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Chapter One

	 

	The night was dark, and a cool breeze rolling in off the lake brought thick clouds along with it. Gray shuddered and shouldered his pack as he knelt behind the bushes at the edge of the parking lot. A gust of wind sent dried leaves and plastic wrappers skittering across the concrete. Gray studied the darkened windows of the warehouses across the lot. Most of the glass had been broken, leaving jagged shards in the frames like uneven teeth. They glinted dully in the ambient light.

	He loosened his daggers from their sheaths on his hips and felt his gut tightening. The creature he was hunting was somewhere in the darkness of the warehouse. It was waiting for him. Gray could feel it. He’d been a fool to think he could sneak up on a paranormal creature. As he gained experience hunting monsters, he’d learned it was near impossible to get the drop on one. Their senses were heightened. Like bats, they could hear the slightest sound he made. And like dogs, they could smell him from a mile off.

	For the most part, they were smart creatures too, though there were exceptions to the rule. A couple of weeks ago, he’d managed to get close to a cryptid called the Copi—not the brightest he’d ever encountered but definitely one of the meanest. Gray had managed to dispatch it, almost before it knew he was there. Almost. Gray had had a pretty tough fight with the Copi. But he’d been able to score a pretty nasty hit on the beast before it could respond. That had helped end the thing. But still, though weak, wounded, and bleeding out as it had been, that cryptid was nasty.

	Gray drew in a breath and let it out slowly. He had a hundred yards of open ground to cross before he could duck into the shadows of the buildings. He needed to get across unseen. He wanted to give himself as much time to locate his quarry before it found him.

	“Let’s do it,” Gray muttered to himself.

	Slipping around the screen of bushes, Gray dashed across the vacant parking lot, doing his best to tread lightly. He was tense, expecting to be attacked at any moment. But he made it to the alleyway between two warehouses without incident. He let out a breath of relief. It was ridiculous, since Gray knew the darkness was the province of these creatures, but being swaddled in the shadows like he was at the moment gave him a sense of security.

	Drawing the copper daggers Juniper had equipped him with from their sheaths, Gray turned and moved as silently as possible down the alleyway, looking through the broken windows he passed. There wasn’t a sound to be heard and nothing but darkness inside. This was the part Gray hated most about this job—the hunting. Although more often than not, it was less hunting and more waiting for some ghastly creature to pop up out of nowhere and try to tear him to pieces.

	When Juniper had briefed him on this case, he wasn’t sure whether to take it. A creature known as the Yukama had been stalking the warehouse complex and killed some of the workers. As a result, work had shut down completely. So the owner had been left with no other option than to sell the place, or he would lose everything. Gray didn’t blame the employees who refused to go back. To witness a six-foot reptilian humanoid tear your co-workers to pieces would scare the hell out of anyone. He knew he had to put a stop to it.

	He’d just taken another step when the sound of a low growl floated out of the darkness somewhere ahead of him. Gray gripped the hilts of his daggers a little tighter and moved on. He’d been hunting the Yukama for more than a week now, and every time he got close, the damn thing slithered back down into the sewer where it lived. And Gray was not going down into the sewer after it. That was a sure way to get himself killed. He hoped this would be the night the Yukama decided to make a run at him.

	Keeping close to the wall, Gray moved slowly down the alley, heading in the direction he’d heard the growl coming from. He turned a corner and found himself facing a doorway. The hinges were rusted and barely hanging onto the jamb, and most of the door itself was long gone. All that remained were the jagged fragments of the top quarter of it.

	Gray stepped through the mostly open doorway, steeling his nerves as he moved cautiously. Since he was sure the Yukama already knew he was there, he switched on the Maglite attached to his tactical vest. The powerful beam sliced through the darkness, and Gray found himself looking at the remains of machinery and stacks of boxes that had mostly rotted away.

	The air around him was thick with a musky odor, but there was something else underneath it that he couldn’t identify. It smelled sharp and pungent, like a wild animal. Gray took shallow breaths through his mouth to keep himself from gagging.

	The scuff of a furtive footstep on concrete off to his right drew Gray’s attention. He spun, and the light slashed across a stack of broken wooden crates. Moss and weeds were growing through the cracks as nature reclaimed the land. Another deep growl echoed through the dark that sent a chill through Gray. He licked his lips nervously and continued moving in a circle, the light leading the way.

