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Chapter 1

“I’m sorry, sir,” said the woman behind the desk, without sounding sorry at all, “but you have to give forty-five days notice. Says here you only gave nine days, which means you owe us rent for March.”

“Come on,” Caleb protested. “It’s not even the end of February yet. I wanted to give notice, but something, um…came up. An emergency.”

“An emergency,” she repeated in a flat, skeptical voice. Her floral perfume smelled cheap, with a chemical undertone which tingled in his overly-sensitive nostrils and made him want to sneeze.

And, hell, what could he possibly tell her? Certainly not that a vampire spirit—a drakul, if you wanted to be fancy about it—had possessed him. For starters, she probably wouldn’t believe him, considering vampires supposedly didn’t exist.

Werewolves, ghouls, sirens, wendigos, sure, all those were real. The list of horrible things possession could transform someone into was just about limitless. But all the experts agreed, vampires were just the stuff of crazy folktales, gore-soaked horror novels, and Hollywood extravaganzas.

Except, lucky him, it turned out the old folktales had it right, and here he stood, possessed by one. Couldn’t he have just won the lottery instead?


“We could simply show her,”
 suggested Gray, the drakul in question.

Vamping out in the middle of the office would show her, all right. It would also result in panic, screaming, and calls to the police. None of which would help out with the apartment situation.

The man seated next to Caleb leaned forward, focusing his bright blue eyes on the apartment manager and flashed a dazzling smile. “Caleb’s brother died, miss,” John said. “He’s been busy dealing with the fallout. Can’t you give him a break?”

The apartment manager seemed immune to John’s charms. “No.”

Damn it.

Fine. Caleb hadn’t wanted to do this, but it was better than sprouting fangs and claws, at least. Pulling his wallet out of his pocket, he flipped through the cards: driver’s license, insurance, and half a dozen buyer cards from different grocery stores. At the very back nestled his brand new paranormal registration card.

He tossed it onto her desk. The photo glared darkly back; he hadn’t bothered to hide any of his anger and resentment at being forced to register. Caleb Nicholas Jansen, Telekinetic, it read.

The manager’s dark skin took on a grayish hue, and she shrank back, like he had some kind of contagious disease. “You asshole! I don’t rent to you people! The law says you freaks have to tell me up front. I ought to call the cops—”

“Ma’am, please,” John said. He took his badge out of the breast pocket of his long, wool coat and flipped it open. “Special Agent John Starkweather, Strategic Paranormal Entity Control. Mr. Jansen’s case has been appropriately reviewed.” Which was the nice way to say, “We dragged Caleb’s ass in and forced him to register.”


“Oh my God!” The manager’s hand fluttered above her chest, as she shrank even farther back. “Get the hell out of my office, the both of you. And I want you out of the apartment in an hour, or I’ll have the police lock you away, hear me?”

“An hour?” Damn it, how could he possibly get all of his stuff packed and gone that fast?

“An hour, and you aren’t getting your deposit back.”

“Ma’am,” John tried again because Caleb knew he had the crazy idea he could actually reason with people.

Caleb stood up, his chair scraping loudly across the floor. “Forget it. Let’s just get my stuff.”

He turned and stomped to the door, John following him. As they left, the apartment manager muttered: “Fucking mals.”

* * *

Caleb stormed across the parking lot, hands clenching and unclenching. He wanted to kick something, preferably the apartment manager’s car, but didn’t. He might be a tall, skinny twink, but with Gray’s energy suffusing his body with speed and strength, he might accidentally put his foot through her engine, which, while satisfying, would just mean a call to the cops after all.

“Caleb, wait up,” John said.

Caleb slowed down and watched John jog across the lot, his long wool coat flapping around him. Winter bit more deeply here than in Charleston, and John’s breath steamed in the chill. Although Caleb felt the cold, it didn’t bother him anymore. He wore a coat to blend in, but, in truth, he could have been stark naked and it wouldn’t have mattered. Just another change Gray had wrought, along with 20/20 vision and an inability to get drunk.

“You would prefer to be uncomfortable? What nonsense.”

I don’t want to be uncomfortable. I want to be normal.

Flickers of black-and-white images, just on the edge of his consciousness, like an old movie reel that had jumped its sprockets. Fragments of memories from Gray’s previous hosts, their color and texture leeched away by death. “No mortal ever believes he is normal. Based on my experience, this normal of yours does not actually exist.”


Maybe if he couldn’t have Gray exorcised, they could go into the self-help business together. Have a talk show. I don’t guess you ran around in Sigmund Freud’s corpse for a while?


“I do not believe so.”

Just as well. Gray’s only diagnosis would be “mortal foolishness,” anyway.

“Caleb?” John asked. Damn it. Caleb had been lost in his own head again, and he couldn’t afford to give anyone the impression he didn’t have complete control of Gray. Not unless he wanted to risk losing his freedom and have his ass tossed in a cell.

“Do you see now why I didn’t want to register?” Caleb demanded. A few drops of rain spit out of the low-hanging clouds, dampening his long hair. “Nothing else about me matters anymore. Not if I’m a good painter, not if I’m the fastest barista behind the bar, not if I’m a saint or a total bastard. The only thing that matters now is I can rattle a coffee cup without touching it. I mean, if she knew about Gray, I could at least understand why she would freak out—”

“She was not possessed. Why would she fear me?”

Mortal foolishness.

“Ah. I see.”

John winced. “I know it sucks, babe.”

Caleb wanted to yell at him, tell him he didn’t understand. But of course he did. John’s own parents had shipped him off to some hellish “therapy” camp as a teen, then let the state take custody when he’d tried to kill himself. He’d been living with this shit a lot longer than Caleb.

“How do you deal with it?” Caleb asked, shoulders slumping.

John put a hand on his arm. “You just do. Remind yourself everyone isn’t an idiot. Do what you can to change the laws. Let your boyfriend distract you with fabulous sex.”

Caleb snorted. “Christ, Starkweather, were you born with that ego, or do you inflate it every morning with a bicycle pump?”

“The things you screamed in bed last night helped.”

“Heh. Yeah, okay. The sex is pretty fabulous.” Caleb looked up at the sky, which had begun to drizzle steadily. “I guess we better move if we want to get the apartment cleaned out on time.”

* * *

“This is the last of it,” John said as he and Sean maneuvered a heavy box filled with acrylic paints, gesso, brushes, watercolors, and Goddess only knew what else through the door.

As his condo had two bedrooms and they’d really only need one, he’d suggested Caleb take the other as his studio. At the moment, it still looked more like a spare bedroom with boxes heaped everywhere and canvases stacked along the walls, but the way Caleb stood there eyeing the room with his hands on his hips, it wouldn’t remain so for long.

They’d put the bulk of Caleb’s things into storage, mainly duplicates what John already had in the condo, like his old bed and kitchen appliances. Most of what they’d brought home consisted of books, several long boxes filled with comics, some personal mementoes, Caleb’s art supplies, and an ugly couch John thought should have gone into a dumpster instead.

And the canvases, of course. Some waiting for the application of paint, others…well. John didn’t know a lot about art, but even he saw Caleb had real talent. With any luck, Caleb would be able to get some of his paintings into galleries around town. Or even gift shops and coffee houses, wherever someone would give him wall space. But first, John would go through everything and pick out a few pieces to keep for himself.

They set the box down, and Sean straightened with a groan. “Thank God. What have you got in here, bricks?”

“No way,” Caleb said. “It’s lead weights and bowling balls, of course. I carried the boxes full of feathers and kittens.”

John rolled his eyes. “Uh huh. I guess you don’t need a beer, then.”

“I never said that.”

John shook his head and turned to his friend. “Sean? Beer?”

“Yeah, sure.” Sean patted his coat pocket. “I could go for a smoke, too.”

Caleb wrinkled his nose. “No offense, but I think I’ll stay up here.”

Leaving Caleb to ponder the arrangement of the room, John led the way downstairs. He ducked into the kitchen, pulled out a couple of bottles from a local brewery, then followed Sean outside.

The building began life as a warehouse in the 1700s, and turned into condos in the 1940s. John’s section included the original carriageway, which had been converted into a huge half-circle window in the front, with a door leading out onto a small patio in the back. A small green lawn and brick walls loaded with flowering vines surrounded the patio. In the summer, the space offered a welcome refuge from the Charleston heat. In the winter, it succeeded only at being chilly and a bit dismal.

Sean had already lit up. As John came out, he blew a stream of smoke in the opposite direction.

“Here you go,” John said, passing over the beer. “Thanks again for the assist. We really appreciate your help.”

Sean took a generous swallow from the bottle. “Put it on my tab.”

“It’s a big tab.”

“Yeah.” Sean stared at nothing, shifting from one foot to another, all signs indicating to John he had something more to say but didn’t want to say it.

Unfortunately, John had a feeling he already knew. “Out with it. You aren’t sure about Caleb, right?”

Sean winced. “Not exactly. He seems like a really nice guy.”

“He is. But there’s more to it.”

“Yeah, and you know what it is. But I’m your friend, and I love you, so I’m going to just come out and say it anyway.” Sean took a long drag on his cigarette before continuing. “I’m worried about you. It seems to me things are moving a little fast here. I mean, you’ve only known Caleb for what, two and half weeks, and you’re already moving in together?”

John took a swallow from his beer, trying to think of an answer Sean might accept. But as usual, only the truth would really do. “Look, we talked about it as just a temporary thing, for as long as he’s working for SPECTR. But he doesn’t have anything waiting for him back in Charlotte, and the more we thought about it, the more sense it made for him to just move in permanently. I know it hasn’t been long—I dated Will for, what, a year before he moved in? It just…it feels right. Different. And if Caleb’s willing to at least give it a try, then so am I.”

Sean rubbed tiredly at his eyes. “Damn the torpedoes and full steam ahead, just like always. And if Caleb was just some cute guy you’d picked up in a club, I’d still be worried. But he isn’t. It’s been seventeen days.”

John stiffened. He didn’t want to talk about this today. He’d wanted this to feel normal. “I know how long it’s been.”

“I’m sure you do. Forty days, John. We haven’t had any luck at all getting the damn drakul out of his head, and he’s only got twenty-three days left. Then what happens? To him? To you?”

“We’ll get it done. Sure, it’s taking a while, but those books of Brimm’s are bound to give me something.”

“And if they don’t?” Sean shook his head. “This has disaster written all over it. Whatever is going on with Caleb, he isn’t completely human any more. I saw
 him shot in the chest. And a minute later, he coughed out the bullet like a fucking phlegm ball.”

“He saved your life,” John cut in.

“Maybe. Maybe not. Either way, the point is you’re charging ahead like you always do and you don’t care about the consequences. You’ve got a death wish, and sleeping with a possessed guy who might lose control and turn into a goddamn vampire at any moment isn’t healthy.”


Gray isn’t going to hurt me,
 he started to say, then stopped. Because he didn’t know it for certain. He hoped Gray wouldn’t hurt him, believed it…but he didn’t know
 it. And going with a gut instinct instead of thinking was the fastest way to get killed when it came to NHEs.

Because deals with Non-Human Entities always came from emotion. Fear, desire, envy, whatever. Exorcist rule number one: don’t trust primal urges, especially if they seem to come out of nowhere.

“Gray hasn’t given any indication he poses a danger to anyone who isn’t possessed,” John said instead. “And not necessarily even then. You’ve seen it for yourself.”

“What about Melanie Jansen? He sure looked like he wanted a second taste of her.”

John suppressed a sigh. “She’d just betrayed Caleb. Someone he believed had his back turned on him instead, filling him full of lead, because she decided he had turned into a monster. But when it came down to it, Gray didn’t lay a finger on her. Or on the ghoul victims we found in Brimm’s attic.”

“Okay,” Sean allowed. “You’ve got a point there. I just…I’m worried about you. I wish you’d at least waited the forty days before getting involved.”

“Funny thing about being human. We can’t really schedule our emotional commitments. ‘Sorry, I’m busy right now, but if you can wait a while, I’ll put it on my calendar to fall in love next month, okay?’”

“Wait—what?”

Shit. “It was just an example.”

“Uh huh.” Sean finished off his cigarette and ground it out under his heel on the patio brick. “Look, if this is serious…well, I’m willing to be convinced. I’m worried about you, but it’s not like I want to be. Maybe if we all got together for dinner or something normal.”

“Sounds good. Are you still seeing Nancy?”

“Off and on. I’m sure she’d be up for a double date, though.”

“Great. Why don’t you find out when she’s available, and we’ll go from there?”

Sean cracked a reluctant smile. “All right. Maybe we’ll treat Caleb to some of our famous Charleston seafood.”

“He’s a vegetarian.”

“Christ.” Sean rolled his eyes. “Of course he is.”


Chapter 2

Caleb came downstairs just in time to see John walking Sean to the front door. “Leaving?”

“Yeah. I got things to do.” Sean looked at him uncertainly for a moment—then abruptly held out his hand.

Startled, Caleb shook it. “Thanks for helping move my shit, man. I’d be laying at the bottom of the stairs, crushed under a box for sure if you hadn’t been here.”

Sean actually grinned. “Any time. See you Monday.”

“Huh,” Caleb said as he shut the door. “I almost think he’s starting to warm up to me.”

John’s arms slid around his waist, pulling him back against a broad chest. “He asked us to dinner with him and his girlfriend.”

“Like a couples thing?”

“Yeah.” John nuzzled the back of his neck, sending a pleasant tingle racing over his skin. “Is that okay with you?”

“Of course.” But it felt a little…weird. Sure, he’d dated plenty of guys, but never for long, and certainly he hadn’t lived with any of them. As an unregistered telekinetic, he’d worried constantly about giving himself away. No need to fear it now.

John took his hand and drew him back from the door. “And now we have the place all to ourselves. Just you, me, and that hideous couch.”

“Hey, my couch is a classic.”

“Yep. From the landfill collection.”

To be fair, the screaming orange couch, with its duct tape patches and lumpy cushions, did look out of place surrounded by the pale colors and clean lines of John’s furniture, let alone the antique hardwood floors and ancient brickwork.

“Shows what you know,” Caleb said. “I found it sitting out on the curb, not in a dumpster.”

“And now it’s in our living room.”

Our living room. God, it sounded strange. “You just haven’t had a chance to see its charms. Look how big it is. You can lay down on it without hanging your legs over the arm.” Caleb gestured to the couch. “Try it.”

John looked at him skeptically, but did as asked. “Okay, I’m lying here, and there’s a spring poking me in the back.”

Caleb didn’t bother to reply. Instead, he began to unbuckle his belt.

John’s blue gaze went straight to his groin. “Giving me a show?”

“Yep. Stay where you are.” Caleb slowly inched his t-shirt up, revealing pale skin and a flat belly, then a pair of pink-brown nipples with a dusting of dark hair between. He did a slow turn as he pulled the shirt all the way off and tossed it aside, feeling John’s hungry gaze on him the entire time.

Gray’s attention sharpened. The drakul didn’t care about all the boring details of moving and rearranging crap. But sex? Oh yeah. After a few thousand years, he had the memory of just about every possible sex act, from the ecstatic to the horrific, gleaned from the corpses he’d inhabited. But all those memories belonged to dead and decaying neurons, stripped of feeling. So he’d known about sex, but not really understood
 it until the first time they’d slept with John.

Now…well. Just say he welcomed any opportunity for some semi-vicarious sex with the handsome agent.

Caleb had pulled his long hair back into a braid while they worked. Now, he removed the tie and unwove the strands. Static crackled, maybe from the dry winter air and maybe from Gray, even he didn’t know. Once unbound, his hair hung to his elbows. He shook his head from side-to-side, delighting in the silky feel of the strands against the bare skin of his back, as he turned to face John again.

“Mmm. Your hair is so soft. I’d love to jack myself off in it sometime.” John had rolled onto his side and propped his head against one fist. His other hand slid down to rub the erection clearly straining against the fabric of his jeans. “Want me to get undressed, too?”

“No. Just watch.”

Caleb ran his hands over his chest, sighing aloud when he pinched his own nipples. Fuck, it felt good.

“Not as good as when John bites us there.”

Hush.

Gray actually did as asked for once. Maybe he’d finally figured out not to distract Caleb in the middle of sex.

Caleb’s nipples stood out in hard nubs, and his cock ached, pressing against the zipper of his jeans. He kicked off his shoes and socks, before popping the button at the top of his fly. Making eye contact with John, he rubbed his erection through the thick denim. The gesture both satisfied and teased: contact and pressure, but not enough.

“Goddess, you’re hot,” John panted. His lips parted, begging to be kissed—or put to other use.

Caleb winked at him and began to pull down his zipper, very, very slowly. He turned as he did so, until he faced away again. He slid down jeans and underwear at the same time, bending over and making sure to give John a nice look at his ass. A soft moan of desire rewarded him.

He stood back up and turned to face his lover, aching cock free in the cool air. John looked hungry, like he might devour Caleb whole.

Good.

Caleb sauntered over, reaching to unbuckle John’s belt and unfasten his jeans. John helpfully lifted his hips off the couch, allowing Caleb to shove them down, freeing John’s cock. It was nice and thick, exactly how Caleb liked it, with an upward curve at the tip.

Caleb leaned down and kissed John, sucking on his lower lip. John kissed back fiercely, his mouth tasting of the beer he’d drunk.

“Yes…”

Caleb swung onto the couch, straddling John. His cock pointed directly at John’s lips, and he bent his head and caught John’s in his mouth.

And damn, John tasted good, like salt and sweat and musk. Caleb sucked hard on the tip, gathering precome, then slid down, taking more and—

And John’s mouth closed over his dick, and lightning cracked in Caleb's head, behind his eyes. It felt fantastic, and would have even if he were just an ordinary guy. But Gray had dialed every sense up to eleven, so the sensation of John’s lips, his warm, wet, mouth, the slight roughness of his tongue, sent shocks along every one of Caleb’s nerves.

He forced himself to concentrate on the blowjob he gave instead of the one he received. His senses felt saturated with the taste of salt, the scent of musk, the sound of John’s muffled moans, and the feel of John sucking him. He rode an edge, not exactly of orgasm, but something else, and please no, stay down, you have fangs, damn it.


Gray wanted to feel—but he didn’t want to hurt John, either, so he withdrew just a little, watching and aching.

Then John’s hands slid up to grip their—his, damn it—ass, squeezing, and oh fuck. John ran his thumb down Caleb’s crease, pressing just right. Caleb couldn’t hold back any more, his thighs shaking as pleasure built and built, a storm gathering at the base of his dick, swirling and growing until it suddenly broke with a pulse of lighting.

John’s hips surged up unexpectedly beneath him, and the salty-bitter taste of come coated the inside of his mouth. Caleb swallowed on reflex, locked in a circle of pleasure, sucking hard, then more gently as his own cock grew more sensitized. Eventually, he lifted his head, and John’s softening prick slipped from his mouth.

With a happy sigh, he laid his face against John’s thigh, feeling the tickle of the hairs against his cheek. “Well?” he asked, when he could catch his breath again.

“Oh man. Yeah. The couch can stay.”

* * *

The insistent beep of the phone brought John up out of sleep. Caleb lay snuggled in his arms, having drifted off stretched out with him on the ugly couch. Night shrouded the room, lit only by the phone’s screen, which lay annoyingly out of reach. For a moment, John considered ignoring it, before his sleep-hazed brain caught up with his ears.

Shit. “Move, babe,” he said, prodding Caleb. “It’s Kaniyar’s ringtone.”

Caleb grumbled but got up and tossed the phone to John. John sat up even as he answered. “Starkweather here.”

“There’s an incident I want you to check out,” she said. No “How is your evening”
 or “Sorry about calling you on a Saturday night.”
 “There’s an unidentified body at a motel. Officer Noles responded, reported a strange feeling about the whole setup, and requested SPECTR assistance. Her lieutenant isn’t happy with her right now, so you and Mr. Jansen will meet McNamara at the scene to confirm or deny NHE involvement.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He memorized the address Kaniyar gave him, before hanging up.

Caleb sat on one of the chairs, still completely naked. He’d switched on a lamp, and the dim light softened the angles of his knobby elbows and knees, washing his pale skin into a warm glow. Damn, he was hot. Sean was nuts if he thought John would pass up the chance to make it work with a guy like Caleb.

