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ONE




IT WAS THE kind of bar where truckers stopped to pick up hookers. The women hovered near the back door, smoking cigarettes and picking at their sores; they swayed to the road, back and forth, teetering on Lucite heels that stretched the malnourished muscles of their legs into ropes. The missing teeth were slightly more attractive than the rotting ones that remained.

They catcalled to Lincoln Marshall when he pulled up in a rented ’96 Toyota Corolla. A brittle-haired blond in her forties plumped her breasts, wrinkled to hard leather from too much sun, and grabbed his crotch the instant he stepped from the car.

“Look at him,” she told the others. “I love a man with money.”

He pushed her hand away, but another took its place. A cracked French manicure dug into his balls.

“Smells nice,” said Frenchy, sliding her palm down the shaft through his briefs. He didn’t even manage a half-hearted erection.

“Smells like Axe,” said a third. “I love Axe.”

“Don’t touch me,” Lincoln said.

The blond barked a nicotine laugh. “Queer.”

He pushed away the next attempt to grope him, and the next.

“Think he’s queer? He looks queer.”

“What a faggot.”

“Cut him,” said a fourth.

Lincoln had seen the likes of these bitches when he was in college. They were flies buzzing around the corpses of good towns gone sick, feeding on the rot in the hearts of men. The only way to eliminate them was to eliminate the corpse.

He smoothed a nervous hand over his hair, cropped so that it wouldn’t brush his ears or collar. He bumped the door of the Corolla shut with his hip. And then he drew his badge. The brass shined in the caged lightbulb on the bar’s back door. Six points of a star, nestled comfortably in leather backing, encircled the insignia of the Grove County Sheriff’s Department.

“Don’t touch me,” Lincoln said again.

This time, the women listened. He blinked and they were gone.

Lincoln Marshall turned a full circle, looking for the pungent women that had greeted him. There was no hint of lycra or animal print. He couldn’t even smell tobacco anymore.

Semi trucks slumbered on a patch of bare dirt behind the bar, reduced to black rectangles against the navy sky. Music rattled through the tin-paneled walls of the bar, jittering the boards nailed over the windows. Lincoln heard laughter inside, the too-loud voices of drunk men shouting, the rattle of glass bottles.

But the women were gone. They hadn’t even left footprints in the dust.

He grabbed the handle of his car door, tempted to drive away. Instead, he pocketed his badge again, and pulled out a notebook. He had written three things on the first page: The Pump Lounge (US-93), Lucas McIntyre - The Hunting Club, and Find the woman. There was a hundred dollar bill tucked in the back page in case he needed gas or a tow truck. The rest of the money was at home. All five thousand of it.

Notebook back in pocket. Hand smoothed over his hair. Deep breaths.

Lincoln Marshall walked into The Pump Lounge.

A live band played on a three feet-by-three feet platform in the corner that passed for a stage. Banjo, drums, vocalist, none of them with any obvious skill. It didn’t matter. Nobody was listening.

At one table, three bikers in fringed leather vests argued with a jaundiced skeleton of a man. An old woman wearing Daisy Dukes was sobbing at another table, consoled by a trucker. A man was slumped at the end of the bar, thigh fat drooped over either side of the barstool, snoring into a pile of vomit. The bartender, a brick house of a woman with a heart tattooed on her cheek, wiped down the chunks with a dishtowel.

“What you want, sugar?” she asked Lincoln. Her eyes flicked over his polo shirt, khakis, and loafers.

“Lime and tonic on the rocks,” he said. “I’m driving.”

“You’re stained,” the bartender said, jerking her chin at his crotch.

He looked down, surprised to see a circle of moisture over the lap of his khakis. He hadn’t even been aroused by the assault outside, yet his body had reacted to the pawing.

Angry heat crept up his neck. He could see his face purpling in the sliver of clean mirror behind the bar. He was a handsome man, Lincoln Marshall, and he knew it—from the square jaw to the bright hazel eyes, the cheekbones that could cut right through any woman’s heart, and the broad shoulders. Girls in high school used to tell him to go to Hollywood. Become an actor. But he’d returned from his full-ride football scholarship to protect Grove County. Nothing was more important than that.

He wasn’t a man that wet himself over crack whores.

“Don’t take it personal,” the bartender said. “They get everyone.” She slid a tumbler toward him. He caught it.

“There was nobody out there,” Lincoln said.

She gave him a knowing look. “Take the booth. He’ll be here soon.”

“Who?”

The bartender had already turned her back.

Lincoln glanced at the door that he had used as an entrance. The night outside was black, blacker than it had any right to be. He couldn’t even see the rickety wooden steps leading to the threshold. It was like someone had draped a blanket over the doorway. He wouldn’t be going out that way.

He wouldn’t be going out the supposed front door, either. It was nailed shut. He got a real good look at the bent nails as he slid into the booth positioned next to it. The table was covered in a yellow crust. Sulfur? It was hard to tell with the overbearing stench of piss and vomit and cheap liquor. 

Lincoln set the tumbler down. He didn’t dare drink. Alcohol-free or not, he didn’t trust the bartender to serve him something that wasn’t laced.

Ripping napkins out of the metal container, he scrubbed at his trousers. He had shot a load at having broken fingernails dug into his genitals and hadn’t felt the orgasm. Some unsettled part of him wondered if the hooker had stolen the sensations from him. The Devil was working black magic behind a bar on US-93, miles from Alamo City, where even God couldn’t shine His light.

“You’re a long way from home, Deputy.”

A bear of a man took the opposite side of the booth. The hair on his head was prematurely receding, but what remained looked like it had been dyed blue with Kool-Aid. What his scalp lacked carpeted his beastly arms and stuck out the collar of his wife beater instead. He wasn’t trying to hide his shoulder rig. Two pistols, positioned for a cross-draw, gleamed black in the dim light of The Pump Lounge.

“Lucas McIntyre?” Lincoln guessed.

McIntyre tongued his stretched labret plug and smiled.

In any other situation, Lincoln would have offered to shake his hand. But he still had a fistful of messy napkins and his nerves were wound tight. He wasn’t going to touch this filthy redneck riddled with facial piercings, not when a single touch from the women outside had juiced him dry of both semen and courage.

Find the woman.

“How can I help you?” McIntyre asked.

“Aren’t we still waiting on someone?”

“No.”

“You said on the phone that you could hook me up with her,” Lincoln said.

“I can. You talk to me first.” His sentences were staccato, choppy as his thinning hair, like talking was an effort.

Lincoln tossed the napkins onto the table. “I could have talked to you on the phone if it was like that. I didn’t have to come…here.”

“You did ‘cause we said you did,” McIntyre said. “Tell me what you need. I’ll tell you if you can see her.”

Lincoln didn’t like this. Not one bit. But he could tell when he was cornered. He had no leverage to negotiate, and he wanted out of this hellhole as soon as possible. “There have been murders. I’m told that she’s the expert with this stuff.”

“Deputies deal with murders,” McIntyre said.

“They’re considered animal attacks. The bodies are mauled beyond recognition. Remaining flesh is semi-masticated, and the rest of the bodies are consumed.”

“First they’re murders, now they’re animal attacks.”

“It’s both,” Lincoln said.

McIntyre raised his pierced brows. “So it’s like that.”

“Yeah. It’s like that.”

“Full moons?”

“And new,” Lincoln said grimly.

That was the information that clearly convinced McIntyre. An average crackpot wouldn’t know that werewolves—real werewolves, the Devil gloved in a man’s skin—transformed twice a month: once when the moon was full, and once when there was no moon at all.

McIntyre rubbed his jaw with a meaty hand. There was a chunk missing from his chin that looked like a bite wound. “How many?”

“Six dead.”

“Survivors?”

“None,” Lincoln said. “Yet. But there have been two missing people. We don’t know if they’re dead or if they’ve been…taken.”

“You want to find these people?” McIntyre asked.

It was a weird question, and equally as probing as the question about the phases of the moon. Lincoln sat back against the ripped leather bench as he considered. If he wanted to find the missing people—if they found them alive, bitten, and changed—they would have to do something about the fact that they had become werewolves. It was, at its core, a question about Lincoln's sympathies.

For the last year, the newly-formed Office of Preternatural Affairs had taken a tough stance against all things evil and fanged. Their obvious yet unspoken policy on werewolves was toughest of all: extermination. Werewolves were already an endangered species. The OPA hoped to make them extinct. 

He couldn’t exactly disagree with the sentiment, but if the OPA learned that Grove County had a werewolf problem, they would get involved. Lincoln didn’t want an OPA office in his town. It was his county, his people, and he wasn’t going to let the feds take it from him.

“I called you instead of the OPA for a reason,” he finally said. Let McIntyre make of that what he would.

The fact that Lincoln wasn’t supporting their scorched-earth policies seemed to please McIntyre. “Maybe we’ll help,” he said. He pulled his girth out of the booth. “Let’s see what she thinks.”

Lincoln glanced down at his drying khakis before rising, too. He left the tonic on the table. “Where is she?”

“Out back.”

He was torn between relief at leaving the stench and cacophony of The Pump Lounge behind, and trepidation at stepping out into that darkness again. He gripped the back of the booth. Dug his fingernails into the leather. Eyeballed the bent nails holding the front door closed.

McIntyre was oblivious to his hesitation. He flicked a wave at the bartender, who was trying to drag the unconscious man off of his bar stool, and headed to the back door.

Lincoln followed.

The music chased them out into the cool autumn evening. The dome lights were on in one semi’s cab. He could see the forty-something woman grinding against the driver, whose head was thrown back in ecstasy. She caught Lincoln's eye through the window and winked. Then the light went off. It was so very, very dark inside.

“Lord help me,” Lincoln said.

McIntyre shot a look at him for that. “Careful whose name you take in vain out here. She’s not a fan.” He nodded at Lincoln's collar. “Hide that, too.”

The deputy had forgotten that he was wearing a crucifix on a slender gold chain. He put a possessive hand over it. “Why?”

“Just do it.”

Thoughts of vampires and the Devil flitted over Lincoln's mind, quickly followed by the thought of all the dead people back home.

It took two tries to work the clasp. He kissed the crucifix, said a prayer, and dropped it into his pocket.

McIntyre led Lincoln through the darkened trucks. Some of them were shaking. He thought he heard moaning. He imagined those women turning tricks inside, and then quickly stopped himself—he didn’t know what might happen if he dwelled on the mental image of sun-leathered cleavage, French manicures, and Lucite platforms. In the vast, sagebrush-pocked night, Lincoln feared his thoughts might become tangible, take on a life of their own.

“They won’t bother us,” McIntyre said, as if catching the tenor of Lincoln's thoughts. “Not when I’m here.”

“What…?” Lincoln began to ask. His mouth dried.

“Succubi.”

“So it’s true,” he said. “Demons have infested the western states.”

Nevada, Arizona, and Utah’s plight had been broadcast over the news networks virtually nonstop for months. The west had gone wild again. Demons owned the desert.

Lincoln couldn’t wait to get home.

Find the woman. He clenched his fist on the crucifix in his pocket hard enough for the corners to leave an imprint on his palm.

McIntyre led him to a copse of Joshua trees. The Pump Lounge was reduced to a lonely red light near the highway, and Nesbitt Lake was a line of paler blue on the horizon.

That was where they stopped.

“Say your problem,” McIntyre said. “Loudly.”

Lincoln looked around, confused. They were alone among the human-like figures of the trees. A breeze whispered through the sagebrush.

“I already told you what’s going on,” he said. “Are we being watched?”

McIntyre flicked a lighter, lit a cigarette, took a drag. “Say it.”

Lincoln took a bracing breath. “I’m Deputy Lincoln Marshall from the Grove County Sheriff’s Department. I believe we have a werewolf problem. There have been six murders, and two people are missing. I want your help finding them.”

He felt dumb speaking to the Joshua trees, and dumber still when there was no response.

McIntyre tilted his head as if listening to a strain of distant music. “Who’s missing, deputy? Tell me about ‘em.”

“A man,” Lincoln said. “Thirty-three years old. Bob Hagy.” He licked his lips to wet them, tightened his fist on the crucifix. It was so quiet out here. “And a, uh, a girl—nine years old. Lucinde Ramirez.”

“You’re lying,” McIntyre said.

“What?”

“You’re lying about the victims. Lucinde Ramirez hasn’t gone missing.”

Unease crept over Lincoln's heart. “Her disappearance has been assigned to me. That’s what it says on the report. Nine years old. Lucinde Ramirez.” McIntyre held out the cigarette as if offering it to someone else to smoke. Not Lincoln. “Why do you think I’m lying?”

“Because she says you’re lying,” McIntyre said.

And the cigarette suddenly wasn’t in his hand anymore.

He hadn’t dropped it or put it out. It was pinched between his first finger and thumb one moment, and then gone the next.

Light flared behind Lincoln, briefly splashing his shadow over the trunks of the Joshua trees.

He turned.

A woman stood behind him, taking a deep drag on the cigarette. The top of her head came to Lincoln's chin. Black hair was pulled back into a long ponytail, and a form-hugging tank top bared an inch of pale midriff above her belt. Her legs were encased in leather leggings and low-heeled boots. It took Lincoln a moment to look up from the alluring peek of navel to her face, and once he did, he was transfixed. Her lips were full and red. Her irises were black.

Where the supposed succubi had been wrecked, hideous women, this creature of the night was beautiful and youthful. Ageless, almost. The Devil had taken a much more tempting form.

Lincoln had found the woman. 

Elise Kavanagh.

“Lucinde Ramirez has been dead for four years,” she said, flicking her thumb against the butt of the cigarette. Ash fell to the desert. “She would have been nine if she’d survived.”

Lincoln struggled to remember how to speak.

“That’s all I know,” he said.

She glanced over his shoulder. “McIntyre?”

“He seems legit to me. Up to you.”

“Werewolves,” Elise mused. Her lips puckered around the cigarette. Lincoln was jealous of it.

“Didn’t you have a run-in with werewolves once?” McIntyre asked, sauntering over to take the cigarette from her. He seemed comfortable with Elise, almost fraternal, as if she hadn’t appeared from nothingness outside a pit of succubi.

“Yeah,” she said. “Long time ago in Kansas. I’m not a fan.”

“Will you help me?” Lincoln asked.

She walked up to him, standing close enough that their bodies nearly touched. Her head tilted back so that she could study him. It wasn’t the night that made her eyes look black. They were black, from iris to the edge of her pupils.

Lincoln felt the strange urge to kiss her.

He didn’t move when she reached her fingers into his shirt pocket, removed his badge, and studied it. She traced a fingernail over the text. Then she put it back. Her hand lingered on his chest, as if she were interested in the pounding of his heart.

“Fine,” Elise said.

He hadn’t been expecting that answer. After everything that Lincoln had been forced to go through to get a meeting with this woman—flying all the way to Nevada, driving out on US-93, going to that hellhole of a bar—he had been expecting an argument.

“Really?”

“Yes. I’ll meet you there,” Elise said.

“Where?” Lincoln asked. “When?”

But she was gone.

He couldn’t have looked away for more than a half-second—the length of time it took to blink—but the woman had vanished. The cigarette smoldered in the dust at his feet. McIntyre stubbed the embers out with his toe, wiping his hands off on his jeans. 

“I’ll call you later to arrange payment,” McIntyre said. “You know it’s not free, right?”

“I know,” Lincoln said.

“Cool.”

McIntyre sauntered away—not toward the bar, but toward the lake.

Lincoln was alone, but he didn’t feel alone. Invisible eyes made his skin crawl. He put his crucifix around his neck again and walked back to The Pump Lounge, barely resisting the urge to break into a run.

When he arrived, he found the building dark. There was no music, no shouting, no clinking of glass. He pushed the back door open.

The stage was uninhabited, the bar was dusty, and everything was coated in sulfur.

Empty.

In fact, it looked like it had been empty for months. The desert had begun to reclaim the property. Cobwebs hung from the ceiling. A thick layer of dust covered the floor, which had holes the size of Lincoln's Toyota in it. The roof was rotting away.

His heart pounded in his throat as he backtracked to his car. The trucks weren’t rocking with the ministrations of the women anymore, and Lincoln wondered if he would find dead truck drivers inside if he looked.

He didn’t look.

Lincoln got behind the wheel and drove.
  



TWO




ELISE DREAMED OF Hell.

She drifted over an endless wasteland. Black mountains lined the horizon, so distant that she couldn’t have reached them if she ran for a hundred years. An obsidian city belching cones of smoke, glistened underneath her. The buildings, the streets, were laid out in the pattern of a spiderweb.

The sky was the crimson of blood spilled on lava rock. Ragged gashes in the desert flickered with occasional flame. Screams drifted on the rippling heat.

The City of Dis. Home. Her heart ached for it.

Elise woke up in a closet on Earth, not in Hell. It was barely big enough for her to sit inside, though her muscles registered no discomfort when she stood, using the ironing board for leverage. A clothes iron hung on the wall. Empty hangers dangled in her face.

She stretched her arms across her chest, rolled her neck on her shoulders, and stepped into the motel room.

“This is a bad idea,” Anthony Morales said by way of greeting.

He sat on the end of Elise’s bed. She hadn’t slept in it once during her stay at the motel, but evidently he had; the imprint of a pillow still marked his left cheek. He was shirtless, shamelessly revealing the sculpted planes of his chest, and his muscular thighs were bared by snug gray boxer-briefs.

Anthony and Elise used to date, although “date” wasn’t the best descriptor of their former relationship. Elise had used him for sex. He had pined for her love. Unsurprisingly, she had ended up breaking his heart—but more surprisingly, he had come back, and their friendship had been the better for it.

