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Chapter 1

The full-length mirror lurked across the room from Valerie, a thin sheet tacked up to cover its surface. The mirror had been her nemesis for as long as she could remember, revealing every bulge, every ounce of fat, every flaw.

She hated it. But she needed it, because how else could she know if she looked good enough?

The cold inside her chest deepened slightly. It felt as if she’d swallowed a huge lump of ice, trying to fill up her empty stomach, and it stuck on its way down, lodging against her heart instead.


“You are strong,”
 the cold crooned. “So very strong. The mirror will show you.”


Would it? She’d spent years trying to be strong. Strength meant baking cookies for her mother’s birthday, but touching not so much as a crumb herself. Strength meant ignoring the constant bombardment from television and radio and internet: Double-cheese bacon burger! Lunch special: two sides, a drink, and an extra-large sub! Treat yourself to a Candy Explosion Shake today!


Eat, eat, eat, said the ads. While showing the size zero woman she needed to be.

She’d realized the betrayal of her body early on. Her weakness.

Oh, she’d tried. Eaten tissues to fill the emptiness, devoured boxes of laxatives, climbed a thousand stairways to heaven on step machines. Nothing worked.


“But you found your strength.”
 The cold pulsed in her chest, and it hurt. But pain was good; pain meant release. She’d learned that lesson a long time ago.

Valerie put back her shoulders and glared defiantly at the mirror. She’d found a way to be strong, a different way. A way other people were too scared to try.

Not allowing her hand to shake, she strode across the tiny room and tore the sheet aside, unveiling the mirror.

She’d watched the numbers fall on the scale, felt her clothing become looser, but it hadn’t prepared her for the full, glorious reality. She could count every rib beneath her naked skin, trace every flare and curve of the hipbones fighting to get out. Her cheekbones could cut glass, and her knees bulged far wider than her thighs.

Perfect. Not just size zero, but double-zero, for certain.

“Yes. You are perfect. You deserve a reward.”

She did. Food had been the enemy, but no more. Now it could be a treat, because she’d finally proven herself stronger than it.

Dreaming about the future for the first time in years, she lifted the human forearm from where it lay on the desk, and took a meaty bite.

* * *

“Are you up to this?” John asked.

Sweat slicked his skin and stuck his t-shirt to his back. The hum of the treadmill, the slap of his shoes against its belt, the burn of muscle, usually made workouts something of a Zen experience for him. He could slip into the demands of movement and just let his thoughts go for a while.

Normally, though, he didn’t have his best friend panting and gasping beside him. Sean’s pack-a-day habit hadn’t left him in the best of shape, but the bandage on the upper part of Sean’s arm, where a bullet grazed him just two days earlier, worried John even more.

“I’m fine,” Sean insisted through gritted teeth.

Uh huh. “So what’s behind this sudden desire to get in shape?”

Sean glowered at the display on his treadmill. “What, I need a reason?”

“Considering I never see you here except for the first two weeks after New Year’s every year, yeah. Not to mention you’ve got a hole in your arm, which seems like a pretty good excuse to spend your lunch hour behind your desk.”

“The docs gave me an all clear for regular activity, as long as the wound stays clean.” Sean grimaced. “And thanks for the reminder, asshole. I almost forgot how much it fucking stings right now.”

“Just one of many valuable services I provide.”

“Stick to trying that line on your boyfriend.” Sean glanced at him, then rolled his eyes. “Fine. Maybe getting shot—well, grazed—made me think a little, okay? Maybe I ought to take better care of myself. Quit smoking, eat healthier, and get in shape.”

It wouldn’t be the first time Sean made such a vow. Usually, his new lifestyle lasted two weeks, more or less, before he went back to his old habits. Then again, brushes with death had a way of changing people, for good or ill. Maybe it would stick this time. “I’m glad to hear it,” John said. “You can do it, Sean. I know you—you’ve got enough determination to do anything you put your mind to.”

“Well, at least I have my own one-man cheerleading section,” Sean said. “Now if only you looked better in a skirt. And were a woman.”

“I’m not feeling the love here.”

“Good.”

The door behind them opened, and John glanced automatically at the mirrored walls. The man who came in looked like a rock star who’d mistaken the gym for a recording studio: tall, thin, and pale, with long black hair. He wore a gorgeous leather coat, closed across his chest with three thick straps. The coat matched his heavy black boots, also festooned with buckles and straps.

Surprised, John hit the stop button on the treadmill. “Hey, Caleb,” he said, grabbing up his towel and wiping off his face. “Are you coming to join us?”

Caleb eyed the treadmills with an expression of disdain he normally reserved for ties. “No, thanks. I spent enough time on the damn things when Forsyth wired me up last week.”

John winced. He’d met Caleb during an exorcism. John expected it to be a routine assignment—a ghoul possession, probably, or maybe a lycanthrope. But not only did the possessing spirit prove impossible to remove from Caleb—which shouldn’t have been the case so early in the possession—but it turned out to be a creature of myth. A drakul.

In common parlance, a vampire.

Gray had accidentally possessed Caleb just seconds before CPR restarted Caleb’s heart, leaving the drakul in a living body for the first time. A natural demon hunter, Gray proved exceptionally useful in John’s work, and the three of them formed a temporary partnership until Gray could be exorcised. One thing led to another, and before he knew it, John fell in love with Caleb.

And maybe, if he was honest, with Gray as well.

“What’s up?” he asked, trying not to think about the last. “Did you just come down here to see me get all sweaty?”

Sean made loud gagging noises. Caleb just rolled his eyes. “Seriously, Starkweather? Does your brain engage at all, or do you just say whatever the hell pops into your head? I’m down here because Kaniyar is looking for you two, and I volunteered to find you. So hit the showers.”

“Did she say what she wanted?” John asked, sobering immediately.

“Nope, and I didn’t ask. She scares the shit out of me.”

“Who cares what she wants?” Sean asked, turning off his treadmill. “Anything to get off this torture contraption. Dying on the couch with a burger in one hand and a cigarette in the other is starting to look better and better.”

* * *

Caleb trailed after John and Sean into Kaniyar’s office. His hyped-up senses, courtesy of Gray, detected the soap and shampoo from their showers, mingled with deodorant and cologne. He hated to admit it, but John had looked pretty hot in the gym, his shorts displaying his long legs and firm ass to best advantage. Winter kept John in jeans or slacks otherwise, but if Caleb made it to summer—

Which, no. He couldn’t to think like that.

“Why would we not make it to summer?”

Because “we” was the problem—but try explaining it to Gray, who didn’t see any drawbacks at all to their shared existence, and plenty of perks. Like seeing colors, and smelling a full range of scents, and, oh yeah, sex.

At least John could still theoretically exorcise Gray at the moment. But after forty days, that was it—possession became permanent, and nothing would displace the drakul. Caleb had less than two weeks left, and after…he didn’t know, really. Presumably Gray would take over and have a field day with his body.

“Absurd. Why do you insist on such foolish delusions?”

Fine, say Gray wasn’t lying. It still didn’t answer what would become of Caleb. Would SPECTR lock them up and throw away the key?

Unease. “Why would we submit to such a thing?”


“Agents,” Kaniyar said. She sat behind her desk, a tall woman with bronze skin, marred by four ugly scars across her face. “You remember Executive Assistant Director Forsyth.”

Caleb stopped in his tracks. Forsyth sat in a chair to one side, holding himself so straight Caleb didn’t think his back touched it. His gray hair and blue eyes, hell, everything about him screamed “military” even though he wore a suit and tie and worked for SPECTR.

What the hell did Forsyth want here, anyway? More tests?

Gray stirred restlessly. “Pointless.”


No kidding. And boring…but scary at the same time, because who knew what thoughts lurked behind Forsyth’s cool eyes? If he deemed Gray too dangerous to allow to roam around, could he toss Caleb in lockup against Kaniyar’s wishes? He seriously outranked her, so the answer was probably “yes.”

Sean and John both shook hands with Forsyth, mouthing pleasantries. Caleb folded his hands behind him and nodded guardedly.

“All right,” Kaniyar said, pushing a stack of folders across the table at them. Caleb got the impression Forsyth’s presence didn’t exactly thrill her. “Here’s another case for you gentlemen.”

“Excellent work on the Olney case, by the way,” Forsyth put in. “His wife and the Fist operative you captured are both cooperating fully. Not only is the Senator’s political career in ruins and his proposed changes to SPECTR off the table, but he’ll be arrested as soon as he’s discharged from the hospital. The other anti-paranormal hardliners are scrambling to distance themselves from him. This is a major victory.”

John’s smile could have lit up the entire city. “Thank you, sir.”

“Yes,” Kaniyar said. “Well done.” She cleared her throat and returned to business. “A couple of days ago, a birder in Francis Marion National Forest came across some skeletal remains. The medical examiner looked them over, and thinks this might be one of our cases.”

John flipped open his folder. “We’ll take a look at it.”

“Read the dossier in the car, Starkweather. A hiker found another body, near where the first was dumped. You, McNamara, and Jansen need to get your asses over there immediately, take a look around, and see if you come up with anything definitive as to whether this is the work of an NHE or a serial killer.”

In other words, Caleb and Gray were expected to do their demon-sniffing trick again. If the body had soaked in a swamp for a while, any psychic scent would have dissipated by now. On the other hand, it would get them away from Forsyth.

“Yes, ma’am,” John said. “We’ll head out there now.”

Forsyth rose to his feet. “Excellent.” He smiled. “Our earlier tests here were fascinating, but I want to see our drakul in action. I’ll be tagging along while you investigate this case.”

Fuck.

* * *

While Sean drove the big, black SUV with Strategic Entity ConTRol stenciled on the side, John read through the file on the first body. Caleb sat in the back, plastered practically against the door, as if to put as much space between himself and Forsyth as possible.

Why did Forsyth want to come along? Oh, John understood his interest in Gray—Forsyth headed up the Non-Human Entity Response and Research Division. RD might never have a chance like this again. But this sort of fieldwork must be way below Forsyth’s pay grade. Why not send someone else on this expedition as an observer? Especially since RD wasn’t even headquartered in Charleston?

Worrying about it wouldn’t do any good. He just needed to focus on the case.

“Here’s the rundown,” he said. The windshield wipers slapped rhythmically back and forth, and he silently hoped the rain stopped before they got out and hiked. “A bird watcher came across the first set of remains last week. Cut marks on the skeleton indicated someone using a knife and a meat cleaver had largely defleshed the body. Additionally, the killer severed the arms and legs using a cleaver, and either kept them or dumped them elsewhere.”

“Christ,” Caleb muttered from the back. “Are we sure this isn’t just a ghoul’s leftovers? You know, stolen from a morgue or cemetery or what have you?”

“The victim has a perimortem injury to the skull, across the face, inconsistent with defleshing. The cut marks match those made by the knife, so it seems likely it to have been made when the killer was subduing the victim. It may also have been an attempt to dehumanize the victim.” That was a common motive behind facial wounds, and the fact the killer took the limbs but left the skull behind made John think she didn’t want any reminders her victim used to be a person.

“Alright,” Caleb said slowly. “But couldn’t it just be some sicko, then?”

“Would a human serial killer really be a better alternative?”

Caleb’s leather coat creaked as he folded his arms over his chest. “No. I guess not.”

“Is there any evidence linking the death to an NHE?” Forsyth asked.

“Not directly. But the bones have human tooth marks on them. The killer probably ate as much as possible on site, before setting to work with the knife, in order to take the rest home. The gnaw marks appear to belong to an adult human female. The remains belong to an adult male, probably Caucasian, between twenty-five and thirty-five years of age.” John glanced up from the folder. “It’s not impossible an unpossessed woman killed him, ate him, and carted his head and torso into the swamp for disposal. But it would be an extremely unusual crime for a woman to commit.”

“True,” Forsyth agreed. “Female serial killers generally use other methods. Killing, eating, and dismembering victims is almost always a male trait when NHEs aren’t involved.”

“Go us,” Caleb muttered.

“Any idea as to the identity of the victim?” Sean asked.

“He’s been tentatively identified as Roger Lynch of Columbia, SC. Lynch’s family reported him missing the week before last, when he failed to report to work or answer phone calls. Lynch matches the general description, although they’re still waiting on dental records for confirmation. According to his family, he’d met a woman online and they were planning on getting together here in Charleston. The Columbia police took his computer for evidence, and are supposed to be shipping it to us.”

“Not much to go on,” Sean groused, as he pulled off on a smaller road leading into the National Forest. The wet pavement sang beneath the SUV’s tires.

“Not yet,” John corrected. “With any luck, this new body will be fresh enough to at least confirm the involvement of an NHE.”

Caleb hunched into his coat and glowered. John felt a flash of guilt—they shouldn’t be riding around the countryside, taking advantage of Gray’s NHE-finding abilities. They ought to be back at HQ, working day and night to find a way to exorcise Gray before it really was too late.

If he followed through with his plan, exorcised Gray, then “accidentally” dropped the bottle to release the drakul back to his old life of hunting demons from inside a corpse…this might very well be his last case. Even if he didn’t get caught, even if an empath didn’t ferret out his guilt, Kaniyar might stick him behind a desk for such a mistake.

Sean pulled into the gravel parking lot. A woman in a Forest Service uniform waited beside a sign indicating the lot served an “interpretive trail” in the swamp.

John took off his seatbelt and climbed out into the rain. If this was his final case, he’d do his best to solve it.


Chapter 2

Caleb trailed after the rest of the group as they penetrated the swamp. Fog drifted between the enormous live oaks, and Spanish moss trailed from their branches like the hair of old women. Canals stretched off through the dark tangle of trees, birds flushing in droves as they tromped past. One of the signs said the “swamp” had begun its existence as a rice plantation, which explained the unnaturally straight waterways. God, between the heat and the mosquitoes in high summer, this must have been hell on earth for the slaves who’d worked it two centuries ago.

“Here we are,” the Forest Service woman said; Caleb hadn’t caught her name. They’d only gone a short distance from the parking lot, and a few hundred yards off the trail at most. But with the dark waters of the canals all around, and the sucking mud and dense vegetation, he could barely believe anyone found the body in the first place.

Forensics had beat them there, secured the scene, photographed it, and generally done everything other than disturb the remains. A group of techs stood off to one side, smoking and shivering in the rain.

A human skull, with a shock of dark hair still attached, grinned at them from a stand of marsh grass. Bits of flesh and tendon clung to it despite the work of scavengers, and Caleb’s stomach turned over. He tried to watch from a distance, but John beckoned to him impatiently.

“Caleb? Do you smell anything?”

“No.”

“Of course we do. Cold water, and rotting leaves, and cigarette smoke, and—”

But no demons.

Sadness. “No. No demons.”


“Come closer and take a whiff of the body. Maybe there’s some trace left on it.”

Oh God. John wanted him to sniff a corpse? How had his life turned into such a freak show?

No. No, he could do this. Steeling himself, Caleb walked closer.

As before, the arms and legs seemed to be missing; at least, he didn’t see any long bones sticking out of the muck. The pale column of spine, still held together with tendon and ligament and rags of slimy flesh, and the bowl of the pelvis, lay half-sunken into the mud. The ribs were folded back, ragged and splintered, as if something ripped them open to get at the organs inside.

“Nothing. I think it’s been too long,” he said.

“What about the ribs?” Forsyth asked, gesturing.

“With the first body, the ribs were cut open to get to the heart and lungs,” John answered.

“So this indicates an escalation.”

“Not necessarily,” Sean said. “Most people don’t know it, but deer will chew the fuck out of bones. Especially long bones and ribs—they’ll gnaw the ends off. If the ribs were already coming loose, deer might have done the damage. Forensics will have to take a closer look to be sure.”

“Really?” Forsyth looked impressed. “I had no idea, Agent McNamara.”

John nodded approvingly at Sean. “Good point. Well, Caleb? Do you need to get closer? Maybe there’s a trace on the bones?”

Oh hell no, he was not getting down on all fours like a dog and sniffing a bunch of slimy bones. He could already smell the putrid odor of decay rolling off it in waves.


“Why not?”
 Excitement buzzed under their skin. “Perhaps it is a demon for us to hunt.”


We still won’t be able to track it.

“No, but we will recognize it later.”

“Fine,” Caleb muttered. Outnumbered in his own damn head; this had to be a new low. No, wait, spitting pasta pomodoro on Sean’s date ranked a little lower. Just not by much.

