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Chapter 1

Elise danced effortlessly to the music flowing through her ear buds. Every move was simple, her body perfect.

Grand jeté.

No pain in her ankles.

Double turn, double turn, double turn, double turn.

No pain anywhere, except for the blazing heat knotted in her chest.

Arabesque.

She held the position for a long time, without the slightest tremor in her supporting leg or the tiniest shift of weight, as though her body were made of air. As though gravity and the laws of physics bent themselves to accommodate her every desire.

The music came to an end, and she pulled out the ear buds. She should have been soaked in sweat from exertion by now, but she wasn’t even breathing hard.

It was glorious.


“You are glorious,”
 cooed the demon.

Elise crossed the room, stepping over the smears of blood covering the concrete floor. “I have to be,” she said aloud. “This was my last rehearsal. Tomorrow…”

“Tomorrow, we will be perfect.”

She took a deep breath and nodded. She’d had thirty-six days of practice, first alone, then pas de deux.
 Tomorrow, the show began. Three acts and a grand finale.

“And you’ll have your revenge.”

She smiled as she bent and picked up the corpse lying in a pool of sweat, vomit, and blood. The body was still warm, but it was July in the south. Nothing cooled off quickly here.

Not without help.

Several enormous freezers stood around the otherwise barren room, humming softly as they struggled against the summer heat. She carried the body with inhuman strength to the nearest one, opened it, and dumped the corpse on top of the others already packed inside. One mangled foot flopped out; she shoved it inside with a loud crack
 , then closed the lid.

“Maybe I should have tried to find a ghoul,” she mused, clicking the padlock into place. She’d gotten into the habit of speaking aloud ever since summoning the demon. “Then I wouldn’t have to worry about the power bill.”


“Scavengers,”
 the demon said with disgust. “Brutes. We are artists, you and I.”


“Yes,” she murmured as she made her way to the door. “And in four days, everyone in Charleston will know it.”

They’d see she was perfect. They’d realize she was still a great dancer.

And then they would die.

*   *   *

“Um, hello?” Caleb called uncertainly. He stood in the doorway to the small back room of a bookstore, which looked like it normally served as the employee break room. Inside milled a group of about ten people, talking and laughing as they set out folding chairs and puttered around the donuts and soda crowded onto the short counter. “Is this Paranormally Abled Support System?”

“Caleb!” said a familiar voice. Nigel Legare emerged from the crowd, a smile on his face. “Welcome to PASS. I’m glad you decided to come.”

“Um, yeah.” Caleb glanced nervously at the other people in the room. They smiled at him, murmuring welcomes. He started to relax; it was a hell of a nice change from the suspicious scowls he was used to getting at work.

“They would be foolish to fear us. Mortals are not food.”

And so much for relaxing. It wasn’t that he wanted to forget Gray was there, exactly. But it would be nice to go ten minutes without being reminded a demon-munching vampire spirit possessed him.

“Then you are also foolish.”

Hush.

Nigel shook his hand warmly. “What’s your ability, Caleb?”

“TK. Telekinetic,” Caleb said. After hiding his ability for most of his life, it felt weird to announce it in front of a room of strangers. But that was the whole point of coming here in the first place. To have somewhere to talk about what he was going through, away from SPECTR and everyone connected to it.

Even John.

Nigel nodded. “Here in group, we try to normalize the use of our powers. We use them as much as we can while we’re here. Would you like to help Deacon set up the chairs?”

The man Nigel indicated was about Caleb’s age, red haired and cute as hell. “Sure,” Caleb said.

Deacon grinned. “Glad to have another fellow TK here,” he said. Green eyes gave Caleb the once-over.

It looked like they had more in common than telekinesis.

“Can you lift a chair on your own? It’s okay if you can’t,” Deacon added quickly. “We’re all about working together here.”

“No, I can,” Caleb said. Last year he’d barely been able to nudge a paper coffee cup, but now that Gray had set up shop in his head, his TK had grown exponentially.

Deacon dragged chairs from the corner with nothing but the power of his mind. Other group members grabbed and unfolded them once they were in position. Caleb joined in, careful not to pull on the chairs too hard and send them flying into anyone.

While they worked, a pyrokinetic went around the room, lighting decorative candles. Nigel used cryokinesis to chill the soda. A woman, maybe twenty years old tops, poured the soda into cups. She wore a green armband.


Shit.
 Caleb had never been comfortable around empaths, even when they could sense his emotions. But once Gray’s possession became permanent, a curtain had come down. Empaths couldn’t pick him up at all, not even a whisper.

Like he wasn’t even human anymore.

Gray stirred, like a sleepy tiger flicking an ear at an annoying gnat. “You did not like it when empaths could sense you. Now they cannot, and yet you still are not satisfied.”


Because it’s suspicious as fuck. If she realizes she’s not picking up anything from me, she’s going to wonder why.

“That is why we should be out hunting demons instead of wasting time with foolish mortals.”

Caleb resisted the urge to roll his eyes, not wanting to weird anyone else out. We can’t. Barillo has us benched, remember?



“How could I forget?”
 Annoyance and frustration flooded Caleb, spilling over from Gray. “I have not eaten since the raven mocker. I wish to hunt; I wish to feed.”


I know, but Barillo would go ballistic.

“I do not care.”

Well I do, and so does John. Christ, it’s not like you can starve. Just be patient.

Soon, the group was seated in a loose circle, donuts and sodas in hand. The last conversation died away as Nigel cleared his throat.

“Welcome, friends,” he said with another fatherly smile, “to this week’s meeting of Paranormally Abled Support System. Just as a reminder, everything said here, stays here. Our mission is to support and lift up each other.”

There was a general nodding and murmuring. Caleb shifted in the uncomfortable metal chair. He was the only one without anything to eat or drink. Gray had dialed his senses up to eleven, and he couldn’t stand the chemical sweetness of soda any more. Donuts weren’t much better, depending on how much high-fructose corn syrup was dumped into them.

“As you can see, we have a new member this evening.” Nigel gestured at Caleb. “Caleb, would you like to go first?”

“Uh…” He’d expected Nigel to mention he worked for SPECTR, at least as a contractor. Maybe Nigel figured it was for Caleb to reveal—or not—to the group. Whatever the reason, it made him feel a little better. Like he might actually be able to blend in here and be normal. Or paranormal. Whatever. “I’m not sure what to say.”

“Say whatever you want,” Nigel encouraged. “Tell us what’s on your mind. We’re here to listen, not to judge. And if you have some good news, share that too!” He paused. “Since it’s your first time here, why don’t you tell us why you decided to join the group?”

“Okay.” Caleb took a deep breath. “So yeah. My name’s Caleb. You probably figured that out already.” A smattering of laughter answered him. “I guess I came because…because I need somewhere I can just relax and be normal. I’m sick of people looking at me like I’m some kind of walking time bomb.”

“I hear you,” said the empath with a scowl. “I mean, I have to be touching somebody with bare skin to get even a hint of what they’re feeling, but I still have to wear this stupid armband! People act like I’m going to…I don’t know, scramble their brains at any second.”

“Uh, yeah,” Caleb said with a flash of guilt. Hadn’t he used to look at empaths like that? At least he didn’t have to worry about her sensing him—or rather, failing to—from across the room. “I’m not dangerous just because I’m different. But people act like I don’t have any morals, or a conscience. Like I’m a monster.”

Which, to be fair, he sort of was. Or rather they were, he and Gray. But that didn’t mean they were going to start snacking on everyone at SPECTR-HQ, no matter what some of the agents thought.

“The paranormally abled often feel isolated, lonely,” Nigel said sympathetically. Which was a laugh, because the one thing Caleb would never be again was alone.

“Alienated,” said Deacon, who’d taken the seat beside Caleb.

Caleb nodded. “Yeah, that’s a good word for it. Alienated.”

“Do you have any support in your personal life?” Nigel took a sip from his soda. “A friend you can confide in?”

“My parents and brother are dead. And my brother got mixed up in some anti-paranormal stuff before he died.” Which had indirectly led to the whole possessed-by-a-drakul thing.

“My parents were big donors to Senator Olney.” Deacon offered him a rueful smile. “At least, until it turned out he was summoning demons and went to prison.”

“Ouch,” Caleb said. Olney had been an anti-paranormal dick, and Caleb hadn’t been sorry to see him go down. “I don’t want it to sound like I don’t have anyone, though. My boyfriend understands. It’s just…well…he thinks if I stick it out long enough, things will get better. People will realize I’m not going to go crazy and do something awful. And hell, I don’t know, maybe he’s right.”

“Easy to tell somebody to just wait it out when you’re not suffering with them,” Deacon scoffed.

Caleb winced. “He’s got things of his own going on.” Which was true, but it sounded like a lame excuse.

Deacon looked like he had another comment, but Nigel beat him to it. “It’s important to realize you aren’t alone here. We’ve all felt alienated by society at one time or another. Sometimes refusing to engage is the right course, as your boyfriend suggests. And sometimes it’s the wrong one. Only you can decide which choice is right for you.”

There came a murmur and nodding of sympathetic heads. Feeling a bit like a fraud, Caleb leaned back in his chair and spent the rest of the meeting listening to the others talk. If they knew what he was having trouble coping with wasn’t just the ordinary trials of having a paranormal ability, but of possession…

They’d all run screaming and never look back.

*   *   *

“Hey, Caleb, wait a sec,” Deacon called as Caleb walked out of the bookstore.

He paused while the other man caught up. The late sunlight gleamed on Deacon’s copper hair and on the thin ring in his nose. He reminded Caleb vaguely of his last boyfriend, before he’d left Charlotte and gotten mixed up in madness and death and possession.

And met John Starkweather, federal exorcist, as far from the type of guy Caleb usually went out with as it was possible to get.

“Where’d you park?” Deacon asked, falling in beside Caleb. The sidewalks in this part of Charleston were narrow and uneven, and they had to walk almost shoulder-to-shoulder.

“I didn’t,” Caleb confessed. “No car.”

“I can give you a lift,” Deacon offered.

Caleb bit his lip. “Umm…” Was Deacon hitting on him? Or just being nice?

“It’s just, you know, the disappearances,” Deacon said quickly, as if he knew what Caleb was thinking. “Is it safe to walk by yourself?”

“Oh yeah, I heard about that,” Caleb said. Some talking head on the news last night had been going on about a higher-than-usual number of missing persons cases over the last couple of weeks. Mostly homeless people and sex workers, but otherwise there was no particular pattern.

Gray perked up. “Perhaps it is a demon,”
 he said hopefully.

Demon or human serial killer—which was worse? Then again, it might be neither. If there was any proof connecting the disappearances, the police hadn’t released it. With any luck, it was nothing, just a bunch of people leaving town at the same time. Maybe going north to get away from the heat.

“And you’re not worried?” Deacon asked. “Even a little?”

The real answer was no. Gray could take on just about anything. Not having to worry about getting his ass kicked by some homophobe who thought long hair and short-shorts were an affront to manhood was one of the few perks of being possessed.

“And I am another one.”


Yeah, right,
 Caleb thought back. But he made sure to send a surge of affection along with the thought.

But Deacon was trying to be nice, and hadn’t Caleb come to PASS to make friends in the first place? He wanted to feel normal, and giving each other rides when there might be a serial killer on the loose was the sort of thing normal people did.

“Yeah, a little,” Caleb lied with a smile. “Thanks, man. I appreciate the offer.”

Deacon grinned back and tipped an imaginary hat. “Any time.”


Chapter 2

John dumped the dustpan into the kitchen trash and paused to survey the condo. There—the downstairs was picked up, dusted, and swept. He had to admit, one thing about riding a desk for the last few weeks meant far less dirt and blood tracked on the floors at the end of the day.

The dryer dinged. As he gathered the laundry into the hamper, the sound of the front door closing echoed through the condo. “How was the meeting?” he called as he carried the hamper back into the living room.

Caleb kicked off his shoes—a pair of ratty sneakers starting to come apart at the sole—beside the door. A tie-dyed shirt, thin from a thousand washings, clung to his slender frame. Long black hair hid his face for a moment as he leaned over to peel off his socks. “It was good,” he said. “Everyone was nice.”

“I didn’t know Nigel well when he worked for SPECTR, but he always seemed like a good guy,” John offered. “I’m glad it worked out for you. I guess you’ll be going back?”

“Yeah.” Caleb paused, chewing on his lip thoughtfully. “I felt like they understood me.” He shook his head. “Which is dumb, because they don’t understand anything. They can’t ever know about Gray, so I spent the whole time…not lying, but letting them assume it’s the ordinary discriminatory bullshit against paranormals.”

“But you have faced that,” John said, trying to be fair. “At least a little.”

Caleb had spent most of his life under the radar. Unregistered, his TK weak enough he could pass for normal. He’d never marched in a Paranormal Pride Parade, or been refused service in a bar because of the state-required listing of his paranormal ability on his ID.

Or been sent to “therapy” by his parents, which was supposed to somehow cure him of his ability, if he only prayed hard enough.

But that wasn’t a fair way to look at things, John reminded himself. Caleb had lived a paranoid life before registration, and Goddess knew he had plenty to deal with now.

“I guess,” Caleb said. He paused, head cocked slightly, as if listening. “But Gray…oh fine. He wants to tell you about it himself.”

Between one second and the next, Caleb’s brown eyes went black as obsidian, without visible iris or white. His stance shifted, straightened, and his long black hair lifted from his shoulders, blown by a wind that touched nothing else. John’s skin prickled, as if the air had taken on a static charge, and the scent of petrichor and incense washed over him.

“The meeting was boring,” Gray said in a voice like the distant rumble of thunder. “Mortals talking and talking about themselves. I do not care about their problems.”

John set the hamper aside. “No, but Caleb does.”

“I would have preferred to hunt.” Gray’s lip curled, revealing a white fang. “When will we hunt again?”

John winced. Of course this was what Gray would want to talk about. “I don’t know. The rest of us would rather be out in the field, too.”

Although honestly, he felt far worse for Zahira than for Gray, or even himself. Even if his career was toast, at least he’d had one to start with. And Gray might be restless, but a few weeks on a no-NHE diet wouldn’t actually hurt him.

But Zahira? This was her first assignment, right out of the Academy. And yeah, she’d been the one to choose it, when every other agent had flat-out refused to work with them. Well, with Gray. But she’d been determined, and if things had gone differently, the assignment might have caught the eye of someone higher up the food chain than District Chief Michael Barillo.

When they’d been barred from the field, she’d put a good face on it, and used her new clearance to delve into every scrap of information SPECTR had accumulated about the etheric plane over the years. But all the research in the world wouldn’t make up for the practical field experience she was meant to be getting—and wasn’t.

Gray didn’t seem particularly mollified. “Perhaps.”

John crossed the room. “I thought you were good at waiting,” he said, settling a hand on Gray’s arm. “Didn’t you go years without hunting when you were staked?”

“That was different,” Gray objected. “Then, there was nothing to be done. Now, there is no reason for me not to hunt.”

Was that true? Or had inhabiting a living body, with all the urgency of pleasure and pain, worn away the edge of Gray’s inhuman patience?

A thread of worry squirmed deep in John’s belly. Of course being in a living body, being with Caleb, had changed Gray. But it wasn’t
 the same sort of change that happened to other NHEs, exposed to human pain and fear and lust for the first time. Gray had a cushion of five thousand years of memories gleaned from the bodies he’d inhabited, and even if he hadn’t understood them fully, even if he hadn’t felt
 them, he hadn’t been a total stranger to mortal existence the way a therianthrope or wendigo would be.

There was no need to worry. Gray just needed a distraction. And hell, at the moment, John could use one too.

“Still, it hasn’t been all bad, has it?” he asked, leaning in closer, so his thigh brushed against Gray’s.

The condo’s thick walls helped keep out the summer heat, but July in Charleston was always brutal. John had stripped down to nothing but shorts and an old t-shirt while he cleaned. Caleb had donned shorts before going out, more to blend in than because he felt the heat anymore, and bare skin whispered against bare skin. Gray’s nostrils flared, and John sensed the drakul’s full attention settle on him.

Which could be a little disconcerting, like being stared at by a very large tiger. But in this case it was arousing, too. John slid his arms around Gray’s waist, his dick swelling as they pressed together.

Gray kissed him. He didn’t kiss like anyone else John had ever been with. Gray did everything with a singular sense of determination, of purpose, which stole John’s breath. In that moment, it was as if he was the only thing in Gray’s world, or at least the only thing that mattered.

John slid his tongue between Gray’s parted lips, exploring thick fangs. Gray’s hands settled on his hips, tugging him closer, and soon they ground together.

“Not all bad,” Gray admitted, when their lips parted again. His long hair slid silkily over the backs of John’s hands, his fingers exploring the curve of John’s spine, his claws sheathed for the moment. John closed his eyes, enjoying the sensations—touch and smell and his sixth sense, the one which allowed him to manipulate etheric energy as an exorcist.

That sense insisted he stood in the middle of a storm, in the arms of something much larger and more powerful than could be accounted for by Caleb’s tall, lanky body. Etheric energy crackled along his skin, arousing as hell. His breath grew erratic as his cock hardened.

“Bed?” he mumbled against Gray’s mouth.

“Yes.”

