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  Prologue


  



  December 2012


  It was dark on Capitol Hill that night—much too dark. There were streetlights to burn away the night, but by the time Senator Peterson reached them, they would snuff out like candles. The fountains that should have been illuminated were dark. The streets, normally bright with traffic, were devoid of life.


  Dawn, and its accompanying safety, was hours away.


  Until then, the senator was alone with the night.


  “Light,” he gasped, pulling at the neck of his jacket. The fog of his evaporating breath billowed around his face. “I need light.” His words fell flat on the air, as if he were speaking into an invisible wall.


  Harsh winter air burned at his lungs as he raced for the next street lamp. The pool of light on the sidewalk looked like the sweet promise of safety.


  It blinked out the moment his foot touched it.


  Senator Peterson gave a ragged sob, no longer worried about people seeing him melt down in public. In fact, he would have been grateful for a swarm of reporters to take photos of his tear-streaked face, especially if they brought flash bulbs. Anything for a witness. Anything for light.


  But there was nobody to see him there. All of the normal joggers, lawyers, security guards, and Union officials had somehow vanished.


  He was alone. So very alone.


  The senator ran up the stairs to his office, slipping on the half-melted snow as he attempted to pull the Bluetooth earpiece from his pocket. His hands scrabbled at the iron railing. When he caught himself, he nearly wrenched his shoulder out of its socket.


  The earpiece slipped from his fingers and landed in a puddle.


  “No, oh no…”


  The lights in the building across the street turned off all at once, as though a power outage had hit the block. But there was no wind, no downed power line, no electrical problems.


  Misty fingers of fog slid along the street, devouring everything on the ice-slicked road he had left behind.


  Senator Peterson didn’t bother trying to retrieve the earpiece from the puddle.


  He badged into his office building and slammed the door behind him, chest heaving. The lights were still on there. His entire body flooded with a relief so powerful that he almost fell over.


  He allowed himself a pause, leaning against a wall to catch his breath and treasuring the glow of light on his skin.


  “Thank the Lord,” he said.


  Maybe he was safe. Maybe it wouldn’t follow him here.


  He pushed the curtains aside to look through. Clouds hung in the sky overhead, heavy and violet with the promise of snow yet to come. He couldn’t see the building on the other side of the street anymore, nor could he see the sidewalk and lawn leading up to his offices. Even the stairs were being taken by that mist.


  There was a figure moving in the fog.


  Heart hammering, he let the curtains fall shut.


  The senator turned on every light switch he passed, burning the shadows out of the corners of the hallway, behind the receptionist’s desk, in the elevators.


  Senator Peterson reached his offices on the third floor to find that everyone had gone home already. His staff had been working long hours on the preternatural regulations bill, and there should have been at least an unpaid intern or two suffering at her workstation. Yet every desk was empty. The computers were powered off. He had never seen the building so empty.


  He grabbed the phone off of an intern’s desk and punched in a phone number. It rang once before someone answered. “Hello?”


  “Gary?” asked the senator.


  “Yes, sir.”


  Lucky again. First lights, now he had reached Gary Zettel. Maybe Senator Peterson wasn’t about to die after all.


  “I need you to come to my office right now,” the senator said, approaching the windows that should have overlooked the courtyard. He could see nothing beyond the glass but the reflection of a pale, terrified old man with tufts of white hair and a suit too baggy for his frail form. “As quickly as possible. It’s an emergency.”


  “Sir, with all due respect, we have a week to work on this bill. I have other commitments that need—”


  “This isn’t about the damn bill! Someone is chasing me!”


  Zettel’s voice sharpened. “What?”


  How could he explain that the night was chasing him without sounding insane? No—there was no time for that. “Send a team right away. I’ll explain when you get here.”


  Senator Peterson dropped the phone.


  The fluorescent lights flickered.


  He jumped, staring at the ceiling. The lights stopped flickering immediately, but it was enough to flood his system with fear again.


  There was an antique blunderbuss over the desk in his personal office. He didn’t think it had been fired since his grandfather passed away, but he suddenly wanted to hold it in his hands very desperately.


  The lights continued flickering as he staggered through the rows of desks toward his door, dripping snowmelt on the carpet. He shed his loose jacket, removed his tie. It wasn’t easier to breathe with less clothing. He still felt like he was smothering. Like the fog had taken up permanent residence in his lungs.


  He jumped into his office in time for all of the lights to die.


  Senator Peterson slammed the door and pressed his back to it. It was pitch black inside his office, but it wasn’t the tangible darkness that had been chasing him outside. That was on the other side of the door. Moonlight streamed through the window in silvery rays of hope.


  His hand fumbled for the light switch.


  The ceiling lights didn’t come on, but his desk lamp did. It illuminated the blunderbuss on his wall, the mess of paperwork on his desk, and the leather executive chair facing his window.


  Senator Peterson took two steps toward his desk before the chair spun around.


  A woman sat at Senator Peterson’s desk, and she had brought the night with her. Her hair seemed to melt into the black void of her leather jacket, isolating the white circle of her face, the spheres of her breasts lifted by an overbust corset. She was unaffected by the bite of winter. She was the bite of winter.


  “Oh God,” he said.


  The woman’s expression was almost pitying, but her blood-red lips curved into a frown.


  Did she fear religious relics? Could his cross protect him? He fumbled to extract the rosary from underneath his shirt. “Begone!” he cried, shaking the crucifix at her.


  She lifted an eyebrow. A bone-white finger drummed on his desk impatiently.


  “Really?”


  The rosary slipped from his trembling fingers. It bounced under his desk where he couldn’t see it. The woman didn’t even flinch. She stood smoothly, getting between Senator Peterson and his blunderbuss.


  “I just—you didn’t—can’t we talk about this?” he asked, ashamed at how quickly his tone became whining.


  “The time for talking has passed, Senator,” she said.


  He screamed. She shattered into shadow.


  



  Gary Zettel arrived at Senator Peterson’s office with a unit of armed men exactly twenty-two minutes after receiving the senator’s call for help.


  It was about twenty minutes too late.


  The senator—a fit man in his sixties with a love of Hawaiian-patterned neckties—was pinned to the wall where his antique blunderbuss used to be mounted. His arms were spread to either side, punctured by shards of obsidian. Even in his shock, Zettel recognized the obvious crucifixion imagery.


  Of course, Jesus hadn’t been beheaded. That part wasn’t accurate.


  “Christ,” someone muttered. Zettel wasn’t sure which one of his team it was. Probably one of the interns.


  He strode into the room, tracking footprints through the puddles of blood to reach the desk. Zettel peeled back the eyelids of the detached head resting on Senator Peterson’s blotter. Every blood vessel in his eyes had erupted, turning the whites a bruised crimson.


  One of the men behind him coughed wetly into the crook of his arm.


  “Don’t vomit on the crime scene,” Zettel said without looking back. “Go outside if you’re going to be sick.”


  Two of the guards stepped out, but the third didn’t. Cain didn’t look bothered by the body, even though he was the newest member of Zettel’s security team and hadn’t been in any conflicts yet. He leaned close to the hands to scrutinize the obsidian shards.


  “A demon’s work?” Cain asked.


  Zettel’s eyes tracked over the scene.


  No broken windows. The doors had been locked. No sign of a struggle or forced entry. Just a body, and blood—lots of it.


  “Yes, I think so,” Zettel said slowly.


  And he was fairly certain he knew which demon had done it, too.


  He closed Senator Peterson’s eyelids again.


  “Call the team together and arrange for the press conference,” Zettel said, prying the binder containing the most recent draft of the preternatural regulation laws out from underneath the severed head. “It’s time to go public.”


  



  



  



  



  



  One


  



  California — August 2013


  People weren’t supposed to die in these kinds of neighborhoods.


  Golden Vines Villa was in the foothills of wine country, and protected by towering walls as much as its distance from urban life. It was a safe zone for the self-important upper middle class—the kind of place where people might call the cops if they so much as glimpsed a Mexican sullying their streets with his presence, Anthony expected.


  The veneer of safety was what had made the Bloomfields so vulnerable. They hadn’t been expecting attack, so they hadn’t been braced for it. They had been lazy. Made mistakes. Put themselves in danger.


  The Bloomfields had left their back door unlocked during the party—mistake number one. They had given the gate code to Delightful Events, LLC so that they wouldn’t have to be present to admit people into the Villas—mistake number two. And, for the third and worst mistake of all, they hadn’t checked the profiles for the wait staff the company sent them, so the Bloomfields didn’t realize that their waiters had been replaced until it was too late.


  Three major mistakes.


  Nine dead.


  One pissed off private investigator.


  “This is total crap,” Anthony Morales muttered, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. He had driven for eight hours—eight goddamn hours—to get to the Villas from Las Vegas, only to be stopped with the rest of the cars at the gate. The police had attached a security detail to the entrance of the neighborhood. There was no way to avoid the uniformed men checking every goddamn car that asked for admittance to the Villas, even for people who lived there.


  Normally, the ten minute-per-car security check to enter the neighborhood wouldn’t have been bad, but it was evening on a weekday; everyone was trying to get home from work. Anthony had been waiting for almost an hour and only seen four cars go through. There were six more to go before it was his turn.


  Fuck this noise.


  Anthony got out of his car and stretched. He wasn’t the only one. The other drivers were looking impatient, too. It had been sixteen hours since the murders were discovered. Sixteen hours of restricted access to the Villas. The inhabitants were getting irate.


  He checked his watch. Six o’clock. The sun was behind the trees, though the sky was still inflamed with orange sunset.


  Rounding the car, he rapped his knuckles on the trunk.


  “Wake up,” Anthony said, popping the lock open.


  The inside of the trunk was empty, aside from a woman’s outfit, a sword, and a pile of golden chains in the back corner.


  Nope, still too early.


  He slammed the trunk shut again, then sat on the bumper to wait.


  A permed old woman in a Lexus pulled up behind him, shooting Anthony dirty looks over the wheel. Guess his beat up ‘93 Impala didn’t look like it belonged. Or maybe it was his brown skin and motor oil-stained boots. He smiled toothily at her, and the old woman looked away first.


  As he waited, the sky started to lose color, fading from red to a pale orange. The lights along the road automatically illuminated.


  Two more cars slid through the gates. Anthony was about to return to the driver’s seat when the trunk thumped under him.


  “Finally,” he sighed, hopping off of the car again. Raising his voice, he said, “You done?”


  A muffled voice responded from within the trunk. “Almost.” He waited. A moment later the woman said, “Go ahead.”


  He opened the trunk.


  The clothes that had been laid out at the bottom of the trunk were now hurriedly being tugged around a woman’s body. She had already put on the slacks and shirt, and her black-nailed fingers flew over the buttons, covering her underwear.


  “Nice drive?” Elise Kavanagh asked, holding out a hand. She always looked a little sleepy when arising for the night, and this was no exception. Her eyes were lidded, hair messy, clothes rumpled.


  Anthony hauled her out of the trunk. “Eight hours. Shit traffic. And now this.”


  When her bare feet hit the ground, she straightened her back, turning to look around at the setting. “This isn’t the Villas.”


  “We’re outside. Cops still have the place locked down.”


  “Even though they requested us?” Elise asked.


  The old woman with the perm was gawking at them now. Apparently she wasn’t used to women appearing in otherwise empty trunks.


  Anthony gave her a friendly wave.


  She laid on the horn.


  “Everyone’s a critic,” he said, getting back into the driver’s seat. Elise grabbed the rest of her clothes and took the seat next to him.


  She flipped down the mirror on the sunshade, leaning in close to check her eyebrow piercing. She twisted it through the hole and seemed satisfied at how easily it moved. “Did you talk to the cops at the gate yet?”


  “Yeah. They told me to get back in line. Didn’t see any point in pushing it until you got here.” Anthony narrowed his eyes at her. “Sure took you long enough.”


  “Sorry. I’ll make the Earth rotate away from the sun faster next time.”


  Anthony rolled his eyes, but it wasn’t Elise’s fault that she couldn’t go out in daylight anymore. That was the fault of Yatam’s blood. The father of all demons had bestowed his mightiest powers upon Elise and taken away her ability to live normally in the process. Now she spent her daylight hours incorporeal, or in another dimension; only her nights were shared with Anthony.


  Even though she had probably spent her day in the City of Dis—the deranged metropolitan center of Hell—she quickly organized herself to composure. Her sleek black hair lay neatly about her shoulders. She still had streaks of red hair chalk framing her face, which had been applied by Deborah McIntyre, the youngest daughter of the third private investigator in their group. Her makeup was as immaculate as always, which was because none of it was actually makeup. Her eyes really were that dark, her lips that red, her skin flawless.


  Four years after the change, it still disgusted him to see her like that.


  Elise flipped the mirror shut. She finished buttoning her shirt then swiftly tied her hair into a messy knot.


  “Got the files?” she asked.


  Anthony tossed a folder of printouts to her. She hadn’t had enough time to read them before going to “sleep” that morning. He hadn’t had time to study them before leaving, either, but McIntyre had read everything for Anthony over speakerphone while he was on the road. He was, unfortunately, far too familiar with what Elise was reading.


  The Bloomfields had been throwing a small cocktail party to celebrate the husband’s promotion. There had been four coworkers in attendance, one family member, and the Bloomfields’s two young children.


  None of them had survived.


  He inched the car closer to the gate as Elise read. He could tell when she got to the photographs of the bodies. Her breathing quickened. Anthony didn’t want to know if it was fear, excitement, or hunger that got her breathing like that.


  “And the cops haven’t let you in yet,” she said, snapping the folder shut.


  “Nope.”


  Elise flipped the lever underneath her chair, slid her seat back as far as it could go, and kicked her bare feet up onto the dashboard. “We can leave whenever you want,” she said, folding her arms behind her head. She held a cigarette captive between the first two fingers of her left hand without smoking. Anthony had left a whole carton in the trunk for her, just to help smooth the transition back to Earth.


  “Yeah?” Anthony asked. “Why? Don’t you want to know why they called us here?”


  “I already know,” Elise said. “I don’t need to look at the scene to know there’s nothing we can do. If you want to leave, leave.”


  He twisted his fists on the wheel until the leather groaned. It was a tempting offer. “They asked us to come here,” he muttered. “We said, oh no, we can’t, we’re in the middle of stuff. And they said, we’ll give you money. So we came. We didn’t have to come, but we came. And now I’ve been sitting here for over an hour.”


  “Yep,” she said, searching her pockets. “Did you bring a lighter?”


  Anthony opened the glove box. He had two Bics, one red and one blue. She grabbed the red one.


  “I think of everything,” he said, prompting her for thanks.


  Elise made a noise of assent. That was about as good as it got.


  The line of cars crept another ten feet forward.


  Now that they were closer to the gate, Anthony could see that the police were crawling all over the Bloomfield house. They had turned off their lights and parked alongside the house, trying to be as discreet as possible for the sake of the neighborhood, but it was impossible to hide an entire fleet of vehicles. The coroner, the photographer, two state troopers—they couldn’t have hidden that much staff under a circus tent.


  A toddler rode past on a red bicycle with training wheels, blissfully oblivious to the fact that her gated neighborhood was under occupation. She slowed to look at the cops before pedaling faster.


  Three cars to go before it was their turn.


  “For fuck’s sake,” Anthony said.


  Elise stuck the cigarette in the corner of her mouth. “Like I said, we can leave.”


  Anthony seemed tempted by the offer. He craned out his open window, twisting around so that he could look behind the car.


  “We’re boxed in,” he groaned, flopping back against the chair.


  “Hang on,” she said.


  She kicked open the door and approached the gate on foot.


  



  The sun was down, but the asphalt still scorched under Elise’s feet. The heat felt good. She could have walked on burning coals and only wished that it was a little warmer.


  Elise tasted the annoyance of the others idling in their cars as she headed up the line. Their minds hummed with irritation. Not fear—just run of the mill exasperation. How inconvenient for someone to get murder-happy in the neighborhood.


  Annoyance turned to curiosity and trepidation as people noticed her passage. She didn’t look like she belonged any more than Anthony did. Dressing up for business didn’t change that. The piercing and hair marked her as “other,” and the prejudice reeked.


  As she approached the gate, the officer standing by turned his attention on her. His eyes traveled up her legs, her swaying hips, the press of her breasts against her shirt. It wasn’t a sexual look. It was wary.


  Cops weren’t idiots. They always seemed to realize she was a predator the instant they saw her.


  “Get back in your car, ma’am,” said the uniformed officer when she stopped in front of him. His skin was sallow, eyes shadowed. Overwork, or addiction?


  “What’s the delay?” Elise asked. She flicked her Bic, cupping a hand around the flame as she lit the cigarette.


  “You heard me. Back in your car.”


  She glanced back at Anthony, who made an angry gesture over the wheel of the car. No, not an angry gesture—he was pointing at her pocket.


  Elise pulled a crumpled letter out of her slacks and lifted it so the officer could see the letterhead. “Detective Gomez invited us,” she said. “I’m from the Hunting Club. Independent consultant.”


  The officer took the letter and skimmed it. She could tell that he understood what it meant by the way he paled further, turning a peculiar shade of ashen gray. “Fuck,” he said, swiping the back of his hand over his sweating lip. “You’re Elise Kavanagh.”


  When he moved, a pin on his lapel caught her eye. It was a gold disc with the imprint of a government seal: an arrow stamped over a shield. It was a sign of support for the Office of Preternatural Affairs—an office established in recent years to handle the “non-human citizens” of the USA. It was really an excuse for assholes to hide behind discriminatory laws. The show of support for the OPA did not improve Elise’s mood.


  The officer must have heard that Detective Gomez had hired a non-human expert for the case. His heart was speeding, adrenaline dumping out of his pores into the air.


  “We’re checking every car with the homeowner’s association’s registry to make sure they belong,” the officer said, a little more stiffly than before. “We want to get everyone home as soon as possible.” His fist balled on the letter, adding a few more creases to the page. “I’ll contact the detective and let you know when you can head in.”


  “I’m going back to my car,” she said, plucking the letter out of his hand. He had dripped sweat on it. Delicious. “And I’m going to tell my friend to drive up that curb there, around the line, and go to the Bloomfield house. You can open the gate for us on the way or not. Either way, we’re not stopping between here and that front door.”


  He spluttered protests, but Elise had already returned to the car, slamming the door hard enough to make the hula dancer on the dashboard rattle.


  “Good to go?” Anthony asked.


  Elise nodded once.


  He twisted the wheel, pulling out of the line. He didn’t merely climb the curb; he drove up on the well-manicured lawn and chewed through a flowerbed. He smiled the satisfied smile of someone enjoying sweet justice.


  Elise thought that the officer would call her on her threat and leave the gate closed. The Impala was getting old anyway. Might as well play battering ram.


  “Keep going,” she said, buckling her seatbelt. Anthony’s eyes glimmered.


  He accelerated.


  The gate swung open before they could hit.


  



  Detective Gomez didn’t look happy when Anthony parked on the lawn of the Bloomfield house, but Elise got the impression that he wasn’t the kind of man who would ever look happy. He had a Cro-Magnon forehead, a weak jaw, sagging jowls. Chunks of his cheeks looked like they had been bitten away by rodents. He could have been smiling and looked like a gargoyle.


  He opened Elise’s car door and braced his hands against the side, leaning down so that his barrel-like body occupied the entire space.


  “You’re late,” he said. The tang of his sweat smelled like stress. Exhaustion.


  She leaned forward to look around his side, taking another drag on her cigarette. The Bloomfield house had vines creeping up the front wall, potted plants, well-trimmed grass. Solar lights lined the path. Something smelled like blood, and it wasn’t the petunias.


  Elise ducked under the detective’s arm so that she could stand. “We were stopped at the gate. My colleague has been here for over an hour.”


  “An hour? You’ve been here an hour?” Gomez’s face twisted with anger. “Dammit, Richardson…”


  Anthony got out of the car, joining them on the front step.


  “I’m here now. What can I do for you?” Elise asked.


  Gomez rubbed a middle finger over his bushy eyebrows. “We needed an expert in demonic possession,” he said. “That’s why you’re here.” His eyes flicked to meet Elise’s, then dropped again. Like he wasn’t sure if it was safe to make eye contact.


  “The Union has exorcists,” Anthony said.


  “A few,” Gomez said.


  “None as experienced as I am.” Elise took a last draw on her cigarette, then stubbed it out in the planter. “I’m the best.” She had only become better at exorcisms since becoming a demon. Knowing how it felt from the other side helped.


  She stepped back to get a wide view of the house. The Bloomfields didn’t let a lot of personality show in their home. Nobody on the street did. All of the houses had uniform faces, dictated by an anal-retentive homeowner’s association. Every house was coffee-colored. The two-car garages had Spanish accents, brass-trimmed windows. The roofs were ceramic.


  Two children had lived in this house, but there was no indication of their presence, either—no bicycles abandoned on the sidewalk, toy cars, or chalk drawings. It was eerily homogenous.


  Except for the smell of blood.


  Elise had known exactly what would be waiting for them inside as soon as she read the files. Or so she had thought. This smell of blood—this wasn’t right.


  “I’ve heard a lot about you,” Detective Gomez said, drawing her attention back to him. “You used to be the greatest kopis. You’re infamous.”


  It was a title, not a compliment; she had earned the “privilege” by defeating the previous greatest kopis in hand-to-hand combat. Someone else held that name now. She had dropped off the radar, let most people think that she had died. It had been a long time since Elise was addressed as the greatest kopis rather than as one of the greatest demons on Earth.


  She wasn’t sure how she felt about Gomez knowing that part of her history, but she was fairly certain her feelings were not positive.


  “Do you want her autograph, or can we get to work?” Anthony asked.


  “I’d heard that you went turncoat,” Gomez said, ignoring Anthony to stare intently at Elise. “I needed to know if it was true.”


  Elise’s eyes narrowed. “How did you learn so much about me, detective?”


  The question seemed to make Gomez uncomfortable. He shifted on his feet. Jammed his hands into his pockets. “Your reputation’s formidable.”


  “Formidable. Nice word for it,” Anthony muttered.


  Elise didn’t want to have a reputation at all. She and Anthony worked as private investigators and hired guns for what they had half-jokingly dubbed “The Hunting Club,” which was a collaboration between them and their kopis friend, Lucas McIntyre. They weren’t easy to locate and hire, and Elise was hardest of all to find. They did have a site on the deep web, which was only accessible by secure Tor network; if someone gave you the address, you could find their rates, a pitch, and brief profiles on McIntyre and Anthony without names attached. Elise’s affiliation was not mentioned on it.


  She wasn’t in hiding. Not exactly. But she didn’t want anything to feed into a “reputation.”


  “Let’s go inside,” Elise said.


  “You reviewed the files,” Gomez said, not like it was a question.


  “Yes.”


  “You know what you’re going to see in there.”


  Elise did. The mere mention of it was enough to bring the black and white photographs to mind again in startling detail, from the curled fist of the dead daughter to the pool of blood at the bottom of the stairs. The murderer had used that blood as ink. The walls were patterned with smeared, flaking runes.


  She hadn’t looked at the photos for long. She didn’t need to.


  “I’m ready,” she said.


  Gomez shoved crinkly plastic into her hands. “Great. Put these on.”


  They were like tiny garbage bags with elastic bands. Elise lifted an eyebrow.


  “What’s that for?” Anthony asked.


  “Your shoes,” Elise said, giving him two of them. She leaned against the wall to slip them over her loafers, rolling up the ankles of her slacks while she was at it.


  Once their shoes were covered, Gomez put a hand on the doorknob. It was as homogenous as every other element of the front of the house. He paused before opening it. “You can leave,” he told Anthony. “You don’t need to be here for this.”


  “We’re partners,” Anthony said. “I go where she does.”


  It looked like Gomez wanted to say more, but he swallowed it down, the knot in his throat bobbing. He nodded once.


  The detective opened the door.


  Scents washed out of the house: the faint aroma of potpourri, leather furniture, and dinner going stale in the kitchen.


  Elise didn’t smell blood.


  She frowned, stepping around Gomez as he held the door for her. She had smelled blood while she was in front of the house—why couldn’t she smell it now that she was inside?


  There was no sign of death in the entryway. It was a nice house. White carpet, wood accents, marble-topped tables, an elaborate mirror on the wall across from the front door. All of the lights were turned on. It washed out what little color remained in Elise’s face, turning her reflection ghostly.


  Anthony entered behind her. Gomez shut the door.


  An officer stepped through the archway, hand on his belt. The detective stopped him with a lifted hand. “They’re the consultants,” he said.


  Elise stared hard at the officer. She could get a read on the mind signals of everyone else she had met that evening, but this man “sounded” like white noise to her, like his skull was filled with spinning fans instead of thoughts. Elise only knew of one type of human that she couldn’t read like that: kopides that had been bound to an aspis for protection.


  He moved away before she could try to figure out why he was so unreadable. She watched his retreating back. He was young enough to be a kopis, but why would a bound kopis work for the police rather than the Union? Better pay?


  Gomez escorted Elise and Anthony through an equally unremarkable living room. The TV had to be at least seventy inches, and they had a sound system with speakers as tall as Elise mounted on each wall. There was a dog crate in the corner. No dog. Glass doors led to the side yard. All of the furniture was spread out, leaving no room to hide.


  There were evidence tags on a wall crack. The photographer who had been shooting it slipped out of the room, camera in hand, as they approached.


  All of the officers were waiting in the living room. The people milling around looked as uncomfortable as Detective Gomez. Restless. Like they didn’t want to be there, and their muscles had been wound tighter than guitar strings. These weren’t men unfamiliar with horror. If any of them had been working in Sacramento in 2009, they would have seen much worse when the mother of all demons descended. Yet they were troubled. Deeply so.


  If there had been only one man there, Elise could have read the electrical signals with the ease of reading a book, maybe even picked out a few thoughts. But with a dozen people at the investigation, their minds were a senseless tangle.


  And at least one of them was a bound kopis, too.


  Elise’s sense of paranoia quickly grew at the presence of those buzzing minds. She couldn’t tell if it was only the same kopis detective making that noise, or if there were more.


  “In there,” Gomez said, nodding at the second archway at the rear of the room.


  Uniformed bodies parted, allowing the detective to pass. Elise’s footsteps crinkled as they approached the archway. She watched the suspicious faces and couldn’t read any of them.


  The flow of air through the house brought the scent of blood back to her nose. She stepped in front of Gomez and took the lead. Crimson slicked the wood floors, blackened the cracks between boards, shined glossy under the overhead lights. Blood usually dried tacky and brown, but in such huge quantities, with the air conditioner running, some of it was still wet. It looked like liquid cherries.


  Elise stood in the doorway, scanning the puddle. There was a body on the second floor. Her arm was flopped onto the first step, forearms covered in scrapes, fingertips bloody. It was the mother—she had been trying to flee with her daughter and been caught at the top. Her throat hadn’t been merely slit. Her arteries had been opened. It was her blood that had waterfalled down the steps.


  That was the last person to die at the scene. According to the files, her daughter had already died of her injuries by the time the mother had tried to carry her upstairs. Her tiny, broken body would be behind the mother, invisible from the first floor.


  The father had died shortly before the mother. Elise could see his legs around the stairs. His soaked slacks clung to his legs. He had tried to hold off the attackers to no avail—they had been taken completely off-guard.


  The photos Gomez had sent The Hunting Club had been of fresher bodies. People who had not yet cooled to room temperature. Blood that was still wet and fresh and in great quantities.


  So much wasted meat. Elise’s stomach cramped.


  Most of the work was done at this scene. Everything had been catalogued and photographed. Now the bodies needed to be removed, autopsied, and laid to rest. But the scene was held for Elise to see. It was immaculately preserved in the awful state that they had found it.


  She glanced over her shoulder at the men gathered in the living room. Nobody was bantering or making inappropriate jokes to lighten the mood. And the looks Elise received weren’t merely unfriendly. They were downright hostile.


  “The runes,” Gomez said from behind her.


  Elise hadn’t forgotten. She picked her way over the blood and angled herself so that she could see the wall.


  They had sent Elise one photograph of this wall, and the picture had been enough for her to know what had happened at the Bloomfield house. Seeing it in reality still sent an unpleasant wash of shock down her spine.


  The fingers that had painted the bloody runes were human-sized. A clumsy paintbrush. Each rune was as large as a dinner plate, with a dozen angry slashes in the center. They might have been beautiful if they had been drawn with more grace. But these bloody marks were clumsy, awkward, hastily scrawled in the arterial blood of a dying mother.


  They were also familiar.


  Elise had seen those kinds of runes flickering in the air, etched in blue fire by a witch so powerful that he could no longer contain his own magic. They weren’t quite ethereal in origin, nor were they infernal. They were a hybrid of a dozen different influences designed by one mortal man who was too damn talented for his own good.


  “James,” Elise breathed. She was somehow standing on the third step of the stairs, and she didn’t remember climbing there.


  Anthony gave her a sharp look. “This is James? He did this?”


  “Who’s James?” Gomez asked.


  Elise clenched her jaw. “What else is at the top?” she asked. “More runes?”


  “Two bodies,” Gomez said. “The rest of it’s in the dining room.”


  Which meant that she didn’t need to look at the mother and daughter. Elise stepped off the stairs again. Anthony grabbed her arm as if to steady her, though Elise was as sure on her feet as a serpent through grass. “If this was James…” he hissed.


  “Don’t speak,” she said, barely moving her lips.


  The police in the living room were restless. Half of them were gone. The ones that remained were gathered around the archway to watch Elise survey the scene. The buzzing mind signaling a bound kopis was gone. Everyone who remained was typical, mundane human, and it eased her nerves a fraction.


  The kitchen. The rest of the marks were in the kitchen.


  “Why do you think that demonic possession was involved in this, Detective?” Elise asked, stepping around the blood, ignoring the assholes in the living room. At some point, she had dirtied the plastic covering her loafers; her first two steps left brown tracks.


  “It was the staff for the cocktail party,” Gomez said. “They attacked out of nowhere. They had inhuman strength. Did most of the killing using eating utensils. Butter knives, a fork.”


  There was a bloodstained spoon on the floor next to the dining room doorway, encircled by tape and marked by a yellow tag. Elise could repurpose most things into a weapon, but she would have gone for a dozen other things in the room to kill before a spoon: the silver candlesticks, the ceramic vase, even the bar stool with its sturdy wooden legs. A spoon required creativity and determination. Worse, it required being comfortable with taking one’s time.


  She kneeled beside the father’s blood-soaked body. Like the mother, his arteries had been ripped apart to provide paint for the runes. He was also missing an eyeball. It explained the spoon.


  “Do you smell that?” Anthony asked. “The sulfur?”


  Elise sniffed. She couldn’t make out any sulfur, but that was probably because she had spent her day drifting in Hell, where the air was rich with brimstone.


  “Possession often smells like brimstone,” Elise said.


  He looked troubled. “Yeah. I guess.”


  The police may not have moved any of the victims, but someone had; there were obvious trails of blood leading from the places that the family and their guests had been killed to their current locations. The adults were spread out like spokes of a wheel, aligned with the cardinal directions. The dead son, perhaps seven years old, was crumpled under the table, forgotten.


  The bodies weren’t nearly as interesting as the runes surrounding them. They were scrawled even more messily than on the stairs, and seemed to have burned around the edges—as though drawing the symbols had set the walls on fire.


  Her gaze tracked from the bodies to the runes, which formed a perfect circle around the dining room. A circle that she had already stepped into.


  Everything clicked into place.


  Shit. I never should have let Anthony come here.


  A demon had somehow gained access to James’s newest innovations in magic. He or she was using those runes to open doors to Hell. The people that attacked hadn’t been possessed, because they had never been human in the first place; it wasn’t the Bloomfields’s carelessness that had killed them, but a demon posing as a waiter.


  The whole house had been turned into a doorway to Hell, which still stood open, vibrating with infernal energy. That part, the police would already know. The Union had told them.


  Just like the Union had told them that Elise wouldn’t be able to escape the wards in the kitchen.


  “I can already tell you what this is, Detective Gomez,” she said, pacing along the inside perimeter of the runes. She could feel her shoulder brushing against a hard wall of magic, stinging against her skin. “In fact, I could have told you what this is from the pictures. I didn’t need to come to the location.”


  Gomez rubbed a knuckle over his bushy eyebrows. He was sweating. The smell of his fear would have been intoxicating if not for what it meant. “We weren’t sure what you’d need to know. Better to see the intact scene. We thought maybe there’d be some kind of spirit left in the house, something that would need to be—”


  “When are they getting here?” she asked.


  “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”


  “Elise?” Anthony asked. He hadn’t caught on yet.


  Elise shut her eyes, stretching out her other senses beyond the walls of the house. The buzzing of minds filled with white noise continued on the street. There were kopides within the Golden Vine Villas aside from the one so-called detective.


  The blood she had smelled upon arrival hadn’t been from the crime scene. It had been the freshly spilled blood of witches casting a spell outside the house. Most witches used herbs, crystals, the occasional mouse. To require an actual blood sacrifice meant that it would be powerful.


  Maybe powerful enough to contain a demon like Elise.


  She had walked right into it.


  “This is a trap,” she told Anthony.


  That was when the windows shattered, the floodlights outside slammed to life, and a dozen men with submachine guns entered the dining room.


  The light scalded her, punching through her body. It was like being thrown into a pit of magma. Elise hit her knees, trying to shelter in the shadow behind the table. Her hand landed on the little dead boy. His skin was tacky and cold.


  Another light turned on, and another, until there were no shadows in the dining room.


  Nowhere to shelter. Nowhere to hide.


  A voice boomed over a megaphone, making the fragments of glass shiver. “Elise Kavanagh, pseudonymously known as the Godslayer, you are hereby under arrest for the murder of Senator Peterson. Surrender immediately or you will be executed.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Two


  



  Pennsylvania — September 2013


  It was a hot night for hunting. Between the guns, ammunition, and other supplies, Seth Wilder was schlepping about thirty pounds in gear. It had to be even harder for Abram; at his mother’s insistence, he was also wearing a metal-plated vest under his jacket.


  Seth was more minimalistic. Black tank top, black jeans, black gun. He wore a loose shirt unbuttoned over his shoulder rig. It didn’t conceal his weapon well, but if they got stopped by the police, they would be in deep shit anyway.


  There was no way to make it look like they weren’t hunting a werewolf.


  He crouched behind a car parked across from a bar, and Abram took position beside him. He felt the presence of a werewolf in his chest as surely as he could feel the beating of his own heart. The werewolf had gone inside the bar about an hour earlier. Now it was just a matter of waiting for it to emerge.


  This was the third werewolf that they’d been forced to put down that year. The population was supposed to be dwindling, but Seth had never seen a year with so many werewolf murders before. Most new werewolves could be redeemed—he had recruited several for the pack. But these ones were far beyond anyone’s help. Even his.


  The doors of the bar opened, and people began to pour onto the street.


  “Watch,” Seth said, pointing at his eyes, and then at the bar across the street. “Tell me which one is our guy.”


  While Abram watched the bar, Seth watched Abram, and he tried for the thousandth time to wrap his mind around the idea that this was his nephew—a man his age, but taller, and a fellow kopis. They didn’t look very much alike. Abram had a white guy’s nose, Rylie’s eyes, and the Wilder family lips. His skin was a few shades darker than Rylie’s, but he probably could have passed for white if he dressed for it.


  Abram didn’t seem to care about passing as any race, black or white. All he cared about was the hunt. He had the laser-sharp focus of a hunter and a no-bullshit grip on Abel’s handgun that made it clear he was ready to shoot.


  His concentration made him easy companionship, since he didn’t like idle chat, and he didn’t ask a lot of questions. Abram embodied “strong and silent.”


  If Seth had been a werewolf, he would have found Abram terrifying. Hell, even as a fellow hunter, Seth was a little intimidated.


  His nephew. Unbelievable.


  With his free hand, Abram pointed. “That’s the werewolf.”


  Seth followed his finger to a group leaving the bar. Three white women in tiny skirts and precarious heels. Two bros with muscle tees and spray tans. And one other woman behind them who wasn’t dressed for clubbing—or for being in public, for that matter. She wore sweat pants and a baggy t-shirt without shoes.


  Abram was right. They hadn’t been hunting a guy after all.


  She followed the group down the street, scrubbing at her face as her shoulders jerked. It had been years since Seth saw symptoms that advanced.


  “Why is she twitching?” Abram asked.


  “Well,” he said, swallowing hard, “she probably doesn’t know what getting bitten has done to her. She probably wasn’t avoiding silver the way she should have been. Maybe she has a silver alloy wedding ring, earrings, or body jewelry, and she didn’t think to remove it when it started to itch. She’s been exposed too long. It’s made her…sick.”


  “Can we take her back to the pack? Can Rylie fix her?” Abram asked.


  Rylie was Abram’s mother, and the Alpha of the werewolves. She had an ability that only one other werewolf possessed: the ability to control the transformations of others of her kind. But she couldn’t heal a brain rotted by silver poisoning, nor could she strip the sins of this woman’s past.


  The werewolf that Seth and Abram hunted that night was a mass murderer. She had killed a librarian who had been jogging at three in the morning, and then the police officers who had tried to stop her.


  The Union had already started investigating her. Seth had seen their black SUVs crawling the streets at night, forming deadly caravans under the light of the moon. If the killings didn’t stop, then the Union was going to redouble its search efforts for werewolves.


  They had to stop her before the Union stumbled on the pack while looking for a murderer.


  “This one can’t be saved,” Seth said, easing the safety off his gun.


  Their quarry was still following the group, who were waiting for a bus. One of the spray-tanned men stepped away to talk on his cell phone and smoke a cigarette.


  The werewolf called to him. “Help me,” she said.


  “Shit,” Seth breathed.


  He and Abram jogged across the street. As they drew closer, Seth could make out their voices over the thudding bass from the nearby bar. “You all right?” the man asked. “Can I take you to a hospital or something?”


  “I don’t know,” she said, dropping to her knees in front of him. “I’m so hungry. I’m just—I need food, I’m thirsty, and I don’t—”


  “It’s okay, I’ve got you,” he said, helping her to her feet again. Nice guy. Without intervention, he would probably hook her up with a hot meal and a place to sleep for the night, then wake up with teeth in his throat.


  “Aunt Sandy! There you are,” Seth called, running over to them with Abram at his back. It was dark enough that he didn’t need to put away his gun. He held it behind his back. “I’ve been looking everywhere for you.”


  She tried to focus her teary eyes on Abram as he took her arm. “Sandy? Who’s Sandy? Who are you?”


  “Thanks, man,” Seth told the tanned guy. Up close, Seth could see the crust of gel in his hair and the pale circles around his eyes where he had been wearing the tanning goggles. “We’ll take it from here.”


  “Is she okay?” he asked.


  “Not really,” Seth said. He forced himself to smile apologetically. “She’s off her meds.”


  A look of understanding crossed his face. “Oh, man. That sucks, dude. Need help getting her home?”


  “We’re good,” Seth said.


  The werewolf was too confused to argue with him. He and Abram walked her two streets down before ducking into the privacy of an alleyway. Seth felt heavier with every step he took toward that dark corner of the city, weighed down by the thought of murdered librarians and cops. He was all too aware of the silver bullets in his gun, and what he was going to need to do with them.


  Two big bad men dragging a woman to her death. It was wrong. Just fucking wrong.


  Abram looked at Seth over the woman’s head. He was obviously thinking the same thing.


  “Rylie could at least try,” Abram said.


  “Try what? Who are you?” the woman asked, struggling weakly. Her heart wasn’t in it. She could have thrown both of them through the brick wall if it was.


  Seth sat her down on a stack of pallets in the shadow between two buildings.


  “Flashlight,” he said, and Abram dropped a penlight in his hand. He thumbed the woman’s eyes back and shone the light in them. She flinched away, but not before he saw her irises. They were bright gold. The sclera was veined with red, like she hadn’t slept since becoming a werewolf.


  Seth’s mother, Eleanor, had taught him to hunt werewolves, and he knew what she would have told him to do about this woman. Eleanor would have said, “Take the werewolf home, chain her up, wait for her to change. Then shoot her in the skull.” One shot between the eyes with a silver bullet—bang—and this werewolf would be dead.


  His mom had always told him that the spirit of the wolf devoured the human’s soul and left nothing but monster behind. If you shot a monster, it wasn’t murder. Seth had done it a half dozen times before. No big deal.


  But that had been before Seth had fallen in love with a werewolf.


  “Should we do it now?” Abram asked.


  The woman shuddered, drawing her knees to her chest. “Do what? Do I know you?”


  God, she was addled. She probably didn’t even remember killing.


  Just shoot her. Put her out of her misery. Just do it.


  But when Seth looked down at this murderer, this silver-enraged monster, all he saw was a shaking woman no more threatening than any other vagrant off the street. Someone who didn’t need death, but help.


  “Let’s take her to the pack,” he said, feeling exhausted and heavy. “Maybe Rylie can help.”


  



  Seth drove into the mountains with the Chevelle’s windows rolled down, letting the summer wind beat through the car. He cranked up the AC/DC tape so that it blasted louder than the roaring air and dangled one arm out the window.


  “Are you comfortable?” Abram asked, turned in his seat so that he could address the passenger sitting behind them.


  Katja visibly jerked at being spoken to, like human voices startled her. Seth watched in the rearview mirror as she rubbed the side of her face with her knuckles. “I’m fine,” she said. “This car. I like it. It’s…nice.”


  Abram nodded gravely. “We’re almost there. Do you need anything?”


  “No,” Katja said. Her shoulders jerked. Her lips twitched. “No.”


  God, this was insane. Taking a silver-poisoned werewolf back to the pack? The idea sounded worse by the second.


  But there was no turning back now. They were less than an hour from the sanctuary. Abram had already warned his sister that they were coming. Even if he’d had the balls to do it, Seth couldn’t exactly shoot Katja now.


  He took an exit off the freeway that plunged into a dark valley, weaving between broad, mossy tree trunks that never saw sunlight. The air in the valley was cold and humid. A river ran alongside the road, frothy with winter melt.


  This was meant to be home—at least, as close to home as Seth got anymore. Rylie had bought all of this land. More than two thousand acres. But while the pack began settling into their sanctuary, marking trees and digging holes and claiming their favorite hideouts, Seth felt more and more unsettled. He didn’t belong in this dark, mountainous place of trees and ice.


  Seth could feel Abram watching him from the passenger’s seat.


  “This is the right thing to do,” Abram said, quietly enough that Katja wouldn’t be able to hear him. That wasn’t what Seth had been thinking about, but the reminder snapped him out of his morose thoughts into the immediate moment.


  “Yeah, I know,” he said, flipping down the rearview mirror to glance at Katja. She was blinking slowly, taking shallow breaths. Either about to fall asleep or pass out.


  Seth slowed as the road grew steeper. The valley opened into a meadow, where the knee-high grass was dotted with golden flowers and bees buzzed through the air. The familiar pinging of dirt against the Chevelle’s undercarriage soothed his nerves a little. It meant they were back in the safe zone.


  They reached the first “No Trespassing” sign where the pavement turned into a dirt road. Seth slowed, but didn’t stop.


  A lot of things had changed with the werewolf pack in the last few months. Rylie had come into her trust fund—the kind of money that Seth couldn’t begin to wrap his mind around—and she had used that money to purchase a huge swath of forest and build a collection of cottages for the pack at the middle of it. Eventually, she hoped to turn it into an entire village, complete with schools and shops. It would become a place that werewolves could be safe and happy for generations.


  All of that was great. But there were a few changes that Seth wasn’t quite so sure about.


  To be more precise, he wasn’t sure if he thought that the newest member of the pack was great…especially since he wasn’t a werewolf at all.


  When they arrived at the fence marking the boundary of pack territory, the newest pack member greeted them in front of the gate. He was a tall, imposing man who wore a business suit without the jacket. Seth couldn’t advance the Chevelle without running Nashriel Adamson over, so he didn’t attempt it. Not because it would have pissed off half of the pack, who had come to regard Nash as one of their own, but because Seth was pretty sure it would have destroyed the Chevelle.


  “Great,” Abram said. “Just who I wanted to see.” Seth couldn’t tell if he was being sarcastic. Abram was always straight-faced, whether he was serious or joking.


  Their one-person welcoming committee looked like a normal man, if Seth considered someone who looked like an ancient Roman statue to be “normal.” But there was nothing normal about Nash. Even when he didn’t reveal his true form, being within a few feet of him made Seth’s head ache. He resonated with inhuman power.


  Rolling down the window, Seth leaned out to address him. “What’s wrong?”


  “Summer said that you’re bringing company,” Nash said. “I needed to make sure that she’s safe.”


  Safe? Of course Katja wasn’t safe. She was wasting away from silver poisoning, for God’s sake. But Seth didn’t say that, not with the woman listening in the backseat. “Everything’s under control,” he said, which was as close to the truth as he could get.


  Nash bent over to look in the backseat. His nostrils flared, and his pale blue eyes sparked with fire. “I’ll warn the Alpha that you’re coming.”


  “Summer probably already told her,” Seth said, but Nash was already backing away from the car, shedding his shirt to bare a muscular chest. The guy was always shirtless. Seth didn’t know why Nash ever bothered getting dressed.


  Abram obviously felt the same, because he snorted.


  Katja wasn’t quite as used to Mr. Look-at-Me. She gave a wistful sigh at the sight of him. Apparently even crazy people thought he was gorgeous.


  But when Nash’s wings unfurled, the sigh turned to a gasp of shock.


  He had an impressive wingspan—Seth had to give him that. Each one was eight feet long fully extended. When they caught the sunlight, they glimmered with captive flame, as if dipped in liquid gold.


  Whipping his wings wide, Nash caught the wind and soared into the air, leaving a torrent of feathers in his wake.


  “Showoff,” Abram muttered.


  Seth leaned out the door to reach the gate’s access panel. He punched in a four-digit code. The motor whirred.


  “Where are we?” Katja whispered. She had crammed herself into a tiny ball against the door of the car, knees hugged to her chest, skin prickled with goosebumps.


  The gate swung open, and he eased the Chevelle through.


  “This is the werewolf sanctuary,” Seth said. “Welcome home.”


  



  Rylie was already at the carport by the lake when Seth and Abram pulled up. A cool breeze rolled through the car, carrying the distant sounds of laughter and splashing along with it.


  A lot of people had been enjoying the last of the summer-warm days by swimming in the river, and Rylie was one of them. Three small triangles of cloth protected her modesty: a yellow bikini two shades brighter than her tan. It was knotted at the hips and the back of her neck. Seth didn’t have to imagine untying those knots and kissing the flesh her swimsuit barely concealed. He only needed to remember.


  Seth had become inured to frequent nudity among the werewolves. A couple of them never bothered getting dressed unless they were leaving the sanctuary, which often meant being surrounded by fit, beautiful women with no modesty. It had become easy to ignore them after the first few weeks.


  He couldn’t ignore Rylie. Even in a swimsuit, she was more beautiful than anyone else in the pack. Probably the entire world.


  And she started smiling the instant she saw him, hanging near the edge of the carport, fingers resting on the leg of the awning. Rylie was the sunshine after weeks of rain, the kiss of the first breeze of spring. Seeing her made Seth struggle to breathe.


  “Want me to grab Katja?” Abram asked.


  Seth coughed into his hand, forcing himself to look away from the woman waiting for him. No, not waiting for him—for Abram, her son. She hadn’t rushed out of the lake to see him. Rylie wouldn’t do that; she had been careful around Seth lately. Almost too careful. Like she thought it would hurt him if they were alone for even five minutes.


  “Wait here for a second,” Seth said, turning off the car. He twisted in the seat to check on their werewolf captive. She was curled into the fetal position, head resting on her folded arms, seemingly asleep. She had passed out between the gate and their arrival. “Watch her.”


  Abram accepted the orders with a nod. He was holding a handgun in his lap—just holding it, forefinger flat against the barrel and away from the trigger. It wasn’t a threatening position. But Seth knew he was holding it like that because it would only take a twist of the wrist and a squeeze to blast a bullet through the seat and into Katja’s skull.


  Seth got out of the car, slamming the door behind him.


  Rylie had found a towel somewhere. She pulled it around her body, hugged it under her arms, gripped it like armor. “What’s going on?” she asked.


  “Didn’t Summer tell you?”


  “All she said was that you were bringing someone back with you. Is it the werewolf?”


  “Yeah. She’s sick,” he said. “Silver poisoning, I think.” Her eyes widened. The bridge of Rylie’s nose wrinkled as she sniffed. Whatever she smelled, it wasn’t good—her entire face screwed up with revulsion. Seth rubbed the back of his neck, hanging his head. “I should have shot her. We had the chance. But I thought—”


  “You did the right thing,” Rylie said, maybe a little too forcefully.


  “Can you heal her?”


  The moment of hesitation was telling. “Yeah,” she said.


  Rylie wasn’t sure. Seth could tell. Worse, she looked afraid. She had survived silver poisoning a few years back, months before becoming Alpha, and that wasn’t the kind of thing a werewolf could forget. She used to wake up sweating and sobbing with nightmares of it. Seth had rubbed her back for hours until she had fallen asleep again on more than one night.


  He didn’t know if she still had those dreams. They hadn’t shared a bed in a long time.


  Seth found himself taking her hand, squeezing it tight. “We can lock her up until the silver’s out of her system,” he said. “You don’t have to get involved.”


  Her fingers tightened on his. “You know I can’t do that.”


  “Yeah,” Seth said. “I know.”


  Sometimes, the way that she looked at him… It was almost like she still loved Seth. Like he was coming home from college on summer break again to be with her, and she was waiting at the front door with her breath caught in her chest, glowing cheeks, and sparkling eyes.


  He could never regret choosing to go to college instead of staying with Rylie to run the pack. Going to medical school had been Seth’s lifelong dream—a way to use his strength for healing instead of killing. He’d already used that knowledge to save lives within the pack, since the average werewolf couldn’t go to a doctor to have silver shrapnel removed. And Seth was immune to the werewolf curse, so Abel had been better suited to staying behind and acting as Rylie’s right hand.


  But Seth often wondered what would have happened if he had chosen to stay with Rylie instead of going to college. Would she have been lonely enough to seek out companionship with Abel? Could Seth have somehow kept Rylie for himself?


  He thought that alternate future would have looked a lot like this: Rylie standing in front of the waterfall, sun-kissed and sparkling with moisture, waiting for him to arrive at the home they had built together. She would take care of the pack. Their family. And he would be the one to guard her from her enemies, kill the wolves that needed to be killed.


  But then a tall, shadowy figure appeared behind Rylie, and she turned away from Seth. Her smile changed whenever she saw Abel—Seth’s brother and her mate. It was bigger, more genuine, like she forgot to keep her shields up.


  She didn’t drop Seth’s hand when she saw Abel. Rylie didn’t feel guilty about showing affection toward Seth, even though they weren’t together anymore. Why should she? Her decision had been made.


  Seth drew away from her before Abel reached their sides.


  He was one of the werewolves that had completely lost his sense of modesty now that they lived at the sanctuary. He was soaking wet and naked, baring every inch of his stupid hairy body.


  Abel looped an arm around Rylie’s shoulders. “What’s going on?” he asked. Abel’s voice was a painfully deep bass that rumbled in his chest, almost like the wolf’s growl. Rylie looked so tiny against his side.


  She beamed up at him, melting under his arm. “We have new family. Seth and Abram brought the werewolf they were hunting home.”


  Abel’s eyes sharpened. His irises were the same shade of gold as most werewolves’ eyes, maybe a fraction darker. They were shockingly bright against his dark, scarred face. “You brought her home? The murderer? Are you fucking stupid?”


  “Hey,” Rylie said sharply. “Stop it. Okay?” She beckoned to Abram, who got out of the car.


  “Yes?” Abram asked, holstering his pistol. Guess having two werewolves on standby was about as good a weapon as a silver bullet.


  “Can you please help me carry our guest to the new cabin?” Rylie asked. “The one where we’re doing transitions for new wolves.” Abram nodded and opened the rear door of the car. Seth moved to help, but Rylie stopped him. “I’ll take care of her. Don’t worry about it.”


  Abram scooped Katja into his arms. She was limp against his chest, gray-skinned and sweating. Whatever had sickened her seemed to be getting worse—and fast. Rylie hurried ahead of them.


  Seth watched them walk toward the cottages with apprehension coiled in his heart.


  This was going to put Rylie in danger somehow. He wasn’t sure how he knew it, but he did. He could feel it with absolute certainty.


  It was all his fault.


  Abel seemed to have the same feeling. “You’re an idiot, Seth. You should have put a bullet in her heart.”


  At any other time, Seth would have argued with him. Didn’t matter whether Abel was right or not. Arguing was just what they did. But he couldn’t shake that feeling of dread, and it sucked all of the combative urges out of him. “Go talk to her,” Seth said. “Tell her that we need to kill Katja before the moon rises. It’s not too late.”


  “You tell her. She doesn’t listen to me like she listens to you.”


  Was that jealousy in Abel’s voice? Seth shaded his eyes against the sun to stare up at his brother’s twisted features. Abel had been blessed with all the height in the family, and stood a couple inches over six feet—almost a full half a foot taller than Seth. He’d been blessed with the better looks, too. Then fate had cursed him with a werewolf attack, and he’d carried the scars from the mauling on his face ever since. They started healing after Abel became Alpha, but it was a slow process. He was still ugly as sin.


  It was also impossible to read his expression when half of his face didn’t move right. The left side of his mouth always looked kind of limp. Seth thought that he was grimacing.


  “You’re her mate,” Seth said. He tried not to sound jealous. “She listens to you.”


  “It’s not the same and you know it.” Abel was jealous. He had seen them holding hands. Maybe Rylie didn’t think much of it, but Abel did. “Maybe if you’d take a hint and find something else to do, I’d actually have some authority around here.”


  “What are you trying to say?”


  “I’m trying to say that I don’t know why you keep coming back,” Abel said. His jaw was tense, brow drawn low over his eyes.


  Those words struck Seth hard—mostly because he had been starting to wonder the same thing himself.


  Why did he keep coming back? Seeing Rylie and Abel together was like having his heart sliced out atom by atom with a razor blade. He wasn’t a werewolf. He didn’t have to be there through every full moon and new moon, hiding with the beasts.


  His place wasn’t at Rylie’s side. Not anymore.


  “I’m not going to talk to her,” Seth said, lifting his hands in a gesture of surrender. “It’s not my business.”


  He might as well have been trying to argue with Abel. His eyes filled with fierce, burning anger. “That’s right. It’s not.”


  Abel strode after Rylie and Abram. Seth hung by the carport, half-watching the pack making cannonball dives off of the rocks and swimming under the frigid waterfall. They looked happy. Comfortable. Like they were all family, just as Rylie said.


  Was Seth really part of that family?


  



  Seth took his time unpacking. A half hour of solitude wasn’t enough to improve his mood, and it only got worse when Rylie met him outside the cottage where Abram had taken Katja. Rylie was pacing along the front path and wringing her hands.


  “She’s sick,” Rylie said without preamble, “but it’s not silver poisoning.”


  Seth blinked. He had been waiting to hear that Katja had a silver belly button ring, or that she’d accidentally nicked herself with antique flatware and was spiraling into insanity for her clumsiness. “But the symptoms,” he said.


  “It’s not silver,” Rylie repeated, more forcefully this time.


  Something heavy thudded against the inner wall of the cottage, loud enough to make Seth take a step back. The shutters rattled.


  She sighed. “Katja woke up.”


  This cottage had been built specifically for transitioning new—sometimes unwilling—werewolves to the pack. From the outside, it looked like every other cottage in the sanctuary: a five-hundred-square-foot stick-built home with yellow trim and flowers outside the front door. Brass pentacles marked the top of every window and doorway. The only visible difference on this one was that the windows were shuttered with silver-laced steel rather than having curtains on the inside.


  Inside, it was sparse—an empty space with a bathroom and a small mattress that was cheap to replace. By the sounds of it, Katja was in the process of shredding that mattress, and maybe herself in the process. A crazed werewolf was a deadly werewolf, both to her surroundings and herself.


  “It’s almost like she has rabies,” Rylie said. “But you told me that werewolves can’t get rabies.”


  They couldn’t. There was no disease on this Earth that could make them sick—nothing but silver poisoning.


  Seth’s father had written the book on hunting werewolves. Literally. It was a detailed manual on everything that humans knew about werewolves, from how they were made to how they could be killed. There was an entire section on diseases and infections. His dad had held a couple of werewolves captive for a few weeks to test on them, and hadn’t been able to get anything to take.


  The idea of it was horrifying to Seth, but the information gained from it was clear. It was impossible for a werewolf to get rabies.


  “Are you sure there’s no silver in her system?” Seth asked.


  She rubbed the bridge of her nose. “Positive. I’d be able to smell it.”


  What if there was some disease his father had never heard of? Something special that only hurt preternatural creatures?


  “Can we heal her?” Seth asked.


  “Abel’s changing her in there,” Rylie said. “He’s trying to get her going back and forth, like partial shifts. We tested it as a way to heal silver burns faster after Trevin hurt himself.”


  A few weeks earlier, their sanctuary’s defenses had been breached by a local deputy, Lincoln Marshall, who had been possessed by a demon. He had come with silver bullets. Nash had taken one of them to the chest. It was painful, but mostly harmless to an angel. So harmless, in fact, that another bullet had passed straight through his body and buried itself in the wall of a cottage.