He was now Elise’s eyes during the day, though he often slept through afternoons so he could help her hunt at night. And he already had the coffee brewing for her. Good man.

Fading daylight touched the edges of the motel curtains. A single sunbeam splashed on the wall behind her. Elise avoided it as she went to the coffee maker, tugging her underwear out of the cleft of her ass. Black lace—why was she wearing black lace? Must have been laundry day.

“Someone’s obviously trying to lure you to Grove County,” Anthony said. “Don’t go.”

“Can we talk traps after caffeine?”

His lips pressed into a disapproving line. “Okay. Caffeine first.”

He had recently begun cultivating a pencil mustache that Leticia McIntyre generously described as “the Ricky Ricardo.” Her husband, Lucas, had said, “It makes you look like a fucking beaner.” Which had led to yet another fistfight. But Anthony’s black eye was healing great. Elise could barely even tell he was injured anymore.

The coffee tasted like burned paper, but she decided to be grateful that this motel actually had in-room coffee. The last two hadn’t, and those had been two very long weeks.

Elise tossed back the first eight ounces and poured the next.

“All right,” she said, wiggling back to sit on the counter. “It’s a trap. That’s obvious. Why do I care?”

Anthony pulled on a pair of oil-stained jeans. “Why do you care?”

“Don’t just repeat my questions.”

“Lucas told me everything. He wanted to know why Lucinde Ramirez’s name got you interested.” He tugged a shirt over his head, letting the hem fall over his abs. “You know as well as I do that there’s no way Lucinde Ramirez has gone missing in Grove County.”

There were a lot of people that Elise had failed to save in her career as a demon hunter. And her memory was excellent now that she had died and returned as a demon. She remembered every single failure with crystal clarity.

Lucinde Ramirez was one of those failures: a five year old girl whose stepmother, Marisa, had offered her soul to a demon. Lucinde had been dying of a heart defect, and Marisa had hoped that possession would save her life. When Elise had killed the master demon, the girl hadn’t survived.

Five years old. She’d had glossy black ringlets and a stuffed rabbit.

“She would have been nine this year,” Elise said, tracing her finger around the rim of the coffee cup. Her nails were black today. She hadn’t painted them.

“But she’s dead,” Anthony said.

Elise suppressed her annoyance. “Yes. I know.”

“I feel like I’m going in circles here.” He shoved a hand in her face, ticking off one finger at a time. “She’s dead. Someone’s using her name to get you to Grove County. It’s a trap.” He spoke slowly, patronizingly, as if she were a five year old herself.

“The question is, who?” Elise asked, pushing his hand away. “Who’s placing the trap? Who’s got the balls to summon me now?”

“Maybe Death’s Hand,” Anthony said.

Death’s Hand was the demon that had possessed Lucinde. To be fair, it wouldn’t be the first time that Death’s Hand had returned from the dead to ruin Elise’s day. But she was confident that she had destroyed that demon on her second try. Elise had paid a high price for that kill.

“I don’t think so. This isn’t her style.” She stood, shedding her underwear. “Laundry?”

“Here.” Anthony grabbed a trash bag from beside the door and tossed it to her.

She didn’t bother with much of a wardrobe anymore. There were a couple clean pairs of underwear, a pair of jeans, a couple shirts, some leggings. Elise donned the first outfit that she laid hands on and kicked the rest of it under the bed. “Will you check out of the motel for me?”

He folded his arms across his chest, making his biceps bulge. “You’re not invulnerable.”

“Actually…” Elise gave him a thin smile.

“Everyone has a weakness. If someone’s asking you to pay them a visit, you can’t trust that they’re not going to be ready for you.”

“I’ll be fine.” She buttoned her jeans. “But I take this to mean that you’re not coming.”

“Not a fucking chance.”

“All right.”

Scant as her personal belongings had become, there were two things that Anthony took to every motel for Elise: a single-edged sword with a blade two feet long, which looked like it had been cast from obsidian, and golden chains dripping with charms. Elise had been forced to remove a few of the charms when she discovered that they stung her skin—the Star of David, for instance—but the pentacles, ankhs, and various other symbols remained intact.

She looped the chains around her neck, then shrugged into the straps of a spine sheath like a backpack. The hilt of the falchion hid neatly underneath her inky black hair.

Anthony watched her prepare with annoyance tightening his shoulders. “We’ve had something good here. Being hired guns is good money. The tithes are great. We’ve got the McIntyres a phone call away. We haven’t seen a hybrid in an entire year. We’re as safe and settled as kopides get. I can’t believe you’re blowing it off to chase ghosts.”

“Werewolves, Anthony. Werewolves. Maybe it’s a different Lucinde Ramirez.”

“Do you really believe that?” Anthony asked.

No. She didn’t.

Elise stroked his cheek with her fingertips. Anthony wasn’t afraid of her anymore. He didn’t pull back at the contact of her skin, no matter how much it had to drive his kopis senses crazy.

Kopides were supernaturally-strong, legendary hunters. The class had been created in ancient times to preserve the balance between angels, demons, and humans, so their senses were attuned to threats like Elise. Everything about her infernal energies could make a kopis go haywire.

But Anthony actually leaned into her touch, putting his hand over hers.

“I’m worried, Elise,” he said. “Lucinde Ramirez. That’s a whole other life.”

A life that she was glad to have left behind. Her perfect memory wouldn’t let her forget any of it—all the miserable lies, betrayal, violence, and death. The people she had lost. The mistakes she had made. Hearing that name dragged her human past out of its grave like a shambling zombie. Elise had to lay that zombie to rest. She needed to know who was fucking with her.

“Yeah,” she said, grabbing a pair of biker gloves off of the counter. “I’ll call you.”

They embraced, but didn’t say goodbye.

She felt, rather than saw, the sun slip behind the casino across the street. That meant it was safe for her to leave. Anthony sat on the bed again, and Elise left, stepping onto the sweltering porch outside the motel. Even at night, the oven-dry heat had a way of clinging to the city. It was smothering. Oppressive. It felt good to her demon lungs.

The motel that they had been staying in that week was just off the Strip, where it was never truly night. The light from the pinnacle of the Luxor pierced the cloudless sky. Casino lights flashed over her, dappling the pavement in dancing patterns of red and gold. Sirens wailed a block away. A thousand hearts beat within the radius of a city block, some pounding with adrenaline, others with disappointment.

Elise pushed away her senses, ignoring the call of human life—and the demons that dwelled in the tunnels below. Instead, she focused herself on the job to come.

Werewolves. Man, she hated werewolves.

She spread her arms wide and let the night consume her.
  



THREE




ONE MILE OR a hundred, it didn’t seem to matter. Once Elise bled into the darkness, the entire world was no more than a thought away. 

Well, the entire world that didn’t face the sun was only a thought away, to be exact. Once, she had tried to cross the globe, only to smack into morning a few time zones east. That had been her first, extremely miserable taste of being exploded into a thousand incorporeal fragments. It had taken almost a week to piece herself back together. Anthony and McIntyre had laughed at her when she returned, like it was some kind of silly mistake that could happen to anyone, but they had looked worried.

Elise didn’t fuck around with sunlight anymore.

Her new life was three years old now. Three years since she had shared blood with Yatam, the father of all demons, and lost her human body. Elise had been remade in his image, with all of a demon’s strengths and weaknesses. But demons were a diverse class of creatures. She didn’t know what type of demon she was, or if there even was another demon like her at all, and she was still trying to learn her limitations.

She was obviously a creature of night: pale-skinned, dark-haired, and easily cloaked in shadow. Elise looked like one of the thousands of succubi descended from Yatam’s line. If she had possessed an unusual thirst for sex, she probably would have believed herself to be a succubus. But she didn’t crave flesh. Not like that.

Elise had seen Yatam in daylight a dozen times, too; he hadn’t been burned by the sun the way that she was. She was optimistic that her imprisonment in night was temporary. After five thousand years, there had been a lot of tricks up Yatam’s metaphoric sleeve that Elise hadn’t learned yet.

But darting over a country swathed in night was easy. Elise simply closed her eyes on Las Vegas and opened them on a gas station thousands of miles away.

Her ability to fast-travel was good, but her ability to find places she had never been before was not. She had no idea how to find the sheriff’s office in Grove County. All-powerful demon or not, she needed directions.

The gas station door had an advertisement for churro nuggets plastered at eye-level. It was a temporary fixture, no more than a fancy sticker. But below that was an even more recent sign: a handwritten note on lined paper that said, “We Report Preternaturals.”

Elise stopped cold, hand on the doorknob, and stared at that sign.

“We Report Preternaturals” had become the battle cry of terrified humans that supported the Office of Preternatural Affairs’s policies—an oath to report non-human customers to the census for cataloging. Similar shows of support were unheard of in Las Vegas. Northern Nevada had been under military occupation since the winter of 2009. The OPA didn’t need propaganda where the citizenry already lived in fear of another demon apocalypse.

With all of her motel-hopping, the OPA’s census personnel hadn’t located Elise for cataloging. She hadn’t gone out of her way to register, either.

She ripped the lined paper off the door and trashed it.

The bell over the gas station door jingled when she entered. The polished brass bell was shiny and new—the only shiny and new thing in the cramped, grimy station.

“Can I help you?” asked the clerk. He was a squat black man with a flat nose, much like a toad. His name tag said, “Hello! My name is Brick. Please tell me what I can do to assist you!” The name was written in black permanent marker, with an angry slant to the “K.”

“Sure,” Elise said, sauntering up the aisle. “I need to find the Grove County Sheriff’s Department.”

Brick gave her a long look from head to toe. His mind was a mess of disorganized electrical signals, but Elise could taste the judgments streaming across his mind. Knee-high boots, hip-hugging jeans, leather jacket? Godless whore. She was confident that he would have found the truth of her nature far more terrifying.

“Why are you looking for the GCSD?” he asked.

She plucked a newspaper off the stand and unfolded it. The serial killings were front page, above-the-fold news. Elise flipped through to the crime section in the back, where she found a picture of the missing thirty-three-year-old man. No mention of Lucinde.

“I want to visit a friend,” she said, tossing the newspaper onto the counter.

“I didn’t see your car pull up.”

Elise stared at Brick, letting him feel the full weight of her black-irised gaze. His mind crackled with stubbornness and prejudice, bending under the weight of her presence. But he couldn’t win a staring contest with Elise. His eyes dropped first.

Brick grabbed a map off the stand, unfolding it across the counter. “Lemme see.”

She tilted her head to study the unfamiliar region. A river ran northeast-southwest, breaking into a fork midway down the county. A town called Northgate was nestled in the junction.

“We’re here,” he said, pointing at a dot on the north end of the river. “GCSD’s main station’s in Northgate…here. Want the map?”

“No.”

“Want churros? Got a deal on ‘em. Three for two dollars.”

It had been a long time since Elise bothered eating food. “No.” She watched Brick fold the map and return it to the plastic rack. A subtle tremble touched his fingers, and she didn’t think that it had anything to do with sickness. The green haze of fear tinted his mind. “Are you open all night, Brick?”

He started at the sound of his name. “We close at eleven, and we’re not open on Sundays.”

So it was one of those towns.

“Thanks for your help,” she said flatly.

Brick barely waited for the door to shut behind her before picking up the phone. Elise’s curiosity was piqued. Who was he calling—the sheriff?

She stood outside the door, back to the window, and listened. Her hearing was excellent. Through the single-paned windows, she could hear Brick moving as clearly as though she stood behind him. Plastic creaked. A finger pounded the rubber numbers on a phone.

When the ringing cut off, he said, “She’s here. She’s going to Northgate.”

He hung up without waiting for a response.

Elise slunk around the back of the gas station, stalking Brick through the grimy windows. He locked the front door first. Then he turned the “open” sign off. And then he stepped into the back room and started playing with something that looked like a security system.

Through the window, she could see a clock that said it was only nine forty-five.

“Closing shop early, aren’t you?” Elise said softly.

She let herself bleed into the darkness. It welcomed her with open arms. No matter where Elise went, no matter how different from her usual home base in Nevada, the night was a familiar companion.

Her hair bled into the shadows behind her. Her skin faded.

Elise ghosted along the line of autumn-bare trees, far beyond the last line of gas pumps, and waited for Brick.

He emerged minutes later.

Brick hugged a padded manila envelope to his chest. He limped toward the only car in sight—a red Chevy pickup. The fog of fear chased him, sour on the night air.

Elise met him at the driver’s side door and grabbed his wrist. His sallow face grayed with shock. As far as his dull human senses would know, Elise had appeared from nothingness.

“Christ!” he gasped.

She ripped the envelope from his hand and tore it open with her teeth. A plastic VHS tape spilled out. “What are you doing with this?” Elise asked, scooping it off of the ground without releasing him. “Who told you to look out for me?”

“I don’t know anything, lady,” he said. “All I know is, your picture’s been sent around to gas stations and convenience stores, and—and I don’t know, other local businesses. It was forwarded through email. Lots of people are on the lookout, and there’s a reward for sighting you. I get two grand for this tape.”

“Where does the tape go?”

“Jesus, woman—”

Elise used his wrist to jerk his body forward. His knees buckled. He sank to the pavement in front of her. “Where does the tape go, Brick?”

“Grove County Sheriff’s Department,” he said.

Her eyebrows lifted. “Is that who you called? Was it Deputy Marshall?”

“I don’t know whose number that was. It was attached to the email.”

“I think I want to see this email, Brick,” Elise said. “I would like to see it very much.”

To her surprise, he extracted a smart phone from his pocket. Brick hardly looked like an iPhone user. 

It only took a moment to load the message in question. The attached image was an illustration, not a photo, and whoever had drawn it was obviously more familiar with Elise’s human form than her demon one. Her current nose was smaller than in the picture—the curved bridge had been straightened after her transformation, and the Aquiline arch was reduced to something more proportionate for her square features. Her broad lips were turned into a frown, which would always be accurate.

Elise touched her eyebrow. The piercing was missing, too. McIntyre had driven the needle through her brow himself, wearing rubber gloves so that he wouldn’t be electrified. They’d had to attach the needle to a car battery in order to keep her body from rejecting the metal. Electricity was the only thing that seemed to damage her now—electricity, and very bright lights.

That drunken experiment had been a year ago. The eight-gauge ring was a permanent fixture on her face now, and it wasn’t in the illustration.

But everything else was there: the lips, the hair, the scowl. The illustrator seemed to know the lines of Elise’s face as intimately as she did. Maybe even more so.

The body of the email was short.

Reward offered for sighting the woman pictured in the attachment. She is armed and dangerous. Do not attempt to restrain. Comply with all demands. $2000 cash reward offered for evidence of arrival, to be delivered to 234 North Ransom Boulevard. Leave a message at the following number to report sightings.

The email address was a random string of numbers and letters. Judging by the six “forward” abbreviations preceding the subject line, Brick hadn’t received it directly anyway.

Elise kept her grip on the clerk as she forwarded the email to Anthony and McIntyre, then slid the phone back into his pocket.

“I’ll deliver the tape,” she said, tucking it under her arm. “The reward is mine.”

Brick’s face went ashen. “But…”

“It’s mine.” She had no use for the money personally, but Anthony and McIntyre got commissions from money collected during hunting activities, and the rest went to an education fund for McIntyre’s daughters. They were going to be able to go to a very nice college at this rate.

He looked like he wanted to argue, but Brick choked on the words. Elise released him. He hugged his arm to his body, rubbing the tender skin.

“Don’t tell them where you found the email,” he said.

“I doubt they even know you exist,” Elise said. She returned the tape to the envelope and tucked it under her arm. “By the way—if you try to report this preternatural to the OPA, I’ll come back for another visit.”

Brick scrambled to get in his car. He locked the doors, as if that might somehow keep Elise from getting through to him. Breaking into a locked car was as easy as slipping through the vent, but he didn’t need to know that. Elise was done with this asshole.

She weighed the tape in her hand. Deputy Lincoln Marshall hadn’t only hired Elise to handle his werewolf problem. He had notified the local businesses to keep an eye out for her. The fact that there was so much money behind the sighting made her doubt that the Sheriff’s Department knew anything about the deputy’s activity.

But he couldn’t be the mastermind, either. He wouldn’t know Lucinde Ramirez. He wouldn’t have known Elise when she had fierce, hawklike features, and no eyebrow piercing. And he didn’t look like the kind of guy that could afford to throw that kind of money around. There was another chess piece on the board she didn’t see yet—one that was wealthy and influential.

Elise could already tell that she wasn’t going to enjoy her visit to Northgate.










The Grove County Sheriff’s Office was quiet in the middle of the night. Elise sat on the lawn of the school across the street to watch it, wasting a few pensive hours until the sun rose and forced her into hiding.

She tasted two heartbeats on her tongue. Two people were staffing the station in the early hours of morning. Dispatchers, maybe, or deputies lucky enough to be on night shift. Neither of them would be Lincoln Marshall. McIntyre had found his travel itinerary; the deputy had a reservation for one more night at the old Hilton.

There was a lot of interesting information to be collected about Northgate, just from sitting in front of the Sheriff’s Office. The autumn colors were as beautiful here as anywhere else in the northeast, but there didn’t seem to be accommodations for tourists. The town was sleepy. Silent. And there was a giant crucifix on the lawn of Bain Marshall Elementary, though it didn’t seem to be a religious school; those were usually named St. Something. Bain Marshall definitely wasn’t a saint. Elise also suspected the surname shared with the deputy wasn’t a coincidence, either.

A religious school, a deputy with a local legacy, a street on which Elise hadn’t seen a single car pass. Far cry from Las Vegas.

