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      Telltale smoke rose into the sky miles before John reached the smoldering ruins of the house where his parents had lived. Or the people who had pretended to be his parents. Or something.

      Caleb sat in the passenger seat of the SUV, a silent presence that nonetheless helped steady John’s nerves. His stomach churned, and his mind looped, thoughts going back again and again to the last thing Mom—Jennifer—had said to him.

      “You’re nothing but a cheap copy who’s going to get us killed with your stupid questions!”

      And now she was dead, along with the man he’d thought—he remembered—as his father.

      Firetrucks crowded the grassy strip along the highway in front of what remained of the house, along with a police vehicle, ambulance, and coroner’s van. Ryan stood near the road, well out of the way of firefighters and investigators, his arms crossed over his chest.

      Very little remained of the house. The single story of living space had collapsed down through the pilings that held it above the reach of normal floods, and set them alight in turn. Steam still rose from the charred wood, the air coming through the SUV’s vents stinking of smoke.

      John pulled over along the other side of the road. There wasn’t much of a verge, and the branches of low trees scraped against the passenger side of the SUV. “You’ll have to climb out the driver’s side,” he told Caleb, as if it wasn’t already obvious. It was the first thing either of them had said since they’d gotten in the vehicle.

      Caleb reached out and took John’s hand as he moved to unlock his seatbelt. John looked up, and the compassion in Caleb’s warm brown eyes brought a prick of tears to his own. “I’m sorry, sweetheart,” Caleb said. “We both are. Just remember, none of this is your fault. You have a right to want to know what’s going on. If they’d just given you a straight answer, told you who they were afraid of, maybe we could have protected them.”

      “Why would she trust me?” John asked, and the bitterness in his own voice startled him. “She didn’t even know me.”

      But he’d known her. Impossibly so. Because somewhere—somehow—his memories had been replaced. His identity erased and the fiction of John Starkweather substituted.

      There had been a real John Starkweather, though, as evidenced by the photos in the family album. Jennifer had said as much, when he’d confronted her.

      Where was her real son now? Did he know his parents were dead? Whoever the real John had been, Ryan had never met him, which meant he hadn’t been around since Jennifer and Marc moved to New Orleans. So where was the original John? And did he know that someone else was out there with his memories?

      John’s head hurt. He squeezed Caleb’s fingers, then pulled free.

      Ryan turned as John approached. The wind off the bayou stirred his fair hair, and sorrow darkened his eyes. “You came.”

      “I told you I would.” John hesitated. This man wasn’t truly his cousin, but the urge to console him was real. “I’m so sorry. I don’t know what’s happening, but I swear to you, I’ll find out who did this.”

      Ryan’s eyes widened. “Wait. You think they were murdered?”

      “I talked to Mom—to Jennifer—yesterday. She was afraid.”

      Ryan frowned. “Tell me everything.”

      A pair of firemen exited the ruins, carrying a stretcher between them. A body bag lay on the stretcher, and John’s heart seized at the sight. Even though he’d come to realize his memories were false, they felt real. As far as his emotions were concerned, that was his mom or dad in that bag.

      Just as it had been his granddad killed by the rougarou. Except Jennifer hadn’t wanted him grieving with the family then, and she surely wouldn’t want it now. She’d likely react with scorn, or even anger, if she could see him mourning her.

      Nothing he’d learned about the Starkweathers made him think they were particularly good people. But that didn’t mean they’d deserved what had happened to them.

      Caleb’s presence registered as a shadow, standing a respectful distance away. John turned and beckoned him over. “Ryan, this is my boyfriend Caleb. Caleb, this is Ryan.”

      Surprise flickered across Ryan’s face, as though Caleb wasn’t what he’d expected. He probably hadn’t imagined John’s boyfriend would look like a goth rock star who had gotten lost on his way to a show. “Good to meet you.”

      Caleb shook Ryan’s hand. “Same. I’m sorry it isn’t under better circumstances.”

      Ryan looked away. “Yeah.”

      Ryan might not have ever met the real John Starkweather, but he was a member of the family, and he’d been close to Jennifer and Marc. If John had the right to answers like Caleb had said, surely Ryan did as well. Maybe he even had some bit of knowledge that seemed trivial, but would explain this entire mess.

      It wasn’t as though John had many other leads at the moment. “Let’s go somewhere and talk.”