  Trevin had noticed the flattened disc of silver among the wreckage. He was a brave guy—sometimes a little too brave. He had immediately dug the bullet out rather than letting the next rainfall wash silver residue into their water supply.


  He had also given himself third degree burns in the process. He might have lost his hand if Rylie and Abel hadn’t intervened.


  Seth hadn’t known exactly how Rylie had gone about healing Trevin without surgical intervention. Now that he did, it filled him with a sense of unease. Silver was the only thing that could hurt werewolves. If the werewolves could heal silver damage without Seth’s help, then what was the point in the human with medical experience sticking around?


  His heart was aching. An actual physical ache. He rubbed a hand over his chest and took two steps back. “Katja was probably turned into a werewolf recently,” Seth said. “If we can figure out who changed her, then we can figure out where this new disease came from.”


  Rylie’s eyes sparked with hope. “You’ll look into it?”


  He wanted to say that Abel, her Alpha mate, could look into it on his own, and that they didn’t need Seth’s help. But he had never been able to refuse Rylie. “I’ll look into it,” he said.


  Before Seth could head back to his cottage, Rylie put a hand on his arm. “The full moon is tomorrow night. Katja’s going to have a harder time tomorrow. We’ll need your help.”


  “Yeah, of course,” Seth said, mostly to make her stop looking at him like that.


  Rylie smiled at him. God, that smile.


  Seth needed to leave. Not just the path in front of the cottage, but the sanctuary. He’d only been back an hour, and he was already claustrophobic.


  



  



  



  



  



  Three


  



  A woman was waiting for Seth outside his door, sitting on the steps with a cat toy in hand and no cat in sight. She was tall—about an inch taller than Seth in bare feet, and she never wore shoes—with mounds of messy black curls. This woman resembled Abram superficially, but where he had made stoic silence his trademark, there was nothing serious or quiet about Summer Gresham.


  “Did you hear what they said on the news?” she asked the instant Seth was within hearing range.


  “No. I just got back.”


  Summer bolted to her feet, excitement turning her cheeks red. The feathers bounced on the end of her cat toy, jingling with the merry chime of bells. “There’s finally been an arrest in Senator Peterson’s murder.”


  Seth raked a hand over his hair. “Christ.”


  “I know, right?”


  It had been months since Senator Peterson was killed and the Office of Preternatural Affairs brought all the non-human citizens of the country out of the closet. They had blamed the death on a demon in the early days, but never caught the perpetrator.


  Seth had been hoping that they never would catch who did it, demon or otherwise. If they caught the murderer, that would give an all-too-public face to the preternatural community, which wasn’t a community at all. Werewolves had nothing to do with incubi and succubi; angels had nothing to do with nightmares. But humans would see that one murderer as the representative for all of them.


  “What killed him?” he asked.


  Summer shrugged. “Don’t know. There hasn’t been an official statement yet.”


  When that happened, it was going to be bad, real bad. Seth wasn’t looking forward to it. He didn’t want to think about it, either. He gestured at the cat toy. “Looking for Sir Lumpy?”


  “No, I don’t have to look for him. I know he’s under your stairs.” Summer smiled sheepishly. “He hasn’t been speaking to me ever since Abel and I returned from visiting Gran’s.” She jingled the toy at the stairs again. “Isn’t that right, handsome?” She might as well have been talking to the rose bush under Seth’s window for all the reaction that got.


  “I’ll grab him if I see him,” Seth said, mounting the first step to his door.


  It brought him within smelling range of Summer. She bent down to sniff his shoulder. “Whoa. What were you rolling in?”


  He wasn’t sure he’d ever get used to the pack knowing all about his activities without having to tell them. Seth shucked his jacket, dropping it on the front steps. “You’re probably smelling Katja.”


  “That’s not silver poisoning. Is it?” Summer’s hesitance was unusual for a werewolf. She was resistant to silver, unlike the rest of her breed, and didn’t recognize the burning smell as quickly.


  She was the product of Rylie and Abel’s Alpha mating: a woman that could turn freely into a wolf, whose eyes were silver instead of gold, who didn’t feel the pull of the moon. Summer said that she didn’t mind being called a werewolf, but most everyone called her a shapeshifter.


  “No, it’s not silver poisoning,” Seth said.


  “Then what?”


  He gave Summer a once-over. She was in shorts and a t-shirt, so she hadn’t been swimming with the pack, even though she all but hummed with restless energy. She had probably been waiting for him and Abram to get home all day. And she was probably hoping that they’d have something for her to do now that they were back, too.


  Summer was smart as hell—probably the smartest person in the pack. The things she could do with computers were beyond preternatural. Seth really could use her help. “What I’m about to tell you, don’t share with anyone. Okay?” he said.


  Summer grinned and nodded. Little Miss Innocent. Of course, she would immediately run and tell Nash everything.


  “Cross my heart,” she said, drawing an invisible X in the air over her chest using the cat toy.


  Seth lowered his voice, not that it would help much if a determined werewolf were trying to listen in. “Rylie thinks it might be some other kind of disease. I need to find out how Katja became a werewolf. Anything you could find, anything at all—anything that might be off public record…?”


  “I can do that,” Summer said. “Toss your stuff in there and meet me at my cabin. We’ll see how much abuse my satellite internet can take.”


  



  Summer was a data junkie. She had mounted four monitors on her wall that were dedicated to the news; two of them showed major news networks, and the other two displayed a constant stream of RSS feeds. Everyone was blowing up about the assassin.


  Summer’s cottage was less country living and more like The Matrix. She had redesigned the plans for the building so that there were twenty-four inches of subfloor to run cables through, and moved the kitchen into the bedroom so that she could use the living space for her computers. Even with venting, her hundreds of processors made it well over ninety degrees inside. Seth was glad he had left his jacket at his own cabin.


  She was unperturbed by the heat. She slapped on an anti-static bracelet, pulled her hair back into a thick ponytail, and plopped into a rolling chair by the door.


  “How’s this stuff working with Nash around all the time?” Seth asked, peering into a rack of blade servers. Green lights blinked at seemingly random intervals as fans blasted hot air into his face.


  “He’s good about keeping his wings tucked in while we’re home,” Summer said, pushing off the wall with a foot so that her chair glided to a workstation in the opposite corner. “And all the data is duplicated as I generate it. If he accidentally explodes one of my hard drives, I’ve got everything on five other nodes in the array.”


  Seth had no idea what nodes or arrays were, but he understood what she was getting at. Electronics didn’t function around angels. Backup generators didn’t help because an angel with his wings fully exposed would disable that, too. If Nash had trouble controlling his temper, he could immediately toss the entire sanctuary into the Dark Ages.


  Considering Nash’s idea of self-control, Summer was lucky that the data center in her cabin ever worked.


  “So you’re looking for Katja,” she said, typing rapidly. “Katja who?”


  Seth had “borrowed” the ID out of Katja’s wallet. He passed it to Summer. “That’s all we’ve got on her.”


  Summer tilted the card to look at it, as if searching for a watermark. “She’s cute,” she said. “Trustworthy face.”


  So trustworthy that she had killed three people without ever giving them a chance to put up a fight. “Anything you can give me would be great. Where she worked, family members, friends that might turn furry twice a month…?”


  “Gimme half a second,” Summer said.


  She hummed under her breath as she worked at the computer, leaving Seth to stroll through the racks. Anywhere that the walls didn’t have metal bolted to them was plastered in posters—travel advertisements for places like the Bahamas and the Eiffel Tower.


  Seth had never been all that good with computers. His father had put a rifle in his hands around the time that he learned to walk, but he never rested those hands on a keyboard until the required computer competency courses in middle school. He could get around enough to check his email, find files, but that was about it.


  Summer, on the other hand, was a wizard of advanced computing. She assembled her computers and wrote the code for any program she needed. All of the racks bore her thumbprint in one way or another: flower stickers on the case of a server, a neatly-patched cable where she had substituted a Band-Aid for electrical tape. It was simultaneously the most incredible technology he had ever seen and the most quaint, too.


  The fans screeched into higher gear as she forced her processors to scrape through databases, limited only by the bandwidth of her satellite internet. Seth thought he could feel the temperature rising in the room.


  “Hey, kid. Can I open a window?” he asked, flicking aside one of her heavy curtains.


  Summer laughed at the nickname. It was kind of a joke between them. She may have been his niece, but they were about the same age. “No windows, old man. I painted them all shut.”


  “Homey,” Seth said.


  She grinned. “For me, it is.”


  Summer folded her long legs underneath her as she pounded away. Katja’s driver’s license was propped up against the keyboard.


  “She’s a movie reviewer,” Summer said. “Seems popular. Ooh, she didn’t like My Big Fat Greek Wedding. I’m pretty sure we can’t be friends now.”


  “When did you see that?” Seth asked. Summer and Abram had only been on this Earth for a few months. Seth hadn’t even seen My Big Fat Greek Wedding, and he’d spent his whole life there.


  During Rylie’s pregnancy with the twins, the Office of Preternatural Affairs had passed legislation that made it illegal for preternaturals—like werewolves—to be around children. That meant no teaching, no daycare, and definitely no parenting. At risk of losing the babies, Rylie had made plans to move to an alternate dimension known as a Haven, where the OPA would never be able to reach her.


  The twins had made it to the Haven. Rylie, Abel, and Seth hadn’t. Time ran at a different speed over there; by the time a week had passed on Earth, twenty years had elapsed in the Haven. Summer and Abram had returned as adults. Rylie had missed her children’s lives. And Summer had definitely missed romantic comedies about wacky intercultural marriages.


  “Rylie and I have been marathoning her favorite movies,” Summer said. “Just wait until I finish running gigabit fiber to the sanctuary. I’m going to download a million movies and do big shows outside in the courtyard every night. Also, Katja went missing three years ago.”


  Seth blinked. “Uh, what?”


  “Yep.” Summer swiveled her screen so that he could see the missing persons report. “Gone for three years. Vanished at the same time as her partner, Charla Hannity.”


  “Did they ever find Charla?”


  After a moment of more typing, Summer said, “Yeah.” She turned wide eyes on Seth. “Two weeks ago.”


  The door opened, and Nash entered. He was shirtless again—still?—and even though there was no hint of wings at his back, a single feather fluttered on the draft of the swinging door. “I’ll go talk to Charla,” Nash said. He must have been listening from the outside.


  Summer got all flushed when she looked up at him. It was exactly the way that Rylie used to look at Seth. The same fluttering eyelashes, the same slightly parted lips, the same spots of color on her cheeks. But when she spoke, it was with Abel’s sharp edge. “She’s in New York. You’d have to leave again.”


  He sauntered into the room. His low-slung jeans looked dangerously close to slipping off of his hips. Seth tried not to roll his eyes. “If there’s a carrier of a disease that harms werewolves, I should be the one to confront him. I’ll be immune.”


  “So would Abram,” Seth said.


  Summer didn’t look like she was a fan of either option. She folded her arms under her breasts, frowning severely.


  “I travel faster than any of you,” Nash went on. “I can fly there in minutes. You’ll forgive me if I don’t want to carry Abram in my arms on the way.”


  “But you could carry me,” Summer said.


  So that was her real problem. Not because she didn’t want Nash to go, but because she didn’t want him to go without her.


  Approval burned in Nash’s eyes as they shared a long look that made the cottage feel way too small. It was a private moment—too private for Seth to witness.


  Summer and Nash had met in Haven, which had been a prison for the angel for countless millennia. The way Summer told the story, she had woken him up from a long, cold slumber with her sexy body. Nash didn’t talk about it at all, but the way he looked at her made it clear that his fascination with Summer ran a lot deeper than her skin.


  Seth coughed into his hand to remind them that he was still there. It didn’t help. “I started this investigation,” he said. “I’ll finish it, too. But thanks, Nash.”


  “You just got back,” Summer protested. “You’ve barely been here an hour.”


  An hour too long.


  Seth plucked Katja’s driver’s license off the keyboard. “It’s fine,” he said without meeting Summer’s eyes.


  If he looked at her—if he let her look at him—then she would know what he was thinking. Summer wasn’t just smart when it came to computers. She had as big a heart as her mother’s. She would see through Seth’s eyes right to the gnawing void of loneliness beyond. He couldn’t handle that.


  He moved to leave the cottage. Nash grabbed the door, holding it open. “See me before you leave. I’ll make a summoning stone. If you come across trouble hunting the source of Katja’s disease, I can be there to help within minutes.” Nash extended a hand to shake.


  Summer wasn’t the only one who could tell what Seth was thinking. Nash knew that Seth wanted to leave—and not just for the one investigation.


  Seth found a weak, quavering smile within himself and shook Nash’s hand. “Thanks, man.”


  Nash nodded once, then closed the door behind him.


  



  Seth didn’t sleep well that night. Even with a wall separating their bedrooms, he could hear Abram snoring—the same as he had every damn night of their hunt for Katja. It didn’t help that his bedroom was the size of a modest closet. The air was stuffy. His twin bed felt laughably small.


  He kicked off the sheets and hung his legs over the side of the bed. It had to be getting into the forties outside, edging toward freezing, but he was still sweltering in nothing but his boxer-briefs. Seth picked his way into the living room, stepping over all of the bachelor clutter he and his nephew had been collecting to check the thermostat. It was sixty-six inside. The claustrophobia was entirely psychological, and had nothing to do with heat.


  Jerking on a pair of sweats and a t-shirt, Seth headed outside, wincing against the spotlights that made the sanctuary’s main road as bright as high noon. They were done with the repairs on the sanctuary and had dialed back on nighttime construction as the nights began to grow colder, so they didn’t really need the spotlights anymore. Yet they had turned them on every sunset anyway and left them running until dawn.


  Behind the cottage was shaded, though the lights caught the waterfall and made it sparkle like cascading starlight. A moist chill clung to him as he headed down the path to the lake.


  The bushes rustled. Seth stopped, his hand reflexively twitching toward the shoulder rig he wasn’t wearing. He had no guns at all.


  It sounded like an animal was moving in the underbrush along Rylie’s fence. He followed the rustling noise and saw a pair of glistening orbs among the leaves.


  The tension drained from his shoulders.


  “Still angry at Summer?” he asked, dropping to a crouch.


  Sir Lumpy slipped out of the bushes, a twig stuck in the knotted clumps of his belly fur. It looked like he had been rolling in something sticky. His purr was almost as loud as the waterfall as he bumped against Seth’s shins, dragging drool across his skin.


  The cat was impossibly old, but despite the ratty fur and a couple of missing teeth, he was still getting around as easily as a much younger tomcat. Living with an entire pack of werewolves didn’t perturb him at all. He had grown up with Summer; to him, the wolves were nothing but a gaggle of unruly kittens that needed a good swatting once in a while.


  He also didn’t like many people aside from Summer, so Seth enjoyed the opportunity to stroke his hand down Sir Lumpy’s chubby flank.


  “You should forgive her,” he said. “She loves you enough that she dragged you across a universe to keep you in her life. She’ll always come back for you.” Seth sighed. “Dammit, I’m talking to the cat.”


  Sir Lumpy sat on his haunches and began bathing his face. It was not a pretty face. His eyes bulged in opposite directions, and his nose looked like it had been slammed into one too many walls. He also bore more than a few battle wounds from various tangles in the forest. What was it with Gresham women and hideously scarred guys?


  Seth continued down the path to the lake. The cat followed, weaving in and out of his legs.


  The lake was quiet now. The pack had enjoyed many summer nights swimming and drinking well after midnight, but the water was too chilly for even the bravest of wolves. Waves sloshed over the muddy shore, and Seth’s feet slurped as he walked, sinking in to the ankles. He climbed onto an outcropping of rocks near the waterfall to sit under the mist.


  He leaned back on his arms, gazing across the churning waters as he tried to imagine life without the pack. A life without waking up to a dozen coffee-crazed wolves fighting over the last pot of blonde roast in the kitchens. A life that wasn’t measured by the phases of the moon. A life where he didn’t have to watch his brother and ex-girlfriend constantly hugging and kissing and looking guilty when he walked by.


  But what could he do in the greater world? He could go back to college, become a doctor. Except that the Union had started recruiting kopides out of college. They would almost certainly find him like that.


  No college, no pack.


  What else was there?


  Seth realized that the thudding he heard wasn’t his heart or the beat of water over the rocks, but something pounding within a nearby cottage—the one they used for transitioning werewolves. It was shaking again, as if Katja were throwing herself against the walls. He thought he heard a low, distant keening noise, muffled by the silver-reinforced walls.


  They were still trying to heal her with partial transformations. Judging by the position of the moon, it had to be two in the morning—twelve hours since Abel had disappeared into the cottage with her.


  Motion drew his eyes to the far end of the shore. A pale figure entered the moonlight, standing in the lake with a long skirt lifted around her knees by the waves.


  Rylie looked scared. She had a hand clapped over her mouth and eyes so wide that Seth could see the glint on them, even at that distance.


  She was Alpha now. She couldn’t be scared where the pack could see her. But out by the lake at night, alone with the forest, she could let it overtake her. Her shoulders began shaking first, and then her body, until she sank to her knees in the chilly water and cried. Her sobs were quiet enough that Seth couldn’t hear them. Katja’s pounding was louder. The waterfall was louder. Hell, even his own heart was louder.


  He moved to climb off the rock. He couldn’t help it—he had never been able to stay away from Rylie when she looked that hurt.


  But Abel appeared before he could get down, sloshing down the shore to kneel beside Rylie. They folded against each other, arms and lips tangled.


  Seth froze, hands locked on the mossy stones, unwilling to be seen. But they were distracted enough that they didn’t look up when he dropped back onto the shore. And neither of them saw him walk away rubbing his chest. His heart was hurting again.


  Katja kept pounding at the inside of the cottage.


  Seth didn’t sleep.


  



  Seth was packed before sunrise. He was surprised by how easily everything that he cared about fit into a single backpack: his Beretta 9mm, a werewolf fang that he used to wear as an earring, a set of lock picks wrapped in leather. Even after adding a couple of outfits, he didn’t have to fight to close the zipper.


  That was his entire life in the backpack—past, present, and future. Guns and werewolf fangs.


  He did a quick once-over of his room again, but even though he had collected a few other odds and ends over the years, there was nothing else that he felt compelled to keep. Most of the things he treasured about life at the sanctuary couldn’t be taken with him. Not the singing of birds outside his window, the crisp morning air, the murmur of voices as the pack roused at dawn.


  But there was one other thing he could take. It was the hard lump at the bottom of his pillowcase—a palm-sized journal that had been dirtied and beaten and opened so often that its spine was soft.


  His mother’s diary.


  Seth hefted the book in his hand. James Faulkner had left the book for him the last time that he visited the sanctuary. Inside were seemingly endless pages of his mother’s rantings. He had read them a dozen times in an attempt to understand what she was saying, and now its shape was as familiar in his hands as a gun.


  He flipped it open to one of the last pages, rubbing his thumb over the place that his mother had written his name in her jagged, angry handwriting.


  Seth can be the one to end it all.


  That was the most cogent of pages. The rest of them were scattered ramblings about Adam and Eve and how his family was divine, blessed, destined for greatness. His mother believed that they carried the blood of the first man within their veins.


  She didn’t mention at any point that such “greatness” would make people want to kill him and Abel.


  He swallowed hard and tossed the diary on the bed. It wasn’t coming with him.


  Seth zipped up his bag and threw it over his shoulder. One more full moon. That was it. He’d get Rylie through this night, and then he was done with the pack—forever.


  



  



  



  



  



  Four


  



  Katja wasn’t dead come morning, but Seth couldn’t help thinking that it might have been better to put her out of her misery. She was a naked, twitching mass of flesh drenched in her own blood. She whimpered with every exhale, even though she was sleeping.


  The woman was battered. Absolutely destroyed. It was exhausting to change into a werewolf twice a month; being forced between shapes multiple times on a single night seemed to have broken her entirely. But there wasn’t a single bruise on her body underneath the crimson fluids slicking her flesh. Whatever was wrong, it wasn’t interfering with her ability to heal.


  Though she looked harmless now, Seth didn’t let his guard down. The floor was covered in inch-deep gouges as long as his arm—damage inflicted by werewolf claws. There were toothmarks on the baseboards, like she had been trying to chew her way out. The walls were cracked in several places. If not for the reinforced studs, she probably would have knocked the entire building down.


  “Smells weird,” Abel said. He wasn’t in much better shape than Katja.


  Seth’s sense of smell wasn’t anywhere near as acute as the wolves, but he was still trying hard not to breathe too deeply. “Weird” wasn’t quite the word for the stink in the room. “It’s foul,” he rasped, holding his sleeve over his nose. “What is that?”


  “Some of it’s shit and piss,” Abel said. “Some of it’s blood. The other stuff…I don’t know.”


  Katja groaned softly.


  “What did you do to her?” Seth asked. He tried to keep the accusation out of his voice, but it was difficult. Abel wasn’t a nice guy, and he wasn’t gentle. Seth found it hard to believe that all the thumping he had heard coming from inside the cottage were only the sounds of a tormented werewolf hurting herself.


  “I did Alpha stuff,” Abel said.


  “Like what? Did you beat her?”


  “Only when she attacked me first. You got a problem with it?”


  “Maybe I do,” Seth said. “Where’s Rylie?”


  “She’d do the same thing to Katja. She’s more practical than you are.”


  That wasn’t why he was asking. Seth counted silently to five before responding. “I just expected her to be working with Katja today.”


  “It’s too upsetting for her,” Abel said curtly.


  That was what Seth had seen the night before. “You can’t tell anyone else that,” he said. The others couldn’t know Rylie’s weakness.


  His brother glowered. “I’m not stupid.”


  Seth stepped into the bathroom, which was untouched in comparison to the front room. The door was protected with silver and steel, too, so Katja hadn’t gotten inside to destroy it. He grabbed a blanket and a couple of hand towels out of the linen closet.


  “What are you doing?” Abel asked.


  “She’s a mess,” Seth said, wetting down one of the hand towels. “I’m going to clean her up a little.”


  “Sorry I wasn’t gentler with the murdering beast that tried to bite me,” Abel said, rolling his eyes.


  Seth kneeled beside Katja, throwing the blanket over her. It wasn’t cold in the room, but she looked uncomfortable shivering on the floor. A blanket was the least he could do. “Rylie’s killed before. You’ve killed before.”


  “And you’d bite me if I deserved it, too. I don’t see what you’re getting at.”


  It was pointless to argue. “Can you wake her up?” Seth asked.


  “Sure.” Abel raised his voice. “Hey! Wake up!”


  Katja jerked, but her eyes didn’t open. Her face scrunched.


  “I was asking if you could compel her awake, you Alpha douchebag,” Seth muttered, pressing the back of his hand to her forehead. Her skin was flaming hot and slick with sweat. He started to mop the blood off of her face.


  “She’ll just get bloody when she changes again,” Abel said. “She’s got the most violent transitions I’ve ever seen. Like that scene with the elevator from The Shining.”


  “Been watching movies with Summer and Rylie?”


  “How did you know?”


  Seth wiped the side of Katja’s throat clean and found the scars: four parallel, silvery gashes that were only visible from certain angles. It was the mark of the first werewolf attack that she had been unlucky enough to survive. The scars curved around her neck, disappearing onto her back.


  He tried to turn her over as gently as possible. Katja jerked at the motion, eyes flying open.


  “No!” she cried.


  A clawed hand flashed through the air. Seth caught her wrist before it hit his face. She whimpered and swung again.


  “It’s me,” Seth said in the same soothing tone he used on werewolves every full moon, grabbing her wrist yet again. “It’s okay. I’m not going to hurt you.”


  She struggled to blink and couldn’t seem to focus on his face. “The guy with the leather jacket?”


  “Yeah. That’s me.”


  Katja relaxed a fraction. “I think I’m having nightmares,” she said in a low, rasping voice. “I’ve been asleep for so long.”


  Seth grimaced. If only she really were having nightmares rather than dealing with a nightmarish reality. “I ran some searches on your name. The newspapers say that you’ve been missing for three years.”


  “I’m not missing,” she said. “I’m here.”


  “No shit,” Abel said.


  Seth shot a look at his brother, silently ordering him to shut up. He kept his voice soothing for Katja. “Where were you before that?”


  Katja’s eyes fluttered shut again. “It was red.”


  “What was red?”


  “Everything. So much fire.”


  The men exchanged looks. The disease might not have touched her body, but it seemed to be chewing through her brain—and fast. “What about Charla?” Seth asked. “Has she been with you, Katja? Was she in the red place?”


  The woman’s eyes opened wide again. Her lip peeled back to bare her teeth. “Don’t you fucking touch her. I will kill you. I’ll skin and throw you in the pits myself!”


  It was too difficult to hold her wrist down. Katja had found her werewolf strength, and her fingers swiped an inch from his nose. Seth strained against her, biceps flexing, teeth gritted. “Abel?”


  His brother took her arm. He pinned it to the floor by her head.


  “She’s nuts,” Abel said, grunting with exertion.


  “Will you and Rylie heal her tonight during the full moon?” Seth asked.


  “Yeah. Sure.” Abel shrugged. “Probably.”


  It wasn’t exactly the vote of confidence Seth was hoping for. If they didn’t heal Katja that night, it wasn’t going to be safe to keep her around any longer—not when it took the two of them to hold one woman’s arms down.


  She was going to have to shift into a wolf and be cured, or die the next day.


  



  The pack gathered in the center of the sanctuary at sundown to prepare for the full moon. Rylie and Abel were usually there before everyone else, but they weren’t that night, and it didn’t go unnoticed.


  “What’s going on?” Crystal asked. She was already naked and lounging on one of the picnic tables with her long legs sprawled out and fingers toying with her hair. Seth was never sure if she was really that unselfconscious, or if she was trying to hit on him.


  She definitely didn’t have anything to be ashamed about. Her curves were insane—the kind of breasts that would spill out of his hands if he tried to grab them, round hips, a tiny waist. But Seth hadn’t ever responded to her long stares and suggestive smiles. He preferred his women coltish and blond.


  “Nothing is wrong,” Seth said, keeping his eyes on her face. “They’ll be here.”


  “Actually…” Summer emerged from the trees with Sir Lumpy curled over her shoulders. It seemed that they had kissed and made up. “I’m going to be running with the pack tonight. Rylie and Abel are focusing on Katja.”


  Crystal’s eyes widened. “Both of them?”


  “Yep,” Summer said. “Don’t worry. Rylie can control the pack’s changes from the cottage, and I’ll stay with you guys until morning.” She said it loud enough that everyone could hear her, and heads turned to listen in.


  Discontented murmurs spread through the pack.


  “But she’s not an Alpha,” Paetrick whispered to Toshiko from the back of the crowd. If Seth had heard him speak, then Summer would have, too. But she didn’t seem bothered by the reaction. She grinned broadly at everyone.


  “Spread out. Moonrise is in a half an hour.” Summer smacked Crystal on the thigh, making her flesh jiggle appealingly. “Get your unsanitary buns off the table, missy. Don’t you know that people eat off of that?”


  “People eat off of my ass, too,” Crystal said, shooting Seth a look. “Strawberries, whipped cream…”


  “Great. I’ll bring the chocolate sauce and a picnic blanket next moon, but I’m not prepared for a Crystal ass feast tonight.” Summer jerked a thumb at the ground. “Off.”


  Crystal gave a chuckle and slipped down. “Okay, fine.” Her smile faded. “I’m not sure about this, Summer. You’ve only been with us for a few weeks—you haven’t seen anything go wrong before. And trust me, things can go really wrong. Even on a good night.”


  Summer chucked her on the shoulder. “I’ve got Seth, Nash, and Abram if it gets apocalyptic. They’re the dream team. Don’t worry about it.”


  Nobody else seemed inclined to argue with her, but nobody seemed all that excited about the upcoming moon, either. The pack spread out, filling the street with plenty of space between each of them. The shadows in the forest turned violet with growing night. The sky flamed orange. Someone turned the floodlights on, brightening the streets.


  Seth followed Summer to the head of the street, right in front of Katja’s cottage. He lowered his voice. “Crystal’s right, kid. You’re not an Alpha.”


  “What? I’m not an Alpha?” Summer’s jaw dropped in mock surprise as she turned to Sir Lumpy, whose front paws were dug into her shoulder for traction. “Did you hear what he said? I think he’s trying to pick a fight with me. You got my back, bro?”


  The cat bumped his face into her chin. His toes spread and contracted as he kneaded her shirt.


  “You can try to laugh it off all you want, but the pack needs an Alpha on the moons. There’s a lot of energy to control.” Seth gestured at two of the wolves talking to Crystal. “Pyper and Trevin hate each other. The only thing that keeps them apart on the moons is Abel.” He pointed to a woman standing alone on the other side of the street. “Toshiko’s submissive as they come. If someone gets provoked, they’ll go after her first without Rylie’s protection.”


  “I know pack dynamics, old man,” Summer said. “Rylie’s been preparing me for this. Maybe the Alpha’s not here, but I’m here by her choice, and you’ve got to respect that.” She grinned, scratching her fingernails under Sir Lumpy’s chin. “Besides, I wasn’t joking when I said that I’ve got the dream team. If Pyper and Trevin get in a fight, you can shoot them.”


  She was joking, but Seth winced. “I won’t always be here,” he said.


  “We’re not talking always,” Summer said. “Are we?”


  Her look was too knowing. Seth backed away. “I’m going to take position on the ridge with Abram. I’ll have my sniper rifle loaded with lead bullets in case I need to get a werewolf’s attention without hurting her.” He didn’t throw any pointed looks at Crystal, but it took effort.


  “I’ll see you soon,” Summer said.


  The top of the full moon was brushing the mountain behind her.


  



  Alone in the wild, a werewolf’s change was a brutal, ugly thing.


  The order in which a wolf shifted would vary from moon to moon, but a few things inevitably occurred each time. She would lose all of the hair on her head, leaving her looking bald and shriveled. Her knees would break and reverse before reforming into the shape of a wolf’s haunches. Her face would pop and crack as the bones extended into a muzzle, tearing the brittle skin for a few bloody moments before it healed again. Teeth fell out to be replaced by fangs. Fingernails became claws.


  Fur usually came last, and by that point, the werewolf was a pathetic mass of blood-splattered flesh. A wolf would emerge, as beautiful as she was deadly, but not until she had gone through a painful gauntlet.


  In the pack, controlled by an Alpha, the wolf’s transformation was almost beautiful.


  Seth watched through his scope as the moon took the wolves one by one. Just because it wasn’t painful didn’t mean that the change wasn’t surprising every time, but the expressions he saw were shocked, not hurt. They only fell to their knees because they were ready to be four-legged.


  He focused on Summer, whose change was the most beautiful of all—and the fastest. Everything happened simultaneously, each physical adjustment cascading into the next as if orchestrated by a skilled conductor. She described it as stepping from one skin into another—not really a change at all.


  When she was done, she was a sleek, beautiful wolf. Bigger than Rylie, but not as big as Abel. Her eyes glinted silver in the dawning moonlight.


  Seth turned his scope on the others. Crystal was tawny and stocky; Toshiko was shaggier. Most of the men were bigger than the women, with one or two exceptions. All of them were gorgeous, deadly, and completely in control of themselves. The gift of the Alpha went beyond painless transformations—Rylie also granted them with the ability to retain their human minds.


  Within ten minutes, almost forty wolves stood where the humans had been.


  Abram wasn’t nearly as sentimental about the process. He was poised a few feet away with a sniper rifle of his own, which he began packing up the instant he saw the pack finish changing. “I’ll hit the trail,” he said, collapsing the telescoping legs of his stand. “I should be with Summer. You got the ridge?”


  “Yeah,” Seth said.


  Tossing everything in his backpack, Abel jumped down the rocks to meet with Summer. Seth lowered his eye to the scope again and found nothing but empty street.


  The pack had already ghosted into the trees.


  



  Seth heard the scream at 3:06 in the morning.


  That was the first thing he did when he heard it—he looked down at his watch to verify the time. The second thing he did was grab the walkie-talkie off his belt.


  “Abram—you copy that?” he asked. “Scream at six minutes after three?”


  When he released the button, only crackling static responded.


  Dammit.


  It had been an uneventful night for the first few hours after sundown. Seth tracked the pack through the mountains using his scope to make sure the wolves were maintaining normal movement patterns. They were more scattered than usual. Some of them weren’t following Summer. That was all right—the wards would keep them from leaving the property.


  But that scream definitely wasn’t normal.


  A second cry followed, punctuating Seth’s thoughts. It lasted longer and almost sounded strangled. The way it echoed over the trees, he couldn’t quite tell if it was human or wolf.


  “Abram?” Seth asked.


  Still no response.


  He jammed the Walkie-Talkie onto his belt again, then lowered his eye to the scope and skimmed over the sanctuary. There was no way to tell where it had come from when it echoed like that, but he thought he already knew who was screaming.


  The trees were thin by the lake, and he skirted the empty grass behind the sanctuary, searching for any hints of movement.


  A black beast flashed behind the cabins, moving too quickly for Seth to be able to tell which wolf it was. He hadn’t seen Katja in her furred form yet—she might have been black, like Abel. He couldn’t shoot. Not unless he was sure who was going to be on the receiving end of the bullet.


  Swearing under his breath, he ripped his gun off its stand and leaped down the rocks. His boots skidded, spraying gravel behind him.


  He hit the trail on his knees, rifle clutched to his chest, and broke into a run without pausing.


  Another scream shook the forest. It bounced off the mountains, rattled within the trees, and faded into the starry sky. No way to tell where it was coming from.


  Abel intercepted Seth halfway down the path.


  He had changed into his wolf form, which had roughly the proportions of a very large, very muscular bull. He was breathing hard, and his muzzle glistened. Sweat or blood?


  “Was that Katja?” Seth asked. Abel nodded. “Where’d she go?”


  The wolf broke into a run.


  Throwing the rifle’s strap over his chest, he dropped to a crouch and followed Abel, flashing through the trees.


  Seth had been chasing werewolves most of his life. They had an instinctive understanding of the forest’s natural paths, leaping easily through labyrinthine branches and rocks without ever breaking stride. He didn’t share their instincts, but he had followed them often enough to learn all their tricks.


  He and his brother took shortcuts over the stream, splashing through shallow waters; they clambered up the mountain on all fours. Katja must have been moving fast to have escaped them so quickly. Abel kept his nose to the ground, following invisible scents.


  Seth was fast, but not fast enough. He lost Abel among a dense copse of trees.


  “Dammit,” he swore, scrambling on top of a nearby ridge.


  He could feel werewolves nearby, but he couldn’t see them. The starlight and full moon couldn’t penetrate the canopy. Lightning bugs drifted among the grass, their pinpoint lights smothered by the density of shadow.


  Seth heard a rustling noise. He dropped to the ground, aiming his gun at the stirring bushes. His finger was tense on the trigger.


  “Katja?” he asked in a low voice.


  He heard a faint growl—and then footsteps, from the other direction.


  Summer appeared behind him, panic turning her cheeks gray. She was human, with twigs caught in her hair. “I couldn’t hold them! They wouldn’t follow me. I tried everything Rylie said, but you were right, I’m not Alpha. They’re scattered and I can’t—”


  “Get down!” Seth roared.


  She obeyed instantly, flinging herself to the ground.


  It was still a moment too late.


  Katja erupted from the bushes and slammed into Summer. Seth managed to pop off a single shot while she was still hurtling through the air, but he had no idea if it hit. And then the wolf’s limbs were tangled with Summer, and she was screaming, and there was blood—


  The Walkie-Talkie at Seth’s belt shrieked for a half-second before the battery died.


  It was the only warning that Nash was coming.


  The angel plummeted from the sky, hitting the ground hard enough that the earth shook beneath Seth’s feet. Nash’s wings were at their full brilliance. They glowed with the force of a sun.


  He grabbed Katja by the fur, ripped her away from Summer, and flung the wolf into a tree. She hit the trunk hard. It shattered in half with an explosion of bark.


  The pain didn’t take Katja down. She rolled onto her paws again, twitching and shuddering.


  It was the first clear look that Seth had gotten of Katja as a wolf. Her eyes rolled. Blood trickled from the corners. And her face—it was covered in some kind of black fog. It sparked with internal lightning, like a storm roiling through her fur. Seth caught occasional glimpses of symbols in the fog. They weren’t from any alphabet he knew. They were full of spikes and jags, loops and swirls.


  He had seen markings like that on a human before: Deputy Lincoln Marshall, who had been attacking the pack under demonic influence.


  Katja’s head swiveled toward Summer, who was limp on a bed of fallen leaves. But Nash moved so that he was between them.


  “Look at me!” he commanded.


  It was invitation enough. Katja flashed into motion, bowling into Nash.


  Seth scrambled around the growling, snapping wolf trapped in Nash’s arms, dropping to Summer’s side. Her neck and chest were mangled. There was blood everywhere. But she managed a weak smile when she saw Seth.


  “I’m good,” Summer said. “We’re all good.”


  No, she definitely wasn’t good. He ripped his shirt off over his head and packed the worst of the wounds.


  Nashriel was on the ground, a mess of wings and fur and claws. His silver blood splattered onto the dirt. He shouted a warrior’s cry—not done yet, but hurt badly.


  The only sign that Abel had jumped into the fray was a flash of black fur, and then the growling redoubled.


  If Abel and Nash couldn’t take down Katja together, Seth was probably going to be dead. There was no point in watching them fight. He focused on Summer instead. “How many fingers do I have, kid?” he asked, holding up a peace sign.


  “Ten, you stupid old man,” she said. “You count fingers.”


  He rolled his eyes. Summer sounded like her father when she talked like that. It also meant that she was probably going to be fine.


  With a single yelp, the fighting cut off.


  Seth turned to face the victors. Abel had Katja pinned to the ground with his jaws in her throat, and Nash sat on her side. There was so much spilled blood between the three of them that even Seth could smell it with his human nose. It drenched Nash’s chest and right wing.


  “Is she dead?” Seth asked.


  “Not yet,” Nash said grimly. “Hold her.”


  Seth took the angel’s position at Katja’s hind legs, letting Nash go to Summer. The one shot that he had fired seemed to have hit after all—he felt a wound on Katja’s rear leg where the bullet had entered. He must have struck an artery. That single wound was the source of most of the blood on the ground.


  Abel’s glassy gold eyes lifted to meet Seth’s. His face was matted with her blood.


  Ripping Katja’s throat open wouldn’t be enough to kill her, but a werewolf’s jaws were powerful—he could sever her spinal cord, rip the head from her neck. Werewolves healed fast, but not that fast.


  Abel was silently asking Seth if he should kill Katja.


  He hesitated a moment too long. Rylie stumbled through the trees, clumsy on her two human legs. She took in the sight of the destruction and gasped. “Oh my God, Summer, are you—”


  “She’s fine,” Nash said. He had scooped Summer up in his arms. She still had Seth’s shirt packed against her neck wounds, but the dreamy smile said that she was enjoying being held way too much to be injured that badly.


  Rylie turned to Seth. “And Katja?”


  “Alive,” Seth said reluctantly.


  Katja’s spine twisted. She tried to bite weakly at Abel, though she didn’t have a good enough range of motion to succeed. There was no sign of her pupils now—the eyes had rolled into the back of her skull, and all he could see was bloody sclera.


  “I think I know why Katja’s sick.” Rylie swallowed hard. “She’s been possessed by a demon.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Five


  



  Victoria, British Columbia


  Brianna Dimaria’s first response to people saying stupid things was to smile. Not a sarcastic smile—a genuine, molar-flashing, eye-crinkling, cheek-dimpling grin, which could charm any moron into thinking that Brianna wasn’t annoyed by their rampant idiocy. It usually wasn’t hard to fake it. Stupid people had a habit of being pretty funny.


  At her meeting with the high priestess of the Sandstone Coven, Brianna found herself smiling a lot, but she definitely wasn’t laughing.


  “The Goddess called you to us,” said Cobweb, the high priestess. “I saw it in my tea leaves. They formed the shape of a bridge over treacherous waters, so I knew that the blessed Hecate was bringing you to our door.”


  “A bridge, huh?” Brianna asked, waiting for the other shoe to drop. It didn’t. Cobweb was serious. “More like London Bridge or Golden Gate Bridge?”


  Cobweb gave this question serious thought. “A quaint rural bridge,” she decided.


  Just keep smiling.


  “Wow,” Brianna said. “That, uh, that must have been some tea. Earl Grey?”


  Cobweb’s forehead wrinkled. “No, Moroccan mint. Why do you ask?”


  “To me, Earl Grey always seemed a little more…prescient.” She managed to keep a straight face while saying it. In truth, Brianna wasn’t a tea drinker. She also wasn’t a tea leaf reader, but that was probably because she didn’t like wasting her time on nonsense.


  “I’ll have to try it sometime,” Cobweb said.


  I bet you will.


  Brianna’d had her doubts about the Sandstone Coven the minute she walked into Cobweb’s house for the interview. Her home was typical of a high priestess: a huge herb garden in the front, plants drying in the windows, pentagrams over every door, sage incense burning on the mantle. That was normal.


  But the shrine to her dead cats—that was a little less normal. Especially the part where she had apparently stuffed her last “familiar” so that he could watch over the house.


  The first thing that Cobweb had done when Brianna entered was introduce her to Theodore—the cat—and bestow his blessing upon her. He was posed so that he sat back on his haunches, mouth peeled open in an eternal meow, with one paw lifted. Cobweb had held that paw as she chanted the blessing. “He likes you,” Cobweb had said, beaming.


  Definitely not normal.


  And Brianna knew what was normal for witches at this point. She had interviewed with almost a dozen covens throughout the United States since her last mentor ditched her. She thought she had seen everything: techno-shamans, radically feminist covens that considered men cattle, covens that believed magic was dead, and a “coven” that existed mostly as an excuse to get drunk every full moon.


  All of them had rejected her.


  Now Brianna sat in front of Cobweb smiling until her cheeks felt like they might pop off her face, even though the dead cat was still staring in her direction with glassy yellow eyes.


  Just. Keep. Smiling.


  “What do your tea leaves tell you?” Cobweb asked, and Brianna realized that the high priestess had been trying to talk to her for several seconds.


  Brianna hadn’t touched the apple tea yet. Her mug sat, completely full, on the coffee table between them. “Oh, gosh, I don’t know. I’m still savoring it. Won’t find out until I finish.”


  But Cobweb (and Theodore) stared expectantly at her, and Brianna realized that it was meant to be a test.


  She hurriedly drained the mug and tried not to choke on stray leaf chunks.


  “Okay,” Brianna said, turning the cup in her hands. “The tea leaves say…” The tea leaves say that you need to switch to bags. This is nasty.


  The shape of the leaves didn’t look like anything, no matter how hard Brianna stretched her imagination. It looked like a dirty cup.


  Time to make shit up.


  “I see a long road,” Brianna said, dropping her voice into a breathy, mystical tone. “The end of a journey.” She glanced up at Cobweb. The high priestess’s expression had grown fixed. Keep smiling. “I see…I see a home at the end of that road…on top of a hill…” Now Cobweb wasn’t smiling at all. Brianna gave it one more push. “A hill with…stars?”


  Cobweb took the cup.


  “Oh dear,” she muttered, tugging on one of the crystal drops dangling from her right earlobe. “Oh, no…”


  “It’s a nice hill,” Brianna added.


  “This isn’t a hill at all.” Cobweb shot a worried look over the rim of the cup. “Are you sure that’s what you saw? A road, a house?”


  Double or nothing. “Yup,” Brianna said. “Definitely a road.”


  “Tell me about the White Ash Coven,” Cobweb said.


  The smile slipped off of Brianna’s lips. “What about them?” she asked. “They’re in Colorado, right? I’m not from Colorado.”


  “Look in your cup, and really look this time.” Cobweb tilted the mug toward Brianna. It still looked like a bunch of soggy leaves. “When you wrote me a letter, you mentioned that you were coming from another coven. I see a tree here. I believe that Theodore is warning me that you have a relationship with the White Ash Coven.”


  Brianna shot a glare at Theodore, then plastered the smile on her face again. The dead cat was a freakin’ tattletale. “‘Relationship’ is a strong word. The former high priest offered me a position with them, but I never initiated or anything.”


  Cobweb’s eyes narrowed. “You didn’t see a road in the tea leaves, did you?”


  Brianna could see her opportunity to join another coven fading rapidly away. Damn you and your stuffed face, Theodore.


  “Look, Cobweb—I’ll be honest. I’m not the kind of witch that reads tarot cards, channels the spirits of dead cats, or sees quaint bridges in my tea leaves. But I’m strong enough that the oldest coven in America wanted me to initiate straight into the role of high priestess. There’s a reason for that.”


  Cobweb tugged harder on her crystal bob. It looked like she was going to rip her earlobe off. “Strong in what way?”


  Brianna straightened her back, imagining that she looked regal. “I have the unique ability to identify any preternatural creature at a glance.”


  She tried to say it like she was announcing a cool power, like setting things on fire with her mind, rather than the stupidest, most useless talent any witch could be born with. Unfortunately, Cobweb didn’t look fooled. The priestess set the mug on the coffee table a little too hard.


  “Miss Dimaria—” Cobweb began.


  “Sometimes, I don’t even need to be able to see them,” Brianna added. “I once identified the species of a werewolf’s twin pregnancy through her stomach.”


  Cobweb’s eyes flashed. “When were you around a pregnant werewolf?”


  Okay, so that was not the right thing to say.


  “The White Ash Coven is important,” Brianna said. “James Faulkner himself gave me his endorsement.” “Endorsement” was a stretch, but she was getting desperate.


  “The White Ash Coven does not have proper witches in it!” Cobweb’s shrill voice throbbed through Brianna’s skull. “They don’t acknowledge the threefold law, they don’t follow the paths of the Horned God and Mother Goddess, and they—”


  “Are probably a lot more powerful than anyone in your coven.” It slipped out before Brianna could think to shut herself up. She could only smile through so much idiocy before cracking.


  Cobweb stood. Her features were pinched. “Our meeting is over.”


  “I’m sorry,” Brianna said. “I didn’t mean—”


  The high priestess marched her through the parlor, past Theodore, and out the front door. “The White Ash Coven,” Cobweb muttered. “I never would have… If I had known…” She flung her hands into the air. “I’ll have to cleanse the whole house!”


  She shoved Brianna onto the doorstep and slammed the door behind her. The walls shook.


  Through the stained glass window, Brianna could see Theodore continuing to glare.


  “I’ll take that as a no,” she told the shut door.


  After the twelve other covens had similarly rejected her, the Sandstone Coven was lucky number thirteen to throw Brianna on her ass.


  The first two or three times it happened, Brianna hadn’t believed that the covens would have the nerve to reject her. After her experience working with the White Ash Coven—which, yes, was kind of on the evil side of the spectrum, but extremely prestigious—she had expected every other coven to fall down begging her to join them.


  Once the fourth rejected her, reality sunk in. She stopped mentioning the White Ash Coven, stopped asking for leadership roles, and started asking for an opportunity to initiate. That was it. She asked to be a common witch and nothing more.


  But none of them would take her. Even the crappy drunken covens had turned her out.


  Brianna shrugged off the lingering feelings of Cobweb’s hands on her shoulders and walked down the front path, shuffling through autumn leaves that desperately needed to be raked. Her car was parked on the curb outside Cobweb’s house with the windows rolled down. It was a nice neighborhood, so Brianna hadn’t thought she needed to lock down. Plus, after living in her car for the last few months, it desperately needed to be aired out.


  But a man was standing next to the car. He had broad shoulders and shaggy blond hair, kind of like how she imagined a Viking might look, were Vikings the type to wear red polo shirts with pocket protectors. He was studying her license plate.


  This man didn’t look like a thief, but Brianna wasn’t in the mood to put up with snoops, either.


  “Hello,” Nerd Viking said.


  “Sorry, je ne parle pas anglais,” Brianna said, reaching in to unlock her car door.


  “You’re Brianna Dimaria, aren’t you?”


  Brianna’s eyes dropped to Nerd Viking’s shirt. Aside from the two pens in his pocket protector, he also had a pentacle pin on his lapel. He didn’t feel like witch, which meant that if his affiliation was of the pagan persuasion, he had no magic.


  Another wannabe witch. Great, just great. How many dead cats did this guy have blessing his house?


  “Did Cobweb send you to check my car for demons?” Brianna asked.


  “Cobweb’s a hack,” he said, shoving his hand out. “My name is Brogan.”


  Brianna suddenly liked this guy a lot more. “What can I do for you, Brogan?” They shook hands, and a wave of understanding swept over her. This wasn’t a witch—this was a kopis, a demon hunter. She knew the instant their skin touched.


  “I hoped you could help me,” he said.


  “Sorry, but I can barely help myself. Right now, I want to curl up with my knitting, nurse my wounded ego, and marathon Mark Darcy on the BBC,” Brianna said. She got into the driver’s seat, but Brogan grabbed the door before she could close it.


  “Even if help means being the high priestess of a coven again?” he asked.


  Brianna had been about to slam her door, but at that, she froze.


  Thirteen covens had rejected her. Thirteen.


  Yet now, for some reason, one had sent a kopis to talk to her.


  “Okay,” she said. “I’m listening.”


  



  Brianna mentally revised Brogan’s status from “Nerd Viking” to “probable murderer-slash-psychopath” when they reached his so-called house. She hated to make assumptions—her grandpa had always said that assuming was for assholes—but something about living in a warehouse screamed, “I kill people for fun!”


  This warehouse was especially intimidating. Most of the windows had been boarded over, and it looked like a nasty windstorm had thrown a tree through one wall. If it lasted another winter, Brianna would have been stunned. Of course, a warehouse that collapsed on the evidence of horrible, gruesome murders performed inside was kind of a brilliant idea.


  Unless I’m the one getting murdered, she thought with a wince.


  Brianna stopped her Honda in front of the fence and wondered how quickly she could reach the Leatherman in her glove box. “Looks cozy,” she said brightly.


  “This isn’t really my house,” Brogan admitted.


  No shit. “Then why did you tell me that we were going back to your place?”


  “I thought that would sound less intimidating.”


  “And you knew I wouldn’t agree to come here if you’d been honest,” Brianna said. Visions of ax murder flashed through her eyes. “That’s a great start to our relationship. Look, I’m going to drop you off here, but—”


  “This is still coven business. You want to hear what the high priest has to offer. I swear.”


  “If you’re serious about talking with me, then you’re going to have to do it in a public place. Now get out of my car before I hit the rocket ejector button.” Note to self: Install a rocket ejector button later.


  Brogan pulled a box out of his pocket and opened it. The quartz crystal inside was the size of Brianna’s fist. “Trust me,” he said, turning the box so that the crystal caught the hazy autumn sunlight. “You want to talk to this man.”


  Once she was looking at it, Brianna couldn’t tear her gaze from the quartz. It smelled like magic—and not the kind of magic that made people see quaint bridges in tea leaves, but the kind of magic that could set fire to cities and crack the Earth in half. That one crystal had more magic than all of the high priests and priestesses she had spoken to combined. The kind of spells she could perform with that power…


  Brogan closed the box before she could reach for the crystal, and all of that magic was silenced.


  “Well?” he prompted.


  Brianna’s mouth had gone dry. She licked her lips. “You solemnly swear nobody’s going to try to kill me in there?”


  Brogan looked horrified. “What gave you that idea?”


  Yeah, as if abandoned warehouses don’t give a bad first impression.


  Brianna’s fingers turned off the car and unlocked the door without her permission. Even if her somewhat less-than-impressive common sense was screaming at her, Brianna’s sense of adventure was winning the battle.


  This is a terrible idea, she told herself.


  What could infuse a crystal with that much magic? It should have been impossible for a witch to harness that much power, much less imbue it upon an inanimate object. If it was the work of a coven, then Brianna had to see what kind of coven could do that.


  Brogan looked relieved. “Thank you,” he said. “You won’t regret this. The high priest has been really hung up on getting you over here.”


  Brianna just smiled. It was a multipurpose kind of smile—equally as good for disarming potential homicidal maniacs as it was for total morons.


  They entered the warehouse through the hole in the wall.


  All conversations cut off as soon as Brianna and Brogan entered. Brianna made a quick head count. There were nine witches: four men and four women. Now that Brogan and Brianna had arrived, that brought the total to five men and five women. There was a disturbing trend toward symmetry there.


  Not many spells required a full coven of thirteen witches to cast anymore. Any coven that strived for that number was trying to make itself feel undeservedly cool, or was up to something dangerous. Considering the warehouse setting, Brianna doubted that feeling cool was high on the priority list.


  Brogan led her deeper into the warehouse. When she rounded a few piles of rotten crates, she found a ritual space—a circle painted onto the floor with a dozen spots marked by crystals and candles. Instead of the usual altar at the center, there was a stone pillar. Brianna thought it kind of looked like it was made of marble, but she had never seen marble with such deep black veins in it before.


  Outside the circle, the concrete floor was stained with brown splatters, and water dripped from the rafters. But the witches had made obvious attempts to tidy the place; buckets had been placed under a lot of the leaks, and stray leaves had been swept into a corner.


  “Is this the one?” asked a black man with silver pentacle earrings.


  “Yep,” Brogan said. “This is Brianna.”


  “Fantastic. I’ll go get him.”


  The man disappeared around a row of crates. Everyone else continued to stare at her hard, tracking her movement through the crates into the center of the room. She felt like tea leaves at the bottom of a cup. “I bet you guys had fun filling out this address on the coven registry forms,” Brianna said, shoving her hands in her pockets and rocking back on her heels. “What did the inspectors think of your sweet digs?”


  Brogan’s cheeks turned pink under his untrimmed sideburns. “The coven hasn’t registered.”


  “Pending approval?” Brianna ventured.


  “Not exactly,” he said.


  This kept getting better and better.


  The Preternatural Registration Act had only been in place for three months, but the grace period for late registries had already ended. Without an inspection and a lot of paperwork, this new coven was likely to face a lot of fines if they got caught—and a lengthy prison term for all of them.


  Brianna didn’t have a lot of hard lines, but registry dodgers were one of them. Mostly because of the prison thing.


  “Well, thanks for having me,” she said, backing toward the hole in the wall. “Enjoy your big rock…thing. Looks like a great pillar. Very nice.”


  Brogan frowned. “But—”


  “Stay where you are,” said a masculine voice.


  Brianna felt the high priest approaching before she saw him, and her senses jangled. She knew immediately that he wasn’t human. He tickled Brianna’s nose like cut summer grass—a smell that she had once been told was ethereal—yet still managed to hum with infernal power, too. And all of that was on top of the witch powers.


  Brianna had only ever met one person that conflicted before.


  “Oh, no. You have got to be kidding me,” she said.


  James Faulkner stepped around the crate. The air around him throbbed with active glamor magic, which explained why he managed to look like an ordinary black-haired, blue-eyed, middle-aged man instead of the creepy asshole that had ditched Brianna by the side of the road months earlier.


  They had both come from the White Ash Coven, although about twenty years apart. James was the favored son, meant to take over the high priest duties once the former leader died, and considered to be the most powerful witch in the world. He and Brianna had only worked together a couple of times, but both times he had abandoned her without so much as a goodbye.


  It was his fault that the White Ash Coven wasn’t in Colorado anymore. It was also his fault that Brianna was stumbling from coven to coven, begging for anyone to take her. She shouldn’t have been surprised he was responsible for a registry-dodging coven in an abandoned Canadian warehouse.


  She was, however, surprised that he had the nerve to come crawling back to her.


  Again.


  “Hello, Brianna,” James said.


  She marched over and punched him in the chest. Her fist bounced harmlessly off of his pectorals. “You fuck face! You giant, raging douche nozzle with an ego the size of Panama—”


  James caught her second attempt at a punch, and the third. Brianna wasn’t much of a boxer. He had the courtesy to resist looking amused by her attempts. “I need your help again,” he said, while Brianna continued to spew insults.


  “—phallus-nuzzling jerk with no manners that doesn’t even know how to use a phone—”


  “I’ve reformed the White Ash Coven, and there’s a vacancy for a high priestess with your unique abilities.”


  “—creepy-ass son of a cow—”


  The corners of his eyes crinkled. “Well, there’s no need to bring my mother into it.”


  Brianna’s mouth clapped shut, and she glared to keep herself from laughing. She wouldn’t give him the satisfaction.


  At almost six and a half feet of freakish tallness, James had no problems owning every room he walked into. He moved with the quiet grace of a dancer, too. All eyes were on him as he paced the warehouse.


  He didn’t have to raise his voice for everyone to listen to him. “We can begin now that you’re here, at long last.” The coven stirred, whispering to each other. She heard at least one person cheer. Brianna did not agree with their enthusiasm.


  “Whoa, hang on,” she said. “You haven’t told me what you’re doing, and I definitely haven’t agreed to work with your coven.”


  James settled a hand on her shoulder. It was way too familiar a gesture for Brianna’s taste, and she tried to shake him off. “Let’s speak in private,” he said. “Sophie, would you mind setting things up for the initiation?”


  A witch with mom hair nodded vigorously, and everyone jumped into motion.


  He steered Brianna to a back room. She imagined that it might have once belonged to the administrator of the warehouse, although James had obviously been occupying it for quite some time; it was immaculately clean, and there was a futon in the corner.


  “Please, have a seat,” he said. “Would you like tea?”


  “Sure,” Brianna said, voice strained. She sat on the edge of his futon. “Tea would be a good start. And then you can move onto apologies, groveling, and, eventually, an explanation.”