Feeling like a complete idiot, he squatted down by the remains. The skull leered at him, its cap of hair looking like a horribly realistic toupee. No way was he sticking his face near the skull, so he bent over the shattered ribs, lowered his head, and inhaled.

Bile rose, and he lurched back just in time to barf in the canal instead of on the crime scene. Fucking hell, it reeked: rotting tissue and dank mud, and how could a ghoul or an incubus smell better than this thing?


“Because they are food. This is…simply rot.”
 It felt like a tiger had stepped in something nasty, and now tried to shake it off its paw. “I do not care for it. It is worse than John’s steak.”


Firm hands closed on his shoulders, their warmth unable to penetrate the layers of elk hide and kevlar making up his coat. “Caleb? Are you all right?” John asked worriedly.

“Yeah.” Caleb spat weakly, the taste of bile still in his mouth. “No demon—NHE—scent here.”

“Are you sure?”

“Am I drooling or am I throwing up?” Caleb snapped. “I’m sure, okay? An NHE might have killed him, but there’s nothing left for Gray to pick up.”

“Okay.” John helped him up. “Why don’t you wait over there, catch your breath for a few minutes?”

Caleb figured John wanted him out of the way before he puked on the corpse. While John and the rest conversed, he wandered farther down the path. A footbridge spanned the canal, and he walked out onto it and paused. He stared blankly at the edge of the forest and the host of twisted roots spanning the space between canal and tree.

No. Wait. Those weren’t roots. They were alligators.

“Fuck!” he said aloud, startled. He counted them, but gave up when he reached fourteen. Fourteen alligators, lying out in plain sight, and he hadn’t even realized it when he’d looked the first time.

This had to be a metaphor for something. He just didn’t know what.

“Or perhaps they are simply alligators.”


Yeah.
 He sighed. Maybe they are.


* * *

“We should know by tomorrow whether or not the second victim’s ribs were torn open by the killer,” John said as he unlocked the door to the condo. “And we’ll have the computer records from Roger Lynch.”

Caleb stripped off his jacket as he followed John inside. “I’m going to take a shower.”

“Sure,” John said, a little puzzled. Caleb had been unusually quiet all afternoon, ever since the incident at the swamp. “Is everything all right?”

“Fine.” Caleb started for the stairs. “Are you going to look at Brimm’s books tonight?”

John winced. Of course Caleb worried about his exorcism being pushed to the bottom of the pile yet again. “Yes. I think I might be onto something. Maybe we can do another experiment at work tomorrow, in the exorcism room.”

The tight line of Caleb’s shoulder relaxed slightly. “Oh. Good.”

“Do you want me to make dinner, or should I just call out?”

“Up to you.”

“Okay.” He watched Caleb climb the stairs to the next floor. “I love you.”

Caleb paused just before he disappeared, ducking down and giving John a smile through the bars of the iron railing. “Love you, too.”

John went to the refrigerator and pulled out a beer. Caleb could be moody sometimes, but given his circumstances, who wouldn’t be? His entire life turned upside down after Gray possessed him. Caleb had just been an ordinary civilian who’d never seen a dead body or a ghoul or anything of the sort. Most people would have resorted to screaming or clawing at the walls by now.

He sorted through the fridge, pulling out ingredients for fajitas. They were trying something called tempeh, which Caleb swore made delicious fajitas in place of beef or chicken. Asking a vegetarian to move in with him had been John’s big adjustment.

And Gray. But he couldn’t dwell to long on the drakul, not after what happened on top of the lighthouse.

The sound of running water shut off at just about the same moment as he turned the stovetop down to warm. Humming to himself, he took a couple of store-bought tortillas out of the fridge and layered them between damp paper towels to heat up in the microwave. Just as they finished nuking, the doorbell rang.

The hell? He wasn’t expecting anyone tonight.

Even though his status as a SPECTR agent meant his address wasn’t listed on a website like most of the paranormally-abled, there was always the chance some nutjob had figured out an exorcist lived in the condo. Neighbors tended to gossip, after all.

His Glock hung in its holster on the coatrack, beside his coat. Scooping it up just in case, he went to the door and peered cautiously out of the peephole.

For a moment, he only stared, his heart beating in his throat. Putting aside the Glock, he unlocked the door and swung it open.

“Will?” he asked in confusion.

“In the flesh,” said his ex-boyfriend. Then Will stepped inside, put his arms around John, and kissed him soundly.

* * *

Caleb stood on the staircase, every muscle locked.

He’d started down just as John opened the front door, revealing an African-American man dressed in an expensive suit. Caleb just had time to notice how hot the stranger was, with his dark skin and long dreads, neatly tied back from his strong-boned face, when the man slid his arms around John and kissed him.

Gray surged up, right under his skin, confusion and unhappiness accreting to the jealousy boiling out of Caleb’s belly. “John is ours! This other mortal—”



No!
 Shit, he needed to shut this down, but he didn’t know how, anger and jealousy turning into something dangerous.

John stiffened and shoved the other man back. “Damn it, Will! What the hell?”

Will. The ex. The one who’d moved to Savannah…and Caleb didn’t actually know anything more, because he didn’t want to hear about the man John loved before him.

Will looked contrite. “Listen, I know I should have called first, but hear me out. I’m in town for the fashion expo this week. I intended to call you from my hotel room as soon as I got in, see if you wanted to meet up for drinks. But the hotel screwed up my reservation, and every other place in town is booked solid for the expo, including the real shitholes. I thought it would be easier to show up and ask to stay with you face-to-face than over the phone.”

Caleb’s hand tightened around the iron stair rail. “And which bed, exactly, were you planning to sleep in?” he asked, and if his voice contained more of a low growl than it should have, fine. Maybe it would scare this asshole off.

Will’s head snapped up, and Caleb would have laughed at his expression if he hadn’t been so damn pissed. “Oh! I…I’m sorry. I didn’t know…”

“No, no, it’s okay,” John said, because of course he had to be Mr. Nice Guy. “Will Dufrene, this is my boyfriend Caleb Jansen.”

Boyfriend. Hear that? So just get the hell out and go back where you came from.

“Nice to meet you, Caleb,” Will said, looking embarrassed. “I’m sorry. I really didn’t think.”

Didn’t think what? John would have moved on? Found someone new? Someone who wouldn’t go kiting off and leave him behind?

“It’s fine,” Caleb said, sharply enough to make a lie out of the words. “Will, was it? I think John might have mentioned you. Once.”

“Um, yeah.” Will turned his attention back to John. “I should probably go.”

“Don’t be silly,” John said. “You can stay in the guest bedroom.”

Caleb replayed the words, because surely John hadn’t just invited his ex-boyfriend to stay with them. In the condo Will used to live in with John.

Will perked up. “You don’t mind?”

Caleb sure as fuck minded. And what’s more, Gray did.

“This mortal will try to take John from us?”

And shit, his teeth started to burn, and claws slid out of the tips of his fingers, and he had the sudden, horrible vision of them vamping out and ripping poor Will to shreds in some insane fit of jealousy.

No! Shit, no, no, stop!

Hesitation and fear. “He is not food. But we do not wish him to be here. He must leave. John is ours.”


It’s okay, it’s okay. John isn’t going to go off with him. Not like the incubus. Just…calm down.

“But you fear he will.”


It’s irrational. We mortals get scared by things in our own heads, remember?
 Because John loved him, which meant it didn’t really matter if his stupid ex stayed here a few days. Let Will feel like a third wheel. It would just prove to him John wasn’t available.

“I won’t be a bother,” Will said. “I’ll be out late at parties most nights anyway. I thought you might come with me…?”

“No,” John said.

“Of course not.” Will flashed a bright smile. “I appreciate it, both of you. Why don’t you let me take you two out to dinner?”

“We’re eating in tonight,” Caleb snapped.

“But we can set a place for you,” John added. Why the fuck did he have to be so polite?

“That would be great. It’ll give us a chance to catch up. Let me grab my luggage.”

“I’ll give you a hand.” John looked up at Caleb. “Babe, can you move some of your art supplies, make a little more room in the guest bedroom?”

“Sure,” Caleb forced himself to say.

As Will and John headed outside to the car to grab his bags, Caleb heard Will say, “Nice tie, John. It looks good on you.”

Christ.

Caleb shook his head, let go of the iron railing, and started back up the stairs…then stopped.

The railing had been smooth earlier. Now, a section looked deformed. Reaching out a trembling hand, he closed his fingers around the indentations. They fit perfectly.

“Oh shit,” he murmured, and hoped like hell John didn’t notice.


Chapter 3

“Are you okay?” John asked softly, as he and Caleb undressed for the night.

Dinner had been awkward. Caleb put on a good face, but John didn’t have to be an empath to know his current boyfriend wasn’t thrilled. As for his ex…

After Will walked out, John spent a lot of lonely nights sitting at that very table, eating alone, the action mechanical. Rote. Maybe if they’d had a slow disintegration…but if they had, his own problems blinded him to it. Will’s departure seemed sudden, like the slice of a knife in the dark.

It left him paralyzed. Shell-shocked. Oh, he’d kept up a good pretense at work and in front of Sean, but inside a single question kept repeating over and over: “What happened?”

Will sitting across from him again at the table they’d picked out together, laughing at John’s jokes, and spinning stories about the glamorous world of fashion, put him off balance. They’d lived here together, and having Will back in the same space brought up a thousand memories: Will teaching him how to cook, the photos of the two of them hanging on the walls, even making love in this same bed.

He didn’t regret the breakup. He loved Caleb, was glad to have been single when they met. But it still felt…odd. Like old ghosts, the whispers of what might have been, scratching at his brain.

Caleb shrugged. “Sure. Why wouldn’t I be?” Not meeting his eyes, which was a pretty good sign Caleb wasn’t being entirely truthful.

“I just thought having Will here might be a little weird for you.” He kept his voice pitched low, not wanting Will to hear them, considering the guest room sat right across the hall.

“Why should it be?” Caleb’s voice held an edge of challenge. “I’m the one who lives here now, right?”

“Yes. I just wanted to make sure you were okay with it.”

“Sure I am.” Caleb stripped off his t-shirt and tossed it in the general direction of the hamper. “Now come to bed and fuck me.”

Unlike John, he didn’t bother to keep his voice down. John suppressed a sigh. “We’re not alone here tonight, Caleb.”

“So?” Caleb climbed onto the bed, his loose hair hanging in a curtain around him. Glancing up at John through it, he asked, “You going to let it stop you?”

The sight of Caleb on his hands and knees, pale skin shining through dark hair and a wicked challenge glowing in his eyes, made John’s dick swell in response. Hard to resist, especially when Caleb ran his tongue suggestively over his lips.

“No,” he said, hastily removing his own shirt, before kicking off his pants and briefs. The chilly March air felt even colder against desire-flushed skin. “Just a reminder to keep it down.”

Caleb’s gaze fastened on John’s growing erection. “Make me, Starkweather.”

Oh hell, yeah. He clambered onto the bed, on his knees. Grabbing a handful of Caleb’s hair, he tugged Caleb’s head toward his crotch. Caleb gave him a sly look, tongue darting out to tease the slit and circle the head. John’s cock jerked and bobbed in response. “Mmm,” Caleb said loudly. “Is this what you want? I’m not sure—”

With a frustrated growl, John pushed his hips forward. Caleb obligingly stopped talking, mouth forming a wet, hot tunnel around John’s dick. The subtle texture of Caleb’s tongue slid across the underside of head and shaft. Then he slipped back, lips brushing over the sensitive tip when he gasped, “Fuck my mouth.”

It wasn’t an invitation John could turn down. Gripping Caleb’s long hair, he shoved his cock into Caleb’s waiting mouth. Caleb let out an enthusiastic moan, even when John felt the tip of his dick hit the back of Caleb’s throat. Caleb’s tongue worked him, cheeks hollowing as he sucked hard, and fuck, it was incredible: hot and wet and raw with eager need.

And beneath it all, the boil of etheric energy just under Caleb’s skin, like distant lightning to John’s paranormal senses.

He tried not to think about it, to focus only on Caleb’s very human heat and moans. He watched his veined shaft slide in and out between Caleb’s lips, the tumble of Caleb’s long hair brushing against his thighs, the vision of Caleb’s bare back, the vertebrae like a delicate chain beneath the skin. He should have told Caleb to take his jeans off, first; he wanted to see his lover’s tight ass and lean thighs.

But underneath it all lingered the reminder of Gray’s presence, a low-level hum which grew louder whenever they fucked, as if he watched, or participated, or hell, John didn’t know what. And it really, really
 shouldn’t have been half as much a turn-on as it was.

The tingling in his balls warned him to back off if he didn’t want to finish yet. He pulled away from Caleb’s mouth. “Too good,” he panted.

Caleb gave him a sultry grin with lips swollen from sucking John’s cock. “I’ve got something better.”

John pushed Caleb onto his side and set to work on his belt buckle. “I’ll just bet you do.”

He kissed Caleb, before tracing the curve of one clavicle with his tongue, tasting salt and skin. Pinkish-brown nipples pebbled under his lips as he sucked hard on one, then the other. Caleb groaned his appreciation. “Yeah. Harder. Bite it!”

John growled and bit, then slid lower, catching the zipper of Caleb’s jeans in his teeth and tugging it down over the bulge of his lover’s erection. He hooked his fingers in the waistbands of jeans and boxers. Caleb lifted his narrow hips off the bed to help, but John only peeled them down far enough to expose the upper curve of Caleb’s cock, nestled in a thatch of black curls.

John ran his tongue over it, dipping to either side. “Tease,” Caleb gasped. He tangled one hand loosely in John’s hair, and used the other to toy with his own nipple, tugging and rolling it between his fingers.

“You know it.” John inched Caleb’s jeans down, kissing and biting the skin revealed: the insides of narrow thighs, the crease of a knee, the long curve of a calf. He loved the taste of Caleb’s skin, the light scratch of hair against his mouth.

When he finally tossed the jeans and boxers in the direction of the hamper, Caleb pounced. Shoving John onto his back, he sprawled on top, his body all hard planes and bony angles, cock trailing precome. He kissed John, hungry and deep.

“Want you,” he whispered into John’s ear, a growl edging the words and making John’s dick ache even more.

“I’m all yours.”

“Better be.” Caleb’s mouth fastened on his throat, biting and sucking hard enough to leave a mark. Then he let go and leaned over to dig the lube out of the nightstand drawer.

“Stay where you are,” Caleb ordered. Slicking his fingers with lube, he leaned back on one elbow, drawing one knee up to expose himself. Damn, Caleb was gorgeous, with his leaking cock flushed dark against his thigh, balls drawn up and ass just waiting to be fucked. Giving John a sultry look, he slid one lubed finger in, joined quickly by a second.

John swallowed against the lust tightening his throat. “Does it feel good?”

“Oh God, yeah.” Caleb’s teeth flashed white against his lower lip as he worked himself, burying his fingers deep. “Not as good as you, though. Want you in me so bad.”

“I want to be in you.”

With a final whimper, Caleb pulled his fingers free. Slicking more lube on his hand, he spread it over John’s aching cock, thumb circling the velvety head, before sliding to the base.

Caleb straddled John’s hips, dick jutting out in front of him. “A little help here?”

John drew up his knees slightly, so Caleb could lean back and grip his thighs for support. Mouth dry from anticipation, he grabbed the base of his cock and held it steady for Caleb to lower himself onto. Caleb’s thighs flexed, the muscles standing out against the skin as he eased down. The soft pucker pressed teasingly against the head of John’s dick, then drew back, only to press down just a bit more.

“Now who’s the tease?” John gasped, trying to roll his hips up and push in.

Caleb only laughed. “Patience. You’ll get what you want. Eventually.”

He eased down with agonizing slowness, wrapping John’s cock in heat and velvet. John settled his hands on Caleb’s hips, feeling the flex of taut muscle under his fingers. As soon as he was fully seated, Caleb held still, his eyes sly and teasing. “Better?”

John gripped his hips harder and bucked under him. “Yes, fuck, but I’m going to lose my mind if you don’t move.”


Maybe Caleb took pity on him—or, hopefully, Caleb had worked himself up just as much and couldn’t take any more teasing, either. He began to move, a long, rolling thrust of hips, his fingers gripping John’s thighs for leverage, his back bowing like a dancer’s. John couldn’t entirely muffle a groan: Caleb’s tight heat tugged at his cock, and the other man’s balls and dick slid against his belly, trailing slick need.