As if to challenge her previous thought, a car slowly rolled past the sheriff’s office. It wasn’t a cruiser—it was a long, sleek muscle car, with the kind of grille that made it look like it was out to eat someone. It was too dark to tell if it was silver or blue, and the windows were tinted dark enough that she couldn’t make out the illuminated dashboard, even with her keen eyesight.

It inched past at five miles per hour, almost as if the driver was looking for something. Once it reached the street corner, it accelerated again.

The heartbeats inside the sheriff’s office continued to beat slow and steady, unaware of the lone passerby. One of the hearts had a murmur, and the other seemed to struggle for other reasons—obesity, maybe. But they were both calm.

Slow night in Northgate. Maybe slow enough to look at the sheriff’s records.

Elise sauntered across the street, padded envelope tucked under her arm. There were two security cameras near the front door—one aimed at the entrance, and one aimed onto the lawn. A few steps forward, and their cameras would pick her up. They wouldn’t need to pay for footage of Elise. They would have their very own copy for free.

She let out a slow breath, unraveling into the night.

It felt right to loose herself upon the darkness, like she was intended to be no more than an amorphous fog, and it was her human body that was foreign. She sank into the sounds of night. The locusts whispering in the grass, the whirring moth wings, the steady tha-thump of heartbeats. A family snored in a house two blocks away. A teacher was in early to grade papers at Bain Marshall Elementary. Elise let all of the tiny, meaningless details slip past her.

She hugged everything that mattered inside her amorphous form: her clothing, the falchion and scabbard, the gold chains, and the surveillance tape from Brick’s gas station. There seemed to be some strange, extra-dimensional property to her demon body that allowed her to carry objects anywhere she could fit. And tonight, Elise was interested in fitting underneath the weather stripping of the Grove County Sheriff’s Office’s front door.

Extending into long tendrils, she slipped fingers of mist under the door.

She struck an invisible wall.

Magic shocked through her. Elise became corporeal again with an unpleasant jolt, and it was all she could do to reassemble herself back inside of her clothing.

Elise staggered and caught herself on the doorframe, nails digging into the wood. Her heart beat wildly in her chest.

“Shit,” she said.

There were wards keeping Elise out of the building—heavy ones, the kind cast by a coven of witches powerful enough to exert their will over demons. The kind of coven that shouldn’t have existed in the same town that had crucifixes on the lawn of public elementary schools.

She took a closer look at the doorway she gripped. Tiny pentagrams marched up the wood, covered in whitewash.

“Lincoln Marshall, you’ve been a bad boy,” Elise murmured. She thumbed the ring on her right hand. It was a warding ring that blocked some of her powers—magical powers, in fact, which no kopis was meant to possess. If she took it off, she could try to break the wards.

She didn’t get a chance to experiment. The muscle car returned, rubber treads whispering on asphalt.

This time, the car pulled into the elementary school parking lot. The emergency brake groaned. Both doors opened, and two people stepped out.

With a thought, Elise darted across the street, lingering in the shadows underneath the bus shelter.

Two black men in their early twenties met each other at the bumper of the muscle car—according to the insignia on the grille, a Chevy Chevelle SS. The smaller of the men wore a leather jacket much like Elise’s. It bulged under the arms. She didn’t have to get closer to know that he was armed. She recognized the look of a man prepared to shoot.

But his companion looked far more dangerous. It had nothing to do with the fact that he stood well over six feet with shoulders so broad that he might not fit through doorways. It was the scars mangling the left side of his face and neck.

They definitely had Elise’s attention.

“I told you. The records room is dark; we can go in,” the smaller one said.

“You’re still fucking crazy, bro.” Scarface’s voice was low, growling, tinged with annoyance.

“Dude, keep your voice down.”

“What, do you think someone’s listening in? We’re in St. Bumfuck-Nowhere. It’s not filled with spies. Nobody gives a shit.”

The smaller man rubbed the back of his neck, shifted uncomfortably on his feet. “Quiet down. It’s dark tonight.”

“Yeah, it’s nighttime. Dark? Wow, shocker. Give this guy a diploma.” Yet the other man’s paranoia must have been contagious, because Scarface’s derision was softer than earlier.

Elise slid across the earth and curled around their ankles. Her eyes and ears were everywhere—the shadow under the car, the branches of the trees, the spaces between the rubber treads of their hiking boots.

Their boots were a whole different type of interesting, in fact. They were muddy to the ankles, flecked with tree bark and fragments of leaves. The smaller guy’s heel smelled like shit. He had walked through animal droppings and didn’t seem to have noticed.

“I’ll just pop in and out,” said the first man, rubbing the back of his neck again, almost like a nervous tic. “They won’t see me coming.”

“Seth…”

“I’ve got this. Five minutes.”

The one called Seth flipped up the collar of his jacket so that it covered the bottom half of his face, jammed a ball cap on his head, and jogged across the street.

Swearing under his breath, Scarface followed.

Elise slipped after them.

She reached the unlit back door of the sheriff’s office before Seth did, clinging to the trees as he dropped to his knees. Metal glinted in his hand—looked like picks of some kind. It took about five seconds for him to turn the lock and disappear inside.

Scarface paced beyond the range of the security cameras. His muscles seemed to ripple under his skin when he paced, like his veins ran with quicksilver. He was a little hunched, almost prowling, and Elise imagined he was the kind of man who enjoyed hunting. But she didn’t think he was the type to rely on guns. No, he was someone who would prefer a knife—or maybe even more primal weapons.

She curled around him, making his skin prick with goosebumps. Elise drew close enough that she could get a good look at his face.

His irises were unmistakably gold.

Seth slipped out the back door again, manila folders barely concealed under his jacket. It made the leather gap enough that Elise could verify that he was carrying a handgun. Big one, too. Elise’s fog dropped back to the grass.

“Told you I could do it,” Seth said.

Scarface grabbed him by the scruff of the neck. “Great. You proved your nuts are the size of cue balls and your brain’s the size of your prick. Now let’s go before we get arrested and I have to spend the full moon behind bars.”

Seth slapped his hand away, then itched the back of his neck again.

It wasn’t a nervous tic, Elise realized. Seth was sensing her presence. That was how kopides felt demons—like an itching scalp, or eyes on the back of one’s neck.

A werewolf and a kopis. Possibly brothers. And they were working together.

Suddenly, Northgate seemed a hell of a lot more interesting.

They jogged across the street and got back into the Chevelle. Their conversation probably continued inside. Elise was tempted to follow them—find out why a werewolf and demon hunter might want to steal files from the sheriff’s department, what they were doing together, where they were going. But Anthony’s warnings drifted to the forefront of her mind.

Someone had beckoned Elise to Northgate. Someone, maybe, who knew how to hurt her.

Like another kopis?

The Chevelle pulled out of the parking lot. Elise fell into her corporeal form again, standing in the middle of the road to watch the taillights retreat. They were gone in moments. If sunrise hadn’t been a short hour away, she would have followed, Anthony be damned.

Any doubts she might have had about Deputy Marshall’s werewolf problem were certainly gone. But those doubts had been replaced by a thousand questions.

Brick’s surveillance tape felt weighty in her fingers.

Where was the tape meant to go? Who was willing to pay two thousand dollars for a glimpse of Elise? How were they connected to those two brothers? And who, in such a barely-populated county, would bother warding a sheriff’s department against incorporeal demons, yet have an easily lock-picked back door?

She threw the tape into a trash bin and vanished.
  



FOUR




LINCOLN MARSHALL’S RETURN flight from Nevada was due to arrive at five o’clock in the afternoon. It wasn’t hard to find where the deputy lived; public employees weren’t afforded a good deal of privacy, and a quick call from McIntyre gave her access to a pay stub with an address. Elise reached his home thirteen hours before he would be back, chased by the first hints of dawn, and prepared to receive him.

His neighborhood was cute. A few clusters of duplexes with vinyl siding stood together in a field off a dirt road, like it could protect them from the lurking dangers of the night. He had a well-tended flower bed and a doorway painted cerulean.

The color of the door was far more interesting to Elise than any other detail of Deputy Marshall’s tidy duplex. She hadn’t seen that unusual door color outside the southwest. It was common in New Mexico, where they thought it warded away evil, but definitely not back east. And his was the only door painted like that.

She probed his threshold, searching for the same wards that had prevented her from slipping in the GCSD building. Color of the door aside, there was no hint of magic.

Elise slipped through the cracks of his window frame, then helped herself to the deputy’s phone. McIntyre answered the call immediately. “There’s a reward on my head,” she said. “Not for capturing me. Just for sightings.”

“Fuck,” he said. She had to agree. How was she supposed to investigate murders when the entire county was clamoring to report her to an anonymous player?

She peered out the front window. A dark shape moved over the path between houses, then disappeared into another duplex. Someone was awake awfully early. Maybe a shift worker.

Elise held the phone between her ear and shoulder, flipping through the accumulated mail on the table. It looked like the deputy was friendly with the neighbors. Someone had bringing in his bills while he was on the trip.

“Anthony wants you to come home,” McIntyre said.

“I didn’t know he cared,” Elise said.

“Bullshit.”

Okay, she knew that Anthony cared. He had always cared way too much, and becoming a seasoned demon hunter under her tutelage hadn’t changed anything. If anything, saving people had rendered him more empathetic, not less. The fact that he wasted that empathy on Elise didn’t escape her.

“I’m looking out for myself,” she said. “No attempts on my life yet. No reason to worry.” Of course, the week was young.

She ripped open an envelope with no return address. There was a slip of paper inside with four words printed on it: I’ll be there soon. It looked like it had been produced by a typewriter. Charmingly eerie. Kind of had a low-budget serial killer vibe to it.

“Should we join you?” McIntyre asked.

“Not yet,” Elise said, stuffing the paper back into the envelope. “I’m going to have a talk with our favorite deputy later today. I’ll update you after that. Have you heard from Augustin Ramirez?”

“The number you gave me didn’t work. He’s closed his Reno law offices.”

No surprise there—pretty much everyone left Reno after what happened in 2009. Elise scowled at nothing in particular. “I already found the werewolf, by the way. Did you receive the payment yet? This might end quick and messy.”

“Deputy Marshall wired the fee. It hit our account before he got back to Vegas.”

Well, that was something. If Deputy Lincoln Marshall was out to kill Elise, at least Dana and Deb McIntyre’s college funds would be fattened first.

“Does it seem weird to you that a public employee could afford us?” Elise asked.

“Oh yeah. Weird as fuck.”

“That’s what I thought. Give Deb a squeeze for me.” Debora McIntyre was a sprightly, obnoxious four-year-old who insisted on having her blond curls dyed blue with Kool-Aid, just like Daddy’s. The little monster never failed to miss Elise’s absences.

“Sure thing.”

McIntyre hung up.

Elise returned the deputy’s mail to a neat stack and explored his house. He looked like a typical bachelor. His sink was filled with dirty dishes and his carpet hadn’t been vacuumed in weeks. He had football jerseys with “MARSHALL” on the back hanging in his kitchen. Underneath the clutter, the duplex was decorated nicely. Either he had been slacking on cleaning lately, or someone more meticulous had handled his decor.

She drew his curtains. He had horizontal blinds layered underneath flimsy cotton curtains—the kind of shoddy covering that only morning people used. Anyone who liked to sleep in properly could do better than that. She grabbed winter flannels out of Lincoln’s linen closet and draped them over his curtain rods, careful to make sure that there were no gaps.

Satisfied that his house was adequately secure, Elise took a seat in his leather recliner. It was positioned directly in front of a sixty-inch flat screen TV, above which hung an impressive crucifix. The savior’s face had been lovingly carved into a rictus of pain. Delicate etchings of blood tracked his skeletal form. The statue must have cost a fortune. Maybe as much as the TV.

Elise wondered why Lincoln liked having Jesus’s death above his football games on Sunday afternoons. At least his gaze wasn’t focused on the chair—that would have been too much, even for her.

She steepled her fingers in front of her face, closed her eyes, and waited.










Lucinde Ramirez’s bedroom had been a chilly oasis in the middle of the Reno high desert. Her parents had drawn every curtain in the house, turned on the ceiling fans, and blasted the swamp cooler to make their fevered daughter as comfortable as possible. Her white, four-poster bed had practically been growing icicles from its filmy princess drapes.

Elise had arrived at the Ramirezes’ house doubtful that demonic possession was responsible for Lucinde’s sickness, and when she questioned the parents to find none of the usual indicators present, it had only confirmed her doubts. Full possession required flashy rituals or lots of time—weeks of demonic oppression, with nightmares and strange voices. Nothing out of the ordinary had happened for months.

Yet Lucinde had been curled in the twilit corner of her bedroom, knees raw with carpet burn, and veins gripping the sclera of her eyes.

“Colder,” she had whispered with a voice that didn’t belong to a five year old girl.

The demon had been burning her from the inside out.

Lucinde had been a pawn in a game of chess, with demons on one side and Elise on the other. But to Augustin Ramirez, and to Elise, Lucinde hadn’t been a tool. She had been a child. A victim.

Elise had failed her.

There weren’t many people in Elise’s life that would remember that failure. Anthony was one of them. Stephanie Whyte, an emergency room doctor with a flair for magic, was another possibility—but, as much as they hated each other, Stephanie wouldn’t deign to spit on Elise, much less try to trap her. Augustin Ramirez was the only other survivor that should have known about it.

Anthony, Stephanie, Augustin. Not much of a suspect list.

But there was one other name that came to mind. A name that Elise immediately banished.

James Faulkner. Of all of the crystal-clear human memories Elise wished that she could forget, James featured prominently in most of them.

James was rumored to have been in southern California a few months earlier. That was about as far from Grove County as one could get within the continental United States, and much too close to Las Vegas for Elise’s comfort. But James hadn’t tried to contact her when he was in the neighborhood. There seemed no reason for him to change his mind now.

Who else could know about Lucinde Ramirez? Who would use it as a beacon to draw Elise to Northgate—and why now? Where did the deputy fit?

None of it made sense.

But Elise remembered Lucinde Ramirez’s tiny whisper: “Colder…” She remembered what James had looked like when he had been possessed by Death’s Hand—he’d had exactly the same feral, bloody-eyed frenzy as Lucinde. And it was with no small amount of regret that Elise remembered what she had done to save him, at the cost of Lucinde’s life.

Colder…

For the first time in a long time, Elise felt a chill.










“You didn’t tell me that you have a new girlfriend.”

It was a bright, crisp morning. The air had that faint, bitter edge of rotting leaves, the bite of approaching winter, the smell of wet soil. Dawn glimmered on the wind-blown leaves, shimmering in shades of crimson and gold. Looked like it would be a nice day. Lincoln Marshall hadn’t been expecting to be assaulted the instant he arrived at home.

He slammed the door of his cruiser. “Pardon?” he asked, frowning at Mrs. Kitteridge.

The sun highlighted his elderly neighbor’s gray curls so that he could see the outline of her skull through them. She had carefully painted her lips a glossy peach color and wore the eyeshadow to match. Her frail body was draped in a muumuu that looked like one of Lincoln’s flower print curtains. Mrs. Kitteridge owned all of the duplexes in Lincoln’s complex, and she seemed to think that it made her some kind of den mother for everyone who rented from her.

She rapped her rolled newspaper against his pectoral. “I saw your girlfriend last night. She’s hot stuff, but you should put a ring on it, as the kids say, if she’s going to be sleeping over. I don’t run a brothel.”

“Mrs. Kitteridge,” he said warningly.

“Well, you know how I feel about extramarital relations. I daresay your mama would agree if she knew what her golden boy was getting up to. Mrs. Marshall would be shocked, just shocked, to see all the leather. I’m not, though. A boy’s got to have his fun.” She gave him a lascivious wink. “But save it for the marriage bed. That’s all I’m saying. You got me?”

“No, I don’t ‘got you’ at all,” Lincoln said. He knew he must have looked stupid and slack-jawed, but talking to Mrs. Kitteridge was similar to getting struck by a permed freight train. Had she finally lost it? “What’s this you’re saying about leather?”

“You know.” She waggled her bony hips underneath the muumuu. “Leather boots, leather jacket. Very nice.”

“On a woman.”

“That’s right. The girl visiting your house last night.”

Realization dawned. A woman in leather had been sneaking around his house. His neighbor believed her to be a girlfriend. But Lincoln wasn’t dating anyone, and nobody in Northgate wore leather, inside or outside the marriage bed.

Worry crossed Mrs. Kitteridge’s features. “Is she your girlfriend?”

Lincoln’s hand fell to his sidearm. He swallowed hard. “Oh, yeah. I just, ah—no, she’s a friend. I wouldn’t date a girl that dresses like that. I asked her to check on my house while I was away.”

“But I was checking on your house while you were away. Lincoln Mathias Marshall, you’re not trying to pull a fast one on me, are you?”

He didn’t have time for this. “Did you see her leave?”

“No. As far as I know, she’s still in there.”

The hair on the back of his neck stood on end. He thumbed the strap on his holster, loosening the gun. “Thank you for watching my house, Mrs. Kitteridge,” he said, dropping a kiss to her temple. She smelled like clinical-strength moisturizer and Earl Gray tea.

She gave him a sharp, knowing look, and shuffled back toward her own unit.

He stood in front of his door, keys cupped against his palm so that they wouldn’t jingle. Someone had closed his blinds so that he couldn’t see into the entryway. Lincoln was fairly certain that he had left everything open when he left.

He unlocked the door. It swung open silently.