“Well?” Caleb asked. “What has Kaniyar got for us?”

“An interagency pissing contest,” John said sourly. He headed for the stairs, and Caleb rose and trailed after him. “Dead body in a motel room. The officer on the scene has a weird feeling and requested we check it out. Her boss is mad, thinks the Charleston PD can handle it, and doesn’t want the feds poking around his crime scene.”

“That’s it?” They’d reached the bedroom; John hurriedly stripped and tossed his clothes into the hamper, before taking a suit and dress shirt out of the closet. “A feeling? We get called out on a Saturday night for a feeling?”

John shrugged as he buttoned up his shirt. “Most people don’t want to believe it, but a lot of the population has a small amount of paranormal ability. Nothing strong or consistent enough to show up on a test—just enough to give them odd feelings or hunches now and again. Noles might be sensitive enough to pick up on an etheric disturbance. Or, she might have gotten spooked. No way to know until we get there.”

“Great.”

“With any luck, it’s nothing. We’ll stop on the way home and get something to eat, okay?”

“After looking at a dead body?”

“We’ll get something to drink, then.” John gave Caleb a playful smack on his still-bare butt. “So get some pants on your cute ass and let’s go.”

* * *

Caleb had never visited anywhere as depressing as the motel. The sign flashed VACA Y, and the buckled, cracked pavement of the parking lot tested the sedan’s shocks. Sun-faded curtains pulled tight across every window, and the numbers hung crookedly on the doors. The lights of the police cars strobed over the peeled paint and dingy concrete. The night manager stood outside, smoking a cigarette and eyeing the cruisers with a jaded look, which said he saw them parked in his lot on a regular basis.

“I’m going out on a limb and guessing there aren’t any security cameras in the parking lot,” Caleb said, as John pulled up in front of the motel office, next to Sean’s identical sedan.

“It doesn’t seem like the sort of place where the customers would appreciate being caught on camera,” John agreed. “The manager initially called in the death as an overdose. Not the first one here, I’m sure.”

“Yeah.”

They climbed out of the car. Sean stood nearby, talking to a cop with NOLES stitched on her coat. “Let me see what’s going on,” John said.

“Okay.” Caleb hung back by the car.

“We will hunt.”

No. We’re not here to chase down demons. We’re here to do what John says to do.

Annoyance, a tiger lashing its tail. “We have not hunted and fed since the ghouls.”


I know. Nice not to have something trying to maul us to death for a bit, wasn’t it?

Consideration. “I enjoyed the sexual intercourse.”


Well, at least they agreed on something.

Gray’s restless energy boiled just under their skin. Without any better outlet, Caleb started to amble across the parking lot. Snatches of the conversation came to him on the fitfully blowing wind.

“…not an NHE,” Sean said firmly.

“I’m sorry, Officer Noles,” John said. Charming as always, even when he had to let someone down. “But an NHE wouldn’t wipe down the scene. If the victim ODed, his companion must have panicked and tried to cover it up. Maybe even the person who sold him the drugs, worried about being charged for murder.”

“But,” Noles started, but the wind changed again, whipping away her words—and bringing with it the smell of heavy musk and sweetness, underlain with a whiff of corruption, like a dead body in a whorehouse.

God, it smelled delicious.


A grin which didn’t belong to him shaped Caleb’s mouth. “As I said. We will hunt.”


* * *

The heady scent of demon is thick on the air, and Gray follows it without hesitation. Boudoir roses and hot skin, but underlain with rot, the rose petals slick with slime, the skin edged with gangrene. The corruption repels Caleb—but Caleb is mortal and thus finds death frightening.

Did the corpses Gray inhabited smell of rot? They must have, but at the time no scent existed for him but that of demons. Perhaps Caleb noticed?

“God! That was my fucking brother you wore. Just concentrate on finding this thing before anyone realizes there’s a vampire walking down the street!”

Neither John nor Sean notice his departure, both of them too far away and too busy telling each other there is no demon to be had. The power of mortals to deceive themselves fascinates and confuses. Why do they draw shutters over their eyes?

It does not matter. They will hunt the demon and feed, and Caleb will tell John it is dead, and they will leave and perhaps copulate again.

“That’s kind of a perfect evening for you, isn’t it?”

You do not agree?

“I’d leave out the demon hunting part and settle for a nice dinner in. Preferably vegan.”

Mortals.

The trail leads over a rusted fence, then along a narrow, fetid alley reeking of urine. There is no light, but Gray is a night-hunter by choice anyway. They break into an easy, loping run, which carries them the length of the alley in seconds. It comes out at a curb of cracked pavement, and they pause, sifting the air. A man drinks out of a bottle wrapped in a paper bag beneath one of the dirty yellow streetlights, but otherwise the street is deserted.

They turn left, but the scent fades, so they switch back to the right, only to have it fade again. The trail ends at the curb.

“Like with the lycanthrope. Still human enough to get into a van and drive off.”

A snarl builds in Gray’s chest. He does not like vans, or cars, or any of these modern conveyances, which have no minds. Horses would not bear any but the most recently-possessed, not even in a carriage. These machines do not care who rides within them.


“Yeah.”
 Caleb is frustrated as well. “I guess we’d better go back and tell John the bad news.”



Chapter 3

A stack of files and a yellow sticky note waited on top of John’s desk on Monday morning. The files contained copies of the police report and autopsy on Saturday night’s John Doe. Come to my office as soon as you get in
 , read the sticky note. Bring Jansen with you. –K.


John frowned and showed the note to Caleb. John had tried yet again to talk Caleb into at least wearing a sport coat into the office, but Caleb was determined to take advantage of his contractor status and refused to put on anything but jeans and a t-shirt. With his long hair, the outfit made him look wildly out of place amidst the beige cubicles and ugly industrial carpet, like a rock star who’d wandered into a board meeting by accident.

“What does Kaniyar want?” Caleb asked.

“No idea.”

Caleb didn’t look too happy about being called into Kaniyar’s office. John put it down to Caleb’s usual bad attitude about authority, until he asked, “You don’t think she’s changed her mind about leaving us—I mean me—free, do you?”

“No. You haven’t given her any reason.” He understood Caleb’s fears, but wished he could convince Caleb SPECTR wasn’t out to get him.

“Maybe, but we didn’t find the demon the other night.”

“No, but you provided confirmation of an NHE in the area, something Sean and I might not have been able to do,” John soothed. “It makes you more valuable, not less.”

Caleb made a face. “Valuable, huh?”

“It’s fine, babe. Stop worrying until you know there’s something to worry about.”

“Easier said,” Caleb muttered.

Kaniyar’s secretary, Edward, sat outside her office. As they approached, his eyes flicked up from the computer, and he leaned over to push a button on his desk phone. “Special Agent Starkweather and Mr. Jansen are here,” he said.

Kaniyar’s voice, cold and clipped: “Send them in.”

John nodded to Edward and gave him a smile as he passed by. Being friends with the boss’s secretary was never a bad thing, but really, he just liked the guy. Shy and quiet, and absolutely straight, which made things easier, since office romances never ended well.

Right. But sleeping with the possessed guy who was technically still your case would turn out perfectly. Pot, meet kettle.

John opened the door and ushered Caleb in before him. As usual, Kaniyar’s office appeared as spotless and spartan as the woman herself. Normally, her right-hand man, Special Agent Pittman, empath extraordinaire, accompanied her. Today, however, Pittman was conspicuously absent. Instead, a man John didn’t recognize stood to one side of her desk.

The stranger was an older man with steel-gray hair and a seamed, weathered face. He wore a suit, but his bearing screamed military; he even looked like he stood at parade rest.

Oh, he wasn’t going to go over well with Caleb at all.

“Ma’am,” John said.

Kaniyar leaned back slightly in her chair. She possessed a hell of a poker face, but he’d been working with her long enough to pick up a vibe of discontent. “Special Agent John Starkweather, Mr. Caleb Jansen. This is Executive Assistant Director for the Non-Human Entity Research Division, Graham Forsyth.”

No wonder he hadn’t recognized the guy. Way above his pay grade, not to mention from SPECTR RD. RD was…well, not shadowy, just high security.

“Agent Starkweather,” Forsyth said, holding out his hand. “I’ve heard good things about you.”

“Thank you, sir.” How did the head honcho of RD know anything about him? They researched NHEs, but didn’t run actual investigations.

Oh. Sekhmet save him, this guy wanted to talk about Gray.

“Mr. Jansen.” Forsyth shook Caleb’s hand, staring him straight in the eye. “I’ve heard about your situation, too.”

No wonder Kaniyar didn’t look happy. Had Forsyth chewed her out for keeping Gray secret? And how had anyone found out? Then again, with Caleb wandering around the last couple of weeks, someone must have wondered what he did as a “contractor.” It had only been a matter of time until the higher-ups started taking an interest.

“Have you?” Caleb asked warily.

“Of course. Very interesting situation. Very interesting indeed. You should know I’m an exorcist like Special Agent Starkweather. I can sense the NHE in you. It giving you any trouble?”

Caleb looked taken aback. Maybe he hadn’t realized John could feel the energy seething under his skin. “Um, no. Gray, I mean the NHE, is fine. Useful,” he added, casting a glance at John.

“Very useful, sir,” John said hurriedly, backing him up. “We had a John Doe the other night who might have fallen under the radar if not for the drakul.”

Forsyth nodded. “District Chief Kaniyar told me about the incident. It’s one of the reasons I’ve decided to let this field test continue.”

John felt a chill sweep over him, and Caleb’s expression became fixed. Damn it, Caleb was supposed to be safe from being locked in a cell, as long as Gray didn’t cause overt problems.

“Sir,” he said, “the situation is well under control. Mr. Jansen is accompanied by two exorcists on missions, and one after hours.” And please don’t let Caleb take it as anything other than a very selective interpretation of the truth.

Caleb stiffened, and his lower lip started to jut, which John had learned didn’t bode particularly well. But he bit back whatever he wanted to say.

Forsyth only nodded. “As I said, I’ve decided to let the field test continue, even though an unusual situation like this technically falls under Research’s jurisdiction. I’m sure, however, you appreciate what a unique opportunity this is. I’d like Mr. Jansen to take a few tests.”

“What tests?” Caleb demanded suspiciously.

“Nothing too arduous. Blood, some basic physicals. They can be done here. No need to make you run all the way out to the RD facility. We’ll get them scheduled for you this week. Sound reasonable?”

Caleb glanced at John. Hoping it wasn’t too obvious, he gave a tiny nod.

“Okay,” Caleb said. “Sure.”

* * *

“Accompanied by two exorcists on missions?” Caleb demanded, as soon as John’s office door closed safely behind them. “And one after hours? What the fuck, Starkweather? Are you my boyfriend or my goddamned jailor?”

John turned to him, his blue eyes infuriatingly calm. “You know the answer, babe, or I hope you do. I didn’t ask you to move in because I don’t trust you. I asked you to move in because I want to be with you.”

Was it true? Hell, maybe John wasn’t even gay to start with, and this was all some elaborate setup meant to keep Caleb in line.

No, that was too crazy even for his life. Not to mention John was too damn honest. If Caleb started sinking into insane paranoia, suspecting everyone around him, he might as well let Gray go rampaging off with his body now.

“I do not rampage.”

Caleb ignored the comment. “Okay, fine,” he said to John. “But you never said shit about Sean. I assumed you guys usually worked together.”

John looked guilty. “I didn’t want you to feel any more singled out than you already do. I know this hasn’t been easy for you. I’m sorry—I should have been honest. Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”

Caleb pressed his fingers into his eyes. “Damn it, Starkweather, stop being so reasonable. Can’t you see I’m trying to work up a righteous anger here?”

“I should have said something.”

“Yeah.” Caleb dropped his hands in defeat. “Who is this Forsyth guy? I thought Kaniyar called the shots around here.”

“She does within the district. Forsyth answers to the Director of SPECTR himself.”

Great. “So spill it. What can I expect?”

“I don’t know. I never met him before today. SPECTR RD is a completely different division, and I’ve never had anything to do with them.” John sighed, but Caleb didn't miss the tightness in his shoulders. “Right now, my best advice is to go through with these tests. Forsyth is right—this is a unique situation. It might be our only opportunity to study a possession without having to worry about whether the possessed will kill the tech sticking a needle in him.”

“Wonderful.” Caleb crossed his arms across his chest, as if holding in a vanishing sliver of warmth. Somehow, he’d gone from possessed and in need of help to a freak on display. “Is exorcising me even still on the agenda, or am I a full-time guinea pig now?”

“Hey.” John framed Caleb’s face with his hands. “You’re not a guinea pig, hear me? And I’m working on it, I promise you. No one wants this to be permanent: not Forsyth, or Kaniyar, and certainly not me. Sure, studying you and Gray might be of some potential gain to other possessed people, but it doesn’t mean sacrificing you. Okay?”

Caleb sighed…but he couldn’t argue. “Okay.”

John’s phone rang, and he let go of Caleb to scoop it up. “Starkweather.”

A frown crossed his face in response to whatever the person on the other end said. “No, ma’am.” Kaniyar then. “I haven’t had an opportunity to go through the report.” Pause. “I see. Yes. I understand. I’ll have it on your desk ASAP.”

“What is it?” Caleb asked as John hung up the phone.

“Our John Doe’s been identified.”

“That’s good, right?”

“Yes.” But John didn’t sound like he meant it. “Keith Tuttle. You’ve probably never heard of him, but he’s old money here in Charleston. His family has been involved in shipping since before the civil war. He isn’t in politics himself, but he’s a power behind the throne—funnels millions into campaigns every year.”

“So why the hell did a rich guy like him go to such a dump of a motel?”

John smiled wanly. “That, my friend, is the million dollar question.”

* * *

“Shit!” Sean’s voice echoed down the hall from his office. “John! Get in here!”

Caleb had just come back with lunch from the cafeteria upstairs when Sean shouted. Wondering what could be going on, he hurried after John, his arms still full of wrapped sandwiches and drinks.

The desk, computer, and two chairs took up most of the windowless office. Piles of paper scattered across Sean’s desk, and binders held together with duct tape formed little towers on the floor. A diploma from the Low-Country State School for the Paranormal hung on the wall, and photos crowded the desk: a smiling blonde, Sean standing with an older man and woman, all of them sunburned and holding fishing poles, and another woman surrounded by children.

“Look at this,” Sean said, angling the monitor of his computer so they could see the local news channel streaming on the screen. The video showed a grandfatherly man in a conservative suit, holding what seemed like a press conference judging by all the microphones. A banner along the bottom read: Senator Bart Olney.

“That dickwad?” Caleb exclaimed. “Why are you listening to Senator ‘Corporations are people, women and minorities aren’t?’”

“Because our dead friend Keith Tuttle contributed to his campaign,” Sean said grimly. “Just listen, all right?”

“…heart goes out to his wife Joanne and their children,” Olney said, the expression on his face fixed in sorrow. “Especially because Keith Tuttle didn’t have to die. The tighter restrictions on paranormals, which I have advocated for time and again, could have prevented his murder.”

“The hell?” Was this guy on something? “We don’t even know if the perp is a mal!”

John winced at his use of the word “mal,” as usual. “Caleb, hush, I want to hear this.”

“Keith Tuttle worked tirelessly to ensure the safety of ordinary citizens,” Olney went on. “It is my belief his advocacy for our rights led to his death. On the very night of his murder, he had attended a fundraiser for my charity, the National Organization to Protect the Rights of Ordinary Citizens.”

The guy died in a seedy motel, and suddenly it was a hit by, what, mal rights activists or something? Caleb wanted to grab the senator and shake some damn sense into him.

“The Charleston Police Department began looking into Keith’s murder, but I’m told SPECTR shut down their investigation,” Olney droned on. “But I promise his family, his friends, and the good, ordinary citizens of the great state of South Carolina, I won’t rest until we see justice served. For far too long, we’ve lived with this threat, while the politicians in Washington do nothing, because they’d rather be politically correct than protect the people they’re supposed to serve. No more, I say! No. More. Thank you all for coming.”

He stepped away from the microphones, ignoring the barrage of questions from the reporters. A talking head replaced the feed, and Sean closed out of the browser.

“Mother fucker!” Caleb exploded. “He made it sound like we’re not even trying to solve the crime!”

“No kidding.” Sean sat back in his chair. “Welcome to the real world. Or did being unregistered mean you didn’t have to pay any attention to crap like this before?”

Caleb opened his mouth to argue, but found he couldn’t. Not to say he’d ever been fond of any of the extremist groups, but SPECTR itself had always been his boogie man. They were the ones who would haul him off and register him, after all, not men like Olney.

He’d never stopped to consider SPECTR did it because men like Olney didn’t like to get their hands dirty.

You didn’t…I mean, it’s not true, is it? That mals are more likely to be possessed? Leland wasn’t, but…

“No. You were dead at the time, and so I took you. As for the demons, from all I have seen, they do not care about their hosts in any fashion.”

It felt as if a big tiger brushed up against him in the dark—not in a restless manner, or a threatening one, but more of an affectionate rub. Still stand-offish, but not utterly indifferent.

Huh.

“Now you see what we have to work against,” John said. “You know what they say, though—the bigger the challenge, the bigger the opportunity.”

Caleb and Sean groaned at the same time. “Shit, does he do this to you, too?” Caleb asked with a laugh.

“Been putting up with it since high school,” Sean confirmed. “Glad to have someone else share the pain.”

John rolled his eyes. “Yeah, yeah, yuck it up, you two. But we’d better get on this. Kaniyar’s going to want our report sooner rather than later.”


Chapter 4

As it turned out, Kaniyar wanted more than just a report.

The next morning, every agent in the office gathered in the largest conference room available. Kaniyar stood at the front of the room, her hands folded behind her, looking even more severe than usual.

“I’m not going to sugar-coat this, people,” she said, scanning the gathering as if daring someone to challenge her. “The eyes of Washington are on us. There are people who are hostile to SPECTR’s very mission keeping a watch on this case, and if we don’t wrap it up as quickly as possible, things could get ugly. From this moment on, all leave is cancelled, except in case of emergency—we need every available resource.”

A few people shifted position on the uncomfortable plastic chairs, but no one actually had the balls to say anything. Kaniyar scanned them again, then gave a sharp nod. “Special Agent Starkweather is lead investigator. Until further notice, you all report to him. Starkweather, the floor is yours.”

“Yes, ma’am.” He rose to his feet, feeling unaccountably nervous. He knew these people, had worked with many of them for years. But being the guy in charge felt different.

Kaniyar wouldn’t have given him the job if she didn’t think he could handle it, though. Walking to the front of the room, he cleared his throat. He’d already hooked his laptop into the projector, so he pulled up the first image, which showed Keith Tuttle in a tux, shaking handing with Senator Olney.

“Here’s what we know,” he said, pleased his voice didn’t shake. “The victim, Mr. Tuttle, was last seen alive at a fundraiser for NOPROC, an anti-paranormal ‘charity.’ Senator Olney sits on its board. At around seven o’clock, Tuttle sent a text to his driver saying his services wouldn’t be needed.”

Sean raised his hand. “Did he normally dismiss his driver and go off on his own?”

“No. The driver couldn’t remember it ever happening before. And before you can ask, Agent Rand sat in on his questioning.” Kelly Rand, the empath who routinely attended interrogations, nodded at him from the fourth row.

“What about the other party guests?” Tiffany Ward asked. “Have they been questioned?”

“They have, although all declined the presence of an empath.” And since no one had been charged with anything, they couldn’t force the issue.

“What a shock,” Tiffany muttered.

“At any rate, no one recalls seeing Tuttle leave, let alone who he might have left with. If anyone. Approximately forty-five minutes after texting his driver, Tuttle rented the room at the motel, using an assumed name and paying in cash. According to the night manager, he looked ‘like a guy who hadn’t been laid in twenty years, and had the entire Swedish volley ball team waiting for him.’”

“Incubus?” Sean asked.

John nodded, and tried like hell not to think of the brothel. The succubi, some of them girls who’d barely reached puberty. The pimp who had summoned demons, hoping to make his prostitutes irresistible, strung up in a place of honor, nothing left but rags of meat and bone.