  He turned on an electric kettle and sat on a crate across from Brianna. “Let’s skip to the explanation, shall we?” he said, grabbing a metal case from underneath the counter and resting it across his thighs.


  “Okay. Why are you trying to get yourself arrested?”


  “Because this coven is going to end the Office of Preternatural Affairs,” James said. “More importantly, we’re going to crack open the Garden of Eden and save the entire world.” He said all of this so matter-of-factly, like it was no big deal.


  Brianna stared. “Uh…does the world need saving?”


  “More than you know,” he said.


  “And I’m sure you’re exactly the kind of asshole that thinks he can save it.”


  “You’ve gotten feisty,” James said. “You didn’t used to talk back nearly this much.”


  “I used to think that you had something to offer me, so I put up with a lot of crap. Now I’m three years older than the first time we met and a lot more annoyed with you,” Brianna said.


  He laughed as he opened the latches to the case on his lap. “Good. That’s good. I need feistiness in my high priestess.”


  The way he said that—“my” high priestess—made Brianna feel kind of tingly.


  She wasn’t the only one who had changed. James never used to try to be charming with her. In fact, he had been consistently rude and condescending. The fact that had changed only made her more suspicious. He definitely wanted something from her, and if he was working that hard for it, what he wanted could only be unpleasant.


  “I’m going to lay this out right now,” Brianna said. “I’m not ‘your’ anything, especially not your high priestess. I’m not interested.”


  “Oh? Then why have you interviewed with every coven in the United States these past few months? Did you really want to work with that feminist coven?”


  “Well, no, but—wait.” She frowned. “Have you been stalking me?”


  “Scrying, actually,” James said.


  “Magical stalking.”


  “I keep track of my assets.”


  “First I’m your high priestess, now I’m one of your assets? You wouldn’t even let me call myself your apprentice last spring.”


  “Apprentice implies that we aren’t equals,” James said. “In this venture, we will be partners. All you have to do is say yes.”


  He opened the lid on the case, tipping it so that she could see inside.


  Brianna’s eyes widened. “Wow.”


  “It will be yours if you agree to be my high priestess.” She reached for the case, then hesitated. James wasn’t just turning on the charm. Now he was outright trying to bribe her. But when she withdrew, he pushed the case into her hands. “Take it. You’ll need it soon enough.”


  This is a really bad idea, said her common sense.


  Ooh, shiny! said her sense of adventure.


  Brianna’s hands weren’t listening to either one of those urges. They drew the case into her lap and traced the protective runes branded into the sides of the case greedily.


  She had wanted a coven. She had wanted prestige and power.


  And now she had it all.


  “All I have to do is say yes,” she said suspiciously. “Sounds simple. Like, probably too simple.”


  “It will be more complicated than that,” James admitted. “We’ll have to take some risks together. You will be making yourself a target for some of my most powerful enemies. But I swear that I shall do what I can to protect you while giving you more power than you could have ever dreamed of possessing. I will make this worth your while.”


  Brianna didn’t really hear anything he said. She was too busy rubbing the runes and imagining all of the awesome things she could do with full, unfettered access to James Faulkner’s powers.


  She could feel the moment that her common sense pretty much decided to bail out on her, leaving behind nothing but a growing sense of excitement. Her trembling fingers traced the runes on the side of the box again and again.


  Brianna gave a shaky laugh. “When do I start?”


  James smiled.


  



  



  



  



  



  Six


  



  The footage was distorted, snowed with static, and pieced together in fragments that lasted only seconds, but the narrative that it presented was unmistakable.


  One cold night in December 2012, Senator Peterson had been assaulted in the home he maintained in Washington DC. His home security footage showed a power outage at 12:36 in the morning; the UPS system had kept the cameras recording for six minutes after that.


  He emerged from his bedroom, tripped down the stairs, and stumbled onto his street without proper winter attire. The front door camera showed him turning the corner at the end of the block. The footage turned to static three seconds after that. It managed to record four minutes of fuzzy gray-white nothing before the UPS finally drained.


  The power had returned at 12:53, but it was too late for the cameras to catch the pursuer from whom Senator Peterson had been fleeing.


  The next time that a camera caught him, it was a security feed over a head shop a half-mile away; it, too, turned to static within seconds of seeing him. A few other cameras tracked his flight across the National Mall until he reached the office building where he conducted business.


  Not a single camera caught the person that Senator Peterson was running from. The footage that didn’t become distorted was too dark to be useful, even enhanced.


  But one camera had caught Senator Peterson and his assailant in the same room. It had been secretly positioned underneath Senator Peterson’s desk lamp—a Union bug. The camera had caught only one grayscale frame per second. It showed the senator entering his office with slow, jerky motions. He shut the door behind him. Turned on the light. And then he had spoken to someone off-frame. Judging by the direction in which he stared, it must have been someone sitting at his desk.


  Twenty-nine frames elapsed before the footage showed his killer. Almost half a minute of Senator Peterson’s silent sobbing and begging as he urinated upon himself.


  Then a woman stepped into frame. The top of her head only reached the senator’s chin. She had long, inky hair that fell to her waist and full lips that looked black against her pale face. Her eyes were pits. She carried a sword.


  She killed him slowly.


  “That’s not me,” Elise said, reaching out to start the footage over again. She didn’t need to watch Senator Peterson’s death one more time. She had already memorized it—the swift, skinning strokes of the sword that bared his abdominal muscles, the removal of his genitalia, and the eventual decapitation.


  Anthony turned his laptop screen away from her so that she couldn’t restart the video. His opinion was clear on his face. “You weren’t with me and McIntyre that December,” he said. He had a black eye, a split lip, and a splinted arm. The Union had beat the shit out of him before Elise managed to carry them both out of the Bloomfield house.


  “It was my birthday.” Elise stubbed out her cigarette in the ashtray then lit another. She’d been feeling like shit ever since the Union blasted her with white light. Her fingernails were black, her skin had lost its usual glow, and she had smoked a pack and a half of cigarettes in the hours since. “I never spend my birthdays with you.”


  “Then where were you?”


  “Not in Washington DC.”


  McIntyre had hacked the Union’s servers to retrieve security footage from the Bloomfield house incident. He had managed to recover those files easily—the five minute firefight, Anthony punching through a wall to break the dining room wards, and the moment that Elise had jumped into shadow to escape. They hadn’t learned anything particularly useful from that data.


  But McIntyre had also found the evidence of Senator Peterson’s murder on the same server, and delivered both to Anthony’s email address without comment.


  His silence could only mean that, like Anthony, McIntyre thought Elise was guilty.


  “Why would I kill a congressman?” she asked, pacing the tiny hotel room. Everything from the walls to the decades-old bedspread was stained yellow with tobacco smoke. The “No Smoking” sign on the wall had been broken in half by the previous tenant. Elise ignored it and took a deep inhale of her cigarette.


  “I don’t know,” Anthony said in a level voice. “Why would you?”


  “You know I fucking hate it when you just repeat me.”


  “I’m not saying you’re lying, Elise, but…” He held the laptop up again so she could see it. He had paused the video on the clearest shot of Senator Peterson’s assassin.


  It wasn’t a great picture, but it was good enough. Black hair, black eyes, black jacket, and a sword. Having the light from the monitor fall on her skin stung.


  Elise closed the screen with a click. Cigarette ash sprinkled the bed. “It’s fake. Computer graphics or a spell or something.”


  “Look, if the Union had an itch to arrest you, they’d just arrest you. They’ve already got enough reason to come after us. You lied to them about your identity, broke a murder suspect out of their custody, destroyed all that equipment in Reno, swallowed half of the European contingent…”


  She rolled her eyes. “Not that you’ve been keeping score.”


  “You’ve got a history with them. They’ve left you alone because they know they can’t take you. But this…this is bigger than all of that.” Anthony tossed his laptop on the bed. It was his old college machine; he didn’t bother being gentle with it. “For Christ’s sake, Elise. That assassination’s why they’ve got the registry set up in the first place.”


  “The registry is security theater to justify the slaughter of preternaturals.”


  “But this was the kindling,” Anthony said, rapping a knuckle on the closed screen. “If they arrest you, they’ll put you on trial in front of the whole fucking world.”


  “They couldn’t have picked a worse scapegoat,” Elise said. They had used powerful wards designed by James to attempt to trap her in the Bloomfield house and failed. It had been a good trap. Almost good enough to keep her. But they’d have to do a hell of a lot better to pin her down.


  “That’s right. They could have blamed this on anyone else, and they didn’t. So why would you think that you’re a scapegoat at all?”


  “Because I didn’t kill him, Anthony!”


  He braced both hands on the windowsill, staring out at the trashed Las Vegas neighborhood outside. Anthony and Elise had been hopping around the same handful of motels for months, trying to avoid census personnel and all of the demons their recent investigations had pissed off. Now that the Union was looking for them, too, they didn’t dare return to one of their regular motels. They had taken a room next to a boarded-up house that smelled like cooking meth and rotten human flesh. The windows were barred, and a man was sleeping in a pile of rags outside their door.


  Anthony jerked the curtains shut and turned to face Elise.


  “I don’t care if you did kill him,” he said. “We’re in this together.”


  How many times did she have to repeat herself? Elise wasn’t worried about Anthony’s support. She really hadn’t been anywhere near Washington DC in December 2012, and she definitely hadn’t killed any politicians.


  Elise pulled out a new cigarette. “Let’s pretend that the Union really does think that I murdered Senator Peterson, and that they’re ballsy enough to attempt taking me down publicly. That means someone is trying to get me out of the picture. That’s what we need to focus on: who and why.”


  “James,” Anthony said instantly.


  “Do you really think that he’d work with the Union?”


  “I think he would do anything to open the doors to Eden. He’s not exactly hesitant to ally himself with whoever he thinks will get him closer to his goals. And you said that the marks at the Bloomfield house were his.”


  But not drawn by him. James was definitely connected—she was willing to believe that he had tentacles in every goddamn preternatural plot on the planet—but Elise didn’t believe that he’d try to get her into Union custody. And she definitely didn’t want to believe that he would have killed that family at the cocktail party just to set up a trap for Elise.


  How many more ways could he betray her? Hadn’t he done enough already?


  “Maybe,” Elise said, lighting her cigarette. It was the only word she could get out. If she tried to keep talking, she was going to scream.


  “He might not be involved. This could be a lot more straightforward than that.” Anthony smoothed his hands over his hair, blowing a breath through his lips. “If you weren’t in DC—if that footage is fake—then where were you on your birthday last year? Why do you always leave without telling me and McIntyre where you’re going?”


  She turned on the news, standing outside the circle of light that the TV cast on the floor. Somehow, the networks had gotten wind of the Union’s attempt to arrest her, but their informant had gotten a few details wrong—mainly that the Union hadn’t arrested her at all. It was all that the talking heads had been going on about for the last twelve hours.


  There weren’t any updates. People were starting to get bored. The local news for Vegas was talking about a late autumn heat wave. Indian summer, they called it.


  No news wasn’t necessarily good news. It only meant that the Union was planning their next move quietly.


  “Who and why,” Elise muttered. That was the question. Who and why.


  “You’re ignoring me now,” Anthony said.


  He was right. She was ignoring him. It wasn’t his business where she spent her birthdays, and it wasn’t relevant to the conversation. Elise hated repeating herself.


  She snatched her leather jacket off of the TV stand. Indian summer or not, her light sensitivity was worsening, and she needed all the protection she could get. “I’m going out.”


  “Wait,” Anthony said.


  “We’re not talking about December anymore.”


  “No, look,” he said, turning up the volume on the TV.


  There had been another murder. An entire family vacationing in Monterey had been killed at their hotel. Nine people dead—two adults and their three children, as well as four other relatives. They didn’t announce any details of the deaths aside from the fact that police were still investigating.


  “Nine deaths,” Elise echoed, frowning at the screen. They had a reporter in front of the hotel in Monterey. There was a dark stretch of beach behind him, a few rocks, an Italian restaurant overlooking the bay. Before the news cut away from the reporter, Elise thought she saw a black Union SUV drive past in the background.


  She stubbed out her cigarette, donned her spine scabbard like a backpack, and put the leather jacket on over it.


  “Wait,” Anthony said. “You’re not going to Monterey, are you?”


  “Yes.”


  “It’ll take hours to get there. It’ll be swarming with Union by the time we arrive.”


  “We’re not driving,” Elise said. He opened his mouth to argue, but she interrupted him. “You’re not coming with me.”


  Anthony grabbed her arm. “They’ll arrest you.”


  She put her hand over his. His human bones were so fragile underneath the tissue paper of his skin; it would be easy to snap them. But she only patted him. “They can’t hold me, Anthony. Trust me.”


  



  Elise wasn’t the first person to arrive at the crime scene in Monterey, but she was the only one alive when she got there.


  “Shit,” she whispered, taking a step back off of the body on which she had landed. Judging by the black polo shirt and slacks, it looked like it had once been a Union-employed kopis. The person inside those clothes was charred and mangled.


  She kneeled beside the body, rubbing her first two fingers over the burns on his face. They were brittle and flaking on top, but wet underneath. Ash and blood stained her fingers.


  Lifting the smears to her nose, she sniffed. Brimstone. This kopis had been killed by demons.


  Elise had been starting to wonder if the murder at the Bloomfield house had been entirely a setup—a tableau established to trick Elise into walking into the Union’s circle of power. Maybe they had borrowed bodies from a morgue to make it look authentic. It was a crazy idea, but not too far-fetched. The Union had done more ridiculous things in the past.


  But there were runes stamped on the sidewalk that looked identical to the ones at the Bloomfield house. They had been burned rather than drawn in blood, like a giant branding iron had been smashed into the concrete.


  The same thing that had killed the Bloomfields had visited Monterey.


  Elise straightened, casting her eyes over the destruction in the street surrounding the hotel. Two black SUVs stood outside the hotel doors. Three police cruisers were similarly immobile. It was hard to count the number of bodies—they were flaking and dissolving, turning to an indistinguishable mush on the pavement. She estimated at least a dozen dead cooling in the saltwater wind.


  The Union must have been on edge after the Bloomfield murder and prepared to arrive at the next attack within minutes. Maybe they had even known where the next attack would occur. They had responded too fast and arrived at the hotel before the murderers had left.


  Now they were all dead, too.


  There were too many bodies in front of the glass doors to open them. Elise balled her hand into a fist, making the leather of her glove creak. It seemed like a shame to break and enter such a beautiful hotel, with its dark wood and brass fixtures, but the owners were going to have to practically nuke the place to clean it anyway.


  “Sorry,” she told the dead valet.


  She smashed her fist through the window. Cracks spiderwebbed to the edges of the frame. Three hits, and she had cleared enough space to walk through.


  There were no lights within the lobby, but the full moon was bright enough to augment her excellent night vision. The two front desk clerks were draped over their workstations, killed too quickly to flee. Three more bodies in Union uniform were arrayed around the room. The elevator doors had been broken—smashed through as easily as Elise had broken the glass.


  She leaned into the shaft. The elevator itself had crashed in the basement. The walls of the shaft were scorched from the third floor down.


  It took her the same amount of time to disappear from the lobby and reappear on the third floor as it had to jump from Las Vegas to Monterey—only a heartbeat.


  There must have been a hasty evacuation; suitcases were scattered through the hall, and furniture had been knocked over. Before the chaos, it had probably been a very nice luxury hotel. The kind of place the Bloomfields would have spent summer break. Now, it looked like someone had detonated a bomb in one of the rooms. All of the doors stood open.


  Elise pressed a hand to the wall, spanning her fingers over four parallel scorch marks similar to those in the elevator shaft. They were deep enough to cut through the sheetrock.


  She traced the burns back to room 306. Its door was sawdust.


  Elise stepped inside.


  The scent of blood wasn’t too overwhelming. A cross draft from the open balcony brought ocean smells to her, all salt and seaweed, and wicked away the iron tang of death. But it splashed the room in such quantities that the sight of it made her stomach cramp with hunger. Elise usually preferred to swallow the living whole, all beating hearts and juicy marrow, but this blood was soaked into the bed, smeared over the walls, and saturating the carpet under her boots.


  She shook the mental image of licking the wall as she stepped further inside. Pushing the bathroom door open, Elise took a quick glance at the destruction. There were fleshy lumps on the floor of the shower. Drenched towels. A shattered mirror. No tags or tape—the cops hadn’t had time to investigate before the second attack hit.


  Elise couldn’t proceed deeper into the room without crossing the line of the ritual circle. She skirted the edge, careful not to touch it. She didn’t want to get trapped in demonic wards again, like she had at the Bloomfield house.


  She followed the scent of death into the next room. 306 and 308 had been where the family of nine had been staying. Mercifully, there wasn’t enough of the family left scattered over the beds and floors to tell which of them had been adults and which had been children. Eve, the first angel within Elise, couldn’t stand dead kids.


  As far as Elise could tell, there were no uniforms in either room. Either they hadn’t made it that far before the demons hit, or the attackers hadn’t left anything behind.


  Someone spoke from behind her.


  “It started in room 306,” he said. “A maid had drawn runes inside the shower stall and cabinets earlier that day, forming a rough—albeit broken—circle of power. That became the entry point when Ivette Holden attempted to take a shower. She unintentionally triggered the runes by cutting herself while shaving her legs.”


  Elise turned. A man stood on the other side of the open balcony door, framed by the moon. Choppy waves sloshed behind him. The curtains stirred weakly in the breeze. They had been splashed with blood and were too heavy to flutter.


  He went on. “The portal opened in her body and separated her into hemispheres. She died instantly. The demons that entered via that portal went on to kill her husband and sister. Room 308 followed shortly thereafter.”


  She didn’t need to see the man’s face to recognize his voice. Elise’s hand fell on the hilt of her sword, loosening the blade within the scabbard.


  “You killed these people to open a gateway to Hell,” Elise said.


  The man stepped forward, and a moonbeam slanted across his face. He had a straight nose, thin lips, a brush of five o’clock shadow on his jaw. His hair was an entirely human shade of black, less like the inky color of Elise’s hair and more like strands of charcoal. But his eyes weren’t human, and there was no glamor that could change the appearance of his pale, nearly white irises. Elise used to think of them as Husky eyes, before she knew the truth.


  James Faulkner stepped carefully over the body in the doorway without glancing down. He was wearing leather gloves again, a long peacoat, gray slacks—dressed for winter in the cool seaside autumn.


  When he stood on the other side of the bed from her, Elise finally drew the sword.


  He stopped in his tracks.


  “I didn’t kill anyone,” he said, casting a disdainful glance over the room. “But this is entirely my mistake.”


  Elise hadn’t expected James to take responsibility for anything. Her sword wavered.


  She had loved him once—deeply, passionately, selflessly, with all the teenage intensity that she had been capable of mustering. Elise didn’t trust easily, and love was even harder. The day that James had finally admitted that he loved her, too, should have been one of the happiest of her life. But that was the same day that he had betrayed her to her greatest enemy.


  It would take a hell of a lot more than a few meaningless apologies for Elise to stop hating him.


  That naïve love was far behind her, and so was her ability to trust James. His words of contrition were nothing in comparison to the fact that he had a hand in over a dozen murders in Northgate. And now this. Whether he had killed the Bloomfields and the Holdens with his hands or by consequence of his actions didn’t matter.


  James had become exactly the kind of thing that Elise hunted.


  “I’m starting to think that I could make my life a lot easier by killing you right now,” she said, tightening her grip on the falchion. Its obsidian blade was as black as her heart and carved with a dozen religious icons; it would only take a single cut to infect James with her ichor. He’d die within hours, angel blooded or not. She wouldn’t even have to watch him.


  “Perhaps you could,” he said. “But if you kill me, then more families will die like this.” James spread his gloved hands through the air over the bed. “You didn’t hear of the family that died in Klamath Falls two days ago, nor did you hear of the deaths in Eugene, or Tacoma. The Union covered them up. But tomorrow, you will hear of more murders. It will be somewhere south of here, perhaps in Los Angeles or San Jose. And the next day, the murder will happen to the east—most likely on your doorstep in Las Vegas.”


  “The killer is traveling.”


  “It’s cutting,” James said. He held up two fingers and made a slicing motion, like operating scissors. “Widening fault lines. Quietly bringing pieces of an army into our dimension from Hell.”


  Elise’s eyes dropped to the bed separating them. There was a body on the blood-slicked mattress. It was wearing penguin-print pajama pants.


  “How do you know?” she asked.


  “Because I gave a demon the runes necessary to open these gateways.”


  She was far beyond the ability to be shocked or angry, but her sense of resignation grew into a hard knot in her heart. “Why are you admitting this?”


  “I made a mistake,” James said. “My intent was to allow a wayward demon to return to his homeland. I tried to oath-bind him to me to make sure that he wouldn’t abuse the power, but the oaths don’t seem to have held once he returned to Hell.”


  “What’s an oath-binding?” Elise asked. “Is it like the oaths that made us into kopis and aspis?”


  “Similar, though not so…permanent. It’s a new spell I’ve designed to keep my assets in line.”


  “You’ve been designing a lot of new spells.”


  “The world is changing, Elise,” James said, stepping around the foot of the bed. “The Union can cast spells using nothing but a symbol drawn on paper. The walls between Heaven, Hell, and Earth are growing thin, and the Treaty that used to protect humanity has been shattered. I must stay ahead of them, or we’ll all die.”


  “And now you’re telling me about this because you want me to stop this ‘wayward demon,’” Elise said, turning to keep him in her line of vision as he rounded the bed. He gave a small nod. “Bad idea, James. I’ve been looking for you, and now you’ve given yourself to me.”


  “Not exactly,” he said.


  Elise reached out for him—and her hand went through his sleeve.


  A chill shocked through her bones, making her spine go rigid. Magic flared in the corner of her eyes. She staggered, foot slipping on a piece of human flesh, and she had to pinwheel her arms to keep from falling into the blood. She caught herself with a hand on the wall.


  “You’re not here,” Elise said. No wonder he wasn’t dressed for the weather. He was probably somewhere much farther north, somewhere that winter was actually creeping up on him.


  “I need to stay ahead of everyone—including you. I made a mistake in giving this demon the power to open doors to Hell, and while I might swallow my pride enough to ask for your help, I won’t let you interfere with everything else I have planned.”


  “Why do you think I’ll help you with this demon? Clean up your own fucking mess. I have problems, too.”


  “You don’t want any more families to die, do you?”


  Of course she didn’t, but it pissed Elise off that he knew it. “How do I find this thing?”


  “The Union arrived at the hotel within five minutes of the first murder because they’re tracking the energy readings. There will be a surge of infernal energy centered on the location of the next murder.”


  “And then I’ll have five minutes to get there.”


  “Less, if you hope to save everyone,” James said, ever the optimist. “I trust you can figure out how to find those energy signals.”


  Elise glared up at him. Whatever magic he was using to appear in the room like a ghost was good—she couldn’t see through him at all, and the light hit him like he really was inches in front of her. She could see every line in his face, as familiar to her as her own. It looked like she could reach up and run her fingers through his hair.


  “How should I contact you if I need help?” Elise asked.


  James extended a business card to her. It was plain white, with ten digits in black lettering on it and nothing else. It was a phone number she didn’t recognize. “Call me.”


  “Does this have to do with Eden?”


  He lifted a hand as if to touch her cheek, and then dropped it. He sighed. “Doesn’t everything?”


  That wasn’t a surprise. She fired off the next question immediately, hoping that he’d answer it without thinking. “Are you trying to set me up for Senator Peterson’s murder?”


  Surprise flashed over his features. “What?”


  Damn. So much for that. “The Union’s trying to arrest me. They think they have evidence that I killed him.”


  “Help me fix my problems, and I’ll see what I can do about yours. I know people among the Union.” Of course he did. “I’ll ask questions and contact you again once I have more information.”


  James bent, brushing ghostly lips over her forehead. She felt a jolt of magic and jerked back.


  “I don’t want your help,” she said.


  But James had disappeared, and she was alone with the bodies and blood.


  



  When he was sleeping, James almost didn’t look like a total bastard.


  Brianna had assumed that the White Ash Coven’s new warehouse-loving branch would have some kind of special housing, the same way that they did back in Colorado. She was more than a little surprised when night fell and everyone started hunkering down in sleeping bags among the crates and makeshift ritual space.


  James, though, of course James wasn’t sleeping on the floor. He was sleeping on the futon in his special high priest office, one arm flung over his head, the other hand resting on his belly, feet hanging over the end of the mattress. His shirt was rucked up to reveal the soft white hair between his navel and belt. Guess he didn’t consider recoloring his body hair to be high glamor priority.


  Interestingly, there were brown geometric patterns peeking out from under his shirt. She never would have pegged him for the tattoo type.


  Her gaze trailed from the scruff of beard to the long-sleeved t-shirt stretched tight over his shoulders, down his bicep to the gloved fingers curled on his abs.


  She stood over him with a mug of tea cupped between her hands, the string dangling over her knuckles, feeling like a total creeper and yet utterly unrepentant. James had ruined her life at least, like, three different times before coming back for a fourth round. He was practically begging for her to screw with him.


  James breathed out a long sigh, head rolling to the side. Brianna tensed, but he didn’t wake up.


  If she tilted her head the right way, she could see a halo of magic limning his flesh. Some kind of sleep spell? It would explain the wards he had put on his office door. If he planned to be going under for a long time, of course he’d want to protect himself from intruders.


  Too bad for him, Brianna was almost as good at breaking spells as she was at identifying werewolves.


  Brianna set her teacup down and flexed her fingers.


  She wanted to know what was under those gloves. It was cold, sure—cold enough that her nipples could have cut through a bank vault’s door—but she had seen him wearing them on warm days, too, and every day in between. If he was under a sleep spell, then she could probably peel one of those gloves off without disturbing him, just for a quick peek.


  “No,” she whispered to herself. “Don’t think about it. Bad idea.”


  But she was thinking about it, and Brianna’s hands were under her control as much as her sense of adventure.


  She bent over him, hooking a fingertip under the wrist of his glove. His skin was surprisingly cold.


  James didn’t move, but the colors of magic flashing around him intensified.


  Brianna loosened the bottom edge of the glove then tugged on the cloth at the thumb and the tip of the pinkie.


  His palm was bared. She tilted it to catch the light.


  There was a black mark in the middle of his hand. It didn’t look quite like a tattoo. The marks seemed indented , more like it was a brand. And the mark itself wasn’t the weirdest part. It was the fact that the color of the skin on his palm was a couple shades lighter than the rest of his hand, and it looked like there was stitching around the pads of his fingers.


  Brianna’s stomach turned.


  Had he sewn someone else’s skin to his hand?


  She had an instant of warning—the magic swirling around him cut off—and then his hand clamped down on her wrist, and James jerked Brianna off of her feet.


  Her back hit the concrete floor with James’s weight on top of her. His arm pressed into her throat.


  “Elise?” he hissed, eyes bright but unseeing.


  “Brianna,” she squeezed out. She tried to force his arm off of her, but damn, that guy was strong. She decided in that moment to add “never get in a fistfight with James Faulkner” to her to-do list, assuming that he didn’t choke her to death in his sleepy confusion.


  His eyes focused on her. “Oh,” James said, and he sat back on his heels. The weight lifted from her throat. Brianna gasped, clutching at her neck as he assessed his surroundings, including the fact that her mug of tea was on the table, and his glove was halfway off. James didn’t need to be a genius to realize what was happening. She burned with embarrassment.


  “I believe my door was locked,” he said.


  Brianna gave him her multipurpose smile. “Oops?”


  James got to his feet, rubbing a hand through his sleep-tousled hair. “Impressive. You broke my wards.”


  There didn’t seem to be much of a point in trying to pretend she hadn’t. “What kind of spell was that?” she asked. “The thing that you were doing while you slept.”


  “I told you that I’ve been scrying.” He immediately changed subjects. “Do you know the time?”


  “Uh…three in the morning.”


  “Is your car packed?” James asked.


  “Well, yeah, but why?”


  He dressed quickly, donning a peacoat and scarf. “You and I are running late to catch our flight. Quickly now, there’s a back door to the left of the office. We don’t want to wake the rest of the coven.”


  They were bailing out on the White Ash Coven?


  Wait, no, it was better than that: James Faulkner, he of the stupidly powerful magic, wanted to run off with Brianna to get up to trouble. Excitement thrilled through her stomach. “Where are we going?” Brianna asked. She drained her tea.


  The back door opened. Brogan was waiting on the other side—he had already known that James had plans, and was ready to escort them.


  “We’re going to Las Vegas,” James said.


  



  



  



  



  



  Seven


  



  The motel was swarming with black SUVs when Elise returned. Men with battering rams were opening the rooms one by one as others blocked off the street with orange cones, redirecting traffic away from the scene of the conflict. “Fuck me,” she muttered, watching from the roof of a gas station across the street. She lit a cigarette and took a long drag. It wasn’t enough to quell her annoyance. An entire fucking carton of cigarettes wouldn’t have helped.


  The Union had already gone into the room Elise shared with Anthony. Its door stood ajar, but she was too far away to tell if they had seized anything. She definitely didn’t see Anthony around, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t cuffed in a car somewhere, or already removed from the scene.


  A trio of crack whores were dragged from another room and kicked into a ring of spotlights. Two of them looked confused. The third began shrieking the instant that the light touched her flesh.


  Elise tensed, preparing to jump over and save her, but a man in a uniform had already slammed his booted heel into her head. He pinned her down as he leveled a gun at her gut and fired. A hollow pop echoed over the street.


  Her screams intensified. Electricity arced over her sallow flesh.


  Electrically charged rounds—that was new.


  “Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Elise paced along the edge of the roof, trailed by cigarette smoke. The Union had arrived at the motel prepared to arrest her, judging by the lights and ammunition, and they obviously hadn’t intended on giving her an opportunity to slip away this time.


  If Anthony was still around, she couldn’t stage a rescue attempt on her own.


  A helicopter beat out a rhythm overhead, trailing a spotlight along the nearby roads. She waited until it passed before leaping to the parking lot behind the gas station.


  “Shit, Lara, you should see this,” said a man at gas pump number three, speaking into a cell phone as he worked the nozzle. “There’s a whole fuckin’ fleet of those men in black here. Think it’s gotta do with the senator?”


  Elise plucked the phone out of his hand.


  “Thanks,” she said, ignoring his protests. She lifted it to her ear as she walked away. “Lara? Hi. I’m taking this phone. He’ll have to call you back.”


  She hung up on Lara’s spluttering voice.


  Elise walked briskly toward the lights of the Strip without glancing behind her, even though she heard more gunfire echoing off the walls of the buildings. A homeless woman gasped from behind the bus shelter. The Union had shot another demon or two. Not Elise’s problem.


  Tapping out the only phone number that she had memorized, Elise stopped on the street corner. Two more black SUVs were approaching from Paradise Way. She turned, ducking her head and letting her hair fall over her face as she listened to the phone ring.


  The line clicked.


  “Has Anthony checked in with you?” Elise asked without prelude.


  McIntyre’s gruff voice responded. “No. Problem?”


  “Maybe. Union hit the motel.”


  “Fucking hell,” he said with heat.


  She agreed completely. “Are you sure he didn’t leave a message on one of your machines?”


  “Just checked all the drops a minute ago.”


  “Fucking hell” was right. If he hadn’t checked in, then Anthony was most likely dead or arrested. There was a small chance that he was on the run, but she wasn’t sure that she liked the idea of Anthony fleeing from the Union with his injuries much better than the alternative. Vegas wasn’t as bad as Reno—not yet—but there were still more demons native to its streets than humans.


  “We don’t have time for this,” Elise said, glancing through the sheet of her hair at the passing headlights of the SUVs. “Did you see the murder in Monterey?”


  “Already got the footage. Bad shit, Elise.”


  “Was there a recording of the demon?”


  “No,” McIntyre said. “Whenever it entered the frame, it blew the chips on the cameras.”


  The Union had moved on. Elise didn’t wait for the stoplight to change—she jogged into traffic, darting behind a car and pausing on the median to keep from getting hit. “The demon’s going to attack again, somewhere south of Monterey, possibly Los Angeles. A gateway to Hell will open. There should be a surge of infernal energy shortly beforehand, and I need you to be watching for it.”


  Elise had to give credit to McIntyre—he may have been getting old and fat for a kopis, but he wasn’t remotely bothered by the pronouncement that Hell was bleeding onto Earth. “We don’t have the equipment for that,” he said. “Union’s watching the same thing?”


  “Yes.”


  “Then I’ll watch where they’re watching. You coming back here?”


  She broke onto the Strip near the casino that used to be Treasure Island. The lights made her skin prickle. She jerked her jacket closed around her neck and stuffed her free hand in her pocket so that nobody would see her skin turn semi-transparent. Even though Vegas was overrun by demons—some refugees from Reno, others simply born and bred in the undercity below the sewers—the number of tourists hadn’t waned. It was Saturday night, and the streets were packed.


  “I’m going down to see if Anthony’s hiding out,” Elise said.


  McIntyre gave a low whistle. “Visiting the demons?”


  “Not a lot of options,” Elise said. “It’s the only place the Union wouldn’t follow Anthony.”


  Music blasted around her as she jogged toward the Mirage, ignoring the street show on the pirate ship and the crowd that had gathered to watch. When she had moved to Las Vegas a year earlier, a full half of the female dancers had been succubi. Now, almost all of the cast members were half-breed Gray or hellborn. They cast a spell over lesser mortals with their movement and song.


  Elise was a lot more powerful than the performers were; she wasn’t worried about being drawn in by their energies. She was more worried about hurting the humans that were watching them. Their entire bodies pulsed with lust and adrenaline, hearts pounding as they poured pheromones into the hot September air.


  She moved past them quickly enough, but they weren’t the only ones that smelled like food. Vegas was filled with prey. And the sheep delivered themselves to the slaughter.


  McIntyre was still on the line, but he had put Elise on speakerphone. She could hear echoing tapping sounds as he worked at his computer.


  “I’ll hang on to this phone,” she said. “Text me if Anthony reaches you first. I’ll try to surface before sundown.”


  “How long do you think we have until the next attack?”


  From the sounds of it, James was pretty confident that they would be occurring every day. Elise pulled a face. “Grab some Red Bulls. You’re not going to bed for a while.”


  “Got it.”


  He hung up, and Elise dropped the phone into the pocket of her leather jacket.


  A ring of street vendors had set up shop between two casinos, hawking candles and shirts for strip clubs and silver jewelry. They looked like humans, but not one of them looked at Elise twice as she pushed past a booth selling incense and decorative rugs.


  There were a dozen entrances into the infernal undercity, and this one was the closest to her current position: an open drainage pipe that was filled with impenetrable shadow. It was unguarded. The demons weren’t worried about being discovered. In fact, they relied on confused humans stumbling onto their streets.


  But there was a shrunken grotesque crouched by the side of a pipe, eyes bulging and ash-gray skin oily with sweat. It was skeletal, frail. It grinned at Elise when she passed.


  “Vohach nati?” it asked, speaking the infernal tongue. Its brittle fingers flew as it whittled at a piece of sagebrush bark with one claw.


  “No,” Elise said. “I’m not eating tonight.”


  Then she slipped into the pipe and left the human world behind her.


  



  All of the major cities in the western United States had demons living underneath them—sometimes in abandoned mines, or in vast systems of tunnels that the demons had carved out as living spaces.


  Las Vegas was unusual in that it had two different cities beneath its streets. The first was in the massive sewer system, which the casinos had built to redirect rainwater during the occasional desert storm. Meth-addicted humans that had made those sewers their home, sharing space with Gray strippers that couldn’t make rent on the surface and the nightmares that were too thin-fleshed to pass for mortal.


  Every time it rained, the sewers flooded. Any inhabitant that didn’t scramble to an exit fast enough drowned. The gamblers above would get to enjoy their craps and twenty-one uninterrupted while the forgotten impoverished died beneath their feet.


  Different people lived there every time Elise visited.


  It wasn’t safe—not exactly—but the Union seldom visited the sewers. The inhabitants weren’t a threat to anyone but themselves.


  That first city, the one hidden in concrete canals, was where Elise and Anthony had arranged to meet in an emergency. Should they become separated without a way to contact one another, they would reconvene underneath the juncture of Fremont and Las Vegas Boulevard—a juncture that Elise knew to be safe enough for Anthony to shelter, since she routinely killed all of the demons that lurked there.


  The second city was deeper still within the earth: the Warrens, a place of empty mine shafts and sulfur pits and sunken graves. The Union didn’t go there, and neither did Elise.


  If Anthony was stupid enough to hide down there, he was already dead.


  The heels of her boots rang out sharply on concrete as she walked toward Fremont, the sound echoing against the low, sloping ceilings. The trickle of effluence at the bottom of the sewers stunk of rot; Elise walked along the sides to keep from soiling her knee-high boots. She had already soaked herself in blood. She didn’t need to add shit to the mix.


  “Looking for something?” asked a bundle of cloth against the wall. Elise could barely make out the pale circle of an incubus’s face among the dreadlocks.


  Elise ignored him and moved on. He wasn’t the last to call to her. Murmuring voices lifted from the shadows as she passed the various tunnel junctures, shifting to reveal faces and limbs in the darkness. All of the demons pinged at her senses. It had been months since the last decent rain; the population seemed to have grown into the hundreds again.


  They all watched, but none of them approached. They knew better.


  She found the first of the graffiti on the wall at the end of the tunnel. Someone had spray-painted a huge black X, each arm five feet long, with short slashes through the legs.


  She had seen that X all over Vegas lately—sprayed on alleys and sidewalks, on bathroom walls and the dividers surrounding casino parking lots. But she had never seen it so prominently displayed. She had assumed it was a human gang sign. Demons tended to prefer displaying their allegiances on their bodies, not their territory.


  But it didn’t look like a gang sign. No, with the melted stubs of candles ringing the ground in front of it and the chicken bones scattered between them, it looked more like an altar.


  Hesitating in front of it, Elise tilted her head to study the X. What could it mean? It could have been an initial, the numeral ten, or a representation of Christ’s name—maybe another cult related to the Apple, which would be exactly what she fucking needed to deal with on top of everything else.


  She would have to investigate it later. Anyone that marked her territory with their brand was begging for a visit.


  For now, she kept walking.


  “Hungry?” whispered a voice from a tunnel that Elise passed. The breeze from that direction smelled like hot blood.


  “Want to escape?” That offer was accompanied by a gentle chime, like ben wa balls, and the glow of tiny cubes. The woman holding them was a lethe dealer. It was a drug specifically intended for demon metabolisms, strong enough to kill most humans.


  The tunnels slanted deeper, deeper.


  Elise turned a corner and found another graffiti X. But this one was tagged with words, too. They were scrawled in dripping letters—the alphabet of Hell.


  She had acquired the ability to understand the infernal language with the rest of her demon powers, but it wasn’t instinctive. Elise was still squinting at the words, waiting for her mind to catch up and translate, when she heard a familiar voice.


  “There you are.”


  A woman stood in the hallway at her back: a leggy creature with skin like glowing milk and the same black eyes and hair as Elise. Her firm breasts were cupped by a metal shelf bra half-concealed by a denim jacket. A strip of black Lycra served as a skirt. She was barefoot, revealing delicate feet and black toenails. Despite the flat nose and full lips, she easily could have passed as Elise’s sister. But they weren’t technically related—only a similar species.


  Neuma was a half-succubus Gray. She was descended from Yatam’s line, but her mother had been human; she would eventually die a mortal death. It was impossible to tell by looking at her. Elise had met her five years ago, and Neuma could still pass for a teenager.


  “What are you doing here?” Elise asked. “You’re supposed to be in Reno.”


  “I’m protecting Anthony,” Neuma said.


  All thoughts of graffiti and displaced Gray fled from Elise’s mind. “You found Anthony? Where is he?”


  Neuma pointed one black fingernail at the ceiling.


  “He’s in Original Sin,” she said.


  



  Elise had few friends, but she numbered Neuma among them. The half-succubus Gray had begun as an informant, but she owned a bar and kept Elise’s vodka flowing, which was an extremely endearing trait. She was the first half-demon overlord to survive in the job for longer than a week, and now she’d held the Reno territory since 2009.


  Neuma’s reach had recently extended to Las Vegas, too. She had purchased a brothel in town six months back, and ran it remotely with the help of some friends. Elise did their accounting as a favor. They spoke frequently, and Neuma hadn’t once mentioned planning to leave her territory.


  If she wasn’t in Reno, then that meant there was no overlord in the territory. It wasn’t an indication of apocalypse, but it was definitely a bad sign for the lesser demons that dwelled there.


  Even though she was only a half-breed, Neuma passed the other demons languishing in the sewer tunnels like a queen among serfs, though any one of them probably had twice her power. Elise followed in her shadow, their hands joined, connected by a tangle of fingers.


  The door leading to the street behind Original Sin was marked with another spray-painted X.


  “Do you know what that means?” Elise asked as Neuma passed her hand over the rusted door lever, triggering the unlocking spells.


  Neuma glanced up. She hesitated a little too long before answering. “No.”


  “Neuma…”


  “You won’t like it. Trust me, doll. You want to get Anthony or not?”


  Elise tightened her jaw and nodded.


  Neuma opened the door. She waited until Elise climbed through before letting it swing shut behind them.


  They emerged in an alleyway. A few unfortunate mobile homes were situated on the opposite side of a chain-link fence, facing Original Sin’s rear wall and barred windows. Sirens wailed a few blocks away. There was no unsettling graffiti up here—only the normal human kind.


  Only one of the windows stood open, and it was on the fourth floor. They had to climb the fire escape to get inside.


  The brothel was a dingy place that smelled of cum and piss. Demons weren’t too concerned about hygiene, and neither were the kind of men that paid to fuck them. The yellowing wallpaper was peeling. Muffled moans came from the rooms around them.


  “Why were the sewers so empty?” Elise asked, turning off the hallway light as they passed the switch. Cool darkness settled over her. “Did a gang drive them out? Is that what that X graffiti means?”


  “The demons chose to evacuate about a week ago. Some of them headed up north through the tunnels, some of them went south. Pretty much nobody’s left under there.”


  “Why the mass exodus?”


  “Because,” Neuma said, “they all know the storm’s coming. Nobody wants to be here when shit goes down.” She stopped in front of a door at the end of the hall. “He’s in here.”


  Elise pushed her aside and entered first. She stopped short in the doorway.


  The brothel bedroom was as tacky as Elise had expected. All of the furniture in the room had been pushed aside, making room for a pile of velvet cushions, upon which were sprawled a tangle of naked bodies. A pair of women cooed over the man between them. He was wearing chinos with a pencil mustache and a sling on his arm.


  The women were obviously demons. They didn’t have the dark coloring of Yatam’s line—one was redheaded; the other was blond—but they had the long limbs and pale flesh of succubi. They were probably Gray, like Neuma.


  And Anthony really seemed to be enjoying their company.


  Elise cleared her throat. He broke away from kissing the redhead, lips swollen and cheeks flushed. “Hi,” Anthony said.


  She felt the irrational urge to look Anthony over, searching for signs that the succubi might have fed from him. But she held still in the doorway, thumbs hooked in her belt loops, and kept the concern off of her face. That compassionate instinct made her uncomfortable. Acting on it probably would have scared Anthony more than her ability to phase into shadow.


  “Are you all right?” she asked. The blond was straddling one of his legs and seemed to be pleasuring herself by gyrating against him.


  Anthony gave an embarrassed smile. “I think I’m fine.” Yeah, he looked fine.


  Elise was in no place to judge. She turned to Neuma. “Thanks for saving him,” she said reluctantly.


  “My pleasure, doll,” Neuma said with a smirk. “I figured you’d need me in Vegas if everything was scattering. ‘Course, the fact that all of my demons went with them and left me the overlord of an empty territory was kind of a factor, too.”


  Elise opened her mouth to ask why the Reno demons would have run, too, but then her gaze focused on the wall of the bathroom behind Neuma, and words failed her.


  She had been too distracted by Anthony’s interesting predicament to realize that the interior of the brothel had been graffitied with a giant X, much like the sewers. It was encircled by the infernal tongue, too. She had to blink at the words for a moment before they translated.


  I obey the Father.


  Elise’s heart caught in her throat.


  That was one of the names that demons called Elise: “Father.” She had the blood of Yatam, the father of all demons, running through her veins; whenever she walked the streets of Hell, its denizens recognized her as an extension of him. Elise had never been quite sure if they believed that she was Yatam, or if they had simply passed the honorific to her after his death.


  She reached back, slowly unsheathing her falchion from the spine scabbard. Elise lifted it in front of her, arm fully extended, and tilted the sword to match one of the lines of the X. It wasn’t an X at all. The curve of the arms matched the curve of her falchion’s blade, and the perpendicular line through the leg was a primitive rendering of the hilt.


  The X was a pair of crossed swords like the twin falchions she used to carry.


  I obey the Father, it said.


  The graffiti was a show of allegiance from the demons—allegiance to Elise.


  



  



  



  



  



  Eight


  



  Seth drove for endless hours. Day and night blurred as town after town passed. A long road stretched ahead and behind, cutting through rolling plains and endless farms. After living in a valley surrounded by trees so dense he could hardly breathe, the Midwest felt uncomfortably empty.


  Rustling sounds drew Seth’s attention to the back compartment of the van. He watched Rylie fuss over their captive in the rearview mirror. She adjusted Katja’s arms, shifted the pillow under her head, and wrapped the blanket tighter around her shoulders. Katja didn’t react. She had been unconscious since the full moon, and there was no indication that she would be waking any time soon.


  Katja was still recovering from the wounds she had suffered—and everyone was still dealing with the injuries she had inflicted, too.


  Worse still, the whole pack was dealing with the aftermath of a full moon without an Alpha to lead them. As it turned out, they needed Rylie and Abel for more than controlling the transformations—they needed the presence of an Alpha to stay sane during the shifts. Crystal had almost killed Toshiko. Pyper and Trevin had brutalized each other. And Paetrick was still missing, somehow having wandered outside the wards.


  That was why Abel had to stay at the sanctuary, even as Rylie drove cross-country with Seth. Abel needed to keep control of the pack.


  Reaching that decision hadn’t been a pretty argument. Seth had been able to hear Abel shouting from three cottages away. His roars made the entire sanctuary fall silent, as if the birds were afraid to sing in the face of his fury.


  Seth had been swimming laps in the lake, using long, smooth strokes to propel himself into the waterfall’s churning waters. Even with the loud sloshing noises, he had been able to make out a few words. You’re not going where I can’t protect you. As if Seth wasn’t fully capable of protecting Rylie—as if he hadn’t been the one that had taken care of her long before Abel even entered the picture.


  Rylie’s response had been too quiet to hear. Whatever she said had stopped the shouting. But when Seth emerged from the lake to dress, dripping and shivering, Abel had stormed out of Rylie’s cottage looking as though he were ready to rip the trees from the earth by their roots.


  And the glare that he had shot at Seth—it had been the kind of pure, venomous hatred that only brothers could share.


  “If you let anything happen to Rylie, I’ll fucking kill you,” Abel had said.


  And Seth had replied, “I’d kill myself before you could.”


  The fact of the matter was, either of them would die for her. But only one of them was Alpha. Abel had to remain with his pack. No matter how insecure he felt about sending Seth off with Rylie, he was important in a way that Seth could never be.


  The werewolves didn’t need Seth.


  With that settled, Rylie and Seth had planned to leave immediately. He had already been packed; he only needed to move his backpack from the car to the van, which they needed to transport Katja safely cross-country.


  He had said his goodbyes to Summer and Nash while Rylie got ready.


  “You’re not coming back, are you?” Summer had asked, hugging Seth so tightly that his ribs creaked.


  “No. I’m not coming back.”


  Summer gave him a peck on the cheek and released him. Her cheeks were glistening. “I’ll miss you, old man. Look out for yourself.”


  “You too, kid,” he replied. Since Seth was escorting Rylie, Summer and Nash were following up on the lead of Katja’s partner instead.


  “She doesn’t have to look out for herself,” Nash said. “I have that more than covered.” An angel didn’t need to prepare before leaving on a trip; everything he needed was already attached. His wings were unfurled with their radiance dimmed. Summer had a small backpack. That was the entirety of their packing.


  The angel scooped Summer into his arms, wrapping a possessive arm around her waist. She was tall enough that he could only get her a couple of inches off the ground, but she clung to his shoulders and tucked her head under his chin anyway.


  They had looked so happy together.


  Nash and Summer left immediately. Rylie and Seth had left an hour after that. Abel hadn’t emerged from his cottage to say goodbye to them.


  And now here they were, almost a full day’s drive outside of Northgate. They hadn’t talked all day. It was like Rylie and Seth had forgotten how to be alone together.


  She climbed into the front seat with Seth, stirring him from his morose memories. She reached under the driver’s seat and pulled out a map that they had picked up at the gas station. None of them had phones with GPS anymore; they got no signal at the sanctuary, and there was no point in paying for contracts when they couldn’t use the phones ninety-nine percent of the time.


  “Where are we?” Rylie asked.


  “We passed Branson twenty minutes ago.”


  She tracked a finger along the highway, following their route out west from Northgate. “Long way to go. Want me to take a turn?”


  “I’m fine,” Seth said.


  “You sound fine,” Rylie said, rolling her eyes. Summer’s emotional intuition was definitely genetic—and it hadn’t come from Abel.


  Seth cast another glance at Katja. She still wasn’t moving. “Are the marks still there?”


  “They fade when she’s unconscious. I don’t know if that’s normal.”


  Neither did he. Even though he was a kopis, he hadn’t had much exposure to possession. Seth knew werewolves inside and out, better than most werewolves knew themselves. Throw in a demon, and he was utterly lost.


  “Phone,” he said, holding out a hand.


  Rylie grabbed his cell phone out of the glove box. It was a clunky, rugged device that looked like a Walkie-Talkie. It was ugly as sin and too big for most pockets, but it had satellite access, and it meant that Seth could make phone calls anywhere. As long as phone calls were all he wanted to do. It definitely wasn’t going to be playing Fruit Ninja anytime soon.


  He scrolled through the contacts, settling on one that had no attached name and a Las Vegas area code.


  Seth’s thumb hovered over the button that would call, hesitating to dial.


  “I could talk to her,” Rylie suggested.


  There were a lot of reasons that Seth didn’t want to talk to their exorcist-on-call. Elise Kavanagh had visited them only weeks earlier and had brought trouble in her wake; her appearance had coincided with the burning of Northgate, a series of ritualistic murders, and the attack by Lincoln Marshall. Rylie insisted that none of that was Elise’s fault—that Elise was the only reason they had survived those attacks.


  But it didn’t change the fact that Elise wanted to kill Seth. She hadn’t said it outright, but he had seen it in her black eyes when she looked at him for the last time. She believed that Seth’s family was the last bloodline descended from Adam, the first man. While James considered it a good thing, Elise definitely did not.


  Seth wasn’t a fearful man. He’d fought his own mother, dozens of werewolves, and survived the kind of shit that could make a guy’s hair turn gray. But he thought that if he crossed paths with Elise again, she was probably going to kill him, and that there wasn’t a damn thing he could do about it.


  How do you protect yourself against a woman that turns into the night?


  Rylie moved to pull the phone from Seth’s hand. He kept it out of her reach.


  “I’ll make the call,” Seth said. “It’s fine.”


  But he waited until the next time they pulled over.


  They stopped at a rest area, which was a brick building with two restrooms, three vending machines, and one tree to shade it all. They were the only ones there. Rylie carried a barely-conscious Katja into the ladies’ room to help her relieve herself, and Seth paced outside the van, which audibly ticked as it cooled.


  There were birds wheeling through the vast blue sky, distant black pinpoints circling the clouds. Hawks and eagles didn’t travel in clusters like that, but they were too large to be songbirds. It was a flock of vultures. Carrion eaters. Seemed appropriate.


  Seth walked behind the tree and dialed for Elise Kavanagh.


  The phone rang. The brassy bell seemed cacophonous in comparison to the open, wind-swept hills surrounding him. Like a spike driving through his ear each time.


  The line beeped once and went silent. An answering machine?


  “Hello?” he said.


  No reply.


  Seth took a deep breath to brace himself, then spoke quickly. “This is Seth Wilder. Rylie and I are heading for Vegas. We’re going to be there late tomorrow night, and we need to see you.” How much should he say? He couldn’t even be sure that the answering machine belonged to Elise. He chose his words carefully. “We have a friend suffering from the same thing that the deputy was. I’ll call again when we get into town.”


  He recited his phone number twice. Halfway through the second time, he heard another beep, and then a recorded message saying that he had run out of time.


  He hung up and went to help Rylie carry Katja back into the van.


  



  Rylie slept for most of the rest of the drive. She had stretched out in the back of the van with Katja, and her hand was extended so that she could touch the possessed woman’s shoulder, even in sleep. Katja jerked and snapped without ever opening her eyes and only settled under Rylie’s touch. Seth didn’t like the idea of letting her ride in back with a woman that might change into her murderous wolf form at any second, but Rylie had made it clear that it wasn’t up for debate.


  Somewhere around Utah, the highway had become cruelly monotonous. There was nothing on either side of his van but endless dirt, salt flats, and the occasional town so small that it passed in a blink. Every sagebrush-covered hill looked exactly the same to him. Checking the map to see how much more of the endless nothingness waited for them was too depressing.


  His eyes were getting heavy, but Seth didn’t dare stop to sleep. He had to stay awake, had to keep driving, had to get somewhere that they could abandon Katja to better hands. Out on the empty road with Rylie, listening to random radio stations, he kept forgetting that they weren’t dating anymore. He kept catching himself smiling at her in the kind of way that would make Abel kick his ass.


  The sooner Katja was gone, the sooner Rylie and Seth could go their separate ways.


  Fatigue doubled the road. Seth couldn’t tell which lane he was in. Blinking, he rubbed his fingers into his eyes—and then jumped when the tires drifted over the fog line and buzzed loudly against the textured asphalt.


  His hands clutched the wheel. He sat up straight against the seat.


  Forty hours of driving. Damn, Seth was tired. He wasn’t sure he could drive safely for another ten minutes, much less an hour.


  He pulled onto the shoulder, far enough that a car driven by any other exhausted drivers couldn’t clip his side, and killed the engine.


  Tilting the mirror, Seth looked back at Rylie. It was dark and windowless in the back of the van. All he could make out was her slender body underneath a paisley-printed comforter, and her pale fingers touching Katja’s shoulder.


  Seth dialed Elise’s number in his phone again, and only got the answering machine. She still wasn’t answering. She also hadn’t tried to call him back.


  Worry crept over him. What if Elise wasn’t there anymore? What if she was on another case, or had quit the job entirely?


  Paranoid thoughts. Exhausted thoughts.


  He tipped back his can of Monster and found only drops at the bottom. There were more cans behind his chair. He grabbed one and swigged half of it in a single breath.


  Seth jumped out of the driver’s seat, leaving the door open behind him, and walked briskly into the sagebrush. He hoped that the air and movement would wake him up. Instead, he just got clumsy and stumbled over a root. The energy drink sloshed over his hand.


  “Crap,” he muttered, sucking it off the back of his wrist.


  He walked until it was too inconvenient to walk any farther and unzipped his fly. He let his head loll back as he urinated, eyes falling shut.


  Seth swayed. He was falling asleep on his feet. Need to drink more Monster. He drained the can, then crunched it in his fist, tossing it into the sagebrush.


  Shaking himself dry, he zipped up and turned to go back to the van. He’d down a couple more Monsters and finish the drive to Vegas. It was the only thing he could do.


  Seth only took two steps before he realized that there was a pickup parked in front of his van.


  It was a beast painted cherry red, lifted on huge tires to the point that it would take a ladder to climb into the cab. The grille looked angry. The headlights were off, but the dome light was on—and there was nobody in the driver’s seat.


  His hand immediately went to the small of his back, where he had tucked the Beretta 9mm. It wasn’t his weapon of choice, but it was hard to take a rifle out to piss, and any weapon was the right weapon when you needed to kill someone fast.


  A dark shape lumbered around the van, as if inspecting it. Seth slipped through the sagebrush and sneaked up behind the truck’s driver.


  Seth had never heard of anyone capable of shapeshifting into a form other than a wolf before, but if there were such a thing as a bear shapeshifter, he thought that this man would have surely been one. He was hairy everywhere except the top of his head, which seemed to have gone prematurely bald. Each of his arms was as thick as Seth’s waist. He looked like the kind of blue collar factory worker that Seth used to live among in the trailer parks—hard-working, grizzled, and aged prematurely by labor.


  Except most of the factory workers didn’t walk around with a shoulder rig in full view, with two hand cannons positioned for a cross-draw. Nor did they have pierced bottom lips with the hole stretched wide enough to flash teeth through the plug, subdermal jewelry in rows down his neck, and industrials that looked like they had been carved from bone. He was white guy tribal, a desert hunter that lived in manufactured housing instead of a hut.


  And he was looking around Seth’s van, where Rylie was sleeping.


  Seth pulled his gun first. He aimed it right at that labret plug.


  “Back away,” Seth said.


  The white guy froze, lifting his hands to his shoulders. Each of them was big enough that they could have knocked heads off of shoulders with a single swipe. “You’re late,” he said without moving.


  Exhaustion aside, Seth’s gun arm didn’t waver. “Drop the guns.”


  “No.”


  “I’ll shoot you.”


  “You can if you want, but it’ll tick Elise off,” he said.


  That got Seth’s attention. “You know her? Who are you?”