John led the way up the tight spiral of the iron staircase to the second floor. The setting sun tinged the light in the bedroom a summer gold. The ceiling fan spread a welcome breeze over his skin as he stripped. Gray’s scent flooded the little space, especially with the windows shut, and John breathed deeply.

Naked, Gray stared at him from where he stood on the other side of the bed. His gaze fixed on John, all of his attention focused, like a big cat stalking its prey. He was beautiful and dangerous, all long hair and fangs, eyes black as oil slicks. John’s heart pounded with anticipation, dick bobbing slightly in time with each beat.

A slow grin curled one corner of Gray’s mouth, exposing a fang. He crawled onto the bed, his hair writhing over his pale back. His tongue flicked out, touching his upper lip, and his grin widened to reveal both fangs.

John half expected Gray to grab him, yank him down on the bed, and pin him there. Instead, Gray turned around, ass in the air, spine curved, claws catching in the comforter. “Take us.”

John wasn’t going to argue. He grabbed lube from the nightstand, then climbed onto the bed himself. Setting the tube aside, he ran his hands over Gray’s back, bent to kiss the base of his spine. He mapped the familiar contours of skin, over rib and down hip, across a lean thigh. He ran a firm stroke down Gray’s cock, cupping his balls with the other hand.

Gray shot a growl over his shoulder, teeth exposed. The low, animal sound sent a rush of blood to John’s dick which left him feeling light-headed.

“So impatient,” John teased.

“There is a time for patience. This is not it.” Gray pushed back against him. “We want you. Now.”

“Then you’ll have me.”

The lube felt slick and cool against heated skin. Gray growled again when John pressed in. John gasped and bit his lip hard, distracting himself. There was the tight heat of Gray’s body, tugging him deeper, but that wasn’t the half of it. Etheric energy shivered over John’s skin, beneath the palms of his hands, against his thighs, and along every centimeter of his cock. His senses were saturated, overloaded with ecstasy, but he didn’t want this to end too soon.

Gray shoved back to meet him, matching his thrusts. Another growl thrummed in the air, low and dangerous. “Is this good?” John gasped, shifting his angle slightly. “Tell me.”

Gray threw his head back, and John glimpsed his face, lips drawn back from his fangs. “Yes. More.”

Inspired, John thrust one hand into the seething mass of Gray’s hair, knotting his fist in it. Gray snarled, but the way he arched his back and pushed against John suggested he liked it. A lot.

John tugged, gently at first, but then Gray said, “Harder. You cannot hurt us.”

So he pulled harder. And Goddess, this was as insane as it was hot, fucking something like Gray. Something old and inhuman, which snarled as John pulled on his hair and drove into him, static singing along every nerve.

John shouted, control slipping. He thrust in hard, pleasure cresting, lightning dancing behind closed eyelids.

As soon as he was done coming, Gray pulled free of him. John blinked as he was pushed down against the bed. Panting and wild, Gray straddled him, and John opened his mouth for Gray’s cock.

It didn’t take long; a couple of sucks before salty bitterness flooded his mouth. Accompanied by something else; a flash of etheric energy, and John drank that down too.

Silence enveloped the bedroom, except for the sound of their breathing. The ceiling fan turned overhead, spreading a gentle breeze over exposed skin. John’s thoughts drifted, fragmenting, until the weight of a hand resting on his belly drew him back.

He opened his eyes. Gray still manifested, lying beside him, black gaze fixed on John’s face. “Let us leave this place,” Gray said, his deep voice pitched softly for once. “Caleb says it is not so simple. But it could be. They cannot stop us. Let us leave, go elsewhere, where we can hunt demons. Where this sadness will disappear from your eyes.”

Damn. Gray loved him, but John hadn’t thought the drakul had learned to read him quite so well.

He rested his hand over Gray’s. “I wish it was that easy,” he said. “But Caleb’s right. It isn’t. SPECTR isn’t just going to let us leave.” The truth was bitter on his tongue, but he owed it to Gray to speak it. “You’re too powerful, darling. They can’t let you wander around and just hope no one gets hurt.”

Gray’s eyes narrowed. “They are foolish,” and now his voice wasn’t so quiet any more. “I do not hunt mortals.”

“I know. I do. But when things happen like Fort Sumter, or even the fight on the Cooper River Bridge, it attracts attention. You’re too…you’re too big,”
 he said helplessly.

Gray withdrew his hand. “You forget how long I went unnoticed. Your SPECTR believed me a made-up story, an old superstition. And yet I have always been here. These things you speak of, these battles—I would not have chosen them. I would have bided my time, hunted in silence. They were chosen for me. Because of you.”

John felt as though all the air had vanished from the room. “Gray?”

But Gray was gone, hidden again beneath Caleb’s skin. The etheric equivalent of rolling over and turning his back, John supposed.

“Don’t mind him,” Caleb said sleepily. He scooted closer, draping his arm over John’s chest.

“Is it true, though?” John asked.

Caleb shrugged. “I guess. Look at it this way. Our mission is to stop NHEs from eating people, right? Gray didn’t care about that before. So yeah, he wouldn’t have made a big scene on the Cooper River Bridge. Mainly because it attracted attention, and it’s not convenient to have people trying to chop your head off all the time. He would have waited until he could track the raven mocker to its lair and eaten it there, where no one would know. And it wouldn’t have mattered how many people got their hearts devoured in the meantime.”

“I suppose that makes sense,” John said slowly.

“He cares now, because we care.” Caleb yawned. “Look, don’t let it bother you. Get a few demons in him, and he’ll be fine.”

“I suppose you know best,” John replied. Caleb burrowed in more tightly, and within a few moments was asleep, his head resting on John’s arm. But John lay awake for a long time, watching the ceiling fan spin, and wondering if Gray might have been better off never meeting either of them.

*   *   *

The insistent buzz of the phone dragged John reluctantly up out of sleep. Extracting himself out from beneath Caleb’s arm, he rolled over and slapped the nightstand a few times before finding the phone.

District Chief Barillo’s number showed on the display, along with the time. Goddess, it was fucking three in the morning. They’d been stuck riding a desk, so why was Barillo calling at this hour?

“Sir?” he mumbled into the phone.

“Starkweather!” Barillo’s shout made John jump. “Got something for your team to look at.”

John blinked. Were they back in the field now?

Barillo never appreciated being questioned, so John just said, “Give me the details, sir.”

“There’s a body in Brittlebank Park. Charleston PD says it’s one of ours. Get down there and confirm, or knock it back to PD.”

“Yes, s—” But Barillo had already hung up.

John shook his head and sat up. Behind him, Caleb stirred. “Was that Barillo?”

“Yeah.” John switched on the lamp. “So get dressed, and I’ll call Zahira. We’ve got a case.”


Chapter 3

The street running alongside the park blazed with flashing blue lights. As John stopped the car at the end of a line of police cruisers, Gray rose to hover just under Caleb’s skin. A sensation of keen anticipation ran through them both.

“We will hunt.”

Down, boy. It’s not time to go off the leash yet.

Gray didn’t reply, but all of his attention focused on their surroundings, his presence butting right up against Caleb’s, just a hair away from manifesting. It was a little annoying, but after the last few weeks, Caleb couldn’t really blame him. So he tried to ignore Gray as he climbed out of the car.

The scent of river water hung heavy on the air, combined with a marshy rot. One of the cops puffed on a cigarette, and even at a distance Caleb’s nose started to itch. The sound of distant traffic drifted from the bridge over the Ashley River. Police radios barked and squawked. The surrounding area seemed quiet, though, the district more businesses than residential. Who had been wandering around out here to find a body at this time of night?

An identical government-issued sedan pulled up behind John’s, and Zahira Noorzai climbed out. Despite the late hour, she looked annoyingly cheerful. “We have a case?”

“Maybe,” John cautioned, although Caleb didn’t think a force existed strong enough to dampen Zahira’s enthusiasm. “We’ll go in, have a look, and let Gray take a sniff.”

John led the way to one of the officers monitoring the perimeter. A quick flash of his badge, and she said, “The body is over there by the dock. Detective Tradd is in charge of the scene.”

As they made their way over the short-mowed grass, Zahira asked, “Is Barillo putting us back in the field?”

“He didn’t say,” John replied. “Just told us to come here and check out the scene.”

“I hope so,” Caleb said to Zahira. “Before Gray drives me around the bend.”


“You will not let me drive,”
 Gray complained. Caleb ignored him.

Caleb’s enhanced sight easily picked out the curiosity brightening Zahira’s eyes despite the dark night punctuated by flashing police lights. “Gray doesn’t have to feed, right?”

“Right. I mean, it definitely makes him stronger, but he won’t die if he doesn’t.” Caleb grinned. “Mainly, the enforced diet just makes him a pain in the ass.”

Annoyance. “You mortals are the ones who make things unnecessarily complicated. If you do not like my sensible response to your behavior, you should behave more rationally.”


“SPECTR?” a woman called. She stood just outside the inner ring of crime scene tape, looking as though she’d been waiting for them.

“Special Agent John Starkweather,” John introduced himself with a handshake. “This is Special Agent Noorzai and Mr. Jansen, one of our outside experts.”

That was one way to put it. The woman arched a brow, but didn’t ask. “Detective Marsha Tradd. How much do you know about the scene?”

“Nothing,” John confessed.

She nodded. “The body was discovered by a man who’d come to do a bit of night fishing off the pier. Caucasian female, mid-twenties, lying fully dressed near the edge of the river. Well, I say fully dressed, but her shoes are in tatters. So are her feet.”

John frowned. “Was she in the water?”

“No, so it wasn’t fish nibbling on her toes, if that’s what you’re getting at,” Tradd said. Her lips pressed together slightly. “I hoped we might be getting a break on our missing persons case, but her ID doesn’t match anyone reported missing. It still might tie in, of course, but I’m not holding my breath.”

John nodded. “Understood. We’ll take a look. Can you pull your men back while we examine the scene?”

She frowned slightly, but kept whatever questions she had behind her teeth. From what Caleb had seen, most cops didn’t want anything to do with a SPECTR case. “Come on. The body is over here.”

As they approached, she barked a few orders, and the forensics team and cops moved back. Tradd herself stopped a good distance from the pool of illumination created by the portable lights the crime scene unit had brought in.

The body lay centered in the stark white light. John strolled up, snapping on latex gloves as he did so, but Caleb hung back. He really fucking hated this part. Seeing the victims—or, usually, what was left of them—still filled him with a mix of nausea and horror. Would he ever get used to it? Did he want to?

Zahira glanced back at him, so he forced himself to take the last few steps closer to the body. Delaying the inevitable wasn’t going to make it any easier.

Whoever the victim had been in life, she looked fragile in death. Her hair hung around her face, a few bobby pins still snarled in it, as if she’d worn it pinned up before whatever had happened. The dark strands lay across skin gone the color of a fish’s belly, except around her swollen eyes and nose. Shorts and t-shirt clung wetly to her body, but Caleb’s nose confirmed what Tradd had said, and the dead woman hadn’t been in the river. It was sweat that saturated her clothes and hair, and tears that left slick trails on her distorted features. She’d cried for a long time before she’d died.

“Goddess,” John murmured. “Her feet.”

Her sneakers were held on only by their laces, the soles detached, the canvas worn through. Beneath showed feet turned purple and pulpy, their toenails gone, covered in blood and burst blisters. Bone gleamed through here and there, and Caleb’s gorge rose even as he started to salivate.

Because the entire scene reeked with the stench of rancid sweat and clotted blood, of rotting bone and burning hair.

The stink of a demon.

*   *   *

Gray steps out of the pool of harsh light even as he surfaces. Black clothing and hair blend with the night, preventing the mortals from seeing him and panicking. River water splashes around his boots, and he breathes deep, every vein trembling, belly cramping with hunger at the delicious scent of the demon. Old memories flicker, of deep woods and high mountains. He has hunted this sort of demon before, long ago.

He pivots in place, but the area is saturated in the demon’s smell. It was here for quite a while, perhaps toying with its prey. He moves along the bank, but the scent fades. The other direction yields the same results. So up, away from the river.

The trail draws him away from the demon’s kill, across the short grass and amidst the brightly painted structures meant for mortal children’s play. The scent is strong here, as well—did the demon lie in wait?

Flashlights cut across the swing set, throwing shadows, as John and Zahira hurry after him. He increases his pace, from a rapid walk to a jog, and then to a run. The demon may have fled already, but perhaps he might still catch it, might still feed. Might keep it from killing anyone else, and take the sadness out of John’s eyes.

“It isn’t that simple.”

It should be.

The trail goes to the road, past a car which might have belonged to the dead mortal, cold and abandoned as the body. Then it stops.

He growls in frustration, even as John and Zahira come up behind him. “The demon left in an automobile,” he says in distaste, because of course it did.

“Then if the suspect is still driving, the forty days aren’t up,” Zahira says. “We can perform an exorcism.”

Gray wants to growl again. Hasn’t he waited long enough? He doesn’t wish this hunt to end in an exorcism but in feeding. But he doesn’t give voice to his displeasure, because John and Caleb think he should wish to help the possessed mortal more than he wants to eat the demon.

“No, you should want to help the faust because we aren’t like them. Because demons don’t give a damn who they kill and hurt. And you’re not a demon.”

Of course I am not.

“Right. You’re a lot scarier and freakier. So don’t stoop to their level.”

Caleb is correct, of course. “Yes,” he tells Zahira and John. “You may save the mortal.” He looks out over the empty expanse of cracked pavement, and the eagerness in his blood shifts. Now is the time for patience. For stalking. “But first, we must hunt the demon.”

*   *   *

Caleb settled into a chair in the small conference room and stretched. The leather of his coat creaked, and he found himself grinning at the weight on his shoulders. After they’d been taken out of the field, he hadn’t bothered dragging a hundred pounds of elk hide and kevlar into the office with him—no sense if he wasn’t likely to be mauled.

It wasn’t something he’d thought he would ever miss. He hadn’t signed up for the SPECTR lifestyle voluntarily, after all, and he sure as hell wasn’t a fan of all the blood and screaming. And yet, here he was, glad to be back in the saddle.

Maybe it was just Gray’s good mood rubbing off on him.

The door swung open. John and Zahira entered, Zahira carrying files and John coffee. Since he and John shared a single tiny office, and Zahira was stuck in a cube farm, they had to use one of the conference rooms if they wanted to talk with both comfort and privacy.

“Get any more sleep this morning?” Caleb asked Zahira.

She cast him a rueful look. “It was almost time for suhur, so I just stayed up.”

John glanced guiltily at his coffee. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

Zahira rolled her eyes. “You’re not fasting for Ramadan, are you? Then have your coffee. It’s all right.” She paused. “Actually, I’m curious. You follow Sekhmet, right? Is there any sort of rite or holy days that involve fasting for you?”

“Kind of the opposite,” John said with a grimace. “At least in ancient times. She was a blood-drinking goddess who lost control, until Her rampage was stopped by, well, getting drunk. Her big festival in Egypt involved everyone getting shit-faced.” His expression turned rueful. “And yes, in case you were going to ask, it’s already been suggested at least some of the stories about Her may have been conflated with a drakul summoned directly into a living body.”

“Oh.” Zahira looked thoughtful. “Because of the blood-drinking?”

“And the rampaging, and the need for some last-ditch desperate ploy to stop Her. Not to say I think anyone stopped a drakul by getting it drunk.”

“Alcohol doesn’t affect me anymore,” Caleb said sadly. “So that would probably be a ‘no.’ Besides, it was supposed to be dyed red so she thought it was blood, right? Maybe it was
 blood originally.”

Which wasn’t really a comfortable thought. Human blood wasn’t nourishing for drakul…in the same way alcohol or drugs weren’t nourishing for humans.

Gray stirred. “We have not tasted John’s blood for a while. Perhaps he will let us again soon.”



Not the time to be thinking about that.
 Caleb shifted, glad the table hid his sudden erection. Christ.


“Hunh,” Zahira mused as she sat down. “Now we know drakul do really exist, I wonder what sort of archaeological evidence we could find for them? I know the Vigilant found a lot of stuff, but what if universities and museums begin their own research? What might we learn?”

John cleared his throat. “Let’s worry about the case we have in front of us right now.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Zahira’s light brown cheeks darkened slightly. “I ran a search on the victim’s injuries and found a match. The NHE is most likely a vila.”

John, of course, was nodding, but Caleb hadn’t gone through the Academy. In fact, before Gray’s possession brought him to SPECTR’s attention, he’d actively avoided learning anything more about the etheric plane or paranormal abilities than the average school kid. “And a vila is…?”

Zahira took out her tablet and began to page through the report she’d apparently loaded on it earlier. “We get the name from Slavic legend. According to the myths, they primarily possessed young women who had been betrayed by their lovers. They would lure men into the deep forest and make them dance until they died.”

“They feed on a victim’s life force, similar to an incubus,” John added.

“I think Gray ran into one of these before.” Caleb rubbed at his forehead, trying to conjure up the flashes of memory. “The scent was familiar to him.”


“Yes. But it was a long time ago.”
 Gray considered. “They are
 very fast. But I was very patient.”


“It was too fast for him,” Caleb said. “But he cornered it while it slept and ate it. Then some woodsman came along and cut his head off with an ax. Which is probably a detail none of us really wanted to hear.”

“I am simply being informative.”

“Some myths say they’re storm spirits,” Zahira said, glancing up from her tablet. “Like you.”