“You’re gorgeous,” John panted. Caleb looked like a fucking vision of heaven, his lips and cock flushed from desire, his nipples drawn tight against the flat expanse of his chest, his hair spilling everywhere. Caleb moaned and bent his head back, the ends of his hair trailing across John’s thighs.

“Fuck!” John gasped, the sensation catching him off guard, driving him closer to the edge. He grabbed Caleb’s hips, matching his motion, thrusting up into him. “Touch yourself—I want you to come all over me.”

Caleb groaned inarticulately and let go with one hand to tug on his erection. His fingers slicked precome across the vein-ridged skin, the slit gaping open slightly with each pass, and it suddenly became all too much. John’s hips snapped up, driving his cock in deep. Caleb’s trailing hair sent a crackle of static across his thighs, igniting the boil in his balls to spill over, a rush of heat and ecstasy that went on and on.

Caleb’s tempo changed, his hand on his cock stroking with greater urgency. “John!” he shouted, and his whole body shuddered a moment before come spattered onto John’s chest and stomach.

Their rough breaths were the only sound for a few moments. Caleb slumped forward, hands braced on John’s shoulders.

John brushed the hair out of the other man’s face; given their positions, it fell right back. “Feel better now you’ve staked your claim?” he asked teasingly.

Caleb made a face at him. “That’s not…” he trailed off at John’s skeptical look. “Yeah, fine. Maybe a little.”

“Uh huh.”

Caleb rolled off of him and groped around on the floor for a moment before snagging his discarded shirt. He used it to wipe off their skin, then threw it aside. “Sorry.”

John flipped back the bedcovers and crawled under them, holding up the sheet and blanket until Caleb joined him beneath their warmth. Caleb tucked his head on John’s shoulder; stray hairs whispered across John’s cheek, catching in the stubble. Goddess, his long, lean body felt wonderful, twined against John’s side. Like he fit; like they fit, somehow.

“Are you really?” John murmured into his hair. “Sorry, I mean?”

Caleb snorted. “Are you kidding? We just had incredible sex. I’m not sorry at all.”

John wrapped his arms tighter around his lover. “That’s my guy.”

* * *

Caleb dropped into one of the chairs in a small conference room the next morning, leather coat creaking around him. Apparently, Forsyth’s people took custody of Roger Lynch’s computer and spent the night digging into it. Forsyth sent a text to John during breakfast, asking him, Caleb, and Sean to meet him here.

Breakfast had been…interesting. Will and John seemed a little awkward around each other, more so than last night. Maybe because of the sex; no way had Will not heard Caleb yelling John’s name.

Shit, maybe he should have tried harder to get John to yell his
 name instead.

Whatever; it didn’t matter, as long as Will understood the situation. Namely, that Caleb was a powerhouse in bed, and John would be nuts to leave him.

“Whom are you trying to convince? This other mortal or yourself?”

Not really a discussion he wanted to have. Does it matter? He got the message. Loud and clear, so to speak.



“Good.”
 Gray generally ignored “mortals” unless they directly provoked him. Like shooting him full of silver-jacketed lead, for instance. John had always been the exception. And now Will.

“I do not like him. I wish him to leave.”

You and me both, buddy.

The coffee pot on the little table to the side of the main conference table gurgled. As John reached for one of the mugs, Caleb squinted, focusing all his concentration on it. He meant to nudge it in John’s direction, just to show off his newly amped-up TK…

The mug shot across the room and smashed into the wall.

“Shit!” John yelled, ducking, even as Caleb exclaimed, “Oh fuck!”

Caleb jumped up and hurried to inspect the damage. “Sorry! Damn. I didn’t mean to—I just wanted to slide it into your hand—”

“It’s okay.” John came around the table and knelt on the floor to help him pick up the pieces. Fortunately, the mug had cracked into several large chunks instead of smashing to powder. “What happened?”

Caleb winced. “I pulled too hard. I need to practice, I guess. I’m used to having to really concentrate to do even something small, and now…yeah.”

“Next time, let’s experiment on something that isn’t breakable,” John suggested.

“I said I was sorry.”

The door swung open and Sean walked in, doing a quick jog to the side to avoid stepping on John’s hands. “Whoa, everything okay?”

“It’s fine,” John said quickly.

Sean didn’t look convinced, but he didn’t press, instead taking a seat on the opposite side of the conference table. “We still waiting on Forsyth?”

“Looks like,” Caleb said.

Sean glanced at him uncertainly, then at John. “Um yeah. So, hey, Will sent me a text last night. Said he’s in town and staying with you…?”

“Yeah, the hotel screwed up his reservation.” John frowned slightly. “He texted you?”

“Sure. Asked if I wanted to get together for drinks tonight.” Sean frowned back. “Is that a problem?”

“No. He’s your friend, too.”

“I guess.” Sean still seemed nonplussed, though. Or shit, maybe Caleb imagined it.

The door opened again, and Forsyth came through. “Good morning, Agent Starkweather, Agent McNamara, Mr. Jansen,” he said. “Sorry to keep you waiting. Let me pour some coffee, and we’ll get down to business.”

Forsyth put down a folder in front of the chair beside Caleb. While he had his back turned, getting coffee, Caleb tried to discreetly shuffle his own chair farther away. Why did the guy have to sit next to him?

John would say he was just paranoid. And maybe John had a point. But it didn’t make Caleb feel any less creeped out by Forsyth.

“Now,” Forsyth said, taking his seat, “I pulled rank and had the analysis of Lynch’s computer prioritized.”

John whipped out a pad of paper and a pencil, ready to take notes. Caleb barely managed not to roll his eyes. Forsyth, on the other hand, gave John an approving nod.

“Shortly before he disappeared,” Forsyth began, consulting the printout in his folder, “Lynch met up with a woman going by the name of Veronica Smith on an online dating site. They exchanged a series of emails over the next few days, before agreeing to meet up. Smith didn’t give her address, despite some pressure from Lynch, and instead suggested they meet at a bar on Broad St. Three days later, law enforcement found Lynch’s truck abandoned in a nearby parking lot.”

“What about the remains from yesterday?” Sean asked. “Do we have an ID on them?”

“Not yet,” John replied. “Looks like questioning the staff at the bar is our best lead. We should also consider walking through the neighborhood. If the killer is local, and is really an NHE instead of a purely human killer, Gray might be able to catch her scent.”

“Good idea,” Forsyth said, closing the folder. “Shall we, then?”


Chapter 4

John parallel parked the SUV in front of the bar where Lynch had agreed to meet his date—and possibly his death. The building dated from the early 1800s, its bricks weathered from countless storms. Heavy wooden beams framed the door and its stained-glass transom, as well as the large windows looking out onto the street. Although the “open” sign remained unlit, the staff moved around inside, getting ready to greet the lunch crowd.

The four men climbed out of the car. Caleb seemed inclined to loiter, until he spotted Forsyth doing the same; then he hurriedly joined John on the step in front of the bar’s entrance. John pretended not to notice and knocked on the door.

“We open at 11:30!” a man yelled back at him through the door.

John pulled out his badge and held it against the glass panes. “SPECTR agents! I need to ask some questions.”

The man paled slightly. “Just a minute,” he said and disappeared into the back, probably to get the manager. A few moments later, a woman unlocked the door and beckoned them inside.

John barked his shin on one of the tables jammed into the narrow space between wall and kitchen before his eyes had the chance to adjust to the bar’s dim lighting. The heavy wood of the walls soaked up what little illumination came from the wall sconces. The aroma of heating grease wafted from the kitchen area, and chair legs banged against the floor as staffers removed them from tables.

“Special Agent John Starkweather, SPECTR,” he introduced himself to the woman, holding out his badge for her inspection.

“Melody Witherspoon. I’m the manager on duty.” She didn’t offer to shake his hand.

“Ms. Witherspoon, we’re here investigating a disappearance.” He pulled a printout of a recent picture of Lynch from his coat pocket and passed it to her. “This is Roger Lynch. We think he met someone here shortly before he disappeared. Do you recognize him?”

“No, but I don’t see all the customers.” Her brow creased briefly in thought, before she turned toward the bar. A thin man stood there, cutting up lemons and limes into wedges. “Joe! You recognize this guy?”

Joe took the printout. While he studied it, several other staffers wandered over and peered over his shoulder. “Shit, I don’t know,” Joe said. “We get a lot of tourists in here. Is he a mal? That why you’re looking for him?”

Caleb stiffened and shot Joe a dark look. Seeing Caleb react to the slur took some of the edge off the bile churning in John’s stomach. Caleb wasn’t quite lobbying for the right to hold a pride march yet, but he’d taken a step in the right direction.

But John needed to maintain a professional demeanor. “Mr. Lynch is dead,” he said, before Caleb could spit out a slur of his own. “We want to talk to anyone who might have seen him on the night of his disappearance.”

“I think I seen him,” volunteered an older African-American man from behind Joe.

Joe hastily stepped out of the way, relief radiating off him. “Your name, sir?” John asked.

“Bobby Rankin,” he offered, before glancing slyly at Joe. “Give you my registration number, if you want it.”

Joe made a choking sound. The manager shot a scowl at Joe, so points for her. She must have known about Rankin’s paranormal ability from his employee records, but apparently she wasn’t inclined to spread it around.

“That won’t be necessary,” John said. “Can you tell me anything about Mr. Lynch? Did he meet someone?”

Rankin frowned slightly in thought. “I don’t know for sure—I’m just one of the line cooks. But anybody who sits at the bar, we get a good look at, since the kitchen’s right there. I got a good memory for faces. I’m pretty sure he sat at the bar, for a while anyway. Then I saw him talking to a little white girl, looked to be just old enough to buy a beer. I didn’t see him again. Maybe they went to the courtyard, or maybe they left.”

John’s heart beat slightly faster. Were they on the right track? “I see. Do you mind if we take a look at the courtyard?”

The manager shrugged. “Go ahead.”

John led the way out the back. Honestly, he wasn’t entirely sure what he thought they might find. After all this time, no clues would be left. Still, if he could get some sense of the killer’s hunting patterns, it might suggest other places to look.

The courtyard behind the bar had originated as part of another building, most of which had vanished long ago. Only worn brick walls remained, forming crumbling carriage arches to add a decorative air. Latticework walls, trailing vines gone dormant with winter, encircled the courtyard. An emergency exit opened onto the alley behind, a large “alarm will sound” sign on it to discourage anyone from sneaking out without paying.

A trace of cigarette smoke hung around the wooden tables. Most NHEs hated tobacco smoke of any kind; their hypersensitive noses reacting to it just like incense. A popular conspiracy theory held the ban on indoor smoking was part of a SPECTR plot to unleash an army of NHEs on the general populace.

He glanced at Caleb to see a look of faint disgust etched on his face. Maybe this really was an unusual human killer, and not a case of possession after all, because John couldn’t imagine an NHE putting up with the reek during business hours, when people were actually puffing away at the next table.

Caleb’s nostrils flared, and his head snapped around, focusing on the back trellis of the courtyard. John felt the shift of etheric energy in his bones, like the ache of an oncoming storm. Caleb’s stance altered, shoulders back, spine straighter, the tension of a hunting tiger in every muscle.

“The demon is nearby,” he said, his voice mostly Caleb’s, but with something deeper underneath, a bass rumble threatening to break free.

For an instant, John froze, torn in two directions. He wanted to tell Caleb to stop, to hold on, not to show Gray in front of Forsyth…

But Forsyth was one of the good guys. Just because he worked for a different branch of SPECTR didn’t make him the enemy. Goddess, had John really considered letting this killer go just to…what? Protect Gray? From what?

“Capture it,” he barked.

Caleb—or maybe Gray, he wasn’t entirely sure at this point—didn’t hesitate. Sprinting across the courtyard, he jumped to the top of a table, then went over the back trellis like an Olympic pole-vaulter, vanishing beyond.

“Come on,” John shouted, and ran for the emergency exit with his gun drawn.

* * *

“Damn it, slow down! We need to act normal in front of Forsyth!”

Gray ignores Caleb’s fears for the nonsense they are. Forsyth is not here, and besides, John has told them to hunt the demon. To catch it…but perhaps they will be lucky, and it will not wish to be caught, and they will have to eat it.

“No! We’re on the street in the middle of the day! God, if you cause a panic, we’re screwed.”

Gray huffs, but slows to a jog, because he has made this mistake before. Mortals are foolish; they fear him and try to stop him, even when he is hunting the demons which hunt them in turn. But they fear the dark as well, and he learned long ago it is far easier to hunt beneath the cover of night, when there is less likely to be someone trying to cut off his head.

So, yes, Caleb has a point. Much easier to slow down and follow the delicious scent trailing off down the alleyway. Although, if this one escapes them by climbing into a vehicle, he will not be pleased. These cars of modern day are a curse.

He takes a deep breath as they pass by a small open alley, barely a slot, sifting the wind to determine which path the demon took. It reeks of frozen meat and snow crusted with blood, underlain with the sour stench of hunger. But the scent is oddly faded.

No matter. Perhaps it has gone to ground and they will find it in its lair and eat it.

“If she can still be exorcised—”

Yes. I know this. You do not have to remind me yet again.

In the past, he would not have considered it. Demons were food, which made anyone possessed by them food as well, whether they could be exorcised or not. But Caleb sees them as weak and pitiable, hurt and made victims once already by the demons, and now Gray does as well, and he cannot bring himself to eat them.

The trail leads out of the alley, onto the main street, but there are still too many mortals about. He takes to the rooftops, finding easy handholds in the crumbling brick. The scent still carries from below, faint but clear enough, and he breaks into a run, relying on speed and the propensity of mortals not to look up. The shop roofs are flat, easy to travel on, despite the obstacles of ductwork and air conditioners.

There, in an alley below, scrounging amidst the trash. The scent is still strangely faded, but it comes undeniably from the figure below. He gathers himself and drops to the ancient bricks, claws out and ready to fight—

The figure turns at the sound of his landing and lets out a blood-curdling scream. The rankness of sweat and urine washes out from it, almost eclipsing the delicious odor of the demon…which makes no sense. The demon should be moving to defend itself; its scent should get stronger, not weaker.

“Are you fucking blind? We’re supposed to be after a woman!”

Oh. He had not noticed the mortal’s gender.

“How could you not notice?”


It did not seem important.
 And if Caleb is so annoyed, perhaps he should be the one to handle the situation.

It isn’t as if there is anything to eat here, anyway.

* * *

“Shit!” Caleb stood in the middle of the alleyway, feeling like a fucking idiot, while some poor homeless bastard cowered against the dumpster, screaming his damned head off. “Dude! I’m not going to hurt you, okay?”

The guy didn’t seem to believe him and just kept screaming. Given the way other people reacted, Gray must look pretty damn scary. Maybe Caleb shouldn’t have expected anything else.

Then again, NHEs generally meant death and mayhem, so the average person would probably run the other way even if Gray had rainbows coming out of his butt.

“You are very strange.”

He heard running feet and looked up to see John, Sean, and Forsyth rounding the corner. They must’ve followed the screams. Sean’s face flushed red with exertion, but John managed to look like he hadn’t even broken a sweat.

“Wrong, uh, suspect,” Caleb said, his cheeks getting hot. “He’s not even possessed.”

A frown crossed John’s face as he drew near. “Why did you follow him?”

“Well, he smells…huh.” Caleb looked down at the man, who kept howling. People had started to come to see what was going on; Sean hurriedly pulled out his badge and yelled at them to stay back.

The poor guy looked homeless, covered in grime and wearing five layers of clothes, including an expensive-looking silver parka trimmed with fur. A pile of cans, bicycle parts, and broken toys overflowed a nearby shopping cart.

But the meat-locker stink of a demon still wafted faintly from him.

“Sir,” John said, using his calm-but-authoritative voice. “Sir, look at me, please.”

The man’s howls faded, and he blinked rheumy eyes at John. Then he looked at Caleb, flinched back…and frowned. “What the hell? I thought you was some kind of monster. Damn, must’ve been some bad shit I got into.”

“Must’ve been,” Caleb agreed, deadpan.

“Why you dressed all funny? You going to one of those, wha’d’ya call ‘em, raves?”