  “Name’s Lucas McIntyre.” He dropped one hand and extended the other for a shake. “I’ve been waiting for you’n Rylie.” He tongued his lip piercing and smiled. “You gonna shoot, or do you want our help?”


  



  Seth had been right about the trailer thing. McIntyre lived in a single-wide out in the middle of what Abel would have called “bumfuck nowhere”—a patch of desolation so far from civilization that there were no roads, no lights, and only a single power line marching into the distance. The instant that their headlights fell on the trailer, cats fled from the broken foundation and blasted toward the sunrise, kicking up a trail of dust behind them.


  But Seth was wrong about the tribal thing. He had imagined McIntyre as some lone ranger, some recluse that spent as much time adding new holes to his body as he did smoking crystal. He didn’t expect to be greeted by the shriek of little girls as soon as he pulled up behind McIntyre’s truck.


  “Daddy!”


  Seth stepped out of the driver’s seat in time to see two tiny dust devils slam into McIntyre. If he was a bear, then they were definitely cubs—short, chubby, and kind of wild looking.


  He swept one under each arm with a roar, pulling them off of their feet.


  “You little dumbasses, what if I was bringing something deadly back here? You’d get eaten up in one big bite, running out like that!” To punctuate it, McIntyre dragged the smaller girl up to his face and gave sloppy kisses to her shrieking face. Her hair was dyed blue, like the few remaining patches of hair on his scalp. “And why aren’t you sleeping? Where’s your mama?”


  “I didn’t hear someone call my girls dumbasses, did I?” called a feminine voice from inside the trailer.


  “No?” he shouted back, flipping the taller girl upside down so that her hair dragged on the ground. The girls giggled harder, kicking their bare feet against his meaty back. The taller one had to be six or seven; she was leggy enough that she landed a kick on the back of his balding head.


  “Where are we?” Rylie asked, rubbing her face as she slid out of the van. She looked even more startled by the cacophony than Seth. She had just woken up as they approached the trailer. Her blond hair was attractively mussed, her eyes puffy.


  “This is Elise’s friend,” Seth said, nodding at the man dragging his daughters back to the mobile home. “His name’s Lucas McIntyre.”


  Shock widened Rylie’s eyes. “These are Elise’s friends?”


  Seth had a hard time imagining the sleek, deadly exorcist among the cascades of giggles, too. She wasn’t exactly the family type.


  McIntyre bodily flung his daughters into the trailer before returning. A grin lingered on his face, which looked out of place against all the piercings and tattoos. Well, maybe not all that out of place—now that the sun was rising, Seth noticed that one of his tattoo sleeves had been colored in with Crayola markers. One of his daughters had been using her daddy’s inked arms as a coloring book.


  It totally wrecked Seth’s image of McIntyre. And it wasn’t doing favors for Elise’s badass appearances, either.


  “So what’s the problem?” McIntyre asked, wiping his hands off on his jeans, like manhandling his daughters was hard labor.


  Seth couldn’t seem to find his words. It was Rylie who responded. “I have a sick werewolf,” she said, gesturing toward the van. “Elise gave us her phone number in case we needed help, and…well, we need help.”


  “Think Elise can fix silver poisoning?”


  “No,” Rylie said. “But I think she can fix demonic possession.”


  McIntyre’s head swung around so he could glance at the house, as if afraid that the mere mention of such evil could hurt his daughters. He wasn’t smiling anymore when he faced them again. “Motherfucker,” he said. “It’s in the van? You brought it here?”


  He didn’t wait for Rylie to nod before drawing one of his guns and opening the rear doors of the van. Katja was still limp inside under the paisley comforter, sweat slicking her brow. She didn’t look like much, lying there on an oil-stained rug with her hair over her face. But McIntyre was pale and breathing hard.


  He climbed into the van beside her and peeled back her eyes. Whatever he saw, he didn’t like it. “Shit,” McIntyre said, wiping his arm over his forehead. And then he said again, “Shit.” He blew a heavy breath out. “Gonna get the ropes.”


  He dropped out of the van and lumbered toward a shed behind his mobile home. Rylie chewed on her bottom lip as she gazed at Katja. Seth knew that she was wondering if they had made a mistake, because he was wondering the same thing.


  “Maybe we should go,” she said.


  “What?”


  “They’re not pack,” Rylie said. “It was crazy to bring pack trouble to other people.”


  Seth’s heart plummeted. She wanted to take Katja—a demon-possessed werewolf that had gone insane and almost killed Summer on the full moon—back to the sanctuary? But that would mean escorting Rylie and Katja back across the country. It would mean having to delay saying goodbye.


  “But they’re the experts. They can handle it,” Seth said.


  “I’m the expert on werewolves,” Rylie said with surprising fierceness. “My werewolves.”


  God, she was beautiful when she got angry, even when that anger was internally directed. It hurt to see her blaming herself. Seth put his hands on her shoulders, forcing her to look at him. “They’re kopides. Elise is an exorcist. They are the best, and you can’t do anything better for Katja than entrusting her to them.”


  It didn’t look like Rylie agreed, but she didn’t get a chance to argue. McIntyre returned with an armful of jangling chains and ropes. He dropped them behind the van.


  “I won’t hurt her,” he said gruffly. “Just gotta hold her. You understand.”


  Seth nodded. “Yeah.” He kept one of his hands on Rylie’s arm as McIntyre climbed in with Katja again.


  The door to the trailer opened, and the taller girl emerged with a woman at her back—presumably her mother, and McIntyre’s wife. They were wearing matching floral-patterned pajamas and carrying drinks. “Lemonade,” said the girl, extending two glasses.


  Rylie took one. “Thanks,” she said. Her voice was a little raspy—not a good sign. She was going all Alpha over the sight of a man chaining up Katja. He shot a look at her hands. Blood dotted her right thumbnail. It was loosening, threatening to be replaced with a claw.


  “My name’s Seth Wilder,” Seth said, distracting the ladies from Rylie’s unexpected baritone. He stepped between them to shake the woman’s hand. Instead of shaking, she shoved a sweating glass of lemonade into his fingers.


  “Leticia McIntyre,” she said. “This is my eldest, Dana. Deborah’s inside feeding Ace.”


  “Ace is here?” Seth couldn’t help but grimace. “He’s alone with your kid?”


  Leticia smiled. “He adores her.”


  Seth somehow doubted that. Ace was a pit bull that Elise had taken from a murderous cult in Northgate. He had been used to mutilate cadavers, which meant he had grown up from puppyhood with a taste for human flesh. Lord only knew what else that cult had done to him—the dog had a bad attitude. For the two weeks that the pack had taken care of Ace, he had bitten three different people. The idea of him being left with a child was worrying.


  But Leticia didn’t look worried, and Rylie was growling again. Seth had bigger worries than a pit bull.


  He glanced into the darkened van. Katja was completely trussed. McIntyre lifted her into his arms and climbed out.


  Rylie took a step forward, but Seth put an arm around her shoulders, gripping her tightly. “It’s fine,” he said in a low, soothing voice.


  She tensed. “But Katja…”


  “She can stay in my office until Elise looks at her,” McIntyre said, jerking his head toward the shack. “Doesn’t look like much, but it’s air conditioned, and I’ve got a kitchen and a bathroom. It’s about as good as any motel room you’ll find out here.”


  It took all of the strength in Seth’s upper body to hold Rylie still while McIntyre walked away with Katja. Rylie didn’t relax until they were out of sight.


  “Nice of you to bring her all the way out here,” Leticia said. “She’s in good hands.” She gestured toward the mobile home. “Want to come inside? It’s cooler.”


  Seth hadn’t even realized that the temperature was creeping up on them. The sun had barely crested the horizon, reflecting bright gold against the mobile home’s siding. Like a frog in slow-boiling water, he hadn’t noticed that the sweat was starting to make his shirt stick to his chest and back.


  “I don’t know,” he said hesitantly.


  At the same time, Rylie said, “Of course.”


  The McIntyre home was decorated in white leather and antlers—clearly Leticia’s style, not her husband’s. Rattlesnake skins were framed on one wall. Their sixty-inch flat screen television was playing an episode of Yo Gabba Gabba, which the younger daughter watched from the floor. She was watching it upside-down with her head toward the TV and her feet propped on the flank of a dozing dog, one hand jammed in her mouth and the other hand playing with her hair.


  Seth did a double take at the pit bull. It had a pink belly, pink nose, and floppy ears, like he remembered, but it wasn’t trying to kill anyone.


  “Is that Ace?” he asked.


  “Yep,” Leticia said.


  He was putty under Deb’s feet. He huffed out a long sigh, making his lips ripple.


  When Rylie stepped toward him, he growled without moving.


  Yeah, definitely Ace.


  The first time that Seth had seen him, he had been chained in a basement with a chain growing into his neck and human bones scattered around him. But his neck was healing now, and decorated by a properly fitted collar with spikes. He wasn’t bloody. And it kind of looked like the same girl that had colored in McIntyre’s tattoos had been scribbling on the white fur on his shoulder.


  “Funny thing about pit bulls,” Leticia said, guiding Rylie and Seth to sit at their dining room table. “They’re bred to be animal-aggressive, but not hurt people. If they don’t like humans, it’s a socialization thing. Humans hurt him. Adult humans. Ace doesn’t like me or Lucas. But the girls…”


  Dana sat down with her sister. Ace wagged his whiplike tail once and went back to sleep.


  “He’d never hurt them,” Leticia said with confidence. She tugged up the leg of her pajama pants to reveal a bandaged ankle. “Don’t go near them when he’s babysitting, though. You guys hungry?”


  “Starving,” Rylie said.


  Leticia banged through her kitchen, dropping a skillet on the gas stove and pulling out a package of bacon. “I’m sorry about the circumstances that brought you here, but we’re glad to have you. Elise said nice things. I was hoping we’d get to meet.”


  Seth blinked in surprise. “Elise said nice things about us?”


  “Well…not exactly,” Leticia admitted. “She didn’t say bad things. That’s her idea of a glowing endorsement.” She pointed at Rylie with the spatula. “You’ll have whatever meat we’ve got, I’m sure. But you…” She aimed it at Seth. “Are you on the all-meat diet, too? Or can you have something healthier?”


  “I’m not hungry, thanks,” Seth said, stifling a yawn. Guzzling a dozen Monster energy drinks in as many hours seemed to have killed his appetite.


  Leticia eyeballed him dubiously. “We’ll see about that.”


  She hummed tunelessly as she cooked, frying the bacon and whipping up pancake batter. Rylie stood to help Leticia.


  Seth fidgeted at his seat, tracing a finger along the cracks on the surface of the dining room table. The setting was too domestic for him—kids and the dog, women cooking breakfast, the sage sparrows singing outside. He had been planning to drop off Katja and make a swift escape. The pace of things here was slow. Like they might not get to leave for days.


  McIntyre strolled into the kitchen, dusty and tired. He grabbed a beer out of the fridge, slapped Leticia on the ass, and fell into the seat across from Seth.


  “You want a beer?” he asked.


  “It’s seven in the morning,” Seth said.


  “I didn’t ask what time it was.”


  Why not? “Sure,” he said.


  McIntyre tipped back on the rear legs of his chair to open the refrigerator and grab a second beer. He slid it across the table to Seth.


  “You guys can sleep here before you leave, if you want,” he said. “We’ll make up the beds in the girls’ room.”


  “Leave?” Leticia asked, hovering nearby as Rylie dropped pancake batter on the griddle, like she didn’t quite trust a werewolf to cook properly. “But they just got here. Elise will want to know.”


  “She’ll be safe with us,” McIntyre said. “There isn’t a lot of room for friends here, Tish.” It seemed that the big guy had the same idea that Seth did. McIntyre wanted them gone. That was absolutely fine.


  “I can get a motel,” Seth said.


  “Like hell you can,” Leticia said.


  McIntyre shot her a look. She sighed, grabbed a quarter out of the silverware drawer, and dropped it in a jar that had been labeled “Bad Words” in sloppy letters.


  When she spoke again, it was in more measured tones. “We have to wait for Elise and Anthony before sending them away.”


  “No,” McIntyre said. “We don’t.” He gave Seth an apologetic shrug. “Dangerous business around here. It’s been hectic. Union’s everywhere and all—you know how it is.” Something gave a muffled thud. McIntyre stood, beer in hand, and looked out the window. “The shed,” he said.


  Rylie stretched onto her toes to look over his shoulder. He wasn’t as tall as he seemed; his girth gave an illusion of size, but he was really only a couple inches taller than she was.


  “How sturdy is the shed?” Rylie asked in a low growl.


  “Sturdy,” McIntyre said. “It’s taken a hit from a daimarachnid assault. She can’t break out.” But he sounded kind of doubtful.


  “We need Elise,” Rylie said.


  He swore colorfully. Leticia pointed at the jar of change, but instead of paying up, he shoved his beer into her hands. “I’ll be back.”


  McIntyre clomped out the door again. Seth and Rylie watched through the dusty kitchen window as he went into the shed.


  As soon as he was gone, Leticia set the beer down. “If you want to see Elise… Well, here’s the thing: Lucas wasn’t making shit up when he says that there’s trouble.” She flipped another quarter into the “Bad Words” jar without even looking at it. “The Union’s chased Elise into hiding. I’m sure that’s why she isn’t here to meet you.”


  Rylie’s face crumpled. “You mean, you don’t think she’ll exorcise Katja?”


  “I’m sure she will,” Leticia said. “But Lucas is being a huge—uh, he’s being weird, so you gotta go talk to her yourself.” She grabbed a flier off of the refrigerator and stuffed it in Rylie’s hand. “He was talking to her right before you guys got here. She and Anthony are currently hiding out at a friend’s business. You’ll be able to find her there tonight, guarantee it.”


  Rylie lifted the card to read it. “Original Sin?” She turned it over, and her cheeks turned flaming red.


  There was a picture of a topless woman on the back with a snake wrapped around her throat and tiny stars concealing her nipples. Seth plucked it out of her hand, reading the small print. Naked bitches wet and ready for you.


  Leticia was sending them to meet Elise at a brothel.


  



  



  



  



  



  Nine


  



  Detective Gomez was dreaming about fucking and being fucked—not by the woman in bed with him, whom Elise presumed to be his wife, but a man with hard muscle and a body covered in coarse hair.


  Elise didn’t want to see the details, but she did. She saw every instant of Detective Gomez’s fantasies from her position crouched at the end of his bed. Elise would have believed he was really in the act if she hadn’t been watching his motionless body. His sleeping face was smooth, unreflective of the flashes of naked flesh within his skull.


  Her eyes skimmed his barrel-like body. Detective Gomez slept shirtless, so she could see the appendectomy scar curving around the lower bulge of his stomach fat, the scars on his shoulders, the puckered bullet wound on the right side of his chest. Bet that had scared the shit out of him when he got it.


  The detective was slicked with sweat, so Elise assumed that the room was hot in spite of the grinding ceiling fan. She couldn’t tell. Her fingers were numb with cold and she desperately wanted a smoke.


  Elise cleared her throat.


  Gomez stirred. His wife didn’t. She rolled over, curls falling over her face, and hugged her pillow to her body.


  His eyes fluttered open to fix on the wall by the bed. Elise remained seated on their hope chest, elbows resting on her knees, half-melted into the shadows behind her. Gomez sat up, rubbed his eyes. Tried to focus.


  “Hello, Detective,” Elise said.


  It still took a few seconds for him to spot her. She must have been even more ghostly than she thought. She concentrated on pulling herself into her body again, solidifying her skin so that he could make out her paleness against his wall.


  He jerked his bedside table open, reached inside.


  Elise had already removed his sidearm. She lifted it to show him. The magazine was in the pocket of her leather jacket.


  Gomez went rigid.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked in a raspy whisper.


  “I didn’t kill Senator Peterson. I want to know why you think I did and who’s got you looking for me.” Simple, straight to the point.


  He glanced at his wife, then back at Elise. “Are you going to kill me?”


  She gave him a long, empty stare.


  Gomez moved like he wanted to stand, and then thought better of it. He glanced at his wife again, licking his lips, rubbing a thumb over his eyebrow. “I’m a Union subcontractor. Been working with them on the pacific coast murders. I know the area, I know the people; it’s better for me to show up than an army of men in black.”


  “What does that have to do with the senator?” Elise asked.


  “They sent out an internal notice when they identified the assassin,” he said. “I didn’t recognize your picture. Someone else in my unit did—someone that used to be stationed in Reno, and he said that you were this legendary kopis, a ghost. I pulled your files. Figured I could use the wards at the scene of the murders to grab you and get a promotion.”


  A shockingly mundane explanation for such a supernatural problem. “Who sent the internal notice?”


  “It came from up top,” Gomez said. “The OPA Secretary.”


  Secretary Gary Zettel. He was smart enough and malicious enough to try to pin murders on Elise—they had been acquainted for too long. But it didn’t explain why he would have waited that long.


  Elise straightened, dropping off the hope chest onto the ground. Gomez jerked. The abrupt motion made his wife hug her pillow tighter and sigh.


  “Please,” he said, “she hasn’t done anything.”


  She tossed the gun at him. He caught it.


  “You’re done investigating me,” Elise said. “I’ll take care of it now.”


  “Take care of…what?”


  “I’m going to find the assassin. I might even give them to you when I do.”


  Gomez mopped the sweat from his glistening forehead with the back of his hand. “But the footage.”


  “Yeah,” she said. “The footage.”


  She took a sidestep into the shadows and melted away.


  



  Rylie wasn’t exactly a good girl. It was hard to consider anyone “good” when they had killed so many people—even if she had done it for the sake of survival, or because she had been crazed by silver poisoning. But she wasn’t exactly a bad girl, either. She had sex with the lights off—at least, she always used to, and what she did now was the kind of black hole of miserable thought that Seth preferred to avoid—and her idea of dressing up for a date involved a little extra eye shadow and knee-length skirts.


  Outside a brothel like Original Sin, she stuck out like a lamb among a pack of werewolves.


  The men wore sagging jeans and snug tank tops. The women wore almost nothing at all, aside from their caked layers of makeup: strips of leather, precariously tall heels, fur-collared vests.


  The entrance was illuminated by red light bulbs, which turned Rylie’s flesh and hair to a crimson monotone. She stood under the canopy, shrinking inward until she looked too young to be at a bar, much less a brothel. “Smells bad here,” she whispered.


  “You can always go back,” Seth said, earning a look of annoyance from Rylie. He had tried to talk her into staying with Katja, but she had refused to stay behind, especially since Leticia seemed to have an eye on free babysitting. There was nothing restful about being trapped in a single wide with two rambunctious kids. Seth had managed to get a few hours of rest, but he still felt exhausted, disjointed, out of place. And being in line for Original Sin wasn’t helping.


  The brothel wasn’t in a bad neighborhood, exactly—and Seth probably wouldn’t have been out of place in a bad neighborhood anyway. In fact, it was its proximity to the luxury hotels that made him uncomfortable. He could see the lights from the Bellagio’s fountains, the towering billboards that flashed through ads for various shows, the pedestrian walkways lit by scrolling neon lights.


  Leticia had explained that Nevada’s mortal laws prohibited Clark County from licensing brothels within its borders, so Original Sin wasn’t publicly known as a whorehouse. It was advertised as a bar. Seth could see a dance floor through the darkly tinted windows, backlit by crimson neon. The pounding music beat a suggestive rhythm to which the women waiting for entrance seemed to respond. The line wrapped all the way around the block, extending beyond the lights of the Strip into the streets beyond. It was filled with gyrating bodies. Women grinding, moaning, waiting.


  They weren’t just reacting to the music. Seth’s senses were burning. He tasted brimstone on the back of his tongue. There were demons inside—probably incubi and succubi—and they were radiating sexual energy. A lot of it.


  They were almost to the doors now, and he wasn’t sure they would have been able to leave the courtyard if they wanted to anyway. The press of bodies at the gates left no room for navigation. Abel could have parted the crowd easily. Between his face and his height, he could stand in a mosh pit without ever being touched. But Seth wasn’t nearly as intimidating.


  The bouncer at the door stopped them with a hand on Seth’s shoulder. “Let me see it,” she said. She was taller than even Abel, and had broader shoulders. Seth wouldn’t have been able to tell that the bouncer was female at all if it hadn’t been for her metal bikini.


  Rylie’s fingernails dug into Seth’s bicep. “See what?”


  “Driver’s license.”


  Seth had forgotten that he was holding both of their IDs. He offered them to the bouncer, who looked at Rylie’s for a little too long, as if she couldn’t believe that Rylie really was twenty-one. It was a fake ID she had been using for the last two years, but a convincing one. They didn’t have to stretch the truth very far—she would be of age in a couple weeks anyway.


  “We have a dress code,” the bouncer said, handing the licenses back.


  Seth looked down at himself. He was in a black tank, jeans, hiking boots. Basically the same thing that the other men were wearing.


  But the bouncer wasn’t looking at him. She was looking at Rylie—Rylie, with her long denim skirt and white blouse, more like a farm girl than someone that would go to a club. She was wearing light makeup. She was stunningly beautiful.


  Rylie reacted as though the bouncer had called her ugly, though. She blushed, ducking her head.


  The bouncer on the other side of the doors was letting people in—women that wore virtually nothing at all, along with their male companions.


  Seth bristled. “What’s your problem?”


  The bouncer gave them a flat look, as if to say, You kidding?


  “Jesus,” Seth said, “we’re meeting someone here. It’ll take five goddamn minutes.”


  The bouncer snorted. “Kids. Human kids.”


  So that was the real problem. Not that Rylie wasn’t attractive enough. They were trying to get into a demon fetish club reeking of humanity and decency. “Look at her,” Seth said. “Really look at her.”


  Rylie lifted her head, meeting the bouncer’s gaze with gold eyes.


  “Oh,” said the bouncer. “Damn, don’t look so human next time. Neuma’s gonna love this.”


  Neuma? Was that supposed to be a name? Seth didn’t stop to ask.


  The clean, hot desert air outside stopped abruptly at the door, changing so suddenly that it was like they had walked through an invisible wall. Inside, it was muggy and close, as if the entire club was sweating. The stink of salt and sulfur clung to Seth, tangled up in the smoke from the fog machines. Music pulsed like a heartbeat, gripping him deep in his bones.


  Standing in the red lights outside the door had been enough to give his eyes time to adjust to the darkness, but there wasn’t much to see inside. He had to struggle through the press of half-naked bodies, which turned the dance floor to a mass of shadow; the walls were draped with plants and ferns and vines that only allowed a faint glow from the ceiling lights to reach the floor. A constant warm mist sprayed over the plants. It looked like a lot like The Rainforest Cafe—if they served kinky sex instead of burgers.


  The only real light in the room came from a stage at the far end, which shined stark spotlights on a naked body. It was a tall, broad, muscular man with his arms stretched above his head. A tattoo of a serpent clutched his spine. Seth realized with a jolt that he was chained to the stripper pole. The arches of his muscles glistened from the moist spray and his sweat.


  Crack.


  A whip appeared from the darkness, then disappeared as quickly, leaving a burning red stripe across his back. The man arched and groaned. He must have had a microphone on him—it echoed through the potted ferns and made the whole crowd shiver.


  Crack.


  Another lash. His biceps bulged, pulling him to his toes.


  A woman slunk from the darkness beyond him. For an instant, Seth thought that it was Elise. She had that same hair tied back in a severe ponytail, and the pale skin. But her features were all wrong. He couldn’t tell if she was Latina or black or what. She wore a metal bra, spike-heeled boots. She carried the whip like an extension of her arm.


  She had a dark, seductive smile as she strolled around the chained man, raking her fingernails down the welts. It evoked another deep groan from her captive.


  This wasn’t just a brothel. It was a freaking bondage club.


  What the hell was Elise doing here?


  Seth was halfway to the bar when he realized that he was alone. He turned. Rylie was frozen in front of the stage, staring up at the man being flailed. Every snap of the whip cast black shadows across her face.


  Seth seized her arm.


  “Move,” he said.


  He sat her at the end of the bar, next to the wall where the stage wasn’t as visible, and they had a little bit of light from the backlit wall of alcohol. A pair of huge ferns sheltered them, creating a leafy barrier between their seats and the crowd.


  The bartender was an olive-skinned redhead wearing an iron chain as a belt; she dropped two drinks in front of them the moment they sat at the stools. “I didn’t order this,” Rylie said.


  “On the house,” said the bartender before moving on.


  Seth lifted his glass and sniffed it. It was definitely alcoholic—though what kind, he couldn’t tell.


  Rylie smelled it, too. “Tequila, I think.”


  The pulsing music was too loud for them to hold a conversation, and Rylie was watching the sliver of the stage she could see with her jaw dropped. As if wearing the cowboy boots hadn’t made her look like enough of a kid, the stare sealed that she was way too young to be at such a club.


  Seth wasn’t doing much better. But he was having an easier time ignoring all the stimuli and focusing on looking for familiar faces. He had expected it to be easy to pick out Elise—she wasn’t exactly a subtle creature. But the woman that had stood out so starkly in pious Northgate was virtually indistinguishable from the rest of Original Sin’s patrons.


  Rylie lifted the glass toward her mouth, like she wasn’t even thinking about it. Seth put his hand over the top.


  “Don’t,” he said.


  She looked at him, startled. Then she looked down at her hand. “Oh,” she said, pushing it toward him. “Take it.”


  Seth set both of them aside. “It’s still not too late to leave.”


  Again, she didn’t seem to hear him. She was leaning far enough back on her bar stool to have a clear view of the stage, utterly transfixed.


  Did she actually like what she was seeing, or was she quietly freaking out? Her eyes seemed to glow a brighter shade of gold with every audible crack.


  He didn’t want to think about it.


  Seth scanned the bar, eyes skimming over the stage, the people watching, the darkness on the other end of the bar. He did a double take at the booths along the wall. Most of them were enclosed in heavy velvet curtains, but a few stood open. He couldn’t see beyond the edge of the tables. Even the occasional flash of strobe didn’t penetrate the shadows.


  Rylie whimpered beside him. His head whipped around.


  “Are you okay?” he asked.


  She had gone rigid on her bar stool, fingernails digging into her kneecaps. He followed her gaze to the stage. The man being beaten was bleeding now, streaming crimson blood down the small of his back, where it pooled in the cleft of his ass.


  She wasn’t getting off on it. The wolf was getting hungry.


  “Don’t look, Rylie,” Seth said, putting his arm around her shoulders and turning her back to the bar.


  “I can smell it,” she whispered into his ear. Her voice was deep and growling.


  “Think about something else.”


  Rylie’s hand shot out. She grabbed one of the drinks and threw the entire thing back in one gulp. Seth felt his eyes widen.


  She gasped and slammed the glass to the bar.


  “What if that was drugged?” he asked. “We have no idea who sent that to us.”


  “There’s no silver in it, and I’m not going to get sick from anything else.” She cast a dubious glance over her shoulder at the stage, then grabbed the second drink and downed that, too. “That tastes awful.”


  Oh, man. If Abel could have seen what Seth was letting her do…


  They needed to get out of there.


  Seth glanced at the corner again. It was bothering him, that strange texture to the darkness, which couldn’t seem to be penetrated by any amount of strobe.


  “Are you going to be okay here?” Seth asked.


  She nodded, hands clutching her empty glass tightly. The bartender was making her way back to them. Seth had to trust that an Alpha werewolf could handle herself against all the liquor.


  He got up and picked his way to the booths. The pounding of his heart was drowned out by the pulsing bass rhythm, the groans on the stereo, the hiss of spraying water. It misted his skin and made his bare arms glow in the crimson lights.


  The first booth was empty, and so was the second. Seth skipped past a couple of curtained booths and went all the way to the end.


  There was a lone, shadowy figure sitting at the table. He could barely make out a human figure.


  “Elise?” he ventured.


  A man responded. “I’m afraid not.”


  Brief light flared—a flame on the tip of a man’s gloved finger, which he touched to the candle on the center of the table. The wick lit and brightened. The glow of firelight illuminated a square jaw, straight nose, and a brush of dark hair. He was framed by ivy climbing down the brick exterior wall of the brothel.


  James Faulkner.


  Seth didn’t want to sit at the table, but his legs didn’t seem to be working right. He dropped to the bench.


  “What are you doing here?” he asked, fists gripping the edge of the table. “Are you following me?”


  James gave him a long, appraising look. His pale eyes seemed to glow dimly in the candlelight. “I’m not following you. I do find our crossed paths to be an interesting coincidence, but I’m afraid that’s all it is: coincidence.”


  Seth wasn’t sure if he believed him or not. He also wasn’t really sure if it mattered either way.


  The smart thing to do would have been to leave immediately. Abandon the search for Elise, abandon Original Sin, abandon Katja to McIntyre’s mercies. Where James and Elise were both entangled, only bad things could follow. But Seth had a thousand questions. They kept him glued to his seat.


  “How did you get my mom’s journal?” he asked. It wasn’t what he had meant to say when he opened his mouth; it just spilled out of him in a rush.


  “Pull the curtain,” James said. Seth untied one side, letting it swing half-closed to give them the illusion of privacy. “I’ve always collected rare books pertinent to my areas of interest. As the wife of Lucian Wilder, Eleanor’s diary made its way through the usual circuits for years. I eventually won it at an auction.”


  The idea of his family’s personal diaries ending up at auction was disconcerting. Collectors with his mother’s writings—that meant a lot of people that potentially knew about his bloodline. Seth frowned. “Was that before or after you first worked with the pack?”


  James hesitated. He wiped a finger over his jaw, removing some of the glistening moisture from his face. “Before.”


  “Did you know about me then?” Seth asked. James didn’t respond. The silence was answer enough. “So why try to send us to the Haven? Time goes so much faster there. If you waited a month, Abel and I would have both been dead and taken our blood with us.”


  “But Rylie was pregnant with your offspring,” James said. “The line would have continued.”


  So the Haven had been an attempt to protect them, but not in the way that he had expected. It had been an attempt to put their family line somewhere convenient for later retrieval—like the metaphoric fish in a barrel. Summer and Abram must have carried the blood of Adam, too. And so would their children, and their grandchildren. James didn’t really care who he needed to bleed to open the doors to Eden so long as that blood existed.


  Seth hadn’t been certain if he should count James as an ally until that moment. Now he was pretty sure he knew where he stood—and it wasn’t on James’s side.


  “I understand that disturbs you,” James said, his voice surprisingly gentle. “It seems ruthless, doesn’t it? But your family could have lived happily for many generations. Few people are so lucky. I meant the Haven as a gift, and I hope you can see it that way.”


  “A gift that robbed Rylie of her children’s youths.”


  “That was an accident.” He sighed. “You never contacted me, so I doubt you’re here now to volunteer your assistance.”


  “Assistance?” Seth scoffed. “To do what, bleed for you?”


  “It doesn’t need to hurt.”


  “It hurt when you stabbed me on the altar.”


  “I was in a rush.” The witch sighed, steepling his fingers in front of his face. “When you’re young, it’s hard to understand the sacrifices we must make for the greater good, but try to see things from my perspective. If you helped me open these doors, I could do quite a lot for the ‘greater good.’ We both could.”


  “How, exactly?”


  “Eden contains a power known as the Origin. Whosoever acquires that power will be given the powers of a god—omnipotence, omnipresence, immortality. It’s what elevated Adam to a state of apotheosis many millennia ago.”


  What the heck was apotheosis? He didn’t want to ask and sound stupid.


  “Sounds dangerous,” Seth said.


  “In the wrong hands, yes,” James agreed.


  “And your hands are right?”


  “Perhaps. But there’s no limitation on the number of people that enter the Origin. If you doubt my competence, maybe you would be a good candidate to assume the same power.” He spread his gloved hands wide. “What would you accomplish if anything were in your grasp, Seth?”


  Seth stared at the wood grain of the table. It was glossy, but not with varnish; it looked like layers of spilled drinks had dried and caked to the wood.


  What would he do with godlike power?


  He could protect the pack without being a werewolf. He could shut the Union down, remove the OPA from existence. He could heal so many more people than he could as a doctor—entire hospitals of sick and dying, saved with a thought.


  He could make Rylie love him again.


  “I’d never take it,” Seth said. “Men are weak.”


  James gave a faint smile. “Most men.”


  “Oh yeah? What would you do?”


  “I have a few ideas.” James wasn’t looking at Seth anymore. His eyes were fixed upon the bar at the center of the room.


  Seth followed his gaze.


  A familiar black-haired woman had appeared behind the bar, on the far end from the stool where Rylie sat. It wasn’t the bartender. Her body was hugged by a snug black t-shirt, which was decorated by a golden necklace dripping with charms. He could barely see her hips over the bar, but she was wearing leather leggings, too.


  It took Seth a second to look higher than her body and identify the face. Once he did, he regretted checking out the rest of her.


  James wasn’t at Original Sin for intelligence purposes. He was there for the same reason that Seth was.


  He was looking for Elise Kavanagh.


  Seth studied James’s expression while the witch was distracted. It was a familiar expression. It was a look of mingled pain and longing—pretty much the same thing that Seth felt when Rylie was around. He almost sympathized.


  “What would it take to earn your trust?” James asked, turning his attention back to Seth with obvious difficulty.


  “You mean, what would it take for me to give you my blood?”


  “Phrase it as you will.”


  “There’s nothing you can do,” Seth said. “This Origin thing, if it exists—it’s too much for anyone. That’s why Elise is out to get you, isn’t it? She knows you want it, and she doesn’t want you to have it.”


  “Elise and I have divergent goals, yes,” James said. He set a business card on the table between them. “This is my cell phone number. I plan on being in Las Vegas for a few more days. The world is changing, becoming a more dangerous place—not just for you and me, but for people like Rylie. I hope you’ll consider the good you could do and contact me.”


  Seth almost didn’t take the card. There was no chance in hell he would want to donate his blood to something that dangerous—especially something that would piss Elise off. He needed Elise’s help more than he needed James’s.


  But after a moment’s hesitation, he took it.


  “This is creepy. You know that, right?” Seth asked. “Lurking in a fetish club to watch your ex-girlfriend is just plain weird.”


  “Creepier than taking your brother’s mate to the brothel?” James nodded toward the bar. “Although you may need to hurry if you hope to find her again.”


  Find her?


  Seth swiveled on the bench, staring through the darkness and dancing bodies to the bar.


  Rylie’s stool was empty, and Elise was gone.


  “Shit,” he said, jumping to his feet. He pushed through the curtain, glancing over his shoulder in time to see James reach out and snuff the candle. Absolute darkness swallowed the booth once more.


  



  Elise made it all the way into the room behind the bar before letting her appearances slip. Her shoulder slammed into the brick wall, knees buckling, head too heavy for her neck to support. Her hair fell over her face in a sheet, veiling her face from the dim office lights. It was dark enough that the average human probably wouldn’t have been able to see anything, yet it still pricked at her skin.


  Just a few minutes in the bar’s strobe, and she felt like she might break into a thousand pieces.


  “Fuck,” she whispered, black fingernails digging into the wall. She could see the faint outline of bones through her arm.


  Rylie hovered nearby. “What’s wrong? Are you sick?”


  The thing was, Elise had no idea what was wrong with her. She hadn’t felt right since the Union had tried to arrest her at the Bloomfield house. That much light tended to hurt her—but never for so long. Never like this.


  It was easier to ignore the questions that she couldn’t answer. “What are you doing here?”


  “You haven’t talked to McIntyre?”


  “Have you?”


  “Seth and I were at his house this morning,” Rylie said, blushing delicately. She seemed to be recovering from the shock of the BDSM scene being enacted on the stage, and she was back to looking like the usual demure young Alpha werewolf that she usually was.


  It had been a surprise to see Rylie at Original Sin, in more ways than one. After the terms on which they’d separated, Elise hadn’t thought that she would hear from the pack again for a good long time—probably not until James made a final strike for the doors to Eden. It had only been a few weeks. Seeing her in Vegas so soon wasn’t a good sign.


  It took all of Elise’s strength to straighten. She inhaled a deep breath, exhaled it slowly. “Sit,” she said, taking one of the chairs by the table. Rylie slipped into the opposite seat.


  The office behind the bar belonged to one of Neuma’s assistants. Cassandra was a lamia that ran the day-to-day operations of Original Sin, acting as madam for the demons that worked in the hotel above and arranging entertainment for the bar. She had the good taste to keep the dungeon decorations out of the office, and instead hung pictures of staff parties on the walls; the only sign that they were at a business employing sex workers was the one wall hung with whips, flails, and chains.


  The table in the center of the room was Elise’s spot. Her laptop usually lived on that table, alongside all of Neuma’s files on the trays stacked along the edge.


  But at the moment, there was a map on the surface of the table. It was set up like a war room, not an accountant’s workspace.


  The map showed southern California and Clark County. Elise had been using it to try to calculate where the next murder might occur. The problem was, aside from a general southward pattern of the last few gates to Hell, there didn’t seem to be any rhyme or reason to the locations. She was making educated guesses, but her education just wasn’t any good.


  This was the worst possible time for werewolf business to land on her.


  Rylie reached out to poke one of the chess pieces on Los Angeles with her forefinger. “What’s this?”


  “A bishop,” Elise said, deliberately misinterpreting her question. “What’s brought you to my door?”


  “Seth and Abram went hunting a rogue werewolf recently. She murdered a few people.” She paused and looked up at Elise, as if expecting judgments. When Elise remained quiet, Rylie went on. “They thought she was silver poisoned, so they brought her back to me to see if I could heal her. But whatever’s wrong with Katja…it’s not silver.”


  “What is it?”


  “When she changes into a wolf on the moons, she bleeds from her eyes and has black symbols in her fur. Like seals or icons or…” Rylie shrugged. “She looked like the deputy.”


  Cold washed over Elise. She braced her elbows on the table and tried to make the gesture look casual, not like it was the only thing holding her up. “Possession,” Elise said.


  “I think so.”


  Better and better.


  She looked down at her hands, spreading her fingers out on the surface of the desk. Her skin was opaque again, but her skin still seemed to be more gray than its usual milky white. “A possessed werewolf—I’m not sure that’s even worth trying to exorcise, Rylie. Werewolves are bad enough on their own. And you saw what happened when I fought against you. It fucked me up. I can’t wrestle werewolves—if I get bitten, I could be out of it for days. And I’ve got a lot of other problems right now.”


  “What if I help you with your problems first?” Rylie asked in a timid voice. “If I could help you with…this.” She poked the bishop over Torrance on the map.


  “You can’t.”


  “Are you sure? What’s going on?”


  Elise stared across the table at her. As weak as she looked, Rylie had dived headfirst into a battle with the Prince of Nightmares, climbed a beast the size of a skyscraper, and tried to rip out his throat.


  She wasn’t as useless as she looked. And while it was Elise’s habit not to trust people she barely knew, Anthony was still recovering from a broken arm in the brothel, nursed back to health by giggling succubi. She wouldn’t have him to back her up in a fight until they found a healing witch.


  “I’m hunting a demon that’s trying to open the walls between Earth and Hell,” Elise said, pointing at the far north end of the map. “It was up there last. I believe it’s coming toward Vegas. I don’t know where it’ll be next.”


  “Open the walls how?”


  “Death. Lots of it.”


  “Right,” Rylie said. “Because it can never be, like, bunnies and stuff. What happens if the walls get opened?”


  “Not bunnies,” Elise said.


  “Right,” she said again. And then, “Right.” Her hands were shaking. Rylie gnawed on a thumbnail, staring at the map. “How do we stop it?”


  “I’m planning to get to the next murder while it’s happening and kill the perpetrators.” It wasn’t exactly an elaborate plan, but Elise believed in elegant simplicity.


  Neuma slipped into the office. She was wearing nothing but a leather G-string and bitch heels, which rang out like hammers striking an anvil with every step. She glowed with inner light. She always looked like that after a good feeding.


  Succubi needed sex to survive. Neuma had told Elise that the purest, most filling way to feed was to drink it from someone who was asleep—a process that involved mounting an unconscious individual’s chest, injecting sexual nightmares into their minds, and drawing their life force back out. But Neuma claimed she didn’t like the violence of that method. She preferred good, dirty sex between consenting adults, and a lot of it. Especially when it involved whips.


  She was swinging a whip from one hand now, which was still dripping with the blood of the man that had been on stage. It was smeared on Neuma’s hand. She licked it off as she sauntered toward the table.


  “Who’s Goldilocks?” Neuma asked, tossing the whip onto the leather couch. Rylie stared at her, slack-jawed.


  “This is Rylie, Alpha of the werewolves,” Elise said. “Rylie, this is Neuma. She owns Original Sin.”


  A look of appreciation crossed Neuma’s features. “Alpha? Cool.” She turned a chair around and straddled it with her arms on the back. “What’s that like? You get to order lots of hunky werewolf boys around? Tell them to obey you and shit?”


  “A couple of guys, yeah,” Rylie said faintly.


  “Ooh.”


  Elise shot a look at Neuma. “You’re scaring her.”


  “Am not. I felt her while I was on stage. She liked what I did to Bill more than anyone else in the club.”


  Rylie blushed and ducked her head. “If you can help me, I’ll try to exorcise this werewolf of yours,” Elise said loudly, returning the conversation to its original subject. “I’ll do it on the next moon if this other issue’s resolved by then. Okay?”


  “Okay,” Rylie said without looking up.


  The door opened again, and Seth came in. Of course Seth was there, too—Rylie couldn’t go anywhere without her male harem. The sight of a descendant of Adam in Elise’s home territory was still an unpleasant shock. She stood to face him too quickly and almost fell.


  Only Neuma’s quick movements saved her—cool hands encircling her upper arms, pulling Elise against her body. “Aw shit, look at you,” the succubus murmured. She was so soft, so warm. Elise pushed Neuma away.


  “What’s going on back here?” Seth asked.


  “I think she’s sick,” Rylie said.


  “No, not sick.” Neuma grabbed one of Elise’s hands, looking at the fingernails closely, and then touched one fingernail to Elise’s lips. “You’re starving,” she said matter-of-factly. “You need to feed.”


  Seth looked alarmed. “Feed how, exactly?”


  “Hard to say,” Neuma said, steering Elise to the leather couch and helping her sit. When she passed the desk lamp by Cassandra’s computer, the light made her head throb. “She acts like a lot of different demons, y’know? So I bet she can feed in a lot of ways. When’s the last time you swallowed, doll?”


  “It’s been a while,” Elise said.


  It sounded filthy, but “swallowing” was a cute term that her friends had coined for a terrible act. When Elise expanded into shadow and devoured everything living within her radius—like an entire Union brigade, for example—it was swallowing.


  The last time she had done it, she had devoured a priest named Father Armstrong. He’d already been dead. She still cringed to remember the flavor, and many long weeks had passed since the deed had been done.


  Neuma stroked the hair over Elise’s shoulder. It wasn’t as glossy as usual. “Looks like you might need to do it again.”


  “I’m not going to kill someone to see if it makes me feel better.”


  “There are other things you could try.” Neuma smiled. “You could fuck.”


  “I’m not a succubus.”


  “Don’t know until you try,” she said, and she made it sound like an invitation.


  The phone rang, saving Elise from having to ponder the many ways that demons fed on human victims. Neuma rose from the couch to answer it. She listened to the voice on the end for only a second before extending it to Elise. “For you, doll,” she said.


  It was McIntyre.


  “There’s been a spike in energy,” he said. “Alarms are going nuts on the Union computer system.”


  “Address. Now.”


  McIntyre gave her a street name and number. Rylie gave Elise her laptop and she brought up the map, searching for familiar landmarks. Being able to fast-travel anywhere didn’t mean that she knew where to go; she needed to have some point of reference if she had any hope of landing near the murder. It was a block away from a Thai restaurant that she had eaten at once before. She could remember the heat of the sun on her skin—when the sun still felt good, instead of making her fray—and visualize the neighborhood beyond.


  She hung up on McIntyre.


  “Well?” Seth asked. “What’s going on?”


  “You’re coming with me,” Elise said. “Both of you. This won’t feel good. Hold your breath, close your eyes, and don’t move until I tell you.”


  “What are you going to do?” Rylie asked.


  She showed them.


  



  



  



  



  



  Ten


  



  This must have been what dying felt like.


  Seth’s lungs closed. He couldn’t tell if the roaring in his ears was from his pounding heart, or if his heart had stopped beating and that was the sound of his body beginning to fail. He had no fingers, no legs, no taste or smell or sight. There was only darkness—an endless nothingness outside of time and body.


  And then there was grass underneath his hands and knees.


  Elise’s voice barked from behind his ear. “Move.”


  Seth’s eyes shocked open. The back room of Original Sin had been replaced by an affluent Los Angeles neighborhood. There was a stucco wall to his right, lit by brass lanterns with Spanish detailing. The grass underneath him was a small patch of earth encircled by xeriscaping—prickly desert bushes, gravel, glossy paving stones.


  His lungs ached as they expanded with oxygen, making his ribs creak and his shoulders shake. He was drenched in sweat. He tried to sit back on his knees, but his muscles wouldn’t work.


  He lifted his head to see Rylie vomiting beside him. Tears streamed from her eyes as she heaved, spilling bile onto the grass.


  Elise stood above them both, legs spread into a wide stance, one fist wrapped around her obsidian falchion. She wasn’t looking at them—her narrowed eyes were focused on the Mission-style house upon whose yard they had landed. It was surrounded by a low wall, wooden arches, and grapevines.


  The roaring in Seth’s ears faded. He heard screaming.


  Where had Elise taken him?


  “It’s happening,” Elise said.


  As soon as she said it, he could feel it: the throb of infernal energy, spilling over his flesh like hot, pulsing magma. It felt like his skin was trying to crawl off his spine.


  Elise’s boots pounded against the stones as she entered the house’s courtyard, erupting into shadow the half-second before she would have hurtled through the archway.


  “What’s going on?” Seth asked.


  “Someone’s trying to open a gateway to Hell, and they’re killing people to do it,” Rylie said. He reached out to help her stand, but she was stripping her blouse over her head, arms tangled in the cloth. “Don’t worry about me. Go!” Her voice rumbled deep in her chest. Her jaw was popping, shifting. She was already partway to wolf.


  He drew his pistol and ran after Elise.


  The courtyard wrapped around the side of the house, past open windows through which he could see red ceramic floors and marble countertops. The smell of chlorine hit him as he hurtled over a picnic table…and the smell of blood followed a moment later.


  He skidded around the corner and slipped. Seth landed on his ass, the impact jolting up his spine to his skull.


  “Jesus,” he groaned, lifting a hand to his forehead. He stopped inches short of touching himself. His hand was slick with glossy red blood.


  Seth tried to stand, but slipped again. The entire side yard was slicked with puddles of blood. It soaked through his slacks, made his shoes glossy, smeared up his arm. It smelled like a butcher shop. People were still screaming, voices echoing through the courtyard.


  He got to his feet and turned the corner, pistol braced in both hands.


  What he saw around the corner made him freeze.


  The house had a huge, kidney-shaped pool curving through their garden. And it was an impressive garden: terracing, a giant wagon wheel, grapevines, rock paths, a labyrinth that terminated in a rock sculpture at the center. It was all drenched in blood.


  A shriveled, gray-haired woman was on the ground at Seth’s feet, throat sliced open and stomach a mess of twisting organs—the source of the puddles that he had slipped in. There were smears where she had been dragged from a pool chair toward the house. Another old woman was near the chairs, folded over the side of the pool with her head in the water and crimson clouds rippling over the pool light.


  No, that wasn’t a pool light—it was too red, too flickering. There was a glowing circle at the bottom of the pool. It writhed and twisted with demonic symbols. The water was beginning to boil. There were more bodies on the other side of the pool, arrayed like the numbers of a clock with the pool as the center.


  Elise was standing on one of the tables just outside the symbols marking the boundaries of the wards, and her sword sheathed in the gut of a man who was wearing a waiter’s uniform. He gurgled, choking on his own blood.


  “What are you doing?” Seth shouted.


  She didn’t look at him. She kicked the man off of her blade and he collapsed. Where the sword had punctured his gut, a black sickness crept over his flesh, hardening it to the same texture as her falchion. It was an awful way to die. The puncture wound wasn’t what killed him—it was his chest turning to stone, making the organs inside rigid so that he couldn’t breathe. He gave a final gasp and stopped moving, eyes frozen open.


  “That was a demon,” Elise said, lifting her blood-drenched hand to look at the fingers. She rubbed her thumb over the pads of her fingertips, slicking the blood between them. “There are more in the garden. They killed these people. Find them.” She wasn’t addressing Seth.


  A wolf launched around the side of the building, paws pounding against the poolside. Rylie’s gold-furred body lanced into the darkness on the other side. She was out of sight almost immediately, but Seth could hear shouts of pain, and knew that she had found the demons.


  He looked up at the table in time to see Elise licking the blood off her fingers.


  “What are you doing?” he asked.


  She twitched, jerking her hand away, and looked at it in surprise. Elise jumped off the table beside a dead man. She was careful not to set foot inside the wards. “Forget about it.”


  He was more than happy to do so. “What’s in the pool?” Seth asked. The water was a crimson froth that sloshed over the concrete.


  “A portal to Hell,” Elise said curtly. “Get ready to shoot.”


  “Shoot what?”


  Elise responded by stepping up to the edge of the pool. She swung the falchion in a lazy figure eight, swiping the blade through the air.


  “Come on,” she muttered.


  Seth stepped up behind Elise, Beretta aimed at the ground as he watched over her shoulder.


  Symbols glowed and swirled, sliding around the inside of the pool faster and faster, until it was a whirlpool of light. Energy crackled over his skin, filling his sinuses with the scent of burning ozone. Pressure crushed his skull. It was almost too much—he was going to break.


  But the surface of the pool erupted first.


  Water gushed in a column three stories high, and then splashed back down in a scalding torrent. Seth stepped back, flinging an arm up to shield his head too late. It burned his shoulders, his chest, his biceps.


  Where the column had formed hung a demon that Seth had never seen before, his feet inches above the surface of the pool.


  But he didn’t look like a demon—not exactly. He was like a bodybuilder from the waist up, with broad shoulders and bulging muscles encased in leathery red flesh. Below the waist, he was furred, with cloven hooves. And he had wings. Huge, glorious wings like Nash’s, but black.


  “Hybrid,” Elise said, pressing the heel of her palm to her temple. “Fuck.”


  “You mean, angel and demon?”


  She nodded once. “I thought I killed all these assholes.” Her eyes flicked over Seth. “Whatever you do, don’t move. I don’t want to accidentally swallow you, too.”


  Elise’s skin blurred at the edges. She faded until he could see the other side of the pool through her body.


  But then a pulse of light flared from the pool, piercing Elise, and she re-solidified instantly with a sharp cry of pain. She couldn’t turn incorporeal with the gate to Hell still glowing—which meant she couldn’t easily kill the hybrid.


  A stream of curses rolled through Seth’s mind, but he was too paralyzed by the hybrid’s energy to say any of them. All he could manage to do was raise the Beretta.


  The hybrid turned his eyes on them, suspended in midair without needing to flap his wings. Even though Seth wasn’t familiar with the breed, he thought that the hybrid looked sick. Blood trickled from his tear ducts and ichor dripped off of his wings and jet-black hair. It was like he was melting.


  He approached them slowly, walking over the surface of the pool. The water roiled underneath him and burst into steam that stunk of brimstone.


  The ground trembled as the he came closer, drizzling ichor in his wake.


  Then Rylie emerged from the garden with blood on her muzzle and hunger glowing in her eyes. She was chasing another man in a waiter’s uniform, nipping at his heels.


  Seth didn’t get a good look at the demon before he raced around the side of the house—he was a little bit distracted by the massive hybrid. But Elise saw whom Rylie was chasing. She went rigid, face paler than usual, eyes wide. “Kill the hybrid,” Elise shot over her shoulder as she broke into a run. “I’m getting the ringleader.”


  “What? How do I kill it?” Seth asked.


  “Get its wings,” Elise said.


  And then she was gone—a shot of darkness whirling into the black depths of the house to follow the waiter.


  Its wings?


  Rylie didn’t pause to question Elise’s instructions. The wolf’s mind was a wild thing; it saw a threat, and there was no keeping it from attacking.


  She lunged, digging in her paws to turn a sharp angle behind the hybrid, and flung herself at his back. Teeth sank into the base of his right wing. He threw his head back with a roar, flapping his oily wings hard, spraying flecks of ichor over the pool. As soon as each drop hit the ground, it sizzled into nonexistence.


  He twisted. The momentum flung Rylie off of his back, and she splashed into the roiling pool.


  That turn presented the hybrid’s back to Seth. He wanted to stop to see if Rylie was okay, but he had to trust that an Alpha werewolf could save herself from drowning. Seth clasped his hand underneath the pistol to steady his aim, sighted down the barrel at the hybrid’s wing, and squeezed the trigger.


  The first shot slammed into the hybrid’s back, splattering blood over its skin as though Seth were shooting paintball pellets rather than bullets. The hole closed immediately. It didn’t even have to heal. It was like the bullet passed directly through.


  But the second short hit its wing where Rylie had bitten, ripping away a fistful of flesh.


  Screaming, the hybrid rounded on Seth, crossing the distance between them in three long strides. Each footfall shook the earth beneath Seth’s feet.


  He shot again, and again, chewing through the tips of the hybrid’s wings.


  It plowed into him. Seth’s mind whited out with pain. One instant, he was standing on two feet, gun lifted, and the next he was crumpled against the back wall of the house with plaster showering over him.


  Claws flashed as a mighty hand swiped at his head.


  Seth rolled. The hybrid’s hand breezed past his shoulder and sank into the concrete, leaving deep gouges.


  Rylie leaped onto his back again. She must have climbed out of the pool while Seth was distracted—her thick fur hung heavy around her, streaming crimson water. He couldn’t tell how much of it was blood. He hoped that none of it was hers.


  Her weight drove the hybrid to the ground on his belly. Growls tore from Rylie’s throat as she bit down on the base of his wings again and again, mercilessly shredding the flesh. Her teeth sank into the joint of the wing bone. She worried it like a chew toy.


  With a sickening pop, one of the wings dislocated.


  The hybrid’s screams reached a piercing pitch as it tried to stand, but Rylie wasn’t letting it up. She didn’t need a lot of weight to keep it down—only the pain inflicted by her jaws.


  Seth wavered on trembling legs, leveling his pistol again. He took two steps to the right, planting a boot on the back of one of the hybrid’s thighs to help pin it down, and aimed at the wing Rylie wasn’t chewing. “Watch out,” he said.


  Two loud bangs, and the base of the wing was shredded. Amber blood gushed over its back. The scream was one long, wordless note now.


  Rylie snarled as she ripped into the hybrid’s spinal column.


  The beast stopped screaming.


  She continued to rip at the hybrid for another minute, though Seth could tell it wasn’t necessary. The hybrid’s limbs were slack. The blood flowed more sluggishly. But the wolf seemed happy to make sure that the creature wasn’t going to be able to heal its wounds, and she continued to tear until Seth finally said, “It’s dead, Rylie.”


  The wolf backed off and shook. Her fur stuck out in every direction in damp spikes.


  The blood that had gushed from the hybrid’s back injuries streamed downhill, pouring in a thin waterfall into the pool. It didn’t hit the water right. The human blood had clouded, but the hybrid’s slicked the surface in an oily rainbow of orange and crimson and yellow. It looked like toxic waste.


  The edge of the blood touched one of the marks on the side of the pool. Everything went silent. The light faded. All sense of infernal power vanished, leaving Seth feeling disconcertingly normal. He rubbed the back of his neck in the memory of the itch.


  Seth stepped up to the edge of the pool, aiming his Beretta at the place that the portal had formed. But the waters were calm now. The lights were dim.


  The door to Hell had been closed.


  



  Elise followed the stink of brimstone through the house, not the sound of the man that was fleeing from her. His laughter came from everywhere. It echoed off the walls, rattled the china on the shelves, whispered through her mind.


  But even though the body was human, the voice was not. It was high and shrill. Taunting.


  She chased it through the dining room. The shelves tipped as she rushed past; crystal shattered in her wake.


  The cackles made the mirror on the wall tremble, bouncing in its frame. The nail ripped out of the drywall and the mirror slipped, striking the ceramic floor with the sound of cracking sea ice. Glass showered over the toes of Elise’s boots.


  A dark shape darted through the kitchen, reflecting on the stainless steel refrigerator for only an instant before it faded again.


  Elise’s damp soles slid on the tile. She stumbled, caught herself on the marble countertops.


  A man slammed his foot into the door beside the handle. Wood splintered. Elise lunged, trying to grab him before he fled into the living room, but her fingernails only scraped his shoulder. His skin burned so hot that she could feel it through the cloth.


  She caught him before he reached the front door, and her momentum carried both of them into the window. His face smashed into glass. Her fingernails dug into the back of his scalp.


  The responding grunt was familiar, stirring distant memories that Elise had spent years struggling not to remember.


  She flung him to the floor and planted a boot on his chest. The back of his head bounced on carpet. A moonbeam splashed over his face, tinted crimson by the stained glass window.


  The face that glared up at her was not human.


  His skull was smashed and distorted, with a broad mouth like a frog’s and beady black eyes. He had cleaned up to pose as a waiter for this house’s cocktail party, with concealer to mask the heavy rings under his blood-encrusted eyelids and foundation to smooth the blemishes. But there was no hiding the bulge of veins gripping his cheeks and forehead, like inverted river beds cutting through a desert.