His house was dark inside—darker than he had ever seen it before. The narrow rectangle of sunlight that spilled over the carpet wasn’t enough to penetrate the shadows all the way to his back wall. The faint scent of tobacco lingered on the air. It was disturbingly reminiscent of The Pump Lounge, and he didn’t want to go inside.

Lincoln couldn’t wait long on his doorstep. As his landlady had proven, the neighbors would be watching, and he wanted to keep the questions to a minimum.

He waited to draw his gun until he had stepped inside and shut the door.

“Come out with your hands up,” Lincoln said, squinting into the darkness of the living room. He couldn’t make out the figure that he knew had to be there, but he could feel the presence of another living being as surely as if she were breathing down his neck.

She didn’t reply.

He shuffled forward, gun aimed at the floor. When he rounded the couch, he saw her.

Elise Kavanagh sat cross-legged in his recliner, feet tucked underneath her body, elbows on her knees, fingers steepled. It was a meditative position. Her hair flowed around her as if caught in a current, though the air in his house was still. 

Her eyes opened slowly as if she were rising from a dream.

“You’re early,” Elise said.

Lincoln might have been disturbed that she seemed to know his itinerary if he hadn’t been much more disturbed by finding her in his house in the first place. “I switched flights so I could make it to Sunday mass.”

“Church boy,” she said dully, not like it was a compliment. “Cute.”

Electricity rippled down his arms, tickling the hairs until they stood at attention. “You sound like you’re not a believer. I’d think a demon would know better.”

She planted her hands on the recliner and pushed herself to her feet. Lincoln took a quick step back.

Her gaze was fixed at his throat. Lincoln realized that he had forgotten to remove his crucifix, but he swallowed hard and didn’t try to hide it. He was proud of his faith. If she had a problem with it, then maybe she shouldn’t have intruded in his home.

“I’m a believer,” Elise said, voice painfully soft. “You won’t need that.”

He thought that she meant the crucifix until he saw her gesture at the gun. Lincoln holstered it. “Been here long?”

“A few hours. I had time to explore Northgate, and it was very…enlightening.” The way that she said “enlightening” made Lincoln fill with dread. The corner of her lips twitched. Almost a smile, but not quite. “Your town’s interesting, deputy. I want a tour.”

“I’m going to shower and go to church, Miss Kavanagh,” he said. “I don’t have time for tours.”

“That’s okay. I only work after sundown.”

Lincoln felt like he had been cornered, although he was the one with his back to the door. “I thought you could just take care of the werewolves and leave.”

“When you’re hunting a murderer, do you arrest him without collecting evidence?”

“We don’t have murderers around here,” Lincoln said. “Not until recently.”

Elise drifted toward him, one thumb hooked in her belt loop, a half-smile on her lips. He tensed when she touched a fingertip to the crucifix around his neck. When McIntyre had insisted that Lincoln put away the necklace, he’d assumed that meant that the symbol would hurt her. Sort of like Dracula. But she definitely wasn’t burning.

Lincoln couldn’t help but let his eyes travel over her body, poured into snug jeans and a waist-length leather jacket. For a demon, her skin was covered modestly. The scoop of her shirt’s neck was high, barely flashing collarbone, and she even wore fingerless gloves. But she also didn’t leave much to the imagination. The shirt clung to the lines of her breasts and narrow waist. The jeans accentuated every curve of her thighs.

The Devil came in many forms, and this one was undeniably beautiful.

“I’ll give you one chance to be honest with me, Lincoln,” Elise said. Her voice was flat—about as unseductive as it could be. “Right here, right now. Can you be honest?”

Mouth dry, all he could manage was a nod.

“How did you hear about me and my friends?” she asked. Lincoln’s eyes were fixed on her lips as she spoke.

“You were referred to me by word-of-mouth. When the bodies started appearing, I asked people, who knew people, who knew other people. They referred me to your organization. They said you’re the expert.”

“Do you have any suspicions as to who the werewolf might be?”

“Maybe,” Lincoln said. “There’s not much evidence.”

“Does the department know I’m coming?”

“No. Your investigation hasn’t been sanctioned by the sheriff.”

“Is there really a missing girl named Lucinde Ramirez?” Elise asked.

“Yes,” he said.

“And that’s all of the information you have.” There was almost a question mark in the silence that followed—the expectation that Lincoln should give her any other information he had at right that moment.

“We’ll go to the station tonight,” Lincoln said. “I’ll give you access to all of the records that I can.”

“Okay.”

The tension in the air eased. It felt like he had passed some kind of test. He let out a long, slow breath. “I need to get to mass. Father Night is expecting me,” he said. He was already running late. God forbid that the deputy fail to attend church on the same day that his leather-clad “friend” was spotted snooping around his house. The whole town would think he was a Satanist by Monday morning.

“Father Night,” Elise echoed. For the first time, she actually smiled.

“Do you know him?”

“Yes. What’s he doing here? He used to be in Oregon.”

“I don’t know.” Lincoln shrugged. “He’s been here since I returned from college. He’s an excellent priest.”

“So you’re pretty devout?”

He straightened his back, squared his shoulders. He didn’t like the judgment in her tone. “In times like these, we need God more than ever.”

She touched his crucifix again. The metal chilled at her touch. “Word of advice? Prayers might comfort you, Deputy Marshall, but don’t count on anyone to be listening on the other end.” She scowled. “Not anymore.”

And with that comforting statement, Elise Kavanagh was gone again.
  



FIVE




LINCOLN WAS LYING about something, but his plans for the day were not among those lies. Elise lingered in the shadows of his house, utterly invisible, and watched him prepare for church. She was polite enough to stay out of the bathroom while he showered.

It wasn’t her fault that he walked into his living room with nothing but a towel wrapped around his waist, baring the bricks of his abdominal muscles. Water trickled down his pecs and vanished under the fluffy white terrycloth. He had narrow hips, broad shoulders, a thick neck that was almost broader than his impossibly square jaw.

If she’d had eyes, they would have been fixed to the brush of blond hair trailing below his navel. But Elise, everywhere and nowhere, didn’t have to worry about being caught staring.

Elise wasn’t a succubus. She knew that much. Her sex drive was entirely human, and she didn’t waste away if she went long without a good fuck. Fortunate thing, too. Despite rooming with Anthony, her undeniably handsome ex-boyfriend, she hadn’t had sex in months. Most men feared Elise too much to want to spend a night in her bed. 

But she didn’t need to be a succubus to feel the draw of a hot, wet deputy wearing nothing but his cross necklace and a frown, especially since Lincoln didn’t seem afraid of her. Every time he looked at her, he buzzed with desire. It didn’t really matter that he might be a dirty cop. At least Elise would know that he was trouble before they hooked up.

Maybe it was time to end her dry streak.

But not while she was on a case. Not with a rogue werewolf slaughtering people—a rogue werewolf with a kopis friend—and a nine year old girl missing. Until the dust settled, it was a distraction she couldn’t afford.

Yet when Lincoln walked into the living room again, this time without a towel, Elise was tempted to let herself be distracted.

She slipped out the front door before she could change her mind.

As soon as she hit sunlight, she couldn’t hang onto her incorporeal form. She either needed to let herself vanish completely for the day—the far more comfortable option—or walk like the average mortal, with two legs and two arms. Elise chose the latter.

Her physical body slammed into being again, and she staggered, clutching her stomach. Her skin wanted to crawl off of her muscles, her bones ached, and her brain throbbed dangerously, as if threatening to extrude through her eye sockets. Eyes streaming, gasping for breath, she ripped open the door on Lincoln’s cruiser and climbed inside.

With the doors shut, the tinted windows blocked enough sunlight that the heart-pounding panic subsided.

She had only been in direct sunlight for a few minutes, yet sweat had soaked through her shirt. It was tinted pink.

Elise pulled out the box of cigarettes and jammed one in her mouth. She didn’t need to light it to enjoy the soothing effect it had on her nerves. “Shit,” she muttered.

How long had it been since she had enjoyed a day in the sunshine? Perfect memory or not, she couldn’t seem to remember now. The autumn leaves were too bright for her to focus on, like shards of glass raking her retinas. She closed her eyes, wiped the sweat off her forehead, and gripped the box of cigarettes like a worry doll.

She managed to compose herself before Lincoln emerged in his Sunday best: polo shirt, ironed slacks, and boat shoes. Elise somehow doubted that he owned a boat.

He got into the driver’s seat.

“Hi,” she said.

Lincoln almost jumped out of his skin. “I thought you had left.”

“I felt like going to church,” Elise said.

Dubious as he seemed to be about that response, Lincoln put the car in gear and pulled out. “You said you only work in the evenings, too. I assumed that meant…”

“That I’m a vampire?”

“Well, yeah,” he said.

It was better if nobody knew the limitations of Elise’s demon form. She shrugged. “I’m not a vampire.” End of explanation.

“Buckle your seatbelt,” he said, casting a sideways glance at her. Elise lifted her eyebrows. He halted the car before leaving the dirt for the main road. “You heard me. Buckle your seatbelt.”

“I can’t die in a car accident.”

“It’s the law,” Lincoln said with the conviction of a man used to having people obey him.

Cute. Very cute. Elise jammed the box of cigarettes into her pocket again, then buckled. “Happy?”

“Not really.” He pulled onto the road. “You can’t show up at my house and break into my car. You’ll have my neighbors talking.”

“Gossip is probably the only entertainment around here. I’m the most interesting thing to happen to Northgate in months, short of murder. Consider it a favor.”

“What if your presence gets back to the sheriff?”

“I don’t care.”

The highway turned, letting the sun spill over the driver’s seat. Lincoln pulled sunglasses off his visor and slipped them on. Aviators. Nice. “You should care. You could get arrested for interference.”

The corner of her mouth twitched. She couldn’t help it. He was so earnest. “I’m not easy to arrest.” She casually leaned against the door, squeezing her knees together so that none of her touched the sun beam. “Fill me in on the investigation. Tell me about your suspects.”

“No names yet. The rest of the department still thinks it’s a string of animal killings, even though we caught someone on security footage.”

“Security footage?”

“Two of the bodies were found in empty fields on the south end of town—not the same field, mind, but across the road from one another. The convenience store caught footage of one body being inspected by a civilian.” Lincoln’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Inspected, but not dumped. Near as we can tell, the tapes of the actual times the murders occurred were wiped.”

“Magnetic or magic?” Elise asked. At his incredulous look, she said, “Never mind.” Lincoln wouldn’t know the difference between spells, charms, and enchantments, much less mundane interference versus magical.

Of course, she wouldn’t have expected the sheriff’s office to be warded, either.

“Which coven do you have here?” she asked.

“Coven?”

“It’s a group of witches, often twelve or thirteen of them. They organize on pagan holidays to cast spells together.”

“There are no witches in Northgate,” Lincoln said. His knuckles were white on the steering wheel. She had hit a nerve.

Northgate appeared slowly, peeking out from between the patchy trees. She glimpsed decades-old antique shops nestled beside brand new convenience stores. All of the houses on the main road had been converted into offices—real estate agents, accountants, lawyers. The sidewalks were filled with people traveling on foot.

“The guy filmed inspecting the body,” Elise said, tucking her hands under her arms so that the sunlight didn’t catch them. “Was he black?”

“Yes,” Lincoln said. “Approximately six feet, three inches, two hundred pounds.”

It didn’t seem likely that there would be many men that fit that description in such a small town. It had to be Scarface, the werewolf she had seen at the sheriff’s department the night before.

“Why would he visit the body again after dumping it?”

“Serial killers behave in strange ways, Miss Kavanagh.”

“Elise,” she corrected.

His jaw tightened. “Maybe he was relishing his handiwork.”

She highly doubted it, but she wasn’t going to argue the point with Lincoln. A rogue werewolf’s psychology wouldn’t be like a serial killer’s. If one werewolf had killed six people, then it had less to do with trophies and more to do with uncontrollable hunger.

The mind of the wolf and the mind of the man were totally disconnected. If the wolf had been killing, the man might only realize long after the deed was done. Maybe the wolf had dragged the carcass into town, and the man came back to find out why he had woken up drenched in blood.

“How much of the bodies remained intact?” she asked.

“Not much. I have photos.”

“I want to see the cadavers,” Elise said. “The coroner’s report won’t be enough. He won’t have been looking for the right things.”

“I’ll see what I can arrange.”

Their slow tour through Northgate finally escaped the forest. The center of town was decorated with a huge statue: a man with his eyes uplifted, a hand extended toward the sky, and feet spread in an unmistakably aggressive stance. His lowered hand was clutching a cross. 

It was the kind of statue an emperor might commission for himself. It didn’t match the rest of the town square, which was decorated with wrought iron fences, old boardwalks, and tidy flowerbeds. Children played in the fallen leaves around the feet of the statue, unimpressed by his grandeur.

Lincoln noticed where Elise was looking. Discomfort buzzed over his mind, leaving a sour aftertaste in her mouth. “Don’t ask.”

“Don’t ask what?”

“The statue. Don’t ask,” he said.

She hadn’t planned on it, but she was curious now that he brought it up. Elise leaned close to the window as they circled around it, squinting at the sign on the base.

Bain Marshall.

When she turned to Lincoln, she found confirmation of their relation etched in the annoyance on his face.

Elise didn’t ask.

He turned off the road into a parking lot. Pedestrians streamed off the road toward a sign that said St. Philomene’s Cathedral, although the trees concealed the building itself.

“Park in the shade over there,” Elise said.

The fact that she was avoiding direct sunlight hadn’t escaped Lincoln’s notice. He parked deep in the shade, then leaned around the back of his car to grab a hooded sweater. “The cathedral’s set back on a trail,” he said. “Lots of sun between here and there. And the leather won’t go over well in church.”

She gave a short nod, swapping out her jacket. The logo on the breast must have belonged to Lincoln’s alma mater. She jerked the hood over her head.

Even with the shelter of the sweater, stepping out of the car made Elise begin to sweat immediately. She gripped the door of the car, knuckles tight, and took deep breaths. Lincoln rounded the car to join her.

“You can stay here,” he said.

Elise tugged the aviators off of Lincoln’s face. “I’ll be fine,” she said, putting on his sunglasses.

“Help yourself,” he said with a grunt. He looked annoyed, but arousal made his heart speed. There were fireworks in his mind, exploding over his brain with a wash of adrenaline. He liked seeing her wearing his clothing.

She lifted an eyebrow at him, but he turned away and started walking.

As promised, they had to walk a short distance to reach the church. They had a lot of company from the other parishioners in town. They soon passed a sign listing the priests in attendance: Father Night, and Father Armstrong.

St. Philomene’s Cathedral sounded much grander than it looked. The recent whitewashing did nothing to conceal its age. Old shutters were stacked on the lawn, waiting to be replaced by new ones in a pickup parked by the front doors. A new cross was being installed on its steeple, although the crane was currently motionless; nobody was working on Sunday.

“And on the seventh day, He rested,” Elise muttered, back pressed to the wall beside the front door, enjoying the few inches of shade it gave her. She wiped pink-tinted sweat off of her cheek.

A witch’s wards could keep Elise out of the police station, but there was nothing about holy ground in particular that repelled her. Her jobs with Anthony and McIntyre often required visits to churches, graveyards, and consecrated drive-thru wedding chapels. St. Philomene’s had nothing to keep her out.

But she didn’t immediately enter, even when Lincoln sidled through the doors. Elise watched the faces of the passing parishioners. More importantly, she watched their minds. All of them reacted to her presence—some with mild confusion, and others with outright disapproval at her eyebrow piercing, her unnaturally dark hair. Elise didn’t need to read minds to understand the combination of signals and facial expressions. They were wondering if she was mixed race, a punk, maybe a slut.

Between the bemusement and hostility, she sensed no recognition. If any of them had received the email with her picture, they didn’t connect the dots.

One woman didn’t react to Elise at all. Her head hung as she shuffled into the church, mind drenched with grief, clutching her purse to her chest. One of the victims’ loving family members, most likely.

Elise waited for another opening in the line of parishioners entering the church, then followed.

Despite the crowd, St. Philomene’s was filled with reverent silence. The pews were already completely occupied, leaving only standing room at the back. Lincoln was talking to someone near the wall, and Elise moved forward, tipping her head back to gaze at the rafters. The sun through the stained glass windows tinted the wood red, gold, green. Her skin ached with it.

Elise dipped her fingers in the font of holy water. It was cold enough to send a chill shocking up her bones, but it didn’t burn. It was blessed by man, not God.

She shut her eyes, remembering the cold waters of Heaven’s river. It had scalded. Stripped the flesh from her bones. Consumed her.

When her eyes opened, she realized that Lincoln was staring from across the room.

Elise dotted her forehead, her heart, her shoulders, and then flicked her fingers dry. Crossing herself was meaningless, but it gave her great satisfaction to watch Lincoln’s reaction. He was stunned.

She almost joined him under the windows, curious to see what kind of mass Father Night would deliver, but a figure walking through the back hallway caught her eye. He wore a black cassock with a white collar and a large wooden cross around his neck. She had seen that cross before. It was stamped with St. Benedict’s sigil—the patron saint of exorcisms.

Elise slipped into the hall.

Two priests spoke in front of an ornate door. The younger of them was dressed more casually than the one with the wooden cross.

“Crux sacra sit mihi lux,” Elise said. Her voice echoed in the hall. “Non draco sit mihi dux.”

The priests turned to watch her approach.

“Excuse me?” asked the younger, who had to be Father Armstrong.

“Vade retro, Satana. Nunquam suade mihi vana. Sunt mala quae libas…”

“Ipse venena bibas,” Father Night finished with a deep frown.

If Lincoln Marshall was a good sheep of the flock, then Father Night was a shepherd armed with a flaming sword, braced to confront evil. His hair was a tangle of brown curls cut short, with a prominent nose balanced by thin lips and large eyes.