Will had left him, shortly after. Said he couldn’t afford to pass up the job opportunity as a clothing buyer for an upscale chain. But maybe he’d gotten tired of John’s nightmares.

No. This case wasn’t the same, and he had a brand new boyfriend now. No use rehashing old memories.

“Yes,” he said. He brought up a photo of the crime scene. Tuttle’s pale, flabby body sprawled across the stained bed sheets. “According to the autopsy, there was no obvious cause of death, which is normal for an incubus kill since they feed off the victim’s life energy. The victim had been anally penetrated; no semen was recovered, which indicates use of a condom. Now here’s where it gets weird: someone wiped down the whole place. No fingerprints, nothing.”

“So our guy isn’t solid gone yet,” Sean suggested. “He’s still human enough to care about getting caught. We might have a chance at an exorcism.”

Olney would go ballistic. But John couldn’t let politics interfere with the case. “That’s what it looks like. Our problem is we don’t have much in the way of leads. The motel isn’t equipped with surveillance cameras, and the neighborhood isn’t one where people go for strolls after dark. We have reason to believe the perp left in a vehicle, but we don’t know the make and model.” He deliberately didn’t look at Caleb, not wanting to single him out. “No witnesses have come forward, but it doesn’t mean no one knows anything. Our first job is to canvas the area, knock on doors, and find out if anyone saw anything suspicious and is willing to give a statement.”

“Are we going to lean on any of the party guests?” Tiffany asked.

Of course she’d go straight for the hard questions. “Not at the moment. Right now, we’re concentrating on the area where the body was found.”

“But if he left with the incubus—”

“We don’t know he did. We don’t know anything. So let’s find out.” John brought up a final image. “Here’s the duty roster. Hit the streets, people, and let’s see if we can run this thing to ground before it has the chance to strike again.”

* * *

“How long does an NHE’s scent linger?” John asked as he led the way to the car after the debriefing.

“I’m not sure,” Caleb replied. Their voices echoed in the concrete cavern of the garage. “What do you have in mind?”

“It seems likely Tuttle met the incubus at the fundraiser, but we don’t know for sure. It took place at a fancy old hotel, and I wondered if you might be able to pick up any trace of the NHE, so we can confirm he met the incubus there and not somewhere else.”

“If the incubus met Tuttle at a hotel, why not just take him upstairs?” Caleb asked.

John clicked the lock on the car and opened the door. “Maybe they didn’t have any available rooms. Tuttle was a local, and if the incubus is too, they might not have been able to get a room at the last minute. Alternatively, it's probable neither of them wanted the risk of being spotted. Whatever the reason, I want you to take a sniff around while Sean and I question the staff.”

“So why isn’t Sean coming with us?”

“He’ll meet us after lunch. We have a stop to make first.”

Caleb eyed him suspiciously. “Where?”

“You’ll see.”

“Does this have anything to do with why you wanted my measurements a couple of weeks ago? Because I’m not wearing a fucking suit, Starkweather.”

John rolled his eyes. “It’s not a suit. Although I think you’d look—”

“No.”

“Peacenik hippie.”

“Government drone.”


Love you, too,
 John almost said, but caught himself in time. He didn’t know how Caleb would react, or if he felt the same way. They’d moved in together, so Caleb had to feel something for him. But the situation was just too crazy right now. No need to complicate it even further.

Sean would be proud of his restraint.

* * *

A few minutes later, John parked in front of a little shop on Church Street. Historic brick buildings formed a long row, most of which housed quaint shops. Palmetto trees lined the street, spots of green amidst the dingy grays of winter.

The bell above the door jingled as they walked inside. The warm smell of leather filled the little shop, mingled with cinnamon incense. Racks displayed everything from halter-tops, to corsets, to pants and coats.

Caleb looked around curiously. “Huh. Guess I wouldn’t look too bad in a corset.”

John hardened at the mental image. Apparently he wasn’t the only one who approved, because a feminine voice called, “You’d look amazing, sweetie. Let me know if there’s anything you want to try on.”

A diminutive redhead emerged from the back of the shop, a bundle of black leather in her arms, which she deposited on the counter with a grunt. “You know this thing weighs a hundred pounds, John.”

“April!” He hugged her when she came over, and she kissed him on the cheek. “Thanks for doing this. I know I didn’t give you much time.”

“Anything for you, hon.” She eyed Caleb appreciatively. “This him?”

“April, this is Caleb. Caleb, April and I went to the state school together. She’s a TK like you.”

Caleb gave her a wary nod. “Nice to meet you. John didn’t tell me what this is all about, so…?”

“April, can I talk to Caleb in private for a minute?”

“Sure.” She went to the counter and busied herself.

“After the thing with the ghouls,” John began in a lowered voice, “you said something about going through clothes too fast. I wanted something to protect you, but of course I hoped we’d have done an exorcism by now and you wouldn’t need it. But just in case, I put in an order with April. Is that okay with you?”

Caleb blinked. “Um, yeah. I guess? What is it?”

“Come take a look.”

They approached the counter. April gestured to the pile of leather. “Here it is.”

Caleb held it up; the folds fell out, revealing a long coat with three straps and steel buckles across the chest.

“The leather is elk hide—it’s the most puncture-resistant—lined with kevlar,” April said. “Heavy as a mother, but I guess you’re stronger than you look.”

She shot John a curious look as Caleb hefted the coat in one hand, but John pretended not to notice. “Try it on,” he urged.

Caleb pulled it on and buckled the straps across his chest. It fit perfectly, hugging his slender torso, then flaring out at the waist. “I love it,” he admitted, walking over to stand in front of a mirror.

“It looks great,” John said. Actually, it looked more than great, as attested to by the erection pressing against the inside of his zipper. Goddess, he’d never keep his mind on the job now. “And best of all, it goes on your expense account as safety equipment. Now, let’s pay up and find you some boots to go with it.”

* * *

The site of the fundraiser turned out to be a bust. Caleb had dutifully wandered around the grand ballroom, where the fundraiser had been held, as well as some of the hallways and even the area out by the dumpster. If the incubus had ever been there, it was long gone now.

“Which at least rules out any of the hotel staff,” John said encouragingly, as they walked back to the car. Sean caught Caleb’s attention behind John’s back and rolled his eyes. Caleb had to suppress a snicker.

After dropping off Sean at HQ, they called it a day and went home. Once they’d eaten dinner, Caleb cleared away the dishes while John went to sit on the couch—his original one, not the orange beast. Caleb joined him, curling up on the much-smaller couch and propping his head on John’s shoulder. “What are you looking at?”

John angled his tablet so Caleb could see. “Scans of the books we got from Brimm’s place. Some of these are incredibly rare, and the archivists have to be very careful while digitizing them. Brimm might have been crazy, but he seemed to know something about drakul, enough to think he had a chance of controlling Gray.”

Caleb tried not to get his hopes up. “Found anything?”

“Not yet. But it’s slow going. These old books don’t exactly have tables of contents or indices. Most of the time, you’re lucky if they’re even organized in a way that makes sense to anyone other than whoever wrote them in the first place. Not to mention, they’re mainly in Latin, Greek, and High German.”

“Oh.”

“Don’t worry.” John put a hand on his thigh and gave a squeeze. “I’m a professional. If there’s anything in here, I’ll find it.”

“Thank you.”

“For what?”

Caleb gestured vaguely. “Everything. You’ve been so good to me. Letting me live with you, the coat, trying to find some way to help me…all of it.”

John smiled, his blue eyes bright. “I can think of a way for you to pay me back,” he said, wagging his eyebrows suggestively.

“I bet you can.”

“But not now. I want to look through one of the new scans tonight.”

As John opened the file, Caleb peered over his shoulder, curious. The archivists had scanned everything, including the leather cover, the inside cover, and the blank page at the beginning. On the next page was something printed in heavy Gothic lettering, in what looked like German.

Can you read it?

“No. I can only speak it.”

How is that possible?


“The same way it is possible for me to understand English—because those whose bodies I have possessed understood it. Anything you read or speak, I can as well.”
 A flash of confused memories: a dark forest and a church crypt, an old fortress on a mountainside. “They could not read or write.”


Oh. It made sense, Caleb supposed. Do you remember every language you’ve ever known?


“I do not know. Why would I concern myself with such things?”

Because if it wasn’t about snacking on demons, it wasn’t worth Gray’s time, apparently. Not the introspective type, are you?


As John swiped to the next page, something caught Caleb’s attention. “What was that?”

John swiped back and Caleb pointed at a small blob in one corner of the book.

“Just an ink blotch,” John said. “You get those with the quill pens.”

“It looks like a moth.”

John frowned slightly. “Normally I’d remind you of the Rorschach test, but hold on a minute.” He closed the book and pulled open another, rapidly swiping through until he’d reached the beginning. It bore the same moth-shaped blob. “What the hell?”

“Check another.”

When the identical blob showed up again, Caleb sat back. “Maybe it’s like a bookplate. You know, something to identify who it belongs to?”

“I suppose.” John frowned off into space. “But Brimm said something during the shootout. ‘You’re just a bunch of moths, and SPECTR is the flame that will burn you into ashes.’ I thought he was just spouting off some clichéd threat, but maybe there was more to it.”

“Why would he call us by his symbol?”

“Was it his? We have no idea how he obtained these books.” John stared down at the tablet, as if the screen would give him a pop-up with the answer written on it. “Some of them are incredibly old and valuable. They would take a lifetime to collect individually. But if he stole them from someone else’s library…damn. I’ll have records run an image search on this tomorrow, see if it’s associated with any known person or group.”

“And if it is?”

“Ask them for help.” John shook his head and refocused on the tablet. “But for now, I’m going to assume we won’t find anything and keep looking on my own.”


Chapter 5

The next morning, Caleb rode into SPECTR-HQ with John as usual. Today, however, Caleb pushed a different button on the elevator. He'd reported for his blood draw for Forsyth’s tests, on Monday. Now he’d been ordered back for…what, exactly?

Gray stirred restlessly beneath his skin. “Is this mortal a threat?”


No. Christ, no, just a stranger. Stay calm.

“You fear he will put us in a cage.”

That was the problem with having somebody else in his head: he couldn’t really lie about things. Yes, but it isn’t going to happen. John won’t let it.


“Don’t worry,” John said, making him jump. “Forsyth is letting you have the tests here, instead of insisting you go to SPECTR RD. He’s just doing his job.”

“What is his job, exactly?”

John shrugged as the floors ticked by. “I think RD works on developing ways of detecting and containing NHEs.”

“Like with technology?”

“Some of it. Some of it is refining our other techniques, like spirit wards.”

“Oh.” John had freaked when Caleb and Grey had broken one of his wards like it wasn’t even there. With any luck, wards wouldn’t be part of the tests.

“Stop worrying. You’ll be fine.”

The elevator came to a halt. Caleb started to step out, then turned back to John and hurriedly brushed a kiss across his forehead, even though he knew John wanted to keep things professional during work hours. “See you later.”

Technically, the floor he stepped out onto wasn’t a medical clinic, although there were various technicians on duty. John had told Caleb the agency required field agents to submit to monthly blood tests, which screened for everything from drugs to bloodborne pathogens to which they might have been exposed in the line of duty. Mainly, though, an in-house gym occupied the floor, where agents could work out without leaving the premises. On Monday, the place had been bustling with men and women who’d come in for a quick round on the treadmill before duty. Today, he heard nothing but eerie silence.

“Good morning, Mr. Jansen.” Forsyth waited for him in the carpeted hall, discreetly away from the elevator. His military bearing made Caleb distrust the man on instinct.

But the same instinct had made him distrust John, and he’d been dead wrong. Maybe he ought to make more of an effort to let go of some of his old prejudices. “Good morning,” he said, trying not to sound too surly. “It’s, uh, quiet in here today, isn’t it?”

“We’ve closed down the gym for your tests,” Forsyth said with a lean smile.

“Oh.” Was that good or bad? Did he want other people seeing him as a freak? Or, rather, more of a freak? And what the hell did they plan on testing, anyway?

“Nice coat,” Forsyth said, before leading the way down the hall to the gym. A group of technicians waited in the otherwise silent gym, along with an impressive array of sensors and flashing equipment Caleb couldn’t even begin to identify.

A woman in a lab coat stepped up and handed him a pair of scrub pants. “You can change in the locker room.”

“Change?”

She looked at him as if he were an idiot. “We need to hook sensors up to you for the ECG and other monitors, which will be easiest to do if you aren’t wearing a shirt, let alone the coat. Do you have anything to tie your hair back?”

“Yes,” he said quickly; from the look in her eye, she might have tried to hack it off with scissors if he’d said no.

“Then get to it, Mr. Jansen. We don’t have all day.”

* * *

“How did it go?” John asked as they drove back to the condo that evening.

Caleb shrugged, a creak of leather from the passenger seat. The short winter day had drawn to a close, and John could only just make out his features in the final light of sunset. “Okay, I guess. They had me run on a treadmill for a couple of hours.”

“A couple of hours?” He couldn’t have heard right.

“Yeah. Maybe it was an endurance test? Hell, I don’t know. It was fucking boring, running on the stupid treadmill with everyone staring at me. They finally called it off. Next Forsyth had me lift weights, to see how much I could move.”

“How much did you lift?”

“Not until you tell me how much you
 bench press, Starkweather.” The gleam of a grin accompanied the challenge, Caleb starting to regain his attitude.

“It’s not really my sort of workout.”

“Uh huh.”

“Are you going to tell me or not?”

“Nope. Because Gray thinks the whole day was a bunch of ‘mortal nonsense,’ and I’m pretty sure he’s never been more right in the last thousand years.”

It was odd, hearing Caleb talk about Gray. He did it so seldom, unless circumstances forced him to, and the casual mention surprised John.

“I started to worry Forsyth would stick me in front of a firing range, just to see what happened,” Caleb went on. “But fortunately he stopped at the treadmill and weights. And another blood draw.”

“Huh.” What exactly had Forsyth been looking for, if anything? Or did he just want to establish some sort of baseline, in case anything like this happened again one day?

Because John would exorcise Gray. He owed it to Caleb. As for Gray, who had his own opinions and thoughts…

It wouldn’t be easy turning him over to the disposal team. But it had to be done.

“Speaking of blood tests,” Caleb said, inspecting his fingernails with studied casualness. “I got my results back from the first round. I guess there’s something to be said for being a priority case—it ensures a fast turnaround.”

“Yeah,” John said cautiously, since Caleb was obviously getting at something. “Any surprises?”

“Nope. I’m clean.” Caleb cleared his throat. “So if you want to fuck me without a condom…”

John tightened his grip on the steering wheel and tried to keep all the blood in his body from rushing straight to his cock. It didn’t work. “They test us monthly—I’m clean, too.”

Caleb grinned, just a flash of teeth in the darkness now. “Then let’s do it. Do we have time before we meet Sean and his girlfriend for dinner?”

“We’ll make time.”

The last mile to the condo seemed like the longest John had ever driven in his life. Every damn light was red, and he got stuck behind an old man who thought cars shouldn’t go over twenty miles an hour. By the time he turned onto the cobblestone street in front of the condo, his cock ached and precome had left a wet spot in his briefs.

As soon as the car was in park, he lunged across the divider and pulled Caleb to him, lips meeting almost hard enough to bruise. Caleb kissed him back just as aggressively, tongues battling for possession of each other’s mouths.

“Come on, Starkweather,” he panted when they broke apart. “Are we going inside? Because this sedan is too damn small for what I’ve got in mind.”

John’s throat felt tight, and his skin burned with the desire to feel Caleb against him. The walk to the condo door felt like torture, and he dropped the keys twice trying to get the door open.

“Smooth,” Caleb said with a snicker.

“I’ll show you smooth,” John growled. He hauled Caleb inside, kicking the door shut behind them.

And now finally, finally, he could grind his hip against Caleb’s, feel the hard ridge of the other man’s cock pressing against his own jeans. “This turns you on, doesn’t it?” Caleb asked, his voice husky with desire. “The idea of being inside me, with nothing in between us? Of shooting your load—”

John cut him off with another punishing kiss, sucking and biting at Caleb’s lower lip. Caleb arched against him, leather creaking as he wound his arms around John’s shoulders. The coat might look badass, but it was too heavy and stiff right now, so John slid his hands between them and worked at the buckles.

Caleb pulled back to shrug it off. Damn, he looked hot, eyes dark with desire and lips swollen from kissing. His hair was pulled back in a braid, showing off the pale column of his neck, and his nipples formed tight peaks underneath his t-shirt. The ridge of his cock stood out against his jeans; apparently, the no-condom idea turned him on just as much.

Good.

John pulled Caleb against him. Caleb’s legs parted, and John slid his thigh in between, letting the other man grind against him. He traced the line of Caleb’s neck with his tongue, tasting salt and sweat. Sliding his hands under the loose tee, he fanned his fingers over his lover’s flanks, feeling the dip and curve of ribs and hipbone, before shoving the tee over Caleb’s head.

Caleb grabbed John’s tie and started to unknot it. “You are not fucking me in a suit, Starkweather. So start undoing buttons.”

“What is it with you and suits?” He knew, of course, but Caleb was just too damn easy to tease.

Caleb snorted. “Total turnoff.”

John pressed his palm against the bulge of Caleb’s cock, rubbing him through the denim. “So I see.”

“Screw you.”

“Later. First, I’m going to screw you.”

They left a trail of clothes across the living room, until they fetched up against the back of the hideous orange couch. Which gave John an idea.

“Bend over the back of the couch,” he ordered.

Caleb obeyed immediately, leaning over the couch, feet planted wide to either side to show off his ass. “I don’t suppose you keep any lube down here?” he asked.

John pulled out the drawer of an end table, dug around, and came up with a bottle he’d never bothered to move after Will left. Caleb laughed. “Shit, you really are a Boy Scout. Always prepared.”

“You know it, babe.”

Caleb leaned one elbow on the back of the couch, stroking his erection with his other hand. “Then get over here and put it to good use.”

John squeezed out a generous helping of lube, smearing it on his bare cock, before squeezing out more for Caleb. As he pushed in his fingers, feeling his lover clench and relax around him, Caleb let out a low moan and bowed his head. His braid slid across his shoulders. Inspired, John grabbed it and tugged gently.

“Unh, yeah,” Caleb gasped encouragingly. “You can pull harder if you want.”

He did, still working Caleb with his fingers. “You like this?”

“Oh, hell yeah. Like it better if you were in me.”

John pulled his fingers loose and guided the head of his dick into place, pressing against Caleb’s hole. As he pushed in, he wrapped the long braid around his wrist, pulling Caleb’s head back. Caleb’s spine arched and his hips pushed back, a ragged cry escaping him.

“Are you all right?”

“Yes! Keep going, please!”

It was all the encouragement he needed to push in all the way, Caleb tight and hot around him, no barrier between their bodies. The sensation felt fantastic, and John didn’t know how long he could possibly last, not as turned on as they both were.

He leaned forward and kissed Caleb’s jaw, then the back of his neck, teeth scraping skin and drawing a hiss of passion from Caleb.

“Does it feel good?” Caleb asked.

“Goddess, it feels incredible. I love feeling you around me, with nothing in between us.”

“Show me. Fuck me hard.”

John increased the tempo of his thrusts, leaning back to change the angle, Caleb’s braid still wrapped around his wrist. Caleb braced himself against the couch with one hand, the other working his cock. John felt his balls tighten at the sight of Caleb’s pale back, his arched neck, his ass stretched around John’s shaft.

Caleb shouted suddenly, clenching tight around him. John let go of the braid and grabbed his lover’s hips in both hands, holding Caleb steady while he pumped into him, need rising and rising. Caleb thrashed, coming hard against the back of the couch, his braid smacking John in the face. Everything felt so good, hot and tight around his bare prick, and he surged in, hard and deep, shooting his load into Caleb.

Caleb half-collapsed against the couch. “God,” he said into the ugly pillows. “That was amazing.”

John wrapped his arms around him, pulling the other man’s back against his chest. “You’re
 amazing.”