  That blood. Its iron-rich scent hung heavy on the air. She wanted to lick his face clean, sink her teeth into the veins, rip away the meat.


  He smiled, stretching the craggy wrinkles on his face.


  “Hello, Daughter,” Abraxas said.


  It had been a long time since anyone had called her that. It wasn’t a paternalistic greeting—Abraxas believed that Elise was the daughter of Yatam, father of all demons, and used it as an honorific. Hearing it again made her skin crawl.


  The last time that Abraxas had called Elise “Daughter,” she had been standing on the planes of the wasteland beyond the walls of the City of Dis, watching the Palace crumble. He was the former judge in charge of the Council of Dis before its dissolution. That had been so many years ago—an entire lifetime.


  He did not belong on Earth.


  “Abraxas,” Elise said, leaning her weight on her leg to press against his sternum. “I’m surprised you’re here.”


  “Are you?” He gave her a wide, froggy grin that bared every one of his cracked molars. His eyes pinched into slits. “James isn’t.”


  Elise thought about responding. She thought about making snide remarks, questioning him, beating him until she got answers for every question whirling through her mind. But Abraxas was a clever creature. Anything he said would be a lie, or a misleading half-truth at best.


  Her fingers slipped to the back of her neck, unclasping the gold chain so that it pooled in the neck of her shirt.


  “I’m sure you want to know what’s happening,” Abraxas said. “You want to barter for the information.”


  Elise shoved him onto his stomach and sat on his back, pressing the bony spurs of her knees into his arms, using her weight to keep him facedown on the carpet.


  “I can give you what you want,” he said.


  All those bodies beside the pool flashed through Elise’s mind, as well as the Bloomfield woman at the top of the stairs.


  What she wanted? She wanted those people to have their lives back.


  She unspooled the chains in her hand, tugging them around his throat.


  “What are you doing?” Abraxas asked, eyes widening with fear as he realized that Elise wasn’t in a bantering mood.


  Elise snapped the chains back against his throat, jerking hard enough to make his head strain back against his shoulders. She twisted her fists around the edges of the necklace. Her biceps and abs strained as she pushed down with her knees and pulled up with the chain.


  Abraxas choked and gurgled. He thrashed. Fresh blood squeezed from the corners of his eyes and trickled down his cheeks.


  She heard footsteps, but didn’t relent.


  Seth appeared in the doorway, gun still drawn, blood slicking his jeans and hands. He opened his mouth as if to speak, but words never came out. He watched in silence as Abraxas’s struggles slowed.


  The demon blinked, eyes drooping shut and opening too slowly. His fingertips digging into the carpet eased.


  Elise waited until he stopped moving, then waited a minute longer.


  When she finally released the chain and allowed him to fall to the floor, he didn’t move again. Elise pressed two fingers to the side of his throat. His pulse beat sluggishly underneath. Unconscious, but not dead.


  She looped the chains around her neck again. “Did anything else come through the portal in the pool?” Elise asked, kicking Abraxas onto his back.


  Seth’s voice was hoarse when he responded. “No. Only the hybrid.”


  “Dead, I take it?”


  He nodded.


  Elise didn’t really need to ask. She could already tell that it was gone by the silence of the house, the stillness of the air. But she could feel the lingering after burn of infernal energy. This house would bear a permanent mark on it from the moment that its yard had been opened to Hell.


  Yet Seth and Rylie had killed the hybrid—one of the most powerful creatures that came in the shape of a human. It was impressive. And it was somewhat surprising that it hadn’t brought friends.


  She stooped to gather Abraxas into her arms. He wasn’t unusually heavy, nor was she weak, but he was almost her height; it was awkward to carry him.


  “We didn’t close the portal ourselves,” Seth admitted, flicking the safety back into place on his gun, then tucking it into his belt. “It closed on its own.”


  Elise frowned. “It did?”


  Rylie swayed into the room, human and naked. “When the hybrid’s blood touched the pool, the door closed,” she explained.


  Interesting. Very interesting. But Elise didn’t have time to explore that thought. Sirens wailed outside; it wouldn’t be long until the house was swarming with police, Union, and very bright lights. “Hold your breath,” she said.


  Seth looked like he wanted to protest, but before he could speak, Elise shattered.


  



  Elise dropped Rylie and Seth in the back room of Original Sin before taking Abraxas to the basement. Rylie was drenched in hybrid blood; she couldn’t be seen in public until she had cleaned off. Fortunately, the fetish models that worked at the club had group showers behind the office.


  It took a half an hour to find steel rope sturdy enough to tie Abraxas to a chair. By the time Elise was done, Rylie hadn’t joined them in the basement yet.


  “I’ll keep an eye on Abraxas,” Anthony said, reclining against one wall with a shotgun at his side. Neuma had been in his lap when she first dragged the demon downstairs, so Elise had a feeling that Anthony had a lot more planned than keeping an eye on Abraxas.


  “Don’t get too distracted,” Elise said. She pointed at Neuma. “That goes for you, too.”


  “You kidding? I wouldn’t dream of being a distraction.” She stroked her long fingernails through Anthony’s hair.


  Elise rolled her eyes and left.


  She found Seth poring over the map in the manager’s office with a notebook beside one hand and a laptop beside the other. He was so absorbed in his work that he didn’t even notice when Elise entered. He also didn’t seem to realize that Rylie was taking unusually long to emerge.


  She slipped past him, avoiding the spill of light from the desk lamp, and entered the bathroom.


  Fetish models weren’t a shy breed. The showers were situated along a single wall without curtains or stalls to provide privacy. Every light was off in the shower except the one at the far end of the room, where a faucet was currently running. The water was so hot that it filled the entire bathroom with steam.


  Elise’s boots squelched against wet linoleum as she approached.


  “Rylie?” she asked, waving a hand to clear the steam.


  A tiny sound reached her ears—a sound that was neither water nor motion. It sounded like a whimper.


  Elise grabbed a couple of clean towels off of the table next to the complimentary body wash and threw one over the bulb. It dimmed the glow, casting a yellow tint over the steam. In the safety of darkness, she sidled along the wall to find Rylie in the back corner. The Alpha was sitting on the ground, naked and wet, knees hugged to her chest. Although her body was entirely unmarked, blood streamed out of her hair and spiraled toward the drain.


  She was also sobbing.


  Elise immediately felt an overwhelming urge to leave, pretend that she hadn’t seen Rylie, go downstairs, and beat information out of Abraxas. But before she could slip away, Rylie looked up. Her eyes were puffy. She looked pathetic and shrunken, hair stuck to the sides of her face and water dripping steadily off her bony elbow. “I hate being a werewolf,” she whispered. “I hate it.”


  Shit, Elise was stuck now. “Are you hurt?”


  Rylie shook her head. “I healed before we left LA.”


  “So this is self-pity.” Elise felt guilty the moment she said it. But that wasn’t her guilt. That was Eve swelling up inside of her—a shoulder angel telling her not to be such a raging bitch. She ignored that tiny voice and went on. “You can have a cry somewhere more comfortable than this.”


  “Seth can’t see me crying,” Rylie said, barely above a whisper. “He’ll give me one of those looks. And he’ll try to tell me something like—like how it’s not my fault, it’s always the wolf, and how I should forgive myself.” She spread her hands in front of her. There was still blood caked in the crevices of her palms. “How many people do I have to kill before it starts being my fault?”


  Elise reached into the hot spray and turned the water off.


  “Here,” she said, and she tossed Rylie the other towel. “Hybrids aren’t conscious like you and me. They don’t have families. When you kill a hybrid, you’re killing a machine. Culpability is irrelevant.”


  “I ripped his wings off with my teeth.”


  “You did well,” Elise said.


  Rylie shuddered, hugging the towel to her chest. “I used to do well making cappuccinos for my mom on Saturday mornings.”


  Elise didn’t understand how that was meant to be related. “I’m the only person that has a reliable kill record for hybrids. They’re hard to kill. Really hard. But Seth says you took that one down with barely any help. That’s incredible.”


  For an instant, Rylie’s bottom lip trembled. And then tears rolled down her cheeks and she buried her face in the towel. “I don’t want to be good at killing,” she said. “I don’t care if there’s justification for it. It’s never okay.”


  “You would feel differently if the hybrid were threatening your family, and that ‘creature’ had the ability to kill many families like yours. Do you think you should have spared it?”


  Rylie didn’t respond. Her nails dug into her legs as she hugged herself tighter.


  That nudging, sympathetic voice was still in the back of Elise’s mind, urging her to do something. She sighed and sat beside Rylie. The wetness of the floor soaked through her leggings immediately.


  “I tried to retire from demon hunting a few years ago,” Elise said.


  Rylie’s head lifted an inch. “You did? What happened?”


  “Life was quiet for about five years, until the demons found me again. It’s inevitable. Trouble finds kopides.” She took the crumpled, unused towel from Rylie and wetted the corner in a puddle. “Fate’s a bastard. You didn’t choose to become a werewolf. You can’t choose to stop. But you can take the hand that fate has dealt you and make every deserving fucker that crosses your path regret it.”


  She scrubbed the blood off of one of Rylie’s hands, making sure to get under her fingernails. There was a trick to it. Elise had done it a thousand times for herself. It only took a moment to wipe Rylie up and make her look fractionally less pathetic.


  Rylie didn’t speak until her hands were clean.


  “Would you stop again if you could?” Rylie asked. “If you had the choice, and it was permanent?”


  Elise wrung the blood out of the towel and watched pink water slide into the drain.


  Would she go back to the time she had retired and lived in peaceful anonymity with James? Would she choose not to have Anthony and the McIntyre family in constant danger? Would she choose to never kill and thirst for the blood she spilled again?


  “There’s no point in dwelling on things we can’t change,” Elise said. “Don’t worry about what you killed. Think about all the people you’ve saved. Got it?”


  She didn’t wait for an answer. She stood and lobbed the towel into the laundry basket. Elise might not have been as nice about it as Eve would have liked, but Rylie wasn’t crying anymore, and the ancient bitch was pleased.


  The Alpha got up, too. She turned the water back on. This time, she didn’t make it as punishingly hot. “I’ll be downstairs in a minute,” Rylie said.


  “There are clean robes on the shelf. Help yourself.”


  Elise was halfway to the door before she heard Rylie’s soft reply echo behind her.


  “Thanks,” she said.


  



  Abraxas roused shortly after Elise returned to the Original Sin. The bruising around his throat had already healed—a demon of his power and prestige wasn’t bothered by physical injury for long—so Elise didn’t worry about accidentally killing him when she choked him into unconsciousness again. She didn’t like the way that he looked at her.


  “He is an ugly fuck, isn’t he?” Neuma remarked, pinching one of Abraxas’s facial wrinkles between her finger and thumb.


  In comparison to Neuma, Abraxas was ugly. But considering that he came from the depths of Hell, he was an impressive specimen. Few hellborn demons could pass for human, even one as aged as Abraxas; the fact that he resembled a man meant that he was ridiculously powerful. And that kind of power was a beauty all its own.


  “This is bad,” Anthony said, putting to words the growing sensation that Elise could feel in her gut. He hadn’t been with Elise on her first trip to the City of Dis, when she had met Abraxas, but she had shared the story with him over a few shots of tequila; he knew exactly how powerful Abraxas was, and what his presence on Earth meant.


  “This explains the graffiti,” Elise said. “Abraxas must have left them to taunt me.”


  Anthony shot her a look. “I’m going for a smoke,” he said, grabbing Elise’s cigarettes off the desk and heading upstairs.


  She watched him until he left and closed the door, suppressing her uneasiness at having Anthony spending time in the brothel alone. The succubus whores obviously loved him. He was as safe, if not safer, than he would have been in the basement.


  Neuma strolled around Abraxas’s body, trailing her fingers over his shoulders and the back of his head, tickling the hairs on the nape of his neck. Her acrylics were the same shade of red as her cherry-black lips. She was dressed to perform: leather boots that laced near her hips, no underwear, a collar with a chain that connected to her navel.


  Abraxas’s head sagged onto his chest. She jerked it back with her grip on his stringy hair. “You could feed off of this one,” she said. “It’s the most filling when they’re sleeping.”


  Irritation prickled down Elise’s spine. “I’m not going to rape my unconscious enemy.”


  “It’d be awfully Viking of you,” Neuma said.


  “It’s not under discussion.”


  “You can’t even walk in the light, doll. You might not be about to die, but you’re sure as shit on the verge of going so incorporeal that you can’t exist on Earth. You ready to give up the hunt ‘cause your morals say it’s wrong to fuck an unconscious guy?”


  “I’m not a succubus,” Elise said. “It wouldn’t even work.”


  Neuma shrugged. “Maybe, maybe not. Won’t know until you try.” She rubbed Abraxas’s sunken chest, creasing the shirt in her fist.


  Elise turned away. “We’re not talking about it.”


  “It doesn’t have to be him. Let’s go pick a human guy out, put him through his paces. I’ll keep you from killing him. It’s easy for a young succubus to fuck everything to death, but I could stop you in time.”


  “What if it doesn’t work?”


  “Then you had a great fuck,” Neuma said. “Better’n trying to feed by killing and finding out that doesn’t help.” She gave Elise a pitying look. “Is sex really worse than death?”


  Abraxas stirred again, wrinkled eyelids opening.


  “Daughter,” he said.


  It was time for answers. Elise pulled a chair from one of the inactive consoles in front of him and straddled it.


  “How did you get to Earth?” she asked. “The portal in the Palace of Dis was destroyed.”


  He smacked his lips, wetting them with his tongue. “There have always been ways to Earth. Possession. Fissures. I found my way here some months ago, when I learned that there was no longer a God to stop me. I had help.” Abraxas’s mischievous smile seemed to take too much effort. It dropped off of his face quickly. “A mutual friend assisted me.”


  Elise’s heart dropped into her stomach. James. “Why?” she asked.


  “Isn’t that the question,” Abraxas said.


  Rylie slipped into the room, quiet on bare feet. Her features were composed, and there was no sign that she had been crying earlier, although she gave Elise a shaky smile when their eyes met. Swaddled in a fluffy white bathrobe, she sat on the edge of the table to watch Abraxas, only her feet and face visible.


  “How did you get hybrids?” Elise asked, ignoring Rylie. “I killed them all.”


  “All the ones on Earth, perhaps,” Abraxas said. “Metaraon had stationed a centuria in Malebolge. I recovered a few.” Another smile. “Converted them, that is. And now they’re assisting me from the other side. There’s no stopping them now. Once those doors open, they don’t shut.”


  “You’re wrong,” Rylie said. “We closed the door under the pool with the hybrid’s blood.”


  Abraxas stiffened in the chair, and relaxing again required a visible effort. He hadn’t meant to show his surprise. “It only looks closed. The doors are all open.”


  The others, maybe. Elise hadn’t had time to inspect them. But the one in Los Angeles had definitely closed. How many doors needed to be opened at once to completely break the walls between Earth and Dis? Could Elise slaughter infected hybrids at each one to seal it again?


  Even if she could, it wasn’t so easy to kill hybrids and leave blood behind. She had spent months hunting down the army of hybrids that Metaraon had unleashed on Earth, swallowing them one by one until no threats remained. But swallowing left nothing behind. Nothing.


  “It’s too late for you to stop me,” Abraxas taunted. “Kill one, kill two, it doesn’t matter, because there are more. Everything is in motion. No matter how many of my men you kill, what I have begun will come to fruition.”


  Rylie spoke. “What did you begin?”


  Abraxas’s beady eyes fell on her, gleaming with pleasure. “Conquering.”


  Elise’s fist connected with the side of his head. She had always been stronger than the average woman, but her strength seemed to have few limits as a demon once she was angry. And Elise definitely was angry. She struck him hard enough to instantly render him unconscious.


  Rylie swallowed a cry of shock, hand over her mouth.


  “Converted ‘em,” Neuma said thoughtfully, unperturbed by Elise’s interrogation. She took a scarf off of the console and wrapped it around Abraxas’s mouth, effectively gagging him. He wouldn’t be unconscious for long. “He said that he’d ‘converted’ the hybrids. What’d he mean by that?”


  Elise couldn’t imagine, so she focused on what she did know. “If there are other hybrids, we need to get hunting,” she said, taking a long drag on the cigarette. The light from the flame stung her hand.


  “What about Katja?” Rylie asked.


  “What about her?”


  “I said I’d help you if you could help me. Quid pro quo,” Rylie said. Her voice was soft, almost a whisper. “If he’s the one that was opening the doors to Hell, nothing else is going to open as long as you have him here, and…Katja needs help.”


  Elise studied the girl. Rylie was staring back just as hard, not backing down. She didn’t fear Elise at all, and their heart to heart in the showers hadn’t helped.


  “I told you, I’ll take care of her when I’m done with this,” Elise said.


  “But I think ‘this’ has to do with Katja. The hybrid was rotting and slimy. That’s not normal, is it?” She didn’t wait for an answer before continuing. “Katja has the same thing. When she changed into a wolf on the moon, she started…oozing. She had the same black marks, too. I think that whatever conversion Abraxas did to the hybrids, he also did to Katja.”


  “Did she tell you that a demon did something to her?” Elise asked.


  “No, but she’s not in the state of mind to tell us what’s happened to her, and she won’t be until she’s been exorcised.”


  “But Katja’s more useful possessed,” Neuma said. “She’s got the same thing the hybrids do, right? And you said she’s crazy. We can skip fighting with hybrids and sacrifice her to close whatever doors Abraxas has been opening.”


  Rylie’s eyes flashed with anger, and she opened her mouth to argue.


  “We’re not killing the werewolf,” Elise interrupted. “I’ll exorcise her.”


  Rylie looked surprised and grateful. “Really?”


  “Yes.” Elise rested a hand on top of Abraxas’s head, feeling the burn of his scalp. He had an entire centuria of hybrids under his control. She might need every friendly werewolf she could get. “But first, I need some help.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Eleven


  



  Elise stood alone on the playa miles outside of Las Vegas, where the harsh lights of the city couldn’t hurt her. It should have been a relief to be out of civilization in absolute, natural darkness. Yet it wasn’t enough. Not anymore. The moon shone above her, a waning semicircle that reflected the sun’s rays painfully upon her flesh. It was like standing in a spray of showering sparks underneath a welder. It pricked and poked and burned. She rubbed her arms, but it wasn’t a tangible thing that could be wiped away. The moonlight was getting under her skin.


  She felt James before she saw his dark shape moving among the rocks to the north. He was still wearing his warding ring, but radiated enough energy that she could sense him under her flesh, just like the moonlight.


  Elise had called the number on his card and asked for him to come to her, expecting him to pull his “almost like scrying” trick and appear in Original Sin. But he had insisted that they meet in the desert outside of town. Whether it was because he couldn’t appear in downtown Las Vegas or because he got off on controlling Elise’s movements, she couldn’t be sure.


  He stopped walking a few feet away, hands in his pockets, peacoat fluttering around his knees. It was still too hot for the jacket, but he looked unperturbed.


  And James also wasn’t alone. He was accompanied by a woman who must have been barely five feet tall, with pixie-cut brown hair, bright eyes, and a heart-shaped face. She was young and cute and fresh-faced. Someone who had probably never gotten into a fight in her life, much less killed anyone.


  She was draped in a loose brown shirt that looked hand-sewn, cutoff shorts, and Keds. She made up for the simple wardrobe with a couple of chains around her neck and wrists that held clacking wooden charms. Some of them were carved with animal totems; others were carved with magical runes, and others still with pentagrams.


  The girl was a witch, probably a member of the White Ash Coven. It used to be a dangerous coven in which to be a young woman. Elise was surprised to see her with James—in more ways than one.


  “Are you in Nevada?” Elise asked.


  “No,” James said. She lifted an eyebrow, silently asking for an explanation for the girl with him. He said, “She’s my new high priestess. I’ve brought her as a method of training.”


  Elise’s eyes narrowed as she studied both of them. There was no indication that they were being projected onto the Nevada desert the way that James had been projected to the murder scene in Monterey—but he hadn’t exactly looked like a magical ghost then, either.


  The witch hung back, far behind James, looking kind of uncomfortable. Too far for Elise to touch her and see if there was a responding jolt of magic.


  Elise ran her tongue over her teeth, feeling the hard edges, pondering the pale stretch of the high priestess’s throat glowing in the moonlight. “I need to perform an unusual exorcism,” she said. “I want whatever spell you used on me in Northgate.”


  “You don’t have a witch powerful enough to use that magic,” he said.


  “I can cast your spells if you make them first. I healed Yatam like that once. I can do it again.”


  He hesitated, one hand on the wrist of the opposite glove, as though considering removing it. “I was careless with written magic, and now the Union possesses what used to be secret. They’ve weaponized it. What I do now—I have to be careful, Elise. It’s the most incredible method of casting magic that’s ever been invented. It’s also imperfect. Unstable.”


  It was exactly what Elise needed if she hoped to exorcise Katja without getting anyone hurt.


  She held out her hand. “I’ll take it.”


  The supposed high priestess was watching them closely. She had stepped nearer to them, face bright with interest. James glanced back at her. “Leave us, Brianna.”


  The girl rolled her eyes and turned to trudge back through the rocks. “Some partner,” she growled, stomping away.


  The fact that she didn’t vanish made Elise’s hackles lift. She approached James slowly, staying out of arm’s reach. “Where are you?” she asked, watching him closely, looking for any hint of whether he was really there or just a ghost.


  “I’m with the White Ash Coven,” he said, turning to watch her circle around him. There was a hint of gray at his temples again, like when he had first started to show signs of aging. It was impossible to tell if he was losing control of the glamor, or if he had simply adjusted it to reflect his preferred appearance. “The specific location is privileged information.”


  “As privileged as the fact that you’ve been in contact with Abraxas?”


  “Ah,” he said. “So you found him.”


  “I could have used warning,” Elise said.


  “It wouldn’t have done you any good.” James folded his arms. She tasted the change in subject in his mind an instant before he spoke. “You don’t need to exorcise Abraxas. Why do you think you need additional help for this ritual? You’ve done this many times.”


  He hadn’t been honest with her. She didn’t plan on giving him information that he didn’t need, either. Elise returned to the original topic. “What does Abraxas want?”


  “You would have to ask him,” James said.


  “Fine. I will.” Elise held her hand out expectantly. He still didn’t move. “You don’t trust me enough to have your runes, but you trusted Abraxas?”


  A muscle in his cheek twitched. He peeled his glove off. Runes danced over his fingertips, rolling over the knuckles and down his palms in electric waves.


  James hesitated with his fist clenched tight. The muscles in his arm trembled with the effort.


  “I thought that giving Abraxas a path back to Hell would make him leave Earth peacefully,” he said softly, staring deep into Elise’s eyes, as if trying to communicate with more than words. “Naïvely, I believed that some small concession of power on my part could save lives.”


  “If you found him, you should have told me. I could have stopped him.” She stepped toward him, hand extended. “Please,” she said, and the word made her teeth ache.


  He sighed. “Remove the glove on your unmarked hand.”


  Elise peeled her glove off, baring an empty palm that used to be twisted with black lines. The fingernails were still flat black, like empty voids. The surrounding skin was ashen.


  He touched her fingertips.


  She expected to feel a shock of magic between them, just like when he had kissed her cheek in Monterey, but there was no bracing herself against the power that rushed through her. It electrified her skin, making her hair stand on end.


  It wasn’t that James’s magic was more than she was accustomed to shouldering. Light seeped from the runes as they crept over his fist and onto hers, and she wasn’t prepared for how much it would hurt. She gritted her teeth and tried to remember how to breathe as the world whirled around her.


  Through it all, she saw James’s face illuminated by the burn, familiar and handsome and creased into lines of worry.


  She tried to pull her fingers away, but it was like the electricity of magic had connected them magnetically. “Let me go.”


  James’s eyes flicked over her face. She wondered if he could see the bones through her skin. “What’s happening to you?”


  It wasn’t easy to admit to James, of all people, that she wasn’t sure what was happening to her—that Neuma thought she was starving. She glared up at him, repeating her demand with her stare. Let me go.


  The magic eased, and Elise stepped back, lifting her fist to inspect the runes that slid over her fingers. The blue glow was fading to an amber tinge. The illumination outlined the edges of the bones underneath, rendering her skin semi-translucent.


  Holding the runes filled her mind with whispers that sounded very much like James’s voice. If he hadn’t been standing in front of her, she easily could have believed that he was standing at her back, breathing words onto the nape of her neck. The flesh on her upper arms prickled with goosebumps.


  “How do I use it?” Elise asked.


  “You must speak words of power. I trust you remember how to draw them from within.”


  She didn’t. She would figure it out.


  Elise rolled the runes over her fingertips. She had made the mistake of jamming a couple of her father’s knives into a light socket as a child, and she remembered the sensation of ants swarming under her skin perfectly. The burn of light was much like that.


  Her fingers spasmed as she pulled the glove back on, fighting to cover her hand. Muscles all the way up to her shoulder tensed and released.


  Once the runes were closed off from the air, the twitching slowed. She blew out a breath and forced herself to relax.


  “Abraxas was there,” James said.


  “What?”


  “I spoke with my contact within the Union. They recently recovered cell phone video recorded by a witness to Senator Peterson’s flight prior to his assassination, and he wasn’t only followed by a creature that appeared to be…well, you, Elise. Abraxas was also sighted at the senator’s home that night.”


  Elise had forgotten that James had wanted to look into the Union’s investigation. She clenched and unclenched her fist at her side. Her wrist was rock-hard. “Abraxas was at Senator Peterson’s home? Wasn’t the senator killed at his office?”


  “Yes,” James said.


  Interesting. “Abraxas is responsible for the other murders, too. That’s where I found him—at another murder site. How can they be connected?”


  “I can’t begin to guess.”


  She frowned, considering this new information. “I made contact with Detective Gomez, the man that attempted to arrest me. He genuinely believes that I killed the senator. Everyone does. And the footage that includes my face came from Gary Zettel.”


  The name made James pale. He was silent for a long time before asking very softly, “Do you know that man shot my son?”


  He hadn’t just shot James’s son. Gary Zettel, former Union commander and Secretary of the Office of Preternatural Affairs, had murdered Nathaniel. The fact that Nathaniel had walked away from the wounds—in a manner of speaking—had little to do with Zettel, and everything to do with ethereal intervention.


  Elise had been there when he died. She had seen him reborn. She had tried to spare Nathaniel the horror of the second life as a transformed, twisted, damned creature—a creature very much like Elise, though angelic rather than demonic.


  She had failed to save him. Another failure among hundreds.


  “I know,” she said. “I’m going to find the person responsible for Senator Peterson’s death.” A faint smile played over her lips. “I hope it’s Zettel.”


  “As do I,” James said. “Let me know if I can help.”


  She wanted to refuse him. After everything he had done to her, did he really deserve the satisfaction of revenge? But she had held Nathaniel’s newly formed body, fragile and damp with the blood of the Tree, and seen the shock on his face when he remembered dying. She wasn’t the only one that deserved retribution for that horror.


  “I will,” Elise said.


  A faint smile touched James’s lips.


  For an instant, she could almost forget what they had become, and convince herself that they were a functioning team again. Kopis and aspis: more fatal than family, more permanent than marriage, closer than the oldest friends. A pair that fought for the same things, instead of against one another.


  But his smile soon faded, and so did her moment of warmth. Her hand was still burning and twitching. Her skin ached under the moonlight. And her anger at James Faulkner was as black as the night.


  “This doesn’t change anything,” Elise said—more to remind herself than him. It wasn’t the first time that she had said it in recent memory, but it was with less conviction than ever.


  “Of course not,” he murmured.


  She clutched the magic to her heart and willed herself away from James.


  



  Over the years, James had become accustomed to watching Elise leave him. She was strong and nimble, and could climb like a spider when inspired; once or twice she had fled from his company by climbing up a building and disappearing over the roof. But those had been physical, traceable departures—he had only lost her because he was fractionally slower.


  Yet he would never grow accustomed to watching her vanish into shadow. There was nothing to track, nothing to follow. She was gone in a heartbeat like a flock of scattering ravens.


  In the half-second before Elise disappeared, when her hair and eyes had faded to leave nothing but a woman’s pale, hovering face in front of him, she looked like she once had as a human. He could imagine all of her flaws were intact: the twisted nose, the freckles splattered on her too-sharp cheekbones, the disproportionately full lips. She didn’t look like a statue with her features smoothed to perfection.


  She looked like someone that had belonged to him.


  “Who was that?”


  James didn’t turn to see Brianna approaching. Seeing Elise filled him with the raw ache of an open, festering wound, and it felt like letting anyone else witness that might make him bleed out.


  “I told you to leave,” he said gruffly.


  “And go where? To those moldering ruins in utter darkness? You think I’m going to sit around at camp with all of the lights off, like this is some kind of—”


  “Silence,” James snapped.


  Her jaw clamped shut. It was the first time that he had been curt with her since they had reunited, but she didn’t look hurt or betrayed. He hadn’t fooled her at all with his cordial behavior. Brianna might have been a weak witch for most purposes, and obnoxiously assured of her self-importance, but she wasn’t stupid. Far from it.


  “I was trying to protect you and the site,” James said, a little more levelly than before. “She needed to believe that we were only projections of ourselves. If she had realized that we have a nearby camp, we never would have been able to finish our work.”


  “Our work,” Brianna echoed. She plastered a grin on her face. It didn’t reach her eyes, and made her look a little crazy. “Okay. You were protecting me. Fine. Let’s go finish our work for the night so I can go back to our hotel and take a shower to get all of our crappy dirt off of me.”


  Brianna whirled and stalked through the rocks, keeping a hand on the steep side of the canyon as she slid down the slope. It was an utterly graceless descent, which kicked up gravel on James’s slacks as he followed.


  He removed his jacket and scarf, throwing them over his shoulder. Even at night, the desert was sixty degrees. He had only been wearing it to help deceive Elise, and he was sweltering.


  They had to climb into the canyon for twenty minutes before finding the dim outlines of their camp. He had inherited his kopis’s strength from their close bond, but not her eyesight. He was blind.


  Metal and tarp rattled as Brianna scuffled around. “I can’t find the lantern,” she said. “Let there be light?”


  “Fine. Just a moment.”


  James snapped his fingers, pushing a candlelight rune through his leather gloves. It hovered in the air above his palm, splashing electric blue light over their camp. It was bright enough for Brianna to find the lamps that they had turned off when James invited Elise for a visit.


  The LEDs illuminated, bringing the camp fully into view again. They had digging equipment, lengths of plastic to conceal what they exposed, and a case of water bottles. James had also erected a tent to protect some of their equipment, but they weren’t sleeping there. It got too hot during the day.


  Ethereal stone hewn from the bones of long-extinct beasts jutted from the sides of the cliff, dusty and brown from being exposed for far too long in the Nevada desert. Many portions of the pillar were identical to the one that the White Ash Coven was reassembling at the warehouse, but this one was already complete—buried within the rocks, but whole.


  The exposed pillars were the ankles and calves; parts of a hand jutted from the ground a few yards above his head. Once the entire structure was exposed, it would look like a primitive statue of a man swathed in robes.


  James had been shocking runes through the earth, making the rocks tremble and shaking loose soil from the pillar underneath. The rubble around camp was piled higher than he was tall, in some places. The destruction would be even greater by the time they were done with the magical excavation.


  While he had been exposing the statue, Brianna had been working at disassembling the ancient mage spells that protected the site. The ground was essentially a dead zone; they couldn’t erect an altar there until the old magic was wiped out.


  James climbed onto a patch of boulders near the statue’s leg that had already been wiped clean. He had built a circle of power in front of the marble feet, and he lit the lone taper at the northern point. Smoke spiraled toward the stars.


  “So I’m supposed to accept that you’re meeting up with demon friends on this trip without asking why?” Brianna asked, looking up at him with her hands propped on her hips. “What’s a half-angel Gray got to do with some succubus?”


  James had intended on ignoring the rest of her questions, but he couldn’t remain silent at that. “She’s not a succubus.” Elise was so much more than that. The blood of a damned god-demon might have changed what she was, but Yatam could never have changed who she was.


  “No, she’s definitely a succubus,” Brianna said. She tapped the side of her nose with one finger. “I know stuff, remember?”


  He frowned. “You’re sure that she’s a succubus?”


  “Well, at least partly. She felt like a few different things. I’m guessing she’s some kind of mixed-breed thing, like a demon mutt.”


  Demon mutt. He couldn’t have been more offended if Brianna had deliberately insulted Elise. “You’ll never say those words again,” James said.


  The witch stalked around the base of the rocks, grabbing a fistful of plain white candles from James’s supply bag. “Whatever. You told me that we were going to be partners. Right? If this has to do with demons, I should know. I should be able to prepare myself.”


  “Trust me, Brianna,” James said. “It doesn’t matter how much warning I give you. You will never be prepared for this.”


  He pressed a hand to the altar. Another spell shook the earth, sending rocks crashing down the face of the cliff.


  A sculpted face appeared above the outstretched hand. He had refined, ancient features, blank eyes, and a faint smile.


  It was a sculpture of Metaraon, of the highest choir of angels, and the Voice of God.


  



  



  



  



  



  Twelve


  



  Elise didn’t return to Original Sin after her conversation with James. Instead, she met Rylie at McIntyre’s office, where the other werewolf had been chained. It only took a glance to recognize that Katja didn’t look possessed—she looked like a werewolf with silver poisoning. All of the usual symptoms were there, as if she had deliberately chosen them out of Lucian Wilder’s guide to killing werewolves: the shivers, the pallor, the way she snapped at Elise’s ankles with human teeth whenever she approached.


  “It’s definitely possession,” Rylie insisted. She was drumming her fingers on her arm and bouncing between her feet. She looked as uneasy to be in the darkened shack with the chained werewolf as Elise was to be in full moonlight.


  Elise responded with a noncommittal noise.


  McIntyre’s office wasn’t holding up well to Katja’s occupation. He had been forced to remove his laptop, the server rack beside his desk, and all of the weapons he used to have hanging on his walls; all that remained was a destroyed desk and cotton puffballs from a decimated mattress. The windows had already been boarded up so that Elise could crash on his floor during the day, but some of the boards had been recently replaced from the outside. Katja was demolishing the room.


  The werewolf wasn’t in a destructive mood now. She was barely moving, curled up in the dark rear half of the room. Elise could taste the flutter of her heartbeat. She was close to delicious death, growing weaker by the hour.


  But that was all that Elise could sense from her. Katja’s mind buzzed with white noise, much like a kopis did once bound to an aspis. The infected hybrid had sounded like that, too. Maybe she wasn’t possessed, but there was definitely something wrong with Katja.


  There was only one way to find out if she was possessed or not.


  “I’ll need a circle of power,” Elise said decisively. “Just to make sure I can contain the magic.”


  “Wait, you’re going to cast a spell?” Seth asked. “You can do that?”


  “Get Leticia,” Elise said.


  He frowned like he wanted to argue, but Rylie immediately moved for the door. “I’ll get her.”


  



  Alone in the shack with Elise—aside from Katja, who was too delirious to be of any use—Seth could feel the weight of Elise’s expectant eyes all too acutely. He wondered what she thought every time she looked at him. Did she see a kopis that ran with wolves, or did she just see a bucket of God’s blood waiting to be spilled in the right place?


  It was impossible to tell. Maybe she wasn’t seeing him at all. Her face was tense, her eyes unfocused, though she was turned in Katja’s direction. She kind of looked like she was…melting. Fading. Turning transparent. She hadn’t moved since Rylie stepped out the door.


  “Elise?” Seth asked.


  Her gaze snapped into focus. “Got a lighter?”


  “Yeah. Why?”


  “Get the lotus incense burning.” She grabbed the salt out of McIntyre’s cabinet and started sprinkling it over the windowsills. She didn’t watch to make sure Seth obeyed, but he did. The smoky scent wafted around him.


  Was Elise going to bring up the blood thing? Was she going to threaten him, demand his compliance? She didn’t even look at him as she laid a crescent of salt behind Katja.


  Seth couldn’t resist anymore. He asked, “Have you seen James lately?”


  “Yes,” Elise said. She nudged Katja’s shivering, prone body toward the center of the floor with her foot, then sprinkled salt where she had been positioned moments before.


  “Did he…say anything?” Seth asked. “About the Eden thing?”


  Elise’s lips curled into a frown. “Carry the incense past all of the windows. Follow my footsteps.”


  “James left me a diary that said I’m from Adam’s human bloodline,” Seth said, waving the incense around the window beside him. “It doesn’t make sense. What other bloodline could there be?”


  “Ask James.”


  “I’m not talking to James. I don’t want to give him what he wants.”


  Elise finally looked at him. She stopped walking, weighing the jar of salt in her hand, brow furrowed. Her skin didn’t seem to crease the way that humans’ did. Even with her mouth twisted, her face was perfectly, eerily smooth. Like a mannequin that had been shaped to make exactly that expression.


  “Adam made humans with Lilith,” she said. “She was a sculptor. She formed them from clay at his command.” Elise rested a hand over her heart. “She made this body. I used to be like you—a kopis, a human.”


  “How?”


  “It’s complicated. Doesn’t matter, though. It’s not catching.”


  He laughed shakily. “Good.”


  “By the time Adam mandated the creation of most humans, he had already entered something called the Origin and become God. But he also made a few humans the natural way, before he changed. That’s the bloodline that led to you and Abel.”


  Elise set the jar of salt on McIntyre’s desk and stepped over Katja again. She was as tall as Seth in her boots, and she didn’t need to look up to meet his gaze. It was disconcerting to realize that her black irises had bled to consume the entire eye. He fought not to take another step back.


  Her frown deepened as she examined him. “You don’t look anything like him,” Elise said. “He was taller.”


  Seth couldn’t seem to remember how to breathe. “You’ve seen Adam?”


  A torrent of emotion cascaded over her face, flickering quickly from sadness, to fear, to anger, and the deepest regret. It took visible effort to smooth her features again. Elise picked up the jar of salt and turned away. “I could protect you,” she said. “You and your entire family. If James knows what you are, then others will follow. I’m the only one that won’t want you to bleed.”


  It was an unexpectedly generous offer, considering that Seth had been waiting for her to announce that she was about to simplify her life by killing him and everyone else with his blood.


  “My family can protect themselves.” Seth hesitated, watching the incense’s smoke twist over its smoldering tip. “Are you hiring?” Elise arched an eyebrow at him. “The Hunting Club. You and McIntyre and that other guy. Do you need another kopis? I’ve been planning to leave the sanctuary for a while, but I don’t have anywhere to go.”


  She brought the line of salt within inches of the place she had begun, encircling almost the entire room. But she didn’t close it. “I could use more hands,” Elise said.


  It was strange how much that one statement relaxed him. He could be useful with the other kopides. He could save people. And the idea that there was somewhere he could belong—somewhere that he didn’t have to see Rylie and Abel, day in and day out—took a huge weight from Seth’s shoulders.


  Until he turned and saw that Rylie had opened the door to the shack.


  Judging by the look of betrayal on her face, she had heard it all.


  “Rylie,” Seth said, dropping the incense on one of the shelves. She had already turned and disappeared into the desert night, leaving Leticia holding the door open.


  



  Seth caught up with Rylie about a quarter mile away from McIntyre’s trailer. She was walking fast—human fast, but fast enough that he needed to jog in order to reach her before she vanished into the night.


  He snagged her arm to stop her.


  “Come on, Rylie,” he said when she tried to pull free, hanging her head so that she wouldn’t have to look at him. “Let me explain.”


  “I’ve been careful,” Rylie said. Her voice sounded strange—not growling strange, but like she was choking on the words. “Abel and I haven’t been sharing a cottage. I don’t kiss him where I know you’ll see. I’m doing everything I can to make you feel like…like you still belong.”


  “Like you’re not mated to my brother?” Seth asked.


  “I just didn’t want you to feel like you couldn’t be with the pack.”


  “Abel thinks you’ve been pulling away from him because of me,” he said. “And you have, even if not for the reasons he thinks.”


  “He knows I made my choice,” Rylie said.


  “You did. And now I’m making mine. The sanctuary’s not where I belong. Once I’m gone, everything’ll be easier—for you, for Abel, for everyone.”


  “But the pack needs you.”


  “The pack needs a pair of happily mated Alphas. That’s what they need. And it’s not happening while the ghost of our relationship is haunting the place.” Seth raked a hand through his hair. “Maybe you don’t care if you have to live with that kind of stress, but I care. I’m done.”


  He finally released her arm. Rylie drew in on herself, hugging her ribs as if afraid that she might fall apart if she didn’t squeeze every muscle tight. When she finally lifted her head, her golden eyes were shimmering with unshed tears.


  “I’ve been afraid that this was going to happen for months,” Rylie said. “I keep having nightmares about you leaving me.” Her hands flew to her mouth, fluttering over her lips, like she thought that she could pull the words out of the air after they had been spoken. “I mean, the pack. I don’t want you to leave the pack. They need you.” Special emphasis on “they.”


  “No,” Seth said, “they don’t.”


  And they hadn’t for a long time.


  Rylie and Seth hadn’t talked about their breakup since it happened. They hadn’t even had a real talk about the breakup then, either—it wasn’t like Rylie had sat him down to say, “Look, I really need Abel, so we should consider our engagement over.” Instead, the relationship had festered for months.


  He didn’t blame her for that any more than he blamed Rylie for the people she had murdered as a wolf. But that didn’t mean it didn’t hurt. Especially when they learned she was pregnant, and nobody had known if conception had occurred with Seth when she was human or on the moons with Abel.


  Seth had learned that they weren’t together anymore at the same time that he had learned that Summer and Abram weren’t his children. He had seen Rylie and Abel holding hands. That one little gesture had spoken volumes.


  There had been no fighting, no screaming, no tears. The only girl that Seth had ever loved had faded away from him.


  A clean break would have been easier.


  Seth pulled the chain out of his shirt. The werewolf fang that dangled beside Nash’s summoning stone hadn’t belonged to any werewolf in the pack, but it did belong to a past that he had decided to leave behind. Its weight was a cutting reminder of everything that had happened to him. He didn’t want to look back anymore. Only forward.


  He pulled it off the chain and dropped it in Rylie’s hand. She curled her fingers around it, rubbing the pad of her thumb over the tip.


  “When you go back to the sanctuary, I’m going to stay with Elise and McIntyre,” Seth said with a note of finality.


  And at last, he would be free.


  



  While Leticia made the finishing touches on the circle of power, Elise sat in the darkness of McIntyre’s trailer and tried not to fall apart.


  The girls were asleep. She could hear them breathing deeply in their shared bedroom, inhaling through stuffy noses and giving little sighs on the exhales. In dreaming, Deb and Dana’s minds were colorfully complicated, buzzing with the white noise of nonsense imaginings.


  Theirs were the only heartbeats in the trailer aside from Ace, who was curled up on top of Elise’s feet underneath the kitchen table. He usually sat there when she was at the trailer because he liked for her to rub his stomach with her toes. Ace still jerked and tensed if Elise tried to touch him with her hands—he feared hands, and especially fists—but her feet were okay. Not everyone’s feet, but hers in particular.


  Elise didn’t feel up to petting Ace. She didn’t even feel up to drinking the six-pack of beer she had pulled out of McIntyre’s refrigerator.


  She felt like she was fraying.


  Eyes shut. Deep breaths. Focus on being corporeal.


  Elise didn’t feel hungry the way that she used to get hungry when she was still human, but there was a growing, gnawing void inside of her demanding to be filled. James’s runes under her glove were a constant itch.


  All she had to do was get through this ritual. That was it. Then she could worry about Neuma’s warnings, the feeding thing, and everything that came with it.


  But if she didn’t manage to do that by sunrise, she was going to break.


  Elise pulled the glove off her hand again. The muscle spasms were so much worse when the runes were exposed. And the color of them had changed again, deepening from amber to a deep crimson hue, which bared the skeleton underneath the skin all the way to her wrist.


  With her opposite hand, she sketched the sliding runes onto the back of a pizza delivery flier she had stolen off of McIntyre’s fridge. They were complicated marks, and they moved a lot, so it was hard to pin them down long enough to get all the details. She had only drawn two so far. There were more rippling over her knuckles, and she intended to draw them all before using them.


  The skin on her entire forearm began to fade. Elise gritted her teeth and pulled the glove back on.


  McIntyre stepped through the front door, careful not to let the screen door squeal as it shut behind him. He sprawled in the chair on the opposite side of the dining room table.


  His feet must have gotten too close to Ace. Elise heard the dog growl under the table.


  “What you drawing?” he asked, snagging a beer.


  “Magic,” Elise said.


  He knew that it was strange for her to be drawing spells, but he only grunted in acknowledgment. That blissful simplicity was one of the best things about McIntyre. “Tish says she’ll be done in about fifteen minutes. Where’d the kids go?”


  She didn’t think he meant his daughters.


  “Seth and Rylie went for a walk,” Elise said. She set down the pen, fixing McIntyre with a hard gaze. Or at least she attempted to. Her was too blurry to pull it off. “You should have told me that Seth and Rylie were here.”


  McIntyre shrugged. “Thought you might kill Seth the instant you saw him.” He had been debriefed on what they learned after the fight in Northgate; he knew as well as anyone what Seth and Abel could do.


  “I’m not homicidal.”


  He gave another shrug, more half-hearted than before. “I don’t think you’d kill him if you don’t have to. Didn’t want you to be in a place to make that choice. Just trying to help.”


  “He asked for a job with us.”


  “What did you say?” McIntyre asked, rubbing his thumb down the perspiration on the side of the bottle.


  “I agreed,” Elise said.


  He grunted again. Blissful simplicity. “Guess you’re not likely to kill him, then.”


  “Guess not.” She glanced at the clock. Four hours to sunrise. Four hours to perform an exorcism before the world became bright and she had to vanish for twelve hours.


  Elise pulled off her glove, preparing to draw a few more symbols.


  “News said that there’s been a volcanic eruption in Tacoma,” McIntyre said, taking a long swig of his beer.


  “There are volcanoes in Tacoma?”


  “Nope,” he said.


  That was the same story that the news had tried to pull when Reno was under demonic assault. The Union had fed news agencies information about volcanic activity, weird electrical storms, whatever it took to conceal the truth. But everyone knew the truth now.


  If they were using that lie again, then whatever was happening was worse than the information that the Office of Preternatural Affairs had been spreading.


  “Hybrids?” Elise guessed.


  “Beats me. I called one of my kopis friends to check it out—Reathel, the big guy with the beard. You remember him. He’s stationed in the undercity below Seattle. He’ll tell us if it’s apocalyptic enough to need us.”


  She set her pen down on the paper. One more symbol drawn. Both of her hands were shaking too wildly to etch a clear line. “I can’t deal with apocalyptic right now, McIntyre,” Elise said. “We’ve got enough shit of our own.”


  “What if this is our shit? What if it has to do with the Hell portals?”


  She shut her eyes, unwilling to contemplate that likelihood.


  Hadn’t James said that there had been more murders north of the Bloomfield incident all the way to Washington? Had Tacoma been the site of one of those murders?


  The murders were opening doors to Hell and weakening the walls protecting Earth from infernal onslaught. But Seth had shut the door in Los Angeles. That should have been enough to keep the walls from breaking down any further for now.


  Unless something had happened. Something that Elise had completely missed.


  Seth ripped the front door open with none of the care that McIntyre had used. The hinges groaned, and metal rattled against the side of the trailer.


  He was breathing hard. He had been running.


  “You guys need to see this,” Seth said.


  



  Normally, the desert stretched for seemingly endless miles around McIntyre’s property, empty aside from some scrubby sagebrush and scattered rocks. And it had looked like that when Elise had entered the trailer twenty minutes earlier: empty and clear.


  Now the desert ended a mile away from the trailer, terminating in a solid gray wall.


  For a terrified, dizzying moment, Elise thought that she had somehow been sucked into the garden again. It had looked like a floating island encircled by gray void. She associated that blankness with terrible things, the kind of things that she would kill herself before dealing with ever again, and she could no longer feel the heart beating in her chest.


  “I think it’s smoke,” Seth said from beside her. “It’s blowing this way.”


  Elise glanced over her shoulder. Looking south toward Vegas, the night was clear.


  It was smoke. Not void. She wasn’t in the garden.


  She still didn’t relax. “Fire?”


  “Maybe,” McIntyre said doubtfully. “I’ll check the news.”


  He returned to the trailer while Elise stood at the bottom of the steps with Seth. A leaden fist of dread had lodged itself securely in her chest. She didn’t need McIntyre to check the news to know that it wasn’t a wildfire—not when there had been a so-called “volcanic eruption” in Tacoma, and especially not when the night had been utterly clear minutes before.


  “Where’s Rylie?” Elise asked.


  “Scouting,” he said, jerking his chin toward the smoke.


  She gripped her twitching, gloved hand in the opposite fist, trying to relax the burn. “And Leticia?”


  “Almost done,” called a voice from inside the shack.


  Plans tumbled through Elise’s mind, rearranging to fit the scenario. From what James had told her, she had been expecting a few more days before anything went bad on a large scale—and she had expected to figure out how to stop it before that occurred.


  There should have been time to save Katja, to save everyone.


  She needed to move fast.


  Elise ripped her glove off, baring her twitching fingers to the air. Seth took a step back when he saw her glowing, skeletal hand. She began to speak. “If you see Rylie—”


  Before she could finish, a pickup appeared, illuminating the dirt path that bridged the space between the highway and McIntyre’s property. Elise stepped behind Seth to shadow herself from the headlights. He seemed to understand—he faced the road so that the widest part of his body met the lights and provided her with the biggest patch of shadow possible.


  The pickup skidded to a stop in front of them, showering dirt on Elise’s shoes. Neuma leaped out of the passenger’s seat before it had come to a full stop, stumbling on her four-inch heels. Her cutoff shorts and midriff t-shirt were splattered with blood.


  “He’s gone,” she said, “I was feeding and he woke up while I was gone. He broke free. I don’t know where he went.”


  Elise didn’t have to ask which “he” she meant.


  Abraxas had escaped.


  She seized a rock and hurled it at the smoke. “Fuck!”


  “I can find him,” Seth said. “I’ll go into town.”


  “There’s no time,” Anthony said as he killed the headlights and dropped from the driver’s seat, tossing the keys to Neuma. He was looking better after his hours recovering in the brothel—his arm was still in a cast below the elbow, but the bruising had faded, and there was color to his cheeks.


  “Agreed,” Elise said. “Seth, tell Rylie I’m doing the exorcism now.”


  



  Seth had never seen an exorcism before, but he somehow doubted that many of them were performed in a tiny shack with a half-dozen witnesses, almost all of them armed.


  Elise had dropped Katja in the center of the circle, where Leticia’s chalk lines converged. Elise was without a weapon for the moment, but her look of determination was as intimidating as any number of swords, even if her skin was unusually gray, her hair foggy below the shoulders, and her stance wobbling.


  Anthony, wedged in the corner of the room, had enough guns on him to make up for Elise’s empty hands. He cradled a rifle with the casual confidence of a man who used them every day, and the kind of caution that came with seeing the damage they could inflict. Even Leticia, on his opposite side, was holding a knife—although she had told Seth that it was a ritual knife, and he had no reason to be afraid of it.


  Rylie wasn’t armed, either, but she didn’t need to be. She was crouched on the opposite side of the circle, chewing on her thumbnail as she stared intently at Katja.


  She pointedly wasn’t looking at Seth. He tried to pretend that it didn’t hurt.


  “Close the circle,” Elise said.


  Leticia spilled the last inch of salt over the circle. Elise sucked in a hard breath and squeezed her eyes shut.


  If something had changed, Seth couldn’t tell what it was.


  “Don’t cross the lines until the ritual is over,” Leticia said softly, twisting her hands over the hilt of the ritual knife. “I’m not good at the flexible circles. With this one, if you step over one of those lines…” She pointed at the inner ring, which was ten feet in diameter. “Step over that, and the whole thing breaks. It’ll blow the ritual.”


  “Noted,” Seth said, stroking a hand down the barrel of his rifle. It was loaded with silver rounds. They were as thick as his thumb, and guaranteed to stop anything in its tracks—even werewolves.


  “Shut up, guys,” Elise said. “I need to concentrate.”


  They fell silent.


  She lifted her hand. It was like the thrashing fingers had assumed a will of their own. That wasn’t as disturbing as the fact that her skin had taken on a dull, glassy appearance below the elbow. He could see the shadows of her bones underneath.


  It was with her other hand, her more normal hand, that she unspooled the golden chains from around her neck. She rested the chains on Katja’s prone body.


  McIntyre sidled into the shack, only opening the door far enough to fit his girth in. The smoke was creeping over his property and beginning to turn the sky hazy gray; Seth couldn’t see more than ten feet beyond the front door. “It’s all up the west coast,” he whispered to Anthony. “This smoke. There are earthquakes, magma, and sightings of demons all over the show.”


  “Was there another mass murder?” Anthony asked, just as quietly.


  “I don’t know. I didn’t get any of the Union’s alarms.” And then McIntyre was guiding Leticia out of the shack, whispering about getting the kids off the property, and Seth knew that things were only getting worse in the world outside.


  But Elise was focusing on the ritual. As soon as the door swung shut behind Leticia, she kneeled beside Katja’s shoulders.


  “Be prepared,” she said. She was looking at Rylie, like nobody else in the shack even existed.


  “Prepared for what?” Rylie asked.


  “Crux sacra sit mihi lux,” Elise said, pressing the see-through palm of her hand to Katja’s forehead.


  The runes on her hand flared, whirling over the skin faster, brightening like the sun. Elise’s face twisted with pain, though she remained silent.


  “Non draco sit mihi dux,” she went on. Somehow, even through her grimace, she was speaking normally. Calmly. Like the skin on her arm hadn’t disappeared all the way to the elbow.


  Her eyes fell closed, and her lips kept moving, repeating the first two lines again. The sense of infernal energy only grew as Elise became quieter, as though she were focusing inward to collect her strength.


  Then her eyes shocked open.


  “There’s something there,” Elise said.


  Seth’s hands tensed on the rifle. “What are you talking about?”


  “A demon,” Anthony said, like it was the most obvious thing in the world.


  But Elise was shaking her head without looking at either of them. The walls of the shack trembled with the wind. Dust showered over her shoulders, shaken free from the rafters. “Not a demon. A wolf.”


  Rylie sucked in a hard gasp.


  Elise put both of her hands on Katja, who jerked at the contact. “Crux sacra sit mihi lux, non draco sit mihi dux,” she said again, more loudly this time. Her voice was deep and reverberant, as if commanding Katja. “Vade retro, Satana, nunquam suade mihi vana.”


  Ripples spread over the werewolf’s skin. Her spine bowed, hands clutching at nothing, fingernails scrabbling against the ground. One leg kicked out, almost hitting the barrier of the circle.


  Elise took her hand off of Katja’s forehead long enough to grab her ankle, dragging her closer again.


  “Sunt mala quae libas,” Elise boomed. “Ipse venena bibas!”


  Katja’s eyes flashed open.


  They were no longer gold, but totally black.


  She screamed, and it wasn’t a human scream. It was somewhere between a wolfish shriek of pain and a howl. The kind of sound that never should have spilled from a body with two legs, two arms, and no fur.


  Katja thrashed, and her foot connected with Elise’s side. Elise responded by kneeling on the werewolf’s legs.


  “Change her, Rylie,” Elise said. Her voice echoed through the entire shack, making the jars rattle on the shelves.


  Rylie looked startled to be addressed. “Into a wolf? Now?”


  “Do it!”


  Seth looked askance at Rylie and found that she was giving him the exact same expression in return. She was looking for guidance, silently begging him to tell her what to do. Maybe she was even asking for permission to end the exorcism entirely.


  Yet he nodded. Do it.


  Rylie didn’t move, but Katja began to shift.


  Seth had become so accustomed to peaceful changes that the resonant snap of bone shocked him. He tried to jump back and found that there was nowhere he could go. His shoulders were flattened to the wall.


  “Lord above,” McIntyre muttered, lifting his gun to aim it at Katja. His finger wasn’t on the trigger yet, but his entire body had gone tense.


  Everything was happening in the wrong order. Katja’s hair puddled on the floor as fur swept over her bare human flesh—and then that fell out, too, only to be replaced with sludgy black fibers that looked like some kind of fungus. Her spine twisted, legs thrashing, and bone snapped as the knees reversed.


  Anthony and McIntyre had backed as far into the corner as they could fit without tearing through the wall. And Elise’s face was twisted with exertion as she held Katja down, trying to prevent her from breaking the circle of power with her thrashing limbs.


  Katja’s face stretched and popped, ears sliding up the sides of her skull. Claws erupted from her fingertips.


  Elise took a deep breath and shoved her hand against Katja’s throat, tangled in the golden chains. The glow of the runes on her fingers intensified.


  A silent explosion rocked the shack, making the packed earth floor toss under Seth’s feet and his eardrums pop. Jars slid off the shelves, shattering in a rain of sparkling glass fibers.


  Katja and Elise and Rylie were all screaming now, and there was no way to tell their voices apart, because something had gone wrong, terribly wrong; the weight of the energy pressed against Seth, crushing his lungs, squeezing out all the oxygen.


  Shadow flared, momentarily making the inside of the shack turn inky black.


  And then, with a pop, all of the pressure vanished.


  The screaming stopped.