“Oh hell, no,” Caleb tried to say, at the same moment Gray snarled, “They are nothing like me.”

It came out as a garbled mush, and both Zahira and John looked slightly alarmed. Shit. Caleb held up his hands. “Sorry. Sorry. Gray’s a little touchy about being compared to, well, food.
 ”

“I didn’t mean to offend. It’s just, we don’t even know the relationships between etheric entities, if…well.” She straightened her shoulders and looked Caleb in the eye. “I’m sorry, Gray. I didn’t realize.”

People didn’t speak to Gray directly when he wasn’t manifesting. Not even John, at least not usually.


“You may tell her I forgive her,”
 Gray said loftily, like a king granting a royal pardon.

“He accepts your apology,” Caleb said. “So, what have we got? The victim jilted her lover, and the lover summoned an NHE and killed her in the park?”

It wasn’t the subtlest conversational shift, but it did the trick. “Maybe.” John opened the file and flipped through it. “The victim was one Kandace Danielson. She was a dancer with the Beaufain Ballet.”

“A ballerina?” Caleb said. “And she was danced to death? That’s…that’s sick.”

“You’ll get no disagreement from me.” John took a small sip of his coffee. “According to her roommate, she left yesterday morning to go to the ballet company’s studio. She never returned home, but apparently that wasn’t unusual, and the roommate didn’t worry until the police showed up on their doorstep.”

“It could still be a jilted lover,” Zahira said slowly, staring at the files spread in front of them. “But the ballet connection…I don’t know. My gut says there’s more to it.”

“Agreed,” John said.

“I know one of the dancers with the company,” Zahira went on with a concerned frown. “I met her at mosque. She probably knew the victim.”

“Excellent. Hopefully your connection will make people more forthcoming when we start asking questions.” John rose to his feet. “I’ll update Barillo with our progress, then meet the two of you in the lobby in fifteen minutes.”

“Give Barillo a kiss from me,” Caleb called as John exited. He had just enough time to glimpse the obscene gesture John gave him in reply, before the door swung shut between them.


Chapter 4

As the door opened on District Chief Michael Barillo’s office, John took a deep, calming breath and reminded himself anger was unproductive. Yes, he’d had issues with the new district chief. Yes, Barillo had made no attempt to pretend he approved of either Caleb and Gray, or John’s relationship with them. But he’d put them back in the field again, and that was progress.

“Come in,” Barillo grumbled. John stepped inside, carefully shutting the door behind him. Family photos crowded the walls and desk, stacks of files perched precariously on every surface, and loose memos were scattered atop any remaining bit of space.

“You requested I keep you updated, sir,” John said. “Special Agent Noorzai identified the NHE as a vila, and Gray agreed. We’re going to the Beaufain Ballet’s studio to question the victim’s co-workers, try to find out when she was seen last and with whom.”

“I’m taking a chance here, putting you back in the field,” Barillo said. He unwrapped one of the butterscotch candies on his desk and popped it into his mouth. He didn’t offer any to John. “I want this case closed quickly and quietly.
 Do you understand what I’m saying, Starkweather?”

John nodded. “Yes, sir.”

“I’m giving you another chance because we’ve got our hands full. A lycanthrope running amok in North Charleston, ghoul nests popping up like mushrooms.” The candy cracked loudly between Barillo’s teeth. “Not to mention the rash of disappearances splashed all over the headlines. If it turns out they’re legit and an NHE is behind them, we’ve got to get them wrapped up fast. As much as I don’t like it, you’ve got a good track record there.”

John ground his teeth silently. “Thank you, sir.”

“Don’t thank me. After the nonsense on the Cooper River Bridge, I’d rather you spent the rest of your career behind a desk,” Barillo said bluntly. “We’re not going to have a repeat of that incident, are we?”

John swallowed back a useless protest. They’d done what was necessary to stop the raven mocker, and yes, it had resulted in a bit of a spectacle. But no one else had died, and the NHE had been put down. The old district chief would have called it a win.

But Indira Kaniyar was off being the Director of SPECTR now, and it was Barillo he had to contend with.

“No, sir,” John grated out.

“Good.” Barillo’s gaze met his. “Don’t fuck this up, Starkweather. Keep the drakul on a tight leash, don’t
 let this turn into front page news, and I’ll think about putting you back on the streets.”

John needed to keep his mouth shut. But he couldn’t. “And if not? Sir?”

“There will be consequences.” Barillo’s eyes narrowed. “And you won’t like them. Bring me the vila, in a fucking bottle
 . Got it?”

“Yes, sir.” John turned away and reached for the doorknob. His fingers trembled with suppressed rage. “I understand.”

*   *   *

“Okay,” John said as he pulled into the parking lot beside the low, concrete building housing the company’s studio, “we’ll interview everyone who might have a lead for us. Caleb, signal me if Gray gets so much as a whiff of NHE on the premises.”

Caleb nodded from the backseat. “Got it. Anything else?”

“Let Zahira and me do the talking. And don’t just take off, even if the vila is right there. Let us know first, and we’ll corral and handle it.”

Caleb bit back a snarky reply. What had Barillo said to John? He’d been antsy as hell the whole ride up to North Charleston.

Gray stirred. “This mortal has threatened John?”


Barillo didn’t rate a name, not from Gray. Names were reserved for the humans he deigned to notice, like John. Zahira. A handful of others.

I don’t know. Just…wait and watch for now. We’ve got the vila to concentrate on.

A keen edge of hunger, bordering on outright lust. “I have not forgotten.”


We can’t eat it.

Annoyance. “I have not forgotten that, either. But we can at least hunt.”


Heat waves rose from the parking lot. Zahira had texted her friend and asked her to meet them at the studio door. Technically, Caleb supposed they could just barge in and start interrogating the nearest person, but that wasn’t really John’s style. If they had someone to let them into the off-limits areas without having to flash their badges every few feet, they might as well use her.

When they got to the studio, the stage door swung open to reveal a tall, slender woman with dark eyes and black hair pulled back into a shiny bun. She wore a loose tank top over a leotard, accompanied by tights and pointe shoes. A light sheen of sweat showed on her olive skin. “I just got out of warm-up,” she said. “What’s going on, Zahira?”

“Rania Wilson, this is Special Agent John Starkweather and Caleb Jansen,” Zahira said.

“Ms. Wilson,” John said, shaking her hand.

“Call me Rania.” Her brows pulled together. “What’s going on? Why is SPECTR here?”

Zahira looked sympathetic. “I’m sorry, but we need to talk to whoever is in charge here first.”

“Basil?” Rania asked with an uncertain frown. “Sure. Come this way.”

She led them down a long, cool hall. Framed posters hung at intervals, advertising previous seasons of the ballet. Caleb had gone to a production of The Nutcracker
 in Charlotte one time, but that was pretty much the extent of his ballet knowledge.

Rania stopped in front of a door with Director, Beaufain Ballet
 on it. “Here we are. Do you want me to…?”

“If you don’t mind,” John said.

Rania nodded, still looking less than certain about the whole situation as she knocked on the door. It swung open to reveal a thin man with a deep scowl in place. “I said I would make up my mind when I make up my mind!”

Rania took a hasty step back and gestured at Zahira. “Basil Syrkus, this is my friend Zahira. She’s with SPECTR,” she added, before he could start yelling again.

The man’s scowl flashed to confusion—then back to anger. “SPECTR? Oh for fuck’s sake. Those fluttering hens have reported us? You don’t have any reason to investigate. I know my rights, and this is harassment!”

What the hell? Caleb took a deep breath, but the only reek he scented was sweaty feet. No trace of demons. So what was the director so worked up about?

“Thank you for the introduction, Rania,” John said. She gave him a quick nod and scurried away, probably glad to get out of Syrkus’s sight. “Mr. Syrkus, I’m Special Agent John Starkweather. I take it you’re the director of the Beaufain Ballet?”

“You damned well know who I am!” Syrkus blustered.

“Agent Noorzai, would you mind taking notes?” John asked casually, glancing at Zahira. A slight twist of the head farther, and he met Caleb’s gaze.

Caleb shook his head slightly. No demons here, at least not recently.

“May we continue this inside your office, Mr. Syrkus?” John suggested.

Syrkus shook his head. “No. Anything you have to say, you can say it out here.”

“Very well. When was the last time you saw Kandace Danielson, and why did you think we were coming to question you about her disappearance?”

All the wind left Syrkus’s sails; his skin paled, and real alarm crossed his face. “Kandace? She’s disappeared? Oh God, does this have something to do with what they’re talking about on the news?”

“You tell me, Mr. Syrkus. You certainly seemed to, if not expect us, be on the defensive at our appearance.” John’s blue eyes narrowed. “Would you care to explain why?”

“There’s been a misunderstanding.” Syrkus ran a hand over his face. “Come inside my office, agents. Please.”

A desk took up much of the space in the small office. Plaques honoring the ballet company covered the walls. A green couch stood against one wall, and a pair of battered ballet shoes lay on the floor in front of it.

“Forgive me for my poor manners,” Syrkus said. He pulled a flask from his desk and held it out toward John.

“Not while we’re on duty,” John said.

“Of course.” Syrkus took a hefty swallow before replacing the flask in its drawer. “I didn’t mean to come across as I did. Over the years, I’ve weathered more than my share of hate mail from the God-fearing people of South Carolina, so I assumed they’d sent you as they continually threaten. You understand.”

John looked as lost as Caleb felt. “I didn’t realize ballet was so controversial. Can you…elaborate?”

Syrkus gave them all a withering look down his long nose. “Not fans of the ballet?”

John shrugged easily. “I’m more of a NASCAR watcher, myself.”

“A sport with its own intricate strategy, its own stories of drama played out over the course of a season.” Syrkus flashed John a rueful smile. “Surprised? Perhaps you should give the ballet another chance.”

“I think I will. But why are your performances particularly godless?”

Syrkus sighed. “Because my signature ballet—not performed every season, but yes, we are doing it this year—is Giselle.
 ” He sank down into the chair behind the desk. “It is one of the great ballets. The innocent village maiden, Giselle, is in love with Loys, a man she believes to be a peasant like herself. But no, he is in fact Duke Albrecht, having his last dalliance with a simple village girl before his wedding to a woman of his own class. Alas, his duplicity is revealed, and the girl devastated. She flees into the forest, where she is comforted by the evil spirit of a vila.”

Caleb straightened sharply. Okay, no way was this a coincidence.

“Giselle’s heart is weak, and she succumbs to the spirit,” Syrkus went on, too enrapt with his own description to notice their surprise. “She is possessed! First she dances to death the young peasant man who was in love with her, and who exposed Albrecht’s lie. Then she turns her sights on Albrecht himself. When he comes seeking her in the forest, she forces him to dance, hour after hour. But just as he is ready to succumb, she realizes the atrocity the spirit—the demon!—wishes her to commit against the man she still loves. Rather than murder Albrecht, she kills herself and the demon inside her.”

“That…isn’t how it works,” Zahira said.

Syrkus threw up his arms. “Who cares? It is art! It is meant to uplift the human soul! To tell a tale of love triumphing over evil! But oh no, we cannot put on the play, because it will convince young women to summon vila and become possessed. Or so the clucking hens would have it.” He snorted. “I think young women can make their own decisions, don’t you?”

“Certainly there haven’t been outbreaks of possession after every performance,” John said dryly. “You’re well within your rights to put on whatever ballet you want, Mr. Syrkus. Although I’m not entirely uncertain there is no connection between it and why we’re here.”

“Kandace.” Syrkus’s concerned look returned. “What happened? Is she missing? She is one of three soloists I’m considering elevating to principal dancer.”

“Which means she’d play Giselle?” Zahira asked.

“That’s correct.”

John’s lips pressed together. “I’m not certain how to say this in a way that would make it any easier, Mr. Syrkus. Ms. Danielson is dead, and she was killed by a vila.”

*   *   *

“Everyone, please gather round,” Syrkus called. “I have terrible news.”

John, Zahira, and Caleb had followed the director down the hall, into the parts of the building not generally open to the public. They wound their way through a small maze of concrete-walled corridors, cheap tile floors, and doors with dancers’ names posted on them with tape. The air stank of sweaty feet and hairspray. Caleb sneezed twice before they reached the studio where the dancers had gathered.

Clearly they had been rehearsing. When Syrkus spoke, the room fell silent, and the dancers stilled. John spotted Zahira’s friend Rania in the group, her eyes going to Zahira and brow raised in a question.

She wasn’t the only one staring at the agents, and as Syrkus spoke, informing them of the tragedy, more eyes shifted to them. Those who weren’t crying, at least; several of the dancers broke down at the news of Danielson’s death. Moans of “Kandace?” and “Oh God, no,” echoed around the room.

When Syrkus finished his piece, he beckoned John forward. John stepped up beside him, doing his best to radiate calm authority. “Because of the manner of Ms. Danielson’s death, we don’t believe this was a random attack,” he said. “We’re looking for information as to why someone might want to hurt her. A grudge, an angry lover, any detail at all might be of help to the investigation.”

One of the male dancers, his thighs distractingly muscular beneath his tights, said, “You mean someone other than Rania and Olympia?”

Gasps of horror rang out, and the entire company looked at him as though he’d said something inexcusable. “That isn’t true!” Rania shouted.

The man shrugged. “She was your primary competition to dance Giselle.”

“How dare you,” snapped another woman, whom John assumed was Olympia.

He glanced over his shoulder at Caleb, who gave him a small shake of his head. No vila here. “No one in this room was responsible,” John said, fixing the male dancer with a cold look. “We would know if anyone here was possessed.”

“If you meant this as a joke, Carlos, it was in poor taste,” Syrkus added with a glare at the dancer. “May I remind you Kandace is dead?”

No one else spoke up. “I’m going to leave a stack of my business cards here,” John said. “If anything occurs to anyone—even something minor—don’t hesitate to call me, day or night.”

“Thank you, Agent Starkweather,” Syrkus said. “I’m sure you’ll find who did this terrible thing. In the meantime,” he added, turning back to the company, “Kandace would wish the show to go on. Take five minutes to compose yourselves, and we’ll restart.”

The dancers began to mill around. Several fled the room, wiping at their eyes. John had hoped someone else might come forward to talk to him, once everyone’s attention was scattered again, but only Rania approached.

“You’re going to catch whoever did this, aren’t you?” she asked Zahira.

“Inshallah, yes,” Zahira replied. “I’ll call you later. You have my number, right? Text or call if you think of anyone who might have wanted to hurt Kandace. Or if you just need to talk.”

Rania nodded. “Yeah. I will.”

They left, returning to the summer heat outside. John cranked the air vents up to full blast to combat the sweltering sedan.

“Well, that was a bust,” Caleb said from the back seat. “I know it would be a weird coincidence, but maybe this doesn’t actually have anything to do with the ballet company. Maybe is was just random.”

“Possible,” John conceded. “But one of the dancers for a company known for performing Giselle
 is murdered by a vila? And she was apparently auditioning for the part? Even if the rest of the company wasn’t involved, this has all the earmarks of someone who knew Danielson and wanted her dead.”

“Agreed,” Zahira said. “So what next? We question the roommate?”

John nodded as he steered the car out of the lot. “Yes. Let’s hope she has more for us than the company did.”


Chapter 5

“So much for that,” Caleb said as they walked through the halls of SPECTR-HQ to reach the conference room again.

The roommate hadn’t been helpful—she and Danielson hadn’t been particularly close, and apparently Danielson had spent her little free time studying videos of famous dancers, breaking in pointe shoes, and other ballet-related activities. Her only friends were with the company, and she had no love interest as far as the roommate knew.

“Someone has to know something,” John said firmly. “I still don’t believe this was a random death.”

“And unfortunately the vila is still out there, so even if the first death wasn’t random, the next one might be,” Caleb said. He reached the door to the conference room they normally used, then stopped. “Goddamn it.”

MONSTER was scrawled in huge black letters across the door.

Shit.

For a moment, John’s vision flashed red and his fists tightened. He wanted to find the asshole who vandalized the door and beat him to within an inch of his life. Then he’d go to Barillo’s office and scream at him for letting this shit go on, for not taking the harassment seriously.

“I’ll be back,” Caleb said, turning away from the door.

John took a deep breath and fought for calm. He had to keep his head together, had to be there for Caleb. “Just hold on, babe. We don’t know who—”

“I’m just going to the fucking bathroom,” Caleb snarled, and hell, was there a deeper rumble to his voice? “I’ll be back.”

He stomped away without waiting for a reply. John wanted to run after him, wanted to grab Caleb and pull him into a hug. Wanted to protect him from all the stupidity and the senseless hate.

“John?” Zahira asked uncertainly.

He sighed. “Yes?”

“I don’t understand.” She followed him into the conference room. “I get that Gray is a big, scary NHE. But why…this?” She gestured back at the door. “Everyone acts genuinely afraid of him, and I don’t understand why.”

“It’s complicated,” John hedged.

“If not for Gray, Forsyth would have killed a lot more people,” Zahira said. “But instead of treating him like a hero, everyone seems convinced he’s a bomb ready to go off.” She hesitated. “Is it just some stupid prejudice? Other NHEs are dangerous, so he must be dangerous by association?”

John wanted to tell her yes. It was just a stupid prejudice, and it didn’t matter how many lives Gray saved, just like it didn’t matter how many people who looked like Zahira were fighting and dying against terrorists every day. Because fear had taken the place of logic.