“Sir,” John said, capturing the man’s wandering attention. “I’m Special Agent John Starkweather, with SPECTR.” He flashed his badge. “Do you mind if I ask some questions?”

“His jacket,” Caleb said abruptly. He grabbed the man’s arm; the guy tried to pull away, but Gray leant him a strength even a bodybuilder would have a hard time overcoming. “It’s been in contact with the demon. Um, NHE, I mean,” he corrected, with a nervous glance at Forsyth.

“Interesting,” Forsyth said. “Perhaps our friend here would like to come back to headquarters for a little chat.”

* * *

The scent drifted to Valerie as she crossed Broad St., not far from the bar. Normally, the street smelled like the nearby ocean, spiced with whiffs of cooking food, human sweat, and restaurant trash. This perfume didn’t belong: ozone and incense, mingled with the exhalation of earth touched by rain, and she instinctively took a deeper breath to savor it.

Revulsion twisted her stomach, even as fear sent little spikes of ice into her veins. Every muscle threatened to lock, the cold place in her chest twisting and clawing for escape, her hindbrain screaming at her to run. There was something here, something big, something which wanted to eat
 her.

She took another breath, fighting for calm, but that only intensified the scent. Faded, gone—but it had passed through here not long ago. If they’d woken up just a little earlier, started on the day too soon, it would have found them.


What is it?
 Fear had become alien to her, after finding the cold voice. She wasn’t scared of anything anymore: not men, the mirror, her own body, or food, but this…she’d almost peed herself. Like she’d turned a corner and suddenly found herself face-to-face with a tiger, or a polar bear.


“It is danger.”
 An indistinct image accompanied the warning, just the impression of something vast and dark. It hadn’t seen them, not yet, but when it did…

Valerie found herself walking quickly away, back in the direction she’d come. Away from the man who’d arranged to meet her there later, and damn it, the hunger gnawed at her belly, her spine…

“We must leave. Run. Get far away from here.”


No.
 She forced herself to slow, her heart pounding madly. Not yet! I’ll lose everything!


Images sparked through her mind, the cold thing inside her trying to find some way to make her understand. The thing they scented wasn’t just some guy who handcuffed her to a bed and beat her up while they fucked, because she couldn’t feel anything unless it hurt.

This was the Wolf from Little Red Riding Hood. This was Charybdis, sucking a thousand sailors into her open maw. Something primal, something of unending hunger, something inhuman which couldn’t be reasoned with.

For the first time in her life, she understood the fear of prey for its predator.

But she would defeat even this.


Just a few days more, and we’ll go—to Milan, or Paris, or wherever you want. We can’t let it take our only chance away from us. We won’t.
 I won’t.


“But—”

No.

Consideration. “As you wish. We are strong. Perhaps strong enough to fight, should it come to it. But better to be quick and clever, to escape it in the first place.”



Yes.
 On that they agreed—she didn’t want to be anywhere near the monster they’d sensed. Come
 Saturday, we’ll be booking our ticket. Anywhere we want to go. But we have to get through Friday first.


Fear receded, giving way to glorious numbness, as if someone held an ice cube against her emotions.

“Agreed.”

Almost crying in relief, Valerie hurried back toward her apartment.


Chapter 5

“Here.” John put a big cup of soup and a mug of coffee in front of the homeless man from the alley. He refused to give any name besides “Ray,” and as he didn’t have any identification on him, John figured it would do. Sure, they could run his prints, but in the long term it didn’t matter.

Ray eyed him suspiciously. They sat in one of the interrogation rooms, along with Sean and Kelly Rand, the empath. “This some kind of ‘good cop, bad cop’ routine? I know how this goes. I seen it all on TV.”

“Well, we aren’t cops, and we’re all good,” John said with a reassuring smile. Sean rolled his eyes. “We just have a few questions about your jacket here.”

The item in question lay on the table in between them, already tagged and admitted into the evidence chain. Ray slurped his soup and looked at it forlornly. “Y’all are going to keep it, ain’t you?”

“I’m afraid so.” John had brought the spare coat he kept in his office against unexpectedly cold days in the spring. He handed it across the table. “You can have this one instead, if you’d like. It only seems fair.”

Ray took the coat and inspected it. “I liked the other one better. Flashier.”

“Take it back, John,” Sean suggested with a scowl.

Ray glared at him. “He gave it to me, asshole.”

“He didn’t have to. Show a little gratitude.”

“Dude is stealing my fucking coat, and I’m supposed to be grateful?”

“This coat belonged to a woman suspected of killing and cannibalizing at least two men, while under the influence of an NHE,” John said, cutting him off. He pointed at a dark stain on the silver fabric. “This looks like blood. If it matches one of the victims…”

Ray paled. “Shit. Keep the fucking thing. I don’t know nothing about it.”

“I believe you. Just tell us how the coat came into your possession.”

“Found it.”

“Where?” Sean asked sharply.

“I’m thinking, okay? Give me a goddamn minute here.” Ray wrapped his arms around himself and shuddered. “I found it kind of stuffed in between a couple of bags of garbage by a dumpster. Somewhere off East Bay St. I don’t remember more, okay? Not like I figured I’d get hauled in for it.”

Damn. Not much to go on. “How long ago?”

Ray shrugged. “I dunno. One, maybe two weeks ago?”

John glanced at Rand, who gave him a small nod. Ray had told the truth, which meant they probably weren’t going to get anything more out of him.

“Finish your soup,” John said, rising to his feet. “Then you’re free to go.”

“There a reward, maybe?” Ray asked hopefully.

“Sorry.”

“Cheap-ass mother fuckers.”

“What a waste of time,” Sean said, as soon as they were out of the interrogation room.

“It didn’t live up to my hopes,” John admitted. “But we had to try. I’ll take a few pictures of the coat for the file, then turn it into evidence and let forensics take a whack at the blood stain.”

Caleb waited in John’s office, his heavy boots propped on the desk. Forsyth had left to answer emails and make phone calls, without saying whether or not he’d be coming back before the end of the day.

“Boots off the desk,” John said automatically as he walked in.

“Wolves raised me. In a barn,” Caleb said, but he did as asked. His gaze tracked the silver coat as John carried it around the desk, nostrils flaring slightly. “Any luck?”

“Nope. Found stuffed between garbage bags in an alley, suggesting the perp wanted to hide it. I’m amazed you picked up anything on it, after what it’s been through.”

“Yeah.” Caleb’s mouth quirked wryly, and he looked away from the coat, as if realizing he’d stared at it for a little too long. “What sort of NHE are we dealing with here, anyway?”

John sighed and ran his fingers lightly over the slick material of the coat’s outer shell. If he concentrated hard enough, he felt a tiny vibration in the skin of his fingertips, a whisper of etheric energy soaked into the coat but now faded to almost nothing with time. “Given it’s killing and cannibalizing, we could be looking at a couple of different things. Possibly a therianthrope, although usually they have to be pretty far gone by the time they start actually eating people.”

“No,” Caleb said with a shake of his head. His long hair tumbled into his face, and John resisted the impulse to sweep it back and sink his fingers into the soft locks. “It doesn’t smell anything like the werewolf.”

John glanced at Sean, who responded with a frown. “They have different scents?” John asked. “The various kinds of NHE?”

Caleb blinked. “Um…yeah? Didn’t I mention it?”

“No. Just that Gray found them…appetizing.”

“Oh. Well, yeah. The werewolf reeked like mange and wet fur, and ghouls are like rot, and the incubus stank of sour roses. Gray says it’s because they’re different kinds of demon.”

Sean shifted uneasily. “You know what this thing is?”

“No.” Caleb looked confused a moment. “They’re all demons as far as Gray is concerned. He doesn’t care about labels. They’re just ‘mortal nonsense,’ he says. But he can name some of them, if his past…hosts…had a word for them.”

John sank into his chair and rolled it around, bringing himself knee-to-knee with Caleb. Goddess, this was all fascinating. Gray offered such a window onto a whole different order of being…

Damn. He sounded like Forsyth now. Nothing wrong with that, if his interest in the drakul had been purely academic, and not…well. “And Gray doesn’t recognize this one?”

“No. Or just, you know, as food
 .” Caleb swallowed convulsively, his gaze focused on his hands, wrapped around his knees. “I can tell you it smells like a fucking meat locker, though.”

John frowned. “What do you mean?”

“I used to work at a grocery store as a teen, one of those really upscale ones which make their own cuts of meat. They stored the carcasses in this huge room in the back. Had this really distinctive odor to it. And a sticky floor. Ugh.”

“Was this before or after you turned vegetarian?” Sean asked.

Caleb shot him a dark look. “Does it matter? Look, the point is, the demon reminds me of it. Frozen blood and torn flesh. Frost on dead skin. That sour smell people get when they’re on one of those high-protein diets that are supposed to mimic starvation. Ketones, I think?”

Sean seemed about to say something else, but John reached out and grabbed his friend’s wrist. “Sean. Think for a minute.” And please Goddess, come up with some other answer than what popped into his mind. “What variety of NHE does the description remind you of?”

Sean’s complexion went the color of old cheese. “Aw fuck. Wendigo?”

John hadn’t wanted to say it aloud. Hadn’t wanted to even think
 it. “We might be off base. There might not be a correlation at all.”

“Yeah. You want to risk that?”

Caleb looked back and forth between them, dark eyes wide. “So…a wendigo is bad?”

“They’re cannibals,” John said, amazed his voice didn’t tremble. “They exist only to eat human flesh. But the more they eat, the more they starve. Before the forty days are up, the possessed person inevitably starts to murder and eat people. Once possession is complete and the full wendigo emerges, they grow larger and more powerful with every life consumed. Let’s just say they’re very hard to put down.”

“Yeah.” Sean shivered. “Shit. We need to put out an all-agency alert and get the media in on it. Ask for anyone who’s seen anything suspicious to call in.”

It would mean a mountain of work, chasing down false leads and Goddess only knew what else, but right now they didn’t have any other options. Most wendigo attacks occurred in more northerly climes, but every graduate of the Academy learned about the 1961 New York subway incident. A whole train left with nothing but mangled, half-eaten corpses. Thirty dead, at least, although the homeless population swore the wendigo took out a large swath of their fellows before tearing its way through the roof of the speeding subway.

“I’ll call Kaniyar and get things in motion,” John offered.

“Thanks,” Sean said. “I’ll head back to my office and start on the media release, so it can go out as soon as possible. And let’s hope like hell this gets us somewhere, before we end up with a massacre on our hands.”

* * *

That night, Caleb took out his paints for the first time since he’d come to Charleston.

Local TV stations had run SPECTR’s request for any tips during the evening news, and Charleston PD, Homeland Security, and every other agency in the low country were on alert. Having done everything they could, John suggested they make an early night of it, so he could read through one of Brimm’s books which might hold the clue to exorcising Gray.

He sat downstairs squinting at the scanned pages on his tablet and making notes on pad of scratch paper covered with esoteric symbols and scribbled translations of medieval Latin. Will left to get drinks with Sean and some other friends from his Charleston days, much to Caleb’s relief. Not to suggest he thought John really wanted to get back with Will.

He’d heaped most of his things in their bedroom the night before. Grabbing his paints and a blank canvas, he pondered for a moment where he should set up. The guest room had the best lighting during the day, but that didn’t exactly matter since night fell a few hours ago. The living room had pretty good lighting, but he didn’t want to distract John.

Their bedroom would have to do. The lighting wasn’t great…but fuck, he could see in the dark now. Besides, tonight wasn’t about making great art. It was about getting back into things, doing something normal amidst all the chaos and horror.

Gray stirred restlessly. “We should be out, searching for the demon.”


Charleston is a big city. We could exhaust ourselves looking for the damn thing and still come up with nothing. Let John do this his way.

Gray didn’t like it. The need to hunt thrummed along their nerves. He had caught scent of the prey, and knowing it still lurked out there irritated him constantly, like a pebble in a shoe.

Sand in swim trunks.

“That sounds…unpleasant.”

Gray constantly tried to feed him memories, so Caleb gleefully dredged up the time he’d hooked up with a guy at Myrtle Beach, and they’d had sex in the middle of the night, under a boardwalk. Or tried to have sex, given the painful places the sand ended up…

“Can you please remember something else?”

Caleb grinned as he set up the canvas on its stand and prepared his brushes. “Just be glad I’m circumcised. Fewer places to get sand stuck, at least.” Then he realized he’d spoken out loud to the voice in his head, and shut his mouth before John came up to see what was going on.

He spread some of the acrylic paints on a palette. The colors seemed almost to glow in his enhanced sight.

“Yes.”

I swear you’re getting off on this.

Hesitation, uncharacteristic of Gray. “There is such beauty…I did not understand before.”
 A jumble of images followed, like something cut from an old black-and-white TV reel, without weight or context. “Beauty” wasn’t part of it: all was equal.

The memories shifted: John’s eyes, brilliant, burning blue, the first color Gray really ever saw. Shocking. Beautiful. As was the red of fresh blood, the colored glass glittering in the alley beside the garbage bin, the setting sun, and the startling green of some weed pushing up between the gnawed ribs of the dead man in the swamp.

Maybe they ought to buy some edible body paint and slick down John…

No. Shit, things would go back to normal soon. Gray would be gone in a few days, so no use planning what kinky paintings they could do on the canvas of John’s warm skin.

Caleb selected a brush and paused above the palette. This was just a warm-up painting, something to keep his skills from rusting into total disuse. But of what? Or should he just start with splotches of color and see what took shape?

His gaze traveled the familiar confines of their bedroom. The bed, neatly made by John every morning. The hamper, the scent of their mingled sweat rising from it to his amped-up senses. The little altar in the corner, with candles and a bowl and the image of a lion-headed goddess. Not Bast…Sekhmet?

Gray offered another memory, this one clear and cool: something he had seen himself, not a fragment salvaged from dead neurons. Sand shifted and slid in the night wind, and the full moon rendered the shadows sharp edged. Huge sandstone columns stretched away to either side, the linen “roof,” which would provide shade during the day, snapping in the breeze. Statues strode between columns, colossal.

The memory contained no color, of course, but the thousand variations of gray on the intricately-carved stones hinted at paint. God, what would it look like in color, beneath the sun? The temple must have been a blaze of hues against the dull sand, an explosion of brightness in this lifeless place.

This is Egypt, isn’t it?

“Perhaps. No one called it thus. Sedgeland, Northland, Land of the River Bank, the Black Land and the Red Land.”

A shiver went over Caleb’s skin, either of awe, or fear, or maybe just inspiration. Thrusting the brush aggressively into a blob of red paint, he made the first mark across the canvas.

* * *

“Babe?” John said from the doorway. “Are you…holy shit.”

Caleb blinked. He’d lost track of time; his hand cramped around the handle of the brush. Paint flecked his forearms, and the canvas in front of him wore a thick coat of acrylic, although he only half-recalled painting it.

Which made sense, because no way had he done more than half the work. The technique, sure, and the initial idea, but…fuck.

The canvas blazed with saturated color, the gold of sunset fading into deep purple shadows, with every shade in between. The painting showed a desert, with cliffs in the distance, and a temple near at hand, although not a replica of the one from Gray’s memory, but something more fantastic.

Something stood half-hidden in the shadows near the foreground, looking back. Maybe a woman, and maybe a lion, its eyes the focal point of the painting as it—she—simply watched the viewer in return.

“Whoa,” he breathed.

John’s hand settled in the small of his back, warm through the thin material of his t-shirt. “It’s amazing. Really gorgeous.”

“Thanks.” Caleb swallowed and gestured vaguely to the altar. “We—I mean, I thought you might like it.”

“I can’t believe you did it so fast.” The strokes were rough, but the image contained a surprising amount of detail for a few hours’ work. “I love it.”

Warmth flooded Caleb’s veins, and he felt Gray’s pleasure. “It is good?”


Yes. Yes, it is.

Caleb pressed a kiss against John’s lips. “I’m glad. Guess I lost track of time while I worked. Is it bedtime?”

“Past,” John said, with a rueful grin.

“Did you find anything in Brimm’s book?”

John’s gaze skittered to the side. “Not yet.”

Shit. “But you’ll keep trying, right?”

“Of course I will.” John’s arms slid around him, warm and strong and sure. “Let’s go to bed.”


Chapter 6

Valerie hunched over her keyboard, staring at the computer screen. A long list of men scrolled past, all of whom had answered her newest profile on yet another dating site.