  After the moment of darkness, Seth felt disoriented, and his vision was slow to recover. It almost felt like he had tried to look directly into the sun—or a black hole. He rubbed his eyes, wondering why it looked like there were three figures inside the circle instead of two.


  “Oh my God,” Rylie whimpered in a tiny voice.


  There were three figures inside of the circle. Katja had flopped onto her back, limp and unconscious and drenched with sweat—not to mention completely human.


  But Elise was still struggling with a second figure, hands locked on the throat of a wolf bleeding ichor onto the ground.


  The wolf was separate from Katja.


  Seth had lifted his rifle to aim it at the wolf before he even realized what had happened. The creature was thrashing and growling and snapping, fighting to sink its teeth into Elise’s arms, and she was doing everything she could to keep its jaws away.


  It didn’t look like a normal wolf—or a werewolf, for that matter. Maybe a very sick werewolf. The black fur, the foaming mouth, and the fluid gushing from its tear ducts weren’t remotely normal. But it was as big as a werewolf, and it looked like it was as strong, too.


  “Break the circle,” Elise grunted, slamming the wolf’s head into the ground. “I need help.” Anthony was the first to react. He grabbed ropes hanging from the wall and jumped in, scuffing the line of salt.


  Seth dragged the human Katja into the corner of the room with Rylie. She was breathing. Alive.


  “Is she…?” Rylie asked, hands over her mouth, unable to finish the sentence.


  He thumbed Katja’s eyelid back. Her irises were brown. Not gold. Brown.


  Elise had exorcised the wolf from the woman.


  



  



  



  



  



  Thirteen


  



  Anthony finally managed to tie down the thrashing wolf while Elise held it down. Every jerk of its body sprayed ichor over the walls and floor. Both of them were soaked sticky black from the jaw down, like they’d gone swimming in a tar pit.


  “That’s what they look like on the inside?” Seth asked, unable to keep the revulsion out of his voice.


  He had wondered for a long time what it would be like to separate the wolf from the human—if there had been some way to give physical form to the spirit of the animal, what that might look like. But Seth had imagined that it would look very much like the wolf that emerged on full and new moons.


  This didn’t look like a wolf. It looked like a beast dragged from the darkest pits of Hell.


  Elise seemed to agree that something was awry. “I think it’s sick,” she said, mopping at her chest. She looked as if she were considering licking her hand clean, but she settled for wiping it off on her pants.


  “It looks like the hybrid,” Rylie said in a small voice from beside Katja. Her expression was unreadable.


  It did look a lot like the hybrid at the house in Los Angeles, all sick and half-dissolved and bleeding. The growl that squeezed out of its throat didn’t even sound like a wolf’s. It was high and keening, bubbling in its throat.


  A deeper rumble shook the floor under Seth’s feet.


  “Is that the wolf?” Anthony asked.


  The rumble intensified, deepening, making the shelves shiver. Elise backed toward the door, staring up at the ceiling as dust shook free. “I don’t think so.”


  A huge crack split the air, and the north wall of the shack fell away.


  McIntyre’s shout of dismay was almost entirely drowned out by cracking wood and the thunderous crash of metal siding. Rylie was nearest the break—she threw herself over Katja, arms shielding the woman’s head as half of the shack collapsed on top of them.


  “Rylie!” Seth moved to jump for her, but a hand dug into his bicep.


  Elise had grabbed him. “Careful,” she said. “Watch your step.”


  Confused, he turned to look at where he had almost stepped. It should have been flat ground—except that it suddenly wasn’t. Light was burning in the open air beyond the wall of the shack. It wasn’t dawn, even though the night should have been drawing to a close, giving way to morning. This glow was somehow coming from below the horizon.


  The dust that had been kicked up by the falling wall of the shack settled. It looked like an angry red mouth had opened in the desert, devouring half of the shack and all of the sagebrush through which it sliced. Flames and smoke and screams spewed from the gash. He looked down into the crevice, ten feet wide and endlessly deep. There was fire inside, and dark, twisting shapes that looked like the writhing shadows of the damned.


  “It’s a fucking portal to Hell,” Elise said.


  And it stretched as far to the northwest and south as Seth could see. The crevice was opening wider, spreading across the earth.


  Growing.


  Seth hauled Rylie out of the wreckage as the creeping portal devoured more of the shack’s floor. Part of the wall slipped into it, tumbling out of sight into darkness. “Katja,” Rylie protested as he tugged on her arm.


  “I’ve got her,” he said. “Find solid ground.”


  Rylie stepped deeper into the shack. Acrid smoke stung Seth’s eyes as he fought to free Katja, who was trapped underneath a ceiling beam, before the crevice could devour her, too.


  Elise dropped by his side, tossing pieces of the roof into the portal to get them out of the way. The smoke blew her hair around her face, tangled by the wind, and the light of the licking flames making her gray skin flicker. Seth could see the table behind her for an instant as she went invisible. She returned to grab another piece of wreckage.


  They freed Katja, and Rylie dragged her onto the relative safety of solid ground at the back of the shack. But that safety wasn’t going to last for long. The crevice was still widening.


  “This is Abraxas’s doing,” Elise said, standing on the brink of it, staring down into the flames. Her eyes had bled completely to black. “Someone must have been killed in Vegas and ripped the pacific coast open wide.”


  Seth’s heart was pounding, his pulse rushing in his ears almost as loud as the wind whistling through the crevice. “How do we close it?”


  “Hybrid blood,” McIntyre said.


  Anthony seemed to have a better idea. He hauled the dripping body of the wolf to the crevice by the ropes encircling its paws. It thrashed when he dropped it at the edge, trying to break free. Its tail flopped over the side of the portal.


  “We don’t need a hybrid to close this,” he said, shouldering his shotgun and balancing the muzzle on his cast-encased forearm.


  Seth realized what Anthony was doing an instant before he pulled the trigger, spraying the wolf’s skull and brain and blood across the break.


  



  For an instant, staring deep into a crevice opening a path between Hell and Earth, Elise felt like she was gazing into her own heart.


  She had spent three years’ worth of days drifting over the City of Dis, watching the city shape itself beneath her. Time moved more slowly in Dis than it did in Las Vegas—about seven times slower, meaning that an entire week on Earth passed before Dis marked the day complete. To elapse twelve hours of Earth’s sunlight in the safety of Hell’s darkness, Elise drifted over the city for fewer than two hours.


  But in those tantalizing glimpses, she had been watching the Palace repaired by staff, a rebellion take the streets one by one, and the day-to-day buzz of activity in the markets. She had watched humans dragged to Hell to be sold as chattel, for labor or meat or sex, and seen nightmares immigrate from Malebolge in pursuit of corporeal life.


  It was an ugly place, a place of horror, and Elise longed to be part of it, instead of having to drag herself back to Las Vegas every day for a few more hours of miserable life on a world hostile to her very existence. She wanted to walk the streets of bone and lose herself among towering iron skyscrapers. The oven-like heat was a balm to her aching flesh. The screams were music.


  This crevice, slicing the ground in twain and spewing Hell onto Earth, was a glimpse of that beautiful horror. The smoke it poured into the sky smelled sweetly of cooking flesh.


  It took all of Elise’s strength to pull Katja out of the rubble rather than jump into it.


  She was too distracted by struggling with her own urges that she didn’t realize Anthony was going to kill the wolf until the deed was done.


  Elise’s hungry eyes saw it happen as if in slow motion: The pellets striking the wolf’s head. The concussion of contact spreading through bone, shattering atoms and baring the brain underneath. The instant that life, such as it was, vanished from the wolf’s crazed eyes, and blood sprayed onto the dusty rubble beyond. The way that the white noise her brain produced cut off instantly.


  The blood smelled familiar. Like hints of a long-forgotten dream.


  Then it struck the light of Hell, and the crevice ripping open between Earth and Hell slammed shut with a gonging crash. The smoke dissipated with a rush of air, as if the crevice exhaled as it shut, blowing the sweet odor of brimstone over Elise.


  “No!” Rylie’s scream penetrated Elise’s reverie, snapping her back to reality.


  Anthony turned to glare at her, like it was her fault that the crevice had opened in the first place and forced him to shoot.


  And then he wasn’t standing there anymore.


  Seth had tackled Anthony to the ground, sending the shotgun flying. They rolled over the place that the crevice had been moments earlier. The earth underneath it was unmarked; the portal had actually been hovering inches above the dirt without breaking the ground itself.


  Fists thudded against flesh as the men beat one another. Anthony, with his cast, was at a severe disadvantage—but he hadn’t spent years training with Elise for nothing.


  Elise had no patience for that. For any of it.


  “Get Anthony,” she told McIntyre, and then she waded in between them.


  A blow landed on her shoulder. She didn’t know if Seth or Anthony had hit her, but she didn’t particularly care.


  She zeroed in on Seth.


  “Stop it,” Elise grunted, catching another punch before it could connect with Anthony’s jaw. He was strong; she had to use both arms to push him back.


  She pulled Seth off of Anthony, but Anthony wasn’t ready to let him go. He jumped at Seth again with a cry. Only McIntyre stopped him.


  “He killed the wolf!” Seth shouted, straining against Elise.


  Enough of this bullshit. She hauled back and punched him across the face. He flattened to the dirt with a cry.


  Elise whirled on Rylie before she could come to Seth’s defense, jabbing a finger at her. “Don’t move,” Elise said. “Nobody fucking move.”


  Silence settled over the ruins of the shack. Anthony’s chest rose and fell with heaving breaths, tense behind the bar of McIntyre’s beefy arm. The body of the wolf was still bleeding on the ground a few feet away, and the rich, heady scent of its innards made it hard for Elise to focus on anything else. The blood oozing from its cranial cavity sank into the dust and turned matte.


  Elise didn’t need to check for a pulse to know the wolf was dead. She had known it the moment that its brain signals ended. A fistfight couldn’t bring it back.


  She offered Seth a hand. He glared up at her, handsome face twisted into a mask of anger that was almost perfectly mirrored by Rylie. Sick or not, the wolf had been a member of their pack.


  But after a moment, Seth took Elise’s hand and let her pull him to his feet.


  “We can discuss this later,” Elise said, nodding to the body of the wolf. “For now, no fighting. Period. Abraxas is still out there. We need to—”


  She was interrupted by a hard gust of wind, strong enough that it almost knocked her over. It traveled down the mountains, sweeping through the valley, and blasted the hair back from her face. It carried away the wall of gray smoke that had consumed the trailer, baring the line of the mountains against the paling sky.


  Dawn was breaking.


  Elise only realized that sunlight had touched her flesh because of the sudden burn. It was white-hot and blinding.


  She had dreamed of sunlight, dreamed of going jogging in the early glow of dawn, of lying on the grass at midday and soaking up the warmth. It had been three years since she had watched the sunrise and greeted it with open arms.


  It cut through her as surely as the slice of a sword.


  Her skin vanished, and the rest of her followed in moments.


  



  As far as Brianna could tell, Las Vegas began at McCarran International Airport and ended in a shitty hotel outside town. She got to glimpse the Strip when they were flying in, but Brogan had driven them away from downtown the instant they got into their rental car. She had twisted around to watch the outlines of the Luxor and Wynn and Caesar’s Palace and New York-New York fade into the gloom of night, beyond her reach.


  “We’re not here to have fun,” James had said when he noticed Brianna’s longing gaze.


  “We can’t spend the entire trip doing magic.”


  “Oh?” he asked.


  Of course the most powerful witch in the world wouldn’t see why he couldn’t do magic for days on end.


  Brianna sighed. “Never mind.”


  They hadn’t stopped at the hotel, either. James instructed her to stay in the car in that “I know you’re going to do exactly what I tell you to do” voice, spent ten minutes registering and giving Brogan a key to the room, and then got back in the car.


  Since then, James and Brianna had spent all of five hours at the hotel—only long enough to take naps—and the rest of their time in the desert.


  The Nevada desert. In September.


  Brianna was seriously considering evicting her misplaced sense of adventure.


  Especially since they weren’t really doing the kind of epic magic that she had envisioned James’s mission entailing. They were digging. Sure, it was fun to use James’s excavation spells—he had a whole book of them, and he let Brianna activate them herself, as long as she was careful about it. And it was definitely interesting to see the statue that emerged from the cliffs piece by piece.


  But they hadn’t gotten to use the locked case he had given her yet, and Brianna was starting to suspect that his bald-faced attempt at bribery was just that: bribery, and nothing more.


  “This is crap,” she told Brogan the next time he visited. She was at the motel for one of the brief stretches and had taken two showers instead of sleeping. Brianna thought that jumping in a vat of acid wouldn’t get her clean of sweat and dirt at that point. “James told me we were going to do cool stuff, and I’ve just been getting a lot of dust up my nose.”


  “If he promised cool stuff, you’re going to get cool stuff,” Brogan said, clicking through the movie listings on the motel’s TV. He looked like somewhat less of a Nerd Viking now that he was in full Union gear. Yes, Union gear. Fun story: aside from being married to one of James’s witches, and apparently indebted to him because of it, he was a contractor with the Union. He hadn’t been going to the dig because he had been too busy spying on Union operations and reporting them back to James.


  Because there was absolutely no way that could go wrong at any point.


  “You have bestowed a lot of faith upon our glorious leader,” Brianna muttered, leaning in close to her reflection to try to scrub a smear of dirt off of her chin, which had somehow survived her jaunts in the shower.


  “Did he tell you about Metaraon?”


  “He told me that the statue out there is Metaraon, yeah.” When Brogan opened his mouth to speak, Brianna talked over him. “Yes, I know. Voice of God. Meanest angel ever. Blah, blah, blah.”


  “Did he tell you the part where he’s retracing Metaraon’s footsteps to open the doors to Eden?” Brogan asked with a small smile. Wonder of wonders, he found Brianna funny. Lucky for him, because they’d been stuck together a lot lately.


  “Eden?”


  “Yeah, you know, the garden.”


  “I know what the garden is. I meant… You know what, never mind. So we’re trying to get into Eden, huh?” That was more than James had told her on their dig. “Where is it?”


  “Here. There. Everywhere.” Brogan gestured at the walls.


  Brianna lifted her eyebrows at him. “Uh…”


  “It’s in another dimension layered on top of ours. Kind of like an alternate Earth.” He grinned. “Did I mention the part where I work in the Union’s interdimensional sciences department? Yeah, I work in their IDS department. To tell you the truth, I’m pretty sure it’s the only reason James let my wife in his coven.”


  “So Eden’s right on top of us.”


  “Yep. But in order to get there, you have to open this…it’s kind of like a lock. You know locks? They’ve got tumblers, and a key pushes them into position so you can turn it? There are seven tumblers that are holding the Eden lock closed. James is trying to make a key that fits. That statue of Metaraon is one of them.”


  “Huh,” Brianna said. She watched through the mirror as Brogan finally gave up on the TV and turned it off, tossing the remote onto the bed. “Why are you telling me that?”


  “He’s not going to take the time to explain it to you. You should still know what you’re getting into.”


  “Thanks, Brogan,” she said, and she meant it, even though she really had no idea what to do with that information.


  He glanced at the bedside clock. “We’ve wasted enough time,” he said. “I need to drop you off at the site and head into my shift. Gotta commit more acts of treason, you know.”


  Brianna laughed. “Yeah. I can’t wait for more digging.” She could not have possibly worked up less enthusiasm for that idea if she’d tried.


  She gathered the spelled case that James had given her off of the side table and followed Brogan out to his car. They listened to the news as they drove toward the dig site. It was off road—way off road—so she had plenty of time to hear a dull-voiced man drone on about preternatural regulation and Senator Peterson’s assassination on NPR.


  They drove into heavy smoke about halfway there.


  “What is this?” Brianna asked, flicking the switch to close the car’s vents. The Joshua trees were only visible about ten feet out. Everything beyond it was flat gray smoke. “Wildfire?”


  Brogan beeped. Well, he didn’t beep, but his pager did, and Brianna was endlessly tickled to see that he had a pager at all. He dug it out from under his seat belt and read the screen. “I don’t think so,” he said. “Grab the earpiece out of the glove box?”


  She did, handing it to him.


  Brogan throttled down and drove slowly as he listened to his Bluetooth earpiece. “We’re in trouble,” he said after a minute of grim silence. “The pacific coast fissure is opening from Vancouver to Vegas. This smoke? It’s coming out of Hell.”


  “Hell? Like, actual Hell? ‘Satan and pitchforks’ Hell?”


  “More like, ‘human skin leather and bloodthirsty behemoths’ Hell.” He tossed his earpiece onto the dash. “Thank God it’s Friday. That’s all I’m going to say.”


  A figure appeared in the smoky gloom. James was waiting for her, as always. Come rain or shine or apocalypse, he wasn’t going to let her get out of digging. One of his gloves must have been off, because his hand was glowing.


  Brianna got out with the case and Brogan wasted no time peeling out, leaving them behind in the hazy desert.


  “This is from Hell,” Brianna said, waving a hand in front of her face to try to clear a few inches of breathable oxygen. Her eyes and lungs burned. “Just thought I’d tell you, in case you were wondering.”


  James made a noncommittal sound. He didn’t seem surprised at all. “What do you think of him?” he asked, nodding toward the car’s taillights, which had already faded to pinpoints.


  “Brogan? He’s fine, I guess. Funny. A lot nicer than you are, too.”


  Brianna would have been lying if she pretended that the jab wasn’t meant to hurt, but James didn’t look stung. In fact, he smiled. “Good,” he said. “I’m glad. You’ll be spending a lot more time together soon.”


  “Why’s that?” Brianna asked.


  “I told you that I was going to give you power, and I meant it,” James said, turning to walk back into the canyon. “You and Brogan are going to bind as kopis and aspis so that you’re strong enough to open this doorway for me.”


  Brianna forgot how to walk. Her foot slipped out from under her, and she dropped the case on the rocks. “What?”


  “You don’t think I gave you those tools for fun.”


  “But Brogan’s married,” she said. “I barely even know him.”


  “Power doesn’t come cheap,” James said, hefting the case under his arm and standing aside to allow Brianna to find her footing.


  It sure as heck didn’t, but Brianna had been expecting something a lot more awful and a lot less…personal, somehow. More like human sacrifice. She could get down with human sacrifice, especially if the human in question deserved it. But a binding ritual? A permanent, life-changing oath to a near-total stranger?


  She realized that her cheeks were aching, and she must have been giving James her “you are a total moron” smile for a couple of minutes now. She couldn’t seem to stop.


  “Why do you need us to be kopis and aspis to get into Eden?” Brianna asked.


  James continued walking into the canyon. “Metaraon hid Eden after it burned, but he always intended on being capable of returning at an opportune time. He also wanted to ensure he’d be the only one who could get there. He established several requirements for opening the doors, and one of them is using the power of a bound kopis and aspis. I can’t draw on my power without alerting my kopis to what I’m doing. She’ll stop us if she senses that. Thus, I need you—my high priestess.”


  Brianna liked the sound of being “his” high priestess less and less. “What’s in it for me?” she asked.


  “Aside from a kopis?” James asked. “How does the sound of godlike powers at your beck and call suit you?”


  Her mouth opened and closed wordlessly.


  The smoke was worst in the canyon. The haze clung to the rocks, pooled low to the ground so densely that Brianna could barely breathe. She coughed and hacked. It felt like sandpaper in her lungs.


  James looked up at the smoggy sky, exasperated. “I can’t see anything.” He flicked a rune into the air.


  A mighty wind gusted over the desert, blasting the smoke out of the sky and buffeting Brianna in the canyon. Pebbles danced over the rocks, stinging her legs like a hundred bees. It was a strong enough blast that it exposed dawn over the mountains, the pink sky of dawn, and the dig site.


  Brianna gasped clean air into her grateful lungs. Her vision blurred at the intake of oxygen, and when it cleared, she realized that the dig was done. Metaraon’s statue stood fully exposed, hand proudly upthrust, colorless eyes gleaming.


  And James had already begun to create the circle to bind Brianna to Brogan as his aspis.


  



  



  



  



  



  Fourteen


  



  It hadn’t been that many years ago that Seth kept trophies from his werewolf kills—usually teeth. Sometimes he had skinned them for their hides, too; a werewolf’s corpse remained in whatever condition it had been in when it died, and their pelts could be sold through certain channels. He wasn’t proud of that, but his family was poor. Better to sell the hides of the dead than starve.


  The wolf that had been ripped from Katja was not skinned, nor did Seth break off its teeth. Rylie carried it to a copse of Joshua trees. Seth brought two shovels. Together, they dug a grave six feet deep and covered its body in the dust of the desert.


  When they were done, they stood over the bulge in the earth, staring at the place where they had interred the wolf.


  Rylie leaned heavily on her shovel. Sweat pasted her hair to her neck; it was only nine o’clock in the morning, and the temperature was already approaching triple digits. The trickles of perspiration from her hairline almost concealed the tears that streamed down her cheeks.


  “Thank you, Seth,” she said. “You tried to save her.”


  “I don’t know what would have happened if it was allowed to survive,” Seth finally said, “but it was pack.”


  “Pack,” Rylie echoed.


  He didn’t like the way she was looking at him. All that grief made him want to take her into his arms, kiss her forehead, tell her that everything was going to be okay.


  It was his ringing phone that reminded him he didn’t kiss or hug Rylie anymore. He pulled it out of his pocket. The name on the screen read “ugly bastard.”


  “Abel’s calling me,” Seth said.


  Rylie propped her shovel against a Joshua tree. “I’m going to check on Katja.”


  She started walking back toward McIntyre’s trailer, which blazed a brilliant, eye-aching shade of yellow in the morning sun. Seth turned from her to answer the call, standing in the tree’s shade. It was maybe two degrees cooler than being in direct sunlight.


  “Hey, asshole,” Abel said when he answered.


  “You’re not going to believe this,” Seth said in a low voice.


  “What, Elise is somehow hiding balls under her leggings? Oh, right, I almost forgot that I don’t give a shit and a half about whatever drama’s going on with that bitch. Where’s Rylie?”


  Seth turned to watch Rylie’s retreating back. With her white sundress trailing behind her, her figure rippling with waves of heat off of the sunbaked earth, she looked like a desert mirage. The kind of hazy image of utopia a man might conjure as he died.


  He could have called out to her, given her the phone. But he only said, “She’s around here somewhere.”


  “‘Somewhere’ isn’t good enough,” Abel growled. “Where, Seth?”


  “A few hundred feet away. I can see her. What’s your problem?”


  “She’s not answering my calls or texts, that’s the problem,” he said. “For all I know, she could be dead in some Vegas gutter. She could have been kidnapped. The Union could have arrested her. I don’t know.”


  Oh, that wasn’t anger in his brother’s voice. It was Abel’s emotionally stunted attempt to convey his fear of losing the woman more important to him than anything else in the world.


  “I told you I’d protect her,” Seth said. “She’s fine.” If grieving the death of her pack mate could possibly be “fine.”


  The tense silence on the other side could only mean that Abel was relieved. But when he spoke again, the anger in his voice hadn’t abated. “Then why isn’t she talking to me? She gone mute?” And that would be his emotionally stunted way of conveying that his feelings were hurt.


  “You’re going to have to ask her,” Seth said.


  “Can’t ask her if she won’t talk to me.” Abel grunted. “We had a fight before she left.”


  Seth knew. He had seen. He sagged against the trunk of the tree, dropping down to sit in the dirt. “Elise exorcised a werewolf, Abel.”


  “Great. So Katja’s fine, and you’re all coming back.”


  “That’s not what I mean,” Seth said, letting a fistful of dirt trickle through his fingers, like sands through an hourglass. “Elise pulled the wolf out. Katja’s not a werewolf anymore. The wolf is dead, and the human is fine.”


  “You’re fucking with me,” Abel said.


  “If I was going to mess with your crappy excuse for a brain, I wouldn’t make up something that insane, man.” Another long silence. “This means we could cure the pack, I guess, if Elise felt up to forty exorcisms,” Seth said.


  “The pack doesn’t need curing. It’s not sick.” The fierceness with which he said it was shocking. Abel used to be as intense about hunting werewolves as Seth was. And now it wasn’t a sickness? A problem to be fixed?


  “I agree,” Seth said, surprising himself. “I don’t like where this could go. Not at all.”


  “You need to get Rylie home.”


  “Yeah. I think you’re right.”


  “And make it fast.” Abel huffed. “I can’t hold on to the pack without her.”


  Seth’s eyebrows lifted. That must have taken a lot of strength for his brother to admit. Rylie came into the position of Alpha naturally, with all the power and responsibility that entailed. Abel, not so much. He still struggled to help others through the change, and he didn’t have a leader’s personality. But damned be anyone that tried to tell him that. Abel had almost broken Seth’s face when he brought it up.


  If he was being honest about his shortcomings, it had to be getting bad with the pack.


  “Have you heard from Summer?” Seth asked.


  “Last I heard, she and Nash are still looking for Charla Hannity. Whatever. Get Rylie home now.”


  Abel hung up.


  Seth dropped the phone into his pocket, grabbed the shovels, and started walking back.


  His brother was overprotective of Rylie. That was another one of those truths that nobody in the pack was allowed to say, no matter how vehemently they believed it. Seth’s theory was that Abel knew that Rylie was too good for him, and he was smart enough to do everything he could to keep her from leaving. But maybe that was Seth’s jealousy talking.


  There was no jealousy in Seth that day. He hadn’t agreed with Abel in a long time, but he agreed on this.


  It was time to get out of Las Vegas.


  Rylie was stepping out of the McIntyres’ master bedroom as he entered the trailer. Seth glimpsed Katja sitting upright in bed with a laptop for a half-second before Rylie shut the door behind her. “She doesn’t remember anything,” she whispered. For a moment, Seth wondered why Rylie bothered to keep her voice down—but then remembered that Katja would no longer have a werewolf’s supernatural hearing.


  “The exorcism?”


  “Nothing since she got bitten,” Rylie said. “Her last memories are from before she got kidnapped, or whatever happened to her and Charla. She said it feels like she’s been asleep for a long time.”


  Seth stared at the door, stomach twisting with unease. “No memory at all.”


  That meant that Katja wouldn’t remember her first six moons—the transitory period in which she went from human to werewolf. She wouldn’t remember how she had become infected with whatever had made her wolf sick. She didn’t have any of their answers.


  A huge piece of her life, gone.


  “Why doesn’t she remember? Was it the exorcism, or the trauma?” Seth asked.


  Rylie shrugged. “We’ll have to take Katja to the California werewolves to find out. Bekah’s been studying to become a therapist, and she’ll have contacts that know about us. We can have them check her out.” She scuffed the toe of her shoe on a bump in the carpet where it hadn’t been stretched out correctly. “It’s probably a blessing, though. Getting to forget everything.”


  “Sounds like hell to me,” Seth said.


  She gnawed on her bottom lip. “Hell is having every bone in my body shatter twice a month so I can become a killing machine. Hell is missing twenty years of your kids’ lives. Hell is… Hell is breaking my boyfriend’s heart because my wolf wants to be mated to another wolf.” She shook her head. “I don’t know.”


  “What are you trying to say?” he asked.


  Her smile was weak, with none of its usual glow. “Nothing. I’m not saying anything at all.”


  He rubbed a hand over the back of his neck. “Abel wants you to call him. He said you’re ignoring your texts.”


  Rylie had already turned to leave, heading for the kitchen. “I’ll get a hold of him,” she said over her shoulder.


  Somehow, Seth knew that she was lying.


  



  Seth showered the dust and sweat from his body. The McIntyres’ bathroom was small, and the shower smaller still; his shoulders didn’t even fit unless he angled his body in the stall diagonally. Water and soap sluiced down his body. He couldn’t seem to get the temperature hot enough to burn away the stress knotted in his muscles.


  Every time his eyes fell shut, he saw that wolf again, its skull a bloody mess. He saw Rylie’s tearful face, and Katja’s relatively blank stare.


  He remained in the shower until the water ran cold, then toweled off and dressed in his last clean shirt.


  Leticia was in the kids’ room with her daughters, speaking softly, putting toys in pink backpacks in preparation to leave. Katja was sleeping in the other bedroom. The trailer was otherwise silent, heavy with the fading evening, its windows caked with dust from the earlier storm.


  There was no sign of Rylie or Elise.


  Seth found McIntyre and Anthony arguing outside, near the wreckage of the shack. The sight of Anthony brought Seth’s hackles up. It also brought back that terrible moment again—the explosion of the shotgun, the spray of blood over the crevice, and Rylie’s scream.


  If Seth had been less of a man—if he had been Abel, for instance—he wouldn’t have been able to control the anger that made him want to introduce Anthony’s face to his fist again. But he sealed his mouth.


  “She never comes back until sundown,” McIntyre said to Anthony, caught in mid-conversation. He had dragged one of his tables out of the wreckage and set his laptop up on it.


  Anthony thrust a finger toward the horizon. “What’s that look like to you?” Burying Katja’s wolf had taken most of the morning, and recovering McIntyre’s most important equipment from the shack had taken the rest of the day. The sun touched the mountains, stretching long violet shadows over an orange desert.


  “It looks like sunset’s still an hour away,” McIntyre said, tossing a box into the rear of his pickup. It was already filled with grocery bags of food and clothes, as well as a plastic toy cooking stove and a few other toys that Dana and Deb had deemed necessary to evacuate. “Fucking relax.”


  Anthony shoved McIntyre. “Watch your mouth.”


  “We don’t need her yet, anyhow,” McIntyre said. “You know what she’s going to say. We need to get Abraxas back before shit gets worse. That break between worlds—it’s not closed permanently. It’ll be opened again if we can’t stop it.”


  “We can’t stop it without Elise,” Anthony said.


  Seth raised his voice to speak over the men. “Where’s Rylie?”


  It was like the men hadn’t even noticed he was there until that moment. They both rounded on him. They may have been arguing, but they presented a united front to the outsider—the man that thought Anthony was a sick, heartless fuck for shooting a wolf spirit. He wondered if Elise had broken it to them yet that Seth was joining their team.


  “I don’t know where she is. We’re not babysitters,” Anthony said.


  “Last I saw, Rylie’s out walking. Again.” McIntyre shrugged. “Think she needs breathing room.”


  She wasn’t going to find it in the desert. The wind had cleared away the worst of the smoke, but a low haze still clung to the ground, making Seth’s throat raw. The moisture from his shower had already evaporated, and his skin was cracking. “And Elise?”


  Anthony’s answer was drowned out by the roar of helicopter engines, buzzing low over the desert. They roared over the mountains and blew past at high speed.


  Seth reflexively ducked, even though they weren’t that low, and lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the dust kicked up in their wake. The rotors glinted brightly in the falling sun, but the helicopters themselves were painted matte black.


  Moments later, the sound of other engines followed. Seth turned to see a convoy of hulking black vehicles driving on the highway at the bottom of the slope. They weren’t the Union’s usual black SUVs; these looked more like heavily armored tanks without the cannon on top. A long line of them was following the helicopters.


  “BearCats,” McIntyre said. “Shit. Haven’t seen those in a while.”


  Seth tracked their progress with his eyes until the lead vehicle vanished on the horizon, where he knew Las Vegas to be.


  Light flared bright against the dimming sky, and a black arm of smoke thrust into the sky. For them to see it at that distance, it had to be at least as wide as a city block.


  The sound of rumbling took a few seconds to catch up with them.


  Something big had exploded in Las Vegas. Since the Union was on top of it, Seth somehow doubted that it was anything as mundane as a gas main.


  McIntyre was already typing on his laptop. “There were no alarms,” he said. “Why weren’t there any fucking alarms?”


  “There wasn’t anything before the last event, either,” Anthony said, grabbing a rifle off of the table and slinging it over his good shoulder. He tossed another gun to Seth. Apparently, there were no hard feelings once things started exploding.


  Wasn’t it obvious? “They know you’ve hacked them,” Seth said. “The Union must have realized that you’ve been in their system and blocked you out. They know that we’re watching.”


  McIntyre’s colorful string of curses only cut off when Leticia emerged with the kids, each of them wearing a backpack with rainbows and ponies on the back. The smaller girl was holding a rag doll almost as tall as she was, its feet dragging in the dust. Katja drifted behind them, hugging a blanket around her shoulders and looking entirely baffled by the surroundings. Ace took up the rear, muzzled and chained.


  “Take the pickup,” McIntyre said, kissing Leticia’s cheek.


  Her eyes sharpened, but she didn’t argue. She nodded once. “Okay.”


  Anthony was already in the other car—a gold sedan that looked like it had already been through an apocalypse or three. “Come on!” he shouted out the driver’s window.


  “Where you guys going?” Seth asked.


  “We need Abraxas,” McIntyre said with a grim glance toward Vegas. Seth peered through the windows as he climbed in with Anthony. The car may have been ugly as fuck, but they had a gun rack and a safe built in where the backseat should have been. “You wanna come?”


  Seth couldn’t go anywhere without Rylie. He stepped back, getting out of Leticia’s way as she loaded the kids in her pickup. Katja took the front seat with Leticia.


  “I’ll catch up,” he said.


  The men didn’t seem to care. They peeled out, tires squealing and dirt spraying behind them, and Leticia wasn’t far behind them, though she soon turned in the opposite direction.


  He didn’t wait to see where the two parties were headed. Seth mounted the steps into the empty trailer, throwing open McIntyre’s gun safe and grabbing the rifle that he had racked inside. He flipped it upside down to load it one round at a time. Katja must have been watching the news before Leticia dragged her out of the trailer; the TV was blaring in the other room.


  Seth stepped into the bedroom to find his jacket, and the television caught his eye.


  “A representative for the Office of Preternatural Affairs has confirmed that an arrest has been made in the assassination of Senator Peterson, who spearheaded the earliest non-human citizen laws,” said the anchor, a stern-faced man with a blue tie.


  The camera in the newsroom switched to footage of the arrest. Jostling bodies half-carried a woman out of a building lit by blazing spotlights—a strip motel, which was backed by a liquor store that Seth recognized. It was on the same block as Original Sin. Hands gripped the woman’s arms, the back of her head, covering her in a blanket as they dragged her toward one of the Union’s bigger assault vehicles.


  Her hair was black, her skin was pale, and she was wearing leather.


  Seth leaned in close when they froze a shot of the woman on the screen. Her face was blurred, but…she looked a lot like Elise.


  The image was replaced by that of the news anchor again.


  “Although the suspect has been identified as infernal in origin, further information, including her class, name, and motivation, have not been released. Sources have been unable to verify whether the suspect is related to the developing crisis in Las Vegas.”


  The screen door banged open with a squeal. Seth stepped into the living room, heart leaping into his throat, hoping that Rylie had returned.


  But it was Neuma that shouldered into the room.


  “Help me,” she grunted, hauling a tarp-wrapped body in her arms. It concealed almost every inch of the person that Neuma carried, although Seth could see a single bare foot dangling over one arm. “I found her out by the mountains. I think she’s dying.”


  “It’s okay, let me look,” Seth said, heart pounding. Who was it? Had Rylie gotten caught by the Union and injured?


  “It’s bad,” Neuma said.


  “I have medical training.”


  “Not in this, you don’t,” she said.


  Neuma dropped the woman on the couch. Seth pulled the tarpaulin back.


  It was Elise. She was gray-skinned, breathing shallowly, skin tight to her bones. Wherever she had gone during the day, it hadn’t healed her. The scratches that she had earned in the fight against Katja’s wolf had grown into massive, oozing gashes.


  He looked up at the image of the woman on the screen and then at the woman on the couch. They definitely looked the same.


  But if Elise was unconscious on McIntyre’s couch, then who the hell had the Union arrested?


  



  



  



  



  



  Fifteen


  



  The woman looked a little young to be a nurse, but the Union guards weren’t looking at her face. This nurse had the kind of curves that made her look like she was busting out of her turquoise scrubs, and the guards noticed.


  She heard them muttering to each other as she passed.


  “Damn, that ass,” one said.


  The other said, “I should have gone to medical school.”


  She didn’t acknowledge that she had heard any such remarks, but she did add a little bit of an extra snap to her hips as she walked. Let them look at her body—it was awesome. Anything to keep the Union from realizing the nurse that had just checked in didn’t really work at Riverside Memorial Center.


  She grabbed a lab cart and wheeled it down the hall. Glass bottles rattled softly on the trays. She passed curtained rooms, most of them empty, and didn’t look inside; she was heading straight for the secure room at the end of the hall, and couldn’t have cared less about the other patients.


  The door to room 933 was guarded by another Union kopis: a man in a black uniform holding his gun swinging lazily from one hand. He didn’t acknowledge the woman in the scrubs that slipped around him to push the cart into the room.


  Charla Hannity was lucky—or maybe unlucky—enough to have a room of her own. Heavy plastic curtains hung around her bed, with clean air piped through tubing as thick as a man’s thigh. She had been tied to the bed even though she was sedated; she looked tiny and frail among the medical equipment.


  The one window in the back of the room was locked. The nurse abandoned her cart, snapped the lock off with her hand, and pushed the window open.


  She leaned out, hands braced on the frame.


  Cars inched past on a street hundreds of dizzying feet below. She ignored them to look up into the night sky, beyond the shadowed outline of neighboring buildings to the purple clouds heavy with moisture. A winged creature swooped overhead, far too large to be a bird.


  She stepped back to make room.


  Nashriel Adamson landed a moment later.


  He had to fold his wings behind him to fit through the window, compressing them tightly against his back. They lacked their usual radiance; if Nash let his energy leak, the entire hospital would lose power and hundreds of people could die. His face was tight with concentration as he straightened, tugging his suit jacket so that the tailored lines hung neatly around him.


  “Well?” he asked.


  “No problems,” Summer said, shucking the scrub top and tossing it in the trash. She had bought the outfit from a store down the street, only to discover that they didn’t carry sizes big enough for voluptuous, six-foot-tall Amazonian women. Stripped to her plain white tank top, she could finally breathe.


  Nash’s eyes sparked with appreciation, but he kept his thoughts to himself as he turned to the bed. “What are all of these apparatuses?”


  “I’m not a nurse; I only play one on TV,” Summer whispered, casting a glance at the door. “Looks like Charla’s quarantined, though.”


  Nash made a noise of disinterest and pushed through the curtains to Charla’s side. After a moment’s hesitation, Summer joined him.


  Inside the plastic curtains, the air was cooler and drier. It was easier to make out Charla’s injuries without anything between them: her dry, cracking skin; the burns on her hands where they rested atop the sheet; all of the bruising around her throat. She definitely wasn’t a werewolf. She would have long since healed that damage if she had been.


  Summer snapped her fingers over Charla’s head. The patient didn’t react.


  “I don’t think we’re going to be getting any answers out of her tonight,” she said.


  “Perhaps not verbally,” Nash agreed, stretching out his fingers, as if he were preparing to play a classical piece on the piano. “You may wish to leave the room if you prefer not to glimpse her memories. It’s too difficult to keep you out of my thoughts now.”


  Summer snuggled against his arm, as much for his comfort as her own. There hadn’t been sick people back in the Haven. Not like this. “And have to put the scrubs back on? Not happening.”


  “Very well.” Nash settled his hands on either side of Charla’s head, careful not to disturb the tubing.


  Angels were creatures of the intellectual; they could control human minds almost as easily as they could see into them, and all it took was a moment of concentration to get into the patient’s skull.


  The overhead lights flickered. Her breathing machine stuttered, stopped, and restarted.


  He plunged into Charla’s memories.


  Summer struggled not to let Nash’s energy suck her under, but it was difficult when they were so in tune with one another. She focused on the tactile sensation of his expensive suit under her fingers, the sound of machines beeping, the cool air breezing over her skin.


  But she still caught glimpses of Charla’s memory.


  Red. Fire. Burning. Summer heard the words whispered to her in a feminine voice she didn’t recognize—probably Charla’s.


  Summer blinked rapidly, watching Charla’s impassive face clutched between Nash’s hands. The woman’s eyelids fluttered, as if she were caught in a dream.


  Katja’s in pain. So much pain.


  She grabbed the bed rail with one hand, gripping it tightly. Her legs trembled, suddenly unwilling to support her.


  Nash’s features contorted as he raked through Charla’s memories, pale eyes open, but blank and unseeing.


  The blood. The blood…


  And then an image crested over all of it, filling Summer’s mind with one terrible moment of agony.


  Katja is changing, and he’s beating her as she does. He’s driving the vessel into her belly. It’s a teardrop shaped piece of glass that sloshes with blood on the inside, and its tip is a point like a needle, but that doesn’t mean that it doesn’t hurt Katja. He’s squeezing—the blood, there’s so much blood—


  Summer stepped back with a gasp. “What was that?” she asked, snapping out of the memory. She was trying to whisper, but her voice was too loud in her ears, as if projected with a megaphone.


  It took a moment for Nash to reply. He visibly struggled to dredge himself out of Charla’s mind and refocus his eyes. “The red place,” Nash said with a deep scowl. He removed his hands from her head and wiped his palms down the breasts of his jacket. “Charla and Katja were taken to Hell as slaves.”


  “Slaves?”


  “Human trafficking is the foundation of Hell’s economy.” This was said impartially, like sharing a particularly boring fact of life. “Katja was given the werewolf curse deliberately by the slavers as an experiment. And then she was…infected.”


  “Infected? By what?” Summer asked.


  “The blood,” he said softly. “The dire blood.”


  The lights flickered again, the same way that they had when Nash first dipped into her mind. She clutched his arm.


  “Careful,” she hissed.


  Nash frowned. “I’m not causing that.” He clapped a hand to his breast pocket. “It’s the summoning stone.” He extracted a tiny gem from the pocket, dangling from a golden chain. It matched the stone that he had given Seth before he left, and it glowed, pulsing like a tiny heartbeat.


  Seth was summoning Nash—Seth was in danger.


  



  The Bellagio had taken the worst of the damage. It stood across from a smoldering pile of wreckage that used to be another hotel casino. Smoke poured from the broken upper story, and flames danced in the lower windows. The basin that held the fountains was drier than a cow’s bones baked in summer heat. Anthony wasn’t certain how tall the hotel tower used to be, but he was pretty sure that the Bellagio was missing about ten stories now.


  The casino across the street was the source of most of the smoke. It was still burning, still pouring black clouds into the air. It smelled like scorched plastic.


  “Looks like our stop,” McIntyre said, hanging one arm out the window, Desert Eagle in hand. One sight of the gun was enough to keep the running, screaming tourists from trying to jump into their car; all of the parking garages had been blocked off by Union barricades, and nobody else seemed to have a working car downtown anymore.


  Anthony braked hard to keep from running over an Asian woman in a sundress.


  “Why here?” he asked, punching the horn. She shrieked and ran faster.


  “Because we’re not getting any farther than this,” McIntyre said. “Kill the engine.”


  Anthony pocketed the keys and grabbed a shotgun out of the back before joining McIntyre. They had to stand on the roof of the car in order to see anything over the crowd.


  People were pouring out of all the surrounding casinos, none of which had any lights on. The ones at the end by The Excalibur still had light, but everything on this side was dark. It was eerie to see the Strip without power; the milling bodies looked like ocean waves in the darkness, crashing over the sidewalks and splitting around the BearCats that rumbled two blocks down. The faint glow of sunset still rimmed the horizon. In half an hour, it was going to be complete darkness in Las Vegas, aside from the Union’s emergency lights.


  It wasn’t the power outage making everyone run. Anthony heard another rumbling crack, and he turned in time to see that the Stratosphere had snapped. Its point seemed to tumble in slow motion, taking an elegant swan dive across the street.


  “What the fuck is going on?” Anthony asked.


  Plumes of light mushroomed over the Bellagio, washing the street in crimson hues.


  “Abraxas,” McIntyre said.


  They waded into the crowd, shoving against the flow of bodies. They didn’t have to struggle as hard once they reached the walkway alongside the fountains; everyone that was going to leave had already left the hotel, and the shops waiting for them at the top stood empty and dark.


  None of the elevators were working, so they had to take the service stairs. Even the emergency lights were turned off. McIntyre held up his cell phone with the flash turned on, illuminating their path into the higher levels of the hotel. Anthony’s heart barely beat as they climbed.


  The first thing that Anthony noticed on the top floor was how nice the rooms at the Bellagio must have been before the roof and walls had been ripped away. The attack had occurred across two suites; it was impossible to miss noticing how beautiful the bathroom fixtures must have been, how nice the bedspreads, the view of the Strip. He bet that there had been nice wallpaper in the rooms, too. No way to tell now.


  Three of the bodies were arrayed around what used to be a doorway. Two more were draped over one of the beds. His eyes skimmed them, going from one to the next without lingering. Fading crimson symbols marked the floor around the bodies in the rough shape of a circle.


  It looked a hell of a lot like what Anthony had found at the Bloomfield house, but there were more bodies: eighteen instead of nine, at a quick count. Two separate rituals, maybe. The bodies had also been subjected to more damage. Instead of merely having gaping, bloody gashes marking their bodies, they had been ripped apart. Most of them were split from throat to genitals. Anthony didn’t see any intestines. It was like they had all been hollowed out.


  “Huh,” he said, because he was far beyond his ability to be surprised anymore.


  When Anthony was a kid, he used to visit the Morales farm down in Mexico. They would select a pig and slaughter it for the entire family to eat. He had been there for the butchering many times. Growing up with that, he didn’t see the pigs as pets or even animals. He saw them as cuts of meat.


  That was what this looked like. Cuts of meat. A butcher’s shop at the top of the Bellagio.


  McIntyre liked to pretend he was hardened to the bodies, too, but he was pale under the piercings, and he scratched at his tattoo sleeves like he was covered in swarming termites. “This don’t look like a hybrid attack,” he said. “I’ve seen hybrids, and this isn’t hybrids.”


  He was right. Hybrids usually killed by cleaving, tearing, or crushing. But the surgical nature of the wounds seemed more sadistic. And the missing organs? Hybrids weren’t man-eaters.


  “Maybe a possessed hybrid attack,” Anthony said, but he knew how wrong that was as he said it. It was too quiet on the roof—almost peaceful with the hot smoke blowing around them.


  “Where’s the Union?” McIntyre asked.


  Anthony frowned. McIntyre was right; there were no black-clad bodies among the dead. “They must not be here yet.”


  “You kidding? The streets were crawling with ‘em.”


  Was it possible that the Union simply hadn’t made it to the Bellagio yet, even though it was obviously the site of a recent attack?


  Anthony walked up to the edge of the room, careful to stand back a few inches as he looked over the side at the street. BearCats were still crawling along the pavement, slowly herding tourists toward evacuation points. A couple of them looked like they were approaching the Bellagio.


  “Guess we’re first,” Anthony began to say, but his voice died in his throat when he looked toward the back of the hotel. Metal claws gripped what had been a window frame, with long ropes dangling toward the ground on the other side. The Union hadn’t taken the stairs. They had scaled the outside of the building. At least, they had attempted it.


  Black dots marked the sidewalk on the other side. That was what his brain wanted to see—black dots. He couldn’t imagine that they were cuts of meat at that distance.


  A spotlight swept over the cement, momentarily illuminating the broken, twisted limbs, the scattered weapons, the splatters of blood.


  The entire Union unit had been tossed off the top of the hotel.


  Anthony wasn’t afraid of heights. He didn’t get vertigo in high places. He and Elise had even gone bouldering a few times for fun—which was climbing some pretty impressive cliffs without a scrap of gear. But he suddenly felt horribly insecure where he stood, like the floor was going to vanish underneath him and the street would rush at his face.


  He stepped back reflexively.


  “What could have done that?” he muttered, chancing another glance over the side.


  “Uh…Anthony,” McIntyre said.


  “What?” He turned.


  They weren’t alone.


  A woman stood where a hot tub should have been, perched on top of a pile of broken porcelain in precarious, spike-heeled boots. Her slender legs were wrapped in leather. She wore a loose shirt that billowed around her in the wind. Her hair was sleek black, the same shade of infinite nothingness as her eyes, and her face was pale.


  Anthony only got a glimpse of her before she flickered and vanished. Gone.


  “Elise?” he asked, stepping toward the place where she had been standing.


  McIntyre gave a guttural cry behind him. Anthony whirled in time to see a flash of the pale-skinned woman snapping a high kick at his face. He ducked under it. A boot whistled over his head. McIntyre was already on the ground, blood pouring out of his broken nose. He hadn’t ducked in time.


  Anthony lifted his gun, but the woman was already gone again.


  This time, he saw a wisp of black smoke darting across the floor—hard to make out unless you knew what you were looking for. And Anthony definitely knew what he was looking for. He had seen Elise phase like that a thousand times.


  Something hard connected with the back of his head, throwing him into the bed. His hands landed on slick, sticky blood. It immediately began soaking through his cast, leaving black stains on the rough bandaging.


  He didn’t take the time to look at who had attacked him. Anthony kicked backward blindly and felt his foot hit.


  When he straightened, there was nobody behind him.


  “That’s not Elise,” McIntyre said.


  The woman appeared on the wall behind McIntyre, hair streaming around her, bleeding into the night. It wasn’t quite as sleek as Elise’s—more like it was fraying and splattering ichor everywhere. Her head was ducked so that her features were impossible to make out.


  Anthony fired the shotgun. Buckshot sprayed into empty air.


  Gone again.


  The image of the broken Union bodies on the sidewalk flashed through his mind an instant before he felt hands on his shoulders.


  And then he was airborne.


  Elise didn’t love Anthony. She had never loved Anthony. She had been selfish, unappreciative, and thought of James first, second, and third, even when they had been deluding themselves into thinking they had some kind of relationship. But she would never hurt him. She had given up her life to save his when he was possessed by a demon; it was his fault that she had died, and they were friends now.


  She would never throw me off the fucking Bellagio.


  That was all he could think as he watched the edge of the building rush past him.


  He flung out a hand, making a swipe for the window’s ledge. He felt the bite of broken glass. Saw blood trickle up his fingers toward the sky, as if gravity had inverted. His good hand missed the edge, but the fingers on the side of his broken arm caught. Unfortunately, they were too weak to grip.


  He fell.


  Anthony’s side slammed into the glass, and he bounced toward the bodies of the dead Union unit.


  His hand brushed a rope.


  Anthony grabbed more by reflex than intent. His hands closed on braided nylon, and pain slashed his palm as the friction built. His instincts wanted him to let go—but he looked down to see the ground still rushing at him too quickly, and gripped the Union’s climbing rope harder instead.


  He gritted his teeth as he clutched the rope in both hands, struggling to slow his descent. He could smell burning flesh, saw the blood slicking the nylon, and held on for dear life.


  The hook at the top came loose two stories from the sidewalk.


  Anthony hit the cement a half-second later.


  For a blissful moment, he blacked out. He knew he must have blacked out, since he went from bleeding and burning and falling to utter motionlessness without any sense of transition. When he became aware again, he realized that there was something wet and sticky underneath him—he had landed on a body—and the nylon rope pooled on top of him.


  “Argh,” he groaned, curling onto his side. He couldn’t begin to enumerate his injuries. Every inch of him hurt. The friction burns on his hands, though—that was a whole new kind of pain, far worse than having the breath knocked out of him.


  He grimaced up at the hotel that he had fallen from. A shadow had settled over the entire top floor…and was creeping down the side toward him.


  The Not-Elise was coming after him.


  If she was moving down to attack him again, then he didn’t feel optimistic about McIntyre’s chances. He realized it with a spark of grief, which was quickly overruled by his entirely selfish urge not to be on the ground when the demon reached him.


  He needed to stand and fight. But his shotgun, useless as it was, had been dropped on top of the Bellagio.


  Anthony only knew two ways to hurt Elise: light and electricity, neither of which was working on that block of the Las Vegas Strip at the moment. But there was one light a few blocks away—the brightest goddamn light in the world, which thrust from the peak of the Luxor’s pyramid and burned into the clouds.


  If there were an Elise-killer anywhere, that would be it.


  Clutching the ropes to his chest, Anthony staggered to his feet and bolted, slipping and sliding on wet pieces of the Union’s splattered bodies. He found traction and picked up speed.


  The tide of fleeing tourists had mostly cleared now, abandoning the dark half of the Strip for relative brightness toward The Excalibur and Mandalay Bay. Anthony rushed along with the crowd that remained, ignoring the shouts as he slammed into them, and not daring to look over his shoulder. He knew that the demon was following him. He could feel her at his back like blood dripping down his spine.


  When he hit the first row of streetlights, they blacked out behind him.


  She was catching up.


  Anthony ran faster.


  The Union rolled down the road. They had deployed one of their tanks now, and it aimed its cannon straight down the road, toward the growing shadow that pursued Anthony.


  Whumph. Mortar rounds hurtled into the air.


  He had seen Elise swallow bullets, blades, and anything else that was thrown at her when she was incorporeal. He was willing to bet she could devour the mortar rounds whole, too. And that thing, that sick bitch that had killed everyone at the Bellagio, seemed to have the same ability. He never heard the mortar rounds hit anything.


  The streetlights on the entire block cut off.


  But the Luxor still burned, and Anthony rushed toward it, hurtling over the pedestrian bridges as encroaching night crawled behind him.


  He reached the base of the pyramid and stared up at the glassy black obelisk. Its beam of light looked like safety and freedom. It looked like life.


  Unfortunately, everything between him and that light was sleek, unclimbable glass.


  Anthony unspooled the hook and rope in his hands, swinging it in a wide loop. At its periapsis, he released.


  The hook hurtled toward the light, shrinking to a pinpoint.


  It caught.


  There was no way to tell what it had hooked on—if it was the edge of a window on the fifth floor or the fifteenth, if it would get him anywhere near the light, or even if its hold was firm enough to support his weight. Anthony couldn’t try again. There was no light behind him now, and he could hear the screams of humans swallowed by demon-shadow.


  Anthony scrambled up the side of the Luxor, groaning at having to grip the nylon rope in his burned hands. He tried to support his weight with his feet, but the glass was so much slicker than he imagined, and the wind was too strong the instant he got off the ground. He wrapped the rope around his cast, gritted his teeth, and climbed one floor at a time.


  He pulled hard, struggling toward that beam of light, and it grew in his vision.


  He could hear the humming of the Luxor’s power systems as he got closer, buffeted by dust on the wind, eyes stinging with smoke. And behind him, he could feel the press of infernal energy at his back, and hear the whisper of a hungry, wordless voice.


  And then the Luxor’s light beam shut off.


  The Strip was dark.


  His aching hands lost grip on the rope, and Anthony tumbled into darkness.


  



  Brianna had never worked such complex magic in her entire life, and they weren’t even finished with the circle of power yet. James had drawn the initial ring to be bigger than any standard circle—big enough that a full complement of thirteen witches could have performed rituals within. But it wasn’t intended to be populated by a coven—just one witch and her kopis-to-be.


  “I’ve never seen symbols like this before,” Brianna admitted as they worked. They had each taken separate quadrants of the circle in an attempt to get it drawn faster. There seemed to be some kind of crystals mixed in with the sticks of chalk; the lines glimmered in the lights they had erected around the statue.


  “Few people have,” James said with a faint smile. “Until the Union began matchmaking their soldiers, only a few dozen kopis and aspis dyads existed at any given time. It’s not an easy ritual.” His smile grew as he continued to draw.


  “What’s so funny?” Brianna asked.


  “I’m thinking about the first time I made one of these,” James said, sitting back on his heels with chalk in one hand and a dagger in the other. His eyes were distant, lost in memory. “It was in a town called Klampenborg, which is a suburb of Copenhagen. We were on the trail of a fallen angel. It was cold and gray in the depths of winter, but I think those days—drawing that circle, performing that ritual—were the warmest of my life.”


  Brianna focused hard on drawing her quadrant. “What’s it like? Having a kopis?”


  He thought about this for a long, quiet moment.


  “It’s like being complete,” James finally said.


  She sneaked a glance at him. His smile was gone, but he still looked vacant, many years and many miles away.


  He realized that she was looking at him and met her gaze. Brianna busied herself with the drawing.


  “You’ll know soon enough,” he said, with less emotion than before.


  Brianna was still trying to wrap her mind around the idea of having a lifelong binding to Brogan. Brianna and Brogan—they could go by B&B. It was the makings of a cool team name. But no matter how hard she tried to work up enthusiasm for the idea, she wasn’t hot on the idea of having some twenty-eight-year-old ex-Marine with a wife following her around for the rest of her life.


  Wasn’t it supposed to be closer than marriage or something like that? How was a partnership supposed to be closer than a married couple if he was already married? Sounded like weirdness waiting to happen.


  She had noticed that James wore a band on his ring finger. She wondered if it was a wedding ring.


  “What’s she like?” Brianna asked. “Your kopis. You bound to, like, the only female kopis in existence, right?” Pairings of kopides and aspides wasn’t exactly public record, but Brianna had trained with the White Ash Coven for a few months before it dissolved, and James had been their favorite topic of conversation.


  “She’s my missing half,” James said, “and we won’t discuss her.”


  Brianna shrugged it off, but the curiosity gnawed at her. What kind of woman did it take to be a kopis? She was probably pretty scary-looking, all biceps and linebacker shoulders. Bet she has a mustache. Yeah, definitely a mustache. Brianna was probably a lot prettier, even if she couldn’t bench press cars with her pinkie finger.


  If James could grow to think of a hirsute ape of a woman as his other half, then Brianna could definitely get used to Brogan.


  Preparing the circle took about a million and a half years. James might have been okay doing hours of spell crafting, but Brianna wasn’t. When the air began to cool with approaching evening, she climbed out of the canyon to stretch.