He was one of only two exorcists that Elise had ever known, and he was all too aware of how much that distinguished him from other priests. Where many of his peers regarded him as strange, extreme, and antiquated, he believed himself to be “special.” Father Night was a proud traditionalist, passionate in his faith and unforgiving in his judgments.

“Father,” she greeted. “Long time.”

The younger priest glanced between them, unsettled. “Do you know her?” he whispered to Father Night, quietly enough that she probably wasn’t meant to hear. Father Night didn’t respond. After a moment of chilly silence, Father Armstrong said, “All right, then. I’ll be back in a moment.”

Father Night inclined his head in acknowledgment, and his counterpart left.

Elise jerked her thumb at him. “Green, huh? Teaching him to be an exorcist, too?”

His hand looped around the wooden cross at his neck. “I’m sorry, but I don’t think we’ve met. You’re not one of my usual parishioners.”

Elise removed the sunglasses and tucked one of the arms into the neck of her shirt. Father Night hadn’t changed one bit in eleven years. There were a few more lines on his face, and a little more weight to his belly, but he was still every inch the uptight priest she remembered. The fact that he didn’t recognize her probably meant that he hadn’t been the one circulating her image.

“Eleven years ago,” she said, flipping her hair over one shoulder to bare the hilt of her falchion. “The haunting in the Cascades. You got pissed at me for performing exorcisms without getting permission from a cardinal first. I told you that I was a freelancer, and you said—what was it?” She drew the falchion and held it between them, not threateningly. Just to let him see the flat of the blade.

“Even freelancers can burn in Hell,” Father Night finished for her. Recognition sparked in his eyes. “Elise.” He took a second look at her, and a third. His gaze was incredulous. “How?”

“Long story. I need to talk to you.”

“Father?” asked the young priest, poking his head through the door.

Elise dropped the sword to her side. Father Night moved to conceal her with his body. “I’m sorry. This is important. Can you…?”

“Sure,” Father Armstrong said. “I’ll do the mass.”

The new priest ducked out again, and Father Night turned back to Elise.

“My office,” he said. “Now.”










Elise used to be a traveling exorcist. In many ways, Father Night had been her church-ordained counterpart. But while her nomadic ways had given her a habit of keeping no personal possessions, the priest had many keepsakes from his wandering youth. They decorated his office like an athlete might decorate his study with trophies: the horn of a chisav in a glass case, a basket gifted to him by the Washoe tribe on the bookshelf, and even the relic that had caused the haunting in the Cascades.

She picked up the relic with a faint smile. It was a bundle of twigs wrapped with twine, which had petrified into something resembling bone. Hard to believe that it could have harbored such an angry spirit. It felt powerless now.

“Don’t touch that,” Father Night said.

“Why? Worried about the spirit coming back?”

“No. I just don’t want you interfering with my personal effects.”

“Do I need to remind you who exorcised this thing?” Elise asked, fingering a gouge in the sticks. In the heat of the exorcism ritual, she had almost chopped the bundle in half. Her ears had been ringing from the explosion for weeks.

“Officially speaking, as far as the church is aware, I did the exorcism,” Father Night said. “And I went back to recover it, not you. Please.”

Elise set it back on his shelf.

Father Night’s windows were stained glass, too; they depicted stories from the Old Testament, like the great flood, Moses, and—much to Elise’s irritation—the Tree from Eden. The window behind his desk showed only a glossy red apple dangling from a leafy branch.

“How did you end up here?” she asked, edging around a beam of colored sunlight to perch on the edge of his desk. She meant Northgate in general, not the church in specific, although the building was definitely
impressive. His office had been built into the bottom of the tower. An open spiral staircase led to the bell, presumably, but she couldn’t see it from the floor.

“I could ask the same of you,” he said.

“I’m here to investigate the murders.”

Father Night tensed, nostrils flaring. “The animal attacks?”

“Some people believe it’s a serial killer.” She lifted a hand to prevent him from making further protests. “It’s probably a werewolf, not demonic. It’s not in your wheelhouse. I’ll be gone again as soon as the threat is neutralized.”

“A werewolf?” he said. “Lord in Heaven.”

Annoyance prickled in her belly. “I take it you don’t have any information that could help me.”

He sank into his desk chair. “All of the funerals have been here. I have held the grieving families in my arms. Beyond that, I only know what information the police have released on the news.”

“Were all of the victims members of your church?”

“Yes. Everyone who lives in Northgate attends.”

“Everyone?” She lifted her eyebrows. You couldn’t throw a dagger in Las Vegas without hitting someone that worked at a casino, but finding regular churchgoers was like panning for gold in the sewer.

“These are good, God-fearing people,” Father Night said. “None of them deserve to die.”

“Even bad people don’t deserve to get eaten by werewolves, Father. It’s a hell of a way to go.” Elise knew that from personal experience—she had been mortally wounded by a werewolf attack when she was eight. Fortunately, witches had healed her, and she was immune to the werewolf curse. She walked away from the experience with nothing but unpleasant memories.

“What can I do to help?” he asked.

The last time that Elise had met Father Night, he had threatened to have her excommunicated—an act that would have made it impossible for her to exorcise an entire class of demons. This new, helpful Father Night was refreshing. Guess all it took for him to stop being an obstructionist asshole was threatening his flock.

“You should interview the families,” she said. “See if they know anything.”

“Out of the question.”

So much for helpful.

“What if they’ve seen something crucial?” Elise asked. “What if someone has the information I need to save Lucinde Ramirez?”

He frowned. “Who?”

Elise’s heart skipped a beat. There wasn’t even a spark of recognition in his eyes—which meant no Lucinde Ramirez had been attending his church.

She didn’t try to elaborate. “The families may be willing to tell you things that they won’t tell the sheriff’s department—things that they think other people won’t believe. It could save lives.”

Father Night rubbed a hand over his jaw, considering. “We’ll see.”

That was probably the best she could hope to get from him. “Do you have any young, male, African American parishioners? Maybe brothers?”

“No, I’m afraid not. You might want to try the black church over in Woodbridge. They mostly keep to themselves.” His eyes narrowed. “Why? Do you have a suspect?”

“Just looking for people of interest. Trying to wrap things up as quickly as possible.”

Father Night studied her closely. “You’ve changed.”

“I love my straightening iron,” Elise said dully. He had known her with the auburn curls. Hopefully, he wouldn’t realize that more than her hair had changed.

“That’s not what I mean. Although, granted, it is a striking look.” First helpful, now polite? Shit, the apocalypse was probably coming. “You’re more sympathetic. You never cared about the people you saved. You only cared about stopping the enemy. But I see true compassion in you now, my daughter.”

“I’ve always cared,” she protested. The words rang false.

Elise had been slaughtering demons when most children were learning cursive. After seeing so much death, the victims’ faces blurred together. It was easier to focus on the killers, the goal of victory—not the grief of those who survived.

But things had changed, and the responsibility of it weighed heavy on her shoulders. She hadn’t chosen to start caring about people. It had been thrust upon her unwillingly, like the rest of her destiny.

“Would you like to confess while you’re here?” Father Night asked, placing his hand over hers on the desk. She was wearing gloves, but she could feel the warmth of his skin through the leather. “Your soul is burdened.”

She tried not to show how much those simple words made her heart ache. Burdened—she was more than burdened. She carried secrets that no human could ever be expected to possess and remain sane.

Gaze fixed to the apple behind Father Night’s chair, she blew a long, slow breath from between her lips before speaking again. “Maybe later,” Elise said, keeping her face blank and voice impassive.

Father Night smiled. “You’ll know where to find me.”
  



SIX




LINCOLN DIDN’T SEEM surprised to see Elise waiting for him in his cruiser this time. He drove two whole blocks without speaking, then abruptly stopped in front of a diner called Poppy’s. “Lots of shade for you here,” he said, parking under the red-and-white striped canopy that ran along the side of the building.

Elise slid the aviators down to squint over the frames. The restaurant gleamed with polished metal and art deco accents. “Here?”

“Best breakfast food in the whole county.”

“I don’t eat breakfast.”

Lincoln circled around to the passenger door and opened it for her. “Then you can sit with me while I eat.”

Poppy’s was a bakery as well as a diner. Entering through the side door, Elise and Lincoln had to side-step through racks of fresh baked bread to reach the dining room, which was rapidly filling with other church-goers. The only vacant spot was on a pair of red leather stools at the counter, which had been polished to such a shine that Elise could almost make out her reflection.

It was too dark to see inside Poppy’s while wearing sunglasses. “Keep them for now,” Lincoln said when she tried to return them. “Seems like you need the protection.”

Poppy’s looked like the home of an old woman that prowled antique stores the way that Elise prowled the darkness. A six-foot-tall wooden bear guarded the door to the kitchen, wearing a floppy hat and boa. Six clocks, all set to seemingly random times, hung from the opposite wall—one of which was shaped like a cat, with a tail that swung every other second. The tables were plastered with old newspapers, clippings from catalogs, and sewing patterns; the walls held so many shelves and knickknacks that it looked like the building might collapse under the weight of them.

The residents of Northgate seemed to treat the restaurant like they were all the family of the owner, too. They milled around the dining room and bakery, visiting one another’s tables to chat, laugh, and probably gossip, judging by the looks they shot Elise. Their minds buzzed with cozy familiarity.

Lincoln disappeared to make a phone call, leaving her stranded at the bar while people whispered. Elise met curious gazes with a hard stare of her own.

The deputy returned a few minutes later.

“I called the morgue. Since you’re awake, it seemed like a good time to look at evidence.” He caught Elise glaring at an old woman across the restaurant and sighed. “You better prove yourself worth this trouble.”

She had no interest in proving herself. Elise turned her glare on him instead. “Why did you bring me here?”

“I’m hungry,” he said.

A busty woman in a polka dot apron emerged from the kitchen, arms loaded with plates. This was, presumably, Poppy herself. It took her a long time to get back to the counter. Every time she dropped a short stack in front of someone, she seemed compelled to stop for a five-minute conversation.

Eventually, Poppy stopped long enough to give Lincoln a mug of coffee.

“Don’t tell me. I’ve seen the news, and I know you’ll want the usual,” she said, pinching his cheek before turning to Elise. “What about you?”

Elise opened her mouth to decline service, but Lincoln said, “She’ll have the same as me.”

“Coming right up,” said the waitress.

“I told you, I don’t eat breakfast,” Elise said. She also didn’t like it when men attempted to order for her. One of her short-lived boyfriends had attempted that a few months earlier and left the restaurant with a sprained hand and wounded pride.

Lincoln shrugged. “But this is the best breakfast.”

“That’s not the point. I don’t eat at all.” It was an obvious lie, but easier than telling Lincoln the truth—that she didn’t eat human
food ever, for any reason. It was unnecessary and unpleasant. And he wouldn’t want to know what she did eat.

He also didn’t seem to care about her protests. “So you know Mikhail,” Lincoln said, referring to Father Night by his first name.

“I’m not interested in discussing my personal life.”

“Nobody here’s listening. Trust me. They’re too busy talking.” He sipped his coffee, and Elise watched him raise and lower the mug with a twinge of jealousy. Pie and milkshake? No thanks. But she could have downed an entire pot of black coffee on her own, just for the flavor of it. “Tell you what—if you answer a few of my questions, I’ll answer some of yours. One for one.”

“You don’t have any information that interests me. I only want to look at your files.”

“Aren’t you curious what Father Night is doing here?”

She was curious. “Fine. A question for a question.”

“How do you know him?” Lincoln asked, taking another sip of his coffee.

Totally straight-faced, she said, “We used to fuck.”

The deputy choked. Coffee sprayed over the bar.

Poppy reappeared instantly, wiping down the stainless steel and giving Lincoln a hard pound on the back. “Careful, boy,” she said. “What would your mama think if you died on my counter?” He couldn’t breathe enough to respond.

“I’d also like a coffee, Poppy,” Elise said.

“Will do.”

Lincoln waited to speak again until he could breathe, Elise had coffee, and Poppy was gone again. “You used to what?”

“Father Night and I worked together, in a manner of speaking. We’re both exorcists.” Elise gave him a thin smile. “Yes, he occasionally used to fuck me over, but not sexually—he just made my job harder. Don’t ask intrusive questions if you’re afraid of hearing the answers. There’s a lot about me you won’t want to know.” Without missing a beat, she switched gears. “Tell me what you know about Father Night’s presence in Northgate.”

“The last priest that lived here—Father Davidek—was murdered five years ago. It was the most recent murder before the ones you’re here to…” Lincoln glanced over his shoulder. The five hundred pound lumberjack sitting on his other side was wearing a pair of Beats headphones. He definitely wasn’t listening. And everyone else was too far away to hear.

In any case, Lincoln didn’t need to finish the sentence for Elise to understand. She gestured for him to continue.

“Davidek was killed by a demon. A nightmare. That’s how I learned the truth, long before Senator Peterson was assassinated and the OPA started making crazy pronouncements,” Lincoln said. “Father Night was sent by the Vatican. He vanquished the nightmare, and stuck around after that. Said he likes the good people here.”

“What was a nightmare doing in Northgate?” Elise asked, drinking her steaming coffee in three big gulps. It was even more relaxing than smoking a pack of cigarettes.

Lincoln only shrugged.

Demons weren’t as common on the eastern side of the country as they were on the west, nor were they likely to haunt small towns. New York City? Yes. “St. Bumfuck-Nowhere,” as the werewolf had called it? No, not without a hell of a good reason.

“Are there more nightmares here?” Elise asked.

“I don’t know. What do they look like?”

“You would probably feel them, not see them. They’re dark spots, literally and figuratively. Their presence evokes fear. You might stand somewhere shadowy, start thinking about gruesome things, get the urge to run.”

“Not here,” Lincoln said. “There’s nothing scary about Northgate.”

“Murder is scary.” Scary for people who could actually die, anyway. Elise hadn’t put a lot of effort into testing the theory, but she was fairly certain that was one ailment to which she was immune.

With her coffee mug emptied, she felt antsy. She took out a cigarette.

Lincoln gave her a hard look. “Not in restaurants.”

Fuck me. Elise put the cigarettes away.

Poppy returned with a tray for them: two matching pieces of cherry pie a la mode, and two chocolate milkshakes with malt. “On the house,” she said. She refilled their coffee cups and pinched Lincoln’s cheek again.

Elise was surprised to see that Lincoln’s “usual” had so much sugar. He seemed like a cornflakes and glass of orange juice kind of guy—as wholesome as his crew cut and police cruiser would suggest. There was something distinctly childlike about pie and shakes for breakfast. 

Lincoln dug into it with gusto. “Are vampires real?” he asked around a mouthful of food.

“That’s your question? I already told you that I’m not a vampire.”

“Yeah, you said that, but you’re pale, you avoid sunlight, and I’m wondering if you’re coming after my blood next,” Lincoln said.

There was something a little too forcibly casual about his tone. Maybe the deputy wasn’t just into cherry pie for breakfast. Maybe he liked to get a little unwholesome in other ways, too. Elise twisted on the bar stool so that her knees touched his.

“Vampires don’t exist,” Elise said. “Vrykolakas. Succubi. Mara. They’re demons much like vampires. But what you’re thinking of…no. They don’t exist.” She dropped her hand to his wrist, feeling the pulse point throb under his fingertips. “But that doesn’t mean I couldn’t drink your blood, if that’s what you like.”

It took Lincoln a moment too long to pull away. He glanced around him again, as if afraid that someone had seen her hitting on him. She was a lot more discreet in a sweater than a leather jacket, and nobody in Poppy’s would have reason to think that she wasn’t human, but that didn’t mean that they wouldn’t whisper about the deputy’s date.

“Eat your pie,” he said gruffly. “You’ll want fortification before we go to the morgue.”

“No,” Elise said.

“No to the morgue, or…?”

“I don’t eat. That’s the last time I’m telling you before I assume you’re stupid and deaf.” She drained her coffee mug. It was good—it tasted like the beans had been roasted that morning. “Last question, deputy. Why did you offer a reward for people that caught me on camera?”

Lincoln’s fork stilled. “What?”

“I saw the email.” All of the flirtation had drained from her tone, leaving nothing but cold annoyance. “Two thousand dollars.”

She expected him to deny it. She thought a lot better of him when he didn’t.

“I was trying to keep tabs on you,” Lincoln said. “I wanted to know as soon as you reached town. I thought it’d take longer for you to get here, and that I’d be able to find you before you found me. Waste of money, I guess.”

“Is your salary as deputy so good that you can afford my fee and pay to spy on me?”

“You’re out of questions, Miss Kavanagh,” Lincoln said, drinking half of his milkshake like it was a glass of water.

“Elise,” she said again. He still ignored the prompt to call her by her first name.

Lincoln slipped cash under his plate, hiding it so that Poppy wouldn’t find that he’d paid for his meal until they were already gone. “It’ll hurt her feelings if you don’t at least try this,” he said, cutting off a big piece of the cherry pie and offering the fork to Elise.

“Then you shouldn’t have ordered it for me.”

“One bite, and I’ll let you have a bonus question,” Lincoln said.

Elise contemplated the ice cream-streaked cherries on the fork, then flicked her eyes up to catch his gaze. She didn’t move to take the fork from him. She leaned forward, closing her lips around the pie. It tasted like over-sweetened shit. Even when Elise had eaten human food, she had hated sweets. But she swallowed.

He watched her throat as she did it, like he couldn’t tear his eyes away.

“Okay,” she said, licking the sugar off of her lips. “Bonus question.” Elise leaned into him, letting the full length of her body press against his side. “Do you want me?”

