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      “And so that’s what we know,” John said quietly. “SPECTR kidnapped me off the street and shipped me to the Center to be experimented on.”

      Silence filled the apartment. Caleb glanced from person to person: Zahira, her eyes wide and lashes spangled with tears, hand clasped to her mouth. Ryan, staring grimly at the scratched surface of the kitchen table, his lips a slash of repressed rage.

      Night was there too, technically, but as usual he lurked in a shadowy corner of the living room, oblivious to the human tragedy unspooling in front of him.

      Gray stirred. He’d curled up small and still, but his confusion bled through loud and clear. “What can we do? How can we make this right?”

      I don’t know. We have to follow John’s lead on this.

      Zahira lowered her hands and swallowed. “What should we call you now? John? Jonathan?”

      “I think you’re missing the big picture,” Ryan said tightly.

      Zahira glanced at him, before returning her gaze to John. “John having agency over his own identity is the big picture.”

      Ryan looked stricken. “Right. Sorry. I’m tired.”

      “It’s all right.” John’s blue eyes burned with a fervor Caleb had only seen before when he was going on about the greatness of SPECTR. “Thank you, Zahira. For now, let’s just keep things as they are. It will make the situation less confusing if—when—we have to report in.”

      Caleb wanted John to tell SPECTR to fuck right off. But they couldn’t; Kaniyar wouldn’t let a civilian ride herd on Gray, even if she didn’t put John in jail the second he told her he was leaving the club.

      Christ, what a mess.

      Gray fretted wordlessly in their shared brain, a tiger huddled in a corner, confused and frightened by what he didn’t understand. He’d seen civilizations rise and fall without concern, but the shifting emotions of mortals, let alone a boyfriend, was utterly outside his experience.

      Just calm down, okay? Aloud, Caleb said, “So what are you going to do?”

      “I’m sure Tiffany is looking into the identities of the other two victims who were experimented on at the Center, whose names we don’t know yet,” John said, and God, he seemed so calm now. He’d made a decision and was charting his way ahead, a talent Caleb had seen him use in case after case. But this was somehow different. “When she knows something, I’m going to find them. I have the photo album showing the real John; that should be enough to start to convince them that they’re memories aren’t reliable.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Ryan said immediately. “I’m seeing this through.”

      “We’ll go with you, too,” Caleb put in. He glanced at Zahira. “Are you in?”

      John held up his hand, and Caleb’s heart plummeted. “Chief Fontaine has gotten in the habit of calling us. If we suddenly don’t answer, someone is going to wonder why.” His expression closed off. “I don’t want Director Kaniyar knowing about this. Not yet.”

      “I don’t either, but we need to go with you!” Gray rose up just under Caleb’s skin, distressed, and Caleb shoved him down. Not in front of Ryan! “I mean, I need to. I’m your boyfriend.”

      John sighed. “Caleb, please, just trust me.”

      Well fuck. “I do!” he protested. “But first you left me behind and almost got killed by a naga, and then you went to Florida and someone murdered Walsh. No loss there, but what if the murderer had turned up while you were questioning him?”

      “I understand your concern,” Ryan said with a sympathetic look, “but when we find the other victims…their mental state is going to be uncertain at best. You’ve seen how profoundly this affected John. I feel as though the fewer people pushing them, the more…comfortable is the wrong word. They’ll feel less surrounded, out-numbered, while sorting through things?”

      Ryan seemed like a nice guy—Caleb genuinely liked him. But he wasn’t a drakul; he couldn’t protect John. “Then maybe you should stay here.”

      “I need to see this through!” Ryan turned to John. “You remember our conversation—”

      “I do.” John reached over and took Caleb’s hand. “The real John was Ryan’s cousin. Ryan’s real-life uncle and aunt were probably murdered because I got too close to the truth. He has a right to be involved in this.”

      “No,” Gray said stubbornly. “John is wrong. We should be with him. This Ryan should go away and not return.”

      Great, just what he needed. It’s not Ryan’s fault, okay? He doesn’t know about us.

      “But John…”

      Ought to damn well know better.

      “Fine,” Caleb said, yanking his hand back. “Fuck on off to wherever, then.”

      Rather than concede, John just looked annoyed. “We’ll talk about this later. For now, Ryan, you should rest up.”