She hadn’t left the apartment since coming across the trail of the monster hunting her. A shiver ran through her at the memory, and she plucked at the layers of blankets wrapped around her shoulders.


Monster
 . Like something out of a horrible story: the wolf in the wood, waiting to gobble up the three little pigs, or the witch fattening up Hansel and Gretel.

But they were stronger than any monster.

“Yes. But you must pick another meal! Hurry!”

Impatience etched her veins in acid, pushing back against the soothing cold, letting the edge of hunger in. And hunger meant weakness. The weakness of her stupid body, wanting what it couldn’t have.

She forced it away and focused on the screen in front of her. She’d had trouble concentrating lately, the cold spreading to the edges of her thoughts. She paused at the picture of a young man dressed in a baseball cap with a Confederate flag emblazoned on it. Maybe him?

But his profile was maddeningly nondescript. No bragging about all the “bitches” he’d fucked. No suggestion he thought women existed as objects for his pleasure, and “rape” was just an invention of femi-nazis.

Shit.

“Take him.”

What? I…I can’t. Just the ones who deserve it, remember? The ones who…


She swallowed, pushing memory down. Demanding hands and bare skin and…and…

No. She was strong. Stronger than her treacherous, weak body.


“Yes, you are,”
 crooned the cold thing inside her. “Strong enough to see he deserves to be taken.”


But…how can I tell? Maybe he’s just a douche, or a dumb ass. Not someone who deserves…it.

“You know. Just look at him.”

She blinked blearily. Maybe his gaze had a malevolent edge she didn’t notice before…?

“He’s willing to meet right away. Any day of the week. He must be up to no good.”

God, she was hungry.

She reached automatically for the plate at her elbow. Bone crunched under her teeth, but these were just wrist bones, without marrow. Without flesh.

Yes. The cold voice had yet to steer her wrong. She just needed to trust her instincts. Trust her strength.

Clicking the link, she began to compose an invitation to meet the man in a new bar, far away from the one haunted by the monster.

* * *

“We’ve got her!” Sean exclaimed as he burst into John’s office.

John looked up from his computer. Excitement flushed Sean’s face, and he wore a grin of anticipation and relief.

“What?” he asked blankly, his mind still half on his email.

“A call came in from the hotline—someone claiming he’d seen one of his neighbors put a suspicious-looking package in a communal freezer in their apartment complex. He opened it up and saw part of a human foot. Charleston PD sent an officer around, in case it turned out to be a pig’s leg, because who would be stupid enough to stick evidence in a freezer where any of the neighbors could find it? He says it’s genuine.”

John’s heart sped. Thank Sekhmet. “Does the cop know to pull back?”

“Yep. He’s keeping an eye on the place to make sure the suspect doesn’t slip out, but otherwise just sitting tight for us. I’ve already let Kaniyar know.”

“I’ll meet you in the parking deck in five,” John said, sliding his chair back and picking up his coat. “Just let me grab Caleb.”

* * *

Less than half an hour later, four SUVs full of SPECTR agents screeched to a halt in front of the apartments. The building began life as one of the grand old houses of Charleston, but a later owner had broken it up into apartments at some point in the last eighty years. Time had passed the neighborhood by; cracks riddled the sidewalk, the pavement needed patching, and most of the houses barely had any paint left on their weathered sides.

John threw the vehicle into park and climbed out. Agents in body armor ran past, moving to encircle the house and cut off any escape. Kaniyar stood by her SUV, barking orders into a headset. When she saw John, she motioned sharply to him. “Starkweather! Send Jansen in on point. You and McNamara back him up. Ward, Gregg, Dunne, Brown, go with them.”

Caleb glanced around nervously as the other agents formed up. “Wow. We’re not taking any chances, are we?”

“No.” John didn’t like sending Caleb in first, but Kaniyar was right. Gray had the best chance of any of them of sensing the wendigo first, before it got the drop on them.

“We don’t have all day, people!” Kaniyar yelled. “Move!”

“Go,” John said, and made for the front door into the building. The wendigo had to know they were there by now. With any luck, it would try to hole up instead of taking off through a window.

They ran for the building, and in such close proximity, John felt
 the rise of etheric energy beneath Caleb’s skin, crackling like static. The pressure around him dropped, and the fragrance of ozone and sandalwood incense curled through the air.

Caleb—or maybe Gray—flung open the door. The dingy hall led onto closed, numbered doors and a narrow stairwell. The place stank of mildew and sweaty feet.

“Door to door,” John started to say, but Caleb half-turned—and no, it definitely wasn’t Caleb anymore, his eyes black as obsidian globes, lightning in their depths. Gray’s nostrils flared, and his lip curled back, exposing a fang.

Then he darted for the stairwell.

Shit. “Come on!” John yelled, and charged after. But he couldn’t match the drakul’s speed; Gray vanished up the narrow turns, making for the upper part of the house. John cursed and took the stairs two at a time. Behind him, the rest of the team pounded up the old wooden steps, swearing beneath the clank of weapons and gear.

A scream echoed from above: female, but with an animalistic edge. Third floor—of course.

By the time they reached the top, Sean gasped for breath, his face gone red. A door off the landing stood open. The inhabitant had papered over the windows, and only the faintest light showed through at the edges. Stale air wafted out of the door, stinking like an open grave.

John skidded to a halt in the doorway, uncomfortably aware the light from the hall made him a silhouetted target to anything inside. “Federal agents!” he yelled.

There came a low rumble, like distant thunder, accompanied by an oddly canine whine. Was there an injured dog inside? Except it didn’t sound like a dog. It sounded like…

“Ghoul,” Gray said, disgust lacing the word. “One you can exorcise.”

John risked reaching inside and feeling for a wall switch. The light came on, revealing a filthy room packed with dirty laundry and crusty dishes. Cockroaches scattered in all directions, and Sean swore furiously, stamping at the few who made for the hall. A woman in tattered clothing several sizes too large for her huddled against the iron bulk of an ancient radiator, whimpering in fear.

Gray stood in the midst of the squalor like an avenging angel observing a particularly disappointing pit of corruption. His clean scent cut through the reek, and wind stirred his long hair and ruffled his leather coat, despite the close, dead air of the room.

Goddess, he was beautiful.

Gray vanished, folding back into Caleb like an origami rose. Caleb looked disgusted as well, although probably for very different reasons.

“The hell? All this for a fucking ghoul?” Tiffany demanded from behind John.

John sighed and motioned to Sean. “See to her,” he said, nodding at the whining woman. “Or do you want to take her to HQ?”

“Might as well. We’ve got the manpower, and I don’t particularly want to hang out in here while doing an exorcism.” Sean shook his head. “Damn it, didn’t the cop bother to check if the foot was rotted or fresh before he panicked? What the fuck do they teach at the police academy nowadays, anyway?”

Word had already spread that the raid had turned into a bust. John walked down the stairs, wincing at the pull of overtaxed muscles from running up them in the first place. Caleb followed him down, big boots clunking loudly on the wooden risers. “I’m sorry.”

“It isn’t your fault.”

“No, but…” Caleb trailed off and shrugged, the leather coat creaking with his movements. “I’m glad we got to her before it was, you know, too late. But the wendigo is still out there someplace.”

“Yeah,” John agreed, stepping out onto the porch and taking a deep breath of winter air. “And we’re no closer to finding her than we ever were.”

* * *

“Hey,” Sean said. “You want to get some lunch? I’ve got something I’d like to talk to you about.”

Caleb looked around the confines of John’s office, but no, he was the only person there. Sean must be talking to him. “John is, uh…”

“With the rest of the team, sorting through all the dead-end leads the tip line is bringing in,” Sean said with a wry twist of his lips. “You know John won’t leave; it’ll be a sandwich brought up from the cafeteria for him. Right now, you’re sitting here bored as fuck, because you don’t have the training to figure out what might be genuine and what’s bullshit. Well, except for maybe the tip we got in last night about seeing the wendigo take off in a flying saucer from the Battery.”

Caleb snorted. “Yeah. Even I could figure out that one is probably bogus.” But truthfully, Sean had a point. No one even had time to find something for him to do at the moment, so he’d spent the morning wondering if he could get away with surfing for porn on John’s computer, or if it was some kind of federal offense to use SPECTR equipment to watch videos of hot guys fucking. “Okay, sure. Let’s get out of here.”

Sean’s sedan was identical to John’s, except the upholstery reeked of cigarette smoke. Caleb’s hypersensitive nose itched like he’d just snorted fiberglass insulation, and he prayed Sean didn’t intend to drive them very far. “Where are we headed?”

“A little Middle Eastern deli a few blocks from here. They’ve got hummus and falafel sandwiches. I figured it would be a safe place for you to eat. Unless you don’t like hummus and falafel.”

“Love both.”

“Good.” Sean seemed to relax slightly. He’d acted a lot nicer ever since Caleb moved in with John; maybe he really did want to be friends. Considering everyone else at SPECTR looked at Caleb like he might vamp out and start sucking blood any minute, it was good to have Sean on his side, even if just for John’s sake.

“You into NASCAR?” Sean asked, after they’d driven a few minutes in silence.

Too bad Caleb sucked at small talk. “Uh, not really. I watched a few races with John, though. Some of the drivers are cute.”

Sean flushed slightly. “I’ll take your word for it.”

Fortunately, Sean parked the car not long after. He’d picked out a true hole-in-the-wall for lunch, and diners already packed the tables inside. In the spring and summer, no doubt it offered café seating as well, but they hadn’t bothered putting out tables and chairs on a winter day threatening rain.

“Maybe we should try somewhere else?” Caleb suggested, even though he didn’t want to spend any more time in the smoke-impregnated car.

“We’ll get it to go and walk while we’re eating.” Sean touched his left shoulder, where the bullet had grazed him. “I haven’t totally given up on my new health kick yet.”

Caleb glanced at the overcast sky uncertainly. But hell, maybe Sean thought a little exercise was worth getting his suit wet. “Sure.”

Sean ordered a lamb gyro, and Caleb hummus on pita. As they strolled away, Caleb sniffed it cautiously; the man at the register had assured him the basil-pesto hummus didn’t contain any garlic, but he didn’t want to take a bite without confirming it himself. God, he couldn’t wait to get back to eating garlic.

“I do not understand why you wish to poison us.”

Of course he couldn’t go long without Gray chiming in. Caleb ignored the comment and took a bite. The basil burst on his tongue: sweet and tangy, perfectly balancing the chickpeas and lemon juice. “Good stuff,” he said, after he’d swallowed.

“Yeah. John and I used to go there all the time, when we first started working for SPECTR.” Sean glanced away, as if the renovated buildings surrounding them held memories.

“But not any more?”

Sean shrugged and bit into his gyro. When he’d finished chewing, he said, “You know John. Even at the Academy, he’d stay in on a Saturday night and study, while the rest of us were out partying. Once we were hired, eating lunch at his desk, working ten-hour days, became normal for him. Then Will came into his life.”

Caleb scowled. Was this what Sean wanted to talk about? Why? “Oh?” he asked, as neutrally as he could.

Sean had the grace to look uncomfortable. “You have to understand, John has lived and breathed SPECTR since we were teens. The rest of us had families and summer vacations. Friends from our old neighborhoods. And maybe it wouldn’t be a problem, if the job were less high stress. If agents don’t have enough time away from it, though, they burn out. Shit, you saw what happened to Brimm—he ended up hiding in the woods with a pack of ghouls, raving about SPECTR and government conspiracies.”

“John would never do something like that,” Caleb snapped.

Still clutching his half-eaten gyro, Sean held up his hands in a plea for peace. “I didn’t say he would. My point is just that Will was good for him. For the first time, he had something outside of SPECTR. Something normal.”

Caleb’s stomach cramped around the food he’d eaten. “Then Will dumped him. And now he’s with me.”

Sean looked down at the cracked sidewalk. “Yeah.”

Oh, no way. “What are you trying to say here?”

“I had drinks with Will, night before last. He wants to get back together with John.”


Chapter 7

Caleb came to an abrupt halt. “What?” he demanded, but a lower rumble tainted the words, Gray rising up inside him.

Sean’s eyes widened and he took a wary step back. Too late, Caleb remembered Sean was an exorcist; of course he felt the fluctuation of etheric energy.

Gray didn’t care. “John is ours.”



Let me deal with this, damn it.
 But anger burned in his veins, twining with Gray’s until he wasn’t sure what belonged to whom any more.

“I guess that’s just too fucking bad,” Caleb said, and thank God, his voice sounded normal. Mostly.

A hard look came into Sean’s eyes, and Caleb knew he and Gray had crossed some mental line in the other man’s head. “Listen to yourself. The thing
 inside you is getting stronger.”

“No he isn’t,” Caleb snapped, which was true…but also probably exactly what every possessed bastard insisted. “Besides, this isn’t about Gray. John’s going to exorcise him—”

“What if he doesn’t? Today is Thursday. One week from this Saturday, your time runs out in a big way. Have you even stopped to think what losing you is going to do to John?”

“He’s not going to lose me!” Caleb yelled, the roll of thunder crackling under his voice.

Sean stepped back, and his hand hovered near his concealed holster. “If John can’t yank the drakul out of your head, you’re gone. It will take over and that will be that. No more Caleb Jansen.”


“He lies!”
 Gray boiled under Caleb’s skin, fighting to get to the surface. “Why would I do such a thing?”


“And who do you think John will blame for it?” Sean went on relentlessly. “Himself, of course. Bad enough for him to put you down if you’re just friends. How much worse is it going to be if you’re his boyfriend, too?”

Caleb’s heart pounded like it wanted to wrench free of his chest. “Even if…even if I get stuck with Gray, we can make it work. It’s working now, isn’t it?”

Was it? Did he really want to spend the rest of his life this way?

Sean’s look turned grim. “NHEs lie
 Caleb. They seduce their victims, convince them everything is going to be okay, until it’s too late.”

“But Gray didn’t ‘seduce’ me. He didn’t even mean to possess me in the first place!”

“Sure, maybe. But now? Damn it, Caleb, don’t you think I’ve heard all this before, from every idiot who summoned an NHE because he thought he could handle it?” Sean shook his head. “John won’t see it, because he’s got a death wish. You were right—he won’t go off the deep end like Brimm. And even if he did try to commit suicide as a teen, I don’t think he’d eat his gun. But sleep with a possessed guy, who might vamp out and kill him any minute? It’s the very definition of reckless stupidity.”

“We would never—” And shit, now their—his—pronouns were slipping.

Sean caught it, of course. “John needs someone normal. Someone stable. Someone who will help him pick up the pieces if he isn’t able to figure out how to get rid of your passenger. Will wants to be that guy.”

“So you want me to, what? Break up with John? Step aside?”

The hardness faded from Sean’s gaze, replaced by sympathy. “I want you to do what’s best for him. If you really love him—”

“Fuck you.” Caleb clenched his hands into fists, and just nails bit into his palms, not claws. Just human nails. Really. “I’m not riding back with you. Tell John I went home.”

“Caleb—”

Caleb spun on his heel and walked away, his body shaking. He had to get away from these thoughts, these feelings. He had to think.

The moment he was out of Sean’s sight, he broke into a run. Gray rose in him, until he couldn’t tell the difference any more, both of them running and climbing and jumping, anything to get away.

Except they couldn’t escape the inside of their own head.

* * *

Gray sits atop the spire of the church tower, staring out over the city toward the ocean. Rain moved in shortly after they left Sean, a silvery curtain draping the city, driving the mortals inside.

A low growl escapes him at the thought of Sean. How dare he? He upset Caleb, and insulted Gray, and said they should let this other mortal take their place in John’s bed. It is not to be tolerated.

Caleb’s doubts are like a sour sickness in their blood. “What if Sean’s right? What if John would rather have Will? Would rather have a normal life?”


At least he can offer comfort. John is not so faithless. He loves us.



“No. He loves
 me.”


Caleb is confused, obviously. Gray helpfully recalls the perfect moment on top of the lighthouse, after they fed on the incubus, when John leaned into them and whispered, “I love you.”


“He didn’t mean both of us.”
 But there is no heat to the thought, no malice. Just a sort of wistful pain, which Gray does not understand. “He was talking to me. I’m…I’m sorry.”



You are mistaken.
 John loves them both. Caleb misinterpreted—the language of mortals is imprecise. He is wrong.