“You’re not half-bad yourself.” Caleb twisted to bring his mouth in range for a kiss. “Now let me up, so I can take a shower, and we can get ready to go out.”

“Bossy, aren’t you?” John teased. He gave Caleb a last squeeze, before stepping back, the air of the condo uncomfortably cool after the other man’s warmth.

Caleb cast him a grin. “You know you love it.”

Yeah. He really did.

* * *

They met Sean and Nancy outside of a restaurant housed in one of the many old, renovated buildings making up the city. Caleb didn't expect her to be so tall and thin, brassy blond hair shellacked into place with hairspray. Actually, he didn't really know what he’d expected a girl who’d date Sean to look like, other than different from the reality. “Good to see you, John,” she said fondly, kissing the air beside his face when they hugged. “And you must be Caleb.”

Caleb nodded, hoping she didn’t try to hug him, too. She didn’t; in fact, she looked a bit taken aback at his appearance, even though he’d broken down and put on a stupid dress shirt with his black jeans. He’d pulled his hair back into a braid, and he didn’t think he was showing fangs or claws, or anything else weird.

“Nice to meet you,” he said.

“Shall we go inside?” Sean asked.

The renovated building was all brick and old wood, with a stamped tin ceiling. Chandeliers hung at regular intervals from the heavy beams, the light soft and warm. The tables stood a comfortable distance from one another, instead of crammed together like in the chain restaurants where Caleb normally ate. Servers in spotless uniforms of crisp white shirts and black ties and slacks glided through the room like dancers. The aromas of fish, charring meat, and raw oysters mingled with perfume and sweat, and he struggled not to make a face. No one else acted like they noticed anything, so it was probably just his amped-up senses at work again, because God knew no evening would be complete without feeling weird and out of place the whole time. At least the sex had shut Gray up for a while.

Sean had evidently made reservations, and the host seated them immediately. A starched ivory cloth covered the table, and a cluster of flowers and candles made a nice centerpiece. Nancy sat directly across from Caleb, with Sean beside her, and John at Caleb’s side.

Sean ordered a bottle of wine. As Caleb opened up a menu, Sean said, “John told me you’re a vegetarian. Don’t worry—they’ve got plenty of salads here.”

“I hate salads.”

“Oh look, they’ve got a nice pasta selection,” John said quickly. “Even the ones with meat sauce could probably be made with marinara instead.”

“Anyone want an appetizer?” Nancy asked. “Their fried oysters are delicious.”

“None for me, thanks,” John said. “I’d rather save room for dessert.”

Caleb took a sip of his wine, glad he could at least stand to drink it, even if the alcohol did nothing for him.

“So, Caleb,” Nancy said, once the waiter had returned to take their dinner orders, “Sean tells me you’re an artist.”

“Um, yeah,” he said. It didn’t seem like Nancy knew he was possessed, which was probably just as well. “I paint.”

She nodded and smiled, her teeth very white and very big between her red lips. “Wonderful! I bet you could sell them down on the boardwalk. Tourists love those sorts of things!”

Should he tell her he didn’t paint pretty landscapes for tourists, or just nod his head and let it go? She probably already thought he was leeching off of John.

It was probably safer to just head off any other questions. “What do you do?” he asked.

“I’m a wedding planner.” A moment later, she launched into a long monologue about the beauty of the city, and how many people wanted to get married on the Battery, or in one of the historic houses. Caleb nodded and sipped his wine and hoped their food came soon.

It did. Nancy had ordered a salad, and Caleb wished he hadn’t made his comment earlier. Sean had some sort of fish with creamy sauce, and John a filet mignon with a side of seared asparagus. Caleb had gone with John’s suggestion and gotten the pasta pomodoro. The scent of garlic rising from it made his nose tingle, but the smell of cooked blood oozing from John’s rare filet quickly overwhelmed it.


“Surely he is not going to eat that,”
 Gray said.

What are you on about? You’re a vampire! You drink blood for a living.

“Yes, but this blood is dead. Carrion.”

Hello, you think ghouls smell delicious. Don’t be such a hypocrite.


“At least I do not eat dead things,”
 Gray replied loftily, like a tiger dissing a vulture.

Christ. Can we not talk about your eating habits over dinner? Please?


Hoping to distract them both from John’s meal, Caleb twined a big lump of pasta pomodoro around his fork and stuck it in his mouth.

Pain exploded, every membrane burning, like he’d taken a gulp of live coals mixed with acid. He acted on instinct, spewing red sauce and pasta across the ivory tablecloth, his chair clattering to the floor. Cries of surprise rang out, not just from his own table, but from those around them. His mouth felt scalded, his eyes watering and snot running down his face.

“You have poisoned us!”

Shit, he couldn’t vamp out now in the middle of a restaurant. There’d be a panic, and Kaniyar would have to put him in a cell for the public good, and—

He ran for the bathroom. It was an old building, with just a room for men and another for women, no stalls, and thankfully unoccupied at the moment. He staggered to the marble sink and turned on the water, scooping it up in his hands and swishing it around his mouth, before spitting it out.

There came a sharp knock on the door. “Caleb? Are you all right?” John called.

No. No, he wasn’t all right. This was supposed to have been a nice, normal evening out with friends. Doing normal things together, things any couple could do, and he’d screwed it up. Or Gray had.

“I am not the one who ate poison. You complain about my dining habits, then do this? This is far more unpleasant.”

“I’m fine,” he said miserably. Then: “Come on in,” because he knew John would just hover outside the door anyway.

John came in and locked the door behind them. “What happened? Are you sick?”

Caleb braced his hands to either side of the sink and stared into the mirror. He looked awful, like he’d been on an hours-long crying jag. Tears streamed from his reddened eyes, but at least they hadn’t changed to drakul-black. Thank goodness for small favors.

“Apparently the old myth about garlic and vampires is true,” he said, spitting into the sink. The burning sensation had begun to fade.

John’s hands came to rest on his shoulders, warm through the dress shirt. “Ouch. I’m sorry, babe. Are you going to be okay?”

“Yeah, yeah.” Caleb rinsed his mouth out again. “I’m sorry, John. I’ve ruined our evening.”

“Not your fault. You didn’t know.”

Caleb gave him a half-shrug. “I still feel responsible. Can you tell Nancy and Sean I’m sorry? I don’t think I can go back in there, with everyone looking at me.”

“Sure thing. I’ll meet you out front.”

“No, don’t.” Caleb straightened his shoulders. “Maybe you can still salvage what’s left of the evening. Go back, ask for another table, and pretend this never happened. I’ll catch a cab home.”

John gently turned Caleb to face him. “I’m going home with you.”

“You don’t have to.”

“I know I don’t have to. I want to. I’d rather be with you.” John’s fingers brushed his face, tenderly tucking a strand of black hair behind Caleb’s ear. “Okay?”

The warmth in John’s smile, his touch, made Caleb’s throat tighten with something besides the garlic. John was so good to him.

“Okay,” Caleb agreed. “I’ll meet you out front.”

They exited the men’s room, John returning to the dining room, while Caleb hurried out the door, his face burning with embarrassment.

This was all just temporary. Once Gray was gone, Caleb could eat a whole head of garlic raw and it wouldn’t matter. He’d be able to go out on a date without embarrassing John in front of their friends. They could go to a nightclub and get shitfaced, and even the hangover the next morning would be okay because at least it would be normal.

Caleb leaned against the wall of the building, grateful for the cool air against his skin. Even if Gray was just temporary, the rest of it—the things which really mattered—weren’t. Like getting registered. Moving to Charleston.

Falling in love with a Spec.

Fuck.


Chapter 6

“Do you think this will work?” Caleb asked warily as they stepped into the exorcism room.

“Maybe,” John allowed, although he had his doubts. Still, any results at all might give him an idea as to whether he was even on the right track. “Why don’t you sit down and try to relax?”

“Sure,” Caleb muttered, eyeing the uncomfortable chair bolted in the center of the concrete floor. “What are you going to do—shine a light in my eyes? Beat Gray with a hose if he doesn’t come out?”

John suppressed a sigh. “Look, I know this room isn’t the most hospitable, but it’s this way for a reason. I’m not going to hurt anyone.”

Unless the exorcism did work, of course, and he managed to get Gray in a bottle. At which point, said bottle would be handed over to the disposal team for euthanasia in a super-hot furnace.

The thought sat queasily on his stomach. Standard practice was to destroy NHEs, for the same reason the park service destroyed bears when they killed someone. Simply removing them from the scene meant they’d just do the same thing again to another person.

But Gray hadn’t hurt anyone.

Yet. Gray hadn’t hurt anyone yet
 . Except for Caleb and his family, first by stealing his brother’s corpse, then by possessing Caleb.

The second part had been an accident. The first was just how Gray operated, and if John didn’t do something about it, other families would have to suffer through their loved one’s body taking a walk out of the funeral home, or crime scene, or what have you. It couldn’t be allowed.

He couldn’t think about the disposal. He had a job, and maybe sometimes it wasn’t pleasant, but it had to be done.

John opened the bag containing his exorcism supplies, while Caleb gingerly sat in the chair, his coat creaking and rustling with every movement. Under normal circumstances, he’d be manacled to the chair, arms and legs both, using silver cuffs. John wouldn’t do that to him, though, even if he thought such restraints had a hope of holding Gray in the first place.

John placed a purple candle at each of the cardinal points of the silver circle sunk into the floor, then lit them one at a time, invoking the powers of Air, Fire, Water, and Earth. When he finished, he set alight incense, but in place of his normal smudge stick, he shook a tiny amount of garlic powder out into his hand.

Caleb sneezed from the incense. “Close your eyes and mouth, and don’t breathe in,” John warned, and blew the garlic powder into Caleb’s face.

Caleb flinched, obviously not liking it, but not suffering the way he had last night. The objective was to irritate the NHE enough to draw it to the surface, not to injure the possessed. And indeed, John felt the change in etheric energy, like a little crackle of static across his skin, just like when they made love.

He’d printed out one of the rituals from Brimm’s library, which claimed to be for the control of powerful demons. He began to speak the Latin words, letting the cadence shape the weapon of his mind, reaching out with the extra sense which allowed him to manipulate etheric energy.

The pressure dropped suddenly, John’s ears popping with the change. The room filled with the smell of ozone and desert rain, and all the power of an oncoming storm beat against his skin. The printout fell from his hands as Caleb—no, Gray—rose to his feet in a smooth, animal motion.

“This will not work,” Gray informed him, in a voice like the bass roar of thunder, utterly different from Caleb’s. His hair had come loose from its braid, and writhed around him in an unfelt wind. Utterly black eyes, without white or iris, fixed on John. Lightning sparked in their depths, like a glimpse of the oncoming storm every nerve ending insisted bore down on him.

“I…” John bit back the apology, which had jumped unbidden to his lips. He didn’t have anything to apologize for, damn it. “I needed to know for certain.”

Gray drew closer, and John locked his knees to keep from retreating, the animal part of his brain screaming a dangerous predator stalked him. All the little hairs on his arms stood up, and he felt a crackle of static across his skin. Fucking hell, he’d forgotten how balls-out powerful
 Gray was.

His body hadn’t forgotten, though, his cock gone stiff and eager, and he hoped like hell it didn’t show against his slacks, because he didn’t know how he would possibly explain it to Caleb.

“It will not work. It never has.” Gray sounded irritated, but he’d been out of sorts during every brief encounter they’d ever had. Gray didn’t come out to play unless things had gone to hell.

Or John poked him with the exorcist stick. “What do you mean?”

“They would come in the day, with their circles and candles.” Fangs flashed behind Gray’s lips as he spoke. What would they feel like on John’s skin? “Mortals. They believed I did not venture out in the day from necessity rather than preference.”

“Preference?”

“It is easier to hunt demons when mortals are not cutting one’s head off,” Gray explained, as if there was nothing at all strange about the statement. “Mortals prefer the day, so I kept to the night. Often I would hear them, outside a crypt perhaps, chanting. At night I arose and went out, and it mattered not.” He cocked his head. “Sometimes they would hammer a stake into the body, to pin me in the grave. That was irritating.”

There was something important here, if John could just get his mind around it. “But you tried to stop them?”

“Why would I?” Gray sounded genuinely puzzled. “Mortals are not food. They annoyed me, but I had only to wait until the body I inhabited rotted to the point of uselessness, and I was released into the next.”

Such patience was inhuman. To simply lie there in the dark of a coffin, waiting for one body to rot so you could pop on over to the next one…no, not human at all. And John knew it, had always known it, but it had never seemed quite as real as it did now.

How many years had Gray wandered the earth? Caleb had once described a memory of mud-brick ziggurats, which bordered on unbelievable.

“What are you?” John asked, his heart beating in his throat. “You make a distinction between yourself and what you call demons, but what do you call yourself?”

“Labels are mortal nonsense,” Gray informed him loftily. “I am myself.”

“Are there others like you?”

Gray shrugged in a ripple of controlled power. He didn’t move like Caleb at all; he even held himself differently. Instead of Caleb’s loose-limbed stance, Gray seemed ready to explode into motion at any second, like a tiger coiled to spring. “I assume there must be.”

“You don’t know?”

“I do not care,” Gray said with sublime indifference. “They would not be food. And they would not be irritating mortals.”

“You find mortals irritating.”

Gray had half-turned away, but now he gave John a look out of the corner of his eye. “Not all of them.”

Then he vanished, energy collapsing inward, the oppressive, thunderstorm-feeling draining out of the air. John took a deep, reflexive breath.

Caleb blinked and shook his head, his hair sliding around his shoulders. “Are you all right?” John asked, stepping toward him.

“Yeah. It’s just…weird. I’m there, and I’m aware of what’s going on, but it’s like everything is one step removed. Like I’m watching from the other side of a glass wall…but I can still feel stuff.”

“And Gray thinks I’m irritating?”

“Hell, Starkweather, I
 think you’re irritating,” Caleb said with a snort.

“Very funny. I—”

There came a sharp knock on the door. Normally, no one would think about interrupting an exorcism. John opened the door with a frown and found Sean on the other side.

“We just had a tip called in,” Sean said without preamble. “The incubus has struck again.”

* * *

John maneuvered one of the big, black SPECTR SUV’s into the end of an alley, braking hard enough to shove Caleb’s shoulder into Sean’s. He sat in the backseat, sandwiched in between Sean and the empath, Pittman, who had to know how creeped out he was. Behind them, sirens screamed as sedans and another SUV followed John’s lead, parking haphazardly across the street and blocking traffic.

“All this for an anonymous tip?” Caleb asked incredulously.

“With as much media attention as is focused on this case, we can’t afford to look as if we’re not taking any leads seriously,” Kaniyar replied from the passenger seat. As soon as the SUV came to a halt, she unsnapped her seatbelt and threw open the door.

“Besides,” John added as the district chief strode away to start barking orders, “we know there’s a body here. Charleston PD dispatched the nearest patrol down here to secure the scene, and he confirmed a dead male in the courtyard.”

“The location seems wrong for an incubus kill, though,” Sean said as the rest of them climbed out of the car. “A seedy hotel, sure. Somebody’s apartment, sure. But how many people get off on fucking in an open courtyard in the dead of winter? I’m telling you, this guy is just some random bastard who had a heart attack on his daily walk or something.”

“We’ll know when we get there,” John said simply.

Forensics milled around their van, and other agents moved to set up a perimeter, to keep back any curiosity-seekers. “Only one way in and out of the courtyard, at least,” John said. “So the cops secured the scene without much effort.”

Kaniyar yelled over the phone at someone. When she caught sight of John, she gestured at the narrow slot between buildings. “It’s your scene, Special Agent.”

Caleb wouldn’t have thought John could stand up any straighter, but somehow he managed it. “Sean, Caleb, you’re with me,” he ordered. He waved one of the forensics guys over. “Let’s get some shots of the scene right away.”

There was something sexy about the way he took charge. Just like when he’d pulled on Caleb’s braid last night, when they’d screwed over the couch. Damn, it made him hard just thinking about it.

The tiny courtyard, tucked away behind four old, brick buildings boasted only one egress, a narrow alley between two of the buildings. A wrought iron gate arched across it to keep random people from wandering in. The gate stood open, and a quick inspection of the dangling chain showed it had been cut.

“Not someone on his morning walk,” John said, holding up the severed links. Sean glowered.

As they entered the short alley, the scent of over-ripe fruit and curdled semen drifted through the air. A hunger which didn’t belong to him sharpened Caleb’s attention, and he felt Gray just under his skin. Keep down, damn it.


“I smell it,” Caleb said aloud. “The demon—I mean the NHE. Incubus. It came through here not long ago.”

“Shit,” Sean muttered.

The courtyard felt several degrees cooler, most direct sunlight blocked by the buildings around it. A concrete table and bench sat near the middle; it was probably a nice place to sit on a hot summer day.

Now the body of a man lay on top of the table, naked but with his clothes piled beside him.

The hell? No one would take all their clothes off, including their shoes, wad them up in a big ball, and climb on a rough concrete table for sex, would they?

John and the forensics guy moved toward the table, but Caleb held back. The courtyard held the incubus’s scent, but didn’t reek of it, as it should if the demon had fed here.

Something was wrong. Really wrong.

He cast about, nostrils flared even as he ran his gaze over the surrounding buildings, trying to figure out what piece of the puzzle he had missed. The dull sunlight gleamed off a rifle barrel in one of the high windows.

“Look out!” he started to scream, but the sound ended in Gray’s savage snarl.

* * *

Gray lunges forward, catching John about the waist and bearing him to the ground. The bullet cracks into the concrete table, even as they strike the weed-choked bricks, John letting out a muffled cry of surprise and alarm.

Someone is trying to kill them. To kill John.

Gray is on his feet an instant later, and if he regrets he cannot remain, breathing in John’s scent and feeling his warmth without Caleb in between…well. John is a fragile mortal, and can’t be risked, so the only option is to put an end to the danger.

He strides to the building where Caleb glimpsed the rifle barrel, leather coat flaring behind him and his hair fanning out on the wind. When he is close enough to the structure, he leaps.

His claws sink easily into the crumbling brick, and the rugged soles of his boots find purchase as he hauls himself up. The window is open only a few inches, just enough for the sniper to sight and fire, so he grabs the bottom of the sash and simply rips the window free in a shower of glass and wood. Tossing it into the courtyard below, he swings into the room.

It is an apartment of some kind, with peeling yellow wallpaper, a sagging couch, and a rusted air conditioning unit lying abandoned on the floor. A man crouches beside the couch, an open case in front of him, a half-disassembled rifle in his hands. The apartment stinks of roses with maggots in their hearts, of semen gone rancid, but it does not come from the man. He is mortal, but the demon has been here in the last few minutes.

The mortal screams and scrambles back, his eyes wide with terror. Gray advances on him. This one would have killed John.


“Leave him.”
 But the command has no force, Caleb’s anger boiling under their skin along with his, feeding off one another.

“He that is begotten of God keepeth himself, and that wicked one toucheth him not!” the mortal shouts. His eyes are wide and he smells now of urine, but he drops the remains of his gun and pulls a large knife out of a sheath at his belt. “The Lord rebukes you!”

This is nothing new. Gray has been threatened by the names of gods many times before.

The mortal lunges, swinging the knife, but he is slow. Gray slaps the knife aside; it flies out of the human’s grip, accompanied by a crunch of bones, and sticks point first in the wall. The mortal clutches his wrist, moaning, and goes to his knees.

“We can’t kill him. We have to let the other agents deal with him.”

If Caleb had not noticed the glint of sunlight…

But he did.

“Pathetic,” is Gray’s judgment. They have better things to hunt, and the demon is getting farther away with every second they waste on this mewling creature.

The door is locked, but he rips the bolt free easily enough, following the demon’s scent down the hall.

* * *

Gray tracks the incubus down to the street. Behind him, the SPECTR agents pound up the stairs from the courtyard; assured they will not let the mortal slip away, he focuses on his task.

The incubus’s trail dodges and weaves, veering into an alley. The demon does not wish to be seen, or else does not know what is hunting it. Good.

Gray stretches into a run, this living body moving fast and easy, muscles humming beneath the skin. Caleb’s pleasure resonates, and Gray almost wishes they could keep running, keep going, until they are free, until they are away from all this confusion and mortal nonsense, with only the hunt and the kill.