And it would mostly be the truth. Sort of.

But the people who were the most terrified of Gray were the ones who’d been there at Fort Sumter. Who’d seen him in all his glory.

Who’d witnessed that moment of hesitation, when it had seemed like he really was going to kill them, too.

He thought about the vampire teddy bear sitting in the corner of their office, a gift from Karl Rand to Caleb in an attempt to make up for all the shitty treatment he’d gotten since Fort Sumter. “Not everyone is afraid of Gray,” he replied carefully. “It’s just a lot for people to adapt to. After all, we’re taught our entire lives that possession equals madness and death. Our job is to stop people who are possessed, to remove NHEs from our plane of existence one way or another. And now the higher ups are asking us all to work beside one.”

Zahira stared at her hands thoughtfully. Her nails were neatly clipped and covered in a clear polish. “I suppose. Maybe if we weren’t so ignorant about etheric entities, people wouldn’t be scared of them.” A sigh of frustration escaped her. “We barely know anything about NHEs, let alone the etheric plane. We don’t even know how they pass back and forth from our world to theirs, other than we have to summon them. But since summoning is completely illegal, we can’t study the most basic interaction with them, not even for science, not even if we mean to send them back right away!”

John nodded, glad the conversation had shifted to less dangerous ground. “I know. After working with the Vigilant…well, I’m not sure what the law ought to be, but NHEs can be summoned safely. There should be exceptions for summonings under controlled circumstances.”

“I wonder if Forsyth discovered anything useful?” Zahira sat back and crossed her arms over her chest. “Although, if he did, he certainly wasn’t publishing papers on it. I’m sure all his research is locked away in a vault where no one will ever see it again. I just wish…”

No wonder she’d been so excited to work beside Gray. “Is that why you applied for this assignment? Because it was your only chance to see an NHE up close?”

She put a hand to her mouth. “Oh, no! Well, yes. But it sounds bad when you put it that way.”

John grinned. “I assure you, it doesn’t. Agents take assignments for a lot worse reasons, believe me.”

“I don’t want to sound like I think of Gray as a…a laboratory rat, though.” She chewed worriedly on her lower lip. “And I understand that after being taken prisoner by Forsyth, he’s wary of anyone else getting too curious.”

“Honestly, I think that’s mostly Caleb,” John said. “He’s always had a problem with authority, and Forsyth didn’t help things much.” He paused, an idea forming. “I tell you what—I’ll ask Gray if he
 minds you asking questions. Caleb can’t really object if Gray doesn’t.”

Of course, Caleb would most certainly object. But Gray had rights, too. Maybe not legally, but surely morally.

“Really?” Zahira clasped her hands together, eyes shining. “That would be wonderful!”

John grinned, but a little worm of guilt squirmed in his gut. Because here he was, talking about her getting a closer look at Gray when they weren’t in the middle of a fight…and not telling her what had really happened that night of Fort Sumter.

What Gray actually was.

She was their partner, working with them in close quarters. Didn’t she have the right to know?

Nothing like Fort Sumter would ever happen again. Those circumstances had been special—it had taken a massive amount of NHEs to give Gray the power to fully manifest. Hundreds, at least.

And if it wouldn’t happen again, then there was no need for Zahira to know about it, right?

*   *   *

Caleb stormed into the men’s room. Thank God there was no one at the urinals; he wasn’t sure he could have kept himself from flashing fangs in their direction.

Because fuck these assholes. They had him trapped—he couldn’t leave because the higher ups like Kaniyar would never let him, but that didn’t stop every lower-level agent from doing their damnedest to push him out. And John, acting so fucking calm, like nothing was wrong…

Caleb spun and slammed his fist into the long mirror hanging above the sinks. It shattered with a satisfying crunch, shards falling free to crash against the counter. And to hell with Barillo—if he looked the other way for the vandalism of the door, he could damn well ignore this, too.

A toilet at the end of the row of stalls flushed.

Caleb braced his hands on the counter and bowed his head. Great. Just great. He’d had a meltdown, and now someone would run to Barillo and tattle, and maybe Gray had the right idea and they should just grab John and take off…

“Caleb? Um, are you okay?” Karl Rand asked.

Some of the tension left Caleb’s shoulders, and he leaned forward, resting his forehead against the broken glass. “Heh. I bet that’s not a question you have to ask very often.”

“Kind of a first,” Karl said wryly. His shoes tapped crisply on the tiles as he crossed to a sink and washed his hands. “But, since I can’t sense you, you’re going to have to tell me.” He let out a hiss. “You’ve hurt your hand.”

“It’ll heal,” Caleb said, and indeed the cuts were already closing. Slower than they should have, since Gray hadn’t fed in a while, but far faster than on anyone unpossessed.

He straightened and turned to face Karl. Karl wore a nice suit—John would be envious—and a tie which matched his green empath’s armband. “Some dick wrote ‘monster’ on the door of the conference room we’ve been using,” Caleb admitted. “I’m just frustrated, that’s all.”

Karl’s mouth quirked. “I understand.”

“Yeah,” Caleb said, his gaze falling on the armband. “I guess you do.” Bad enough most people were scared of empaths. But it had to be twice as bad to come out as a transman and
 get a full blast of what assholes felt about that delivered straight to your head. “I don’t know how you put up with it.”

“I have a great therapist,” Karl said with a rueful grin. “Beyond that…in my experience, a lot of people spend their lives terrified of things which don’t actually pose any danger to them. I don’t know if it’s just easier for the human brain to feel fear, if it’s some kind of default you have to work against, or what. But I try to remind myself how awful it would be to live like that. Every day, choosing to spend your life afraid, when you don’t have to be.”

“Yeah,” Caleb said slowly. “I see what you mean. I’m not sure it makes it any easier, but I see what you mean.”

Karl laughed. “Well, I’m working on it too. Believe me.”

“I hear you.” Caleb bit his lip. “Hey, man, back when you could still sense me, before the possession became permanent…I hope I didn’t make you feel bad. I didn’t have the best attitude toward empaths…and I’m not telling you anything you don’t already know. I was a dick, and I’m sorry.”

“I’ve haven’t been entirely comfortable around you, either, then or recently,” Karl said. “So let’s call it even.”

“Sounds good.” Caleb stuck his hand out, before remembering that wasn’t something you were supposed to do with an empath. Karl looked taken aback, then grinned and shook his hand.

“You could be very popular with empaths,” Karl said. “Someone we don’t
 have crowding into our heads all day? If you weren’t dating Starkweather…”

“Ha!” But it made Caleb think. “Listen, Karl…how much does all this bother John?”

Karl sighed. “I can’t tell you, Caleb. It would be unethical.”

“Yeah, sorry.” Caleb felt stupid for even asking. “I wasn’t thinking.”

“No problem.” Karl glanced at the exit. “Are you going to be okay, or…?”

“Yeah.” Caleb stepped toward the door. “I need to get back to it. There’s a vila out there killing people, and a few jerks here at SPECTR don’t change that. But thanks for talking to me.” He paused. “Hey, you want to come over some night? We’ll watch the race, make John cook us dinner, and drink beer.”

Karl laughed. “It’s a date.”

*   *   *

“Another day, another crime scene,” Caleb said the next morning.

They’d still been dressing for the day when the call came in to John’s phone. An early morning jogger had found another body, probably a second vila victim, in Waterfront Park. Now Caleb, John, and Zahira made their way through yet another scene of milling cops and forensic technicians.

Clouds had rolled in overnight, lending the sunlight a grayish hue. Seagulls kited on the stiff breeze, occasionally diving down into the waves. A few early tourists gawked from the street, held back by the police barriers.

Detective Tradd awaited them once again. “This looks like the same MO as the killer at Brittlebank Park,” she said as they approached. “So I called SPECTR right away. No one’s disturbed the body yet.” She glanced over her shoulder. “It’s in the fountain.”

John nodded. “Thanks, detective. We’ll take a look.”

Caleb took a deep breath as he followed John and Zahira toward the circular fountain. Salt, rotting marsh grass, and fish dominated the air, but intermingled he detected the scent of old blood, of sweat gone rank and vile.


“It is faint, though.”
 Disappointment. “The demon is long gone.”


“The vila was here,” he reported. “I don’t think it hung around this time—the scent is pretty faded.”

“Got it,” John said with a nod.

“Did the vila feel more confident this time?” Zahira wondered. “Is that why it didn’t linger?”

“Hard to say, but it’s possible,” John agreed. “Especially if the faust hasn’t been possessed long, and wasn’t sure about the whole ‘killing people’ thing to begin with. This second kill might have been easier for them to agree to.”

They approached a fountain in the shape of a palmetto bush. Normally jets of water shot from the crown to fall into the basin beneath. Someone had at least thought to turn off the water, although it still pooled around the body, draining slowly from her saturated clothing and hair. The victim lay half-in the basin, as if she’d collapsed into the fountain—or flung herself in. Her legs dangled over the side, her shoes nothing but tatters, bone showing through the soles of her blistered feet. Her features were obscured beneath the water collected in the basin, but even so, Caleb’s heart sank.

“She’s one of the other dancers, isn’t—wasn’t—she?” he asked.

John nodded grimly. He leaned over the body, studying it carefully. “Olympia, I think, was the name.”

Zahira hissed softly. “She was the other soloist, wasn’t she?”

Caleb swore. “This was aimed at the company, then. Not at Danielson at all—or at least, not just at her. Someone wants to take out everyone who might dance the part of Giselle.”

His gaze met Zahira’s. Her dark eyes had gone wide beneath her black hijab. “And that means Rania will be next.”


Chapter 6

When they entered the studio, a hush swept across the room. The dancers were in the midst of warming up, and some remained caught in poses when they noticed the agents: arms raised, a foot resting on the barre, one leg stretched before them as they knelt on the floor.

For an instant, everything was silent. Then one of the women whispered Olympia’s name. A wild murmur rose up: “Is she all right?” “Where is she?” “Maybe nothing happened to her—she’s just late!”

Rania stood amidst the panicking dancers, her gaze trained on Zahira. John hoped she remained as calm when she found out she might be next on the vila’s list.

“Mr. Syrkus,” he said, crossing to where the director stood watching. “I’d like to speak with you privately, if I may. My colleagues will address the rest of the company.”

“Privately? But…” Syrkus trailed off. “Very well, Agent Starkweather. Join me in my office.”

John exchanged a look with Zahira as he followed Syrkus out. She’d break the news of Olympia’s death to the rest of the company, then take Rania aside. With any luck, Rania would agree to protective custody while they figured out their next move.

Syrkus shut the door behind them, then went to his desk. “Something to drink?” he asked, pulling out the flask and two glasses.

“No, thank you,” John replied, sitting down across from the desk without being asked.

“Ah yes. You’re on duty.” Syrkus splashed a good amount of whiskey into one of the glasses. “I hope you don’t mind if I indulge.”

“Go right ahead,” John said. “You don’t seem curious as to why we’re here.”

Syrkus sat down heavily in his own chair. For a moment, he looked older, the lines in his face deeply graven, as if some part of him had given up the struggle against gravity. “Olympia didn’t come in this morning. I told myself she was just late. There had been a traffic jam, or her alarm didn’t go off. But she’s dead, isn’t she?”

John nodded. “I’m afraid so.”

Syrkus slugged back the whiskey in a single gulp. “Damn. So much talent; so much potential. Wasted.”

“The loss of a life, especially a young one, is always tragic,” John agreed. “But with her death, our investigation shifts from focusing on Ms. Danielson, to focusing on what seems to be the common thread. The Beaufain Ballet Company.”

Syrkus looked alarmed. “What do you mean? Surely you aren’t accusing—”

“I’m not accusing any of your dancers. Or you,” John added. “My colleague, Mr. Jansen, would know in an instant if the vila had been on the premises recently.”

Syrkus frowned, but didn’t ask for an explanation. “So who is it? Who is doing these terrible things?”

“That’s what we want to know.” John leaned forward. “Think carefully, Mr. Syrkus. Is there anyone who might have a grudge against the company as a whole?”

“What do you mean?” Syrkus drew himself up slightly. “A grudge? What sort of grudge?”

“A rivalry?” John spread his hands out in a gesture of helplessness. “An angry business partner? Someone desperate to see the company fail? You could tell me far more easily than I could guess.”

Syrkus’s scowled. “Don’t be absurd. There’s nothing like that. No one who would—would kill
 to see us fail.”

“Think hard. Are you sure?”

“Of course!” Syrkus rose to his feet abruptly, forcing John to look up at him. “Isn’t it your job to discover these things, instead of asking the victims to solve the crime themselves? SPECTR should have protected Olympia, and now she’s dead!”

John took a calming breath. “I’m sorry for your loss, Mr. Syrkus, but it’s hard to predict what a faust will do if we don’t know why
 they’re doing it.”

Syrkus snorted. “The vila is a demon. Demons don’t have a why.
 ”

“Perhaps.” John rose to his feet. “But humans do. Look to your favorite ballet, if you need a reminder.”

*   *   *

“I can’t believe this is happening,” Rania said.

She sat on the floor against the wall, one knee drawn up to her chest, hugging it to her. Zahira crouched beside her. Caleb leaned against the cinder block wall a few feet away, idly admiring the legs of one of the male dancers. The company milled around, whispering to each other and casting unhappy looks in Rania’s direction.

“Inshallah, it’s going to be all right,” Zahira said. She put a comforting hand on Rania’s wrist. “We won’t let the vila hurt you. We can take you into protective custody, and—”

She was cut off by Syrkus striding into the room, his face dark with anger. John followed him, and although his expression seemed impassive, Caleb knew him well enough by now to spot the tiny line on his forehead, the tightness at the corner of his mouth. Syrkus had pissed him off.

“All right.” Syrkus clapped his hands for attention. “There is no delicate way to announce this, so I shall be direct. Rania, you will dance the part of Giselle this season.”

Rania’s eyes widened, and she rose to her feet. Someone started to applaud, then stopped quickly when no one else joined in.

Was this guy nuts? He’d already had two ballerinas murdered. Was he trying to make it three? “You can’t mean to put on the ballet!” Caleb exclaimed.

“Of course I do.” Syrkus scowled. “Agent Starkweather believes this vila is targeting the company. Trying to stop our production for some inscrutable reason. We must be strong, and we must honor the memories of Kandace and Olympia. So we will put on the best version of Giselle
 anyone has ever seen!”

There came a smattering of clapping this time, although many of the dancers looked alarmed. Caleb didn’t blame them. Was Syrkus a complete lunatic?

Zahira looked worriedly at Rania. “Rania? Tell him you won’t do it.”

Rania glanced at Zahira, then at Syrkus. For a moment she hesitated…then she drew herself up, shoulders back, a study in grace and strength. “I’ll do it. I’ll dance the part of Giselle.”

Syrkus grinned. “That’s my girl. All right, everyone. Today we’ll…”

Caleb tuned the rest out, turning to Rania. “You can’t be serious! You’re risking your life over a part?”

“This isn’t just a part,” Rania replied. “This means I’m being elevated to principal dancer.”

“I know, but—”

“No. You don’t know.” Her dark eyes burned fiercely. “I’ve worked my entire life for this. I put on my first pair of ballet shoes when I was four. I’ve spent every day, every hour, every minute since working for this. And some demon isn’t going to keep me from getting it.”

John had joined them. “We’ll do what we can to keep you safe, but you’re still taking a risk. Are you sure you don’t want protective custody?”

“I’m certain.” Her mouth took on a firm line, and she raised her chin defiantly.

“All right.” John nodded. “I respect your decision. The other two soloists weren’t attacked in their homes—it looks like the vila might have followed them from the studio, then either lured or trailed them to the parks where they died.”

“So step one, stay away from parks,” Caleb said.

John gave him a look which suggested it would be more helpful if he’d keep his mouth shut. “My point is, your ordinary movements might draw out the vila.”


“And then we catch it,”
 Gray said unexpectedly. Caleb hadn’t realized he was even paying attention. “And eat it.”


Unless it can still be exorcised.

Caleb coughed. “That’s a good idea,” he said, trying to make his voice deeper to convey it was Gray’s opinion, without saying anything suspicious in front of Rania.

Rania looked at him like he was crazy. “Didn’t you just say the opposite?”

“You could say I’m of two minds about it.”

“What do you think, Rania?” Zahira asked quickly. “We’re not using you as bait, exactly…but we sort of are.”

“No, that’s fine.” She nodded determinedly. “Anything to get this over with. I’m supposed to go out clubbing for a friend’s birthday tonight—do you think that might help?” She glanced at Zahira. “I know it’s Ramadan, and I probably shouldn’t be out partying, but she’s a good friend…”

“We’ll go with you,” Zahira said, with a quick look at John to confirm it. “All three of us. The vila probably won’t show up around a lot of people, so we’ll be safe in the club. On the way there and back, though…if it comes after you, we’ll be there to put a stop to it. Permanently.”

“And if it doesn’t?” Rania asked, a hint of uncertainty slipping into her voice.

“Then I’ll stay the night with you,” Zahira promised. “I’ll put up spirit wards so the vila won’t be able to come into your apartment.”

“Rania!” Syrkus called.

Rania winced. “Okay. That sounds good. Are you going to stay?”

“I’ll go back to my place and get some things, and come pick you up after you’re done here,” Zahira said. “You should be safe until then, since there’s so many people around.”