Before Lincoln could answer, Poppy stepped out of the kitchen, heading over to bus their meal.

He pulled Elise through the bakery and out the side door. The sun had shifted—she only had inches of shadowed safety to get into the passenger’s seat of his cruiser.

“Well?” Elise asked when he started the car.

“Let’s go to the morgue,” he said. His pounding heart was answer enough.

She slid his aviators on again and smiled.










The Grove County Morgue was in the basement of the general hospital. The attendant on duty, Lance, had been college buddies with Lincoln, and was ready for their arrival. There were six bodies stretched out on surgical steel tables when they arrived, each of them covered in a tidy white sheet. The lumps under the blankets didn’t resemble human shapes.

Lincoln greeted Lance with a grin and a fist bump.

“Who’s the lovely lady?” asked Lance, shaking Elise’s hand. She could feel his pulse pounding on her tongue as clearly as though she had pressed her mouth to his neck. It was nerves. Cheer aside, Lance’s adrenaline was running high. Why?

“Possible witness,” Lincoln said. “Can we have a few minutes alone?”

If Lance thought that something weird was going on, he didn’t remark on it. “Sure thing. I’ll be outside.” He left.

Lincoln immediately began preparing. He produced a pair of face masks and aprons, handing one set to Elise.

“You’re very comfortable here, considering how few murders happen in your county,” she said, taking latex gloves from the box that Lincoln offered to her. She swapped gloves without letting him see her palms.

“Lots of old people in Northgate, Miss Kavanagh. Murders aren’t the only deaths that get autopsied. I keep Lance company, sometimes.” Lincoln gestured to the bodies. “Do you have a strong stomach?”

Elise had been to Hell more than once, seen the human-meat butcher shops, dressed herself in leather cured from the flesh of mortal slaves. She had seen men divided into cuts of meat and discarded as offal. She had skinned dozens of demons herself, removing their brands so that she could catalog the markings that helped associate them with the masters in charge. Her stomach was so strong, it might as well have been iron.

She answered his question by pulling the blanket off of the first body.

Elise stared for a minute, trying to assemble the pieces mentally, like a puzzle.

That must have been the jaw. The other piece must have been the back half of a shoulder. There was no hip left, although some connective tissues remained to hint at leg muscle. Everything else had been eaten. No wonder the white sheets hadn’t looked like they were concealing human shapes.

Now that she understood what she was looking at, it didn’t disgust her. She was, however, somewhat surprised. The killer must have been a very hungry werewolf—or several of them.

“You tried to feed me cherry pie before we came here,” Elise said.

“I like to have a belly full of good food before dealing with anything this terrible,” Lincoln said.

Cherry pie was an interesting choice, considering that its innards looked a lot like the jumble of human pieces she was studying now.

Tooth marks scored the bone, and chunks had been taken out of the meat. Elise spanned her gloved fingers over it to judge jaw size. Unsurprisingly, it was huge. She didn’t know enough about werewolf bites to confirm the match. She would have to find a specimen to compare—dead or alive. Good thing the full moon was coming up that night.

Elise examined what used to be the head. “Did you match the dental records to identify the body?”

“There weren’t enough teeth remaining,” Lincoln said, standing at her side. He was pale-cheeked and sweating, although he spoke with forced bravado, as if trying to reassure himself that his masculinity was unhampered by his reaction to the bodies. He would have been humiliated to know that Elise could taste his horror. “There was still ID on the body. Driver’s license, credit cards.”

“And which one was this?”

“Blake Peabody.”

Elise rotated a few pieces of the body, searching for distinguishing marks. “Could family identify the remains?”

“Jesus. I don’t know. We didn’t try. Would you show this to a grieving family?”

Point taken.

She covered the body again, then inspected the others one by one. Lincoln stopped watching after the second. He sat in the corner of the room, breathing shallowly.

“It’s interesting that none of these bodies have hands,” Elise said. “We can’t check hands and forearms for signs of self-defense. We also can’t get tissue samples from underneath the fingernails.”

“What would you have done with tissue samples?”

“Nothing. But the absence of hands on every single body makes me wonder if it’s deliberate.” She pointed at the two on the end. “Those have the most intact heads, and the teeth have still been destroyed. I don’t see any tattoos, birthmarks, or scars. It’s like the killer didn’t want us to know who they were.”

“But that doesn’t make sense. All of them had identification nearby, or were found with their vehicles,” Lincoln said.

He was right. It didn’t make sense in more ways than one.

Why make the bodies difficult to identify, then leave identifying objects? And the methodical nature of it didn’t fit Elise’s initial assumption of a crazed werewolf, either.

She leaned in close to the forearms. Some of the damage looked like tooth marks, but some of them seemed to have signs of tooling.

Someone had been cutting the bodies with a knife.

Elise peeled the gloves off carefully. “I want to see crime scenes.”

The deputy looked like he wanted to argue, but he didn’t get a chance to speak before his phone rang. He removed one glove and answered it. She removed the face mask and apron while he spoke. It sounded serious—he hung up after only saying a terse, “Yes, sir.”

“What is it?” Elise asked.

Lincoln removed his apron and walked out of the room. She followed. He signaled to Lance that they were done, but didn’t stop to talk or laugh.

“They found a dead man on the side of the road outside Northgate,” Lincoln said, punching the elevator button. “The sheriff thinks it’s the missing guy, this Bob Hagy. I’ve been called in.”

Elise glanced out the window. Still daylight. The full moon was that night, but sunset was hours away. Werewolves didn’t change until nighttime—later when they were new, earlier as they became older and more experienced. She had never heard of a werewolf that changed during the day.

In any case, it was getting overcast. If it rained, it would be sheltered enough for her to go to the crime scene. 

“Let’s go,” she said.

“You can’t come. You’re not authorized.”

“Make up a reason for me to be there,” Elise said. “Tell them I’m a police officer from another county. Or the OPA. Get creative. I’m not useful if I don’t have full access to the information.”

“You can check out the scene after it’s been emptied, and I’ll give you access to the evidence later. That’s the best I can do,” Lincoln said.

“That’s great. Real fucking great.”

He spread his hands wide in a helpless gesture. “Sorry.”

Apologies were meaningless. They wouldn’t help her solve the case. Elise followed him upstairs, catching his arm to prevent him from exiting through the hospital doors. “Get your sheriff to authorize my presence as an independent consultant. I need access, Lincoln. If I can’t be allowed to do my job, I’m going to leave.”

“I’ve already paid for you,” he said.

“And now you’re wasting my time. Get access. I’ll see you tomorrow morning before the sun rises.”

Lincoln blinked. “What are you doing until then?”

Elise glanced outside at the gloomy day. Still hours until sunset—plenty of time to prepare for what she would have to do that night. She needed to be able to compare a werewolf jaw to the bites on the bodies, and she fully intended on getting a sample.

“I’m going hunting,” she said.
  



SEVEN




THE SHERIFF’S OFFICE was mostly empty when Lincoln arrived, aside from the lone dispatcher in her office. The department had been suffering from budget cuts; their one sheriff and three other deputies were all working on the “animal attacks.” There just wasn’t anyone else to staff the office.

Nobody except Lincoln.

He had been truthful when he told Elise that the sheriff called him, but he had been instructed to report back to the station, not the crime scene. He was meant to cover the office while everyone else was in the field. But he hadn’t told Elise that. If he had, she would have wanted to go with him and look over files. She would have been in his office, at his desk, close to his body. He didn’t know how much more of that he could take.

Lincoln’s nerves were frayed. He wasn’t as disturbed by the bodies in the morgue as he had been by Elise’s obvious come-ons. No—not the come-ons in particular. She was an embodiment of the Devil. He would have been more surprised if she hadn’t tried to tempt him.

He was bothered by the fact that he wanted to succumb.

Lincoln had said three Hail Marys in his cruiser before leaving the hospital parking lot. It wasn’t enough to purify his thoughts.

And, as if summoned by Lincoln’s impure urges, he found the angel sitting at his desk in the office.

Sometimes, the angel appeared to Lincoln with a blaze of fiery light, accompanied by the glory of ethereal choirs. At other times, he appeared as a mere mortal. Today was one of the mortal days. He had propped his loafer-clad feet on the desk and perched reading glasses on his nose as he flipped through a manila folder.

Lincoln had fought hard for a private office with a door. It was his personal space as much as the duplex—maybe more so, since Mrs. Kitteridge didn’t have a key. He was fiercely protective of it, and it stung to see that the angel had claimed Lincoln’s space.

“I wasn’t expecting you,” Lincoln said.

The angel didn’t look up. “I sent a letter notifying you of my impending arrival.”

“Guess it got lost in the mail,” he said. Belatedly, Lincoln added, “Sir.” It seemed to be the safest way to address him.

Once, Lincoln had asked the angel for his name, and been told, “You’ll call me Orpheus.” It obviously wasn’t his real name. Lincoln had studied Judeo-Christian mythology in college, and there were no angels named Orpheus. He soon learned that it was a reference to Greek mythology—the prophet that had failed to rescue his wife from the Underworld—and Lincoln thought it was bizarre that an angel would want to go by such a pseudonym. But he hadn’t been able to bring himself to ask about it.

Even when Orpheus looked like a man, he was, in a word, awe-inspiring.

Over six feet tall, with white hair and pale eyes, the angel seemed to suck all of the oxygen out of the room. The paleness of his features was in direct contrast to the black leather gloves he always wore, even on a hot summer’s day. Lincoln hoped he would never learn what Orpheus was hiding under those gloves.

“What can I do for you?” Lincoln asked, clutching the crucifix at his throat. He hadn’t seen the angel face-to-face in months. Most of their communication was via unsigned notes, oblique voicemails, and the occasional envelope of money. There was no way that his arrival could bode well for Lincoln.

Orpheus plucked off his reading glasses, folded them, and tucked one arm in his shirt pocket. “It seems that you’re having a werewolf problem,” he said mildly, as if remarking upon a sugar ant infestation.

“It’s under control.”

“Is it? Another man was found dead today, on the eve of the full moon.”

“It’s under control,” Lincoln repeated. Orpheus stood smoothly. He didn’t step back when the angel approached him.

But there was nothing that he could do to disguise the shock on his face when Orpheus spoke again.

“Did you enjoy your cherry pie?”

That cool, emotionless voice sent chills down Lincoln’s spine.

He knew.

Lincoln put his hands into the pockets of his slacks to conceal the trembling. He had allowed himself to be seduced by the Devil’s charms, taken her to the church his family had attended for generations, and tried to hand-feed her breakfast. And the angel knew.

“You told me to find her. I found her,” Lincoln said. “I sent you a message to tell you that—”

“That she works with a group called the Hunting Club. Yes, I read your email. Well done.” Orpheus swept a gloved hand toward the desk. “Your payment is in the top drawer, as agreed.”

The cold anger in his voice kept Lincoln rooted to the spot as Orpheus paced around him, slow and graceful, every movement as deliberate as though choreographed. 

“But I didn’t tell you to bring her here. In fact, I’m confident that I warned you that allowing her to come here would be catastrophic. There’s a reason we’ve had everyone on the lookout for her.” Orpheus grabbed an envelope off of Lincoln’s desk and removed a VHS tape from inside. “Evidence that she arrived was left in the trash outside. But you already knew that she’s here, because you invited her.”

“The Hunting Club are the experts. I’d already been investigating them at your request, and when I realized I needed help with the werewolf, I thought—”

“You didn’t ask me before hiring them.”

Lincoln swallowed hard. “Lives are at stake. I figured…if she’s so highly regarded, if her skill is so great, then I owed it to my town to get the best help possible.” He leveled his gaze to Orpheus’s. “Even if that meant doing what you told me not to do.”

“You have no idea what you’ve done,” Orpheus said.

“It’s the full moon. She’ll kill the werewolf tonight and be gone tomorrow.”

“If she finds the werewolf tonight, you may as well consider the lives of all the ‘good people’ in Northgate forfeit,” the angel said matter-of-factly.

Lincoln swallowed hard around the lump in his throat.

Yes, Orpheus had said that Elise shouldn’t come to Northgate, but he hadn’t said it was anything nearly that dire. How was Lincoln supposed to get a sense of apocalypse from terse emails?

“I didn’t think—”

“No. You didn’t.” Orpheus stepped away from Lincoln, and it instantly became easier to breathe, as if a fist had released its steely grip on his lungs. “Clean up your mess before it’s too late to rectify, Marshall.”

Lincoln’s mouth dried. “But…”

What about the lives Elise could save? 

There was no point in asking, because the angel clearly didn’t care. That wasn’t his priority.

“Remember that I still own you, deputy,” Orpheus said. “And you still owe me. This money we’re exchanging, the ‘favor’ you’ve performed for me, changes nothing.” He reached for Lincoln, who jerked back. But Orpheus wasn’t doing anything violent. He straightened Lincoln’s collar, smoothed his lapel. The touch of Orpheus’s gloved fingers was ice.

Gentle as the touch was, Lincoln knew a threat when he saw it. Orpheus was making a statement with gesture as much as words. You’re mine, deputy.

Lincoln could only respond with a nod.

“Also, you’re missing files,” Orpheus said. “Someone’s stolen them.”

He had thought that seeing the angel in his office would be the biggest shock of the day, but surprise washed over Lincoln anew. “What? Was it…?”

“No, she didn’t steal them. She can’t get into this building.”

Two more surprises. Lincoln wasn’t sure which one was more unpleasant—the idea that someone in his cozy little town would steal from him, or knowing that Orpheus had cast some kind of angel-spell over the office.

He sank into the chair that the angel had occupied, staring at the files spread across the blotter. It was as much of a mess as his town was rapidly becoming. Murders, thefts, the Devil in leather and boots with a doll-like face. Lincoln swept the papers into a tidy pile. If only Northgate’s problems could be resolved so easily.

Orpheus opened the door. “One more thing, Marshall,” he said. Lincoln looked up. “If you touch Elise again…we’ll be having words, you and I, and they’ll be far less pleasant than these.”

The angel put his reading glasses back on. He took the surveillance tape from the desk. And he left.
  



EIGHT




“WHAT DO YOU know about werewolves?”

“They change twice a month, on the full and new moons,” McIntyre said. “Silver kills them. What else is there to know?”

Elise hugged her knees to her chest as she sat in the shadow of a tree outside Northgate’s sole Walmart. She had been looking for a prepaid cell phone, only to discover that the town was small enough that its Walmart only carried groceries. There was no electronics section, and no phones. So she had “borrowed” a cell phone from a cashier instead.

“How aware are they, in wolf form?” Elise asked.

“Not at all.” McIntyre shuffled papers on the other end of the line. “Yo, beaner, hand me that book.” Anthony must have been with him. Elise’s lips quirked into a smile when she heard Anthony’s responding string of curses.

“So they wouldn’t be able to deliberately interfere with the bodies of victims to obfuscate evidence,” she said.

“Hang on, let me look. I’ve got a manual on werewolf hunting here, if Tony’ll stop being a fag and toss it at me.”

Anthony must have tossed it at him, all right, because Elise heard a loud clatter, and the call cut off.

She redialed. McIntyre answered quickly.

“Asshole,” he said. For once, he didn’t mean Elise.

“There’s a manual on werewolf hunting?” she asked, gently redirecting his attention to the task at hand. Sunset was approaching rapidly. Moonrise would follow not long thereafter.

“Yeah. Written by Lucian Wilder. He is—was—the authority on the subject. It’s not easy to get a copy. I had to practically sell my firstborn for it.” McIntyre’s voice went muffled. “Yeah, I’m joking, Tish. Christ. I would never sell Dana for a book.”

McIntyre used to be a hard, uncommunicative man, but he had been softened by two children and a few years training Anthony, whose niceness was infectious. It was still kind of strange hearing McIntyre whipping out the sarcasm.

His end of the call rustled. “Okay, I bookmarked this page. I’m gonna read an excerpt to you. Ready?”

“Shoot,” Elise said.

His reading skills weren’t great. He spoke slowly, as if sounding out each word as he went. “The soul of the wolf eats the soul of the human. By the time six moons pass and the change is complete, all that remains is a monster.”

“What’s this about six moons?”

“It takes three months to go from getting bitten to becoming an actual werewolf,” McIntyre said. “Two moons a month for three months—six moons. It’s a gradual change, but by the time they’re done, they’re stone cold killers. If you spot this thing, swallow it.”

That was what McIntyre and Anthony had dubbed Elise’s demonic ability to consume everything in her path: “swallowing.” She could wrap darkness around her enemies and absorb every drop of blood and flesh. It was deadly. Terrifying. But the boys liked to turn it into sex jokes half the time. Elise always swallows. Fucking hilarious.

McIntyre’s wife, Leticia, had once told Elise that it was how the men coped with the fact that her inhuman form frightened them. Better to tease her than run screaming. Elise wasn’t a fan of either option.

“Okay,” she said. “One more thing—where can I get silver weapons? Not for me. I’m going to give someone a present.”

“New boyfriend?”

“Nothing so formal.”

“Deputy Pretty Boy?” He didn’t wait for an answer. “All right, hang on.”

McIntyre flipped through vendor list and gave Elise a name and address in New Jersey. By the time she had it memorized, the sun had disappeared.

She blinked into darkness.










Elise’s falchion could slaughter anything that lived. It had been changed into black stone by the ichor of the mother of all demons at the same time that she had become a demon, and she had bathed it in blood a hundred times since. It never failed to kill.

Even when she didn’t land a mortal blow with the falchion, a cut with its blade spread infernal ichor through its victims and turned them to stone.