But Caleb would not be happy, and perhaps…perhaps he would not be, either.

The scent intensifies—the incubus is in no hurry. “What was it doing in the apartment? And this sniper, the crap he babbled at us—he sounded like Melanie. Like the Fist. He wouldn’t be hanging around with a demon.”


And there—they glimpse the demon, at the end of an alley. It wears a jacket with the hood drawn up, hands stuffed in pockets, but the smell pouring from it is unmistakable. They will catch it, and feed, and—

The incubus spins around, alerted by its own sense of smell, perhaps, or just the twitch of nerves telling the prey its predator closes in. Its face is pale and thin, with high cheekbones, almost human except for some subtle wrongness. Golden eyes, slitted like a snake’s, widen at the sight of them, before it flees.

Up a wall and onto the roofs it goes, almost as fast and agile as they are. Gray follows, leaping to the same garden wall, then the roof. Red clay tiles crack and slip under his boots, but he manages to stay upright.

The incubus bolts, casting frantic glances back over its shoulder, and its scent curdles with fear. It leaps from one roof to the next, and it is fast, fueled by the energy it stole from the dead man in the courtyard.

It does not matter. Gray has chased many demons to ground. Sometimes it is a matter of being fast and clever, but often it is simply endurance, to run and run until the prey cannot go any farther.

He can feel Caleb’s emotions twining with his: wonder and longing, because this is good, to run. To hunt. For Caleb it is freedom and certainty, two things alien to his previous existence in every way. But to Gray it is feeling:
 the rush of blood in their veins, the taste of the wind against their teeth, muscles burning in ecstasy as they leap easily across a fifteen-foot gap between buildings, the incubus a fleeting shadow in front of them.

Yes. / “Yes.”

The incubus vanishes from view, dropping suddenly to the ground. They follow, leaping from the roof without pause, coat billowing around them as they catch themselves easily, knees bent and one hand splayed on the pavement.

And see the incubus climbing into a van being driven by a mortal.

What is this?

The van lurches into motion, tires squealing. Gray starts up, but this time it is he who is too slow, and the grill smashes into him.


Chapter 7

“I’m fine,” Caleb said. He sat on the curb, knees drawn up to his chest, while Gray twitched and snarled just under his skin. “Goddamn it, we almost had it!”

John crouched beside him, looking grim. As well he might—what had started as a simple incubus killing had just gotten a lot more complicated. “You did your best,” he soothed.

Caleb sighed, but he had to admit, yeah, they really had. If the incubus had just played by the rules, Gray would have chased it down and that would have been that. Case closed.

Instead, he apparently had human helpers shooting sniper rifles and giving him a lift in the van. And oh yeah, running over Gray’s ass.

He could still remember the feel of bones breaking. Gray healed fast, but not instantaneously, and by the time they’d been able to get to their feet, the van had been out of sight.

He remembered how other things had felt, too. Running and jumping. Hunting. Gray’s certainty and how, for a minute, everything had fallen away, and they existed only as pure purpose. Unified.

“What about you?” Caleb asked, forcing his mind onto another track. A bruise bloomed on John’s chin, but otherwise he looked okay. “Sorry Gray tackled you so hard, but there just wasn’t any time.”

John’s blue eyes darkened slightly, with thought or emotion, Caleb couldn’t say. “I can recover from a few bruises a lot easier than from a bullet in the head.” He reached out and wrapped his fingers around Caleb’s wrist. “Thank you.”

Caleb shrugged awkwardly. “Thank Gray. He acted way faster than I could have.”

John nodded, fingers tightening. “Then thank Gray for me.”

God, this was weird. Almost as weird as the whole conversation when John had made his latest try at an exorcism. “He can hear you. You don’t have to tell me to relay messages.”

“Got it.” John glanced away, as if gathering his thoughts. “So the incubus wasn’t still human? His forty days had passed?”

“Hell, I don’t know.” Caleb rubbed tiredly at his eyes with his free hand. “He didn’t look human, not really. Sort of, but his eyes…and the way he moved…but shit, I’m sure I didn’t look human at the moment, either.”

“True, but Gray seems to be an exception,” John said with a rueful twist of his lips. “From your description, it certainly sounds as if the possession has become permanent.”

“So we could have eaten it.”

Don’t sulk.

“I do not sulk.”

“What now?” Caleb asked.

John let go of his wrist and sat back. “The sniper is in custody and on his way to HQ, if he’s not there already. While Kaniyar and Pittman interrogate him, Sean and some of the others are heading to the address on his driver’s license.”

“So we’re going to find out what the fuck is going on?”

John rose to his feet and held out his hand. “I sure as hell hope so,” he said ruefully, as he pulled Caleb to his feet. “I think we’ve spent enough time groping around in the dark, don’t you?”

* * *

The next morning, John once again addressed the entire department in the conference room.

“This is our sniper,” he said, bringing up a picture of the man, wearing an orange jumpsuit, his right wrist in a cast. “Robert Douglas. He isn’t talking, on the advice of counsel. However, we obtained a warrant for the extended-stay hotel he’d rented, and found some interesting items.”

The next slide displayed sample of books and magazines. “Most of the paraphernalia shown here is directly associated with the Fist of God,” he went on.

There came a ripple of murmurs. “The Fist?” Caleb asked, black brows drawing down sharply. “Wouldn’t they be more interested in killing an incubus than working with it?”

“That’s one of many questions we need to answer, as soon as possible.” John moved onto the next image, which showed a man with a plastic smile and perfect hair. “Our victim: Congressman Sherman Gladstone.”

This time, the mutters grew even louder. “A fucking congressman?” Sean blurted in disbelief. “Wasn’t it bad enough we had a senator on our damn case?”

“Settle down,” Kaniyar said, and the room went silent instantly.

“If you recall, the first victim, Keith Tuttle, contributed to Olney’s fundraisers. However, Gladstone and Olney are on opposite sides of the aisle. Gladstone has been, if not a vocal advocate for the rights of the paranormally abled, at least an ally.”

“Him, I can see the Fist wanting dead,” Caleb said with a nod at the screen. “But Tuttle? If he funded whackjobs like Olney—”

“Mr. Jansen, please keep your tone professional,” Kaniyar ordered, fixing Caleb with a glare.

John cleared his throat. “As I said, there does seem to be a political connection of some sort. If nothing else, the incubus might be an intern, or even a political journalist.”

“Where did he meet the second victim?” Tiffany asked.

“We don’t know. Here’s where it gets even stranger.” He clicked over to an image of the crime scene. “According to the techs, Gladstone died elsewhere. Cause of death was classic incubus kill, but after he died, someone took the body and clothing and dumped it in the courtyard. Note they left his wallet in his pants, so identification would be easy. At that point, Douglas took up position in one of the apartments overlooking the courtyard with a sniper rifle and waited for agents to appear on scene.”

No mutterings now, just dead silence. Shit, it still freaked out John, too. If Caleb hadn’t seen the stray glint of sunlight, John's brains would have been all over the courtyard.

Caleb had seen—but it had been Gray who had pushed him down. But why?

He didn’t know why Gray did a lot of things. Put up with exorcism attempts. Didn’t eat possessed people who could still be saved. Listened to any damn thing John or anyone else said to him, because, in all honesty, they had no way of stopping him from doing whatever the hell he wanted.

He owed the drakul his life. He absolutely would have died, if Gray’s hair-trigger reflexes hadn’t pushed the NHE to save him.

Even though he planned to put Gray in a bottle and hand him over to disposal.

Yeah.

Kaniyar cleared her throat, reminding him he was still in the middle of a briefing.

“Mr. Jansen gave pursuit and saw the incubus enter a van with a driver,” he said hurriedly, “which apparently had been waiting at a pre-arranged location to pick it up. Given the involvement of the Fist, it isn’t a stretch to think those in the van were also Fist affiliated, but at the moment we have no proof one way or the other.”

“Seems to me there’s a lot of unknowns in this situation,” Tiffany said. “Starting with why the hell they had a sniper waiting for us.”

John spread his hands. “You’re right, but we’ve got to keep working the situation. We know more than we did, even if the pieces don’t seem to fit together.”

“We’ll keep leaning on Douglas,” Kaniyar said. “Right now, we’re also tracking Gladstone’s final movements and trying to figure out where he might have encountered the incubus. Units will continue to go door-to-door in the neighborhood, and we’re running down ownership of the apartment where the sniper holed up. In the meantime, Special Agent Starkweather, I want you and Mr. Jansen here to conduct an interview.”

Caleb looked as surprised as John felt. Why in the world would Kaniyar want Caleb in on an interview? He wasn’t trained, so unless the person in question had a pathological fear of the possessed, what could he really do?

“Ma’am?” John asked.

“Douglas isn’t the only local member of Fist we have in custody,” Kaniyar said. “The other, however, has indicated she’s willing to make a deal in exchange for information.”

The color drained out of Caleb’s face. “You don’t mean…”

“Your sister-in-law, Melanie Jansen.”

* * *

“Are you going to be okay?” John asked.

They sat in John’s office, waiting for the call to tell them the prisoner transfer had completed. Thanks to Gray, they couldn’t go to the prison to conduct the interview—something about spirit wards all over the place, and causing a panic if Caleb set them off every time he went through a door.

But at least it would have been better than sitting here, waiting for the Department of Corrections to get their asses in gear, while his stomach clenched tighter and tighter.

John’s question seemed so simple, but he didn’t know how to answer. He’d thought he knew Melanie, at least until his brother died and left her a widow. And maybe he would have kept on with his happy delusion, except Gray decided to walk off with Ben’s body the night before the funeral.

“I did not decide. It was available and in reasonably good condition, and thus I was drawn to it when the old one failed.”

It’s still your fault.

“I did not force you to hunt me. Nor did I harm you.”

Enough blame to go around. Melanie said she knew some people who would help put Ben to rest, and of course Caleb couldn’t leave Ben’s body in the hands of some monster. So he’d gone with her, only to discover her friends were actually a bunch of nutters who thought all paranormals were evil.

Becoming possessed by Gray had made Caleb, her own brother-in-law, Melanie’s enemy, at least from her point of view. The last time he’d seen her, she’d pumped six shots into his chest, silver-jacketed lead which would have killed anyone possessed by a garden-variety demon.

The only family he had left in the world, and she’d tried to murder him. Then Gray had given serious consideration to killing her, and the whole thing had just been a fucking mess. He’d tried not to think about it since, focusing instead on adapting to his new life and his relationship with John.

“Your parents,” he asked John, “did you ever see them again? After…you know.”

John watched him steadily, not looking away like Caleb half-expected him to do. “They came to the hospital, after my suicide attempt. I was pretty drugged-up, and I don’t remember a lot of it, except how embarrassed they were.”

“Embarrassed?”

John shrugged. “Bad enough when your son has to be sent away to ‘cure’ him of feeling etheric energy. Still, they could always tell the neighbors I’d gone off to military school. But my attempted suicide sparked the investigation which shut down the place, and even though the papers concealed my identity because of my age, people figured it out. The little old ladies at church offered sympathy to my parents’ faces and gossiped behind their backs. Mom and Dad felt I’d humiliated them with my selfish actions. So no, I never saw them again.”

“How would you feel if you had to talk to them now?”

“I don’t know. Maybe I wouldn’t feel anything.” John gave him a rueful smile. “It’s been thirteen years, Caleb. They don’t know me, and I don’t know them. We’d be strangers now. But my situation isn’t the same as yours. Melanie isn’t a stranger to you. You haven’t had time to process what’s happened, let alone adapt and heal.”

“I dream about it, sometimes.” His throat constricted around the words. “Her face. The tears. The gun.”

“I know, babe.” John’s hand closed on his, even though they were on the clock. “We’ll get through this.”

The phone rang. John answered it. “Okay. We’ll be right there.” He hung up and turned to Caleb. “Are you ready?”

Caleb stood up. “I guess.”

“I’ll be right beside you the whole time.”

“Yeah.” He dredged up a smile for John. “Thanks.”

“I will be with you as well.”

Which was part of the damn problem, but try telling Gray that. Thanks.


“However, if she shoots us again, I will not be pleased.”

Pretty sure they don’t let prisoners wander around with guns.

“Then they are surprisingly sensible for mortals.”

John led the way down the hall. Caleb tried to focus on the feel of the heavy coat on his shoulders, the layers of kevlar and leather like armor. Gray, on the other hand, decided to sort through the fragmentary memories he’d found in Ben’s dead brain. Flickering images blipped behind Caleb’s eyes, half-glimpsed and barely understood, without context or weight: Melanie laughing, a rose, himself at their wedding, skinny and awkward and looking like a hipster in the thick-rimmed glasses he no longer needed to wear.

Would you stop it?

They came to one of the interrogation rooms; two corrections officers stood outside. One stared fixedly at the wall across from him, while the other had a sneer plastered on her mouth.

John flashed his badge and opened the door. Taking a deep breath, Caleb stepped inside.

Melanie sat on the other side of a table. Her curly hair had gone dry and brittle, and the orange jumpsuit washed the remaining color from her face. Heavy shackles encircled her wrists and ankles.

A wave of nausea overtook him. God, it felt so wrong to see her like this. A part of him screamed there had to be some mistake; she couldn’t—wouldn’t—do anything to deserve this.

The rest of him remembered the impact of the bullets in his chest.

“Agent Rand,” John said. Caleb jerked his attention from Melanie and saw a woman standing in the corner, wearing a green armband. An empath. Of course. They’d need her to verify the truth of anything Melanie said.

John sat down, and Caleb sank into the chair beside him, before reluctantly raising his gaze to Melanie’s face. She watched him from sunken eyes, glittering with hate.

“Demon,” she said.

“This mortal is stupid. I am not a demon.”

“Mrs. Jansen,” John said firmly, “you’re here because you’ve suggested you have some information about Fist, which you’re willing to give in exchange for a shortened sentence. Let me remind you that you’re up on charges of conspiracy, accessory to murder, and attempted murder, just for starters.”

“At least I did God’s work. I never consorted with demons.” She turned hate-filled eyes on John. “Witch.”

John didn’t even look flustered. “This interview will go one of two ways. In the first, you cooperate, save your invective, and receive your plea bargain. In the second, you continue to make derogatory remarks toward Mr. Jansen and myself, go back to your cell, and rot in prison for the rest of your natural life. I hope you take the first course of action, but the choice is entirely up to you.”

Her mouth tightened…but her eyes lowered. “Ask your questions.”

“Is there more than one Fist cell working in Charleston?”

“No. We were it.”

“Does the name Robert Douglas mean anything to you?”

Melanie shifted in her chair, making the chains rattle. “Yeah. He was from the Atlanta cell.”

So home-grown crazies weren’t enough; these had been imported from Georgia. Great.

John made a note in a little spiral-bound pad. “An incubus killed Keith Tuttle, at a fundraiser Senator Olney hosted for NOPROC. It also killed Congressman Sherman Gladstone. We have reason to believe Fist is associating with the incubus. Why?”

“I don’t know. But if what you’re saying is true, Tuttle must have done something to cross Olney.”

John leaned forward slightly. “What do you mean?”

Melanie swallowed and licked her lips. “Do I get some kind of protection in this deal?”

“I’m not the one making the decision, but I can make recommendations. Why?”

“Because Olney didn’t found NOPROC to lobby and play nice. The whole thing is just a front, funneling money straight to the Fist.”

John shot a glance at Rand, who gave him the tiniest nod. And shit, Caleb didn’t have to be up on politics to know this was big. Rumor had it Olney meant to make a run for the White House, and Melanie said his charity gave money to domestic terrorists?

Fuck. No way was this good news. Melanie’s word alone wouldn’t be enough to bring any kind of charges. And if this investigation threatened to expose Olney…

No wonder the bastard ranted on TV about paranormals.

“But why kill Tuttle with an incubus?” he asked.

Melanie glanced at him, grimaced, and looked away. “How should I know? You said an incubus killed Tuttle and the Fist is involved. Olney must have been at the bottom of it.”

“Does the Fist take orders from Senator Olney?” John asked. He seemed to have recovered from his shock, but little lines of tension showed around his blue eyes.

“He’s the money man. What do you think?” Melanie shrugged, chains clinking.

“I don’t get it, though,” Caleb said. “Why would the Fist work with
 an incubus? For that matter, why would an incubus work with the Fist?”

“Righteousness can turn even the tools of the devil against him,” Melanie said.

“Oh yeah? Did your buddy Leland tell himself that? You know, before he turned into a goddamn werewolf and killed Ben?”

All the color drained from Melanie’s face, leaving only two high spots on her cheeks. “You have no right to talk to me in such a manner, demon. I know what you are—just a thing wearing Caleb’s skin. You look like him, and sound like him, but it’s all just a lie.”

“Goddamn it—”

“Caleb.” John put a hand to his arm, and Caleb realized he’d half-risen from his chair. “Sit down. Please.”

Melanie sneered at John. “You’re next on his menu, witch.” She tugged up her right sleeve, revealing a freshly healed wound, still red and raw.

Gray had bitten her, confused and afraid in the first few moments of existence in a living body. Having no understanding of pain, no idea what was going on, he’d mistaken her CPR as an attack.

Shame. “I stopped when I realized she was not a demon.”


It’s okay. I know you didn’t mean to hurt her.

“The thing beside you will do this to you eventually,” she went on viciously. “Or maybe he’ll just take you apart.”

“I would never hurt John!” Caleb exclaimed, but his voice had fallen into a deeper register. Gray’s anger crackled along his nerves, and they had to dial it back.

“Sit down,” John said, because they were on their feet again. No, he
 was on his
 feet.

Damn it.

Caleb sat, clasping his hands to hide their shaking. Even the empath looked alarmed.

John cleared his throat. “Douglas got caught because he tried to shoot us when we arrived on the scene to investigate the incubus kill. Do you know why?”

“Ask him.”

“I’m asking you.”

“Some Fist members are a bit more…extreme…than others,” she said at last. “Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live, Special Agent, and anyone who follows SPECTR’s activities knows you’re one of the biggest witches in the southeast. Your name is on half the paranormal incident reports filed in the low country. Maybe the chance to strike fear into your fellow witches by taking you out was just too good to pass up.”

Caleb felt cold. The bullet had been meant for John, specifically. God, John had tried to exorcise Gray just an hour earlier. If he’d succeeded…

“John is unharmed. Why do you insist on imagining otherwise?”

“Is there anything else you can tell us?” John asked Melanie.

She tapped her cuffs against her knees, rattling the chains. “No. That’s it.”

“All right. Your guards will be in momentarily.”

Agent Rand beat them to the door. Caleb followed more slowly, with John behind him. Just before they shut the door, Melanie called out.

“Oh, and agent? If you want to know why an incubus would work with the Fist, why don’t you ask why a monster is working with you?”

John snarled and shut the door far more forcefully than necessary.


Chapter 8

“Are you all right?” John asked quietly, once they reached his office.

Caleb sank into his chair with a creak of leather, resting his elbows on his knees and burying his face in his hands. “No. I want to leave here, go someplace, and get so drunk I forget any of this ever happened. But I can’t even do that anymore.”

Anger burned along John’s nerves. How dare Melanie spit venom at Caleb, after everything she had done? Her cell killed people who might have been successfully exorcised, and were suspected in a string of arsons targeting the homes and businesses of the paranormally abled. Even if she hadn’t been personally involved in any of it, she’d sure as hell been an accessory.

“Fuck her,” he said, more savagely than he’d intended. Caleb needed his support right now, not his fury, but he couldn’t quite hold it in. “She can’t see anything past her own fear, and she’s taking it out on you. The woman has nothing inside but poison. So. Fuck. Her.”

Caleb looked up, and a tiny grin flitted over his mouth. “Didn’t think she was your type, Starkweather.” At least he could make a joke.

“I’m sorry, babe. I wish I could do something to make this easier. I really thought having you there might make her more cooperative, not less.”

“Don’t apologize.” Caleb’s long hair slithered over his shoulders as he shook his head. “I wouldn’t have felt right about having you interrogate her without me there. Like…like I owed it to her.”

“You don’t owe her anything.”