“And there’s no indication the vila’s ever been inside the studio,” John added. “Caleb and I will meet you at your apartment this evening. Take care of yourself, and if you get worried or change your mind, text or call Zahira immediately.”

They left the dancers to their work. As they exited the building, Caleb said, “Well at least one good thing came out of all this.”

“What’s that?” John asked.

Caleb grinned. “We get to go clubbing.”

*   *   *

“Are you done?” John called as he smoothed his shirt down. It had been a while since he’d gone out—shortly after he and Caleb had first met, actually, when they’d just become a couple.

Given the way Caleb was acting tonight, maybe he should have made it more of a priority. There had just been so many other things to do than go out and dance.

“Just about!” Caleb called from the bathroom down the hall. “I need you to lace me up.”

The hell? John walked down the hall and stopped at the sight of Caleb checking himself out in the mirror.

He looked…delicious was one word for it. Hot as hell was another. Forget fighting the vila—Caleb would be beating off women all night, and probably a few guys as well.

Caleb wore his heavy boots—the black leather, buckles, and thick soles which made them perfect for chasing down NHEs also served well as club gear. Same for the leather pants. His light, silvery shirt looked rather familiar.

“Is that my shirt?” John asked.

“Yep,” Caleb said unrepentantly. “Now help me into this thing.”

The “thing” was a black leather corset from April, the same leatherworker who made Caleb’s coats. “You could have gotten one that laced up the front,” John pointed out as he came up behind Caleb.

“True.” Caleb leaned over, brushing his ass over the front of John’s pants. “But where’s the fun in that?”

John laughed and went to work. There was something fucking hot about pulling the warm leather tight around Caleb’s body. And when he was done…

Caleb turned around with a grin. “Like what you see, Starkweather?”

“You know I do.” John rubbed at the erection rigid against his jeans. “You’re going to be a hell of a distraction tonight. We’re supposed to be working, but all I’ll be thinking of is bending you over and fucking you the moment we get home.”

Caleb’s grin took on a sexy edge. “Well. We can’t have you too distracted. Maybe a little taste now, hmm?”

He stepped up to John, rubbing his hand over John’s erection. John pulled him in for a kiss. Caleb popped open the button of John’s jeans, then tugged the zipper down.

John groaned into his mouth when Caleb’s hand closed over his dick and pulled him out. “You drive me crazy,” John mumbled against Caleb’s lips.

“It’s a short drive,” Caleb teased. Then he went to his knees.

John leaned against the doorframe for support. Caleb tugged on his cock once or twice, before lapping up precome with his tongue. “Mmm. I love how you taste,” Caleb murmured. Then his mouth closed over John’s cock.

It felt amazing: all warmth and wetness, and the shiver of Gray’s energy just underneath Caleb’s skin. Not manifesting—the fangs definitely got in the way of a blowjob. But still there with them.

He looked up at the mirror, and found himself transfixed by their reflection: Caleb, dressed to fuck, on his knees, his black hair spread loose over his shoulders. John slid his hand through that hair, bunching it up, and Caleb moaned his encouragement. Caleb pulled back just long enough to say, “Fuck my mouth, Starkweather,” before taking John all the way down his throat.

John gritted his teeth, clenched his fingers in Caleb’s hair, and did as he was told. He looked down, found Caleb gazing back up at him, brown eyes wicked as John’s dick slid over his lips. Damn, Caleb was gorgeous, and every last person in the club would be staring at him later. But he’d come home with John.

Caleb slipped one hand up, tracing John’s thigh, before finding his balls and tugging. And that was it; John just had time to grunt a warning before he came. Caleb’s throat worked around him, swallowing hard.

John slumped with a contented sigh. “Damn. I don’t think my legs work now.”

“It’s just one complaint after another with you,” Caleb teased. He stood up and kissed John soundly on the mouth, tasting of come.

“What about you?” John asked. “Just give me a second to recover, okay?”

“Don’t worry about it. We don’t have the time. You can return the favor when we get home.” Caleb poured a drink of water from the sink. When he was done, he set down the glass but hesitated, studying himself in the mirror. His mouth pinched slightly, a pensive expression crossing his face.

John finished tucking himself away and zipped up his jeans. “Babe? Everything all right?”

“Yeah.” But Caleb didn’t look away from the mirror. “It’s just…weird? Different? I was never the most butch guy around anyway.”

“I never guessed,” John said dryly. “So is this about the corset? Because it looks really hot, but if you’re not comfortable wearing it—”

“No, I am.
 That’s what’s a little weird.” Caleb shrugged. “I don’t know. I mean Gray doesn’t even have a gender, even if we do call him ‘he.’ That’s our term, not his.”

“Is there something he’d prefer?” John asked.

“No. He doesn’t care one way or the other, honestly.” Caleb shook his head, long hair whispering over the shirt, the corset. “Gray’s been lots of different people, different genders, including in cultures that count more than two. As far as he’s concerned, it’s all mortal nonsense. He just is.
 And I wonder if maybe that’s affecting me somehow? Like, I could put on makeup and heels and not even think about it twice, because wearing a dress or heels or whatever is just as ordinary to Gray as anything else we humans do.”

Huh. John chewed on his lip a moment, not certain what to say. “Well…people do change, even when they don’t have a five-thousand-year-old drakul living in their heads,” he said at last. “I mean, it might be stranger if it didn’t
 affect you. But…are you worried about it?”

Because if Caleb was…there was nothing they could do. Literally nothing. He’d passed up his last chance at exorcism because he’d needed Gray’s power to save John.

So if there was a problem…it was John’s fault, in a way.

Caleb shook his head again and turned away from the mirror. “No. I don’t think so. And Gray’s going through changes, too. It was just something I was thinking about, that’s all.” He grabbed John’s hand, twining their fingers tightly together. “Come on. I want to see you shake your ass.”


Chapter 7

Gray was on high alert the entire time they walked with Rania from her apartment to the club. They passed Marion Square, which seemed like a place the vila might ambush them, after its last two attacks. But Gray didn’t so much as catch a whiff of demonic scent.


“There is still the walk back,”
 Gray suggested hopefully. “Perhaps it will attack us then.”


Caleb’s teeth burned with Gray’s eagerness. Dial it back. I know you want some mayhem, but the rest of us would just as soon catch the vila without bloodshed.


Rania wore a tank top and jeans. Zahira had on a bright pink hijab, a loose, long-sleeved sparkly top, and jeans. Caleb suspected her Glock was holstered beneath the loose shirt.

Caleb had hoped the club would be relatively quiet since it was a weeknight, but once inside, they had to practically shove their way through the press of bodies. The smell of sweat and booze hit him like a wall, accompanied by the nasty reek of douchebro body spray. The thumping bass punished sensitive ears, and he could feel the vibration in his chest. Okay, maybe clubbing wasn’t quite as fun as it had been when he wasn’t possessed.


“We should go outside. Hunt for the vila, while the mortals are in here,”
 Gray suggested.

We need to stay close to Rania. Just in case.

They passed by the dance floor, in search of Rania’s friends. Bodies shimmied and shook, some couples practically humping each other. “We could dance with John,”
 Gray countered hopefully.

We’re here to work, not get off.

Gray receded, though not without letting Caleb feel his frustration. Caleb sighed and shook his head.

Rania spotted her friends and hurried over. There came a quick round of introductions; Caleb forgot the names as soon as he heard them. One of the women asked if he wanted to dance, and John gave a subtle nod.

The plan called for Zahira to stay with Rania, while Caleb and John mingled, keeping their senses open for the vila the whole time. If it got close enough to John, his exorcist’s sense would pick it up, but Gray was a lot more likely to smell it from a distance.

Not that the vila would show up in the club, anyway. Nothing to do but kill time until the walk home.

After the third song, Caleb started to sympathize with Gray. Half of Rania’s friends wanted to dance with him, and he’d gotten angry looks from some of the men in the club. One guy yelled that the gay club was a few blocks over, but Caleb ignored him. Christ, this wasn’t some country music dive bar where he’d get his ass kicked; plenty of other people were decked out in leather and corsets, too. Although to be fair, most of those were women.

After an hour or so, Caleb headed for the bar and grabbed two bottles of water. He downed one, even though he was the only person in the club not sweating his ass off. The other he carried while he scouted around for Zahira.

He found her sitting alone at one of the tables. “Where is everyone?” he asked, putting the unopened bottle down in front of her.

“Thank you,” she said—or rather, shouted over the music. She nodded in the direction of a group of dancing women, and Caleb spotted Rania among them. “Over there.”

“Not your scene?” he guessed.

She absently checked the lay of her hijab over her shoulders. “One of them asked me if I shower in the hijab.”

“Oh. Ouch.”

“And another asked if my father knew I was here.” Zahira sighed. “I know I should look at it as an opportunity to educate people, but after you’re asked the same question a hundred times…”

Caleb nodded. “Yeah. That would get pretty old fast.”

She opened the water and drank. “You’ve been popular tonight, though.”

“Not why we’re here,” he said with a snort. “Speaking of which, I’d better circulate some more. Wouldn’t want John to catch me sitting on my butt.”

She grinned. “He’s been popular, too.”

Gray perked up. “What does she mean?”


“I think he’s been hit on by half the people in the club,” she went on.

“I do not like this. John is ours.”

Calm down.

Memories flashed behind Caleb’s eyes, but for once they were recent. John had sucked them off in the bathroom of a club, the one time they’d gone dancing after he and John hooked up. “I do not wish him to do these things with anyone else.”


Pretty sure John doesn’t want to, either, so quit worrying.

“Caleb?” Zahira asked. “Is everything all right?”

Shit, he’d zoned out. “No,” he said, because at least he could be honest with her. “Gray’s weirdly insecure sometimes.”

“Oh?” she looked like she really wanted to ask more questions, but was biting her tongue to keep them back.

“Later,” he said, rising to his feet. “I’m going to see how John is doing.”

At least it only took a few minutes to find John. He stood in the corner, idly talking with a red-haired man. His blue eyes swept the crowd, though, and a smile crossed his face when he spotted Caleb coming toward him.

See?

The man John was talking to glanced over his shoulder, probably to see who John was looking at. His eyes widened in surprise. “Caleb?”

“Deacon?”

Deacon grinned and shook his hand. “Good to see you.” His gaze took in Caleb’s form appreciatively.

“I see you met my boyfriend,” Caleb said with a nod to John.

Deacon laughed. “No way!”

John cocked his head, a smile hovering on his mouth. “This is Deacon from PASS,” Caleb explained. “He’s a TK like me.”

“That’s great,” John said. “Deacon was just telling me…”

The smell of rancid sweat, of rotting blood and corrupted bone, slid through the scents of human perspiration and spilled alcohol like a needle through cloth.

“The demon is here.”

*   *   *

Caleb cast around anxiously. Fuck, the vila was here
 , so where had Rania gone? Her friends were scattered, dancing and drinking, so where was she?

“Caleb?” John asked.

“Sorry, Deacon,” Caleb said, knowing he must sound either rude or crazy. “We’ve got to go.”

He plunged into the press of bodies without waiting for an answer. Where the hell was Zahira?

The scent of the vila grew stronger as they approached the bar, then veered off. He spotted Zahira’s pink hijab in the crowd and made for it.

“Where’s Rania?” he demanded as he approached. She leaned against one of the support columns around the dance floor, sipping on her water.

He must have communicated his alarm, because she straightened sharply. “She went to the ladies room.”

Fuck.

Caleb shoved his way through the press, and was rewarded by furious shouts. He’d be lucky if he didn’t end up with bouncers trying to grab him—but there was no time. Behind him, John’s voice rang out. “Move aside! SPECTR Agents!”

They’d be lucky if there wasn’t a panic.

The hall leading to the bathrooms was crowded with women—even more than the usual line. “What’s going on?” he demanded.

“Someone locked the fucking door,” a woman snapped. “There’s four stalls in there, and the door’s locked? Who does that shit?”

He pushed his way through, ignoring shouts of anger. Someone hit him with a purse. At the head of the line, two women were pounding on the door and yelling for whoever was inside to open up.

The air was saturated with the vila’s scent.

“Out of the way!” he yelled, Gray’s bass roar underlying the order. They shuffled aside, eyes wide. He took one step back, then lunged forward, slamming his shoulder into the door. The lock snapped easily beneath the impact, and he stumbled inside.

The bathroom was the usual dreary club restroom. Graffiti covered the stalls, and a low buzzing sound came from the ugly fluorescent bulb overhead. A tiny window looked out on street level, its glass covered with wire screen. Harsh chemical cleaners stung Caleb’s nose, even as saliva flooded his mouth at the overwhelming scent of demon.

Two women stood inside, in the small space before the sinks. They mirrored one another’s posture, arms raised, legs flashing as they spun and danced. One was Rania, her face a mask of terror, tears streaming down her cheeks, her mascara in black streaks.

The other was older, her body firm beneath a clinging leotard and tight jeans. She wore ballet shoes, up on pointe, even as Rania struggled to mimic her. As the door crashed back against the wall, the woman turned quickly. Her eyes were as yellow as an animal’s.

The vila.

Gray roared.

*   *   *

At last.

Gray leaps forward, unhesitating, claws unsheathed and ready for battle. They will take this demon down, and—

He catches a glimpse of claws, of teeth sharper than any human’s should be. Then, so fast even he can barely track the movement, the vila’s foot catches him in the jaw.

The impact is stunning; his head snaps back, something cracking inside his spine with a flare of pain. The blow sends him back into the door, which has swung shut behind him. He strikes it, hits the floor, then rolls to his feet even as vertebrae pop back into alignment.

The mortal no longer dances; she is slumped to the floor beside the sinks, her eyes wide and terrified. The demon…

Is gone. The tiny window hangs open, its glass smashed and the wire screen shredded as the vila tore its way out.

The opening is slightly too small, so he simply grabs the metal frame and rips it free from the concrete, tossing it into one of the stalls. The resulting hole is still a tight fit, claws sunk into the outside of the building to help haul him through, the button tearing free of his pants.

“Good thing you possessed someone skinny.”

The vila’s scent is a trail on the air outside. Gray charges after it, and within moments spots the fleeing figure ahead of him.

Good.

Car brakes screech, and he hears a shout as he tears down the street after the demon. “Remember, she can still be exorcised. We need to keep the mauling to a minimum.”


The vila is fast—and agile. It darts down an alley and springs, its jump carrying it almost to the top of an iron fire escape. It balances easily on the metal rail for a moment, before vaulting to the roof.

By the time Gray pounds up the metal stairs, the vila has leapt the gap from this building to the next. But even as it seems it will spring to a third, it comes to a sudden halt. Its head whips around, and a look of fear and panic crosses its face.

As it should be.

Gray doesn’t slow, colliding with the vila and nearly sending them both off the roof. Instinct unsheathes his claws; but no, he is not to damage the creature. Growling in frustration, he wraps his arms around it, pinning its arms to its sides. It writhes like a snake, snarling its fury. If he can hold the demon until John arrives—

Something collides with the back of his head with stunning force. His grip loosens, and the vila twists free. Spinning on one foot, it kicks him in the face a second time, knocking him back into an air conditioning unit.

“What the hell happened?”

Gray blinks, but there is no one else there.

“Did she kick us? Holy shit, she kicked us in the back of the head while we were holding her.”

Caleb sounds impressed despite himself. Gray is not. As he surges back to his feet, the vila dances away, its movements so graceful it seems to glide across the roof on a rail. Between one instant and the next, the vila makes the leap to the next rooftop. He gathers himself to give chase.

Then the wind shifts.

He smells old stone and cold earth, burning metal and sun-warmed soil. It is not the scent of the vila, but it is familiar.

“I remember—we smelled it the day we went jogging near the Battery. When we were arguing with John. What is it?”


I do not know.
 Gray breathes deep. It is not a demon, but otherwise I am not certain.


“Is it what scared the vila? Made her hesitate long enough for us to catch her?”

The vila.

Gray breaks into a run, following the demon’s scent. Its speed has given it an advantage; though he was distracted for only seconds, it has vanished from sight. He follows the trace, from one rooftop to the next, then down to the street again.

The trail vanishes in front of a boarded-up house. A patch of damp asphalt reveals where a vehicle was parked.

“Barillo is going to kill us for losing her.”


He cannot kill us,
 Gray corrects Caleb, but absently. Because he smells the vila all around the area of the house, even though the scent is faded.

“Maybe she parked here for a while before stalking Rania?”

No. It is too far from the street.

He follows the trail around the back of the house. A power meter hums softly in the narrow alleyway separating the back door from the next building.

“Why would a boarded-up house have the power running? Maybe if someone was restoring it, but there would be permits posted for the construction.”

The door is locked, but a single kick takes care of that. The interior of the house is dark and smells of mold and rot.

And vila.

And blood.

Gray makes his way across the creaking wooden floor, until reaching a door. The padlock on the door gleams in his night vision, far too shiny to have been here for long.

“So what is it she doesn’t want anyone else to find?”

The lock gives easily beneath Gray’s strength. On the other side of the door, rickety wooden stairs lead down into darkness. The vila’s scent is strong here, as is the rusty smell of human blood. He pauses, listening, but all he hears is an electric hum.

The stairs creak, and to a mortal, the basement would be utterly black. His sight picks out swathes of dried blood on the floor. All along the walls stand large white freezers.