She was confident that it could take down werewolves—silver or not.

But silver wasn’t merely a way to kill a werewolf. A silver infection was torture. With Lucinde Ramirez allegedly missing, Elise wasn’t going to take any chances that her quarry might die before she got answers.

That was why she needed Brannigan Lane, incubus and weapons dealer.

The latest law passed by the OPA required preternaturals to display their registration prominently on the front door of their businesses, but Brannigan didn’t have a registration to show. He operated out of a marijuana paraphernalia shop—not, in Elise’s opinion, the best way to avoid the attention of the law—and he had a “We Report Preternaturals” sign next to his “Buy One Vape Get One Free” sign.

He also carried every kind of weapon imaginable coated in silver.

“You look like the type that’d be good with a whip,” Brannigan said with a leer. He offered her a cat o’ nines with silver spikes on the tips. “I’d be happy to let you try it out on me.”

“Just the knives,” she said, ignoring his come-ons. He was dumping sexual energy into the air of his shop, as thick as the stench of pot smoke, but she was unaffected. A petty incubus’s power was nothing in comparison to that of the father of all demons.

“I have orgies every Friday night,” he said, opening the glass case to remove a set of silver knives. “You should come.”

Elise could think of few things she wanted to do less than join a weapons dealer’s orgy. “I need bullets, too,” she said.

She found the right rounds for Lincoln’s sidearm, haggled over prices for a few minutes, and deflected a few more unwelcome invitations.

Then she returned to Northgate.

Elise rematerialized near Lincoln's duplex and stood in the center of an empty two-lane highway. The moon had risen early that night. It hung huge over the mountains, as if swollen by the lingering summer heat. Its light bathed her skin, a mere reflection of the sun’s painful rays, and the sensation ached.

There were myths that said that the gods of animals lived on the moon, in much the same way that the gods of man dwelled in ethereal realms. Inaccessible, distant, and detached. Maybe there were werewolf gods interested in how Elise would address their children that night, stirred from a centuries-long slumber by her hunt.

She had taken the time to look at a map of the county again while she was at Walmart. Northgate was positioned at the crook of the river, which swept wide around an uninhabitable patch of the Appalachians—a place where there were no roads, no towns, and not even any trails. According to the elevation maps, there should have been a deep, craggy valley between two of the peaks, occupied by nothing but trees.

Werewolves were flesh-hungry monsters, but they were flesh-hungry monsters that liked their privacy. They denned in seclusion between moons, hiding out for two weeks until the next transition occurred. They were vagrants, outcasts.

Even if this werewolf, this handsome guy wandering around town with his kopis brother, had yet to shun society completely, he would instinctively seek out safe places to create a den. There was nowhere safer than the inhospitable valleys of the Appalachian Mountains.

It narrowed her search area to a few hundred square miles. Not a bad place to start.

Elise peeled back her skin and poured into the darkness.

There was too much wilderness in the Appalachians for Elise to cover on foot. That meant spreading herself over the dark canopy of deciduous trees, suffusing the space between the branches, clinging to the trunks, and opening her senses to every scrap of information the night had to offer.

As she rushed over the forest, she processed the location of thousands of squirrels, rabbits, and hikers camping near human trails. She saw towns on the outskirts of the uninhabited land that she had picked out on the map. She saw sleeping birds, sleeping mortals, sleeping towns.

And then she saw a wolf.

It was gray, dappled with hints of brown—the perfect camouflage for the forest. But Elise’s vision didn’t stop at its fur. She saw the pounding of its heart, the magic-rich blood streaking through its arteries, and, most importantly, its gold-rimmed eyes: a werewolf.

Elise drew her attention away from the rest of the forest, narrowing it upon the point of the wolf. She watched the places that its paws kneaded the soil. She studied the flick of its tail-tip as it darted through the underbrush. She inhaled the air it exhaled and savored the taste of animal blood on its breath.

There was nothing mundane about the creature. The average wolf was slightly larger than a domestic dog. This was the size of a small pony.

She followed it.

The werewolf darted through the underbrush as easily as the night carried Elise on its back, and she followed, slithering between the leaves as a black mist. She chased the flash of paw pads and white rings on its hind legs without ever touching it.

Together, Elise and the werewolf ran along the trail, then angled into the valleys, following a deer trail. The musk of fur and feces hung in a rich haze near the ground. Nose to the earth, the wolf tracked the smells as Elise tracked the wolf.

As impressive as the beast was, she had a hard time reconciling the shaggy gray wolf with the young man she had seen outside the sheriff’s department. She would have expected him to be larger. Meaner-looking. This wolf was kind of beautiful, in a way. Elise struggled to imagine its face fur stained with blood, shreds of human flesh dangling from its jaws, murder in its eyes.

The wolf leaped off of a ridge of rocks and landed lightly beside a spring. Elise lingered on the rocks. Let it have a head start—as long as night shrouded the mountain, it couldn’t escape her.

Here it was: a murderous beast responsible for six mostly-masticated bodies. McIntyre had said that there was no human left inside by the time they fully shifted into wolf form, and this creature was well past its sixth moon. The soul—such as it was—would have been replaced by beast.

There was no point in hesitating. It was a murderer. Elise could swallow it on the spot without guilt.

But the girl was still missing. Lucinde Ramirez.

What would a flesh-crazed werewolf do with a nine year old girl?

What were the odds she was even alive?

The wolf stopped to lap water out of the spring. When it lifted its head, crystalline water hung on its neck ruff.

It would be so easy to wrap herself around it. Suck it out of existence.

Then she heard the howl.

It pierced the night, echoed over the trees, bounced off of the rocks in the shadowed valley. It was a haunted cry, the wail of a lonely beast searching for its brethren.

There was another werewolf.

This beast stood on a ridge overlooking the spring. It was smaller than the other wolf, almost more feline than canine, with sleek golden fur. Despite its delicate bone structure, power poured off of it. The wolf’s eyes burned with the fury of the sun.

The moment of shock quickly dissolved to annoyance, then resignation, as Elise realized she had made a huge mistake.

She had come to Northgate expecting to hunt a lone werewolf. Instead, she had found a pack.

A human stepped onto the ridge beside the gold-furred werewolf, resting a hand on its flank with comfortable familiarity. He was dark-skinned, short-haired. It was the kopis, Seth, and he barely even looked at the wolf at his side, much less acted like he was afraid of it.

It greeted him by nudging its muzzle into his arm. He scratched its side.

Concealed among the trees, Elise pulled her physical form together once more, reassembling her toes, legs, hips, breasts. It took a conscious effort to piece herself into a solid figure. But it was easier to think on a human level, a mortal level, when she wasn’t drifting through the forest in a black fog.

Once Elise had two arms, two legs, and a physical brain, she struggled to sort through the puzzle presented to her.

Seth, the kopis, was traveling with a werewolf pack.

He was petting one of the werewolves. It wasn’t trying to maul him.

There were at least two of them—probably three, since Elise didn’t think that the gray wolf was Scarface after all.

And one or all of them might be murderers.

“What the hell have I found?” Elise whispered, clinging to the tree with human hands. It didn’t make any more sense to her in corporeal form than it did as an omnipresent shadow.

She drew one of the silver knives from her boot, balancing it on two fingers. Elise had been practicing with throwing knives. All it would take is a flick of the wrist, and she could slide its blade into the gray wolf’s flank. It wouldn’t get far with silver poisoning. Elise could get all the answers she wanted after that.

Elise narrowed her eyes, poised to fling the knife.

“Drop it,” said a voice behind her.

She hadn’t heard anyone approach.

Elise spun, raising the knife. She turned in time to see the missing werewolf, Scarface—still in human form, despite the full moon—shoot her point-blank in the face with a handgun the size of a small cannon.










Getting shot was an experience that Elise ranked on the “unpleasantness” scale right around “trying to survive a week without coffee.” It was an annoyance, but not deadly, and definitely not as difficult as walking around in full daylight.

But it sure as hell pissed her off.

She felt the metal enter her near the inner corner of her right eye. It slid through her sinuses, entered her cranium, and rattled around for a moment before finding its way into the back of her throat. Elise swallowed down the hard lump of the slug and felt it drop into her belly.

Later, her body would reject the metal, and she would throw it up with whatever tissues had been damaged by the gunshot. Elise would feel shitty until she ate enough to heal, and then life would resume its normal routine.

There were benefits to being a godlike demon, even if she couldn’t go tanning anymore.

So it wasn’t getting shot that made Elise have a really, really bad night. It was the blaze of white light that followed.

The light filled her skull with the chorus of a thousand voices. It slammed into Elise, ripped apart her flesh, and made her incorporeal before she could scream.

She tasted apples.

And then she came back to consciousness in a cage.
  



NINE




“GODDAMN, LOOK AT that thing. What is it? Is it another megaira?”

“I don’t know. Go in there and ask.”

“Are you fucking crazy? You go in there and ask.”

“Yeah, because I am feeling totally suicidal right now, I’ll do that. Great idea, asshole.”

Elise opened her eyes.

Then she immediately closed them again.

In the half-second that her eyes had been open, she had seen that she was chained to a wall with two large spotlights aimed at her. The details of the room itself were kind of interesting—the shelving made her think that she was in some kind of pantry—but not nearly as interesting as the fact that her captors knew to keep her under lights.

Sunlight was the biggest problem for Elise, but enough artificial light was bad, too. Bad enough to keep her from sliding away on shadows, anyway. The chains on their own would have been useless, but they prevented her from walking over to unplug the spotlights, so she was, effectively, caged.

There was one door beyond the two lights. The men spoke on the other side.

“You know what? I’m going to get Rylie. She’ll want to see this.”

“No, don’t bother her. What about Nash? He took it down in the first place; maybe he’ll want to question it.”

“He says he’s not going anywhere near it, either.”

Every time they called Elise “it,” her level of annoyance climbed a few more degrees.

She thought she recognized those voices. The casual banter sounded like the brothers she had seen outside the sheriff’s department on the night of her arrival.

Which meant that the man that had shot her still hadn’t changed into a werewolf—gold eyes, full moon, and all.

Elise fingered the locks on her chains. It was fairly basic, and reinforced with silver, which had no effect on her. She could probably break free. But she didn’t try to escape. She was exactly where she wanted to be.

The bullet was still heavy in her stomach. Elise felt a telltale surge of nausea that meant her body was about to reject it.

Her abs clenched. Her vision blurred. Two short heaves, and she had vomited the bullet. It emerged from her throat encased in slimy black tissue, like she was vomiting a liver, and it burst when it struck the floor. Ichor sloshed over the wood, sank into the cracks between boards.

“Do you think it’s what’s killing everyone?” one of the men went on, oblivious to Elise’s activity inside the room.

“There’s an easy way to find out. ‘Hey, are you Satan? And did you kill six people and try to blame it on us? What’s your problem with the fur, huh?’” A pause, and then he said, “What? Stop looking at me like that. It’s worth a try.”

“Fuck. Look…okay, fine, I’ll talk to it.” That one sounded like Seth, the younger man, the kopis. His voice wasn’t as deep as his brother’s. “Come with me, Abel.”

The werewolf’s name was Abel. Seth and Abel. Two of Adam’s three sons from the Bible.

“Wittle baby scared by the big mean demon?” Abel asked. Apparently, Abel was kind of a dick.

“Ever heard of backup, douchebag?” Seth shot back.

Definitely brothers.

Elise pulled her legs underneath her so that she was sitting on her knees. If she needed to attempt escape, she could break the chains and stand in one swift motion. It also kept her from getting her pants soaked with black vomit.

“If one of us isn’t going to be able to stand up against it, you think having two of us there’s going to make a difference? Nash says to leave it locked up until morning. You don’t have to like the guy, but you’ve got to admit he knows what he’s talking about.”

A long pause.

“Yeah, all right. We’ll wait until morning.”

Shuffling footsteps. The men had walked away.

After everything Elise had seen and heard during her time in Northgate, she had been forming a mental narrative of these brothers: A pair of hunters, one of them a kopis, that had been fighting werewolves together. One of them had been bitten. Changed. They stayed together. Now the kopis was trying to cover his bloodthirsty brother’s tracks—maybe by removing the hands and other identifying features of the corpses. He had also stolen files from the sheriff’s department to make sure they were doing a good enough job.

It was a tidy narrative. A family in collusion. Sweet, really. It would be no harder to swallow two murderers than one.

But that was quickly falling apart now that she had realized there were more people involved. Someone named Rylie, someone named Nash. An entire pack of werewolves.

Did you kill six people and try to blame it on us?

They might have known Elise was listening, but she doubted it. These weren’t the evil mutterings of bad men.

Of course, good people could kill by accident, too.

Nash.

That name stuck in her skull like a thorn. Why did it sound familiar?

Elise struggled to think. It was difficult to clear her thoughts with spotlights aimed at her. She felt sluggish, prickly, uncomfortable.

They had said that Nash was the one who had taken her down. He was the one with the bright light, the one that had tasted of apples.

Elise’s memory was crystal-clear. But her own memories weren’t the only ones that she carried. She had another woman’s memories locked deep in the back of her mind, and it was from those suppressed memories that she recalled a name: Nashriel. An angel, and one of God’s most loyal soldiers.

But it couldn’t be. Why would a hunter, a werewolf, and an ancient angel be colluding with each other?

This was bigger than six murders. Much bigger.

It was time to escape.










Elise had many names. Her friends that had known her as a human called her by “Elise,” which was the name that her parents had given her. Ariane, Elise’s mother, had picked the name because it was pretty; she had hoped that its beauty might impart some small measure of grace to a life that was fated to end quickly and violently. It didn’t work.

After Elise died and returned as a demon, many hellborn called her “Father,” since she had come back to life in the image of the father of all demons, whose blood ran through her veins. She still wasn’t sure if they called her Father as an homage to her origin, or if they genuinely couldn’t tell the difference between her and Yatam.

But everyone else called her “Godslayer.”

Elise had earned that name.

She had been designed by Metaraon, the Voice of God, to be a weapon. An assassin. Three years earlier, she had walked the cobblestone paths of the garden, stood on the roots of the Tree, and drunk deep the waters of Mnemosyne. In order to survive. Elise had been forced to surrender herself to the garden, merging her soul with that of Eve’s—the first angel.

Elise had walked away with Eve’s heart. And she had spent three years avoiding every goddamn angel on the planet.

But the time for avoidance was over. If Seth and Abel did have an angel with them, Elise wouldn’t need to break herself free. She could walk out of captivity.

She closed her eyes and let her mind drift in the way that her body could not, bound to the earth by spotlights. Even now, as a demon, she retained a kopis’s ability to sense preternatural creatures. She could feel Abel, the werewolf, like a weight in her belly. She could feel Seth, the kopis, on the tip of her tongue, like a forgotten word.

And Elise felt Nashriel, the angel, like the buzz of electricity at her crown.

She reached out to him.

“Nashriel,” she said, and it wasn’t her voice. It wasn’t the voice of a mortal woman, a kopis, or a demon. It was the voice of the mother of angels—the voice of Eve.

Nashriel heard her, and the door opened.

Like all angels, Nashriel was tall—well over six feet. He was handsome. His hair was brown, cut in a modern style, with short bangs that shadowed his eyes. His skin had olive undertones, more Middle Eastern than Mediterranean. And his eyes were blue, pale blue, shockingly so. Only a darker ring of color delineated the irises from the sclera.

He wore a gray suit, the kind that skilled Italian tailors cut with razor precision. He had been doing well for himself. It pleased Eve to see him in such good health, even when she last remembered him with long, unkempt hair, and blood on his hands.

Nashriel dropped to one knee in front of her.

“It is you,” he said. His expression was pained. His mind was probably trying to tell him that they were strangers, while his heart said that he loved her more than anyone he had ever known.

Eve would have wanted to soothe him, taking away his hurts.

But Elise just wanted to escape.

“Open the shackles, Nashriel,” she said.

“But you died. You died so very long ago. I was there when the garden burned.”

“The world’s always changing,” Elise said, trying to keep the impatience out of her voice. The love Eve felt for him made Elise’s teeth ache. “Open the shackles.”

Nashriel’s eyes tracked over her face, but he didn’t seem to see her. Not really. He was seeing Eve: a woman with long, auburn curls, olive skin much like his, and a gentle grace that suffused her every motion. Not a black-haired, white-fleshed demon that shattered at the touch of sunlight.

“I’m so sorry,” he whispered. “I’m sorry for what I did to you. I’m sorry I obeyed him when every sense told me that I was doing wrong.”

Elise twisted her wrists. “I forgave you the moment you did it, Nashriel.” It was the truth. Eve had never been angry at him for acting upon God’s word.

The moment of relief that showed in his eyes passed quickly.

“You look like a demon,” he said. He sounded like he was on the verge of fainting, like the conflicting sensory information was overloading his fragile ethereal neurons.

Oh, for fuck’s sake.

Elise let the hard rim of the shackles dig into her skin. Skin split and blood flowed to the knuckles of her gloves. The scent flooded the room. It was woodsy, musky, laced with copper and spice. Not human blood.

Nashriel’s pupils narrowed to pinpoints.

“Open the shackles,” she said. “Now.”

He reached for her. In moments, she would be free—free, and within the enclave of the werewolves, where she might find the answer to every single one of her questions.

But a woman stepped through the open door, interrupting them.

She was a little over five feet tall, with blond hair like a fairy princess from a children’s cartoon. Her features were Germanic; her eyes were gold. She moved with the silken grace of a wolf. And she was hurriedly tugging on a white sundress, arranging the fabric so that it modestly concealed her coltish legs.