He has to be.

“Don’t you get it? John is trying his damnedest to exorcise you! Don’t you know what that means? What they’ll do once you’re in a bottle?”

No. No, he does not wish to think of this. He rises to his feet, feeling their heart race. This beating heart, this thing he has never had before.


“They’ll kill you.”
 Caleb is relentless, and for the first time Gray wishes he could escape Caleb, if only for this moment. “John will hand you over to them, and they’ll destroy you in their special furnace.”


John…wishes me dead?

“Not out of malice. But it’s his job to make sure you’re destroyed. So…so you see why he can’t love you.”

Gray stays very, very still. The wind pushes against him, catching his hair, brushing across his lips, but it seems very far away. He has known these things, of course, but only as a jumble of facts. Something he didn’t have to put into a coherent shape, because of course John will not be able to exorcise him. No one ever has; why consider the ramifications?

Perhaps he is wrong. John might remove him. Then he will die, because it is John’s duty to see him destroyed. And even if he is right, and he cannot be removed, John will still never love him.

It is terrible in a way he did not know something could be terrible. Everything inside him is broken, like the ends of shattered ribs digging through flesh. If only their ribs were truly fractured; that he could heal. Could fix. Could escape.

“No,” he whispers aloud, but he doesn’t know what he refutes.


“I’m sorry.”
 Some of the pain belongs to Caleb, more jagged edges which will never really fit back together the way they once were. “I wish it didn’t have to be this way.”


“Yes,” Gray agrees. But the wind carries away his whisper and drowns it in a sheet of rain.

* * *

Caleb sat on the staircase, his head in his hands, his long hair forming a tangled curtain around him. A couple of hours spent on the church spire had left him soaked to the bone, but he couldn’t bring himself to care enough to towel off. Gray’s presence was like the ache of a tooth, sharp and hurtful and impossible to ignore.

God. How had his life come to this? He wished he could go back in time and stop his past self from going with Melanie to the old house. They should have just gone to the public outreach side of SPECTR and raised holy hell until someone looked into the disappearance of Ben’s body.

But he’d been unregistered and determined to stay that way, which meant never drawing SPECTR’s attention. And Melanie saw all paranormals as the enemy; she wouldn’t have gone to SPECTR even if Caleb had insisted. Despite everything, he still couldn’t figure out what he should have done differently. Never been born in the first place, maybe.

A knock on the door broke into his reverie. Lifting his head, he listened for a moment, but the knock wasn’t repeated. His amped-up senses caught the soft snick of shoes on the sidewalk outside, but nothing more.

Probably a mistake, or somebody selling something. Or a deliveryman with a package. John hadn’t mentioned anything, but maybe that asshole Will ordered something, Will who thought he’d come waltzing back to Charleston, and get Sean on his side, and steal John back…

Except maybe John couldn’t be stolen, because he didn’t really belong to Caleb in the first place.

Gray stirred sluggishly. “John loves you.”


Next time Caleb saw Sean, he’d punch him in his damn mouth. Except Sean thought he was looking out for John.

“Fuck this,” Caleb said aloud. Maybe someone left a package outside; at least it would be a distraction from his own thoughts. He stood up and went to the front door.

Nothing sat on the stoop…but a folded sheet of paper hung taped to the door, with Caleb’s name on it.

The fuck?

Caleb’s skin pebbled, and he peered out into the rain, but didn’t see anybody. Was someone watching the place? How else would they know he’d come back?

He shut the door and locked it for good measure. Unfolding the paper, he let out a sharp hiss of breath as an image at the bottom caught his eye. It was an illustration of a moth…the same symbol which marked Brimm’s books, only much larger.

Shit. Okay, this could not be good. Tearing his attention away from the symbol, he read:

Mr. Jansen,

We are aware of your situation. Be advised, Special Agent Starkweather does not have the resources necessary to remove the drakul from your body.

We do.

We will assist you, on one condition. The drakul were summoned to destroy “demons,” i.e. NHEs harmful to humanity. Unlike SPECTR, we will not keep this one from its purpose. Once removed from you, the drakul will be set free to inhabit corpses once again. Its continued existence will save many human lives in the future, as it has done in the past, by eradicating malevolent NHEs.

SPECTR’s mission is to destroy all NHEs which come into contact with humanity, without exception. We need not remind you Special Agent Starkweather supports this mission with great enthusiasm. When your time is up, SPECTR will feel it has no choice but to lock you away, for study and containment. If you do not wish to spend eternity in a holding cell, we strongly suggest you do not reveal this communication to Starkweather.

Below is a number where you can reach us, day or night. We probably don’t need to mention the number is for a disposable cell phone, which can’t be traced back to us.

Call soon. Your time is running out.

* * *

The bells from one of Charleston’s many churches chimed the nine o’clock hour when John finally unlocked the condo’s front door. A long damn day, and nothing to show for it. None of the tips coming in panned out. A few new missing person cases cropped up, but he had no way of knowing if any of them were connected with the wendigo.

His body felt like it weighed a million pounds, every step slow and painful. The wendigo was out there somewhere. It would kill again, if it hadn’t already. And every death lay at his door, because it was up to him to stop it.

Caleb waited inside, curled up on the hideous orange couch he’d insisted on bringing with him. He’d brought down his easel and paints, but the canvas still sat blank. The first painting he’d done stood propped against a wall.

“Hey,” John said, dredging up a smile. “Are we going to hang the painting down here?”

Caleb shrugged. “It was in the way upstairs. In the bedroom.” He stood up, unfolding his long legs. “Where have you been?”

“At work.” John winced. “Sorry. I didn’t think to call.”

“So you weren’t with Will?”

John frowned. “What? Of course not. Why would you say that?”

Caleb looked away, his arms crossed defensively over his chest. “He hasn’t come back yet, either.”

The hell? “I was working the case, Caleb. I don’t blame you for leaving early, but if you’d stayed you know I was at SPECTR the whole time.”

“Looking for the wendigo?”

“Of course.”

“And what about me?”

“I’m too tired to play twenty questions here,” John said, struggling to keep a leash on his temper. “What about
 you?”

Caleb let his arms fall to his sides. “When do I start taking priority, huh? You keep saying you’ll exorcise me, but there’s always something more important.”

“I have worked on it! You’ve seen me with the books—”

“Yeah, and I’ve seen you chasing down ghouls, an incubus, and now a wendigo, and doing everything else on earth but
 focusing on how the hell you’re going to get rid of Gray!”

John rubbed at his eyes. “I understand you’re scared—”

“I’m not scared!” Caleb shouted, taking a step closer, fists clenching. “I’m fucking terrified!”

Oh. Shit. “Babe…”

Caleb’s eyes narrowed in anger. “Don’t ‘babe’ me, Starkweather. I’ve got less than nine days left. Nine days.
 ”

Yeah, okay, they were cutting it close. Caleb had every right to be upset. “We’ll take care of it, I promise. But you still have time. And right now, we need Gray to help find the wendigo.”

He’d said the wrong thing; he knew it the instant the words left his lips. All the color drained from Caleb’s pale face, save for two spot high on his cheekbones. “You son of a bitch.”

Fuck. “You’re helping save people’s lives,” he said, hoping to repair the damage.

“Maybe I don’t want to, okay? Taking down NHEs, helping the helpless, being a big damn hero—that’s your
 dream, not mine! I never wanted this! The only reason I agreed to any of it was to keep my ass out of a cell.” Caleb shook his head savagely. “You and Gray are the ones with hard-ons to chase down demons, not me.”

John pressed his lips together. Couldn’t Caleb see he’d just been trying to help? “Okay, I get it. You aren’t SPECTR material. Not everyone is. But right now, tonight,
 people might die because we haven’t caught this wendigo yet. The case has to take priority. Lives are at stake here.”

Caleb seemed suddenly to deflate. “And my life? Doesn’t it matter?” He stepped back, averting his eyes. “What’s going to happen to me, if you don’t get rid of Gray?”

Something thick clogged John’s throat. Sekhmet, Devouring Lady, save him, because when he did “get rid” of Gray…

It might be the end of everything. If Caleb felt betrayed now, how would he feel if he learned John deliberately let the drakul go? That John would risk everything, their whole future together, to avoid murdering Gray?

“I love you,” John said quietly. “And I swear I will figure this out before it’s too late. I won’t betray you.” Not the way Caleb thought he would, at least. “By next Saturday, you’ll be free, and Gray will be in a bottle. But right now, there are people dying, and yes, you can help save them. And I’m asking you to do it. To do the right thing.”

Caleb crossed his arms over his chest, his long hair a screen to hide his expression. “So. That’s what it’s like, then.”

“Yeah. That’s what it’s like.”

Caleb didn’t seem inclined to say anything else. John reached out to him, but the other man flinched back, and he let his hand drop. “I’m going to bed,” John said because, Goddess, he could barely think straight at the moment. “Join me when you’re ready.”

Caleb didn’t reply. Hoping the next day brought some more answers, John climbed the stairs to the second floor alone.


Chapter 8

Caleb’s breath hitched in a barely concealed sob, even as his amped-up hearing brought to him the sound of the bedroom door clicking shut.

God. It felt like something alive had gotten trapped in his chest, shredding his lungs and his heart. Something out of a science fiction movie, maybe, except this alien would never burst free, just keep burrowing deeper and deeper, until nothing remained but blood and pain.

“I don’t want this,” he whispered. “I. Don’t. Want. This.”

His breath grew shorter and shorter, pain giving way to fury. God damn
 John. Damn him for choosing, because if Caleb had any doubts about whether or not he should tell his lover about the letter the moth people left earlier, he sure as hell didn’t have them now.

John would do everything by the book, wouldn’t he? He’d be the fucking Boy Scout, the one who saved the many and sacrificed the one. He’d toe the party line, and fucking hell, Caleb didn’t want to get stuck in a cell forever, and he didn’t want Gray to die.

“I do not wish to die, either.”

Why did Gray have to be so damn naïve? Why did he have to go and fall in love with sex, with color, with everything? With John?

Sorrow, keen as the kiss of a razor on his skin. “I never meant to. I…am sorry, Caleb.”


Caleb glanced up, and his gaze lighted on the painting. The painting they’d done together, for John.

To hell with it. To hell with all of it.

Two strides carried him to the painting. Snatching it from its resting place against the wall, he tore it in half, dried paint flaking everywhere even as the heavy canvas ripped like tissue paper under his more-than-human strength.

When nothing more remained than colored scraps, he hurled the remnants away. Tears stung his eyes, but he’d be damned if he let Starkweather see. He had to get out, get away.

He ran for the door, barely having the presence of mind to shut it behind him. A tree loomed up nearby, and Gray rose to help. They swarmed up it, the ragged bark giving plenty of hold for claws, and leapt to the roof of the condo.

And what now?

Gray didn’t have an answer.

Caleb slumped down, butt hitting the gravel of the roof tiles uncomfortably, and wrapped his arms around his knees.

The moth people, whoever the fuck they were, had been right. John would hold the SPECTR line no matter what.

Sean had gotten it wrong. John didn’t want just to immolate himself on the altar of responsibility. His whole damned life was one more sacrifice. Including Gray.

“But I am not a part of his life, am I?”

No. No, Gray wasn’t. And it hurt
 and it shouldn’t, because Gray had caused Caleb nothing but pain. Gray fucked up his life, first by taking Ben’s body, then by possessing him, and…

…And it wasn’t fair, damn it. Gray didn’t sign up for this, any more than he had. How could he stand there and rail at John because no one had asked what he wanted, and not admit no one had ever asked what Gray wanted, either?


“I did not wish for this.”
 Gray’s presence was…tentative, almost. A tiger afraid of the lash, keeping to a corner of its cage. “I did not mean to hurt you. I am sorry for it, and sorry for your pain, and I would undo it this instant if I could. But I cannot regret it happened.”


Caleb closed his eyes. Of course Gray didn’t regret it. Thousands of years of nothing but the hunt, of only desiccated memories gleaned from the decaying neurons of the corpses he inhabited to tell him about mortal life…


“I never knew.”
 Wonder, but tinged with grief. “I never understood the beauty of this world. Of color and shape and texture. Of love. Until you. Thank you, Caleb.”


Caleb took in a deep sip of breath, before letting it out slowly. You’re welcome.


And he meant it. Damn everything, but despite all the horror, he couldn’t entirely regret this either. Gray was…well. Naïve and inscrutable and inhuman and scary.

But Caleb didn’t want him to die.


“Nor do I wish to.”
 Sorrow. “I will miss this. All of this. But I never meant to hurt you. If these moths can fix things, can allow me to move on without harming you further…I will submit.”


It wouldn’t be easy, of course. The moths might be lying. Brimm had some of their books, and he’d wanted to enslave Gray. Maybe these others did, too.

What had Brimm said? The old cliché of moths to flames, which sounded more like a dig at them than a show of solidarity. Perhaps he’d been their enemy, too, and stolen the books.

And if they had told the truth, and did exorcise Gray, it wouldn’t be the end of it for Caleb. John would ask questions, when Caleb showed up without his passenger. Kaniyar would. Worse, she’d bring in an empath and make sure Caleb couldn’t get away with lying.

What kind of penalties were there for releasing an NHE? He had the vague idea unauthorized exorcisms were illegal, to keep down phonies who might hurt someone, or mistake mental illness for possession. But the exorcist was the criminal in those cases. Not that he thought these moth people were going to hang around long enough to get caught.

Would Caleb be left holding the bag? Would he escape a SPECTR cell just to end up in a normal jail? He didn’t have any illusions about his ability to go on the run from the law by himself.

Even if there weren’t any serious criminal repercussions, John would be furious. He’d see it as a betrayal of everything SPECTR—and therefore he—stood for. It would be the end of their relationship, one way or another.

“I am sorry.”

Caleb’s eyes burned, but he made himself smile ruefully, even if no one else could see. You brought him into my life in the first place. Besides, I always knew falling in love with a Spec was a mistake.


Yeah, he’d known better…and still hoped anyway.

But no fairytale end waited, not for any of them. Gray would return to an endless string of corpses, except now he knew just how pale and hollow such an existence really was. Caleb would be lucky not to end up in prison. And John…

Maybe he’d get back with Will after all. Or some other guy. Someone normal, like Sean had said.

Two days. Let’s give it two days. Help John find the fucking wendigo. Then I’ll make the phone call.

* * *

John sprawled on his back, sound asleep, when Caleb came in an hour later. Caleb undressed quietly, before standing by the bed and looking down at his lover. Thanks to Gray, he saw perfectly well in the dark: John’s hair, tousled from the pillow; the little line between his brows, as if even sleep didn’t bring him any peace tonight. The curve of muscle under tight skin, vanishing beneath the blankets.

God, why couldn’t John have just been a jerk? But no, he had to be sweet as well as sexy. The kind of guy who gave his extra jacket to a homeless man because they’d taken his old one for evidence. Who’d held Caleb on the worst day of his whole life, when Melanie shot him, and shown him he wasn’t alone. Who’d been there for his friend April, when bigots targeted her, and who’d shown such gentle compassion for the ghoul victims in Brimm’s attic.

Damn him.

John’s eyes fluttered open when Caleb’s weight depressed the mattress. “Babe?”

“Yeah.” Caleb swallowed against the sudden constriction in his throat. “I’m sorry we argued earlier.”

“Me too.” John slid his hand across the sheets, and Caleb took it, twining their fingers together. “I love you. You know that, right?”

“I love you, too.” Caleb moved closer, put his arms around John shoulders. They lay against each other, thighs and chests pressed together, and it was so much better than anything else he’d ever felt, Gray’s presence turning each sense up to eleven. Caleb’s cock twitched in response.

“Mmm.” John pressed tighter against him. “Is this where we have makeup sex?”

No. This was where they made love, probably for the last time. But Caleb couldn’t exactly say it aloud, could he? Instead, he kissed John, sucking lightly on the other man’s lower lip, the scratch of stubble on their chins rasping together.

John moaned and slung his leg over Caleb’s hip, the hard length of his cock rubbing against Caleb’s. Pleasure wrapped around the ache in his chest, feeding back and forth, sweetness and pain and regret. “Let me go down on you,” he whispered.

“I’m certainly not going to say no.”