	Gray was still trying to get used to fighting enemies like the one he was facing now. When he’d been in the Corps, his enemy had usually been right in front of him. And even the ones who’d hidden in hopes of springing a trap usually gave themselves away. He’d always known the general area to expect an attack to come from.

	But facing cryptids and paranormal creatures was something else entirely. It was a very different form of combat than he was used to, and he was still learning on the job. So far, Gray was holding his own—by necessity. He knew if he made a single mistake and let his guard down for an instant, he might be cut to ribbons. Some of the creatures he battled were more than capable of disemboweling him with a single stroke.

	The sound of shuffling footsteps sounded behind him again, and Gray kept the flashlight pointed in the direction it was coming from. He tracked the sound as it moved to his right. Between slats in one of the crumbling boxes, his Maglight glinted off something. Eyeshine. It reminded him of the way lights reflected off the eyes of alligators in the swamps at night. The monster stood behind the boxes staring at him, and Gray felt his stomach tighten.

	But as he tensed his muscles and readied himself to attack, he felt the hair on the back of his neck stand on end and an electric tingle crackled across his skin. He knew what that meant, and without waiting, Gray threw himself to the side, crashing into a stack of crates that collapsed beneath his weight. He looked back in time to see the dark green, bulky body of the Yukama as its claws slashed through the air he’d been occupying just a moment before. Had Gray not moved when he did, he would have been gutted right then and there.

	“Jesus,” he muttered. “You are one ugly cuss.”

	His flashlight illuminated the Yukama standing a few feet in front of him. It was tall and wide through the shoulders and chest. It had a short snout and a mouth filled with sharp, needle-like teeth. The Yukama’s eyes were gold and seemed to glow with an inner light that only added to its creepy appearance.

	As Gray stared at the creature, though, he paused. Everything had happened so fast that he hadn’t realized the moment’s significance until just then.

	“Eyeshine,” he said with a growing sense of dread.

	He quickly got to his feet, his copper daggers gleaming coldly in the bright light on his vest. A second Yukama stepped around the stack of crates. It was smaller than the one that had nearly taken his head off, though not by much. Its eye was what Gray had seen previously. The creatures both stood there glaring at him, hatred in their cold reptilian visage. The bigger one let out a low hiss, like a snake, while a high-pitched chittering noise escaped the mouth of the second.

	“Yeah, this is awesome,” Gray muttered. “Really great.”

	With a deep, rumbling roar, the bigger of the two launched itself at Gray. Gray was able to get his dagger up in time to parry the thrust and slide to the side. The Yukama was faster than he expected, and he’d just barely managed to avoid getting sliced. The second one was already in motion, and Gray rolled forward, coming up behind the creature and thrusting one of his blades toward its back.

	The point of his dagger slid off the hard scales. Before Gray could react, his head was wrenched to the side, and there was an explosion of pain in his face. He felt the smooth scales on the back of the creature’s hand, and then his mouth filled with the coppery taste of his own blood. The backhand the Yukama clipped him with lifted him off his feet, sending him soaring a few feet away. Gray hit the concrete floor with a grunt and felt the air driven from his lungs.

	His head spinning, his vision wavering, Gray watched as the pair excitedly chittered and hissed to one another. It was almost as if they were celebrating. He fought to keep the darkness creeping into the edges of his vision at bay.

	Stay conscious, he chided himself. He spat a thick red glob and got to his feet as quickly as he could. His legs were shaky, and he wavered but managed to stay upright.

	The Yukamas turned to him, their golden eyes glowing. Their faces were frozen in a rictus of anger and contempt. But they chittered eagerly as if they thought the game was up and were about to end it.

	“Come on then,” Gray said and spat another bloody glob at his feet. “Let’s dance.”

	They rushed at him as one, and Gray’s instincts and training took over. He danced around the oncoming monsters, slashing with his daggers as he went by them. Just like before, though, the blade simply slid off the creatures’ scales with a high-pitched ringing sound.

	“Dammit,” he growled.

	Gray spun back around to fend off the approaching claws that would have taken half his face off. But it was enough to throw the first Yukama off balance. Gray pressed the brief advantage and drove forward, plunging his blade into the creature’s belly. It threw its head back and let out a roar of agony as the dagger bit deep. A dark green rush of warm, viscous blood flowed over Gray’s hand and, with it, a stench like an open sewer line.