“She saved my life,” Caleb said, raising his dark gaze and pinning John with it. “If she hadn’t given me CPR, I would just have been another cold slab of meat for Gray to wander away in. I can’t say I’m thrilled with the whole possession thing, but it’s better than the alternative.”

John let out a long breath, his anger draining away. If Melanie and the rest of the cell had just run, Gray would have taken off in Caleb’s corpse. There would have been no call to him in the wee hours of the morning, ordering him to come try to exorcise the crazy, possessed man sitting in an abandoned house. No ugly couch in his living room.

Just a hole in his life he would never have even known existed.

“Okay, you have a point,” John conceded. “But don’t take it too far. She tried to kill you later, remember?”

“She doesn’t think I’m, well, me
 . Not anymore.” Caleb sighed and scrubbed at his face with his fingertips. “How did my life get this messed up? Shit, I’m glad you’re here. I think I’d be a raving lunatic otherwise.”

John wanted to remain professional at work…but the door was closed. He stepped away from the desk, leaned over, and kissed Caleb softly on the forehead. “You mean you aren’t?”

“Asshole.” But Caleb tipped his head back for another kiss.

John’s phone chirped. Caleb glared at it. “I’m starting to really hate that thing.”

John scooped up the handset. “Get over here!” Sean said, then hung up.

The hell? “Sean wants something,” he said, hurrying to the door.

Tiffany and several other agents also crowded into Sean’s office, watching the live feed on his monitor. They made room for John and Caleb, and John saw Senator Olney once again standing in front of a bank of microphones.

“This coming week,” Olney announced, “I plan to introduce a bill which will remove Strategic Paranormal Entity Control from the Department of Justice, and consolidate it with the Department of Homeland Security, where it belongs. In light of the recent paranormal murders of Keith Tuttle and my respected colleague Congressman Sherman Gladstone, it has become clear there are severe problems with the current manner in which the agency is structured.”

Damn the man. If Melanie was right, and Olney funded Fist, this wouldn’t be good for paranormals, inside SPECTR or out.

“The problems the bill will seek to address are twofold,” Olney went on. “Up until now, the agency has been reactive rather than proactive. The FBI investigates suspected terrorists, so why doesn’t SPECTR conduct tighter surveillance on the paranormals living among us? Just as we know certain persons are more likely to be radicalized, we know paranormals are more likely to become possessed.”

“Lying bastard!” Caleb snarled. Tiffany hushed him.

“The second problem essentially answers the first,” Olney went on. “The agency is largely composed of paranormals, which is nothing but the fox watching the henhouse. Can the taxpayers really trust them to police their own?”

“I’ve seen enough.” Caleb walked out.

Feeling sick, John followed him into the hall. Caleb had stopped halfway down, his slender form a long black line against the wall.

“Tell me we’re going to nail this son of a bitch,” Caleb said.

John shoved his hands in his pockets and leaned against the wall beside Caleb. “I can’t promise anything,” he said, meeting Caleb’s flashing gaze. “But I’m sure as hell going to try.”

* * *

“Shit.”

Caleb slumped in the passenger seat while John steered through the light Saturday morning traffic, sipping coffee and trying to stay awake. Weekend or no, they and everyone else in the office were on the clock, at least until they’d nailed the incubus. And, hopefully, Olney as well.

At John’s startled curse, he sat up straight and peered out the window.

A large group of people gathered on the sidewalk in front of SPECTR-HQ, held back by hastily constructed barricades and a few security personnel. They chanted something Caleb couldn’t make out, and many held up signs inscribed with angry phrases. “SPECTR kills,” “Humans Over Demons,” “God Hates Mals,” “Get Demons Out of Government,” and “Exodus 22:18” seemed popular. News vans blocked traffic up and down the road, and perfectly coiffed reporters lined up so their cameras could get a shot of the protest behind them.

“Fuck. Don’t these people have lives?” What the hell was wrong with these idiots? Did they actually believe the garbage people like Olney spouted?

John didn’t reply, but the corners of his eyes and mouth tightened. This really bothered him. Caleb wanted to tell him not to let the assholes get to him, but it seemed a mite hypocritical, seeing how he had the urge to punch someone at the moment.

Unease. “They mean to harm us?”


Not directly. They’re too cowardly to do it themselves. They want the government to hurt us for them.

As they slowed to turn into the authorized personnel-only entrance, one of the nearby reporters seemed to recognize the sedan. Or maybe she spotted John through the window, since Caleb didn’t see how anyone could tell the government-issued sedans apart. An instant later, reporters crowded to either side, thrusting microphones in the direction of the closed windows.

“Agent Starkweather, have you made any progress in the investigation?”

“Agent Starkweather, what do you say to speculation SPECTR is protecting the killer?”

“Why aren’t paranormals more closely policed, to prevent incidents like this one?”

John stared straight ahead, stone faced. Caleb’s gut clenched, and he kept his eyes averted, using his long hair to shield his face as John pulled up to the checkpoint. The guard hastily waved him through without even looking at his ID.

“I’m sorry,” John said unexpectedly as they pulled into the parking garage and started down the sloping ramp to the lower levels.

Caleb glanced at him in surprise, but John kept his gaze fixed on the ramp ahead. “What do you have to apologize for?”

“Nothing. I just…if none of this had happened, you’d still be living unregistered in Charlotte. You wouldn’t have to deal with this.”

“If wishes were fishes,” Caleb said wryly, as John pulled into an open space. “It sucks, no question about it. I hate registration, because it feels like the government is telling people they’re right to be scared of us. But would I go back to passing for normal?” Caleb shrugged, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. “I don’t know. I’d like to think I wouldn’t.”

“You wouldn’t?”

“Hiding doesn’t solve anything, does it? I mean, as long as I could pass, I could tell myself none of this has anything to do with me. ‘Those idiots aren’t protesting me,
 because they don’t know I’m different.’ I could turn off the TV or just look away, and go on with my life. Hell, I don’t know, maybe all your damn motivational speeches are rubbing off on me, but if I can’t hide, I have to fight back somehow. And maybe…maybe that’s not a bad thing.”

John’s blue eyes shone in the dimness, Caleb’s enhanced sight easily picking out their color. “I’m proud of you.”

Caleb ducked his head. He hadn’t done anything yet for anyone to be proud of, after all. A moment later, John’s hand snaked around the back of his neck and drew him in for a kiss.

“Besides,” Caleb murmured once they broke apart, “if I hadn’t come down here and ended up in this mess, just think of all the great sex I would have missed out on.”

John snorted. “Let it never be said you don’t have priorities.”

* * *

The SPECTR office hummed with activity, as if it had been a Monday instead of a Saturday. As they passed one of the cube farms, a man who had been about to step out into the main hall jerked back, giving Caleb an unfriendly glare.

A lot of people had been giving him funny looks since the ambush. Hell, they couldn’t get out of his way fast enough yesterday, when they’d gone into Sean’s crowded office. He didn’t think John had noticed, though, and he didn’t want to bring it up.

As it turned out, he didn’t have to.

Something white hung from the knob on John’s office. Caleb slowed, then swore when the smell hit him.

“The hell?” John muttered. “Garlic?”

Caleb ground his molars savagely. “Damn it! Sean—”

“Sean didn’t do it.” John pulled something else free from the twist of string tied around the garlic head. A silver cross swung from his hand, gleaming in the dull light of the fluorescents. “Most exorcism rituals rely on religious symbolism to fine-tune our ability to manipulate etheric energy. So no exorcist would treat a cross as a joke, especially not one who’s Christian himself. This was just some asshole who thinks he’s funny, taking bits and pieces from the vampire legends to razz you.”

Caleb’s fists tightened, nails biting into his palms. “They don’t like me. I’ve seen how they look at me.”

“What do you mean?”

“After the scene in the courtyard. After I—I vamped out and went after the shooter.” His stomach churned acid, and he wished he hadn’t drunk the coffee after all. “It scared somebody, the photographer I guess, because ever since everyone’s been looking at me like I might go berserk and start gnawing on their necks.”

John gave him that
 look. The understanding one, which somehow still managed to imply Caleb had overreacted. “You’re reading too much into things. Whoever did this just thought they were being funny. Hazing the new guy. It doesn’t mean anyone hates you, let alone everyone.”

Of course John would say that. If Olney thought SPECTR was the vanguard of Satan, John was equally convinced they were a host of guardian angels. Or whatever he believed in, considering he kept a little altar to a lion-headed goddess in the condo.

Still. “Maybe you’re right,” Caleb said, trying to convince himself as well. “I guess I could be a touch sensitive about…things.”

“Of course you are.” If John was all gung-ho about SPECTR, at least he was equally on Caleb’s side. “Like I said, an asshole did this, and if I find out who, we’re going to have a long talk and some sensitivity training, just for starters. People don’t think and they end up doing stupid crap. Don’t let it get to you.”

Easier said than done. Still, they had bigger problems. “I won’t. Let’s just get to work, okay?”

* * *

“May I come in, Special Agent Starkweather?”

Startled, John glanced up from his desk. He’d been so immersed in work he hadn’t even noticed Graham Forsyth standing in his doorway. “Of course. If you’re looking for Caleb—Mr. Jansen—though, he’s down in records looking up some information for Agent McNamara.”

The stupid joke with the cross and garlic had left Caleb in a foul mood all morning. But he’d done his best to pretend it didn’t bother him, and his offer to help Sean had been an obvious attempt to signal he didn’t really think Sean had been behind it.

Forsyth stepped further into the office. “Thank you, but the truth is, I came to talk to you,” he said. “Have you eaten lunch?”

Okay…this was unexpected. “Er, not yet,” John confessed, glancing automatically the clock. Noon already?

“Good, good. There’s a seafood place within walking distance, if you’d care to join me.”

“Of course.” Why did Forsyth want to talk to him? It had to be about Gray, didn’t it? “Just let me leave a note for Mr. Jansen.”

* * *

A short time later, they sat inside a small restaurant a few blocks away from HQ. It was a bit upscale for lunch, but Forsyth had subtly reassured him it would go on an expense account.

They made small talk until their food came, Forsyth tossing out softball questions as to whether John grew up in the area, and reminiscing about his own childhood in the low country. “Delicious,” Forsyth said, digging into the shrimp and grits he’d ordered. “Although nothing can hold a candle to what my grandmother made. How is yours?”

John took a bite of his Frogmore stew. “It’s wonderful.”

“It’s always good to find another low country native to enjoy a fine meal with. Other people might come to love this place, but it’s not in their blood, not like with us.” Forsyth’s pale blue eyes fixed on him over the rim of a glass of sweet tea. “I’ve heard a lot about you, Starkweather. Good things.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Forsyth made a dismissive gesture. “I don’t give praise where it isn’t due. Now, you know I’m not entirely satisfied with the way District Chief Kaniyar handled the situation with the drakul, but that’s between her and me. From where I stand, it looks like one of the reasons—maybe the only reason—her little experiment has succeeded is your involvement.”

He’d been right. This was about Gray. Or Caleb. Or both, by default. “I respectfully disagree, sir. I’ve done my best to keep the situation under control, but I rely entirely on Gray’s—the drakul’s—cooperation.”

Sekhmet save him, he had to be careful here. He couldn’t make it sound as if Gray was too dangerous to have wandering around, but at the same time, he couldn’t downplay Gray’s free will, either.

“And why do you think he’s cooperating?” Forsyth asked. “I’ve spoken to Mr. Jansen, and it seems the situation is…unique, at least in my experience.”

Of course Forsyth would ask the one question he couldn’t possibly answer. “It’s unique in mine as well, sir. The best I can say is Gray views us as…incidental to his situation? Unlike other powerful NHEs, he doesn’t prey on humans. Even when he drinks the blood of the possessed, it’s the etheric energy of the other NHE he’s really consuming. To put it bluntly, humans are just the plate the meal is served on.”

“I see.” Impossible to tell what thoughts passed behind Forsyth’s pale eyes. “But the drakul has cooperated thus far. Based on your experience, do you believe other NHEs could be recruited in similar fashion?”

Recruited? “I can’t say I’ve ever thought about it,” he said. “We’re only working with Gray because we don’t have much of a choice at the moment. I’m doing my best to exorcise him, but as of yet nothing’s worked. He resisted all our normal techniques, even when he’d only possessed Caleb for a few hours.”

“But the drakul has proved to be useful in your investigations.”

“Very useful. I can provide copies of the reports if you’d like.”

Forsyth sipped his tea again. “I’ve seen them. Tell me, Starkweather, have you ever considered working with RD?”

The sudden change in direction caught him by surprise again. What angle was Forsyth working? “I’m sure RD is a wonderful place to work,” he said carefully. “But I haven’t considered it, no.”

Forsyth’s eyes were blue steel. “We could use an exorcist of your caliber, and—to be blunt—it would be a step up from your current assignment. You’d have regular hours and access to top-secret material. No more running around the streets, risking your life on a daily basis.”

“I…” To say he hadn’t expected such an offer would be an understatement. “What sort of things would I be doing?”

“As I said, I read your reports on the drakul situation.” Forsyth sat back in his chair. “In particular, your thoughts on NHEs having a sort of ecology impressed me. There’s a whole world right alongside ours, and we know practically nothing about it.” He gestured vaguely at the air. “If your theory is correct, we see the most common types of NHEs: the herd animals, if you will, or the lower level predators. But we almost never encounter the scarcest ones, the apex predators. Not only are there too few of them, but they’re too powerful. The energy it would take to summon them into our world would be enormous. So most of the time people never bother, and any rumor of their existence becomes indistinguishable from myth.”

Forsyth leaned forward now, gaze pinning John to his chair. “That’s good thinking, to recognize the etheric world doesn’t just exist for the convenience—or downfall—of humanity. Very out of the box. Just what we need in RD.”

“Thank you, sir.” For a moment, John tried to imagine what it would be like, working in the research labs. He didn’t know the details, but as Forsyth had pointed out, there would be a great deal less getting shot at. Or mauled. Going home at the end of the day, kissing an exorcised Caleb, knowing he wouldn’t get called out to look at another dead body in the middle of the night…there was something to be said for the possibility all right.

“It’s a tempting offer,” he said at last. “But I became a special agent for a reason. I want to help people directly. I know RD is important work, but in the field I see the results first hand.” He remembered the women and boys trapped in Brimm’s attic, the rounds of exorcisms to drag out the ghouls. The tears and the stench, and Goddess, it had been horrible. But even so, he knew he’d done something good at the end of the day. Something tangible. Those people could go on to live ordinary lives now, because of his team. “I might feel different about it in a few years, but for now, I think the best place for me is right where I am.”

“I see.” The waiter brought over their check; Forsyth barely glanced at it before passing it back with his credit card. “Thank you for your candor, Special Agent.”

“Of course.”

Forsyth pulled out his card and passed it to John. “But do call me with any interesting developments with the drakul.”

John stared down at the neatly embossed name beneath the SPECTR logo. Forsyth had his heart in the right place, but John wasn’t sure he really understood Gray was a reasoning being, with his own wants and needs, and not just a tool to be used.

“Yes, sir,” he said. “I’ll be sure to do that.”


Chapter 9

That afternoon, John’s cellphone rang. Caleb watched his expression go from neutral to worried to angry in the space of approximately ten seconds.

“I’m coming down there,” he said. “No. I know. Yes, April, I know, but you wouldn’t have called if you weren’t upset, and I want to see for myself you’re okay. I’ll be there as soon as I can.”

John stabbed at the phone to end the call, glaring at it so hard Caleb thought lasers might shoot out of his eyes.

“What’s going on?” he asked. “That was April? Your friend who made my coat, right?”

“Right.” John looked like he wanted to fling the phone across the room, but stuck it back in his pocket instead. “Someone vandalized her business overnight.”

“Oh man.”

“Charleston PD are investigating, but she called me because the vandals spray painted anti-paranormal slogans on the windows and sidewalk. Which, of course, isn’t classified as a hate crime in South Carolina, so it’s being treated as an ordinary instance of vandalism.” John ran his hand back through his hair. “She’s scared. I’m going over to talk to her, see if there’s anything I can do to help.”

“I’ll go with you.”

John cast him a grateful look. “Thanks.”

Few cars clogged the roads today, and it didn’t take them long to get there. Caleb spotted the damage to the shop a block away. Someone had spray-painted “mal” on the front door in letters three feet tall. Cracks spider-webbed across the big picture window beside the door, the words painted on it distorted by missing pieces of glass. As John pulled into a parking spot out front, Caleb saw more words scrawled on the sidewalk in front of the store.

“Thou shalt not suffer a witch to live,” he read aloud. “Please at least tell me Charleston PD is considering this a death threat.”

“Doubtful.” John threw the car into park and climbed out. Caleb swore and followed him.

A neat sign hung on the door: “Closed until further notice. Thank you for your patronage.” The door was locked, but when John knocked, April appeared from the back, peering out until she recognized them. The expression of cautious fear on her pale face made Caleb’s stomach twist.

She unlocked the door. John stepped through and pulled her into a hug. “Are you okay?”

“Y-yes,” she said, but her nose was swollen from crying, and a minute later, she sobbed into his shoulder. John gently steered her away from the door and toward the back of the shop. Caleb stopped at the door, staring at the graffiti on it. Mal
 .

How many times had John asked him not to use the word? And how many times had he refused to listen, or even thrown it back in John’s face, like it didn’t really mean anything? He’d sneered at John, accused the agent of being overly sensitive, like John and Sean and everyone else at SPECTR hadn’t gotten sick of being called names by ignorant assholes years ago. Acting like a twelve-year-old, insisting on repeating the bad word he’d heard without caring what weight it carried to anyone else, because, hey, wasn’t he one of them? Except, of course, he’d never owned up to being one of them, not voluntarily.

God, he’d acted like a douche. John should’ve kicked his ass the first day they met.

Concern. “You did not understand.”



No, but I didn’t try to understand, either.
 Hell, even Gray tried to figure things out. He didn’t always succeed, but at least he had the excuse of not being human. What excuse did Caleb have, besides just being an asshole?

Caleb shut the door and locked it, just to be on the safe side, before wandering back through the shop. At least the bastards who’d done this hadn’t broken in and trashed the place. Why are people so fucking hateful?


A spill of memories, jerky and colorless, gleaned from the dead. Atrocities of every sort, from petty cruelties to horror on a massive scale.

Even stripped of their emotional weight, it nearly drove Caleb to his knees. Hands shaking, he pressed his fingers against his eyes, as if that could possibly block out the images. Stop, please! God, you’ve made your point. Humans are awful and always have been.



“You mistake my intent.”
 The images shifted, still without context, but these were better. Love and sex, and small kindnesses: a laughing child, or the smile on a dying woman’s face for a life well lived. “These memories have never been more than curiosities to me. Things belonging to mortals: incomprehensible, but fascinating still. I understand better now, thanks to you. No life is without its joy and its agony. Someone made the mortal woman cry, but now John has made her smile. Which of these is greater in the balance?”


“Caleb?” John called from the back of the store.

Blinking out of his haze, Caleb asked, “Yeah?”

“I’m going to brew some tea for April. Do you want a cup?”

“No, thanks.” Caleb watched while John disappeared back through the curtain of beads separating the front and back of the store. Okay, yeah. There are good guys as well as bad. Got it.


“Good. Then may we resume the hunt for this demon?”

Caleb chuckled softly under his breath. It always comes back to dinner with you, doesn’t it? Yeah, okay. We’ll find this demon and you can eat him, and maybe it will be enough to shut Olney up for a while.


His teeth burned, just slightly, in anticipation. “I look forward to it.”


* * *

John sat at his desk and stared at the pile of papers and notes in front of him. They formed a jumble, just like the case itself. Olney must be sitting somewhere laughing his ass off.

Assuming Melanie was right, Olney had killed two people now or at least was responsible for their deaths. But why? What motive could he possibly have for murdering Tuttle, who’d always supported him? How had he gotten his hands on the incubus? And why the hell had it started working for him?

The incubus had been loose when Gray had spotted it, and yet it had run straight back to the Fist. Back to a pack of demon slayers who, presumably, would kill it as soon as they decided it had outlived its usefulness.

Incubi weren’t stupid. And they weren’t weak, not like the ghouls Brimm had controlled.