He took his time, kissing John’s throat, shoulder, collarbone, chest. Shaping the other man’s ribs with the fan of his fingers, struggling to commit to memory every freckle and mole, every scar, every curve of bone. Memorizing taste and feel and touch, against the darkness to come.

“What if I cannot remember, once I am no longer in a living body? What if I forget what this was like? What it was to love?”

Then at least it won’t hurt any more.

Caleb traced the dips between John’s abs with his tongue, then licked down the crease between thigh and hip, drawing a moan as his reward. He rubbed his face against John’s thigh, inhaling deeply, trying to hold the scent of male musk in his lungs for as long as he could.

“Your hair feels amazing,” John murmured, fingers trailing through the long locks. Caleb got to his hands and knees, turning his head from side to side, brushing his hair over John’s thighs and cock and balls. “Oh, yeah. Like silk.”

Caleb captured the head of John’s cock in his mouth, sucking lightly, tonguing the slit, before sliding down. Salt and bitter musk on his tongue, and John’s breath gone ragged, fingers tugging harder at Caleb’s hair. His teeth burned, but Gray wouldn’t risk manifesting, so he concentrated on working John’s hard on with his mouth and didn’t worry about suddenly sprouting fangs.


“I wish I could have done this.”
 Been a participant, not just a watcher, albeit one who experienced the sensations as well. “Just once.”



Me too.
 And weirdly, he meant it.

John’s gasps came closer together, his hips bucking slightly. Caleb redoubled his efforts, sliding one hand between John’s legs to tug on his balls.

“I’m close…”

One last slide of lips and tongue, and John arched under them, crying out hoarsely. Caleb swallowed, wanting everything, wanting more, wanting this not to be the end.

Wanting every damn thing he couldn’t have.

He pulled away, letting John’s cock slide from his lips with a pang of regret. John tugged him close, kissing him. “Let me catch my breath and I’ll return the favor.”

Caleb found his erection fading. “You don’t have to.”

John slid his hand down, cupped Caleb’s softening dick. “Are you okay?”

“I’m just in a weird mood, I guess. And tired.” He kissed John tenderly. “I wanted to make love to you, and I did. Don’t worry about the rest of it.”

“If you’re sure,” John said uncertainly.

“I am. Just hold me for a little while, okay?”

“Of course.” John’s warm arms wrapped around him, drawing him close. Strong and secure, and God, he would miss this. “Any time you want, for as long as you want.”

“Thank you,” Caleb said quietly. Resting his head against John’s shoulder, he closed his eyes, and hoped sleep would bring at least a few forgetful hours.

* * *

John sat at the kitchen table as dawn broke, rubbing his eyes and wondering if he had developed immunity to coffee after drinking so much of it.

He’d lain in the dark for a long time after making love with Caleb, but even though he was exhausted, sleep refused to return. Thoughts chased each other around in his head. Had one of the tips he’d dismissed held some vital clue? Had he made a mistake? Had the wendigo found another victim, and how much time remained before the possession became permanent and it went on a killing spree?

Did it have more time than Caleb and Gray, or less?

What if the books didn’t have anything in them to let him to exorcise Gray? What would Kaniyar do with Caleb? Or Forsyth?

No. He would find a way. Somehow.

But what if he didn’t?

In the end, sick of questions he couldn’t answer, he slipped out of bed, dressed in the dark, and headed downstairs. If he couldn’t sleep, he might as well do something useful, like examine all his notes on the wendigo yet again.

While making coffee, he discovered the shredded remains of Caleb’s painting stuffed into the trash. Pulling out one of the bright fragments of color, he stood staring at it a long time, surprised at how terrible the destruction made him feel. Had Caleb done this because of their argument? Or because he needed to lash out at something, anything?

John didn’t know. He just knew something beautiful had been taken out of the world, and its loss left an ache in his chest.

He’d ask Caleb about it later. Try to talk it out. And convince him to never, ever destroy one of his paintings again.

After pouring coffee, he sat at the table and took out his tablet and the pad of paper he made notes on. By the time Will came downstairs, he’d looked at the damn crime scene photos a dozen times, and read the forensics reports twice.

“Morning!” Will said cheerfully, his smile bright in his dark face. “Is the coffee for everyone?”

Will had always risen with the dawn, no matter how late they’d stayed out partying the night before. How many times had he teased John about any morning sluggishness? “You must be the only guy in the world who doesn’t like sex first thing after waking up,”
 he’d say.

John put aside the old memories. He didn’t regret his time with Will, but Caleb? Caleb was the guy who came along once in a lifetime.

And Gray?

Goddess, he couldn’t think about it, not now. Focusing on Will, he said, “Help yourself.”

Will poured his cup, humming and swaying his hips a little, all the signs of a spectacularly good mood. “Is the expo going well?” John asked.

“Not bad. I’ve got some orders lined up, but there are some up-and-coming designers showing today I’m excited to see.” Will came over and leaned his hip against the table. “What about you? You’re looking pretty wiped out. Case giving you problems?”

“You could say that.” John listlessly swiped to the next photo, which showed the silver jacket they’d found on Ray.

“Huh.” Will leaned closer; the scent of his cologne washed over John, bringing on another moment of déjà vu, because of course they had sat or stood this close in this place, many times before. “I didn’t think they put those rags into production.”

“What do you mean?”

“May I?” Will asked. When John nodded, he picked up the tablet and zoomed in. “It’s the jacket I was thinking of, all right. See the label? Design F Studio. They showed it at the expo last year—the centerpiece of the collection. Of course it bombed.” Will shuddered as he handed back the tablet. “And no wonder. The thing looks like it came straight from the costume department of a 1950’s b-movie full of spacemen and screaming blondes. Honestly, it might have, if Francois just added the fur and his label. I don’t know what the man was thinking.”

A little curl of excitement started in John’s belly, but he stamped it down before he got his hopes up. “Only a few of these were made?”

“Possibly only the one. They didn’t receive a single order, and all the critics shredded it. Rightfully so.”

“Are they showing at the expo this year?”

“Only because they’re local. And after last year’s disaster, they got an awful slot near the beginning of the week, long before anyone really important arrived.”

A local firm. A jacket which had never been mass-produced. Did the wendigo work at the design studio?

She had to. No one else would have access to the jacket.

Sekhmet, Devouring Lady, thank you.

“Thanks, Will,” he said, looking up the address for Design F on his tablet. “You might have just given us the break we need.”

Will touched him lightly on the shoulder. When he looked up, the other smiled down at him, familiar warmth in his eyes. “You’re welcome. John, do you think—”

“No. I don’t.” He shrugged. “I’ve moved on Will.”

“Well. You can’t blame a man for trying.” Will swept his long dreadlocks back and secured them with a flamboyant scarlet tie. “I’m off for another day of sifting the dross of uninspired design for gold.”

“Good luck,” John said.

“You too.”

The address came up. Grabbing his cell phone out of his pocket, he dialed Kaniyar’s number even as strode to the stairs to wake up Caleb. She answered just as he walked into the bedroom. Caleb’s eyes opened, and he frowned in puzzlement.

“Ma’am,” he said to Kaniyar, “I need a team to meet me at Design F Studio. I know where to find the wendigo.”


Chapter 9

A convoy of SPECTR SUVs, vans, and sedans screamed down the narrow street, sirens echoing off the brick buildings and drilling into Caleb’s sensitive ears. Beside him, John leaned forward as he drove, as if he might somehow urge the car to go faster.

“There!” Caleb said, pointing to the discreet logo decorating the glass door of the studio. The seatbelt cut into his shoulder when John slammed on the brakes.

“You know we’re parked in the middle of the street,” Caleb pointed out, as John turned off the engine and flung open his door.

“We don’t want anyone else getting caught up in this,” John said, and indeed the other SPECTR vehicles formed an effective roadblock behind them. Other agents bailed out of the vans and SUVs, most of them visibly armed. Kaniyar climbed out of one of the cars, followed by Sean and Forsyth.

Gray roused, sending a tendril of hunger slithering through Caleb’s veins. The drakul had been subdued around John, but the promise of a meal seemed to have cheered him up.

“Feeding without you will not be the same.”

Caleb made a face. Sorry, but I’m not going to miss sucking blood at all.


John drew his Glock, and he and Tiffany fell in to either side of the door. She gave a little nod, and he kicked it open, swinging inside while she covered him. “SPECTR agents! No one move!”

Someone inside screamed. His teeth aching and the tips of his fingers starting to burn from Gray’s energy, Caleb strode inside, ready to fight.

Silvery winter light spilled into the two-story foyer, highlighting a woman behind a reception desk who smelled of fear, but not of demons. Nor did the knot of matronly Hispanic women huddled in a doorway, or the stylishly dressed man on the stairs. Caleb took a deeper breath, hoping to get some thread of scent, something to confirm the wendigo had at least been here recently.

Nothing.

Oh hell. “John? It’s, uh, not here. There’s no trace of any kind of demon.”

“Demon?” exclaimed the man on the stair. “I never! I demand to know what you’re doing here!”

John lowered his Glock, his expression dismayed. “Are you sure?” he asked Caleb.

“Positive.”

Kaniyar came in behind them. “Starkweather?”

John recovered himself. “Sean, please get my tablet out of the car. Are you Francois?” he asked the man on the stairs.

The man cautiously descended the rest of the way. “Yes, and I demand to know what you’re doing here.” Given his southern accent, Caleb doubted Francois was his original name.

“Special Agent John Starkweather, SPECTR.” John took his tablet from Sean and pulled up the picture of the jacket. “Did this come from your studio?”

High spots of angry color showed on the designer’s face. “Yes. Did someone put you up to this?”

“We have reason to believe the person who owns this jacket committed a series of possession-related murders,” John replied.

Francois paled. “M-murders?”

“Only a few of these were made, is that true?”

“J-just the one. For the show.”

A lucky break for once. “I assume someone here must have taken it home?” John asked.

Francois sneered condescendingly. Once he realized he didn’t have to worry about getting shot, he seemed have developed an attitude. “Don’t be absurd. We don’t keep old designs, especially ones the fashion world is too backward to understand. We have standards.”

John frowned. “Then what happened to it?”

“The models take our discards, of course, as part of their payment. Disgraceful, watching a group of grown women fighting over a pile of silk and trim.”

What a jerk. Caleb half-wished Francois had been the wendigo, just to have an excuse to beat him up a little.

John’s frown turned into a scowl, but when he spoke, he kept his voice level. “Do you keep track of who takes what? Is there any way to find out which model ended up with the jacket?”

Francois’s sneer spoke volumes. But before he could actually say anything, a soft voice peeped up. “Um, sir?”

John turned to the woman behind the desk. She looked barely old enough to drink, and her hands shook visibly with nervousness.

John’s expression softened immediately. “Yes, Miss…?”

“Patty, sir.” She swallowed, glanced at Francois, then back at John. “I’m friends with a few of the local models, and…and it’s Valerie. Valerie Sain. She took the jacket.”

“Are you sure?”

“Y-yes. She’s worn it a few times, when we’ve gone clubbing.”

“Do you have an address for her?”

“Yes, but…she’s not home.” Patty twisted her hands nervously together. “She’s working the catwalk today.”

Oh hell. “She’s at the expo?” Caleb blurted.

Patty nodded.

“What studio is she modeling for?” John demanded. “When?”

“I don’t know.” Patty blinked rapidly. “We were texting each other—she said she’d gotten another job, finally. She’d gone through some trouble—”

“Couldn’t stay away from the snacks,” Francois said disdainfully. “What a cow. Disgusting.”

“She lost the weight,” Patty said defensively. “And now she’s got a real chance! She’s opening a show. But she didn’t have time to talk—she was on her way to meet someone—and I didn’t get the chance to ask who hired her.”

John’s gaze met his, and Caleb read the same sick horror in his eyes. “Thousands of people are expected to be there today,” John said.

Thousands of people. Thousands of walking, talking dinners, to the wendigo among them.

“Come on,” John said, heading for the door. “Let’s get over there, and hope we aren’t too late.”

* * *

“First looks!” the show producer shouted.

Valerie tried to force herself to remain still, but she couldn’t stop shivering. Why the fuck was it so cold back here? The cheap plastic of the huge white tent must not hold in any heat at all; it felt like standing in a damn freezer.

Except all around her, everyone else sweated, a tantalizing smorgasbord of hot, delicious flesh. Her stomach cramped in pain. God, she was hungry. She had to consciously keep herself from taking a bite out of the stylist working on her hair. The man’s thick arm looked juicy; she imagined the pop of skin under her teeth, the sweet meat underneath, blood streaming into her mouth.


No. Stop it.
 She closed her eyes.

“None of them can hold a candle to you. They are sheep, and you are the wolf.”

The stylist released a cloud of hairspray across Valerie’s elaborate coiffure. The heavy particles stung her nose, and she let out a growl.

“Are you okay?” he asked. She opened her eyes to find him watching her askance.

“I’m fine. Just cold.”

“Are you crazy? This place is a sauna.”

She shrugged. It didn’t matter. This show was her ticket to somewhere warm. Milan, maybe. Or Paris…well, Paris wasn’t especially warm, but a trip to the south coast of France would be lovely.

“Yes. We will leave here, and it will be wonderful. Perfect.”

Because I’m strong.

“Because you are strong.”

The hairstylist moved on to the next model. Valerie stood up; the chunky heels dragged at her feet like weights.

The show producer ushered them into line. A smile stretched Valerie’s mouth as she stepped into place. Just three months ago, her agent threatened to drop her. She’d ballooned to a size six, and he regretfully explained he “just couldn’t represent plus-sized models.”

She’d been so scared. She’d tried everything—hours of exercise, boxes of laxatives, oceans of water, anything to lose weight. Until the night, half-hallucinating from her body’s weakness, she’d had an epiphany. She’d realized just how powerful she really was, how dedicated to her career.

“Yes. And you called me to you.”

She’d gotten down to a double-zero in no time. And today, she opened a show.

Only two models mattered in any show: the opener and the closer. This would make her career. She would be first down the catwalk, wearing the greatest creation of the hottest new designer in the country. Her agent had the biggest fashion houses and magazines on speed dial already.

An hour from now, her career would be made. All because she’d finally gained the strength to defeat her weak, flabby body, and to control the cold thing which answered her summons.

“Oh yes, you are in control. Always. I am only a servant.”

God, the things around her smelled good.

No, not things. People. The people smelled good. Like food.

“Valerie!” snapped the show producer. “I don’t know what you’re on, but concentrate!”

Fucking bastard. He’d get what was coming to him.

Valerie straightened her shoulders and took her place at the head of the line, schooling her face into the perfect indifference expected of models on the catwalk. Her job was to be a living coat hanger, nothing more or less. The designer walked up, frowned, and thrust a hand up her skirt to tug down the hem of her shirt. His skin burned against her thighs like fire.

“And…go!” the show producer exclaimed.

She went, passing through the plastic flap separating the backstage from the rest of the tent. A sea of indiscernible faces met her gaze, before the flash of a dozen cameras overwhelmed her ability to see anything but afterimage. Thank God the catwalk was just a straight line.

Left, right, left, right, not too fast, not too slow, right hand on hip, face expressionless, nothing to detract from the clothes draping her body…

“Look at all of them. Once I feast on their flesh, I will be powerful enough to fight the monster.”

What? No! She wasn’t feeding on anyone, not today. Are you crazy? These people are buyers, fashion critics, the ones who will make or break us!


The cold blanketed her, as if she stood in an arctic winter, alone and naked. Her limbs trembled, and she stumbled. Recover, recover…


But she couldn’t. Her legs wouldn’t obey her now.

“Because they aren’t yours any more.”

Disapproving murmurs rose all around. “Is she drunk?” a fashion writer asked with a sneer, while a photographer thrust his camera close to get photo after photo of her humiliation.

She needed to get up. A misstep on the catwalk wasn’t the end of the world—it all came down to how the model handled it. But she couldn’t unclench her hands, or force her frozen legs to move. She was trapped in a blizzard, in an ice age, in the heat death of the universe, and no one seemed to understand…


“You have always been trapped, you little fool.”
 The familiar cold voice held a cruel edge to it now which she’d never heard before.


I…what?
 I’m not trapped. I’m strong. Just help me get to my feet, please, and we’ll…


“There is no ‘we,’ mortal. And you have never been strong. Just another weak, insipid voice, mewling to me for help.”