	He never saw the creature’s hand coming, though, and it connected with the side of his head, sending him staggering to the side. His ears were ringing, and darkness crept in at the edges of his vision again. It was getting harder for Gray to maintain consciousness, and he felt like he was barely hanging on. It was simply his will to live that kept his eyes open.

	Gray somehow managed to stay on his feet. His dagger stood out of the creature’s abdomen and the blood continued dripping out of the wound. The Yukama yanked the blade out of its side, unleashing a torrent of blood, and it hit the ground with a sharp clang. It grimaced and growled, looking as if it was beginning to weaken. A sympathetic burbling came out of the other Yukama’s mouth. But then it turned to Gray and hurled itself at him with a howl of pure rage.

	The creature swung at his face, and Gray staggered backward, getting out of the range of its wickedly sharp claws, though just barely. The wind from the creature’s hand washed over Gray. Half an inch more would have torn his face off his head. But having missed the mark, the Yukama was twisted at an awkward angle on the follow-through. Gray knew he had one chance.

	The Yukama turned around, gearing up for another strike. Acting quickly, Gray lunged forward and drove the point of his second dagger straight into the Yukama’s chest. The creature’s body went rigid, its eyes grew wider as a soft moan issued from its mouth. Gray felt the warm blood spurting over his hands.

	The strangest thoughts go through a person’s mind at the strangest times. As Gray twisted the blade in the Yukama’s chest, feeling the blood spraying the front of him, he had the stupid thought that he was going to have to throw out the shirt and jacket he was wearing. But when he gave the dagger another vicious twist, the creature gurgled, and it let out what Gray hoped was its death rattle. Gray had just enough time to yank his blade from the Yukama’s chest as it collapsed into a heap on the ground.

	The shrill keening filled Gray’s ears as the first Yukama, though itself gravely wounded and moving slowly, charged headlong at him. Gray had just enough time to round into position. He launched himself at the Yukama, figuring that he could take the creature by surprise if he were just as aggressive. Gray barreled into the creature and, in one fluid motion, drove his dagger into its throat.

	The cry of pain was a harsh, wet, muffled gurgling sound and the Yukama went completely rigid. Blood poured from the wound, raining down on Gray’s shirt and filling the air with a rancid odor that reminded him of rotting meat. Gray had to fight off the overwhelming urge to throw up and pushed the dagger into the creature’s chest one more time, piercing what must have been its heart. And the Yukama stopped moving.

	Relief washing over him, Gray yanked the dagger out of the creature. It fell over onto its back and lay still as a pool of that thick, dark green blood spread out around the corpse. Gray doubled over with his hands on his knees and tried to catch his breath—a decision he regretted almost instantly. His nose and mouth were filled with the terrible stench from the Yukama’s bloody body.

	“Good God,” he muttered as he stood up and wiped his forehead with his sleeve. “You guys smell worse on the inside than you do on the outside.”


Chapter Two

	 

	Gray rolled down all the windows in his truck as he drove, trying to get the fresh air circling in and the smell flowing out. Between the stink from the creatures that covered him and the sweat he’d worked up during the fight, Gray could barely stand his stench. And the fresh air flowing in through the open windows was only marginally helping. What he needed was a hot shower.

	After dispatching the two Yukamas, he’d gotten his photos for the client and the website, then dug a hole and threw the creatures in. He hadn’t been expecting there to be two of them and was almost tempted to charge the client double for the extra trouble of putting them both down.

	But Gray knew he wouldn’t. He was already making money hand over fist. He was turning a good portion of it to Juniper, a very talented trader. Before going full time managing her occult shop, Rays of Light, the woman had worked as an investment manager. Now she was investing some of Gray’s earnings on his behalf, turning it into an even bigger pile of cash. Monster hunting didn’t come with a retirement plan, so Gray was doing everything he could to stockpile money. One day, he would be able to hang up his wooden stakes and daggers for good. The pension he got from the Corps wasn’t near enough to sustain himself, so he was glad that he’d fallen into this opportunity—dangerous though it was.

	One of the things that surprised him most about this career path was just how busy he was. He’d never realized there were so many people with paranormal problems. Hell, there was a time when he didn’t give the paranormal world a single thought. And now he was up to his neck in it. He had more clients than time, but Gray was doing his best to help as many people as possible.

	“I know that smile.”