It just didn’t make sense.

Maybe he should reconsider Forsyth’s offer and leave fieldwork to other people. Smarter people. Except if Olney had his way, SPECTR would turn into something horrible, and John would be caught up in it one way or another, along with every other paranormal out there.

Olney might not get enough votes on his bill for it to become a real threat. Unless the incubus kept killing. In which case, the politicians would react like a herd of frightened cows, stampeding straight ahead and crushing innocent people in their panic.

If Olney somehow directed the incubus’s kills, there would be another death very soon. And John had no idea how to keep it from happening.

Add that death onto his account. Add the other paranormals who would be attacked like April, their homes damaged, their jobs lost, their lives threatened. With their names and addresses accessible to the general public via the registration website, even the most brain-damaged bigot would be able to find out which of his neighbors had some kind of paranormal ability and target them. Let alone the poor empaths, required to wear a green armband every time they so much as set foot out of their houses.

And it was all his fault, because he wasn’t smart enough, or fast enough. Because he’d missed some clue, some vital piece of information.

A shadow fell across the wall in front of him. Blinking to clear eyes gone dry from staring into nothing, he looked up and saw Caleb.

“Hey,” Caleb said, folding himself into a crouch, bringing them to eye level.

“Hey,” John replied automatically.

“You look like you’re thinking some heavy thoughts. Want to share?”

John glanced away. “Just wondering what I’ve missed.”

Cool fingers caught his chin and turned his face gently back toward Caleb. “You can’t blame yourself.”

“Then who can I blame?”

“How about the dickwads who are actually out there hurting people? You aren’t responsible for assholes and crazy people. Whoever vandalized April’s shop is to blame, not you.”

“I suppose.” But it didn’t shift one ounce of the heaviness lying on top of his heart.

Caleb rose to his feet and snagged a chair from the other side of the desk, dragging it over to sit by John. “Why don’t we go over what we know together? What about Olney? I know he’s some big important senator, and we can’t just haul him in for questioning with nothing more to go on than Melanie’s word, but there’s got to be something.”

Despite everything, John felt a smile stretch his lips. Caleb might pretend to be a hard-ass sometimes, but here he was, trying to do whatever it took to make John feel better. “You don’t have to do this.”

Caleb put a hand to his shoulder, warm and strong through the layers of shirt and suit. “Come on, John. What can it hurt to try?”

“Okay.” John pulled up the file on his computer, then scooted out of the way so Caleb could scroll at his leisure.

“Fake tan, douche smile,” Caleb said, scrolling past the headshot at the top. “Rich parents, lived in Charleston his entire life, married, one kid, blah blah blah. Shit, he’s got his own website? I would’ve figured he thought computers were an instrument of Satan.”

Caleb clicked the link. The website came up; the homepage had been made into sort a memorial for Tuttle and Gladstone, with Tuttle taking center stage. “In memory of my friend, Keith, I will fight on,” flashed across the top. Below was a picture of Tuttle and Olney, posing with a third, much younger man at some fundraiser or other.

“Holy fuck! Who the hell is that?”

Caleb had gone pale, his eyes wide with disbelief. John studied the picture again, wondering what had alarmed Caleb. “Tuttle is on the left, Olney in the middle, and I think the man on the right is Bart Jr., Olney’s son. Why?”

Caleb swallowed, throat working. “Because I saw him, just the other day. He’s the one Gray chased down.”

John’s heartbeat sped up. “Chased down? As in…”

Caleb nodded. “Yes. Olney’s son is the incubus.”

* * *

“You don’t think Olney is just going to let us in, do you?” Tiffany demanded from the passenger seat.

John made a right turn onto a road lined with palmetto trees; the wind shook them, and a few drops of rain spattered on the windshield. Night had fallen hours ago, and every house blazed with light. Each mansion was bigger and more ostentatious than the last: this one designed along the lines of a Cape Cod blown up to gargantuan size, another mimicking an Italian villa, a third a fantasy of terracotta and adobe.

Sean and Caleb sat in the back seat of the big, black SPECTR SUV. John had grabbed Tiffany as well, wanting someone with a talent which might come in handy against ordinary, non-possessed security guards.

“No,” John replied, leaning forward and reading the numbers off the iron gates and brick columns out in front of the mansions. “Not until I tell Olney I know about his son.”

“Then what? You think he’s going to trot Bart Jr. out and say he’s sorry? Have you even thought this through?”

“If we don’t do something, more people are going to die,” Caleb snapped. “If Olney thinks we’re onto him, maybe he’ll at least keep the incubus under wraps until we can get a warrant.”

“They aren’t going to give out a warrant against a senator on the say-so of a possessed hippie,” Tiffany replied. “Or are you a goth now, with the coat and boots? Way to live the vampire stereotype.”

“Tiffany,” John said, a warning edge in his voice. “Can we keep the personal insults out of it, please?”

“Fine.” She settled back in her seat, arms crossed over her chest. “But if he starts writing morbid poetry and hanging out in graveyards, I’m staking his ass.”

Thank goodness Olney’s house was the next on the block. John pulled up in front of the iron gate, rolled down his window, and pushed the button on a discreet call box set into a brick column. “Hello?”

For a moment, he didn’t think anyone would answer. Then a gruff voice said, “Who is this?”

“Special Agent John Starkweather, SPECTR. I’m here to speak to the senator.”

He expected an immediate rebuff, so the short delay surprised him. Even more surprising, a woman’s voice came out of the speaker next. “This is Mrs. Bart Olney, agent. Please…come to the house. I must speak with you.”

The iron gate rattled as it slid back. John glanced at the others in the car; they all looked as baffled as he felt.

“Is it some sort of trap?” Caleb asked as the gate closed behind them.

“I don’t think so. Others know we’re here; if something happened to us, Olney would have his work cut out explaining it,” John replied.

“Unless he’s got the incubus up there waiting for us,” Tiffany said darkly.

“If he does, let Sean and I handle it.” He had a sudden, horrible vision of Gray attacking Olney’s son, the entire incident caught on security cameras and broadcast worldwide as proof of SPECTR’s perfidy. “That goes double for you, Caleb. I mean it.”

The wide driveway ended in a circle around a fountain, which had been shut down for the winter. Floodlights illuminated the four-story façade, and the blue glow of a dock light showed from the rear, where a small boat rocked on low waves beside a boathouse. Lightning flickered across the water, still distant but coming rapidly closer. As John parked the car, the front door opened and a woman came out, to stand waiting for them at the top of the stairs.

They got out of the car. “Somebody’s been drinking,” Caleb murmured in a singsong voice. “She smells like a distillery.”

John couldn’t smell anything except car exhaust and the damp night air, but he trusted Caleb’s heightened senses. “Mrs. Olney?” he asked as he started up the stairs.

She held a martini glass in her hand, and took a generous swallow from it before answering. “Special Agent Starkweather, wasn’t it?”

If he recalled correctly from the file, she was a former Miss South Carolina, and she still retained a faded beauty. Her hair had an unnatural, platinum color to it, and her face was suspiciously free of wrinkles. Still, even at this hour and with unexpected guests, she was perfectly coiffed, with flawless dress and makeup.

“Yes, ma’am.” He took out his badge, but she barely glanced at it. “We have some questions about your son.”

Her mouth twitched, a tiny crack in the armor of her appearance. “I thought you might.” She swallowed. “My husband…is he…?”

Uh oh. If she had to ask them about her husband, something had gone horribly wrong. “Is there some reason the senator might be in trouble?”

“C-Come inside.” She turned her back on him and went in, just a little wobbly on her high heels. Exchanging a puzzled look with the rest of the team, John followed her.

The house was beautiful, of course, with crystal chandeliers, priceless vases stuffed with flowers, and antique portraits on every wall. Mrs. Olney led them into a den. The entertainment center alone probably cost as much as his entire salary for the year.

Well, he’d wanted to work a case in the swanky part of town at least once. Funny how getting his wish hadn’t turned out at all like he’d imagined.

“I don’t suppose I can get you anything?” Mrs. Olney asked, as she mixed herself another martini from the fully stocked bar along one wall.

“No ma’am.” John watched her carefully. “Where is Bart Jr.?”

She finished mixing her drink and sat down on the couch. Her hand shook as she lifted the martini to her red lips. “We were good parents. I don’t know where we went wrong. Bart blamed me, of course. Oh, he said he didn’t, but I know he did, deep down inside. My husband can trace his family all the way back to the Revolutionary War, you see, so he knows there aren’t any on his side.”

Great. Their one chance to crack the case, and she was too drunk to make sense. “Any what?”

She gave him a surprised glance. “Any paranormals, of course.”


Chapter 10

John felt as if he’d missed a step going down stairs. “Your son is paranormally abled?”

She nodded slowly, taking a sip from her martini. “An empath. He was such a good boy up until then. I don’t understand what happened.”

“Wait a minute,” Caleb burst out. “Your own kid is a paranormal, and your husband still did every damn thing he could to destroy our rights?”

“Caleb,” John said, a warning in his voice.

“Did you at least have him registered?” Caleb sneered, ignoring John’s warning.

John expected Mrs. Olney to have them thrown out, or to fight back. Instead, she blinked rapidly and dabbed at her eyes. “What would people have thought?” she managed to choke out. “Of course we couldn’t let anyone know. It would have been political suicide.”

Caleb turned away and stalked across the room, staring at the entertainment center as if it had done something personally offensive to him.

“What happened once you realized your son had empathic abilities?” John prompted her carefully.

“At first, Bart was horrified. Junior had always been the apple of his eye. He didn’t even speak to our son for six weeks after he found out. But then…then Junior started to help.”

This sort of story never had a happy ending. “Help how?”

“We always thought he’d go into politics like his father. He’d been attending events and fundraisers since his third birthday. Except now, after meeting with people, he could tell Bart who lied and who didn’t. Who was actually excited about a project, and who would ‘forget’ they owed a favor later on. Who Bart’s allies really were.”

“Mrs. Olney, you realize your husband could end up doing a lot of jail time for this.” Thanks in part to his own legislation.

She started to cry again. “I don’t even know if he’s still alive. God, everything was fine! Not perfect, but we managed. But Junior—he always wanted so badly to please his father. And with Bart planning a run at the White House, the pressure on Junior grew exponentially. It wasn’t enough to know who was lying, or double-dealing, or what have you. Bart needed more. More information. More influence.”

John’s lips felt numb. “And so your son struck a deal with an NHE of influence and desire. An incubus.”

“Yes,” she sobbed. “Yes.”

“He had to know it wouldn’t last,” Sean said.

Mrs. Olney shook her head. “We thought—he was so good—we thought it would be all right. But at the fundraiser…he was just supposed to convince Keith to be more generous! Not…what happened.”

John realized his nails dug into his palms and forced his fists to unclench. Of course the Olneys thought nothing would happen to their
 son. Consequences were for lesser people, the ones who didn’t have the influence and means to hide their child’s talent even in the public eye. For a minute, he didn’t know whether he pitied or hated the woman in front of him.

“And after he killed Tuttle? Did Junior come back here?”

She shook her head. “No. I never saw him again—his father told me what happened. Bart knew some people who might be able to help. To handle Junior and keep him…keep him safe. They took him away. My baby!” She rocked back and forth, clutching at her stomach, her martini sloshing everywhere. “Oh, God, I just want him back!”

“How long has it been? Has it been more than forty days since he summoned the NHE?”

“Y-Yes.”

Damn it. Junior wasn’t coming back. And maybe she knew it, because she started crying harder.

“Mrs. Olney.” He crouched down in front of her, putting a hand to her shoulder. “Do you know where they’re keeping him?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Bart told me. After Gladstone died, I confronted him. He said…said they’d deliberately let Junior out to do…it. Gladstone might have given him some trouble in the next election, and this was too good an opportunity pass up. Fist came up with the sniper on their own—Bart was furious when he found out. I tried to tell him those people were dangerous. Crazy, shooting at federal agents! I told him we could take Junior somewhere else, the islands maybe, somewhere he could be happy.”

John’s skin crawled, and bile clawed at the back of his throat. Oh yes, Bart Jr. would be quite happy on some private island, snacking on whatever wretches they shipped in for him, well outside of US jurisdiction.

Sekhmet, She Who Devours Evil, give him strength. “Where is he? And where is your husband?”

Black lines of teary mascara ran down the woman’s face, carving channels in foundation and blush. “He went to check on Junior. But he should have been back hours ago, and I can’t get him on the phone.” A wrenching sob shook her thin, angular body. “Oh God, save them, please!”

“I’ll do everything I can,” John said. Not that there was anything left to be done for Bart Jr., at least. “But I have to know where they are. I need an address.”

“There isn’t one. They took him to the abandoned lighthouse. It’s completely surrounded by ocean, so he’d have no way to escape.”

“Damn it. We’ll have to call for a boat,” Tiffany said.

Mrs. Olney shook her head. “No. You can take ours. Let me get you the keys. Just save my husband, agents. I don’t care about anything else.”

* * *

Caleb clung to his seat on the boat, while Tiffany piloted it across the channel, heading for the ocean and the lighthouse. The oncoming storm raised rough swells on the water, and when he licked his lips, he tasted salt from the spray. They’d delayed just long enough to grab emergency gear from the SUV: flashlights, flares, and rain ponchos, which he had refused. Next to him, Sean yelled into the phone at whatever unlucky bastard had the overnight shift at the SPECTR switchboard.

“We need backup ASAP! There are Fist operatives on the premises, and we don’t know how many. I want everyone from bomb squad to SWAT out there. We have reason to believe Senator Olney is there, and his life is in danger.” Sean listened a moment, then swore. “Just do it fast! We can’t wait around—we’re going in, and we need backup.”

“Why are we going in?” Caleb demanded. “Seriously? We’re actually going to risk our lives for a lying, murdering bastard?”

John sat near the front of the boat, beside Tiffany. The wind ruffled his dark hair as he turned to glance back at Caleb. “Olney’s life is in danger from an NHE, which means it’s our job to save him if we can.”

“But—”

“No buts, Caleb. We don’t get to decide who’s worth saving and who isn’t. Start thinking like that, and we’re no better than he is.”

“Besides,” Tiffany added from the pilot seat, “his bill doesn’t have a lot of support right now. Congress isn’t convinced SPECTR needs such radical changes. But if it looks like we left him to die because of his politics, you better believe they’ll sign it into law before his body gets cold.”

Caleb wanted to argue but knew she was right. They both were, although he didn’t like it.

Anticipation curled through his chest and gut, tingled in his fingertips. “We will hunt?”


Looks like it.

“Good.”

Well, at least someone was happy about this mess.

“There’s the lighthouse,” John said, pointing as a flash of lightning lit up the sky. Caleb’s night-sharp eyes easily picked it out, even through the blackness which followed: a 150-foot column of brick, alone amidst the swells. No light came from the interior; they’d probably put up blackout curtains to keep anyone from noticing the lighthouse was mysteriously inhabited.

“They’re going to see us coming, aren’t they?” he asked. The lights of other boats bobbed on the bay, but since they made a beeline for the lighthouse, anyone on lookout would notice their approach sooner or later.

“Unless you can see in the dark, we don’t have much of a choice,” Tiffany said. “Other than running aground.”

“I can. Uh, see in the dark,” Caleb said, feeling like he admitted to something vaguely shameful.

Tiffany gave him a long look, as if considering whether it would be safer to just throw him over the side. “Do you know how to pilot a boat?”

“I’m not an expert, but I knew some people who had one. We’d take it out on the lake some weekends, and they showed me how to operate it.”

“A lake,” she muttered, but slid out of the pilot’s chair. “Fine. The swells are dangerous, so get us as close as you can to the lighthouse, then hit the lights and let me take over. We’re going to need lights to get onto the dock, but we can at least put off alerting them until we have to.”

Caleb killed the lights, took over the controls, and tried to look as if he’d done this a hundred times before. The boat skipped across the rough seas, and the clouds spat rain into his face. Gray hovered just under his skin, eager and scenting the wind, sifting through the ocean’s smell of salt and rot for any trace of demon.

“Okay,” John said, voice low, as if he worried it might carry to the lighthouse over the sounds of sea and storm, “as soon as we reach the lighthouse, Tiffany, tie up the boat, and the rest of us rush the door.”

“Have you been here before?” Caleb asked.

“No—it’s not open to the public. No one comes here, except to make sure it isn’t about to fall down in the ocean, at least as far as I know. But I’ve been in other lighthouses, and there’s usually a door and a few rooms at the bottom. Most of the interior is a long, spiral staircase, with landings at every turn, and a room at the very top, surrounded by a walkway. Fist will have set up shop in the bottom room, which means we’ll come in right on top of them.”

“Where do you think they’ll have the incubus?” Sean asked. “Not down there with them, surely.”

“Probably not, but we shouldn’t assume anything at this point. We have to be prepared to have an incubus in our faces the second we go through the door.”

Gray stirred, desire firing along their veins: the need to hunt, to feed. “The demon is ours.”



Yeah.
 He wondered if he should tell John not to worry, that they’d take care of the incubus. But he remembered how Tiffany had looked at him when he said he could see in the dark. Let’s keep it to ourselves for now.


The swells broke around the base of the lighthouse, white foam flying in the dark. Thunder grumbled again, and the wind played with Caleb’s hair. When lightning flashed, he felt his heart jerk in his chest, a runnel of excitement etched along his nerves which didn’t quite make sense.

“It is like we are.”

Which…made even less sense, actually. What do you mean?


“We are the storm. We ride the winds, and the demons scatter before us.”

I have no clue what you’re talking about.

“From what I saw in the lightning flash, it looks like we’re getting close,” John said.

“Oh! Yeah, we are.” Caleb took a deep breath and let it out, focusing on what he was supposed to be doing and not on the storm or Gray’s crazy talk.

He cut the engines, and they drifted closer, pushed on the tide and the storm. The roar of the waves grew louder. Spray flew across the boat from the swells smashing into the bottom of the lighthouse. They’d drifted close enough for Caleb to see a ring of steel plates a short distance out from the base of the brick walls, with a thin, sandy space in between. No doubt it formed a cofferdam of sorts, meant to keep the lighthouse from going the same way as the island on which it had originally stood. A small dock jutted out into the water, with a boat tied up to it in defiance of the large NO TRESPASSING sign. He wondered if they moved the boat away during the day, when it might be spotted, then came back after dark.

“Okay,” he said, abandoning the controls. “Tiffany, you’re on.”

She hit the lights, the harsh glare flooding the dock. The engine roared beneath them, the boat swinging around broadside to the ladder attached to one end of the dock. “Go, go, go!” John shouted, and Caleb leapt the gap between heaving boat and ladder with ease, before scrambling quickly to the top.

The wind swirled around the tower, bringing with it ozone and rain, accompanied by the reek of hothouse roses riddled with worms.

“The demon is here.”

They ran for the door.

* * *

Caleb vanished down the dock before John could even think to call him back. He drew his Glock and followed, the boards thudding hollowly beneath his shoes. Ahead of him, the door exploded open, and damn it, this place was on the National Historic Register. He should have told Gray not to break anything.

Light shone through the open door, and there immediately came a barrage of gunfire. But, weirdly, no shouts of alarm. Just silence.

Something wasn’t right here.

John and Sean each flanked the door. Tiffany came up behind them a few moments later, and when John nodded to her, she swung into place, gun level. “Federal agents! Put down your weapons!”

More shots; Tiffany swore and ducked to the side, even as John returned fire. He took a quick look inside. The bottom room of the tower looked small, and had probably been used to store whatever the lighthouse keepers had needed for maintenance back in the day. Now it contained basic furniture: card tables, sleeping bags, microwaves, and a portable generator. It all smelled of damp brick, rust, and mold.

The rusted iron staircase dominated the room, sweeping in graceful curves upward, the smooth spiral interrupted by a landing at each turn. Presumably, Caleb—or Gray, or both at the moment—had taken it higher; running steps echoed from somewhere above, and the lowest room was empty except for three armed men…and Senator Olney.

The senator sat on the lowest step of the stairs, unarmed and shivering. At least he didn’t look like he would pose much of a problem. “Watch your fire! The senator is inside, by the stairs.”