A ripple of unease from Caleb. “That…probably isn’t a good sign, is it?”



It seems unlikely,
 Gray agrees.

Each freezer is locked, just as the door was. Gray goes to the nearest and snaps off the lock, before lifting the lid.

It is packed with human bodies. The eyes of the one on top stare at him through a thick coating of frost.

“Oh God.”

Gray carefully lowers the lid. “John will wish to see this.”


Chapter 8

Blue police lights strobed across the old brick wall of the club’s exterior. “Was there a fight?” someone asked as John walked past. A few knots of people still stood around outside, gawking and trying to figure out what had happened, but most had scattered. Or been moved along by the cops, most likely.

Gray had taken off after the vila…and he hadn’t come back yet. John tried not to let it worry him. Vila might be fast, but they hunted largely through cunning, not brute force. Gray could handle a lone demon without backup. Hell, he could probably handle an entire pack of them.

No need to be concerned at all.

Rania perched in the back of an ambulance, a blanket wrapped around her shoulders. Fresh tears leaked from her swollen, red eyes. Zahira sat beside her, a comforting arm draped atop the blanket.

John met Zahira’s gaze. “Is she going to be okay?” he asked with a nod at Rania.

“The EMCs said she’ll be fine,” Zahira replied. But her expression remained grave. “I’m so sorry. I thought she’d be safe in the bathroom…”

Rania let out another gulping sob. John crouched down in front of her. “Rania? How are you feeling?”

“Like shit,” she said, rubbing angrily at her eyes. “But I’ll be all right. It only went on for a couple of minutes before…” A shudder ran through her. “What was
 that thing?”

“A vila,” John said. Maybe she’d forgotten in her shock?

She shook her head. “No. Not…not Elise. It was…oh God.” She closed her eyes. “It looked like Caleb.”

He hesitated, caught between conflicting impulses. Rather than address the bit about Caleb, he said, “Elise?”

Rania swallowed heavily. “Elise Peyton. She’s—I mean, she was—the Beaufain Ballet’s principal ballerina, until she retired at the end of last season. I ran into her at the bar, and she suggested we go into the ladies room so we could catch up. It would be easier to hear in there, so I said sure. But as soon as we went in and were alone…she…she changed.”

More tears. Zahira tightened her grip on Rania, even as she met John’s eyes. They’d been right—there was a connection to the company. But why would a former dancer who had retired suddenly be out to destroy the women who were competing for her old job? There had to be a piece missing, somewhere.

John’s phone buzzed, and he pulled it out. “Caleb,” he said, and couldn’t keep the relief from his voice.

“No!” Rania’s eyes widened. “I saw him—he’s not human! He’s—he’s possessed!”

“Shh.” Zahira put her hands on Rania’s shoulders, turning the dancer to face her. “It’s all right. I know it seems strange, but Caleb helps us.”

Rania blinked slowly. “But…he…”

“Just saved your life,” John said shortly, and hit the button on the phone. “Caleb? Is everything all right?”

“Not even close,” Caleb replied. “We followed the vila to a deserted house. She got away in her car, but…well. You need to call Detective Tradd. I think we found the missing people.”

“Should I send an ambulance?” John asked.

“No.” Caleb sounded tired. “Just a lot of body bags.”

*   *   *

Elise paced the length of the cheap hotel room, back and forth, over and over. Her hands clenched and unclenched, and her breath hitched in her lungs. Alternating waves of fury and terror poured over her, until she wanted to scream, to tear things off the wall, to rip her own hair out by the roots.

“We cannot draw attention to ourselves. Not yet.”

“You didn’t tell me there were monsters!” Elise shouted. She grabbed the ice bucket and hurled it at the door. It bounced off and rolled beneath the pressboard desk. “You should have warned me! That thing would have…would have…”

The fear screaming in the base of her skull was more primal than anything she’d ever felt in her life. It held within it the certainty of ancient humans huddled in the dark, knowing without question there were things beyond the circle of firelight that wanted to eat
 them. Predators stronger than any human, which couldn’t be placated, or reasoned with.


“But we escaped,”
 the vila cajoled. “We were too fast. Too clever.”


“Maybe, but tonight’s show was ruined!” Elise stopped and glared at the mirror bolted to the wall. “That bitch Rania is still alive. These four nights were supposed to be my greatest performance, and now—!”


“Shh.”
 A sensation, like arms slipping around her, except it existed nowhere but inside her own mind. “We still have the grand finale tomorrow. Tonight was but a minor setback—a misstep during a dress rehearsal. Tomorrow…tomorrow we take the stage.”


Elise’s breathing evened out as calm flowed through her. The vila was right. Tomorrow was what mattered. No one would remember what happened tonight, except as a minor footnote, a bit of trivia. It would be tomorrow’s performance that would steal headlines on every news site in America.

Everyone would know her name. And the Beaufain Ballet Company would be sorry for how it had treated her.

Assuming any of them survived.

*   *   *

A few hours later, Caleb stood beside John and Zahira in front of Barillo’s desk.

Now that they had an identity for the vila, it had been quick work to get a search warrant for her apartment. Unfortunately, the search proved a bust. Either Elise Peyton had cleared out before, or—and this seemed more likely, given all the things left behind—she’d taken off once she’d been made. She was probably sitting in a hotel somewhere, paid for in cash and under an assumed name, just waiting for the chance to murder another dancer.

“Last night could have been perfect,” Barillo said, toying with a pencil as he glowered at them. “Our suspect nabbed. The missing persons case closed. The talking heads on the morning news would be singing SPECTR’s praises.” He tossed the pencil onto the desk. “Instead, I have a press conference in an hour to tell the good people of Charleston there’s a maniac on the loose! Do you have any idea how many antacids I’ve chewed just this morning? This stress is not good for me. My cardiologist is going to have a field day.”

“Maybe you ought to find a quieter job,” Caleb suggested.

Zahira’s eyes widened, and belatedly Caleb wanted to take the words back. He didn’t give a fuck about getting in trouble with SPECTR, but John and Zahira did.

“Keep your smart mouth to yourself, Jansen.” Barillo fixed Zahira with his glare. “Special Agent Noorzai.”

Zahira straightened sharply. “Yes, sir?”

“Why the hell did you let Ms. Wilson out of your sight?”

“With all due respect, sir,” John said, “the vila broke pattern. Every time before, she came after her victims when they were isolated and alone. Zahira had no reason to think Ms. Wilson would be in danger in the ladies room of a crowded club.”

“I didn’t ask you for your opinion, did I, Starkweather?” Barillo growled.

Zahira fixed her gaze on the jar of candies on Barillo’s desk. “I didn’t think she would be in danger, sir,” she said. “It was a mistake on my part.”

“It damned well was.” Barillo shifted back to John. “The person you were protecting almost got killed, I’ve got a pile of bodies on my hands, and
 the NHE got away. How the fuck did that happen?”

Knowing John, he’d cop all the blame—which wasn’t fair. “It was my fault,” Caleb said quickly, before John could speak. “I pursued her, but she was…was too fast.”

Maybe Barillo realized it wasn’t the entire truth, because his eyes narrowed. “Too fast. And I thought you were some kind of NHE sniffing bloodhound. Why the hell didn’t you keep on her trail?”


“I do not like this mortal,”
 Gray growled. Embarrassment flashed through them, although Caleb wasn’t entirely sure which of them it belonged to.

Caleb felt the blood collecting in his cheeks. “I tried, but the scent faded too fast, all right? And there was something else out there. Another NHE.”

John looked alarmed. “You didn’t mention that before. What was it?”

“I don’t know.” Caleb shrugged. “Seriously, I don’t. But it distracted us—me—and—”

“Stop right there.” Barillo held up a hand. “Starkweather, Noorzai, out. I want to talk to Jansen alone.”

John looked alarmed, but what could he do? He caught Caleb’s eye as he turned toward the door, herding a downcast Zahira with him.

The door shut quietly. Caleb had never been alone with Barillo before. Hell, the man had done everything he could to avoid even setting eyes on Caleb.

So there was no way this was going to be good.

“Mr. Jansen,” Barillo said. “I’m going to be upfront here. I don’t like you. I don’t like your attitude. I sure as hell don’t like the demon in your head.”

“We’re not a demon,” Caleb growled, and shit, now his pronouns were slipping.

Barillo noticed, of course. He shifted back, shoulders straightening. “The drakul is a demon, and your job is to find other demons.”

Gray’s anger swirled through Caleb’s veins. Calm down. We have to stay calm.


“And now you’re telling me you can’t even do that?” Barillo went on, arching a brow. “Do I need to put in a call to Director Kaniyar?”

“No!” Shit, what would happen then? Would Kaniyar decide to drop Caleb into a hole in some black ops SPECTR facility?

Anger. “They could not hold us.”


“It was a one time thing,” Caleb said. “It won’t happen again.”

“Maybe.” Barillo said. “Maybe you’re having trouble keeping your mind on your job. Maybe you’d have less trouble concentrating if you had a partner you weren’t sleeping with.”

“He means to take us away from John?”

“What?” Caleb clenched his fists. “That’s not fair. John had nothing to do with this!”

“Are you sure? Maybe you got distracted in the club. All hot and sweaty.” Disgust laced Barillo’s words.

“That isn’t what happened!” Damn it, why wouldn’t Barillo just listen?

“And Starkweather…fucking an NHE can’t be a sign of good mental health. I ought to require he get cleared by a shrink before going out in the field.” Barillo smirked. “Hell, maybe it’s time to break up the dream team and assign you to someone else. For Starkweather’s own good.”


“No!”
 Caleb exclaimed—except shit, it wasn’t just him, not anymore. Static crackled in the air, and he felt himself shoved back as Gray snarled, “You will not take John away from us!”

Barillo’s chair hit the wall. He was on his feet now, yanking his Glock out of its shoulder holster. And oh fuck, he was going to pump them full of silver-jacketed lead, and this whole thing was turning into a disaster.

Gray, get back, now!

“He wishes to separate us from John!”

If you don’t let me handle this, we’ll never see John again!

Gray retreated, shocked and confused. Caleb held up hands which no longer had claws. “Stop! We’re not threatening you, okay? Gray wouldn’t hurt you, he just—”

“Stand down!” Barillo yelled, the Glock still in his shaking hand.

“It’s all right,” Caleb babbled, cautiously lowering himself to his knees. “Gray didn’t mean to threaten you, I swear. You scared him, that’s all. He wasn’t going to hurt you.”

Barillo’s brown skin had taken on a horrible, grayish tinge. Sweat stood out on his brow, and his finger rested on the trigger. Caleb was acutely aware of his heartbeat pounding in his veins, of the tightness of fear around his chest, the anticipation of pain from the silver-jacketed lead.

If Barillo shot them, other agents would come running. Then their choices would either be surrender and hope Kaniyar showed them mercy, or try to escape. Which would mean a blood bath.

Barillo took his finger from the trigger and lowered the gun.

Caleb almost sagged in relief, but he didn’t dare move until Barillo gave him the go-ahead.

“Let’s get one thing clear,” Barillo said, voice shaking. “I’d better not ever
 see the drakul again. You either keep that thing buttoned down, or I’m going to put in a call to Kaniyar. They’ll lock you away so deep and so long you’ll forget what the sun even looks like.”

“He threatens us.”

Yeah. Because we screwed up.

“Yes, sir,” Caleb said, as meekly as he could.

Barillo gestured to the door. “Get the hell out of my office.”

Caleb scrambled to his feet and out as fast as possible. “We did nothing wrong,”
 Gray insisted as Caleb shut the door behind them.


Yeah, we did.
 Caleb leaned against the nearest wall, pressing his fingers into his closed eyes. Lights danced across his vision, like distant lightning flashes. We scared the shit out of Barillo.


And he’s not ever going to forgive us for doing it.

*   *   *

John looked up as Caleb walked into the conference room. He took in Caleb’s pale face, his mouth pressed into a thin line. It didn’t take an empath to know something had gone wrong.

“What happened?” John asked, rising to his feet. “Are you all right?”

Caleb hesitated, lips parting. Then he took a deep breath and nodded. “Yeah. Everything’s fine.”

Like hell. But pushing Caleb just tended to make him more obstinate, so John let it go. For now. “Barillo can be a little…abrasive,” he said sympathetically.

“Yeah.” Caleb dropped into one of the chairs. “Where’s Rania?”

“The ballet studio,” Zahira replied. “She’s surrounded by people, and everyone knows to be on the lookout for Elise Peyton. I’m going to head over there as soon as we’re done here.”

John nodded. “Good plan. We’ll make sure someone is with her twenty-four seven. When she’s not at the ballet, she’ll be at her apartment—no more wandering around the city.”

“Yes.” Zahira didn’t meet his gaze. “I’m sorry I let her go off by herself. I didn’t think anything would happen if she spent five minutes in the bathroom.”

“It’s a mistake any of us could have made,” John said. Goddess knew he’d made worse when he was a rookie.

“She’s seen reason about Gray, though,” Zahira added with a hasty look at Caleb. “She was scared last night, but now that she’s had time to think, she realizes Gray was just there to help her.”

“Yeah,” Caleb said, staring off into space. Damn it, something must have gone really wrong with Barillo.

If Caleb didn’t want to talk about Barillo, John had plenty of other questions for him. “Caleb, you mentioned another scent? When you were chasing the vila?”

Caleb heaved a sigh. “Yeah,” he said again.

“Another NHE? And you didn’t mention it?”

“The whole ‘freezers packed with bodies’ thing seemed more important,” Caleb snapped.

“And we don’t want another NHE to make even more of them,” John replied, swallowing back his temper. Caleb wasn’t trained for this, he reminded himself. Given his background, Caleb had done amazingly well so far. But lives could be on the line.

“It’s not a demon,” Caleb said. He ran his hand back through his cloud of dark hair, tugging at it in frustration.

The hell?

“Not a demon?” Zahira asked in confusion.

“Gray’s way of saying it’s ‘not food.’ Demons are food, and this isn’t food, so it’s not a demon. Not the most helpful way of categorizing things, I know.” He paused and sighed. “Yes, it makes sense if you’re a drakul. Not so much for the rest of us.”

“Which means what?” John asked.

“I don’t know, okay?” Caleb glanced away. “But this is the second time we’ve smelled it, whatever it is.”

John frowned. It had never occurred to him Caleb and Gray would keep secrets, certainly not about something like this. “And you didn’t mention it?”

“I forgot.” Caleb scowled. “Look, this was back when we were tracking the raven mocker. You and I argued, so Gray and I went for a jog along the Battery. We smelled it then. Just a whiff, there and gone. It was weird, but neither of us thought much of it. I actually wondered if we just imagined it.”

John remembered that day only too well. “But you didn’t.”

“No. So we recognized it last night, and it distracted us. Because what the fuck is
 this thing, right?” Caleb spread his hands apart helplessly. “Then we found the bodies in the freezers, and honestly, ‘I smelled something strange’ seemed like a side issue.”

John suppressed a sigh. “All right. Whatever it is, it doesn’t seem to be causing trouble yet. I’ll write it up in the report, and once we’ve taken care of the vila, we’ll see if Gray can pick up the trail again.”

“Okay.” Caleb bit his lip. “Sorry. I should have said something before.”

“It’s all right.” John glanced at the clock on the wall. “Okay. Protecting Rania and stopping the vila before it gets to her is our only mission right now.”

Caleb’s phone chimed. He pulled it out of his pocket and read the text. Uncertainty flickered through Caleb’s eyes, before he glanced up. “It’s Deacon—you met him last night.”

John nodded. “I remember. From your PASS group. He seemed nice.”

“He wants to know if I can get together with him for lunch. I’d tell him no, ordinarily, but…” Caleb shook his head. “I’m just…I need to get out of here.”

He looked tired and frustrated. Whatever Barillo had said to him, it obviously hadn’t sat well. No surprise, given Caleb had issues with authority on a good day. Maybe giving him a chance to cool off would be for the best.

“All right,” John said. “You go ahead to lunch, then meet us at Rania’s apartment when you’re done. No sense coming back here first.”

“Thanks, babe.” Caleb flashed him a grateful look as he rose to his feet. “You’re the best.”

“And don’t you forget it,” John called after him. But Caleb was already gone.


Chapter 9

Caleb took his time walking to lunch. Thoughts churned in his head, none of them productive.

Should he have told John about Barillo’s threat to split them up? Probably. Should he have warned John and Zahira that he’d managed to make a real enemy out of Barillo? Definitely.


“So why did you not?”
 Gray asked. Right to the point, as usual.


Fuck, I don’t know.
 Barillo’s terror, the sight of the Glock, his threats…it all sat in Caleb’s stomach like a ball of lead, too heavy to choke back up. I feel like if I tell John, if I say the worst out loud, it will happen.



“That is foolish.”
 Gray told him. Then: “We did nothing wrong.”



Yes, we did. We freaked out, and we scared Barillo.
 Caleb sighed. And even if we didn’t, even if you were right and we were blameless, when has that ever mattered?


Memories flickered behind their eyes, drained of color. Old memories, from Gray’s other hosts, moving too fast and too jumbled for Caleb to make sense of them.


“True,”
 Gray admitted at last. “The innocent are sometimes more quickly punished than the guilty. But we will not let this mortal’s baseless fear take John from us.”
 He perked up. “Perhaps John will agree to leave with us, if we tell him.”


