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Chapter 1

 


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

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

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

It even looked like a monster’s lair.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Not when his own brother was an unregistered
mal.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Last chance to turn back,” he said.

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

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

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

* * *

His eyes open. There is a demon nearby.

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

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

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

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

There is nothing else.


Chapter 2

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

Karen let out a disgusted snort.

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

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

Karen shrugged. “Who cares? Come on.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Something was wrong.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

Most annoying.

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

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

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

The second strike severs his head and sends
it flying.

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

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

Something shifts inside his chest, and the
universe explodes.

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

He’d been wrong.

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

Oh God, what’s happening?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

This beat of a living heart.


Chapter 3

 


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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Vampire.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Not according to Agent Pittman.”

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

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

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

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

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

“Why is he still here?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Jansen? As in Ben Jansen?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 4

 


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

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

The monster inside him.

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

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

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

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

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

“Hey.”

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

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

What else would it change?

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

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

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

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

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

“Sure. Caleb’s fine.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Asshole.

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

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

Another memory which didn’t belong to
him.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

That couldn’t possibly be good.

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

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

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

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

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

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

“I am not a demon.”

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

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

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

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

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

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


Chapter 5

 


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

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

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

Piece of cake.

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

Not according to plan.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

What the hell?

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Gray?” he repeated stupidly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

* * *

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

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

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

“Told you,” Sean muttered.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Take the rest of the night off.”

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

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

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

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


Chapter 6

 


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

“Ma’am?” he asked helplessly.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“What about the others?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

“Yes, ma’am. I’m up for it.”

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

* * *

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

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

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

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

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

And now here he was. Doomed.

“Are all mortals so illogical?”

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

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

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

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

“Caleb?”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

Fuck. “I didn’t mean to.”

“Does he think of himself as male?”

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

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

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

“A name. More mortal nonsense.”

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

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

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