  The sound of faint sirens drew her attention to the south. Helicopters were tearing over the desert, heading for a plume of smoke rising from Las Vegas’s distant skyline.


  It was a lot of smoke. Like, “an entire city block detonated” kind of smoke.


  “Should we be worried about that?” Brianna called down to James.


  He shielded his eyes and peered around the rock formations to see what she meant. “Damn,” James said, and then he went back to work, like it was no big deal.


  “Is this part of your plan, too?” she asked.


  He didn’t reply.


  In fact, he seemed entirely unconcerned about the whole thing. And sure, when you’re an angel-witch-thing who has been through a couple of apocalypses, maybe blowing up Las Vegas wasn’t really a big deal. But Brianna had seen what happened to Reno after demons hit it hard. It was ruined. She was envisioning Union perimeters, empty buildings, a winter of drifting ash on the Strip. That hadn’t been the Vegas she wanted to visit.


  Brianna worried, not for the first time, that she may have possibly—just a little bit—gotten herself into much bigger trouble than she had been hoping for.


  But then James waved her down, beckoning her sense of adventure to rejoin him, and she climbed back into the canyon to finish what she’d started.


  They completed the circle a few hours after nightfall.


  According to the guidebook, it would be a few hours before it had properly “set”—the crystals needed time to soak up energy from the surrounding world and the charms needed to age. But it was otherwise completely done.


  In a few more hours, Brianna was going to make a lifelong commitment to a kopis she barely knew.


  It was enough to make her question whether the power was worth it all. Giving up her one and only chance to be an aspis to some stranger, while James went around blowing up major metropolitan areas—or at least being totally chill about it. But she had already come this far, traveled hundreds of miles and dug in the dusty desert for a week to make it happen.


  She shook out her hands, laughing nervously. “This is exciting,” she told James, stepping back to study their handiwork. The circle was a work of art. “I’m as nervous as a virgin on her wedding night.” Or what she thought a virgin on her wedding night would feel like, anyway.


  James apparently didn’t find it funny, because he didn’t laugh.


  “Sorry,” she said, “that was in bad taste?” His eyes had gone all blank again. “Are you okay, James?”


  With a shout of pain, he doubled over, gripping his stomach with both hands. She touched his arm just in time for the vision to crash over him and pass through her.


  Everything was dark. So dark.


  Brogan could hear the orders being shouted over his Bluetooth earpiece, but couldn’t make out any of the words over all of the running, the screaming.


  The power had gone out on the opposite half of the Strip minutes earlier, but it was even darker now than it had been before. It wasn’t a natural darkness. There was shadow spilling from the Bellagio, creeping toward the tank and the BearCats, approaching the line of men with guns—the line on which Brogan stood.


  A black wall of shadow was only inches away.


  “I’m supposed to be in IT,” he told the kopis next to him, who didn’t laugh.


  Everyone fired. The sound of bullets tore through the air, shattering his eardrums.


  And then the shadow dropped on him.


  There was no sound at all.


  Brianna tore away from James with a shriek, clutching her head. Her eyes were streaming. She expected to see blood when she looked down, but she was uninjured—the vision had been so real.


  It had been real…for Brogan.


  “Oh my Goddess,” she whispered.


  James had collapsed to his knees. He gazed up at her with horror in his eyes, and said the words that didn’t need to be said.


  “Brogan is dead.”


  



  



  



  



  



  Sixteen


  



  Anthony was pretty sure that he was dead. He was drifting among the clouds, high above nothingness, drawn along by the wind. If this was death, it wasn’t so bad—it was awfully quiet.


  But he was still hurting. That couldn’t be right. Death should have been painless.


  The sound of churning air and rustling feathers made him look up. There was a man above him with broad wings that stroked at the air, neck and shoulders straining as he carried Anthony.


  With a jolt, he realized that he had been caught by an angel falling off the Luxor.


  Anthony wasn’t dead. Just lucky as hell.


  “Who are you?” he tried to say, but the wind whipped away his voice, sucking the breath from his lungs. He struggled to breathe at that altitude. From up high, Las Vegas looked like an isolated cluster of glimmering stars, and the air was cool and damp.


  As Anthony watched, the lights went out a block at a time, spreading from the Strip toward the edge of the city.


  He had been saved, but he was the only one. The darkness was conquering.


  The angel descended swiftly, folding his wings back to reduce drag. The ground grew rapidly. A dark plane spread below as the air turned warm and dry and smoky all over again.


  Anthony set down on the desert far outside Las Vegas, miles away from the nearest highway, and his legs immediately buckled under the weight. He sagged to his knees.


  The angel crouched beside him, a hand on his shoulder. “You’ll be fine,” he said. “My name is Nashriel. I’ve saved you from the demon.”


  “Thanks,” he said, voice raw in his throat. “Don’t know why you picked me out of everyone else to save, but thanks.”


  Nashriel’s pale blue eyes focused hard on him, boring through Anthony’s skull. “I’ve seen you in her mind.”


  “Whose mind?”


  The angel looked impatient. “Eve. Elise. You know who I’m talking about.”


  “You know Elise?” Anthony asked.


  “We all do,” he said.


  Oh. The angel thing. When Elise had been designed by Metaraon to be the Godslayer, he had included a heavy dose of ethereal fascination in her—an intangible quality that gave her sway over angels. Anthony had watched it in action before. It was enough to turn scary immortal creatures into reluctant lapdogs. Creepy as fuck. He had been hoping it would have gone away after she left the garden.


  He shook off his sense of unease and turned to look at the horizon. That close to Vegas, he should have seen a glow from the lights. But it was so very dark. “Is that it?” Anthony asked, struggling to stand. “Did Vegas get eaten by some demon?”


  Nashriel gave him a hand up. “Possibly.”


  It was hard to imagine destruction that swift. It had taken Yatai, the mother of all demons, the span of many days to destroy Reno, and she had left behind survivors. But there was no light on the horizon anymore. No hint of the city that should have been there. If Anthony hadn’t seen it while flying away, he would have thought that the earth had swallowed it whole.


  “It’s still gotta be there,” he said.


  “But it may not be populated,” Nashriel said. “Time will tell. First, I must find Seth and Elise. I have reason to believe that Seth is in danger, but I was unable to locate either of them within Las Vegas. Only you.”


  “I left Seth at McIntyre’s place,” Anthony said, gesturing toward the mountains. “He said he was going to follow. I don’t know if he did.”


  “Show me,” Nashriel said.


  



  Elise woke up in darkness. A face hovered over hers and cool hands touched her wrists. She felt like she should have known that face, but it only looked generically mortal. Dark brown eyes, thick lips, strong nose. The man’s hair was black, but humanly so; he was not a demon.


  Which meant that human blood was running through his veins.


  He may or may not have been handsome, but appearance was irrelevant. What mattered was the vibrancy of his skin, the strength of his life force.


  “Her wounds aren’t even clotting,” said the man in a low voice. “Considering the depth of the bruising, these gashes, the way they’re bleeding—I’d almost say she’s anemic. But I don’t know. You were right. I’ve never looked at a demon before. I don’t know how they’re…arranged.”


  Another voice. “We’ve got all the same parts. All of ‘em.” That was Neuma. “Elise don’t need a doctor, she needs to feed. But I’ve gotta say, I appreciate your determination. It’s downright heroic.”


  “She’s the only chance we’ve got against Abraxas.” Fingers stroked her throat, and she let her eyes drop shut again. Even the faint hint of light in the room made her eyeballs feel like sandpaper. “Her pulse seems faint,” he said. “I’m not sure. Should her heart be beating?”


  A second hand touched her beside the first. It hummed faintly with demon energy. It was easy to recognize Neuma, blood of her blood, the many-times-great-granddaughter of the demon that had formed Elise. “That’s not normal. Demons should run stronger,” Neuma said. “She’s starving. As long as she’s starving, she’s not gonna heal. This will keep getting worse until her body’s all gone.”


  “This is McIntyre’s house. They must have food here.”


  “She doesn’t need to eat like that, and she don’t drink water.”


  “Then what?” the man asked.


  Blood…


  The sound of blood sloshing with every squeeze of a juicy heart muscle roared in Elise’s skull. There was life sitting beside her. If she frayed, faded into night, she could envelop him. Devour him. Swallow deep.


  With a sigh, she let herself slowly begin to sink into the shadows.


  “Shit, she’s fading,” Neuma said.


  “What? Dying?”


  “Spreading out into the shadows. You should get outta here before she’s all done melting. I don’t think she’ll swallow me, but a juicy human like you?”


  Juicy. Like a bowl of black cherries leaking their fluids. Or a human heart pierced with a silver dagger.


  His pulse was racing. Even with her eyes closed, Elise could see it as clearly as boiling magma. If she wanted to, she could have put a finger on any of his major pulse points, or his heart. She could drive through his flesh and rip the heart free.


  Swallow deep…


  “We should bandage her wounds,” the man said.


  Neuma’s chuckle rolled through Elise. “No point in holding the blood and ichor in when it won’t replenish.”


  “There has to be something I can do, dammit.”


  There was definitely something that he could do.


  Her corporeal hand rested on his wrist, where the blood flowed underneath. She squeezed, sinking her fingernails into the tender skin, and dug hard. The scent of blood filled her nose.


  He didn’t jerk away, but he said, “Christ.”


  And Neuma said, “If you’re feeling generous, go ahead. I won’t let her kill you.”


  “You think I should…” He trailed off. Elise could hear him swallow hard, a wet sound. “I should let her feed on me?”


  Elise lifted her fingers to her mouth and licked them clean.


  It wasn’t merely mortal blood. It was beyond delicious—like a fountain of liquid dark chocolate stirred with Kahlua and cream. Sheer decadence. She had been expecting a steak and had gotten a gourmet dessert. As soon as she swallowed, the sounds in the room grew a little sharper. And her sense of the pulse only improved.


  “You could,” Neuma said. “Depends on how comfy you are with your bodily fluids.”


  “Uh…which fluids?”


  Elise pulled the mortal’s wrist to her.


  “Blood,” said the succubus. “Looks like that’s the fluid she’s cravin’ right about now.”


  “You’re sure it would fix her?” he asked as Elise gripped his arm tighter. He wasn’t fighting to escape, but he also wasn’t letting her bring his wrist to her mouth.


  “About as sure as I can be.”


  “Okay,” he said, relaxing his arm. “Okay. I can do this. Don’t let her kill me.”


  Words, meaningless words.


  His skin was warm and rough and smelled of musky man. It stirred many hungers inside of her—the carnal kind that burned between her legs, a visceral need for meat, and an aching for death. But she wanted the blood more than anything else.


  She rubbed her cheek against his forearm, following the scent of tangy iron to the imprint of her fingernails. The blood was already slowing. He healed quickly—a sign of his strength. Elise licked the wound, lapping up what he had already bled. She could feel him holding his breath. It slowed his heart while his adrenaline spiked.


  The wrist wasn’t enough. She used her grip on his arm to draw his neck toward her mouth.


  “Relax,” Neuma said softly. “Just relax.”


  His upper body sank against hers. He didn’t seem to wear any kind of cologne. There was no chemical stink to mask the natural array of scents that wafted from his skin. He was so delicious and sweaty and mortal. Every moment he lived was a moment closer to death. It loomed over him like the shadow of an approaching eclipse.


  And then…blood. Her stomach growled at the smell of it.


  “Hey,” the man said sharply. “Warn me next time.”


  Elise’s eyes opened enough to see Neuma holding a short silver claw. Neuma sometimes wore them over her fake fingernails when she was doing bloodplay on stage. She was hovering over the man’s back, one hand on his shoulder, and had pressed the claw into his jugular to bleed him.


  “I like how you say ‘next time,’” Neuma breathed down his neck.


  Now that Elise had tasted the blood at his wrist, her vision had cleared enough to realize whom she was trying to feed from.


  “Seth,” Elise said. “Wait.”


  But the blood had already welled from his neck, thick and dark, dripping down the muscular line of his shoulder. A drop tapped on the corner of her lips. She couldn’t help but lick it away.


  Of course it was good. It was derived from Adam’s blood—pure and human and intoxicatingly ancient.


  “It’s fine,” Seth said bracingly. “Do it.”


  Neuma was rubbing his shoulders, her nose pressed to his hair, giving Elise a secretive smile from behind his skull. “You won’t hurt him. I’ve got you.” She tilted her head toward his ear. “You wanted me to warn you? Consider yourself warned, Seth.”


  She dug the claw into his neck again. Fresh blood spilled.


  Elise wasn’t strong enough to resist.


  Seth lifted his chin and offered his throat to her. She couldn’t see anything but the wound, the blood. She curled her fingers around the back of his neck, pulling him close.


  Warmth buzzed at her lips once she was only millimeters away from the vein. She hesitated.


  Seth was descended from Adam. What would that blood do to her?


  He bent down, forearm braced beside her head, and pressed his neck to her mouth. The blood gushed into her mouth in spurts, spraying over her tongue almost faster than she could swallow.


  Oh God…


  Heat flushed her body. As she drank, the energy of his blood surged through her, lighting up her veins and solidifying the surrounding tissues. She had struggled to remain corporeal for so long that it was a shock how quickly everything snapped together—as if she were born anew in the first few swallows.


  Elise gripped his shoulders, pinning him tightly against her body. Seth had been trying to keep himself elevated on his elbows pressed to the couch on either side of her head, but he collapsed when she pulled him, his weight heavy atop her. His hands cupped the back of her head, pillowing her against the arm of the sofa even as his chest flattened to hers.


  Her tongue worked against the wound, tracing the outline of Neuma’s cut, tasting deep inside of him. The blood stopped spurting and began to flow more smoothly.


  She had latched to him with every intent of letting go as soon as her faculties were returned, but her intentions meant nothing. Not with the smell of his sweat rich in her nose and his heavenly blood flowing down her throat.


  And then he groaned—a deep rumble in his chest. Maybe it was a groan of pain. Maybe it wasn’t.


  Elise’s fingers locked to his hair, digging her fingernails into his scalp.


  Neuma gave a longing sigh as she watched. Like she was witnessing a first kiss. Her fingers slipped through Elise’s bangs in a gentle stroke. “Careful,” Neuma murmured. “Not too much. Take it slow.”


  Elise didn’t want to take it slow. She wanted it all. As her body strengthened, her hunger only grew.


  Somehow, Seth had ended up entirely on top of her, and he wasn’t fighting to escape. She slid her leg up his side, hooked it around his hip, pulled him tight against her.


  And still she drank.


  Her heart raced, thundering in time with the gentle swells of blood on her tongue. Her hair, formerly a foggy mass dripping over the side of the sofa, turned to shining strands. Vibrancy returned to her skin and made it glow bright white against Seth’s flesh.


  She had never known such satiation—or such power.


  Elise could feel everything in the darkness. She could feel the buzz of electricity and magic and life that inhabited McIntyre’s trailer. Beyond the walls, she could feel the endless night, and the demons that populated it. There were stars above and infernal beasts below, far below, in the Warrens tangled underneath the wasteland.


  Someone was spray-painting Elise’s mark on the concrete at that moment. A huge X, with lines bisecting its legs, and infernal words encircling it all. I obey the Father.


  And in the middle of it all, Elise on a couch with Seth’s body against hers, his throat on her mouth, and his blood in her belly.


  She was invulnerable.


  Neuma was still massaging Seth’s shoulders. There was a hungry light in her eyes, but her voice was firm. “Okay, you’re getting dangerous now. Time to let go.”


  Elise understood what she said. She also didn’t want to kill Seth. That looming specter of mortality was a warning. Death would mean the end of flowing blood and heated bodies and a delicious, beating heart. But she didn’t want to stop drinking from him. And Seth wasn’t exactly trying to pull away.


  She dug her fingers into his scalp, pulling him harder against her, savoring the taste of his blood.


  Then she used her grip to peel him off of her.


  He sat up, flushed and breathless. Elise could still feel the place that his arousal had pressed against her hip.


  Seth looked at her with a question in his eyes, like, Is that it? And she couldn’t help, for a moment, wondering the exact same thing.


  “If you’re not done, you can always feed more in other ways,” Neuma purred, burying her nose in the hair at the nape of Seth’s neck. “But no more blood. Not today.” Her hand crept down his chest, digging her silver claw into his abs—not hard enough to cut, but enough to scrape against his shirt.


  For an instant, Elise could imagine it perfectly: feeding off of Seth with Neuma, all three of them fucking, limbs tangled, bodies sliding together. But then Elise was throwing her feet over the side of the table and standing on newly strong legs, examining her body. The wounds were gone. She was healed, and she no longer needed to feed.


  “What happened to me?” she asked.


  “Dawn,” Neuma said. “You weren’t fed, so you scattered the instant it got too bright. You can’t do that to yourself, doll. You’re not going to come back one of these days.”


  Elise raked her hands through her hair, pushing the masses off her face. She had been delirious when she tried to come back—barely corporeal at all. If not for a quick hit of Seth’s blood, “one of these days” would have been that night.


  And she hadn’t managed to come back with her clothing. Bad sign. It meant that she had gone completely insubstantial for the duration of the day—not just a quick phase into Dis, but totally nonexistent. Her clothes, sword, and chain of charms would be somewhere in the desert.


  She had almost killed herself by starvation.


  Elise stepped into the McIntyres’ bedroom and grabbed a pair of Leticia’s rattiest sweats, as well as one of McIntyre’s Metallica tees. She dressed quickly.


  When she returned, Seth was in motion, donning a jacket and sliding guns into his holsters. He didn’t look at her.


  “What did I miss?” Elise asked.


  “Some kind of attack on Vegas,” Seth said, focusing hard on the straps that held his pistols in place. “It’s swarming with Union. Anthony and McIntyre already headed in.”


  Muttering curses, Elise fished around underneath the sink and grabbed a first aid kit. She tossed it at Seth. “Bandage yourself. We’ll phase over as soon as you’re ready.”


  “That won’t be necessary.”


  Elise turned. Anthony stood in the door to the trailer, his arms caked in blood and his visible skin a mess of bruises. She wasn’t shocked at his injury. She was only shocked that the sight of his bleeding wounds didn’t make her mouth water and her stomach cramp with hunger. She had been reacting viscerally to blood for so long that she didn’t remember what it felt like to be sated.


  Her eyes flicked past him to the man who had spoken. He was taller than Anthony and wearing a well-tailored business suit—strange to see against the humble settings of the McIntyre home. The sight of him stirred affection in Elise’s belly. It wasn’t her affection.


  “Nash,” Seth said, sounding surprised. His hand was clapped to the wound on his neck, fingers bloody. “What are you doing here?”


  The angel lifted a blinking stone. “You summoned me.”


  “No, I didn’t.”


  “Ah. Well, I created the stone to respond to your physical distress without requiring direct activation. I must have forgotten to mention it to you.” He frowned. “But perhaps I made a mistake. You look well.”


  Seth glanced at Elise. “Yeah. Uh. I’ll be right back.”


  He carried the first aid kit into the bathroom, shutting the door behind him. Neuma was lolling on the couch. She smirked at the sound of the door locking, licking the blood off the tip of her silver claw with slow, suggestive motions.


  “Did you lose?” Elise asked Anthony, taking in the sight of his shredded palms, his bruised arms.


  He nodded grimly. “We need to talk about that.”


  



  “It’s blood,” Nash said. “They’re not possessed by a demon; they’re all infected with some kind of blood.”


  That announcement fell flat on the air, and everyone in McIntyre’s kitchen exchanged glances. It was a strange collection of faces ringing the table across from Elise. Had she been given the choice to assemble a team for the fight to come against Abraxas, she never would have picked Seth, Anthony, Nash, and Neuma—any one of them individually, maybe, but not collectively.


  But Elise didn’t have the team she wanted. McIntyre was missing, and so was the entirety of Las Vegas. She didn’t have time to be picky.


  “Infected with blood,” she repeated carefully, emotionlessly.


  Nash nodded. “I saw it in Charla Hannity’s mind. Katja was deliberately bitten by a werewolf, and then injected with blood from a tear-shaped vessel as she changed.” He paced the kitchen, hands folded behind his back, a deep frown carving lines into his face. “Charla was also infected, but her body didn’t respond to the transfusion. Humans appear to be unaffected.”


  Chills rolled down Elise’s spine. “A tear-shaped vessel?”


  “Approximately this size.” Nash spread his first finger and thumb apart.


  Elise shut her eyes and tried to remember the last time that she had faced Abraxas in Hell. The only portal to Earth had recently fallen, and she had thought that she was trapped in the City of Dis. He had offered information to her—the secret of how to escape Hell to return to Earth. In return, Abraxas had wanted Elise’s blood, and she squeezed three drops into a tear-shaped vessel for him.


  “He’s been testing this method of infection on his infernal forces to create a stronger army,” Nash went on. “He knows that the walls have been destroyed. He knows that he can enter Heaven now that the Treaty has been shattered. This is not a mere assault on Las Vegas, but a stepping stone toward a greater attempt to conquer.”


  “That doesn’t explain what McIntyre and I saw at the Bellagio tonight,” Anthony said.


  Unfortunately, it did.


  He had already described it to her. It made perfect sense now—there had been someone that looked like Elise on the Union’s footage of the assassination, too. Elise had been thinking that it had to be doctored, some kind of conspiracy by people out to get her. But Nash’s information made it all fall into place.


  Infecting a nightmare or a succubus with Elise’s blood might make more demons like her.


  She looked down at the map that Neuma had spread across the table. It was the same one that they had been using in Original Sin’s back office. Elise had crossed out doors that she knew Abraxas had opened—the Bloomfield murder, the ones in Eugene and Tacoma. Anthony was combing crime databases in search of other crimes that might have been related—anywhere that nine people had died, with at least a few of them in the same family—and marking them off on the map, too.


  They were putting together an ugly image. The sites were each roughly equidistant, and it wasn’t just a long line of death down the pacific coast. There was also a gash straight through the center of the country, piercing its heart on the way to Pennsylvania.


  They had closed the pacific coast fissure with Katja’s blood, but that was only one fissure. This map looked like there could be two or three more—with Las Vegas at the crux.


  Elise stared at the X she had drawn over Los Angeles. She had drawn a line through the legs unconsciously, changing it to the symbol that had been graffitied in the sewers.


  “Sacrificing infected demons should close the other doors,” Anthony said. “We can capture a few of the hybrids and kill them messily on top of the weak points in the fissures. It worked in Los Angeles.”


  “Prevention would be easier than trying to contain hybrids,” Seth said. “If no more doors open, then more fissures won’t open. Right? We need to grab Abraxas. That’s the real solution.”


  Elise forced herself to look up from the map. “No, the king in chess doesn’t wage war alone. Abraxas is only a start.” She drew in a breath and let it out. “We need to stop that army. Anything that’s on this side of the fissure.”


  Nash turned an ice dagger stare on her. He knew what she was asking for. “You want me to call down the ethereal army.”


  She stared up at sculpted features with narrowed eyes, and he stared back, unwavering. He wasn’t going to let the ethereal fascination make him stand down.


  Angels were so much more powerful than demons. A half a dozen were as good as an army all their own. Asking Nash to rally help would mean losing the most powerful member of their party—and their best chance at finding McIntyre alive—but it was worth it for what they could gain.


  She wouldn’t use compulsion on him, and she wouldn’t try to bribe him with Eve’s memory. “Please,” Elise said.


  Nash nodded reluctantly. “When you call the sanctuary, tell Summer I’ll return as soon as I can,” he said, addressing Seth. He slipped out the front door, leaving it hanging open. The night beyond was heavy. The porch light barely penetrated the haze of smoke.


  “That’s all I can find,” Anthony said, closing the lid to McIntyre’s laptop and marking off a final murder on the east coast. I think I’m missing a couple here…” He pointed to the Midwest. “And over here.” He pointed near Washington D.C.


  Elise stood, hands braced on the map to get a view of the deaths. It was a large circle that touched Canada, the United States, and Mexico, with an X through the center—all too similar to the shape of the “I obey the Father” graffiti. She tapped one finger against Washington D.C. Anthony was right. It looked like one of the missing points should have fallen nearby.


  Abraxas had assassinated Senator Peterson for a reason. But he had been seen at the senator’s house that night—not the scene of the murder.


  “Find Senator Peterson’s home address,” she told Anthony.


  “Why?” he asked, beginning to type.


  She ignored the question and turned to Seth. “We’ll need another hybrid infected by the blood so we can prepare to close more fissures, if necessary. The more we can weaken this web, the better.”


  “I’m not going anywhere until we find Rylie,” Seth said.


  “I’ll find her,” Elise said. “We need to prepare now. This blood, the demons that it’s made… This is only going to get worse.”


  “How do you know?”


  “Because,” she said, “they’re infected with my blood.”


  Anthony looked up from the laptop, hands frozen on the keyboard. He was white-lipped with surprise. He opened his mouth to speak, but a woman’s voice rose from the back of the room first. “Seth doesn’t need to go find other demons. Katja wasn’t the only werewolf that tasted Elise’s blood.”


  At those words, all heads turned toward the door.


  Rylie stood in the living room, looking frail and waifish and tanned from the sun. Dust covered her bare legs, and her blond hair was a tangled knot at her neck. She held a blanket around her shoulders. No dress, no shoes. Elise assumed that her nudity meant that she had been missing all day because she had been running as a wolf.


  Seth stood, chair legs scraping against the linoleum. “Rylie?”


  She ignored him and focused on Elise. “I drank your blood when we fought at the sanctuary,” she said. “And I’m pretty sure that my wolf would work as well to close a fissure to Hell as Katja’s.”


  The meaning sunk in slowly, washing over Elise with a chill.


  Rylie was volunteering her wolf as a sacrifice.


  She was asking to be exorcised.


  



  



  



  



  



  Seventeen


  



  Seth had never known such anger that he lost the ability to speak. Not until the moment that Elise agreed to exorcise Rylie and sacrifice her wolf’s spirit on top of the Bellagio.


  He paced through the trailer’s living room, alone with the fury knotting in his chest. Everyone else had moved on to put the plan in motion. Nash was with the angels; Anthony and Neuma were preparing ritual supplies; Elise was arming herself in the bedroom. Rylie had taken the phone into the kids’ room to call Abel, and Seth was listening from the outside of the door. He couldn’t make out what she was saying, but the murmur of her voice filled him with rage—and fear.


  What was it Rylie had said about Hell? That it was missing the infancies of her children, and killing people? Getting exorcised wouldn’t change that.


  She had also blamed the werewolf for Seth’s heartbreak.


  That…that could be changed by the exorcism.


  He squeezed his eyes shut, trying not to contemplate what it could mean. That if Rylie were human, if she didn’t have the Alpha need to mate, they could be together again. It hurt too much to think about it. It would be a victory for him, but a huge loss for the pack—and for Abel.


  Dammit, they needed Rylie. They needed her so much more than Seth did.


  What the fuck was she thinking?


  Another house phone caught his eye. Before Seth even realized what he was doing, he jerked it out of the cradle, hand over the mouthpiece, and listened in on Rylie’s conversation.


  “Summer’s pissed,” Abel was saying. “She’s throwing the kind of tantrum that makes me happy we didn’t have to deal with her as a toddler.” His tone was a lot gentler than it ever was when he spoke with Seth. He only talked like that with Rylie.


  Her responding laugh was brief and humorless. “She shouldn’t worry. Nash will be back for her.”


  “Speaking of coming back…”


  For a few seconds, Seth only heard their breathing joined over the phone line.


  “Soon,” she said. “I’ll be back soon.”


  “Dammit, Rylie. I should be there with you.”


  “You’re exactly where you need to be. The pack needs their Alpha. They need you. And I can’t imagine them being in any hands better than yours.” A pause, and then she said, “I have to go. I love you, Abel.”


  Seth pulled the receiver from his ear so that he wouldn’t have to hear his brother’s response. He stared at the phone in his hand.


  She hadn’t told Abel what she was doing.


  The lock on the door rattled. He set down the phone and loomed in front of the door, trying to breathe through the anger and failing. It was like Seth had a werewolf of his own trapped in his chest, stealing all the oxygen from his body.


  Rylie opened the door. She didn’t look surprised to see him there. With her hearing, she probably knew that Seth had been on the other side the entire time.


  “You can’t do this,” Seth said.


  “I’ve made my choice. I could save a lot of people.” The flush rode high on her cheeks, filling her with passionate fire.


  “What, so you think this is some kind of redemption? Like you need to martyr yourself?” he demanded. Rylie moved to walk past him, and he grabbed her arm to stop her. “What if it was the exorcism that took away all of Katja’s memories? What if removing your wolf makes you forget the last five years of your life?”


  Rylie cupped his cheeks in her hands, gazing up at him with wide gold eyes, like her soul was sunshine pouring from within. “I would never forget my family,” she said. “Not Abel. Not Summer and Abram. And I know that I couldn’t forget you, Seth.” She touched her chest. “None of you are in my mind—you’re in my heart. Nothing can ever take that from me.”


  He gaped at her wordlessly as she stepped back, taking the warmth of her gaze away from him. She hugged the blanket tighter as she drifted toward the door.


  “I deserve to be cured,” Rylie said. “Everyone might be confused at first, but they’ll understand someday.”


  Who was she trying to convince—Seth, or herself?


  He pulled his anger together, finding strength within the burn. “No,” he said, striding after her when she moved to the door. “Rylie, you can’t do this!”


  She dropped the blanket to the top step and glanced at him over her shoulder. She smiled weakly.


  The change was almost instantaneous. After five years, she had mastered the shift from human to wolf, and it was almost like watching Summer’s graceful switch between forms. Her sleek golden fur blossomed over her flesh, and the wolf soon stood on the top step where she had been. She was a glorious beast, strong and beautiful.


  And Rylie was trying to kill that wolf.


  Before Seth could stop her, she loped into the night with long, even strides, quickly dwindling to a dot on the horizon. He knew what she was doing. It was one last run with four paws under the vast night sky—a goodbye to a beast she planned to sacrifice.


  Seth had to stop her.


  



  Elise retrieved her sword from the desert then retreated to the McIntyres’ bedroom to prepare. She was going to visit Senator Peterson’s house before exorcising Rylie, and wouldn’t be coming back in between. Swords, charms, gloves—it was almost everything she would need to fight Abraxas and avert apocalypse.


  But she hadn’t left yet. She was sitting at Leticia’s vanity, staring at the page of runes she had drawn earlier. Elise could feel a hint of magic in them. It felt like a puzzle with a missing piece. If she could fit it together, maybe she could make the runes glow.


  The door slammed open, and Seth stormed into the room.


  “You can’t exorcise Rylie,” he said. “Do you have any idea what losing Rylie would do to my brother? To the entire pack?”


  “No,” Elise said. And she didn’t particularly care. She stood, folded the paper, and slipped it into her pocket.


  “It would be devastating,” Seth said. He drew in a steadying breath. “I saved your life tonight, and now I’m asking you to save Rylie’s pack. Don’t exorcise her.”


  Elise touched his bandaged neck with her forefinger. He jerked, but didn’t pull back. She only smoothed the tape over his skin, rubbing out an air bubble. “I didn’t request that you save me, and it wouldn’t change anything if I had. This is Rylie’s choice.” She let her finger fall to the hollow of his throat. The pull of blood was strong enough to make every fiber of her being yearn for him.


  She clenched her hand into a fist, forcing herself to stop touching him, and dropped it to her side.


  “I don’t have to let you feed off of me again,” Seth said.


  “I wouldn’t if you asked me.” Elise stepped back, folding her arms so her hands couldn’t wander. “Feeding off of a human, an ally—drinking your blood—that’s not happening again.”


  He actually looked surprised. “You offered me the job with you and McIntyre. I thought—”


  “Feeding me is not conditional to your employment.” Even if it was taking all of her strength not to sink her teeth into his throat right at that moment. “The faster we close that door at the Bellagio, the less likely the walls to Hell will tear open. Rylie’s choice could save a lot of lives. I’m not going to stop her because you think I owe you something. If you don’t want me to exorcise her, talk her out of it.”


  “I tried. She won’t listen to me.”


  “Then you’ve got to deal with it.”


  His distress was palpable. Seth paced closer, grabbing Elise by the upper arms. Not hard. She didn’t fight against him. “But my blood,” he said.


  Yeah. His blood. It was terribly tempting.


  She leaned toward him, inhaling his scents. Seth’s mind was racing with adrenaline. He didn’t want her to feed off of him again because he had liked it. No, it seemed to have scared him—maybe more than anything had ever scared him before. His mind had reached a new threshold of anxiety.


  He wanted her to feed as leverage to save Rylie.


  Seth and James didn’t look anything like each other. But looking up at him now, when he was trying to talk her out of helping Rylie—when Rylie had already made her feelings unequivocally clear—Elise couldn’t help but think that they were practically fruit from the same tree. James had gone over Elise’s head to make decisions, too. She had been something for him to control. Not his partner.


  Elise had seen the despair in Rylie’s eyes when she cried in the shower, regretting the death of a creature she hadn’t wanted to kill. She had felt how much Rylie hated the werewolf in her, hated being helpless to its whims and urges. And she had seen the hope in Rylie’s eyes when she realized that there was a cure, and better yet, that she could use it to save people.


  This wasn’t about the pack. This was about Rylie finding a way to live with herself.


  Seth wanted to take it away from her.


  The anger surged in Elise, unexpectedly vicious. She grabbed Seth’s wrist so hard that the bones groaned. “I don’t think I want you in Las Vegas anymore.”


  Sweat broke out on Seth’s forehead. His knees buckled as her grip tightened. “But Elise—”


  It was the plea in his tone that really pissed her off. Elise shoved him into the vanity. Leticia’s makeup scattered everywhere, and the back of his head cracked against the glass.


  She fisted his shirt in both hands and shoved her face into his.


  “If you fuck this up for Rylie, we’re going to have a problem,” Elise said. Her voice was as cold as her anger was hot.


  Seth tried to push her away, but she pushed back, holding him pinned underneath her. “Is that a threat?” he asked through gritted teeth, struggling to pry her grip off of him.


  “Yes,” Elise said. “You don’t make this choice for her, and I will kill you if you try to take it away.”


  She lifted him an inch and slammed him back again. Her vision swam with fury, and she didn’t see Seth’s face beneath her. It was James. It had always been fucking James.


  “Leave,” Elise said.


  Seth looked like a cornered beast, desperate and fearful. It bled into his eyes. Turned his skin ashen. “Okay,” he said. “I’ll leave.”


  



  The circle for binding Brianna as aspis was complete, not that it did them a damn bit of good. She had placed every holy item that James had given her around the circle. They had absorbed all the magic and were primed for spellcasting. And in his frustration, James had prepared the altar for opening the door to Eden, too—everything that he could do without blood and a kopis and aspis pair.


  But now they were stuck.


  James had another plan brewing—there was no doubt of that in Brianna’s mind. Considering the way that he paced the perimeter of the circle, which was centered in front of the statue’s feet, he was probably thinking furiously about alternatives. But the more times he lapped that stupid circle, the more Brianna’s despair grew.


  How many of those alternatives was he mulling over that involved giving Brianna all the power he had promised? How many of them involved getting rid of her and trying something else?


  It took her a minute to realize that James’s footsteps weren’t the only ones she was hearing.


  Someone was climbing into the canyon.


  “Do you hear that?” she asked, squinting past the floodlights for a hint of motion beyond.


  James froze, head lifted. “Who’s there?” he asked. He had one hand on the opposite wrist, on the verge of pulling his glove off.


  “It’s me,” responded a man, stepping into the light.


  James shielded Brianna with his body. She tried to elbow him out of her way only to be pushed back without so much as a glance. But she managed to catch a glimpse of who had entered their campground before James blocked her view again.


  It was Seth Wilder—kopis protector of the werewolf pack.


  “How did you find us?” James asked, facing down the young man. “You didn’t call me.”


  Seth shrugged one shoulder. “I’m a hunter. I hunt.” He lifted his hands in a gesture of peace. “I need your help.”


  Brianna peered around James’s shoulder. Seth was a lot more attractive than she remembered—all broad shoulders and muscle and glistening dark skin. He had a goatee without the mustache, and black hair that had been chemically straightened to sweep over his eyes. The long hair would have looked juvenile on anyone else, but it made Seth look like a warrior. Or someone off the cover of one of the romance paperbacks stashed under Brianna’s bed back home.


  Of course, if Brianna recalled correctly from the last time that their paths had crossed, Seth was also a werewolf baby-daddy. Minor roadblock there.


  “What kind of help?” James asked, and Brianna realized that the men were talking about something sane and immediate and not involving bodice-ripping fantasies.


  “Elise has learned how to exorcise werewolves,” Seth said. Judging by his glower, this was a bad thing.


  “Impossible.”


  “You don’t know your kopis very well if you seriously think that.”


  The gloved hand hiding runes twitched harder, like it did when James was aggravated. “Did she use the spell I gave her?”


  “Oh yeah. She used it.” Seth’s voice was grim.


  Brianna had watched James give some of those glowing runes he hid under his gloves to a woman—someone that she had been convinced was a demon. Brianna’s senses were never wrong. It was strange enough to give magic to a demon, but…having that demon as his kopis?


  Talk about impossibilities.


  If that had been Elise, then the female kopis was absolutely nothing like what Brianna had expected. She was lean, mean, and beautiful, like a samurai sword carved from ivory. And she definitely didn’t have a mustache.


  “The problem is that Rylie wants to be cured next, and I can’t make either of them see sense,” Seth growled. “The pack needs an Alpha. It needs Rylie as an Alpha. Abel can’t be what the pack needs—and Abel needs Rylie the way she is even more than the pack does.” He fixed a hard glare on James. “The werewolf Elise exorcised doesn’t even remember anything since she was bitten.”


  “Ah,” James said. “And Rylie wants to risk that? I’m surprised.”


  “You’re telling me. She’s crazy. This is some kind of—I don’t know, some kind of self-destructive martyr crap. Rylie insists that she deserves this ‘cure.’ Elise wants to kill Rylie’s wolf to shut down the door to Hell at the Bellagio, so she’s not about to talk her out of it.” Desperation bled into Seth’s features. “You have to do something about her. You’re the only one who can.”


  “That’s a problem, Seth. I’ve been trying to do my damnedest to keep Elise unaware of my business. Provoking her won’t help.”


  “I’ll do anything,” Seth said.


  James glanced at Brianna and lifted his eyebrows. Was he thinking what she was thinking? Desperate kopis looking for a favor, a couple of witches looking for a kopis…


  “I have only one other question. What happened to you?” James asked, nodding at the bandage on Seth’s neck.


  The kopis lifted a hand to touch the tape. His face hardened. “My blood isn’t in someone else’s possession, if that’s what you’re worrying about.”


  “Hardly. Your blood won’t open the doors to Eden unless it’s fresh from the heart. I was only making sure that you’re strong enough.”


  “Strong enough? For what?”


  “This statue is much like the statue of Bain Marshall in Northgate,” James said, sweeping a gesture at the ivory Metaraon. “It stands on the location where a door to Eden may be opened. As you suspect, I require your blood to open it.”


  “Fine,” Seth said immediately.


  “But I’ll also need something else from you. It takes more than Adam’s blood to open the doors. It takes powerful magic of a very specific kind, which I can’t cast without Elise’s cooperation—but my high priestess can.” James stepped aside. “You remember Brianna.”


  Seth gave her an appraising look, as though sizing her up. Brianna plastered her multipurpose shit-eating grin on her face and tried to look as appealing as possible.


  “Yeah,” Seth said slowly, “I remember Brianna.”


  “I need you to bind Brianna as your aspis immediately,” James said.


  Seth’s eyebrows lifted. “My…aspis?”


  “Yes. Are you familiar with the lore?”


  “Vaguely,” he said, which sounded like his bullshit way of saying not at all.


  “A kopis alone is physically strong, but vulnerable to psychic assault from demons and angels. An aspis also cannot unlock her full magical abilities without being able to draw on a kopis’s strength. You are the sword, and Brianna will be your shield.” James extended a hand toward Seth, offering a handshake. “Do this, and I’ll save Rylie from Elise for you.”


  “Isn’t that a lifetime commitment?”


  “Indeed. But Rylie’s decision is equally permanent, isn’t it?”


  The kopis didn’t hesitate another moment. He shook James’s hand.


  “Tell me what to do,” Seth said.


  



  



  



  



  



  Eighteen


  



  Elise stood outside what used to be Senator Peterson’s house, watching the people milling on the lawn. His home had been turned into a fucking museum, and there was a cocktail party to launch the Gallery of Preternatural Legislation. The wealthy citizens of Washington DC were celebrating while apocalypse fell on the west coast. There were dozens of people in tuxedos or cocktail dresses drinking wine and laughing in the cool night air, and Elise could see more beyond them, inside the house.


  It was strange to see the old manor home filled with light and laughter, as if these people had no idea that Las Vegas had been swallowed by the darkness. Or they just didn’t care.


  “Politicians,” Rylie muttered under her breath, like it was a dirty word. Her voice was still raspy from the combination of smoky desert air and having been choked by Elise’s shadow as they fast traveled across the country.


  Elise gave the Alpha a quick once-over, assessing her general appearance. She had combed the knots and dirt out of her hair and put on a clean dress, so she looked innocuous—as invisible as a wolf-girl with gold eyes could be. As long as nobody looked too closely, they wouldn’t realize that Rylie had been dressed by Target rather than expensive designers. She might be able to slip through the party unnoticed. Elise wouldn’t. Not with her leather jacket and eyebrow piercing.


  “Let’s check for another way in back,” Elise said.


  They moved away from the strains of music and walked across the lawn of the house next door, heading around the fence toward the backyard. The party was also occupying the rear patio. They wouldn’t be able to sneak in there, either.


  Rylie sniffed the air. “There must be a couple hundred people here,” she said, pulling Elise behind a tree when a waiter on the deck glanced in their direction. Rylie peered around the tree. “Basement?” She pointed at a low window on the side of the building, away from the deck.


  Elise nodded.


  They slipped past the deck. Elise kicked open the window with a tinkling of shattering glass and slithered inside.


  She could still hear the music in Senator Peterson’s basement, but it was muffled through the floor. None of the lights were on. Her eyes adjusted quickly, and she scanned all of the diaphanous shapes—furniture covered in white sheets.


  Rylie dropped to the floor behind her. “Great, we’re inside,” she said. “Now what are we looking for?”


  Elise wasn’t sure. All she knew was that Abraxas had waited to get into Senator Peterson’s house until he was distracted, which meant that Abraxas had probably been trying to get at something in the home rather than the occupant.


  “Look for anything unusual for a politician to own,” Elise said.


  “Like a conscience or sense of decency?”


  There was no humor in the situation, but Elise found herself smiling.


  Rylie whipped a sheet back, revealing an antique fainting couch. She sneezed at the dust. Elise left her to search and slipped through the basement, senses open to any hint of the infernal or ethereal. An artifact, maybe. Or some kind of magic.


  Senator Peterson’s basement spanned the entire length and width of the house above. The joists were only six feet high; Elise was short enough not to bump them, but it still felt low enough that she wanted to stoop. It made it hard to see far among the covered furniture, even with her perfect night vision.


  She didn’t feel anything strange, but she slipped through the furniture anyway, tracing her hands through the air over the sheets.


  Rylie gave a small laugh from the other side of the room.


  Elise was beside her in an instant. “What?”


  “Oh, it’s nothing,” Rylie said. She was holding a picture frame with a family photo. “It’s just…” She pointed at the youngest boy in the picture, a chubby-faced toddler. “I think this is Tate. He was my best friend in high school. I’ve never seen his baby pictures before—he was so cute.” Rylie sighed. “Tate’s gotten into politics. You might have seen him giving speeches on tour after the senator died.”


  “Ah. That Tate Peterson.”


  “Yeah. I know it’s hard to tell, but he’s a good guy.” She set the photo down and followed Elise, yanking the sheet off of an armoire. “I killed his mother while I was suffering from silver poisoning. You can’t blame him for being angry at preternaturals.”


  She paused, like she was waiting for Elise to respond—whether to be angry, to condemn her, or to say that it wasn’t her fault, Elise wasn’t sure. She didn’t care. Death happened. The Peterson family was filled with assholes anyway.


  “I think about it every day,” Rylie went on. “How much it must have hurt when I killed her. All the other people I killed that winter. The fallout for all those families.” She pulled off another sheet and held it loosely in her hands, staring at the white cloth as if it were a ghost. “And there’s so many other things I regret, too. It’s like…that grief is who I am now. I dream about it. I breathe it.”


  “Are you asking for me to talk you out of the exorcism?” Elise asked.


  “I don’t know. Maybe. Seth thinks I shouldn’t, and he’s not often wrong.”


  The mention of his name made anger surge in Elise’s gut. She caught Rylie’s eye and held it. “You asked me if I would quit this if I could,” she said. “I would. In a fucking heartbeat. But I don’t have a way out, and you do. Don’t let anyone else choose for you.”


  Rylie sucked her bottom lip into her mouth and fixed her gaze on the floor. She nodded.


  Elise turned from her, focusing on the issue at hand. She felt a tug of power from the opposite side of the basement.


  Something under the stairs was calling to her. Except that there wasn’t anything there—not a single couch, table, or forgotten antique. But a white sheet was lying on the floor, pinned down at the corners. What was it covering if not one of Senator Peterson’s many antiques?


  Elise jerked the sheet off the floor and found a portal to Hell set into the floorboards.


  She had only seen such a thing once before, at a Union facility, but she recognized it instantly. The ring of stones was imprinted with infernal runes. The center basin was wide, shallow, and smooth as river rock. The sheet had done nothing to keep it from getting dusty, but that was because the dust didn’t originate from the Earth; it was orange-red and thick. Hell dust. The sign of a well-used portal.


  “Is that what I think it is?” Rylie asked.


  Elise’s mind was whirling. It made sense that Abraxas would have killed Senator Peterson for a portal to Hell—the only route to Dis had been destroyed, and he would have wanted another one that he could reroute for his purposes.


  But if there had been a portal to the City of Dis in Senator Peterson’s basement for almost a year, then why would Abraxas have waited to bring his forces over until the recent murders?


  “Unless he didn’t wait,” Elise whispered.


  “What did you say?” Rylie asked.


  “I obey the Father,” she said, echoing the graffiti she had seen in the sewers. The local demons hadn’t fled the Warrens because of the trouble that was coming; they had fled the Warrens because of the trouble that had already come, and was lurking in the deepest pits underneath Las Vegas. “Damn. I should have realized.”


  Realization finally dawned in Rylie’s golden eyes. “The demon army is already here.”


  Elise stepped away from the portal, letting the sheet fall over it again.


  “We need to get to the Bellagio,” she said. “Now.”


  



  Once they climbed onto Senator Peterson’s lawn again, Elise swept Rylie into her arms and fluttered through the night.


  After three years of practice, phasing between locations was easy. Elise hadn’t accidentally dropped one of her companions in months, and she had never smothered anyone permanently. Accidents had always been rare. Now they were unheard of.


  When her body reformed in Nevada, she knew for a fact that she had deposited Rylie on top of the Bellagio. Elise had clearly seen the blonde girl standing among the blood and bodies. She had seen Rylie drop to her knees, gasping for breath, dizzy with the transition between east coast and west.


  But Elise’s body became corporeal again outside Las Vegas, with Rylie nowhere in sight.


  She reappeared beside a desert lake—a vast expanse of deep cerulean that lapped gently against the soil at her feet. It was so far from civilization that she could make out distant stars like flakes of pyrite sparkling on a black sand beach. The clouds of the Milky Way arched overhead. There was no smoke here. No sign of apocalypse.


  Elise turned, knowing whom she would see at her back.


  James wore a dusty white undershirt and pants with holes at the knees—surprising to see on a man that used to iron his jeans. He hadn’t shaved since their last encounter, and his stubble had become a full-fledged beard, which only seemed to accent the hard lines of his cheekbones and nose. Bolts of white hair framed either side of his mouth.


  He concealed his glowing knuckles by pulling on the kind of canvas gloves that gardeners might use, then opened his mouth to speak. Before he said a single syllable, Elise tried to phase out of the desert and back to Las Vegas.


  It was like trying to run face-first into a titanium wall. The shock of it traveled through her body.


  James had trapped her.


  He must have known that she had tried to escape, but he showed no sign of it. “I’m sorry for disturbing you,” he said, “but I’d be lying if I didn’t say that I was pleasantly surprised I could grab you like that in the first place.”


  The anger was almost too immense for her, like her body was too small to contain the size of it. She had no choice but to blow it out in a long, slow sigh—unless she wanted to punch him. Which she wasn’t entirely ruling out as an option. But Elise had tried punching him a few times, and as satisfying as it felt in the short term, it didn’t do anything about the long-term problem of James Faulkner. And she didn’t want to get exorcised again, which was how their last argument had ended.


  “You’ve got my attention,” she said, folding her arms.


  “You were at Senator Peterson’s house. Have you discovered anything of interest?”


  Elise didn’t owe him any explanation. She lifted her chin and stared him down. He stared back.


  He blinked first.


  “I understand that you’ve learned how to exorcise werewolves,” he said.


  It wasn’t hard to figure out who had told James that—who would have had a problem with her decision to exorcise Rylie, as well as a direct connection to her aspis. “I’m going to kill Seth,” she said matter-of-factly.


  James’s eyebrows furrowed. “Why? Because he loves her enough to try to save her?”


  “If you’re asking me not to exorcise Rylie, don’t waste your breath. I need to sacrifice a creature that’s been infected by my blood if I want to stop the apocalypse. Not only is Rylie convenient, but it doesn’t require any real sacrifice. She’ll survive. She’ll be free of the curse. It’s a win all around.”


  “From your perspective,” James said.


  “Is this the part where you threaten me until I cooperate?”


  “I don’t think that’s necessary, and we both know that anything I do to you would be a temporary inconvenience at best. No, this is the part where I appeal to your sense of decency.”


  Elise couldn’t help but laugh. She’d heard a lot of wild things in her life, but never someone that thought she had a sense of decency.


  “Rylie’s not making a rational decision,” James said. “She won’t know what she’s missing until it’s gone. Would you allow someone that’s suicidal to kill themselves, thinking that they know best? Would relieving their suffering be worth the pain you inflict upon their family?”


  “I’d crush a thousand families to save a million others,” Elise said.


  Surprisingly, James smiled. “We’re of a mind on that. But we must trust Seth’s judgment on this matter. When she’s in her right mind, Rylie trusts him—he’s made half the decisions for the pack for years. This is another such decision. Not just for the well-being of the pack, but for the woman he loves.”


  She fixed him with a hard glare. “Do you think that loving her really entitles him to making her life decisions?” James stepped around her back, sloshing through the shallow waters of the lake. She didn’t turn to keep an eye on him, but she could feel his warmth. And she already knew the answer to her question. “If I stopped because Seth asked me to, Rylie would hate him as much as I hate you.”


  James sighed. “Very well. If you have no decency, then let me appeal to your practicality. There’s an alternative to exorcising Rylie that will allow you to close every door marking the fissure between Hell and Earth.”


  Elise blinked. “What?”


  “The blood, Elise, the blood,” he said, holding a fist between them. “Abraxas’s vial controls everything—any members of his army that you’ve infected, every door opened with your blood as an ingredient. If you take the vial from him, you will have it all.” James’s hand trembled. “I told you not to give him your blood.”


  “It was only three drops,” she said.


  “Three drops in an enchanted vial. You know better than that.”


  She did. She had thought it was worth it. If she had known the trouble that it would summon so many years later…


  Elise shook off the moment of regret. There were bigger problems here—like the fact that he had known that Abraxas’s army was infected with her blood in the first place, but had withheld that information. “What else do you know about Abraxas that you’re not telling me?”


  “That’s the extent of it,” James said.


  “Did you know that he was going to open these fissures?”


  “No.” He took her hand, and his canvas glove was rough against her fingers. He was really there, solid and whole. He wasn’t an illusion. “I made a mistake in trusting Abraxas with my magic, but this amount of destruction was exactly what I hoped to prevent. I hoped that my warning would show you that you can trust me.” His grip tightened. “And I want you to trust me when I say that exorcising Rylie would be a mistake.”


  “What did Seth have to give you to have this talk with me?” Elise asked.


  The resignation in his eyes was answer enough.


  Seth had given James his allegiance, and his blood.


  “This is Rylie’s choice,” Elise said. “And nothing you say can change that.”


  He sagged, dropping her hand with a heavy sigh. “I see. Unfortunately, I’ve promised Seth that I wouldn’t let you exorcise Rylie, and I must keep my promises. I’m sorry.”


  He jerked off one of his gloves.


  Elise knew what he was going to do. He would pull out another one of those exorcism runes and toss her into Hell for a while—maybe not as long as last time, since she was running strong, but long enough to fuck up everything happening in Las Vegas.


  She seized his wrist. “Don’t you fucking dare,” she said.


  Elise could feel the power building within him. It buzzed between them, reaching a crescendo. James twisted his arm in her grip and opened his mouth to speak a word of power.


  And then she reached out with her mind and pulled the marks off of him.


  The marks Elise had drawn hadn’t responded to her call, but the living runes on James did. They flowed over his hand and onto hers, crawling up her arm like burning brands. She didn’t stop at taking the one that he had been about to use on her. She took them all—the exorcism runes, the fireball that had been hiding under his thumb, the teleportation spell that had taken him to the side of the lake in the first place.


  Elise might not have been able to draw her own magic, but she could still use James’s.


  Which meant she could take it, too.


  She stumbled back, arm clutched to her chest as she fought to control the insane twitching. James stared at his bare hand in momentary shock.


  Rendering him helpless was even more satisfying than punching him in the face.


  “Thanks,” Elise said, unable to keep from grinning.


  “No, wait—”


  The last thing she saw before phasing was James reaching for her, unable to stop her, and she hoped that it hurt.


  



  Weirdly, Seth Wilder wasn’t in a good mood after making his bargain with James. He didn’t exactly seem upset about the fact that a near stranger was about to become his aspis, but he wasn’t a chatterbox, either. No matter how many times Brianna tried to engage him in conversation, he didn’t respond. It made finishing preparations for the spell really boring.


  Even so, she was trembling with excitement as she directed Seth to sit in the center of the circle, book clutched to her chest.


  He sank to his knees. “What now?” he asked dully, eyes lifted to the statue of Metaraon’s impassive face.


  “Most of the work has been done already,” Brianna said. “So just…sit tight. I’ll be right there.”


  She stepped over the elaborate lines forming the exterior rim of the circle and clapped her hands to close it.


  Electricity shocked over her, like leaping headfirst into a lightning storm. The world sharpened to shocking clarity, letting her see everything at once: the fine details engraved in the folds of Metaraon’s robes around his ankles, the curves of his toes, his ankle bones. She saw every drop of ink puddled in the crevices of the circle. She saw the shadows under Seth’s eyes and the cracks in the cliff face behind him.


  But more than that, she saw the magic—the colors and light of it, the way it glowed within everything and connected all life with cables stronger than steel.


  Her enhanced vision faded soon, but it left her breathless.


  “Wow,” she sighed.


  Seth glanced around him. He hadn’t felt anything when the circle closed.


  Brianna folded her legs underneath her and sat across from him, drawing the locked case into her lap. Most of the objects that James had given her were already embedded around the circle, but there was one remaining item. That, plus a whole pile of cloth bandages that Seth was eyeing dubiously.


  She hesitated to open the case a final time.


  “There’s something you need to know,” Brianna said. “A kopis and aspis aren’t just trading power. There’s this saying. It goes like, ‘More permanent than marriage, more fatal than family, more…’” He was staring at her. She had forgotten the words. “I don’t know, it sounds dumb. But it’s meant to be a warning. If things go bad between a kopis and aspis, it’s really bad. Maybe fatally bad.”


  “Does it matter now?” Seth asked.


  Way to sound enthusiastic.


  “Guess it doesn’t,” Brianna said.


  She opened the case and lifted a sharp silver knife from its depths. It was long and mean-looking, with an edge so sharp that it could cut through rock with a single swipe. Not that she had been playing with it or anything.


  Seth barely reacted to the blade. He was still looking at Metaraon.


  “This won’t be the last time he uses me, will it?” he asked. “James is going to find ways to keep me around until all of his doors are open.”


  She pulled his hand toward her, exposing the length of his forearm. The diagrams in the book that James left her had made it painfully clear how deep she would have to cut—not only on his arm, but on hers, too. “You make fealty sound so grim,” Brianna said.


  Seth finally looked at her, like he realized what she was about to do.


  “It’s always the blood,” he muttered, rubbing the edge of the bandages on his neck again.


  “The knife is really sharp,” Brianna said helpfully. “It probably won’t even hurt.”


  Without waiting for him to brace himself, she slashed a long line from the inside of his elbow to the crease of his wrist.


  She cut so deeply that it actually took a moment for the blood to surface. When it did, it was thick and dark, dribbling down his flesh to splatter on the circle.


  At the contact, the magic around her seemed to sigh.


  Brianna cut her own arm next. She had been wrong—it did hurt. It hurt like a motherfucker.


  She gritted her teeth and scrunched up her face, trying not to cry out. This was the cost of power. Pain. Blood. She could do it and not be a big sissy. “Ouch,” she whispered, using the knife to flick drops of blood to all corners of the circle. Then she dropped the blade and grabbed the bandages.


  Seth watched in detached interest as she wrapped their wounded arms together, cut-to-cut, and secured it tightly. It was harder to tie a bandage one-handed than Brianna would have expected, but that was really the hardest part of the ritual, now that the circle had been created.