Memory: a cold place, and starvation, and a voice screaming for aid. Answering the call, and finding only pain, and hunger, and madness, until the heat of a fire set it free. But it couldn’t forget, couldn’t stop waiting, watching, needing…


No. NO, you’re lying, it’s just me, I’m the only one strong enough!

“Wrong. You are pathetic. Ready to do anything, to believe anything, to make your silly mortal dreams come true. But your time is up.”

The thing wearing her skin snapped its head up, saliva flying. The photographer was the first to realize something had gone horribly wrong; he dropped his camera and tried to move back, but the mass of people pinned him in place.

“Good.”

Valerie tried to scream as her body spun around, faster than she dreamed possible, and seized the model behind her in a clawed hand. Her teeth sank into sweet, delicious flesh, even as her own body bowed and twisted and took on a shape never worn by anything human.

No! Oh God, stop! Please! I’ll do anything!

The thing laughed because, as it said, her time was up. She’d summoned it exactly forty days ago, after all.

No! Please! Noooo!

It didn’t answer. She was locked away inside her own flesh, like an inmate in an asylum, screaming and pounding at the walls. But no one would ever answer her cries.

* * *

The expo was a madhouse. Standing at the edge of the downtown park which held the expo, John wondered if they had any chance of finding the wendigo before people started to die. The green space was barely visible beneath rows of white tents, swarms of photographers, and hordes of fashionistas.

Sekhmet save us.

“Spread out,” Kaniyar ordered. People gave the SPECTR vans parked in the street uneasy looks, and some photographers started snapping pictures. If word spread too fast, would the wendigo give them the slip again?

Nothing to do but go ahead and hope. “Sean, Caleb, Tiffany, you’re with me,” John ordered.

“I’ll accompany you as well, agent,” Forsyth said.

John hesitated. Forsyth outranked him, but the man wasn’t a field operative. “Sir, with all due respect, this is a dangerous situation. It might be best to leave to those of us more experienced in this sort of thing.”

Forsyth held open his coat, displaying a Glock in a shoulder holster. “Don’t worry, agent. I assure you, it’s loaded with silver-jacketed ammunition.”

“Yes, sir.” John wasn’t exactly reassured, but he couldn’t refuse Forsyth, either. “Let’s head in.”

He pulled out his badge and pushed his way through the crowds, flashing it to clear the way. Murmurs began to spread around them, competing with the music blaring out of the tents. Goddess, there were so many people here. How were they going to find the wendigo before it shattered whatever thread of control its host might still have over it?

“John!” Caleb said urgently. “She came through here.”

Thank the gods. “Find her!”

Caleb started off, his long strides carrying him through the crowd, his head turning from one side to the next, nostrils flared. He backtracked once, before breaking into a trot, heading straight for one of the tents.

A man stood at the entrance, holding a clipboard. When he spotted Caleb, he hurriedly put his arm out. “Hey! Show’s already started—you can’t go in.”

“SPECTR business,” Sean began to say—and the next instant, the tent erupted in panicked screams.


Chapter 10

Mortals flood out of the tent, their mouths and eyes wide with panic. They knock one another down in haste, including the man with the clipboard. Gray braces himself; a few collide with him, then start screaming again when they notice his eyes and hair and teeth. It is absurd; he is no threat to them, and they will hurt themselves, behaving in this manner.

But it does leave his path to the tent open, so he strides in. A few mortals remain inside, cowering amidst overturned folding chairs; he smells their fear-sweat and hears their frantic breathing. They are of no interest to him.

The wendigo stands on the runway in the center of the tent, fully manifested. Its body is tall, easily seven feet, but ghastly thin, nothing more than skin stretched across bones, hairless except for the lanugo of starvation. Teeth like knives show behind its shriveled lips, and yellow nails tip grossly elongated hands. The reek of spoiled meat, kept too long in a freezer, floods the tent, and Gray’s mouth waters.

Blood coats the runway, staining tattered remnants of cloth still hanging from its bony body. Ruby-red eyes, like something albino, search the litter of overturned folding chairs beside the catwalk for more prey. With a movement fast as a striking snake, it thrusts a hand down, hauling up a struggling, screaming mortal from his hiding place. The mortal’s long dreadlocks and brown skin are annoyingly familiar.

Gray suppresses a sigh. I suppose we must save him.



“I guess,”
 Caleb agrees with a singular lack of enthusiasm.

“Unhand the mortal,” Gray orders, and the walls of the tent vibrate from the bass roll of his voice. The wendigo’s misshapen head snaps toward him, and in that moment, John’s gun roars.

The wendigo staggers under the punch of silver-jacketed lead, its grip slackening. Will’s clothing tears, and he falls free amidst blood and shredded cloth.

“Will! Get back!” John shouts, because he cares about this stupid mortal in a way he can never care about Gray.

Before Caleb, only the hunt mattered. So it must be again.

He charges across the room, Caleb’s telekinesis sending the scattered chairs flying out of their way. The surface under the runway groans beneath his weight when he leaps onto it, cheap wood cracking.

The wendigo drops into a crouch, snarling like a wolverine. Frost coats the surface of the catwalk around it, and there is a thin lace of frost even over its red eyes. Gray advances, ready to grapple, to sink in claws and fangs, to feed—

One boot slides in the melting layer of frost, throwing him off balance.

The wendigo doesn’t let the opportunity escape. It lunges forward, grabs Gray’s out flung arm, and bites down hard.

The layers of elk hide and kevlar coat resist its sharp teeth. With a screech of fury, the wendigo backhands Gray with enough strength to snap his neck and send him flying off the runway into the chairs.

* * *

Gray smashed into the chairs, and John’s heart jerked at the sight of the unnatural angle of his neck.

Forsyth’s brows snapped down into a scowl. “Damn it. That’s it for the drakul.”


No.
 He’d seen Gray heal from six bullets to the chest; a broken neck wouldn’t be enough to stop him. To kill Caleb.

Would it?

The wendigo dropped to all fours, its vertebrae visible through the thin hide of its back, nothing but a skeleton hung together with ligament and skin. “Sean, Tiffany, fan out and take it down!” John shouted.

He fired, but this time missed, the bullet punching a hole in the tent, and please Goddess don’t let it hit any innocents outside. The rest of the SPECTR agents must be closing in on the screams and gunfire; they just needed to keep the wendigo contained a few minutes…

Sean dropped to his knees, silver knife in hand, and began to sketch a spirit ward to buy them some time. It wasn’t a full ward, but it would at least slow the wendigo down if it headed for the exit.

Right now, however, it seemed more interested in feeding than escaping. The wendigo launched itself at Tiffany. She dropped her Glock and brought up her other hand, fire blooming around her fingers. The creature crashed into her, momentum carrying them both to the floor, but a howling shriek announced she’d scored a hit.

The wendigo jerked back, the imprint of her hand on its face, across the nose and hateful little eyes. Steam rose from its skin. It shied away from her, hissing and snapping its teeth, then darted to one side, around her, before encountering the spirit ward.

The ward slowed it, and John closed in, Glock in one hand and athame in the other. So close, he sensed its etheric energy, foul and cold. His breath steamed.

Its clawed hand shot out, and he slashed with the athame, twisting on one foot to avoid its blow. It ripped through his wool coat and suit beneath, the tips of its nails leaving long scratches on his ribs. The silver edge of his athame raked its upper arm, the thin skin peeling back and smoking , its blood only oozing out sluggishly.

Sean shot it, and it snarled in pain and fury. It feinted at him—then, faster than John would have thought possible, it changed direction and headed for the open tent flap and freedom.

Except Forsyth stood in its path.

“Get back!” John shouted, and brought up his gun. But he couldn’t fire from this angle, not without fearing he’d hit Tiffany or Sean, or even Forsyth.

Forsyth coolly pulled his gun and braced his stance, as if he didn’t have a monster bearing down on him. Shots rang out, one after the other, but the wendigo didn’t even slow. Its jaws gaped; it would take a chunk out of Forsyth to fuel itself, and be gone before they could stop it—

A dark shape slammed into the wendigo and knocked it violently to the side.

* * *

Pain flares through their neck, broken bone grinding back into place, wrenched muscles healing. Gray blinks; he is lying on his back, shattered chairs under him. A cowering mortal woman stares at him in wide-eyed terror, even as she points a cell phone in his direction.

“She’s fucking loading this to YouTube? That’s it, I give up. The human species is doomed.”

I have often wondered how your kind has survived for as long as you have. This does not give me confidence.

Gunfire roars, painfully loud. Gray rolls off the chairs and regains his feet, hunger and rage uncoiling in his belly. This demon is becoming an annoyance.

The wendigo streaks across the tent, claws ripping up the thin padding laid over the ground. It will likely try to escape or feed, or both. Gray will not allow either.

He catches it mid-leap, and they both tumble, bending and breaking chairs under them. Gray sinks claws deep, and it tries to do the same. One of its hands is foiled by the coat, but the other slides up beneath the buckles holding the leather closed, long nails punching through skin, muscle, kidney, and viscera.

It hurts
 , a blaze of agony, living nerves screaming as the wendigo hooks deeper. It means to eviscerate him, to yank out his organs eat them in front of his eyes, using his body to fuel its terrible hunger.

They are locked together on the ground, with him on the bottom. He snaps at its throat, hoping to catch hold with his teeth, but it jerks out of his reach. Its breath steams, icy cold, and its mouth gapes open, impossibly wide, its forest of razor teeth poised to bite his skull in half.

His hand closes on one of the bent metal chairs beside them, and he swings it with all his considerable strength into the side of the wendigo’s head. Dead white skin splits open, baring the skull just beneath, and several teeth fly loose, one hitting him in the face.

It shrieks, claws ripping loose from his battered flesh, blood washing hot across his belly. He grabs for it as it lunges away from him, but the thin film of frost on its skin makes it too slippery to hold, and none of his claws catch before it can wrench free.

The mortal, Tiffany, tries to block its path, fire blooming on her hands, and perhaps it would normally flee the heat. Now, maddened and injured, desperate for anything to fuel its healing, it grabs her by the throat.

Her eyes go wide, and she claws at its arm with fiery fingers, leaving streaks of scorched, bubbling skin. Even so, it yanks her to its gaping maw.

Gray tackles it from behind, shoulder plowing into its lower back and sending it sprawling to the floor. He doesn’t make the same mistake twice, claws latching into the creature’s legs. Belly down, it digs its nails deep, trying to gain enough purchase to wrench free, but it is too late. Gray pins it under him, waiting for its thrashing to reveal the vein pulsing under the skin of its throat.

There is it; he strikes.

It is a bit like Caleb’s memories of slushies and milkshakes, the blood thick and full of ice and demonic energy. It floods into him, so good, sustenance and pleasure, a moment of perfection before it is gone, drained.

He sits back. Most of his injuries have healed, but there is an ache somewhere behind his eyes.


“Ice cream headache,”
 Caleb says, and laughs, on the edge of hysteria.

John drops down beside him, brilliant eyes worried. “Are you all right?”

But it isn’t him John speaks to, or wishes to speak to, but Caleb. He draws back inside, and curls up, and leaves Caleb to be kissed.

* * *

Caleb walked into the office just as John finished up the first round of paperwork.

They’d gotten incredibly lucky—other than the poor woman the wendigo killed in the first moments of its transformation, no more civilians died. As soon as they’d returned to SPECTR-HQ, John set himself to writing up the report, while Caleb went home to shower and change out of his blood-stiff clothing, before returning.

Will had called during Caleb’s absence. “They just let me out of the hospital,” he’d said, his voice sounding shaky.

“Do you need me to come pick you up?”

“No. I’m okay. I just…I’m going to come by later, pack up my luggage, and go home to Savannah. I don’t think I’ll be back.”

“I’m glad you’re okay.”

“Me too.” There came a moment of hesitation, before Will said, “Listen, I don’t know what the hell is going on with Caleb, but I owe him my life. Tell him thanks for me. And if he ever needs a good suit, I’ll set him up free of charge.”

John grinned at the thought. “I doubt he’ll take you up on it, but I’ll let him know. Bye, Will.”

“Good bye, John.”

Now Caleb shut the door behind him and came around the desk. Saving the first draft of his report with a click, John rose to his feet and took Caleb in his arms. “You did good, babe.”

“It was all Gray.”

“Then Gray did good.”

Caleb buried his face in John’s hair. They held each other in silence a few minutes, just breathing. John tried not to think about the moment when the wendigo snapped Caleb and Gray’s neck.

Or how they’d shrugged it off like nothing had happened.

“I promise,” John said, “from now on, I’m going to spend every waking minute working on the exorcism. No more distractions. I’m really close to a breakthrough, I’m sure of it. We’ll come in this weekend and use one of the exorcism rooms, and try everything which might give us a lead.”

Caleb let out a long sigh. “John, I…”

The desk phone chirped, and they jumped guiltily apart, even though the door was shut. “Just a sec,” John said, scooping it up. “Starkweather here.”

Kaniyar’s voice sounded oddly flat. “I need you and Jansen to come to my office. Now.”

He hung up and offered Caleb a shrug. “Kaniyar wants us for something.”

“Did she say what?”

“No. Maybe she wants to congratulate us.” But she hadn’t sounded like a woman whose office just stopped a wendigo with only one further casualty.

Both her secretary and Pittman were absent when they arrived at Kaniyar’s office, but Forsyth waited in front of her desk, his hands behind his back and his expression sober.

“Starkweather. Mr. Jansen,” he said, as soon as they stepped inside. “We have a situation.”

“Sir?” John asked cautiously. Clearly, something had gone amiss. But what?

“One of the civilians present at the wendigo attack uploaded a cell phone video of the drakul to the internet. We’ve had it removed and confiscated her phone. However, there were already a thousand views, and the media are contacting us to determine if it was real or faked.”

“You think it won’t reflect well on SPECTR?” John asked cautiously.

“SPECTR can’t be seen to be in league with NHEs. You of all people know that, Starkweather. This field test has been very informative, but the situation has changed, and it’s time to pull the plug.”

The heavy tread of boots came from behind them. Caleb turned in alarm, and John followed suit. Two heavily armed guards in body armor took up position outside the office.

Caleb’s throat worked as he swallowed convulsively. “What the hell is this about?”

“As I said, the field test is at an end,” Forsyth said. “I am hereby taking custody of the drakul and placing it under the authority of SPECTR RD. You’re coming with us, Mr. Jansen.”

John gaped at him. He couldn’t have heard right, could he? But the armed guards at the door suggested otherwise. “You can’t! Caleb’s done everything we asked; Gray’s cooperated! He doesn’t deserve to be locked away!”

Forsyth’s eyes narrowed. “You’re out of line, Special Agent.”

Caleb’s gaze darted around the office, as if looking for some way out. But they were deep underground; there were no convenient windows to leap through. “You’re going to put me in a cell?”

“Of course not, Mr. Jansen.” Forsyth tried what might have been meant as a reassuring smile. “As Starkweather pointed out, you’ve been most cooperative. Even saved the life of one of our agents. Moving you to SPECTR RD will allow us to perform more tests on the drakul, prior to exorcism. You’ll be well treated, I assure you.” His glance flicked in John’s direction. “You can even call Agent Starkweather once you’re settled in, let him know how you’re doing.”

Caleb met John’s gaze, face pale and eyes asking a question John didn’t know how to answer. On the one hand, everything Forsyth said sounded perfectly reasonable. But…


I promised.
 He’d promised Caleb he’d stay free so long as he cooperated. And it wasn’t right, it wasn’t fair, for the promise to be broken.

“Sir,” he started, but then fell silent, uncertain what else to say.

Caleb looked at the two guards for a long moment. Then he nodded. “All right. I’ll go with you.”

No. He wanted to reach out, grab Caleb’s arm, tell him…

What? Not to go? Not to cooperate? Caleb didn’t have a choice about staying, just about the manner in which he left. And if he forced the guards to fire on him, John and Kaniyar would be caught in the crossfire.

Which was probably why Caleb hadn’t put up the fight John had expected.

“I’m glad you’re being reasonable,” Forsyth said. “Come along, then.”

He turned and started away. The two guards waited for Caleb to join them.

“Caleb—”

“I’ll be okay, John.” Caleb swallowed and offered him a shaky smile. “I’ll call you when I can.”

He went to the doorway, and the guards fell in behind him. Just before the door shut, Caleb gave one last glance over his shoulder.

Then he was gone.
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