I keep telling you, John keeps telling you: it’s not that simple. We’ve done the whole “run for our lives from SPECTR” thing once already. That was hard enough, and it was only for a couple of weeks. And we had help from the Vigilant the whole time. We aren’t prepared, and even if we were, we can’t spend the rest of our lives fighting them.

“We will not. They will eventually disappear, just as the Inquisition, or the Roman legions, or the crusaders did.”

Assuming they were immortal now. Which…Caleb didn’t want to think about. The rest of John’s life, then.



“Ah.”
 That shut Gray up. Caleb felt him withdraw, presumably to think things over.

When Caleb finally reached the restaurant where he’d agreed to meet Deacon, he found the other man already waiting for him. Caleb flashed Deacon a smile as he slipped into the booth. “Thanks for the text, man. Your timing couldn’t have been better.”

Deacon grinned. “Glad to hear it.”

The server approached, and Caleb did a quick scan of the lunch menu while Deacon ordered. “I’ll have the black bean soup—there’s no garlic in it, right? I’m kind of allergic.”

“No garlic,” the server assured him.


“There had better not be,”
 Gray said once she’d left.


We’ll sniff it first, okay?
 Caleb had learned the hard way not to just shove food in his mouth without making damn sure what was in it. Garlic wouldn’t actually injure them, but it made life very unpleasant for a while.

“So,” Deacon said, once the server had brought them glasses of ice tea, “I know my text probably seemed out of the blue, but I wanted to make sure you were okay after last night.”

“I’m fine,” Caleb said. “Sorry—I probably should have checked with you earlier.”

“I figured you had other things on your mind.” Deacon paused. “Listen, tell me it’s none of my business if you like, but…do you work for SPECTR?”

So much for the chances of having a friend outside of work. Most of the paranormal community wasn’t too fond of the agency. Caleb sure as hell hadn’t been. Not to suggest he particularly was now, either.

“I’m a private contractor,” he admitted. “And John is a special agent.”

“It’s okay,” Deacon said quickly, as though he’d picked up on Caleb’s reluctance. “I’m not here to judge.”

Their food arrived. Caleb sniffed it carefully, just in case, but the server had been right and there was no trace of garlic. “I appreciate it,” he said. “Nigel knows, too, but…”

“Don’t go telling everyone at PASS,” Deacon finished. “Don’t worry, Caleb. I know some paranormals have a real problem with SPECTR, but even if I was one of them, it would be the organization I didn’t like. Not the people in it.”

“Thanks.” Caleb looked down at his soup and discovered he was actually hungry. “I appreciate it.”

“No problem. Like I said, I don’t judge.” Deacon dug into his burger.

Maybe…at least not when it came to Caleb’s work situation. But if Deacon knew the truth about the rest of it—about Gray—would he be so non-judgmental? Or would he run screaming in the opposite direction?

No need to ask. Plenty of people, from SPECTR agents to Barillo to Rania, had already given Caleb the answer.

*   *   *

Rania lived on the second floor of one of Charleston’s grand old homes that had been broken up into apartments. John parked his sedan on the street outside, then let himself in through the unlatched iron gate. The landlord had made an attempt to keep the house’s appearance faithful to its original state. Roses and other flowers filled the garden running along the front, while a small fountain played softly amidst the greenery.

The lower porch creaked under his shoes as he crossed to the door. He found the buzzer with the number Zahira had given him and rang it. “It’s John,” he said when she answered.

“Come on up.”

He climbed the stairs to Rania’s apartment. “Watch out for the spirit ward,” Zahira said when she opened the door for him.

He stepped over the lines of chalk, careful not to smear them with a careless scuff of his shoe. He sensed the low hum of etheric energy from the ward—powerful enough to keep the average NHE out, and at least provide a warning if one of the stronger ones broke through it. “Good work,” he said, nodding to the ward. “Where’s Rania?”

The apartment faced the front of the house, with a door leading out onto the upstairs porch. Zahira beckoned him to follow her onto the porch, which was guarded by another spirit ward. “She’s napping—I think she took a sleeping pill.” Zahira said once they were outside. “She’s still pretty shaken up over last night.”

“I don’t blame her. Or you,” John added. “You have to move past your mistakes.”

“I know,” she said, although he didn’t know if she really believed him. She must have been working out here already, because her laptop sat on the wicker table. She sat down in one of the chairs, and he took the other one. “Listen, something really weird happened just now,” she said, turning her laptop so he could see the screen. “Someone emailed me a video.”

“What…?” he started, then stopped. Because even if he’d never seen the video before, a single glimpse at the paused frame was enough to make his heart sink.

“I don’t know,” she said, clicking play.

The video stuttered to life. It had clearly been shot from a helicopter. The picture jerked, as though strong winds buffeted the craft. The wind and rotor noise drowned out the words of the pilot and videographer, leaving behind only raw notes of panic.

Waves, whipped to a frenzy, crashed against the aging walls of Fort Sumter National Monument. Wind had shredded the remaining flags, and lightning exploded across the sky. Rain sluiced down in sheets, hammering the tiny figures scattering for cover. The tempest was on the cusp of becoming a full-blown hurricane.

And above it all loomed a titan of storm and shadow.

“Who sent you this?” he asked quietly.

Zahira shook her head. “I don’t know. The address they used is from one of those anonymizer sites. The email just said it’s footage of Fort Sumter, taken by a local news helicopter.”

SPECTR had suppressed as much video of that night as possible. But things always got out in the end, passed around alongside whispers of conspiracy and black ops.

“I’m not sure what I’m supposed to see,” she went on. “It’s just a jumble of light and shadows, like some kind of weird Rorschach test.” She pointed at the screen. “What is
 this, even?”

Of course she didn’t know. How could she? Information about that night was supposed to be locked down tight. And yes, she’d heard about what happened, or at least a brief version of it. But seeing…seeing was different.

Seeing made things real.

He might lie. Tell her the thing on the screen was the monster summoned by Forsyth. Lie, because Caleb had already been hurt enough by the very people who should have had his back.

John paused the video. Found the best still he could, given the rain and the clouds. “Eyes,” he said, pointing to twin balls of lightning. “Wings…I guess. Sort of.” Pointing to twin ragged flags of black cloud, spanning the island from one side to the next. “Claws.” Each as long as a human body.

She let out a hiss as it came together for her. “I see it.” She advanced the video one frame at a time. “But…what is it?”

“It’s Gray.”

*   *   *

Zahira looked up sharply, her brows drawn tight beneath her hijab. “Gray? What do you mean?”

John looked out across the garden. A breeze rustled the trees, and sent a blessed breath of coolness across the back of his neck. A burst of laughter came from the street, mingling with the soft song of the fountain below. “You asked before why everyone is so terrified of Gray. Now you know.”

“But that isn’t Gray. It can’t be. I’ve seen him.”

“No, you haven’t.” John glanced back at her. “Not fully manifested, anyway.” He paused, trying to think how to explain it. “Imagine you’re in a dark room. No light. While you’re stumbling around, you find a big rock. You run your hands over it, trying to figure out what it looks like. It’s oval, a little taller than you, and after a few minutes you come to the conclusion that somebody carved a sort of round, slightly squashed statue for some reason. With me so far?”

Zahira looked dubious. “I think?”

“Then the lights come on. And you realize what you’d been feeling wasn’t just a roundish, slightly squashed sculpture. It was the toe of a colossus.”

Her lips parted slightly. “Oh. Wow.”

John gestured to the video. “We don’t normally see Gray fully manifested, because it takes huge amounts of energy. But just because you only feel the toe of the colossus, doesn’t mean the rest of it isn’t still there in the darkness.”

“So that’s what a drakul really looks like.” Zahira stared at the screen. “No wonder people made them into gods.”

John ran his hand tiredly through his hair. “Yeah. And that’s why other agents at SPECTR-HQ are afraid. Some of them were there.
 They stood on a tiny scrap of land in the middle of a raging storm, and they looked up and saw a power that could have swept us all away in an instant. And it scared the shit out of them.”

“Barillo wasn’t there, though.”

“No, but he’s seen the footage. And talked to those who were.” John shook his head. “I won’t sit here and pretend it wasn’t terrifying. If I hadn’t already put my life in Gray’s hands a dozen times over, if I hadn’t already trusted him absolutely, I don’t think I would have had the courage to face him there at the end.”

The buzzer sounded inside the apartment. “I’ll get it.” John rose to his feet. Zahira leaned closer to the screen, forwarding through the video again, one frame at a time.

Goddess. Would she quit? Walk out right now and refuse to have anything to do with them?

“It’s me,” Caleb called from downstairs when John answered. “I’m coming up.”

John smudged away the spirit ward—Gray would only break it, and it would have to be redrawn anyway. “Hey, babe,” he said, trying to put on a calm face for Caleb. “How was lunch?”

“It was…” Caleb’s words died away. Belatedly, John realized Caleb could see the computer screen from this angle. “Oh, fucking hell.”

Zahira turned to him, eyes wide and slightly alarmed as Caleb strode across the room. The second spirit ward flashed and died as he passed through it without pause.

“Caleb,” John said, hurrying after him.

“No.” Caleb stopped and held up his hands. “You know what? I give up. Go ahead, Zahira. Be scared of me just like everybody else. Why the hell not?”

Zahira stood up. “Are you kidding? This is amazing.”
 She pointed at the video. “Gray, you’re
 amazing.”

Caleb just stared at her for a moment, mouth slightly open. Then Caleb was gone, and it was Gray’s black eyes looking back at Zahira.

“Yes,” he said, practically preening. “I am.
 You are an unusually sensible mortal.”

John realized his own mouth was open now, and shut it with a snap. But Gray didn’t usually pay attention to other people, unless they were in a fight, or hunting NHEs, or on the run from SPECTR. He never manifested just to talk to someone, with the exception of John.

And, okay, John hadn’t realized it, but maybe that had made him feel a little special. Which was absurd, really, but he couldn’t help it.

Zahira clasped her hands together enthusiastically. “I wish there was more footage, so I could get a better look. What did it feel like? Was it—” she caught herself. “Sorry—I’m being rude.”

Gray cocked his head slightly to one side, as if listening. “Caleb says you wish to examine us more closely,” he said. “I will allow it. And I will answer your questions, if I can.”

If Zahira got any more excited, she might literally vibrate into another dimension. “Thank you! Oh my goodness, I don’t know where to start!”

John sank into his wicker chair, feeling limp with relief. And a touch of guilt—he’d underestimated Zahira once before, but he apparently hadn’t learned not to do it again.

Still, after everything with most of the other agents, not to mention Barillo riding their asses, he’d let himself forget there were people in their corner. Zahira and Karl. And hell, Kaniyar had been the one to put them back on the SPECTR payroll in the first place.

Gray vanished, the flood of etheric energy folding back up into Caleb. Caleb grinned at Zahira. “I think we should deal with the vila first,” he said. “But…thanks. I never imagined Gray having, you know, a friend.”

“I hope I am,” Zahira said.

Caleb snorted. “Are you kidding? You’re his second-favorite human. Well, third, I guess, since he insists on counting me for some reason.” He hesitated, then shrugged. “Mine too, come to think of it.”

Zahira smiled brilliantly. “Thank you, Caleb.” She glanced at the broken spirit ward. “But as you said, we should concentrate on the vila right now. Decide where you and Gray want to stand watch, and I’ll redraw the wards.”

“I’ll stay out here,” Caleb said, crossing to the porch railing. “With any luck, I’ll scent the vila before she reaches the yard.” He cast John a grim smile. “She won’t get past this team a second time. We’ll take her down, and not even Barillo will have anything to complain about.”


Chapter 10

After sunset, Zahira drank some water, and they ordered a giant vegetarian pizza for iftar. John carried a slice out onto the porch for Caleb, so he wouldn’t break the spirit ward coming back inside. John and Zahira sat on the couch, watching the local news. As they finished off the last of their slices, the door to the bedroom swung open, and Rania finally emerged.

She didn’t look good, her eyes puffy and her hair still tangled from sleep. She moved stiffly; had she pulled muscles last night under the vila’s spell? Or hurt her feet, trying to go up on pointe in regular shoes?

“We saved you some pizza,” Zahira said. “Are you feeling better?”

Rania slumped into a chair and stared listlessly at the pizza. “No, I’m not feeling better. I’m not okay.”

John tried to think of something encouraging to say. “I know you’re frightened, but we won’t leave your side until the vila is dealt with.”

“Damn Elise.” Rania blinked rapidly, tears beading on her lashes. “There’s a reception tonight, downtown in the historic district. A big fundraiser for the Beaufain Ballet. All the soloists and principal dancers were supposed to be there. I ought to be in the spotlight tonight. Wined and dined, and…but no, I can’t, thanks to Elise.” She sniffled. “The worst thing is, I’ll never know if I was elevated to principal dancer because I was the best, or because the vila murdered my competition.”

“I’m sorry.” Zahira put a hand on Rania’s arm. “It’s not fair. But we’re going to stop her, and you’re going to be brilliant on stage.”

Caleb’s voice drifted in from the porch. “What I don’t get is, why is Elise so pissed off? She retired from the company, right? Why does she want to come back and kill you?”

Rania let out a bitter laugh. “Retired is the polite way of saying ‘forced out.’”

John set the rest of his pizza aside. “Wait. She was forced out?”

“She was old,” Rania said with a shrug.

“The hell?” Caleb had come to stand just on the other side of the wards. “I saw her. She was, what, forty at the most?”

“Forty-one,” Rania said. “But Giselle is supposed to be a naïve village girl, not a middle-aged woman. Besides, ballet is a lot more physically demanding than some sports. Basil felt she couldn’t cut it anymore, so he allowed her to save face by ‘retiring.’”

“Rania!” Zahira sat back, looking shocked. “Why didn’t you mention this before?”

“Yeah,” Caleb chimed in. “Like on day one, when we asked you if anyone had a grudge against the company?”

“Caleb,” John said. Antagonizing Rania wasn’t going to accomplish anything, even though a part of him wanted to lash out at her as well.

“Why should she have a grudge over that?” Rania demanded. “These things happen all the time, in every company. Dancers get older and can’t perform, or get injured. Or hell, the director just has an eye for younger, prettier dancers. It’s life in the ballet. Most of the time, former dancers just go off and open a ballet school themselves somewhere. They don’t come back and try to murder their successors.”

“All right,” John said, his mind racing. “That explains why she was out to get the soloists, one of whom would have replaced her. But Syrkus was the one to actually decide not to rehire her for the season, correct? To make her retire? Would she be after him as well?”

“Oh hell,” Caleb said. “The reception. Elise tried to kill one soloist—her potential replacements—each night leading up to it. What if tonight was supposed to be the—I don’t know, the grand finale?”

Adrenaline sent John’s heart thudding in his chest. “Syrkus and everyone else could be in danger. We have to get over there.”

Rania curled her legs up under her, seeming to shrink in on herself. “But what about me? If you’re wrong, I’ll be here alone!”

“Someone has to stay here with you,” John said. “Zahira—”

“Um, John?” Caleb interrupted.

“We don’t have much time, Caleb.”

Caleb shifted from foot to foot. “I know, but…um. Gray wasn’t manifested the last time we…you know…but are you still juiced up past what an ordinary exorcist would be?”

“Yes,” John said, trying to ignore the heat flooding his face.

“Then you would have a better chance of stopping the vila if we’re wrong and she comes here instead,” Zahira said matter-of-factly. “Caleb, Gray, and I should go check out the reception.”

John wanted to protest. The vila was dangerous, and if they were right and she was loose in the middle of a crowd…

Zahira and Gray could handle it. They’d have to.

“All right,” he said. “Do it. I’ll stay here with Rania. Just be careful. All of you.”

“When are we not?” Caleb asked. He flung a leg over the porch railing. “See you downstairs, Zahira.”

“Good luck,” John said. But Caleb had already dropped over the edge, vanishing into the dark garden below.

*   *   *

Elise slipped over the wall behind the grand old house. The scent of rain blew in from the west, but the party on the wide lawn was still in full swing. Tables covered in white cloths offered a sumptuous buffet, and the soft glow of candles transformed the space into a fairy garden.

Even from a distance, she recognized some of the people milling about: the men dressed in thousand-dollar suits, the women in designer gowns tailored to their fashionably thin forms. The movers and shakers of Charleston: corporate CEOs, state senators, the inheritors of old money and older names. All of them eager for their philanthropy to make it into the newspaper tomorrow.

Dancers were there, too; coryphees, danseurs, and of course Carlos McElroy, who would no doubt dance Albrecht again this year. No one thought he
 was too old.


“But he won’t dance Albrecht,”
 the vila reminded her. “He has but one last dance, and that is the one we control.”



Yes.
 She felt them all, like little insects crawling on her skin. Everyone from the private security on the gate to the caterers to the monied guests; all of them would be hers soon enough.

“It is time for the curtain to rise.”

She nodded. Timing was everything, both in the ballet and in life. She began to walk across the grass, feeling it bend softly beneath her pointe shoes.

Thank you. For this opportunity. For giving me my revenge.

“I promise you, it shall be glorious.”

I know it will.

She’d worn loose clothing and a wide-brimmed hat to hide her face as long as possible. Still, she heard a gasp as she made her way through the crowd, toward the pergola where she knew her main quarry would be holding court. Candles glowed all around the pergola and lined the edges of the reflecting pool in front of it. The rising wind bent the flames and sent ripples across the water’s surface, fracturing the light.