	Gray turned to find Marcel Reeves, his best friend and sergeant back in Afghanistan, sitting in the passenger seat. There was a time when Gray would have flipped out seeing him sitting there, given that Reeves had been killed in action years ago. But Reeves had decided to not cross over to the other side of the veil—the barrier between the worlds of the living and the dead. He wasn’t ready to go, he’d said. So, he’d hung around and popped in on Gray now and then. And his presence wasn’t anything worthier of a comment than a sunny day. It’s just how things were now.

	“Yeah?” Gray asked. “You do, huh?”

	Reeves nodded. “It’s the smile of a satisfied man. Content even.”

	“I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

	“Yeah, you do,” he replied. “You had that same smile on your face when we pulled those kids out of that hospital the Taliban hit.”

	Gray chuckled softly as his mind raced back through the years to that day when they’d been on patrol and found themselves in an unexpected firefight. The Taliban had ambushed a supply convoy, and the fighting was fierce. One used an RPG, but the rocket missed its target and slammed into a hospital instead. The building caught fire, and the threat of it collapsing grew with every minute that passed.

	Together with the soldiers from the convoy, Gray’s group mounted a vicious counterattack and sent the Taliban fighters running. After that, they turned their attention to rescuing the civilians in the hospital—among them many children. It was laborious and stressful work, but they managed to get them all out moments before the hospital came tumbling down in a fiery heap. That had been a good day. And God knew there had been precious few of those over in that hellhole.

	“Yeah, all right,” Gray said. “What’s your point?”

	“My point is that doing good work and helping people feels pretty good, huh?”

	“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” Gray replied with a chuckle. “Is this the part where you say I told you so?”

	“Of course not. Do you think I’m that petty?”

	“I don’t think you’re that petty,” Gray said. “I know you’re that petty.”

	Reeves’ laughter was deep and booming, and Gray couldn’t help but smile. “Well, since you mentioned it, I did tell you so.”

	“You’re such a chump.”

	The headlights of his truck piercing the curtain of the night, Gray kept his eyes on the long, dark ribbon of road stretched out before him. He was still about an hour outside of Chicago. Still about an hour away from a hot shower and being able to wash this stink off him. As he drove, though, he thought about Reeves’ words. And if he was being truthful with himself, Gray would have to admit that helping people really did feel good.

	He’d have to admit that using his training and skills to do something good—for a change—felt amazing. Going back to his clients to let them know he’d taken care of their problem and seeing the look of relief—and gratitude—on their faces made him feel a hell of a lot better than he had in a very long time. The money was good and all, but being able to say he was protecting people and saving lives just hit differently.

	As he thought about the good he was doing and how busy he’d been lately, his mind shifted to that night a couple of months ago. Watching that parade of spirits and other paranormal creatures march by him had been disturbing. Though he’d been diligently researching, Gray hadn’t found anything to explain it. The mere thought of it still sent a chill all over him.

	He glanced at Reeves. “Hey, have you found out anything about that rift in the veil?”

	Reeves shook his head. “Nothing. Nobody seems to know anything about it,” he said. “At least, nobody among the dead I’ve spoken to. It just appeared one day.”

	Gray nodded and kept his eyes on the road. He would say the rift was one reason for his workload, but he’d been pretty busy even before he found it. Gray figured the rift and all the creatures he’d seen marching out of it weren’t helping to decrease the amount of work he was getting, but he wasn’t convinced it was why he had so much of it.

	He’d kept his ear to the ground and frequented the community message boards Juniper had turned him onto but hadn’t heard of anything strange or outrageous. In truth, nothing seemed to have changed all that much. He’d meant to sit down with Juniper and talk to her about it. But with his busy schedule, he hadn’t had much time to sit with anyone and have an extended conversation about anything.

	Because nothing serious had come of it, Gray hadn’t felt compelled to carve out some time to discuss it with Juniper. He thought perhaps it was simply one of those quirks of the paranormal world he had yet to learn about. God knew there were still more of those quirks than he could count.

	“And nobody knows how it appeared?” Gray asked.

	Reeves shook his head. “I’m sure somebody does. But nobody I’ve spoken to,” he replied. “It’s not like we all know each other or anything.”

	They shared a quiet laugh, but the disquiet inside of Gray continued to grow, and he didn’t know why. Other than providing an open doorway for a host of nasty things, he wasn’t sure what would happen if the rift weren’t closed. He knew that just because nothing had happened yet, it didn’t mean that would continue to be the case. He silently kicked himself for not talking to Juniper about it sooner, but he thought it wasn’t a big deal. But it gradually weighed heavier on his mind, which told him he needed to do something about it—and soon.