      “I’ll look up the case number listed in your file,” Zahira offered. “Hopefully my checking into it won’t send up any flags, assuming anyone currently at SPECTR even remembers Operation Mephisto at this point.”

      John nodded. “Thanks, Zahira. I appreciate your support.”

      Caleb shoved his chair back and stood up. “I’m going for a walk.”
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      John loved Caleb. He did.

      But at the moment, he wanted to strangle him.

      Caleb didn’t understand what he was going through. Couldn’t understand. But instead of listening to what John was saying, he insisted on doing things his way.

      Gray probably felt the same way as Caleb. Neither of them had been happy with John leaving them behind on his Florida trip. But it had been the right call, and not just because they couldn’t fly there thanks to the airport’s spirit wards. If they’d been in the room with him and Walsh…

      Caleb would have lashed out verbally, which would have put an end to the flow of information. They would have threatened Walsh then, demanded he talk, and in the end John would have found himself trying to talk them down instead of dealing with his own shit.

      They wouldn’t have killed Walsh, though. Wanted to, maybe, but they wouldn’t have gone past threats. Someone else hadn’t had the same compunction, though.

      Not Kaniyar; Caleb was right, she wouldn’t waste a potential asset. Not even an evil bastard like Walsh.

      Had she known about Operation Mephisto? Had she known about him?

      Maybe. He honestly couldn’t say for certain one way or the other; it was entirely possible she was as much in the dark about all this as he was.

      Caleb wouldn’t even debate the possibility of her innocence, too eager to believe the worst. Sekhmet save him, John loved Caleb and Gray more than anything in the world, but right now he needed to have a rational discussion without Caleb’s distrust skewing everything.

      So no, he didn’t particularly want them to be in the middle of this.

      Ryan had left to get some sleep a few awkward minutes after Caleb. John hoped Caleb hadn’t managed to make Ryan feel bad about his presence, especially since the argument didn’t really have anything to do with Ryan.

      Zahira let out a sigh, breaking John out of his own thoughts. “I’ve got the report.”

      Her dark eyes were filled with sympathy, and John felt a new shade of grief. “Zahira…I’m sorry. I’m sorry we were your first assignment; I’m sorry everything has gone so wrong. You were only a rookie, only wanted to be a SPECTR agent—”

      “John.” She held up her hand to stop him. “I wanted to learn about drakul. And I wanted to do work that was just, and that protected the helpless. This, what SPECTR has done, isn’t just. It’s wrong by any measure. I have to believe my presence here is maktub—Allah’s will.”

      His throat constricted with emotion. “Thank you.”

      She turned her laptop for him to view. The report from 2006 was a slightly different format than modern ones, but similar enough. John skipped over the minutia at the top and focused in on the section titled SUMMATION OF FACTS.

      

      Savannah Police Department responded to reports of a minor in distress on Bay Street, near the Cotton Exchange. Jonathan Daniel Low, 15 year old white male, alerted responding officers to a man who had been following him, who he insisted was possessed by a lycanthrope. During questioning, the currently unidentified man showed signs of transformation, which resulted in a request for back up from SPECTR. Along with Special Agent Gilmore, I responded, confirmed case of possession, and took suspect into custody for exorcism.

      Questioning of Jonathan Daniel Low revealed he has no fixed address and is dependent on panhandling for income. Given his demonstration of exorcist ability during his encounter, he has been taken into custody.

      

      John put his face in his hands. He remembered now, more clearly than he had in the fragmented dream. He’d been making for River Street, hoping to find a few generous tourists, even though it was late in the year. A man had approached him, smiling, offered a hundred dollars if John would go back to his apartment with him.

      Maybe even if he’d been restricted to ordinary senses, the man would have put his hackles up. As it was, he’d felt the wrongness of the demon inside staining the air, smelled matted fur and mange and rotting meat.

      He’d run, and the werewolf gave chase. John had screamed and screamed, until he saw the winged lion in front of the Cotton Exchange, terra cotta body turned red from the rain that he hadn’t even noticed falling in his panic.

      And people, tourists not yet driven out of the street, taking photos of its bloody appearance. They’d turned at his screams, and the man had tried to talk his way out of it, claimed John—Jonny—was his kid who was acting out, troubled, on drugs.

      Someone hadn’t believed. Someone had called the police.

      John had been saved. Only to be locked away at the Center for Loving Redemption, to have a similar demon forced into him. Made into the monster he’d been fleeing.

