of John’s hard length moving in him. Proof John wanted him despite everything, despite the monster inside watching, feeling. Shock and wonder and pleasure spilled onto Caleb’s nerves from Gray, making every sensation sharper and more intense, until it wasn’t possible to sort out who felt what.

Caleb closed his eyes and clung to John. He didn’t have claws, or fangs; he wasn’t turning into something else; he was still human and could have this. He was, he was, he was—

John let out a deep groan, thrusts stilling as he came. The feel of him pushed in deep, whole body clenching, sent a wave of fire through Caleb’s balls. He didn’t care about Gray, about the future, about anything but that he couldn’t hold back another second.

Caleb shouted, body arching against John’s, come spilling between them as everything in his head dissolved into white static.

He drifted down slowly, languorously. He still felt Gray, but the drakul was very small and quiet: stunned and confused and mercifully silent.

“Wow,” John mumbled, nuzzling them. Him.

Caleb opened his eyes. John smiled down at him, hair sticky with sweat and blue eyes warm. John eased out gently, then rolled off the bed to toss the condom in the trash, along with the remains of Caleb’s clothes. Returning to bed, he stretched out beside Caleb and pressed a kiss to his forehead.

“Thank you,” Caleb whispered, and pretended everything was normal. They were just two ordinary men who’d had great sex, and maybe cared about each other.

John’s arms were warm and strong around him. “I feel like I should be the one thanking you,” he said, nuzzling Caleb’s hair. “Either way, you’re welcome.”

John might have drunk the SPECTR Kool-Aid…but he was an okay guy. More than okay, maybe. So Caleb snuggled in closer and drifted off to the deep, even sound of John’s breathing.

* * *

The insistent ring of his cell phone brought John up out of sleep.

Caleb was a warm weight beside him; just skin and smooth muscle right now, without the shivery, staticky play of energy signaling Gray’s presence, as if the NHE had also curled up and gone to sleep. Assuming John had actually sensed the drakul while Caleb was gasping and moaning around his cock, and not just imagined it because his orgasm had scrambled his brains.

Hoping not to wake either of them, John rolled over, located his pants by feel, and pulled out the phone. “Starkweather here,” he mumbled.

“Special Agent Starkweather.” Kaniyar’s voice brought him to full wakefulness in an instant. “McNamara just gave me a very interesting report.”

What had Sean said? John’s heart went into overdrive: had he mentioned Gray almost attacked Melanie Jansen? Had he stressed Caleb was still in control?

John glanced over his shoulder at Caleb, who hadn’t stirred. Moving quietly as he could, he let himself out of the bedroom and closed the door behind him.

“I’d like to make my own report, ma’am” he said as he went down the stairs to the living room. The sun had set hours ago, but enough light came in from the street to make out the familiar shapes of the furniture. “At the time, given the classified nature of the drakul, I didn’t think we should stay at the scene.”

“You’ll have your chance,” Kaniyar said. “In the meantime, I have some news. We have Melanie Jansen in custody; she hasn’t said much yet, but she did give us the name and home address of the lycanthrope. Leland Smith. From what we’ve taken out of his apartment thus far, he was the leader of the Fist cell. According to his journal, he seems to have been concerned recently about losing control of the cell. He believed the Jansens were introducing dangerously moderate elements, especially when it came to the paranormally abled.”

“Ah.” Maybe it would make Caleb feel better about his dead brother. “So Leland turned to the etheric to get the power to regain control.” Hypocritical, but more common than most civilians would believe. People like Leland always thought they could handle possession, believed they’d be protected by their goodness and purity of heart. Of course, it always ended in blood and screaming.

“Presumably. As the bloodlust began to take over, he decided the easiest way would be to kill Ben Jansen. When Gray took Ben’s body for a stroll, the lycanthrope recognized a threat and tracked Gray’s psychic scent to the abandoned house, then sent his human minions in.”

“And killed Dave the driver when he couldn’t entirely control the NHE inside of him anymore.”

“Mrs. Jansen would have been next, once she’d served her purpose. After she was dead, we would have had a full-blown lycanthrope loose on the streets. You did good work.”

“It was mostly Caleb.”

“So I hear. I’ll let you get back to sleep, Starkweather. No need to come in until Monday morning.”

“Thanks, chief.” John sagged against the back of the couch. It didn’t sound like Kaniyar wanted Caleb in lockup.

“Oh, one more thing,” she added, before he could hang up. “When you report in on Monday, bring Mr. Jansen with you. Tell him I have an offer he can’t refuse.”

Relive the adventure! Listen to the SPECTR Series in audiobook today!


Share Your Experience

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site where you purchased it, or on Goodreads.
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