	“You’re really concerned about it, aren’t you?” Reeves asked.

	“Yeah, I’m getting there,” Gray replied. “I just feel like something bad is going down.”

	“Why haven’t you done anything before?”

	Gray shrugged. “In the beginning, because nothing was happening, I didn’t give it much thought. But lately, it just feels like a bigger deal. It’s on my mind more frequently, and I can’t seem to shake it off.”

	“Well, I can’t tell you exactly what’s going on. All I can say is that when somethin’ starts weighin’ heavy on your mind, it’s usually for a reason. You were never one to ignore your intuition before, and it seems like this would be a really bad time to start.”

	“Yeah, you’re right. I need to talk to Juniper about this.” Maybe she could shed a little light on things.

	Reeves nodded. “Seems like a good place to start. That’s a smart girl there. Hell of a lot smarter than you, that’s for sure.”

	“Tell me about it,” Gray replied with a grin.

	As Gray sped down the darkened highway, he resolved that he would go to Juniper’s shop in the morning and tell her about the rift. She would be pissed he didn’t bring it up before.

	But he’d cross that bridge when he came to it.


Chapter Three

	 

	Gray woke up that morning stiff, sore, and covered in bruises. He’d taken quite a beating the previous night. He looked at himself in the mirror and groaned. His face was a mass of dark purple bruises. They’d gotten a few good shots in on him last night, and it would take him a few days to heal up. It was a good thing Gray had always been a fast healer.

	On top of that, Gray thought he could still smell the stink of the Yukamas on him, so he stripped his bed and threw the sheets in the washer. He decided his clothes from last night couldn’t be salvaged, so he tossed them into the trash can. Then he washed his car, aired it out, and sprayed a gallon of air freshener inside. Once that was all done, he took another nearly scalding shower, using almost a full bar of soap on himself.

	When he was done and toweling off, he still wasn’t sure he’d gotten rid of the stench. But he was out of time. He’d already spent longer puttering around the house than he’d intended, so he got dressed and headed down to Rays of Light. He pulled into the parking lot behind the shop and then used the key she’d given him to come in through the employee’s entrance. The front of the shop was empty, but the workshop room door was closed. Juniper was conducting one of her classes.

	After putting on a pot of coffee and getting a tray ready, Gray took it out to the front of the shop. He set the tray down on the table, flipped the sign to Open, and unlocked the door. He doubted anybody would be coming through, but he figured he’d keep the shop running while she was in with her students. It was a good thing Juniper made a fortune playing the market. If she relied on the shop’s income, she’d be sleeping in a cardboard box in the alley behind her shop and eating out of the dumpster.

	Rays of Light was more of a passion project for her—one she knew she would be able to fund ten times over with what she made playing the market. She made some money teaching the classes she did, but money wasn’t Juniper’s motivation to keep the doors of the shop open. She wanted people of the same thoughts and beliefs as she did to have a safe place to gather and talk about things.

	Gray had gotten to know some of her students over the past few months and found that they weren’t the crackpots and nutjobs he’d first assumed. A couple of them were odd, sure. But most were just looking to commune with people who had similar beliefs—or experiences. Juniper’s classes—and her shop as a whole—were more about community than making money. And Gray respected that about her.

	A few minutes later, the door to the workshop room opened, and about fifteen people came streaming out, chatting excitedly with each other. A few of them noticed him sitting at the corner table and waved to him, while others eyed him warily as they filtered out of the shop. He’d become a fixture in Rays of Light, but not everybody knew who he was or what he did. The majority of the people he’d seen coming and going from Juniper’s classroom kept their distance.

	“I figured you were out here,” Juniper said as she stepped out of the workshop room.

	“Yeah? Why’s that?”

	“Because everybody got tense as they stepped out of the classroom.”

	“What does that have to do with me?” he asked.

	“You intimidate people.”

	“I didn’t do anything, and I didn’t even say a word to them as they left,” he argued.

	“You don’t have to,” she said. “Your mere presence intimidates them.”

	Gray laughed. “Why? I’m a nice guy.”

	Juniper arched an eyebrow at him as she sat down at the table across from him. “Are you, though?”

	He chuckled. “You’re such a jerk.”

	Juniper took a sip of her coffee and then set her mug down. “You know these people. Most of them are bookish. Shy. For some of them, these workshops constitute all the social interaction they get in a week. You’re not like them. And people tend to
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