      “John?” Zahira asked. “Are you all right?”

      “No,” he said honestly, and dropped his hands. “I’m really not.”
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      “I do not understand why John does not wish us to come with him,” Gray fretted. “Why does he keep leaving us behind?”

      “Apparently, he doesn’t think we can help,” Caleb said aloud. He jammed his hands in his pockets and strode off down the street, ignoring the startled looks of tourists wandering around in search of breakfast.

      He’d intended to sit down with John and have a serious talk this morning. About drakul blood, and having his powers boosted by etheric energy, and how all that might be sitting uneasily with him now that he was getting back traumatic memories of being part of an experiment that used possession for that very purpose.

      But Tiffany had showed up—and that was fine, John needed the information she’d brought. Except then John immediately called in Zahira and Ryan, and recruited them into his new mission to find the other victims SPECTR had fucked over.

      A mission Caleb and Gray apparently weren’t a part of.

      He forced himself to slow and take a deep breath. It wasn’t easy; Gray’s agitation resonated with his and amped him up, which in turn riled Gray up even more.

      Calm down, he thought, at himself as much as Gray. Let’s think this through.

      Night had suggested John didn’t want them to go to Florida with him because they reminded him too closely of what he’d been through. He’d been involuntarily possessed by demons during Operation Mephisto; Gray had involuntarily possessed Caleb.

      Their experiences weren’t even in the same league…but what if it was close enough to be triggering to John?

      Gray ached to protest, but didn’t seem to know how. Grief and fear poured out and pooled around them, and for once Caleb didn’t know what to do about it. John wouldn’t hurt them on purpose, but this was out of anyone’s control.

      Christ, if only they’d never come here. Or if Grandpa Starkweather hadn’t wandered out into the yard and gotten his stupid ass mauled by a rougarou. Or if Fontaine had just assumed the last name was a coincidence and put her own agents on it, instead of getting John involved.

      But then John would never have known the truth. He’d have kept on blithely working for the very agency that had destroyed his life, and never even guessed.

      Fuck. Caleb stopped and stared up blindly at the huge branches of a live oak stretching above the sidewalk. Beads from Mardi Gras past dangled from the limbs, sparkling in the early sun.

      “What is done is done,” Gray said after a while. “Mortals waste their lives wishing the past had happened in a way that it did not. But what is before us today, in this moment, is what we must deal with.”

      “Yeah,” Caleb said aloud. “You’re right. We’ve got to just…respect John’s wishes, I guess. Let him come to us, when he’s ready.”

      That, Gray didn’t like. He wanted to do something—to fight John’s troubles, make everything all right again.

      You know how to be patient, though. I know you do.

      “Patience is for the hunt,” Gray complained, but Caleb felt him relent. “You are right.”

      “Unfortunately,” Caleb muttered. “Okay. Let’s go back and apologize to our boyfriend.”
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      “I’m sorry,” Caleb said as he walked in the door.

      John looked up from his own laptop. He’d been staring at a picture of the lion fountain in Savannah, in front of the Cotton Exchange. Goddess, he could remember it so clearly now, its terra cotta burnished red in the rain.

      Sekhmet had led him there, he felt certain of it. Saved him from the werewolf by turning his steps to the place where tourists would see and hear and interfere.

      She was the burning eye of the sun, a drinker of blood. A protector against evil and disease, a vengeful warrior, and a healer. An ancient myth whose telling might contain the memory of a drakul run mad.

      He’d felt a connection from the first time he’d heard Her myth. A lioness of blood and protection. And somewhere, deep inside his brain, locked away from conscious thought, there had been the image of the red lion. A symbol of his life, saved.

      He blinked, a little surprised by Caleb’s words. “Apology accepted.”

      Caleb leaned against the closed door and scraped his long black hair out of his face. “We’re just worried, that’s all. Afraid for you.” He glanced down and to the side. “And we…we understand if we’re an unpleasant reminder of what happened to you.”

      Oh fuck. John set aside his laptop and stood up. “No, no; don’t think that.”

      Caleb shrugged. “You were possessed, and I’m possessed, and Gray’s all ‘I’m not a demon,’ but—”

      John crossed the room and put his arms around them. “No,” he said firmly. “This isn’t…it’s not the same. It was never the same.”
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