Basil Syrkus stood beneath the pergola, a glass of champagne in one hand, chatting with a white-haired society woman. Apparently an older woman was fine with Basil so long as her money was equally aged.

“We’ll see how well she dances.”

Perhaps warned by some instinct, Basil looked up as she approached. His eyes widened, and she felt her lips twist into a smile.

Perfect.

“Hello, Basil,” she said, and tossed her hat into the reflecting pool.

Someone shouted for security, but it was far too late. Basil’s face went deathly white, and the champagne fell from his grip. “El-elise,” he started, then swallowed convulsively. “Don’t do this. Please—”


“He betrayed you.”
 Rage. “We will destroy him.”


“SPECTR can still save you,” he babbled. “Just surrender, and they’ll get this monster out of you.”

“And why would I want them to do that?” she asked, stalking slowly toward him. “Not to say it would matter, even if I did. My time is up with the vila. Just as it was up with you.” She mimicked his words, spoken almost two months ago but blazing still in her heart. “‘Giselle is a fresh-faced village girl, not an old woman! Perhaps you should audition for her mother.’” Elise’s lips drew back from her teeth. “I gave everything to this company. To you. And now you toss me aside over a few wrinkles?”

“Elise,” he said frantically, even as a dark patch spread across the front of his pants.

She raised her arms bras en couronne.
 “One more dance, Basil. For old times’ sake.”

Something shifted, the world taking on a new balance. It had been exactly forty days to the moment since she’d summoned the vila.

The vila rose in her triumphantly, and Elise felt herself growing smaller and smaller, pushed aside. She didn’t fight it, but let herself fall away, her body no longer her own. This was what she’d wanted from the beginning, after all. Only the vila’s full power could deliver a fitting grand finale.

Claws sprouted from her fingertips, and her teeth became knives. The vila reached out, and dimly Elise sensed her ensnare the security guards rushing toward them, the caterers, the well-dressed men and women.

They would pay. They would all pay.

“Join me,” said the vila, and began to dance.

*   *   *

Caleb clung to his seat, wishing he had Gray’s claws at the moment, just for a little more traction. Zahira drove even faster than John, and used her horn when the screaming siren didn’t move traffic out of their way fast enough. They must teach it at the Academy. How to Drive Like a Maniac 101.



“It is faster than we could run,”
 Gray pointed out. He quivered with anticipation, right under Caleb’s skin, a breath away from manifesting.

Hold back. All we need is for the vila not to be there, and for you to cause a panic. We don’t want a bunch of elderly ballet lovers dropping over dead from heart failure.

The reception was being held at a large historic mansion that had been converted to an event venue. The closer they got to downtown, the worse the traffic became. The car edged down George Street, passing an old church whose walls were sheathed in scaffolding. A local restoration company’s banner flapped loosely in the rising wind.

Rain spotted the windshield when Zahira finally threw the sedan into park. “We’re here.”

Caleb scrambled out, his body thrumming with tension, partly from the oncoming storm and partly from the prospect of hunting again. Zahira led the way to the ornate iron gate letting out onto the sidewalk. There should have been security to keep random tourists from wandering inside, but instead it stood open and unattended.

That can’t be good.

They hurried past the tall hedge and trees, and around the main bulk of the house. Beyond, candles and gaslights illuminated a wide lawn. The candles guttered wildly; half had already gone out in the rain.

The party should have moved indoors as soon as the first drops fell, with women anxious to protect silk dresses, men worried about their expensive shoes, the catering staff saving the canapés and champagne. Instead everyone, from security to caterers to guests, had gathered at one end of the lawn, heedless of the growing downpour.

The vila had gotten there first.

Men in suits and women in gowns, staff in black pants and white shirts, all danced in the rain. They spun, arms up, then down, balancing on one leg, then springing into the air. Mouths gaped wide in horror, though no screams seemed able to issue forth, and tears of terror streaked the dancers’ faces. An old man twitched on the ground, still striving to mimic the movements of the vila despite a broken leg or hip.

The vila danced in a pergola beside a reflecting pool, illuminated by the candlelight. The sight dashed any hope that Elise’s forty days weren’t up. Her body bent, slender and pliable as a reed, her arms and legs inhumanly long and graceful, her hair a shimmering curtain with a life of its own.

Ah hell. We’re too late.


“Then we will feed,”
 Gray growled. The scent of old blood and rancid sweat curdled the air, and Caleb’s teeth burned with hunger.

Syrkus danced at the vila’s side, his movements clumsy beside her inhuman grace. His eyes bulged from his face, his pants torn where he’d fallen several times, bloody skin showing through the rents.

Zahira drew her Glock. “Stop!” she shouted. “SPECTR Agents! Release these people now!”

The vila pirouetted, coming to a halt facing them. Her yellow eyes glowed, and her lips drew back from teeth like blades. Horribly, her victims mimicked the expression.

Caleb took an involuntary step back, and Zahira let out a hiss. “Let them go,” she barked. “Now.”

The vila’s only response was to lock eyes with Zahira, her golden gaze reflecting the light of the remaining candles. Then she slowly raised her arm above her head.

Zahira’s arm mirrored the action.

Oh, hell no.

“Zahira!” Caleb shouted, starting forward, although what he meant to do he wasn’t sure.

The vila pivoted gracefully on one foot, lowering her raised arm so it pointed directly at Caleb. It took him a moment to realize she mimicked holding a gun, finger poised on the trigger.

All of her victims mirrored the action—including Zahira.

Caleb barely had time to register Zahira’s wide eyes, the look of horror and pleading in them, before the vila squeezed an invisible trigger.

And Zahira, her nervous system enslaved to the vila’s, squeezed a real one.

Agony punched into Caleb’s chest, the burn of silver-jacketed lead ripping through his lungs. The backs of his legs hit the marble side of the reflecting pool, and he collapsed into it, the water closing over his face.


Chapter 11

Gray has had enough.

This vila, this demon
 , has already humiliated him once by evading him. It caused the unpleasant mortal to yell at Caleb, so now Caleb fears losing John and Zahira and everything else.

And now it dares to spread its corrupted influence over one of his
 mortals?

This will not be tolerated.

Gray rises up from the pool, soaked hair hanging in his face, water streaming from his coat. The few remaining candles gutter wildly, their reflections flickering off the ripples around him. The vila had already begun to dance again, as if it believed something so small as a bullet through the chest could kill him.

It turns—and sees him. Its yellow eyes go wide with terror.

He grins, deliberately showing it his fangs. It should be afraid.

The vila lets out a hiss, takes a step back as Gray gathers himself to leap from the pool. But even as he jumps, it grabs one of the nearest mortals and hurls
 her at Gray.

Gray acts on instinct, twisting in the air to grasp the human. They strike the ground, Gray on the bottom, his body taking the impact of the blow.

The mortal lets out a shriek, her gray hair plastered to her face by rain and sweat and tears. Gray rolls to his feet, then sets her carefully on her feet. “You are safe now,” he tells her.

She falls silent and stares up at him with a kind of wonder.

“Gray!” shouts Zahira.

He turns from the elderly mortal. “The vila can no longer be exorcised,” he says.

“I know.” She grabs his arm. “I’m sorry—are you all right? If you’re hurt—?”

“I am not hurt.”

She nods, and anger sparks in the depths of her eyes. “Then…then go after her, before it’s too late. Take her down.”

He shows his fangs. “Yes.”

Then he runs.

*   *   *

The scent of the vila leads him up and over the wall surrounding the house. Car tires squeal, and he glimpses the vila dancing from one vehicle to the next, even as they are in motion. He jumps after it, onto the hood of a car.

The hood crumples beneath his weight.

“Damn it, we’re not as fast—or as light—as the vila is. Just run!”

Caleb may have a point. Gray springs from the car, hits the sidewalk, and stretches his legs in a flat out run. Even though he is faster than any mortal, it isn’t easy to keep the vila in sight. At least the rain has largely cleared the sidewalk of mortals who might get in the way. Only a few notice him rush past; to them he is nothing more than a dark streak in a night made black by storm.

The rain threatens to wash away the vila’s scent—but there, he sees it again, springing onto the wall surrounding the church undergoing restoration. For a moment it is framed there, its long hair wild, all of its weight resting on the toes of a single foot.

Then it pirouettes and leaps onto the scaffolding.

Gray may not have the vila’s grace and speed, but he is still fast, and much stronger. Lips peeled back from his teeth, he vaults over the wall, Caleb’s TK giving them a boost so they all but fly. His fingers wrap around the wet iron of the scaffolding, the whole structure shaking under the impact of his weight. The vila is just above him, leaping from bar to bar.

He begins to climb after it. For a moment, he loses sight of his quarry as it reaches the catwalk just below the roofline. But he is almost there, almost in reach.

The vila appears over the edge, balanced atop the guardrail. It holds an iron bar torn free from the scaffold, poised to throw.

“Oh shit, she’s going to—”

The bar slams into his chest, hard enough to splinter through his sternum in front and ribs in back. His heart convulses around it, and agony consumes every nerve, weakening his grip. His foot slips, and he is falling backward.

It is a long way down.

They strike the earth with bone-breaking force. For a moment, he can only lie there, blood flooding his throat, heart quivering around the iron bar driven through him and into the ground by the impact.


“She fucking staked us!”
 Caleb is outraged—he has never been staked before.

Gray has, many times…but only when he wore corpses, not living flesh. It is a great deal more disturbing now that he can feel pain.

A humerus crunches back into place and heals. He grasps the rod with both hands.

Caleb flinches. “This is going to hurt.”


Yes.

He wrenches the iron bar free in a spray of blood and hurls it away. His splintered sternum hasn’t yet mended when he rolls over and stumbles to his feet.

“Hurry, before she gets away!”

It has been too long since we have fed. I cannot heal us any more quickly than this.

Broken ribs grind together, then mend. He takes a deep breath, heart falling back into its normal pace, the muscle intact again. His mouth is filled with the taste of his own blood.

No matter. The vila will not escape. Not this time.

This time he will feed.

He climbs back up the scaffolding; if she is still on the roof, he will have her. Rain gushes in a miniature waterfall off the red metal roof, the gutters overwhelmed by the sudden downpour. He springs from the catwalk to the roof’s edge, claws finding purchase when his boots start to slip.

He hauls himself onto the sharply peaked roof and balances on the balls of his feet. The building, and thus the roof, forms the shape of a cross. He climbs to the top of the roof ridge, his night-sharp eyes piercing the darkness. Where is the vila?

There. It has fled down the longest roof ridge, making for the other end and escape back to the ground. But rather than flee, it has stopped and is backing up slowly.

A second figure stands at the very end of the roof, motionless. Then, between one second and the next, it is gone.

“What the hell?”

Gray does not know what it was, and does not care. He lost the vila through distraction once, and it will not happen again.

He launches into a run. The vila hears the thunder of his boots against the metal roof, and turns before he can reach it. It pirouettes, one foot snapping at his face. He avoids the kick, but the treacherous steepness of the roof sends him skidding several feet down toward the gutters before he can stop himself.

The vila presses its advantage; perhaps it realizes he will not give up the hunt until one of them is dead. Its body arcs through the air, teeth bared, one clawed hand outstretched.

He ducks beneath its arm, grabs the vila’s wrist, and pulls.

The move should fling it flat to the roof, but it twists impossibly, as though its bones are no longer solid. Its feet strike the roof, and it swipes its free hand at his face. He jerks back instinctively, only to receive a knee to the stomach, the blow hard enough to rupture organs.

This fight is not going as he would prefer.

He lets go, and it leaps to the roof ridge. Blood drips from its wrist, mixing with the rain.

The vila is too quick and too flexible. So he must be cleverer.

He growls and charges. The vila springs into the air, foot snapping out and into his chest as he closes with it.

Perfect.

His claws sink deep into muscle. The vila crashes to the roof along with him. Its free foot kicks him hard in the side of the head, but he ignores the blow and sinks his teeth deep into its thigh.

Blood bursts on his tongue, and the vila shrieks in pain, its flailing becoming more frantic. The roof is slick, and gravity drags them both down the steep side, but Gray refuses to let go. Just a bit more, and—

Then they’re off the edge of the roof and falling yet again.


“Damn it!”
 Caleb shouts.

He releases the vila, and Caleb flashes to the forefront, TK slowing their fall. The vila twists in the air, landing on its feet like a cat. Blood pours down its wounded thigh, but it gathers itself to run.

A gun goes off, the roar muted by the rain.

Zahira stands in the wet grass of the church’s tiny lawn, her Glock braced in both hands. The vila stumbles, blood gushing out of its shoulder where the bullet struck. It growls, fixing its gaze on Zahira, as if it means to mesmerize her a second time.

No. He will not allow this.

Gray crashes into the vila from behind, slamming them both to the ground. It shrieks, struggling to throw him off, but he has it pinned now, and there is no escape.

His teeth find its throat, and blood sluices through the grooves on the back of his fangs and into his mouth. Ecstasy shivers through him, and he closes his eyes as he drinks deep. The vila’s clawed hands fall to the side, and the last of the demonic essence fades as it goes limp.

Gray rises to his feet. Zahira’s hijab hangs soaked around her face as she runs to him. “Are you all right?” she asks.

“I am.”

Zahira puts away her gun and pulls out her phone. “I’m calling it in,” she says, slipping beneath an overhang where she will be out of the rain.

Gray nods, but doesn’t join her. Instead, he walks around the building, where the figure he glimpsed atop the roof must have descended back to the ground.

There is nothing. The rain has washed away all scent. But the stucco wall bears deep score marks, as though something with claws climbed up—or down—it earlier.


“What the hell is going on?”
 Caleb wonders.

But Gray has no answer.

*   *   *

Caleb and Zahira waited in the tiny office he shared with John. To pass the time, Zahira had taken down the vampire teddy bear and was playing with its cape.

“Do you have one of these?” she asked, waving it at him.

Caleb snorted. “I think I’m enough of a walking vampire stereotype as it is.”

“It’s the costume of your people,” she said with a sly grin. “Don’t turn your back on your heritage, Caleb.”

“Great. My heritage is cheesy Hollywood horror flicks,” Caleb said, just as the door opened and John came in. “What do you think, John? Maybe I’ll start sleeping in a coffin. A crypt big enough for two?”

“Let’s just stick with the bed,” John replied, setting a stack of files down on his desk. “I’m glad to see the two of you were hard at work while I was gone.”

Caleb stilled. He’d been trying not to think about Barillo’s reaction to the events of the previous night. No one could say the vila’s attack had been anything but extremely public. Gray’s final takedown of it, maybe, could be considered quiet. But everything leading up to the chase had been exactly the attention-getting situation Barillo wanted them to avoid.

Gray stirred. “Will he try to take John from us now?”


Christ, Caleb hoped not. Because if he did…

Then I’m done with this SPECTR bullshit. One way or another.

Zahira put the bear down. “Was Barillo angry?” she asked.

“Not exactly,” John said. He gave them an encouraging smile. “I wouldn’t say he was happy,
 but we did stop the vila. And apparently Gray saved a state senator’s elderly mother.”

Caleb frowned. “The old lady the vila threw at me?”

“Is singing SPECTR’s praises.” John clapped him on the shoulder. “Especially those of the ‘nice young man’ who saved her.”

“Well, there’s three adjectives, none of which describe Gray in the slightest,” Caleb said, but relief washed along his veins. “So her son is a senator?”

“Yep, and he’s been on the news talking about the ‘highly trained’ SPECTR agents who handled the situation and saved his mother. And everyone else, of course.” John grinned triumphantly. “So not even Barillo can find fault with us this time.”

“That’s great,” Caleb said, and tried not to feel guilty. Because he hadn’t told John everything about the last fight against the vila. If he’d mentioned the second figure on the roof, John would have felt compelled to put it in the report. And Barillo would just have used it as an excuse to harass them, despite everything they’d done right.

“So what’s in the file?” Zahira asked, nodding at the folder in John’s hand.

John flourished it. “Our next case. We’re back in the field full time now.”

“Yes!” Zahira exclaimed, pumping her fist into the air. “What is it?”

“I’ll brief you both in the car.”

Zahira hopped to her feet and hurried out the door. Caleb rose as well, but he lingered as he pulled his heavy elk hide coat off the back of the chair.

Because there had been someone—or, more likely, something—
 on the roof with them last night. And if he couldn’t tell John about it, for fear of Barillo finding out, there was only one thing to do.


“Demon or no, we will hunt it,”
 Gray said with grim satisfaction. “And if it proves dangerous, we will remove it from existence.”


“Caleb?” John called from the door. “You coming?”

“Yeah.” Caleb shrugged into his coat and followed John. “Let’s go see what’s waiting for us out there.”


Share Your Experience

If you enjoyed this book, please consider leaving a review on the site where you purchased it, or on Goodreads.

Thank you for your support of independent authors!


Author’s Note


Giselle
 is a lovely ballet, which I encourage anyone to see performed, live or on video. The plot as relayed in this book has been adapted to fit the SPECTR universe. In the original, Giselle dies from a broken heart and is resurrected as a wili—also known as a vila. Her sister-wili attempt to dance Albrecht to death, but Giselle protects him until the clock strikes 4 am, the time when the power of the wilis is broken. She then retreats to the peace of the grave.
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