Sean cursed. He risked a shot inside—then let out a cry and stumbled back, blood leaking from his arm. “Shit! I’m hit!”

“Put down your weapons!” John ordered again. He hadn’t expected compliance, but at the same time, he assumed there would be shouts, or curses, or even Bible verses spat back at him. But only silence answered him. “Sean, are you all right?”

Sean sank to the ground, one hand clamped over his arm. “I think so. Hurts like a bitch, but I’m pretty sure it missed the bone. I think I got one of them, though.”

John risked another look in. Two of the men slumped on the ground, one twitching and the other still. The third shot at him, and he jerked back.

“The incubus has them in its power,” he said grimly. Which was not good. Normally, incubi and succubi simply seduced their victims, fed off their life force, and walked away. But there existed an intermediate stage, between seduction and death, and, going by the dazed silence of the Fist thugs, the incubus had them firmly in its grip. The situation wouldn’t last long…but right now, it didn’t have to.

“Wait a minute—it’s
 controlling them?”
 Tiffany asked incredulously.

“For the moment. At a guess? It decided it had enough of captivity and proceeded to turn the cell into a buffet, until we showed up and interrupted it.”

“Serves them right,” she muttered.

John wanted to disagree, but couldn’t summon the sympathy. The Fist and Olney had played with fire, and now their house burned down with them inside. “Cover me.”

She fired at the remaining man, causing him to duck behind one of the flimsy card tables. Hoping he wasn’t doing something profoundly stupid, John dashed inside. As the man stood up, John hit him in a flying tackle. They went down, the man’s head cracking against the floor, his gun spinning off to one side.

Tiffany joined him seconds later, and between them, they wrestled the squirming prisoner over and snapped cuffs on him. “What now?” Tiffany asked.

“Keep an eye on this guy in case he tries something. Sean, call HQ and update them.”

“And what about the senator?”

Olney still sat shivering on the stairs, his look glassy. John approached him cautiously. “Senator? Are you all right?”

Olney licked dry lips, but his gaze didn’t focus. “It wasn’t supposed to be this way,” he said in a low voice. “God wasn’t supposed to let this happen to us.”

“Keep an eye on him,” John told Tiffany. “Although I think he’s more likely to be dangerous to himself than us.” Unholstering his Glock again, he started up the rusty stairs.


Chapter 11

Gray ignores the mortals in the downstairs room, the scent of the demon a clear trail leading from door to stairs. The flaking iron rings beneath his boots as he races up the spiral, long legs stretching to take the steps two at a time. Rain spills through narrow, slot-like windows on the windward side of the lighthouse, and thunder growls, the sound resonating in his chest.

Shots ring out somewhere below, and Caleb’s worry curls through them. But their task is the demon; John wishes them to hunt it, and hunt it they shall.

Desire pulses through them, the memory of feeding in this living body. The air is heavy with sour musk and spoiled roses, spurring Gray’s hunger. The incubus escaped him before, but in this narrow tower amidst the sea, it is trapped.

It will hide at the top, no doubt, as far from his approach as it can. There is no light here, but his eyes pierce the shadows at every landing, scanning for any possible hiding place, in case he is wrong. There are none, the lighthouse wonderfully straightforward, nothing but stairs and brick and windows too narrow for the incubus to escape through.

The stairs emerge in a round room with an iron floor. Rusted scaffolding surrounds the room, glass panes long vanished. The remains of the light itself hang above them, below the iron roof.

There is no demon.

Gray crouches at the top of the stair, scenting. The room is surrounded by a circular walkway with a rail rusted almost to nothing, but he can see it clearly, and the demon is not there, either.

Then where?

“It didn’t panic and jump, did it?”

It does not seem likely. He has never known a demon to willingly give up its existence, and a fall from this height would surely destroy its host and release it back into the ether. Although such would doubtless be preferable to the annihilation he brings. Perhaps this incubus is particularly clever?

He crawls across the iron on all fours, sniffing, but all is confusion. After a week of captivity, the incubus’s scent has soaked the little room. He exits through the door and onto the iron walkway.

Caleb flinches at a glimpse of the ocean far below. “Shit, it’s a long way down.”


The fear is alien; he has never considered such things before. Perhaps they should go back…

A gust of wind and the fresh smell of demon, and it’s here
 . Somewhere.

A growl of confusion escapes him, echoed by the sympathetic thunder. Lightning arcs, and Caleb’s nervousness washes through their veins. “We’re on an iron platform, on the highest point for God-knows-how many miles around, in a thunder storm. We’re going to get fried!”


We are the lightning and the storm. You are making no sense.

“The hell? You’re the one not making sense. We need to get off this thing before—”

The scent again, maddeningly close, so he ignores Caleb’s foolish fears and follows his nose. Crouching at the very edge of the platform, he stares out, puzzled. Where is the demon?

A pale hand tipped with nails like knives reaches over the edge of the catwalk and grips his wrist.

He has only a second to realize the incubus is clinging to the bracing on the underside of the catwalk with its more-than-human strength, before it pulls hard. Caught off balance, he topples forward, the weak railing breaking in a shower of rusty flakes beneath his weight. He twists madly, claws out, but there is nothing to catch hold of, and he falls, falls, falls toward the ocean below.

* * *

Caleb screamed, the primal terror of falling enough to shove Gray back. They tumbled through the air, the ocean coming closer and closer, the storm bursting around them, a madness of white foam and lightning-bleached sky. He clawed at the air, every instinct on overdrive, nothing but pure reflex. His body twisted headfirst toward the ocean beneath him, rushing up, and he flung his arms out in a blind attempt to hold it back—

Their fall slowed.

No, not possible, just his brain spinning out these last few seconds before they smashed into the waves. From the height they’d fallen, it would be like hitting concrete, organs pulped and bones shattered, maybe even beyond Gray’s ability to repair.

Except he seemed to fall slower, and slower, until he found himself gently hovering above the churning water, a shallow divot ruffling directly beneath him, only inches from his face. For a moment, he didn’t understand, because he knew
 he pushed against its surface, but his hands touched nothing except spray—and hell, it wasn’t like he could have held himself out of the water with his hands anyway, let alone slowed his plunge.

“Do not be foolish. Of course you are doing this.”

Something burned inside him, familiar and yet not, but it took Gray’s words to make him understand. His stupid, useless TK ability, good for nothing but rattling cups or maybe knocking a quarter off a table…wasn’t so useless any more.

Bart Jr. had traded with a demon to jack up his empathic power. Had Gray’s presence similarly amped up Caleb’s ability?

An ache raced through his head, and a single drop of blood trickled out of his nose to splash into the ocean. It was the only warning he got, before he felt the force buckle, like an overtaxed muscle, dumping them into the ocean.

* * *

John climbed the seemingly endless stairway, pausing halfway up to catch his breath. The light from below didn’t reach far, and he’d been forced to pull out his flashlight, even though it would give him away. Although if the incubus could see in the dark, John couldn’t hide from it whether he had a light or not.

He swept the flashlight’s beam slowly over the stairs above, looking for any extra shadows or shapes and seeing nothing. Nor was there any sound, except the moan of wind around the crumbling brick and the unceasing roar of the ocean below.

Where the hell had Gray and Caleb gone? Or the incubus, for that matter?

He could only keep climbing in the blackness. He strained for any glimpse of movement, any whisper of footsteps on iron or creak of leather.

Had he heard a scream? Or just the wind?

John thought of himself as in excellent shape, but by the time he reached the top, his breathing was far more labored than he would have liked. His legs burned from the climb. He swept his flashlight around the circular room but there was nothing to see.

Okay…where the fuck had Gray gone?

Fear stuttered his heart. John moved cautiously out onto the catwalk. One section of the railing had broken free, and he wondered if it had already been damaged, or if this happened during a fight. What if he had heard a scream? His mind supplied horrible images, of Gray and the incubus locked in combat, tumbling off the top of the lighthouse to be smashed to pieces on the cofferdam below.

Goddess, no, please. He couldn’t lose them, he—

An odd scent blew in on the wind, beneath the salty tang of the ocean: male musk and sweat. He instinctively took a deeper breath.

The scent seemed to shift, even as it entered his nostrils. Not so much musk—he’d been wrong. It was clean ozone, twined with sandalwood incense and desert sand kissed by rain. Gray’s scent, of storms and ancient things, and his nerves went slack with relief even as his cock stiffened.

“What is it you want?” a voice whispered behind him.

He couldn’t tell if the thunder came from out over the churning ocean, or from the voice. The question itself didn’t sound like something Gray would ask, and he knew he should turn around and get himself under control and…

Gray’s scent intensified in his nostrils, direct access to his brain, and Goddess, he was so relieved and so horny, and he couldn’t turn around, couldn’t admit what he wanted…

Hot breath stirred the short hairs on the back of his neck, and he clutched dizzily at the frail, rust-eaten railing. What had happened to his Glock?

“Show me the secret desire of your heart, the one you can never admit to anyone,” the voice whispered.

“I can’t,” John protested weakly, because this was wrong. He shouldn’t feel like this, not for an NHE. He shouldn’t be hard to the point of pain; he shouldn’t want Gray to fuck him, because it would hurt Caleb, and…and…

There were other reasons, too. He just couldn’t remember them.

“Yes,” murmured the voice, hot against the crescent of skin between coat collar and his hairline. “We can.”

* * *

Gray hauls himself up over the rusty pilings and onto the sandy expanse of the cofferdam. His head aches—but it isn’t really a physical pain, or else he would have healed it. Caleb overtaxed himself, saving them from the fall, and he fears perhaps the strain has injured something in Caleb’s essence.

“Just a brain sprain. Could’ve been a hell of a lot worse.”


Yes.
 Gray scowls at nothing. He let the incubus trick him.

“Then we take the bastard down.”

Agreed.

The stairs are too long and too indirect. Gray strides to the brick wall, sinks his claws deep in crumbling mortar, and begins to climb.

The climb is long, boots scrabbling to find purchase. Spray soaks them at the lower levels, but their hair and clothes are already sodden, so it matters little. The wind picks up, howling around the tower, pushing at their body and plucking at their coat and hair.

The jut of the catwalk provides an obstacle, but Gray scrambles along the bracing until he can swing up and onto the walk. He drops into a crouch cautiously, nostrils flared and claws out, in case the incubus lies in wait.

It isn’t waiting for them. Rather, it is on the opposite side of the catwalk, its body pressed against John’s back, swaying. Despite the rain and cold, John has allowed it to peel his coat off his shoulders. The rain turns his shirt translucent, and gleams on his dark hair as he tilts his head back, eyes closed, offering the incubus access. Its hands glide across his torso, dipping lower, below his belt.

This creature, this demon
 , thinks it will have sexual relations with John?

Gray will rip it into a thousand pieces first.

“Ours!” he cries, and lunges through the room at it.

* * *

“Ours!” roared a voice like the thunder itself, shaking the iron under John’s feet. A tide of rising etheric energy washed over him, tearing through the thick gauze wrapping his thoughts.

Oh, holy fuck, the incubus had him.

Its arms tightened around him, unyielding as iron bands, jerking him back against its body. His coat had ended up tangled around his elbows, turning into an impromptu straightjacket, and he swore furiously at his own stupidity. How the hell had he ever mistaken its cloying influence for the sheer raw power of Gray?

“Stop,” it ordered, in a voice like the whisper of silk over skin. Keeping John pinned with one arm, it grabbed his jaw with the other hand, yanking his head back painfully. “Stop, or I’ll break his neck!”

Incredibly, Gray obeyed. He stood in the center of the tower, just beneath the socket where the ancient light had once burned. The heavy coat billowed and snapped around him, and his long hair writhed like black snakes. Lightning flashed in the depths of utterly black eyes, and his lips twisted back in an expression of pure rage, exposing the jut of fangs. A low growl rumbled continuously out of him, vibrating through the iron beneath John’s feet.

“Let go,” Gray said in his voice of thunder. “Or you will have no hands left to touch him with.”

The incubus shifted, dragging John with it. Its permanent erection pressed against the small of his back. “I know what you are,” it told Gray, and John heard a tremor in the words. “I can smell you. But I have something you want.” The grip on John’s jaw tightened, until the bone ached. “Let me go, and I won’t rip his head off in front of you.”

Gray’s eyes narrowed, the growl intensifying, then falling away. But when the incubus took a step toward the stairs and freedom, Gray gave way.

And thank all the goddesses…but why?

“Ours.”

“Very good,” the incubus murmured. Gray shifted position, tracking them, all but bristling with the need to attack. “Stay here, until I’m in the boat. I’ll leave this one behind on the dock for you.”

No. No, John didn’t believe it for a second. He felt the hunger trembling in its body, in the desperate whiffs of scent, still trying to convince him it was Gray. It wouldn’t—couldn’t—let go before it drained him dry.

His Glock had vanished at some point, and the incubus was too strong for him to break free. So time to try something else. Something risky.

He focused on desire, on the scent of ozone and rain. On Caleb’s long legs and lithe torso, and the rough satin of his skin. On the flicker of electricity, tiny flashes of lightning, and the raw, overwhelming sense of etheric power pouring out of Gray and making John’s every sense sing with forbidden want.

Like waving a juicy steak under the nose of an attack dog.

The incubus’s hand shifted slightly on his jaw, going from an iron-hard grip to something more like a caress. Its head tilted slightly, eyes flicking for just a moment away from Gray to John’s upturned face.

It only took a moment. Gray moved faster than John could track, crossing the distance and driving his fist into the incubus’s face with a roar that shook the ancient bricks of the lighthouse.

The incubus flew back, hands loosening enough for John to wrench free. He stumbled against the rail, catching it to keep from falling, half his attention on the combatants even as he searched for his dropped gun.

He got a clear look at the incubus for the first time, its features still recognizable as Bart Jr.’s. But every flaw, everything which made it human, was scraped away: dark hair impossibly thick and lustrous, full lips, sharp cheekbones, and skin without scar or freckle. Its nails had become glasslike and elongated into claws, its pupils slitted like a snake’s.

Gray slammed into it with hurricane force, a thing of claws and fangs and flying hair. The incubus squealed, slashing at him with its savage nails. The heavy coat foiled its strike, and it gave up the attack and instead dashed for the stairs.

Gray was on it before it could escape, catching it in a flying tackle. They rolled over and over, a frenzy of hair and claws, snarling and growling like a pair of maddened animals. For a moment, John thought they would simply go over the edge, but the incubus managed to wind up on top. It smashed a fist across Gray’s face, the iron floor clanging hollowly from the force of his skull striking it.

The incubus surged to its feet, just as John finally spotted the damn gun. He scooped it up, firing on the incubus as it darted toward the stairs again, unnaturally dark blood streaming from its wounds. Silver-jacketed lead tore through its shoulder, spinning it around—and into Gray’s arms.

Gray grabbed the wrist of its good arm and wrenched hard, bone snapping wetly. He sank the claws of his other hand into its skull; the incubus snapped razor teeth at Gray, but he yanked its head hard to one side, exposing the throat.

Gray’s head darted forward, fangs exposed. The incubus screamed, an inhuman sound like rusty nails on glass, which turned slowly into a gurgle. Its legs gave way, but Gray held it up, clinging to it now like a lover. His fangs buried in its jugular, eyes closed, lashes like wings across his bruised cheekbone, which healed even as John watched.

The etheric energy shifted, and Gray let go of the incubus. It slid to the ground, cold and dead, runnels of decay already appearing in its flesh. Gray tipped his head back for a moment, as if communing with the storm, and Goddess, he was beautiful. Beautiful and powerful and so damned dangerous.

Then he looked right at John with eyes black as night, a flicker of lightning in their depths, which wasn’t just a reflection from the real storm. And for a mad instant, John wanted to run to him, to throw his arms around Gray and kiss him deep.

A blink, and Caleb’s brown eyes and worried expression replaced the midnight orbs. “John?” Caleb asked. “Are you all right?”

John wrapped him close, breathing deep of Caleb’s familiar, human scent. “Goddess. Are you okay?”

“I’m fine. What happened? How did that thing get hold of you?”

John buried his face in Caleb’s long hair. “I came up here, and I couldn’t find you. I thought the incubus had thrown you and Gray off the damn lighthouse. I was scared, and my fear gave it an opening. Incubi use a scent lure, and…and it made me believe it was you.”

Which wasn’t a lie, really. Or at least, not quite.


“Ours!”
 Gray had said. Ours.

“I love you,” John whispered into Caleb’s shoulder.

Caleb’s arms tightened around him. “Love you, too.”

The storm had moved on. In the distance, John heard sirens; the cavalry arrived too late. He tipped back his head, and Caleb kissed him, tender and soft as a promise.

His mouth tasted like blood.


Chapter 12

Dawn. John sat on the edge of the bed, his head aching and his thoughts racing too fast for sleep.

Caleb lay sprawled on his side of the bed, thin chest rising and falling with deep, even breaths. On the way home, he’d told John about his amped-up TK, good enough to…well, to keep him and Gray from getting dashed into little pieces, anyway. Caleb had tried to act nonchalant about it, but excitement had bubbled behind the words, enough to make John’s chest ache with the simple joy of seeing the man he loved happy about his abilities for the first time.

John needed to sleep. He’d need a clear head to write his report and deal with the fallout. But he couldn’t stop thinking about what happened on top of the lighthouse. About Gray…and the incubus.

John had made a stupid, rookie mistake, the sort of slipup that shouldn’t have happened to someone years out of the Academy. He should have been on alert, and instead he’d let it trap him, because incubi didn’t just offer sex. They offered what their victims wanted but couldn’t have. The secret, shameful desire, suppressed until the incubus dug it up and turned it into an irresistible lure.

In his case, that apparently meant Gray.


“Ours,”
 Gray had said, angry and powerful as the storm around them come to life.

It ought to scare the hell out of John. Gray couldn’t just leave a host—or at least, he claimed he couldn’t—but under any other circumstance, interest from an NHE generally meant a horrible death or possession for the mortal in question. And maybe Gray objected to the incubus feeding on John because Gray was saving him for a late-night snack. Biding his time until the forty-day limit ended, before chowing down on anyone near at hand.

But John couldn’t make himself believe it.

And hell, maybe he should take that as one more sign he was dangerously out of control. If anyone else found out about this, he’d end up on desk duty while undergoing psychiatric evaluation, and Caleb would go straight into lockup. John would be taken off Gray’s case, and replaced by some other agent who wouldn’t have nearly as good a chance at exorcising the drakul.

He wished he had someone—anyone—to talk it over with. But Sean would report him for his own good, and Caleb…

How would he feel if he knew John wanted Gray? Would he think John didn’t love him? Would he feel betrayed? Their relationship was too new, too fragile, to risk.

So John would keep silent, and concentrate on exorcising Gray. Once the drakul was gone, he wouldn’t have to worry about these feelings anymore. Caleb could get his life back, and Gray…

Would end up in a bottle, which in turn would go into a special white-hot furnace. Gray would die.

Gray had to die, because federal law clearly stated all contained NHE’s must be destroyed. No exceptions.

Unless, say, an accident happened during the exorcism and John dropped the bottle and it broke.

Goddess, he was crazy to even think of doing it. Letting Gray back into the world, to hop from corpse to corpse, merrily eating NHEs…it went against everything he’d ever learned. Everything he believed.

Even more, it would quite possibly cost John his job. At best, his chances of promotion would evaporate. At worst…at worst, Kaniyar would suspect he’d done it deliberately. It would only take a few minutes with Pittman to reveal the truth, and John would be on his way to a jail cell.

Another reason not to tell Caleb and Sean, then. They’d be exonerated, if it came to that.

He couldn’t do this. He couldn’t really consider throwing away everything he’d ever worked for, betraying the organization that had given him a purpose.

But he couldn’t murder Gray.

John pressed his fingers into his eyelids until he saw spangles of light in the darkness. “I’m sorry,” he whispered, although he didn’t know who he whispered it to: Caleb or Sean or SPECTR or even himself. Heaving himself to his feet, he headed for the shower and hoped the pounding water would drown out his thoughts for a little while at least.


Share Your Experience

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site where you purchased it, or on Goodreads.

Thank you for your support of independent authors!
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