      Ryan glanced at the house. The firefighters had gone back in and were removing a second body. “Okay. Anywhere away from here.”
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      They ended up at a diner a few miles down the highway, closer to New Orleans proper. After a smiling waitress delivered coffees and breakfast, Caleb tucked eagerly into his pecan waffle and hash browns. A moment later, he realized he was the only one eating.

      “There is no reason to feel guilty for this,” Gray said.

      It just feels rude. They’re in shock, grieving, and I’m stuffing my face.

      Not that it stopped him. As he ate, John laid out everything he knew or suspected about his false past. When he was done, Ryan shook his head. “Who would even do something like that?”

      “The government,” Caleb chimed in.

      John opened his mouth, no doubt to disagree, but Ryan said, “I bet you’re right.”

      Caleb shot John a triumphant look. “See? This is some real MKUltra shit.”

      “What about this Center for Loving Redemption you were sent to?” Ryan went on. “Could it have been a governmental front?”

      John bit his lip. “I can’t trust my memories of anything before waking up in the hospital,” he said, and the pain in his voice made Caleb put down his fork and slip his hand under the table to take John’s. “Did the Center ever exist? Are the memories I have of the things that happened there even real?”

      Ryan took a sip of his coffee and winced at the taste. “Your memories from before then seem to be real.” He tore open a sugar packet, then another, and dumped it into the coffee. “Maybe they didn’t belong to you, but going by the album, it’s clear the events you remember happening actually did. I don’t see why the Center would be any different.”

      “Good point,” Caleb said. He liked Ryan more by the minute. “We should see what we can dig up online about it.”

      John nodded. “All right. It’s somewhere to start, at least.” He heaved a sigh. “I’m sorry, Ryan.”

      Ryan leaned across the table and took John’s free hand, peering into his eyes as he did so. “Hey. You’ve got nothing to apologize for. If anything, it sounds like you’re the victim here.”

      “Thanks. I just…”

      “You didn’t kill Aunt Jennifer and Uncle Marc.” Ryan squeezed John’s hand, then let go and sat back. “As for whatever happened to you as a kid, other people did it to you. You aren’t to blame.”

      Caleb had tried to tell John that earlier, but maybe it finally sank in this time, because John managed a faint smile. “Thank you. I was worried you’d hold me responsible. If I hadn’t come here…”

      Ryan held up his hand. “You couldn’t possibly have known. And once things got weird, of course you started looking for answers. None of this is on you.”

      John’s spine straightened. “I appreciate it, Ryan.”

      The waitress brought the bill, and Ryan snagged it. “Just promise me that you’ll keep me in the loop. After all, I might be next on the hit list.”

      Shit. Caleb hadn’t even thought of that. “Is it safe to go back to your house?”

      “I’ll grab my things and get a hotel room, at least for tonight.” Ryan fixed his gaze on John. “Promise me, okay?”

      For a moment, John hesitated. He was a government agent; the idea of bringing a civilian into even the most informal investigation probably ran against his instincts. “Ryan’s a smart guy,” Caleb prompted. “And there’s no telling what he knows, maybe even stuff he doesn’t realize is important.”

      “Okay,” John said, and the tension seemed to drain from his shoulders. “I promise. Call me once you’re settled in your hotel. In the meantime, we’ll try to find out more about the Center.” He hesitated. “And be careful, okay? There’s a secret here, and if I’m right and the fire wasn’t an accident, someone has already killed to protect it.”
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      John guided the SUV into its parking space behind the apartment building, powered off the engine, then sat staring blankly out the front window. Caleb couldn’t even begin to imagine what was going through his head right now.

      “He is sad,” Gray said, unprompted. “We should do something to make him happy again.”

      I don’t think it’s that easy.

      “Hey,” Caleb said softly. Even so, John started at the sound. “Do you want to talk?”

      “I don’t know what to say.” John leaned his head back against the headrest.

      The winter sun shone brightly through the canopy, illuminating the unexpected glow of oranges. Caleb still wasn’t used to seeing fruit and flowers in winter. Maybe if they stayed here long enough, he’d stop noticing the pops of color, so at odds with the cool air. “How are you feeling?”

      John turned his head and stared out the side window, away from them. “I feel like I’ve just lost my parents. People I hadn’t seen in years, who rejected me for my paranormal ability, but still the ones who raised me. I feel like I’ve got all this stuff to sort out, all the complicated shit that comes with a relationship like that. One that will never be resolved any further, because they’re dead and can never change their minds.” He looked back at them, lashes wet. “But none of that is real.”