  She muttered a few incantations. The air went thick with magic.


  “What now?” Seth asked.


  Brianna leaned over to look at the book. In order for her to shift two inches to the right, he had to stretch his arm out and give her slack. “We wait until we’ve exchanged enough blood to secure the bond. We’ll know when it happens.”


  “And then?” He didn’t sound excited by the prospect at all.


  Brianna glanced to the altar at Metaraon’s feet. James had prepared that, too. He had told her that all they would need to do to open the door once the binding ritual completed was have Seth bleed on it and let the power flow through them. The fact that it sounded so simple made her extremely suspicious.


  But once it was done, she would have power. So much power.


  Brianna was feeling woozy from a mixture of blood loss and excitement.


  “And then we open the door to Eden,” she said.


  



  



  



  



  



  Nineteen


  



  Rylie wasn’t on top of the Bellagio when Elise arrived. “Fuck me,” Elise muttered, sweeping her eyes over the exposed, blood-drenched hotel rooms. There was nobody alive in sight. Just a lot of furniture that had seen better days and destroyed walls.


  In fact, Rylie wasn’t the only thing missing. Anthony had told Elise what happened on top of the Bellagio’s hotel tower. He had very clearly described the state of the eighteen cadavers that were on the ritual site. But there weren’t eighteen cadavers here. There wasn’t even one.


  All of the bodies were gone.


  Elise walked around the border of the wards and stepped to the edge of the room, bracing a foot on the broken window frame as she looked down. The bodies of the fallen Union team were gone, too.


  A chill rolled down her spine. She stepped back to look over the rest of the darkened Strip. It looked like a huge fist had punched through most of the casinos, decapitating the hotel towers and sending the remains scattering. The New York-New York’s roller coaster was in pieces. One of the metal tracks was on the street below. The imitation of the Eiffel Tower had toppled on top of a building behind it.


  But there were no bodies anywhere on the street. Elise would have been able to sense them.


  It was like they had all been…swallowed.


  She could feel the door to Hell standing open over the glowing symbols painted on the floor. The smell of brimstone lingered. The missing bodies didn’t mean that the fight was over—far from it.


  Elise lifted her hand in front of her face, spreading her fingers to look at the runes she had stolen from James. With the strength of Seth’s blood in her veins, the magic’s light didn’t burn quite as badly. But she had taken too many spells. Her fingers spasmed, making the muscles knot all the way to her shoulder. Maybe there was a tracking spell in there somewhere, maybe not—she couldn’t tell. Elise took a glove out of her jacket pocket and pulled it on.


  A Union helicopter flew over her, trailing its light over the street. It illuminated nothing but wreckage. She tracked it with her gaze to the end of the Strip, where more lights flashed beyond the last of the casinos. Even the Union had evacuated those few blocks of destruction downtown. They must have seen something that Elise had missed.


  She leaped off the side of the building, flashing into shadow and back into her corporeal form to land on the sidewalk. Glass crunched underneath her boots.


  The sense of infernal power twanged in her heart. She turned, expecting to see demons behind her, and found nothing but empty street—and a gaping hole in the ground where a casino used to be. Elise frowned, walking as close to the edge as she could without falling in.


  It was dark below. Very dark.


  Usually the darkness was as comfortable to Elise as her skin; it was part of her soul, and it welcomed her with warm arms. But she couldn’t see or hear through this darkness. The shadows didn’t reach out to her for an embrace. It was impenetrably black. Even though she couldn’t see more than a few feet below street level, she knew that the sewers should have been under her feet, and the upper tunnels of the Warrens below that.


  That was where the sense of the infernal was coming from.


  Surely Rylie wouldn’t have deliberately plunged into a dark, hellish pit without waiting for Elise.


  Unless she hadn’t had a choice.


  The sense of infernal power grew, with the faint buzz of hybrid minds and tainted ethereal energy. The shadows roiled like black oil in a cauldron. There was something inside of it—bodies with clawed hands and twisted faces.


  They were climbing toward Elise.


  She backed away, slipping behind the corner of a wall.


  Demons erupted to the surface, arms thrusting into the air, seeking purchase against the broken cement. Shriveled arms hauled frail, skeletal bodies to the surface. A dozen brutes came first—the kinds of ugly beasts that spawned from the pits of Dis and had never seen Earth. Elise lost count with the next dozen. They poured out of the hole in a ceaseless stream and sprinted down the road to disappear into the darkness of night beyond.


  Going straight for the Union.


  There were no human survivors left in the city, and the Union had a small army of their own. Elise could let them worry about Abraxas’s army.


  She needed to find Rylie.


  Elise slipped around the other side of the wall to the back edge of the pit, watching the demons continue to scramble to the surface. There must have been hundreds of them. They were all lower-class demons branded with the marks of the House of Abraxas. These were the front of a brute force attack. Abraxas would waste the Union’s resources, shrink their numbers, use all their ammunition—and then he would bring out the real attack, if she didn’t stop him first.


  She took a deep breath and jumped into the pit.


  



  How many hours had passed since Brianna and Seth started the binding ritual?


  Brianna patted her pockets in search of her cell phone, thinking that she should check the time, but her fingers couldn’t seem to grasp properly. She could get them to her hip, make them pinch closed. They kept shutting on empty air instead of her shorts. A giggle escaped her lips.


  She was feeling kind of punch drunk. Probably the significant blood loss, she thought, gazing at Seth with heavy-lidded eyes.


  Here she was with this guy she barely knew, and she had somehow ended up with her arm bandaged to his, pouring her blood into his system, and taking his blood into hers. Her grandpa, always the vehement advocate of condoms no matter how much his grandchildren didn’t want to hear it, would have been so disappointed in her.


  “Condoms,” Brianna said, and then she laughed.


  Seth gave her a weird look. Or maybe he had a weird face. It was hard to tell.


  “Feels like I’m going to fall asleep,” he said.


  “I think that’s normal?” She laughed again. “Normal! Like anything about this could possibly, in any universe from here to Coccytus, be considered normal.” The chuckles shook her entire body and made Seth’s arm shake.


  “It’s not how I planned on spending my night,” Seth said.


  “And it’ll get better,” she said. “At some point, we’re going to have to open that door for James.”


  He blinked blearily up at the statue of Metaraon. “Tall guy,” he remarked.


  “They all are,” Brianna said, thinking of James. Freakin’ James. Off running around with that mustached kopis of his instead of being there to make sure that Brianna didn’t cock up the highly skilled, highly sensitive spells that he expected them to perform without error.


  “Do you think we’re done yet?” Seth asked, gesturing at their arms with his free hand. “It’s been a while. My shoulder’s hurting.”


  She wasn’t sure, but there was an easy way to tell.


  One of the big advantages to having a kopis was something colloquially known as a “piggyback.” It was where they activated the bond, opening their minds and hearts to each other, allowing them to combine their strengths. Seth would temporarily become stronger and faster. Or Brianna would be able to draw a lot more magic, using him as a battery. If they could piggyback, then they were bound.


  She fumbled for the instruction book and opened it one-handed.


  “Let’s see,” she said, rubbing her eyes to clear them. The page slid into focus. “I’m going to try to open an active bond. If it works, it’s going to feel really funny.”


  “And if it doesn’t work?”


  “Then we wait an hour and try again,” Brianna said. She burst into giggles, which Seth didn’t share. “Sorry. That’s not funny.” She closed her eyes to focus internally. “Hold onto your butts.”


  Finding her so-called “core of power” wasn’t easy on the first try or two. Or three. But she eventually found it deep within herself, smoldering like a coal about to burn out, and reached into it. Come here, you wimpy little bastard, she thought.


  Brianna probably didn’t need to make hand gestures to draw her core power into a long string, but she couldn’t help it. She waved her hand in broad circles as she extended the power toward Seth, trying to feed it into him.


  It slipped and stuttered—almost dropped.


  But then it caught.


  It felt like a hook burying itself in her breastbone, with the other end of its chain connected to Seth. Brianna gasped at how much it hurt. James hadn’t mentioned that it would be painful.


  For an instant, she could see herself through Seth’s eyes. Her hair was frizzed with sweat and sand. Her shins were scraped raw. She hadn’t even noticed that she had hurt herself when she was scrambling in and out of the canyon, but it looked like she’d been injured multiple times—some of it was scabbed over, and some of it was fresh. There was nothing remotely flattering about her baggy t-shirt and Keds.


  The worst part was that she could hear Seth’s thoughts. Can’t believe I’m doing this… Why does it feel so weird? Is she doing it right? Does she have any idea what she’s doing? It’s so hot out here…feel sick… This was a bad idea… God, I miss Rylie…


  The bond settled in, and her ability to use Seth’s senses faded, but the connection didn’t.


  Brianna was an aspis.


  She suppressed another spate of giggles. “We don’t need the bandages anymore,” she said, using the knife to saw away the cloth strips. They had been tied together for long enough that it hurt to rotate her shoulder again. She rolled out her joints, wincing, as Seth did the same.


  “Ouch,” he said, lifting his wrist to look at it. She had nicked him while cutting open the bandages. A line of blood dripped toward his elbow.


  Perfect.


  “Quick, over this way,” Brianna said, getting to her feet. She had been sitting too long. Her body creaked when she unfolded her legs.


  She grabbed his arm, hauled him over to the altar, and kneeled in front of it.


  “This part won’t take long,” she explained, shooting a smile over her shoulder at Seth. “James already did most of the work. Theoretically, all I have to do now is finish the incantations, spread your blood, and watch the door open.” She tried to make it sound a lot more impressive than it was, rather than being the magical equivalent of doing a paint-by-numbers.


  “Go ahead,” he said with a deep frown. “I’m ready.”


  Brianna focused on the altar, muttering the words under her breath. James didn’t actually need the words—freak of nature half-angel thing that he was—but she definitely did. It was in Latin, and she was certain that her pronunciation was terrible, but she enunciated carefully to make sure that she hit every syllable.


  When she stopped talking, Seth extended his arm. The cut was already clotting. She squeezed his wrist to encourage the flow of blood, and a trickle slid down his forearm…and dripped onto the altar.


  The instant that his blood contacted with the holy objects, magic flared, almost blinding her with its brilliance.


  An invisible fist slammed into her chest, throwing her back.


  “Whoa!” Seth caught her an instant before she slipped off of the raised platform of the altar.


  She didn’t have time to appreciate his bulging muscles up close. The magic was ripping through her. James-strength magic, the kind of stuff that only a half-angel Gray could concoct. She was nothing more than one fragment of the system. It flowed from the statue of Metaraon, through the altar, to her, and into Seth—then dragged back in the other direction.


  A roar ripped from his throat, face contorting with pain as their combined life forces were wrenched into the statue.


  Lightning lanced from Metaraon’s stone hand, punching into the ground with a deafening whip-crack that made her skull ring. A tall, narrow electrical arc connected the circle of power to the statue and then began to spread, ripping wide into a jagged hole.


  A doorway.


  Inside, she glimpsed a beautiful garden filled with rolling hills carpeted by thick green trees, like the rain forests along the Willamette. The sky was so blue. There were no clouds in the sky. She could feel the sun warming her skin and smell the rain-kissed breeze.


  They had opened another one of the paths to Eden.


  “Forgive me,” Seth muttered.


  Annoyance plucked at Brianna. She had made a freaking portal to another dimension, and Seth was angsting about what it would make Rylie think of him?


  “It’s beautiful,” she said stubbornly, glaring up at him. His face shined with the pale gray light of the garden, highlighting the sharp planes of his face and casting dark shadows on his cheekbones.


  The door snapped shut with a thunder crack, hiding away Eden. Seth sagged, all the breath rushing out of his lungs, and bowed his head for a moment as if in prayer. “What now?” he asked in a low voice.


  James had said that once the door was closed they should evacuate quickly, head southwest to Los Angeles, catch a flight, and rendezvous with the coven at the site of the next door. Brianna opened her mouth to tell Seth what James had commanded, but she didn’t get a chance. The ground in front of Metaraon’s feet split, cracking like a mirror and shattering the rock. Cracks traveled up the sides of the canyon with a mighty groan.


  “Oh no,” Brianna said as Seth dragged her under Metaraon’s carved robes for shelter. Boulders erupted around them with pebbles and stinging dust.


  An electrical arc spread over the earth, yawning wide with a bright flare of light—not the hazy gray of Eden, but the red of fires deep within the pit. As Brianna watched, the fracture traveled up and down the canyon, splitting into a six-foot fissure that intersected the place where the door had been.


  They hadn’t simply opened a door to Eden.


  They had also finished tearing away the walls between Earth and Hell.


  



  Elise fell through the darkness underneath Las Vegas, and she finally understood why Anthony hated it when she phased him. Her senses were useless. She couldn’t smell, hear, or breathe. Her senses told her that there were demons everywhere—that she was inside of a demon.


  Then she dropped through the shadow and landed on rubble, and she could breathe again. Oxygen had never tasted so sweet.


  A flurry of motion around her stopped suddenly, and Elise realized that she was surrounded by dozens of demons—no, hundreds of them. She was in the upper levels of the Warrens, on top of what used to be a casino’s wall, with fiends and brutes and so many other creatures trying to climb past her to the surface. They were emerging from the lower tunnels, mounting the stairs, scaling the walls with their claws.


  She swept her eyes over the crowd. They stared at her with black, glossy eyes. It was at least an entire centuria: one hundred demons. Elise was outnumbered.


  But they didn’t attack. They stared at her as she stared back, hand touching the hilt of her falchion.


  After a breathless minute passed, a fiend dropped to its knees in front of her.


  “Father,” it said in the demon language.


  Once it supplicated itself, the others bowed in a wave, pressing their foreheads to the ground. The word was like an echo through the Warrens.


  Father… Father…


  These were the demons that Abraxas had been hiding in the darkest depths of the Warrens. The ones that had been leaving tributes to Elise in the sewers.


  She let her hand fall from her sword. “Where is Abraxas?” she asked, feeling sick at how easily the infernal tongue fell from her lips.


  They didn’t respond. They remained bowed, motionless and silent.


  Elise stepped down from the wall and moved through the immobile bodies. A few hands brushed against her ankles, her feet, her knees, as if desperate for her touch, but by the time she turned to see who had reached out for her, they were still again. The reverence made her skin crawl. She really hated demons from Dis.


  She jogged down the steps, careful not to step on any of the demons. The sound of motion increased behind her again as they resumed climbing to the surface, moment of prayer over.


  Let the Union deal with them. Elise didn’t want a single fucking thing to do with demons that worshipped her.


  Elise took the stairs two at a time, reaching a huge tunnel that looked like it had been carved by hand with jagged walls that sloped deeper into the earth. The demons were all coming from a fork to the left—the place where they had been hiding since Abraxas brought them through Senator Peterson’s portal, she imagined. But despite the vast numbers of the demon centuriae, she felt a much stronger sense of the infernal from the right-hand fork.


  She also felt a werewolf tickling her senses.


  Rylie.


  Sprinting down the tunnel, Elise only skidded to a stop when it opened into a cavern, complete with stalactites and a hot springs trickling down one wall. It was as large as a baseball field and illuminated by torches along a central path—a path leading straight to an altar, where several tied humans were held under the watchful gaze of a dripping, rotting hybrid.


  And Abraxas.


  Their eyes met from across the cave, and he didn’t look surprised to see her. He held a blade like a butcher knife in one hand, and his other shriveled fist clutched a glass bottle. “There you are,” he said. “I was hoping you would see this, Daughter.”


  Elise stepped forward, trying to see whom he had tied behind him through the steam pouring off of the hot springs. She could only make out their figures—at a quick count, nine of them.


  Abraxas stepped down the stairs toward her, leaving the humans on the raised dais behind him. Infernal magic seethed through the air, thicker than the stench of sulfur, richer than blood, and growing in strength.


  “Did you see my army?” he asked. “I know they’ve been dying to see you.”


  Elise nodded reluctantly. “You brought them through Senator Peterson’s portal.”


  He grinned toothily. “Yes.”


  “How did Senator Peterson get a portal to Hell?”


  “The Union gave it to him,” Abraxas said. He worked his mouth around to collect saliva, and then spit on the floor. Ichor splattered at his feet. “You trapped an entire unit of Union forces within Dis when the tower fell. But they had contingency plans. Their witches established another portal within days and were able to escape to Earth when I staged my coup.”


  She kept an eye on the hybrid in the back of the room as she moved slowly toward Abraxas. “They escaped to Senator Peterson’s house.”


  “Yes, yes,” he said impatiently. “He was a lackey for the Union’s lobbyists for years before the OPA existed. He deserved to die.” His smile bared many square, crooked teeth. “They all do.”


  “Is that what you want? The deaths of the men leading the OPA?” The edges of the cave were darkening, flames struggling to illuminate the farthest corners.


  “It will be a start,” Abraxas said.


  “What do I have to do to get you to go back to Dis and take your centuriae with you?”


  He spread his hands wide. “There’s nothing to be done. You have nothing to offer.”


  “Then why did you wait for me?” she asked.


  Abraxas stopped walking a few feet in front of her. “You left Dis destroyed in the wake of your battle with Metaraon. All I want from you, Daughter, is your immortal suffering.” He swept the butcher’s knife toward the altar. “This is how it will happen.”


  With the gesture of his arm, the steam blew away, and Elise realized whom he had captured.


  Rylie was on the dais, back to back with another woman whose hair was Kool-Aid pink—Leticia McIntyre. Once she recognized the first two people, Elise recognized some of the others, too. McIntyre himself had one arm each tied to his daughters, Dana and Deb. Their tiny bodies weren’t moving. Katja was on the floor behind them. Strangers rounded their number out to nine.


  Everything was in place to reopen the fissures to Hell. Abraxas only needed to kill them.


  Elise wasn’t going to wait for him to act.


  She exploded into shadow, filling everything and nothing with her body. She went for the hybrid first—it was easy to attach to him, encase his body, swallow it down. Too easy. Its flavor filled her with a heady rush of new strength.


  It should have been equally easy to swallow Abraxas. She filled the spaces in the cave in preparation to descend on him. Or at least she tried to fill the spaces in the cave—but there was already something there, and as she grew, it squeezed back.


  Elise hit the ground hard, corporeal and dizzy and stomach knotting as she digested the hybrid. Her head thundered at the failed attempt to expand.


  A pair of feet stood in front of her. Elise’s gaze tracked up the leather boots to the soft leggings, the black corset with silver buckles, the dog collar dripping chains into a woman’s cleavage. She had skin like starlight, black eyes, and red lips. She stared down at Elise expressionlessly, hands loose at her sides with fingernails that looked like black claws.


  It was the demon that had assassinated Senator Peterson.


  And she looked almost exactly like Elise.


  The differences were slight—the shape of her chin and cheeks. Her hair wasn’t sleek and inky like Elise’s, either. It was barely more than a black fog at her shoulders. She was fraying, semi-translucent, barely able to hold on to her physical form. And Elise couldn’t get a read on her mind. It was like the white noise that bound kopides and infected hybrids produced, but the volume had been jacked up until Elise could sense nothing else. Just being near this new demon made her skull throb.


  No wonder Abraxas had let Elise devour the hybrid. He had a much better weapon than that.


  “Meet the thing I call Atropos,” Abraxas said. “She’s an enhanced megaira. What do you think?”


  Megaira were much like nightmare demons, though they fed off of human aggression rather than fear. Elise had never seen a megaira that didn’t have serpents for hair and a skeletal figure. Being “enhanced” with Elise’s blood had done Atropos a big favor, in more ways than one.


  Elise tried to expand again. She flooded the walkway with her shadowy form, wrapped tendrils of shadow around Atropos, and began to contract.


  The megaira disappeared and reappeared a few feet away, equally expressionless, unimpressed by Elise’s attempt to hurt her.


  How the hell was Elise supposed to kill a demon she couldn’t touch?


  She reformed on the walkway and jerked the falchion out of her spine scabbard. Abraxas was mounting the stairs again, moving for the sacrifices he had tied together. Elise might not have been able to fight a demon with her powers, but Abraxas was physical—she could always dismember him and worry about the rest later.


  Atropos stepped in her way when Elise tried to follow him. She didn’t attack—she just stood there, an impenetrable wall with bottomless pits for eyes.


  “Move,” Elise growled.


  Atropos said nothing.


  Rylie caught Elise’s eye and shook her head fractionally. Elise had no idea what she was trying to say. Don’t attack? Don’t speak? What? With the buzzing void of Atropos’s mind between them, she couldn’t sense Rylie’s intent at all.


  Abraxas moved to McIntyre and his daughters. “I’ve always liked children,” the demon said in a voice that probably was meant to be kind. “I’ll make this swift.”


  Behind him, Rylie stood and shook out her arms. She was unbound. And she was smiling a sweet, bashful smile, as if she were kind of embarrassed by how easily she had broken free. Abraxas hadn’t realized that Rylie was a werewolf—he hadn’t chained her in silver.


  Abraxas swung the knife toward Dana, but the blade never met flesh. Rylie caught his arm and tossed him to the ground.


  Atropos turned at the noise to see what was happening. Elise snapped a high kick into her jaw and was satisfied when she connected with something mostly solid—though her boot sank an inch into the megaira’s flesh, like she were made of cold molasses. Atropos staggered. Elise shoved past her.


  Rylie was almost as strong in human form as she was in her wolf body, and with a strike of her fist, she sent Abraxas flying. He splashed into the hot springs. He screamed as boiling water lifted welts on his wrinkled flesh.


  “I have Abraxas. Get everyone out of here!” Elise barked.


  Rylie gave a sharp nod.


  Leaping off of the walkway, Elise splashed down in the hot springs. To demon flesh, it wasn’t that hot—Abraxas’s cries weren’t from the temperature, but because Rylie had literally cracked his skull with the last blow, sending blood coursing down the side of his face. Elise slammed her fist into his wound again and again, satisfied by his cries of pain.


  But then Atropos was on her—not in her corporeal form, but as an overwhelming darkness that blacked out Elise’s vision, rolled down her throat, thrust into her ears.


  There was no voice in that darkness. Atropos wasn’t really there. She was a void of thought and reason, and Elise felt no mercy from the megaira squeezing on her flesh. She slapped at the darkness, but there was nothing to hit. Elise stood, stumbled, fell again. Scorching water splashed her leggings.


  “Stop,” she gasped. She wasn’t sure if she actually managed to speak or not. The sound never reached her ears.


  Within Atropos, Elise felt nothing.


  She had James’s exorcism spell under her glove. With enough time and focus, she could try to thrust Atropos into Hell, much like James had once done to her. But with the open doors, she had no idea how long that would last. And once she used the spell, she wouldn’t be able to use it on Rylie.


  There had to be another way to beat the megaira.


  With a hard push—not with hands, but with energy—Elise loosened Atropos’s grip enough to dissolve into shadow, leap away from the other demon, and reform on the other side of the cavern. She gasped at the overwhelming return of her vision.


  Rylie had ripped the bonds from McIntyre and Leticia, and each of them was carrying a daughter along the walkway, away from the altar. The sound of Debora’s crying was sweet music. As much as it grated on Elise’s nerves when McIntyre’s kids threw tantrums, dead kids didn’t cry at all. Tonight, that was a sound of victory.


  Abraxas stepped in their path, butcher knife raised. Elise staggered toward him, but Atropos reached her first, and they clashed in a mess of translucent limbs.


  She thrust her elbow into Atropos’s face. A knee jammed underneath Elise’s breastbone. She twisted, tried to pull away. But the megaira was always there, forming a black barrier between Elise and Abraxas. Someone was screaming. Elise couldn’t see; there was no way to tell if Abraxas had attacked the McIntyres.


  Atropos exploded into a thousand fragments again, preparing to crush Elise.


  “Get down!” Elise shouted.


  She couldn’t wait to see if her allies obeyed.


  Elise blindly jabbed her entire arm through Atropos’s shadow, piercing the darkness, and felt her blade contact flesh. Hopefully, it was demon flesh.


  The falchion jerked out of her hand as Atropos devoured Elise.


  It only took a moment to disengage herself and cross the room again. As soon as she had eyes to see, she found Abraxas standing in the walkway with a falchion jutting out of his back. She had struck true. He had dropped the butcher’s knife and clutched the glass vial in both hands.


  The McIntyres were safe. Uninjured.


  Elise’s relief was only momentary.


  Atropos fogged again.


  The McIntyres were smart enough to run, sticking in the light from the torches, dodging around Abraxas’s falling body and dragging Katja with them. But it wasn’t enough. Atropos’s cloud crept over them, filling the room with night, dimming the torches until they were nothing but embers. She was going to swallow them all, even if Abraxas was dead—she was too mindless to realize she didn’t have to follow his orders any longer.


  Elise tried to push back, tried to hold her off so that the others could escape. But even swallowing a hybrid and drinking Seth’s blood wasn’t enough to make her a match for Atropos.


  The weight pressed on her. The roar of her mind throbbed inside Elise’s skull. She heard cries and didn’t know if it was the McIntyres dying or her own voice.


  Sudden, brilliant light flared in the cavern, penetrating the megaira’s shadow.


  Atropos fragmented and rapidly decayed, flaking away like parchment paper held to a lighter. It took mere seconds for the light to chase away the shadows. The cavern was agonizingly bright—there was nowhere left for the megaira to hide.


  She vanished.


  Without Atropos’s body shadowing her, the light hit Elise full bore. She flung her arms in front of her face and cried out. It burned—for the love of Hell, it burns—and she felt herself burning, fraying, flaking like the megaira had.


  A body moved in front of hers as a shield. “It’s okay,” Rylie said, her gentle voice breaking through the haze of pain. “I’ve got you.” Louder, she said, “Turn it down!”


  The light dimmed, swathing Elise in blissful darkness. She dared to lower her hands from her face. Her eyes were blurred with pain, but beyond Rylie’s protective outline, she could make out a pair of broad, sweeping wings. Each one was six feet long, glossy white with silvery tips.


  Nash stepped into view. Despite the energy it must have taken to flare so brightly, he looked composed, wearing a dove gray suit without a necktie. “Reinforcements have arrived,” he said with a twist of amusement to his mouth. He offered Elise a hand. She ignored it and stood.


  There were three other angels at the end of the cavern: a beautiful woman with auburn hair and two men with flaming swords. They were drenched in so much blood that Elise could smell it at that distance, but it was demon blood, not mortal; she didn’t crave it at all. They must have cut through the centuria to reach the cave.


  The McIntyres and Katja huddled behind them, safe and unharmed.


  Reinforcements indeed.


  “Took you long enough,” Elise grunted.


  Rylie elbowed her. “Be nice.” Turning to Nashriel, she said, “Thank you. You’ve got great timing.”


  “It seems that you didn’t need me,” he said, eyes sweeping over the cave. Abraxas’s body was a few yards away, blackened to stone by Elise’s falchion.


  “I don’t know about that,” Rylie said. “I wasn’t too hot on getting eaten by an Elise clone.” She wrapped her arms around Nash’s waist and squeezed him tight enough that he let a surprised noise slip from his lips. But after a moment, he patted her back, returning the affection. The angels milled behind him, muttering among themselves. Elise didn’t have to be able to make out the words to know that it was unflattering. She glared at them until they looked away.


  She stooped over Abraxas. Duke of Hell or not, he had been taken by Elise’s sword as easily as anything else. The poison had turned his wrinkled face, sunken eyes, and frail limbs to stone. The butcher’s knife had slipped from his rigid fingers.


  His robes flaked away as she pushed through them. It only took a moment for her fingers to find something glassy and smooth.


  Elise pulled the vial of her blood out and held it up so she could see the dancing torchlight on the other side.


  There was so little blood within the glass. Three drops was barely enough to stain the sides when she swirled it. And this was her blood from the time before she had entered the garden, when the Tree’s sap was forced through her veins—it was sludgy and red, like a very thick wine. It didn’t look like enough to cause so much trouble.


  She wrapped her fist around it tightly. James had said she could close each of the doors with it. It was time to test that theory.


  “There are demons on the surface,” Elise told Nash. “A lot of them, including some hybrids. Abraxas has been bringing them over for months. Can you take care of them while I take care of this?” She lifted the vial between them.


  “It will be no trouble at all,” he said. He gave a dignified sniff. “That so-called duke never posed any real threat to us. It may have been centuries since angels went to war, but we still—”


  Nash was interrupted by a rumbling in the earth. Dust showered from the roof of the cave. The torches flickered.


  The earth rocked beneath her, throwing Elise off her feet.


  She lost her grip on the vial of blood.


  It smashed on the wall, leaving a tiny smear of blood—three drops rendered useless.


  “No!” Elise cried. Her voice was drowned out by the growing cracks and grumbles within the earth, Rylie’s shrieks, and a chorus of distant screams.


  Those weren’t human screams.


  Infernal energy spiked, crushing against the inside of her skull, and she clapped her hands over her ears to soothe her throbbing eardrums. But it wasn’t a noise that was hurting her, and she couldn’t block out the sound of the universe tearing apart.


  With a roar like a furious tornado, the ceiling of the cave ripped away, fragmenting into a thousand pieces that hurtled into the night. There was no starlight beyond the hole that it produced—only a wall of smoke and fire.


  Another fissure had opened.


  “But Abraxas didn’t open this door!” Rylie cried.


  He hadn’t. But that didn’t mean someone else hadn’t opened another door, somewhere that Elise hadn’t been watching while she had been distracted. Like she’d told Anthony, there were more pieces in a game of chess than the king.


  Elise and Nash’s eyes met. They were obviously thinking the same thing. “I’ll find it,” she said. She jerked her chin toward Katja and the McIntyres. “Whatever you do about the demons, make sure they get home safely.”


  He nodded once.


  Elise grabbed Rylie by the wrist, and they hurtled into the night.


  



  



  



  



  



  Twenty


  



  It wasn’t difficult to find the source of the fissure. Elise only needed to follow the screams coming from the deepest pits of Hell.


  From above, she could see the line of fire stretching northwest toward California and southeast into Arizona. A second line cut toward Utah. The glorious expanse of the barren salt flats had torn open to reveal the wastelands of Dis beyond, burning with eternal flame, belching smoke into the sky, casting a red hue on the bellies of the clouds.


  Demons were scrambling out of the fissure in the center of the desert, so many of them that they only looked like ants swarming from their nest. Too many for even Elise to swallow. The Union’s helicopters tracked the movement of demons with their spotlights. SUVs tore through the desert. The distant popping of gunfire, like strings of malfunctioning fireworks, echoed through the air.


  Elise passed them, tracking the gash toward the place where it widened, just north of Las Vegas. All of the lines converged there. Not within the city, but a few miles beyond the edge of the metropolitan area.


  That was where Elise descended.


  Rylie staggered to her feet on the edge of a canyon, gasping for air. As soon as Elise had hands again, she steadied the other woman. “Careful,” Elise said.


  Rylie tried to respond, but all that came out was a croak. One hand clutched at her throat; with the other, she pointed into the crimson glow of the canyon.


  Elise looked down.


  A white statue stood on the opposite end of the canyon. From above, Elise couldn’t tell who it was meant to represent—only a tall man wearing robes with one hand extended. He looked like he had been carved from marble.


  In front of him stood a raised platform of earth, upon which glowed a witch’s circle. Below that, the three fissures joined. Elise could see directly into Dis, as if soaring overhead during one of her many daytime visits. It was opening wider, millimeter by millimeter. The black city sprawled below.


  There was no sign of a mass murder. There was only an altar, a splatter of blood, and candles.


  “Can you breathe?” Elise asked Rylie.


  “Not really,” she gasped. “The smoke—it burns.”


  It would, for a human. But for Elise, it was like her first breath above water in months. Hell was pumping its atmosphere directly into their world.


  “Don’t move,” Elise said.


  She blinked Rylie into the bottom of the canyon, downwind from the blasts of wind on the edge of the circle of power. It thrummed with energy. A spell had been cast there, and recently—though there was no sign of a witch.


  A spotlight flashed over them. Union incoming. The helicopter buzzed away as soon as it arrived, but if helicopters had found them, then it wouldn’t be long before their vehicles and soldiers followed.


  “Bain Marshall,” Rylie wheezed, pointing at the statue.


  She was right—the statue standing over them did bear more than a passing resemblance to the Bain Marshall monument in Northgate. The features and clothes were dissimilar, but the pose was the same, and so was the material. “This was a door to Eden,” Elise said, her heart sinking into her stomach.


  Which meant that it was Seth’s blood spilled on the altar—and James’s actions that had made Earth split open to Hell.


  Another spotlight swept over them. Rylie ducked under the statue’s robes, taking shelter in its shadow. There were candles arrayed all around his feet.


  “What do we do?” she asked, hand cupped over her nose and mouth.


  The amount of energy Elise could sense in the circle suggested that there might be a door she could close, like in Los Angeles. But there were no hybrids emerging here, and the vial of blood had been lost.


  She looked at Rylie, and Rylie looked back at her.


  “The wolf,” Elise said.


  Rylie’s eyes lit up. “Do you think that would work?”


  “I don’t have any other ideas.”


  The drone of helicopters approached, growing louder as they dropped closer to the ground. They didn’t have much time.


  “Let’s do this,” Rylie said, dropping her hand from her nose. Her face was filled with fierce defiance. “Let’s close the fissure and save the world.”


  “Sit down,” Elise said.


  Rylie dropped to her knees in front of the statue, shrunken in front of the looming marble form. Elise lifted the chains over her neck and settled them over Rylie’s head. The Alpha ran the charms through her fingers, making them tinkle like tiny wind chimes. It was almost entirely drowned out by the air blasting through the fissure and the hum of helicopters.


  “Do you think it hurts?” the Alpha asked. “Being exorcised?”


  Having the spirit of a wolf ripped out of a human body? “Yeah, probably,” Elise said. “Can’t be worse than shifting shapes all the time.”


  Rylie seemed to be thinking something similar, because she closed her eyes and smiled. When another spotlight touched her, it lit up her blond, wind-whipped hair like a halo.


  “I’m ready.”


  Elise didn’t waste any time. The earth was trembling beneath her feet, and she could hear distant screaming—the kind of screams she never should have heard outside of Hell. Worse still, she could feel demons and kopides nearby. The battle was coming to them.


  She centered herself, seeking her core of power, and prepared to exorcise Rylie.


  



  James wasn’t answering his phone. Of course he wasn’t answering his phone when Seth most desperately needed him.


  “I can’t get him,” Brianna whispered, finally dropping her phone back into her pocket after her eighth failed attempt to reach James. They were hidden behind rubble that had fallen from the cliff face, out of eyesight from Elise and Rylie. “I know he must be nearby, but he’s ignoring me, or he’s dead, or…” She searched for another explanation, but didn’t come up with anything.


  If James was ignoring them, he had better be dead.


  He had made a promise. He had sworn that he could prevent Elise from exorcising Rylie, and all Seth had to do was surrender his blood, his autonomy, his entire goddamn life. He had done it against his better judgment—he had trusted James to stop Elise.


  But here they were. Demon and werewolf on the brink of a widening gateway to Hell.


  Prickles rolled down the nape of Seth’s neck, making the hair stand on end. He could feel Brianna in his head—the bond was still open and raw, like a gaping wound—and he would have given anything to get her out. He couldn’t think properly with her alien presence taking up residence behind his eyes, pressing against his brain like a witch-shaped tumor.


  Seth slammed his fist into the opposite hand. He wanted to punch James or Elise, but he would have to settle for beating himself.


  This was his fault. He shouldn’t have trusted James.


  He watched as Elise lowered her chain of golden charms over Rylie’s head, just like she had with Katja. The chimes jingled.


  Rylie looked happy.


  For a moment, Seth was tempted to let her go through with it. There was nothing he could do to Elise. She was the night—how do you fight against the night? And Rylie had insisted that she wanted this. A lonely, rebellious part of him contemplated what it would be like for her to be free of the wolf. Maybe she would be free of the last five years of memory, too. They could start over again afresh. She wouldn’t remember Seth leaving her to go to college, she wouldn’t remember falling in love with Abel, she wouldn’t remember the children they had together.


  He squeezed his eyes shut, and on the other side, he could see Rylie the way she was when he first met her. She had just arrived at her first day of summer camp. Seth had been scouting out the cabins, where he knew a werewolf was hiding; she had been sitting on a bench. They had seen each other across a hundred feet of glassy lake. Rylie hadn’t been bitten yet. She had been gawky and awkward and completely took his breath away.


  They had been too far apart to tell such minor details, but Seth could have sworn that he remembered Rylie’s eyes being a deep, soulful brown. Not gold.


  He could see those eyes again.


  But resetting everything with Rylie wouldn’t reset Abel and the pack. Abel was a better person now that he had a mate. Losing her would be worse than killing him. It would rip his soul out.


  The chance to start over wasn’t worth that.


  “I can’t let her do this,” Seth said, eyes flying open. He was holding his gun. He didn’t even remember drawing it.


  Brianna wasn’t much for guns—he could feel the panic rise within her at the sight of it. “What are you doing?” she hissed, stepping in front of Seth to bar him with her arms.


  “I have to save her.” He had no idea how, but he had to try something. Anything. Elise was holding her hands over Rylie as Union helicopters circled, and he was out of time.


  But his aspis was still in his way. “James specifically said that we needed to stay out of trouble once the door opened.” She planted her hands on his chest, trying to force him back. “Seth, don’t go, you have to be careful—”


  Elise was speaking Latin. Her voice drifted over them.


  “Crux sacra sit mihi lux…”


  Seth steeled himself, taking a deep breath. He sought out the peace within himself, tuning out the sounds of screaming and Latin and beating helicopter rotors and Brianna’s emotions tumbling through his skull. He found a place of calm within himself—the surety that he was, for the first time in months, exactly where he needed to be.


  One last favor for the pack.


  Seth easily elbowed Brianna aside, gripped his gun in both hands, and stormed toward Elise.


  



  Elise felt her own power crackle over her skin, building to a fever pitch. Rylie was watching her with trusting eyes, oblivious to the magic, hands clutching the chains. “Crux sacra sit mihi lux,” Elise said, pulling her glove off with her teeth to bare the runes she had stolen from James. Her arm began to shake. “Non draco sit mihi dux.”


  Rylie’s face tightened. She clasped her hands over the necklace.


  “Vade retro, Satana, nunquam suade mihi vana,” Elise went on.


  She could feel Rylie’s beast stirring under her skin, like Katja’s had. It pressed against her bones, threatening to break out. If Elise concentrated hard enough—if she could just catch her grip—then she could jerk the wolf straight out of her body.


  But she didn’t get to concentrate hard enough.


  Elise heard footsteps thudding behind her. She got no sense of a human mind—only the white noise of a creature she couldn’t read.


  Surely Atropos couldn’t have come back so quickly.


  A hybrid?


  She didn’t think that she could go incorporeal and swallow her attacker without breaking the exorcism in progress, so she braced herself for the fight. She took a quick mental inventory of the hybrid’s few weaknesses—specifically, the wings, and occasionally the eyes—and decided that she would have to redirect its blow to protect Rylie before moving to the offensive.


  In the time it took her to make that decision, the footsteps came within two, maybe three meters of her back, and then stopped—preparing to attack. Her heightened senses, incredibly clear with the rush of adrenaline, heard the swoosh of arms as it lifted its fists.


  Elise raised her sword, turned around, and swung the blade in one smooth motion, putting enough force behind it to cut through its leathery hybrid skin.


  She didn’t expect the blade to slice through a human’s shirt, or the flesh of a human man.


  The instant that her falchion connected, he fired his pistol.


  The bullet entered her breast left of center. Elise felt it sink into the ichor within her body, rattling against her ribs and tearing through tissue. Her body immediately began to reject the damage with a hard cramp of her stomach.


  The gunshot had caused no lasting wound.


  But Elise had just gutted Seth Wilder.


  The look of shock on Seth’s face burned into Elise’s mind. For a moment, she couldn’t tell the difference between him and James, and she felt the dizzying terror of having killed her aspis. But it wasn’t James. It was Seth. And in many ways, that death was a thousand times worse.


  He looked down at his wound. Under other circumstances, it might not have been deadly. He was healthy, young, a kopis. Despite the depth of the cut, baring glossy white bone and the curve of intestine, he could have survived with prompt medical attention. Elise’s mind spun with the possibilities—the idea of carrying him to a hospital, having them pack the wound, stopping the blood flow.


  But medical technology could do nothing about the fact that Elise had cut him with the obsidian falchion. A cursed blade. Ichor was already hardening the edges of the wound in the same way that it had with Abraxas.


  “Seth!” Rylie’s ragged cry split the air, driving straight into Elise’s heart.


  The gun slipped from his hands. He dropped to his knees.


  Elise managed to catch him before he fell, lowering him gently to his back. The black poison was spreading rapidly over his abs. Rylie scrambled to their side on all fours, taking position beside him, clutching one of his hands in both of hers.


  “What did you do, Seth?” she asked, tears streaming down her cheeks, dripping off of her chin.


  He gazed up at her blankly. “I’m sorry,” he said emotionlessly. “I couldn’t let her exorcise you.”


  Elise should have realized that an open door to Eden meant that Seth would be close, that he might still be nearby, that he might interfere with them. But how could she have known that his mind would have been blank to her like Atropos’s had been? He must have bound to an aspis. Elise never would have seen that coming.


  But she should have known, for fuck’s sake, she should have looked before she swung, and now his skin and clothes were black to his knees.


  Elise jammed her hands against Seth’s wound, even though she knew that stemming the flow of blood would do nothing to stop the spread of ichor.


  His lungs labored as the obsidian crept toward them, stiffening the tissues.


  “No,” Elise muttered, “don’t you fucking dare…”


  Seth struggled to speak. “I still…” His lungs hitched. “Rylie, I never…” He couldn’t seem to finish the sentence.


  Rylie’s eyes begged Elise to act. “Do something!”


  Without hesitation, Elise ripped into her wrist with her teeth. The taste of her amber-hued blood splashed over her tongue, cool in comparison to the hot air gusting through the fissures, and she thrust her fist over his body. It flowed out of her veins and dripped onto the wound.


  Smearing her blood into his wounds, over the obsidian, onto his bare flesh, Elise watched breathlessly to see if it would slow the spread. But it didn’t.


  His lungs hardened to stone, and he stopped breathing. His eyes unfocused. His lips moved, trying to speak.


  “Seth,” Rylie said, clutching his hand, “Seth, Seth, Seth—no, you can’t, you don’t—Seth!” Nonsense words. Hardly a befitting goodbye.


  His eyelids fluttered shut. Pain twisted his face.


  Elise watched the dark energies of a mortal life coming to a close, muting the signals in his brain, slowing the beat of his heart for moments before it stopped entirely. It was like watching Las Vegas go dark again, block by block.


  She could feel the instant that death took him.


  Elise heard nothing but a dull roar as shock overtook her, as though she were the one who had hardened to stone. She tried to sit back on her heels and somehow missed. She slipped, landing hard with one elbow on the ground.


  He wasn’t moving. He would never move again.


  Rylie’s sobs shook her entire body. She didn’t cry prettily—her face was red and puffy, with tears streaming over her face, her hair a mess. She held on to Seth after he had died, as the ichor finished consuming his features, and up until the moment when he no longer had any human tissue. Seth was entombed in stone, preserved by the very poison that had killed him.


  “Do something,” Rylie pleaded. “Elise, you have to save him.”


  Elise shook her head slowly, trying to remember words. It took her too long to say, “I can’t.”


  Rylie threw her head back and screamed into the night.


  



  At some point, James had mentioned to Brianna how important it was for a kopis and aspis to get along, and how the bond was intended to last until death do they part. But he had mentioned a lot of things to her, to be honest, and she just wasn’t that good at listening. The guy liked the sound of his own voice. It was always blah blah akashic powers, blah blah magic is dangerous, blah blah I’m so awesome at everything, look at how Gandalf I’m being right now, blah blah.


  But in the moment that she heard Rylie’s scream and Brianna realized that her new kopis was dead, she kind of wished that she had listened to James a little bit better.


  I seriously regret my life choices, Brianna thought.


  It was her last coherent thought before the madness hit.


  Seth’s death ripped through Brianna, cleaving her mind down the center. She was tearing apart like the Earth bared to Hell. She could feel everything that Seth had felt in the moments before he passed—the despair, the struggle to breathe, the numbness in his ichor-blackened extremities—and Brianna knew she was going to suffocate.


  Darkness crept over her. Her heart wasn’t beating anymore. Death gazed into her soul with a skeletal face, digging into her belly with a sword of obsidian, ripping through her intestines until blade met spine.


  She was going to die; she was already dead.


  Hands clawed at her face as she screamed. They looked like they were her hands, they were attached to her wrists, but she couldn’t feel them. Her fingernails were bloody. She was hurting herself.


  A hole gaped in her skull and heart—the place that Seth had occupied for only a few short minutes before being ripped away.


  Something is missing. I’ve lost something. Where has it gone?


  There was nothing to hold back the magic that still coursed through her, all too powerful from the union with Seth and the ritual that had opened Eden. It gushed out of her. It turned the air to acid, scalded her flesh, made the earth cry for mercy.


  Brianna was falling. She had fallen.


  She was dead.


  



  Magic sledgehammered into Elise, flooding her nerves with agonizing energy.


  A woman was screaming, and it wasn’t Rylie. It was someone with a deeper voice, hidden behind the robes of the Metaraon statue. She staggered into open air, raking fingernails down her cheeks and leaving bloody tracks in their wake. This was the source of the magic, too—this crazed woman with rolling eyes, dusty shorts, and a bloody forearm.


  She was the high priestess that James had brought with him during his last encounter with Elise, but she wasn’t cute and pixie-like anymore. She was crazed and mindless.


  Elise instantly understood what had happened to her, and wished she didn’t.


  Rylie blinked at the witch through teary eyes. “Brianna?” she asked thickly. Her shoulders shuddered. “What are you doing here?” Brianna hit her knees beside Seth’s body, and a furious growl tore from Rylie’s throat as she lifted an arm to strike. “Get away from him!”


  Elise caught her wrist. “Don’t,” she said. “She doesn’t know what she’s doing.” Brianna didn’t fight when Elise gently pushed her away. The witch was still screaming hysterically, eyes rolled into the back of her head. “They bonded,” Elise said, showing Brianna’s sliced wrist to Rylie, and then flashing a matching scar on her own arm. “She’s Seth’s aspis. When he died…it broke her.”


  Elise could see that her explanation meant nothing to Rylie. Both women were equally hysterical, though in different ways; she would get no help from either of them.


  But the fissure was still open. In fact, it was widening, as if Brianna’s magic dump was only feeding into it and draining the color from the world. Elise stared into the depths of the fissure below. Through the smoke, she could see a massive demon floating past on the other side—a kibbeth, like a living Zeppelin.


  With a swift strike to the back of her skull, Elise knocked Brianna unconscious. The witch collapsed bonelessly on the ground beside Seth’s rigid body, instantly silent.


  It was too late. The damage had been done. The fissure was open wide, and there was no way to spare Earth from Hell now.


  “Drop your weapons and put your hands in the air!”


  Elise lifted her eyes to the top of the canyon on the opposite edge, where she had originally alighted with Rylie. In the distraction of Brianna’s crazed fervor and the widening fissure, she hadn’t noticed that the Union had come upon them. Dozens of men lined the edge of the canyon wearing full body armor, and they bristled with weapons. All of the guns were aimed at Elise.


  They were surrounded.


  The bullets—those wouldn’t be a problem. She was already processing the shot delivered by Seth’s weapon, and a few more hits would do nothing to her. But if Union kopides had arrived, then the equipment wouldn’t be far behind them. Equipment that would surely include lights and electrical charges, things that could actually hurt Elise.


  She spotted one man who wasn’t wearing full tactical gear at the center of them all. He was a squat man with a scarred face, clad in a flak jacket over business casual clothes.


  Detective Gomez.


  If he had been prepared to believe in Elise’s innocence before then, he wouldn’t now—not with Elise at the place where Hell spilled onto Earth, with bodies at her feet and a blood-stained altar at her back. They would electrocute her, drag her in front of federal court, make an example of her. And no matter how far she ran, she knew they would hunt her down for this.


  Elise looked down at Rylie.


  “Don’t let them have him,” Rylie whispered, barely loud enough for Elise to hear. She was half-collapsed on Seth’s body, still crying like her heart had been ripped out through her throat, blood smeared on her hands.


  Frustration, rage, grief—it was too much emotion for Elise to hold. She was going to break.


  “Get out of the way,” Elise said, picking up Seth’s pistol and jamming it in her belt.


  Rylie pressed her lips to Seth’s stone-blackened face. The sobs shook her harder than before.


  “Hands in the air,” ordered a man over the megaphone.


  Rylie wrenched herself away from Seth. She didn’t watch as Elise expanded, sinking into the shadows under the statue, spreading through the canyon, filling the places between the rocks that weren’t touched by Union lights or the flames of Hell.


  Elise looked at it all from above. She gazed at the growing fissure that bisected Nevada’s desert, the tanks rolling toward the statue, the destruction that used to be Las Vegas, and the sparks of distant light that indicated angels warring against demons on a mortal battleground.


  And at the center of it all, Rylie beside Seth, who Elise had killed with her own sword.


  It would have been easier to let herself vanish forever—never become corporeal again, never face the grief, or contemplate what she had done.


  But Elise gingerly picked up Seth’s body and took him to the only safe place that she knew.


  



  



  



  



  



  Epilogue


  



  Later, all that Rylie would remember was flying, the warmth of skin against hers, and the smell of buttered popcorn. That scent reminded her of long summer nights on the porch swing with her father, sharing popcorn between them, watching lightning bugs zip through the grass and laughing about silly, meaningless things. For some reason, Nash always smelled like those warm, happy memories. It was an angel thing, according to Summer.


  Rylie assumed that those sensations meant that Nash had somehow rescued her from that canyon after Elise had vanished with Seth’s body. But she didn’t actually remember how he had gotten her out of there. She had been staring at a lot of men with guns. And then, somehow, she had found herself on the edge of the werewolf sanctuary, falling at Nash’s feet in the mud and rotting leaves.


  She thought Nash had said something like, “Stay here, I’ll be right back,” but it was difficult to distinguish through the ringing in her skull.


  Seth is dead.


  He had been the one to hold her after her father’s heart attack and tell her that she would survive it. Rylie had never forgotten what Seth had told her after her father’s funeral. “Dying is as natural as being born, and all of us have to face it someday,” he had said. “Some sooner than others. It’s difficult to understand the meaning of it all. The question isn’t, ‘Why do we die?’ The correct question is, ‘Why do we live?’”


  At the time, it had made so much sense. Why do we live?


  But it wasn’t Rylie’s sick, aging father who had died this time. It was Seth. Young, strong, brilliant Seth, who had led the pack without ever becoming a wolf. He was the glue that bound everything together. The man that had never finished medical school, even though he spent his entire life wanting to save people.


  Rylie was on all fours in the mud with the towering trees watching her, and she knew she should probably stand, but she didn’t want to. She couldn’t think of a compelling reason why she should bother.


  Why do we die?


  Time passed, and people joined her. The angel had brought her mate.


  Abel pulled Rylie into his arms. He said things, asked her questions, shook her hard when she didn’t respond. She stared at him blankly, trying to read his lips. Are you okay? he was asking, and Where’s my brother?


  Rylie showed him her palms. They were covered in blood and ichor. Her fingers were shaking, and the tremors grew until she was shivering too hard to speak.


  Abel shook her again. He spoke; Nash replied. Something like, Seth was killed.


  “No,” Abel said. “No, he fucking wasn’t.” The words cut through Rylie’s haze like nothing else had.


  “Seth was killed,” Rylie whispered, and there was a note of finality to it.


  Horror dawned on Abel’s face. He released her and took a step back.


  “No,” he said again.


  But now that Rylie had said it, the truth settled into her bones.


  Seth was dead, and he wasn’t coming back.


  



  The Union knew how to treat a witch that had recently lost her kopis. They had the procedures down to an art—a speedy intubation to ensure she would continue breathing, a swift warding spell that prevented her from causing more magical damage, and then a saline drip to keep her hydrated through the long coma to come. Brianna Dimaria, the tiny sprite of a woman, was absolutely dwarfed by the number of tubes leading in and out of her body. The hospital bed at the Union facility seemed to consume her.


  James stepped out of the corner of the room. Because of all the wards canceling out magical noise in the wing for recovering aspides, it had been easy to slip into the Union hospital to see her undetected. Now that James was there, he regretted it. Warded or not, she looked like a black hole of magic to his mind’s eye. The same potential for power that had led him to choose her as his high priestess had made her a death trap after the bond snapped.


  Without his runes, James hadn’t been able to return to the Metaraon site in time to supervise Brianna’s spell. When he finally walked back—three long hours of walking through snowing ash—the Union had already secured the perimeter a mile away from the canyon. But even at that distance, he had felt the gaping emptiness of magic that had been stripped away by Brianna’s breakdown. He would have been able to feel it from the other side of the world.


  And now this, seeing her comatose in bed…


  James sank into a chair against the wall. He stared at Brianna without really seeing her.


  The TV in the corner was turned to a news station. He didn’t need the noise to understand the pictures they displayed. They were showing dramatic footage of the battle between angels and demons within Las Vegas. Nobody seemed certain what the outcome of that fight had been—there were no human survivors to report back.


  And the battle was spreading, too. Demons emerged from the fissure at multiple points. Lists of afflicted cities scrolled down the screen: Tacoma, Miami, Los Angeles.


  Hell had arrived on Earth.


  He had thought that there was a chance that tearing open the walls enough to make a door to Eden might also open a fissure again, but he had believed it to be a small risk. Insignificant in comparison to what he stood to gain from the door opening. James had dismissed that danger, and he had completely failed to anticipate the rest of it. Seth’s death, Brianna’s reaction.


  The machines beeped softly as they breathed for her and monitored her sluggish heart. The bed inflated gently and sighed as it deflated, helping her blood circulate. If not for the Union’s swift detainment, she would be dead. As it stood, she might never wake up.


  James gazed at her impassive face and felt sick.


  “What have I done?” he whispered into the quiet room.


  



  Elise was home.


  The City of Dis loomed behind her. The Palace’s central tower had fallen years earlier, but they were constructing a new one—a tower far taller and more glorious than the black-spired monstrosity it was replacing. It was cut from the shining black glass of the mountains and decorated with bone. Scaffolds climbed its sides, but Elise was too distant to see the workers building and engraving.


  A kibbeth drifted beyond the tower, long legs swaying. Its semi-translucent body swirled with gases. If she were closer, she might have been able to hear the muffled cries of the demons trapped in its belly; at this distance, she heard nothing but wind whistling through the pits. Domesticated kibbeths were typically used as transportation across the wasteland outside Dis, but this one was a ferry between the city and the fissures above.


  Even as Hell leaked onto Earth, Earth was leaking onto Hell. A jagged gash marked the stormy, red sky of Dis like a wound in the darkness. Elise couldn’t see much in the gash through the smoke. But sometimes a wind would stir, and she would glimpse stars.


  The worlds were joined, and there was no way to close them.


  Already, the demons had begun building a bridge to the fissure, creating an easy footpath onto Earth. No human would be safe once they finished it.


  That would have to be Elise’s first order of business—destroying the bridges.


  But first things first.


  Elise turned back to the pit. She stood on the brink, toes hanging over the edge, and gazed down at the twisting fires. There were no crying damned in this pit. Only hot fire, too hot for even cursed souls to survive in. The stink of rotting eggs poured out with the smoke. It smelled wonderful and familiar, like wrapping herself in a warm blanket.


  One step forward, and she could plummet into endless fire.


  Elise didn’t take the step.


  She drew her sword and weighed it in her hands. It felt so much heavier than usual, as if all the strength had been sapped from her muscles. The familiar marks on the blade gleamed.


  The falchion had been a present from her father, now dead. She had carved the marks on its blade herself. Over the years, she had sharpened it, shaped the blade to perfection. It had become infected with the ichor at the same time that Elise had become a demon.


  Elise and the falchion shared a history. It was as dear to her as she imagined family would have been, had she any family that she truly loved.


  She wound her arm back, then hurled the sword into the pit.


  It spun through the air, flipped end over end, and diminished to a tiny point of black against the fire. She might have been imagining it, but she thought she felt the moment that flames consumed her falchion like a twinge in her heart.


  Turning, Elise faced Dis, hair whipped back by a wind that smelled faintly of sagebrush and Earth soil. She gazed up at the new tower of the Palace and the high walls she would have to climb to get there. Seth’s pistol was still tucked in the back of her belt, heavy and cold against her skin.


  There were millions of demons within the city that were eager for a leader—someone to take them to Earth and lay claim to the lands they believed that they should have possessed. Many of them remembered the last war against angels. They hungered for retribution and would follow the first creature brave and stupid enough to give it to them.


  Many demons would try to guide that fury onto Earth. But Elise had a better idea.


  If the demons wanted a Father, she would give them a Father.


  Dear reader,


  Thanks for joining me for yet another story. The next book, Ruled by Steel, will be available in December 2013.


  If you’d like to know when Ruled by Steel comes out, visit my website to sign up for my new release email alerts. I hope you’ll also leave a review with your thoughts on the site where you bought the book—this was a really difficult book to write, and I’d love to hear what you think.


  Your ongoing support means the world to me. Thanks so much.


  Happy reading!


  



  Sara (SM Reine)


  http://authorsmreine.com/


  http://facebook.com/authorsmreine
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