      Christ. What a fucking mess. Caleb unbuckled his seat belt and reached across. John reached back. “It’s real to you.”

      John pressed his face into Caleb’s shoulder. “I don’t feel like I have…have the right to grieve for them. They weren’t actually my parents at all. I don’t belong at their funerals, any more than I belong at Granddad’s, but I…”

      Caleb wished he could travel back in time, grab the Starkweathers, and smack their heads together until they owned up to whatever secrets they’d been keeping. “You have a right to your feelings. Maybe somebody messed with your head, but it sounds like the Starkweathers were involved, so fuck anyone who says you can’t be sad. Or angry. Or confused, or any of the rest of it.”

      A sense of yearning unfolded through his nerves, emanating from Gray. “I wish I knew how to make things better for John. I wish…”

      That there was some demon we could eat, and then everything would magically be better?

      “Yes.” Gray sighed. “Everything was so simple, before. Hunt demons. Eat them. Hide away from mortals under the light of the sun, then emerge at dusk and do it all again. Mortal life is like a field of briars, full of flowers and unexpected thorns.”

      Caleb must have made a sound at that, because John pulled back slightly. “Babe?”

      “Sorry. Just Gray being weirdly eloquent.” He cupped John’s jaw in his hand. “If we could just kill something and make everything better for you, we would have already done it.”

      John snorted. “How romantic.”

      “You haven’t seen anything yet.” Caleb wagged his eyebrows. “Just wait until Valentine’s Day.”

      As he’d hoped, it got a chuckle out of John. He drew back and reached for the handle of his door. “We should probably get back upstairs, make sure Night hasn’t wandered off.”

      “He’s not going anywhere in the daylight,” Caleb said with certainty. “Even besides the problem of screaming mortals spotting him, that’s not his hunting style at all.”

      They climbed out of the SUV and started across the parking lot. Before they’d gone more than ten feet, John’s phone rang. His shoulders went tense as he looked at the caller ID. “It’s District Chief Fontaine.”
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      “I received your report from Special Agent Noorzai this morning,” Fontaine said. “Good work.”

      John rubbed tired eyes. He’d sent Zahira a brief email as soon as he’d gotten off the phone with Ryan, asking her to let Fontaine know they’d taken care of the doppelgänger. “Thank you, ma’am.”

      “I’m surprised you brought someone else in,” she went on. “You aren’t running a secret operation in my city, are you, Agent Starkweather?”

      He continued across the parking lot, walking slowly, Caleb trailing behind. “No, ma’am.” At least, not the way she meant. Zahira was here to analyze Night, though of course John couldn’t say that. Any information dealing with the drakul was automatically classified, and though Kaniyar might decide to clear Fontaine on a need-to-know basis, John doubted she would.

      Caleb was convinced the government had done something to John’s memories. What if he was right? Could SPECTR have been in on it?

      And if so, did Kaniyar know?

      John’s heart clenched. Sekhmet, Devourer of Evil, please no. Kaniyar might keep secrets as a matter of routine, but her sense of justice was rock solid. John trusted her.

      He’d trusted his own mind, too, until now.

      “We’re short-staffed since it’s the holiday season,” Fontaine said, drawing his attention back. John realized he’d stopped walking and forced his feet to move again. “You’ve been useful so far, with the rougarou and the doppelgänger, and I could use another pair of hands.”

      Fuck. This was not what he needed. But refusing would get him on Fontaine’s bad side, and so long as they were in her city, they needed her cooperation. Thanks to the doppelgänger, she already knew Caleb’s true identity. If she decided to call them into the office, or even send one of her agents to keep an eye on them…

      Any exorcist good enough to work for SPECTR would instantly know that Caleb was possessed. They’d have to clear out of New Orleans immediately to keep things from getting any further out of hand. Which would mean leaving Ryan behind, and maybe any hopes of finding out who had killed the Starkweathers.

      “What do you have?” he asked Fontaine.

      “A couple of suspicious deaths within the same family. The initial death was ruled to be from natural causes, but the second raised some red flags. The first body is being exhumed this morning for autopsy. We’re waiting to see if it’s ruled a case for SPECTR or for the police, but I want to know there’ll be agents available to hand it off to when the time comes.”

      It sounded like she was pretty sure the deaths involved a Non-Human Entity. “All right,” he said. “Email me the information as soon as it’s ready, and we’ll look into it.”
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