Blond hair, tan skin, slender build? Elise had no doubt that this was the golden wolf that she had glimpsed among the trees, as graceful and swift as the wind. She didn’t look like a human as much as she did a beam of pure moonlight poured into the vessel of human flesh.

The wolf-girl’s jaw dropped when she saw Nashriel reaching for Elise’s shackles. “Nash, wait—what are you doing?”

The angel stopped, fingertips on the chains.

“Free me,” Elise whispered. “Do it quickly, before she stops you.”

“Hey,” the blond woman said again, striding across the room. She grabbed Nashriel’s arm and jerked him away. “Didn’t you hear me? What do you think you’re doing?”

“Mother,” he whispered, gaze still fixed upon Elise.

Elise gave him the full brunt of her stare. “Nashriel,” she said softly, pretending that the blond woman wasn’t in the room, as though they were in the nursery in the garden and he was born into her arms all over again. “Let me out of here. I’m trapped.”

His fingers stretched toward her bindings.

But the blond woman hurled Nashriel away with inhuman strength. He flew through the air, striking the wall hard enough that it buckled under the impact. Shelves collapsed.

When the woman whirled back to Elise, her golden eyes blazed, and her lips were peeled back to bare fangs.

“Don’t you even think about messing with him,” the werewolf said, lisping around fangs. “He’s mine.”

Mine. The declaration of ownership rankled. An angel couldn’t belong to some werewolf—all angels belonged to Eve. But that word carried weight when it came from the lips of this blond, gangly girl, and Elise had to acknowledge that she had failed to grab Nashriel.

She sat back against the wall, hands balled into fists behind her.

“I had to try,” Elise said. Her gaze was fixed on the pulse at the wolf-girl’s throat. What would her blood taste like? “Who are you?”

The blond woman straightened. It took visible effort, as though she would have preferred to drop to all fours. “I’m the Alpha of the werewolf pack.”

“So you’re responsible for the murders,” Elise said.

The Alpha’s face crumpled, confused. “Aren’t you the murderer?” Such a naive question.

“I came into the forest tonight looking for the werewolf responsible for the attacks,” Elise said. “I didn’t expect to find a whole pack of you. I didn’t think there were any packs left.”

“We’re the last one.”

The Alpha kneeled beside Nashriel, hesitantly touching his arm. It was awfully careful for someone who had no problems declaring him as belonging to her. More like casual acquaintances than close friends. He didn’t respond to her touch.

The girl bit her bottom lip hard enough to leave the indentation of her teeth on her skin.

“What did you do to him?” asked the Alpha. “What are you?”

“My name is Elise. I’m not the beast that’s been killing people. I’m the person that’s come to stop the murders.”

The light of hope flashed over her face. “We aren’t the killers, either. Someone’s setting us up.”

Elise was inclined to believe that was true. She couldn’t imagine this blond girl with blood on her hands. But even an Alpha couldn’t speak for an entire pack. The wounds that she had seen on the bodies had definitely belonged to an animal, and Elise was certain that the killer had to be among them.

“I think we have a lot to talk about,” Elise said.

“I guess so,” she said. “My name’s Rylie Gresham.”

Rylie. It was a quirky, Millennial Generation name that Elise would have expected from a teenager, not the leader of a werewolf pack.

“These shackles are uncomfortable,” Elise said. “Let me go so we can talk.”

Rylie touched Nashriel’s shoulder. He had the heel of one palm touched to his temple, as if struggling with an overbearing headache, but he wasn’t looking at Rylie or Elise. His attention was thousands of years away, diverted to some dark, internal place where Adam and Eve still walked the garden, and angels were merely children that obeyed them.

“Are you okay, Nash?” she whispered. He didn’t react to the question.

Elise hadn’t tried to force her will on an angel since returning from the garden. She wasn’t honestly sure what she could do to them now. It was possible that she had melted Nashriel’s mind and will—though hopefully the damage wouldn’t be permanent.

“He’s in shock. He’ll be okay in a few hours,” Elise lied. She jangled the shackles. “I can help.”

Rylie hesitated, glancing at the spotlights. She felt safe with the lights at her back. Someone had told her about Elise’s abilities, told her that Elise would be powerless without darkness—probably the same someone that was struggling to organize his jumbled thoughts on the floor a few feet away.

And it was mostly true. If Elise was in the light, she wasn’t going anywhere by infernal means. But mundane methods of locomotion didn’t seem to occur to Rylie.

The werewolves were led by a naive girl. Some kid, barely more than a child.

Elise plastered an I am so very nice and harmless smile on her face.

“Please,” Elise said.

“Okay,” Rylie agreed.

She kneeled, unlocking Elise’s bindings.

Elise planted a hand in Rylie’s chest and shoved. The Alpha spilled onto her back. Elise crossed the room in three long strides, arms folded over her head to protect her skin, and entered the darkness.

Then she was gone.










Light. Light everywhere. Elise was burning.

She slammed back into her corporeal form the instant she exited the front door of Rylie’s home. Elise stumbled over her own feet and hit the pavement.

Pavement. In the middle of the supposedly empty Appalachian mountains.

Elise flexed her human hands on the black ground, hard enough to make her fingertips turn white. She was as solid as the ground underneath her. Rocks dug into the knees of her jeans. She barely had a shadow—there were too many lights.

She looked up. She was in the center of what looked like a small town, still under construction. Several cabins—more like cottages, really, with delicate white accents—encircled Elise. Huge spotlights illuminated the road that ran between them. The werewolves were building a village, doing construction at night, and had accidentally contained Elise. That was their good luck, and her misfortune.

She took her time getting to her feet, spreading her senses in the way that she couldn’t spread her body.

Kopis to the north. Angel behind her. Two werewolves to the south. More pack in the forest—a lot more pack.

Elise turned to see Seth standing at her left. He had lost the ball cap and jacket. He carried a rifle in his hands with the confidence of a man who knew how to use it, a man that had used it, and someone willing to kill.

Abel, the scar-faced werewolf, was on her opposite side, still in his burly human form, unaffected by the full moon. That level of control meant that he had to be an Alpha, too. Rylie staggered to his side, gripping his arm, leaning against him. She may not have known Nashriel well, but she was obviously very comfortable with Abel. A mated pair.

It was worse than Elise ever could have expected.

“Hands in the air,” Seth said, lifting the rifle to his shoulder.

Elise spread her arms wide, showing that she wasn’t holding weapons. Lincoln’s sweater hung loose around her body, unzipped.

“I’m harmless,” Elise said.

“Like hell you are,” Abel said, wrapping a possessive arm around Rylie. His nose twitched. “I smell silver. Whatever you’ve got, throw it in front of you.”

Elise didn’t hesitate to comply. She extracted the knives one by one—five of them—and tossed them to the ground.

Seth stepped forward without dropping his rifle. He kicked them into the darkness and stepped back.

“Anything else?” he asked.

Abel shook his head. “Nothing silver, but I don’t like the look of those chains. Strip, demon.”

He meant her chains of charms, and probably the sweater, too. Elise dropped all of them. They were replaceable.

She stood in front of them, wearing only jeans and boots and a snug black tank top. There was no concealing the spine scabbard that held the falchion at her back.

Seth sucked in a breath at the sight of the sword.

“That, too,” Abel said.

Elise considered her odds. The spotlights were big and nasty, more than enough to hold her in place. She couldn’t swallow these three unless she escaped. She wasn’t sure that they deserved the death anyway.

But she wasn’t surrendering her falchion.

“Let me go,” Elise said. “Walk away, and I’ll spare you tonight.”

Abel snorted. “In case you missed it, we’ve got three bullets aimed at your head right now.”

He had already shot her once—something that Elise wouldn’t be forgetting any time soon. Three more bullets wouldn’t make a difference.

Howls drifted over the forest. The pack was looking for their Alphas.

“Drop the sword,” Abel said again.

“No,” Elise replied.

“What did you do to Nash?” Rylie asked. “Can you really fix him?”

Elise gave her a steady look without responding.

Abel cocked the guns. It wasn’t necessary to cock a modern pistol, but it produced a distinctive, threatening sound.

“Do it,” he said.

Elise remained silent.

Seth and Abel exchanged glances. She took that instant of opportunity to run.

She bolted across the clearing, toward the tee of the crossroads. Her fists pumped. Boots pounded on pavement. Just a few steps, and she would be in sweet darkness.

A roar shattered the night.

Elise couldn’t resist the urge to look over her shoulder, expecting to see the mighty beast that Abel would have become.

It wasn’t Abel changing.

Rylie’s human flesh exploded away from her. Elise understood that changing into a werewolf typically took several minutes. But Rylie was hiding a lot of power behind the mask of an innocent girl, and the change was nearly instantaneous.

The skin on her face ripped as her muzzle extended. The hair fell from her scalp, scattering on the pavement. Fur exploded over her rippling skin, bones popped, and that cute white sundress fell to scraps at her paws.

Elise couldn’t run fast enough.

The golden wolf leaped in front of Elise, barring her path into the safety of night. Rylie might not have been the biggest of the pack, but she bristled with anger, with power, and the unspoken command: You’re not going anywhere until you fix Nash.

“Out of my way,” Elise said. “Last warning.”

The wolf darted forward, snapping at Elise’s legs. It was meant to drive her back into the circle of lights. Away from safety.

Elise clasped her hands into a single fist and swung, like she was going for a volleyball—except that the ball, in this case, was Rylie’s skull.

Bone cracked against bone. Rylie’s head snapped to the side. She stumbled.

A gunshot.

Elise felt the burn of a bullet enter her back. It probably penetrated her right lung. She ignored it.

Rylie leaped, and Elise jumped out of reach of those snapping jaws. A swipe of a paw sliced through Elise’s boot, from knee to heel, shredding the leather. It barely grazed the skin underneath.

She whirled, snapping a roundhouse kick across Rylie’s face.

Another gunshot—this one a total miss.

Shouts.

“Stop shooting! You’ll hit her!”

“They’re not silver!”

Elise dodged Rylie’s next lunge, and the next, arms raised in front of her face as though boxing. They circled each other. Elise tried to dart toward the darkness again, and Rylie cut into her path.

“Change, for fuck’s sake!” That was Seth, ordering his brother. Elise distantly registered how interesting it was for a human kopis to order an Alpha werewolf around, but only distantly—Rylie had lunged again, and this time, her claws caught Elise’s shirt.

Four parallel gashes opened on her belly from ribs to navel, burning like a brand on Elise’s flesh. Blood gushed into the air. The fluids hissed when they splattered to the spotlit ground.

The wounds didn’t heal.

Elise stared down at her exposed abs in momentary shock.

The wounds aren’t healing.

Rylie bowled into her, sending both of them to the asphalt.

The scent of Elise’s blood must have brought out the beast in a way that their fight hadn’t. There were no scraps of humanity left in the wolf’s gold eyes. Only hunter. Only Alpha.

Jaws swung toward Elise’s face. She shoved her hand deep into the wolf’s mouth, jamming her fist in the air passage, seizing the back of her tongue. The slick, muscular organ thrashed in Elise’s grip, struggling to break free. The wolf’s breath smelled of deer blood.

Elise dug her fingernails in and tried to tear.

Teeth closed on her upper arm, leaving a circle of tooth marks on her bicep. Amber blood streaked the muscle.

Elise didn’t realize that Seth and Abel had closed in until a boot struck her in the side of the head.

Steel toe connected with her temple. The world exploded in light.

The wolf reared back, pulling her tongue out of Elise’s hand.

The men were shouting. More howls, closer than ever. Elise was running out of time. Blood flowed freely. Couldn’t heal, not under the spotlights. Needed to escape.

She wrapped her fingers around the hilt of the falchion and tried to draw it.

Rylie was faster.

The werewolf bit.

Elise felt the needle points of her teeth enter her throat, and the immense, crushing power of the wolf’s jaw muscles. Her ability to breathe was gone instantly. It felt like being smothered in a lake of blood.

If nothing else, Elise was impressed that the wolf-girl had gone for the kill shot. She hadn’t expected her to have the balls.

Her blood pumped into Rylie’s mouth. Elise’s vision blurred.

And then she saw.

A gray moon hung heavy over the peak of the mountain. Rylie stood at the apex, naked and human, steaming in the coolness of the spring air. Her toes dug into the ice. Her arms were spread wide, welcoming the moon’s radiance.

There were people behind her—hunters and werewolves, all locked in the heat of battle. Some had already died. Many more would suffer if Rylie couldn’t stop them. If she couldn’t call down the gods of the moon.

She looked over her shoulder and saw desperation on Seth’s face. He was there. Abel was, too.

The moon wanted them all.

Rylie jumped.

The vision shocked out of Elise as quickly as it had come, and she realized that Rylie’s weight was gone from her chest. The werewolf had thrown herself away. Elise’s blood coated her muzzle. She whined as she pawed at her nose, as if trying to get it off, but there was no wiping away the fluid that ran through Elise’s veins. It was thicker than blood, stickier than molasses, and it was glued to Rylie’s fur.

Rylie’s flesh rippled. Sheets of golden hair fell away.

She was changing back into a human.

Abel was at Rylie’s side. People shouted. Elise was, momentarily, ignored—struggling to breathe through her collapsed throat, air bubbling in her mouth, her bicep and stomach and leg burning as if acid had been dripped on her wounds.

Elise rolled onto her belly and crawled toward the darkness.

She glimpsed Rylie out of the corner of her eye, human and whole, curled into the fetal position. She was having a seizure. Blood matted her human face, stuck her beautiful blond hair to her cheeks, and wildness filled her eyes. Seth and Abel were both holding her. Trying to comfort her. Making sure she was okay. She probably wasn’t—Elise’s blood did strange things to people.

Meanwhile, Elise thought she was dying. Really dying. It shouldn’t have been possible.

She stretched out a hand. Her fingers brushed the darkness.

Let me go, she begged the night.

Her skin unfolded, and Elise flew among the stars.
  



TEN




LINCOLN AWOKE TO the sound of scraping at his front door.

He sat upright in bed, sheets falling to his waist. His chest was slicked with sweat. His heart beat a panicked tattoo inside his ribcage, as if trying to crawl up his throat and escape through his mouth.

Lincoln had been dreaming. He’d had visions of gaping pits, like wounds carved into the earth, and they had bled fire as lost souls writhed inside. The Devil had been waiting for him on the brink of the pits. She had beckoned to him with black fingernails and a blood-red smile.

Be with me, she said. Let me drink you.

He had railed against her, screamed that she needed to stay away. The angel would kill him. He might kill them both.

But she enveloped him in her arms anyway. It was sinful bliss. The kind of ecstasy no man was meant to know. Something had been watching their bodies unite, too—something darker than the night and taller than the deepest canyons.

Another scrape at his door.

Lincoln shoved his hat off of the alarm clock, which he used to dim the glow at night. Three o’clock in the morning—still almost two hours from sunrise.

He had worked into the late hours of the night after Orpheus left the sheriff’s office. He had been trying to look at the case from a new angle—one that didn’t involve werewolves—and kept finding himself arriving at the same conclusions. Those bodies had been eaten. There were tooth marks on the bones. It had to be werewolves, no matter what the angel said.

Lincoln had only surrendered to sleep an hour earlier, and it had been the longest, nightmarish hour of sleep in his life. It felt like he had been in Hell for eternities.

Somehow, he knew that the scraping at his door was the Devil herself again.

He pushed the sheets aside, grabbed his firearm from the safe—he had forgotten to lock it the night before—and loaded it as he approached his front door. His skin burned like the fires of Hell. He paused to jack up his air conditioner, even though it was already sixty-eight degrees. It was hot, too hot.

Easing the curtains aside, he peered through the window.

And then he flung the door open with a curse.

Elise was collapsed on his doorstep. At least, he thought it had to be Elise. He couldn’t think of any other woman with black hair and black eyes that would visit him at three o’clock in the morning. But all of her sensual confidence was absent. She was drenched in blood. Vomit was puddled next to her. She reached for him with black-nailed hands, but not for sex.

“Help,” Elise croaked. Her voice bubbled in her throat.

“Mother of God,” Lincoln said.

Orpheus had said that there would be consequences if Lincoln touched her again. If he’d had an ounce of sense, he would have shut the door. But as grave as Orpheus’s threats had seemed earlier that day, they were meaningless now with an injured woman on his doorstep. Lincoln had joined the sheriff’s department to save people. To help the folks that needed salvation. And here was the neediest soul of all, begging him for help.

He gathered her into his arms. She was even lighter than she looked, as if hollow-boned.

Lincoln glanced around at the other duplexes. There was no motion. That didn’t mean that nobody was watching.

He stepped inside and bumped the door shut with his hip.










Lincoln said a prayer as he ran the bath. The water heater was ancient; it took forever to reach a steaming temperature. He moistened a sponge and offered it to Elise. She shivered when she curled her fingers around it, though the water was scalding.

“What happened to you?” he asked.

Elise tried to respond. He saw her lips and tongue move, but only a croak escaped her mouth. When she tipped her head back, he saw why—her throat was destroyed. It was the kind of injury that he had seen on three of the bodies in the morgue. The kind of injury that nobody should have been able to walk away from.

Lincoln was no pussy. He had experienced multiple compound fractures in his college football days, sustained a concussion, and watched one player knock out all of his teeth during training. But the sight of Elise trying to draw breaths through the flaps of skin at her throat made him feel faint.

“Jesus,” he whispered.

She gave him a hard look, as if to say, Really? Apparently, she didn’t like any of his favorite religious epithets.

“Werewolf?” Lincoln asked.

She nodded.

He knew it. But the surge of victory he felt was bittersweet.

“I’m calling an ambulance,” Lincoln said, standing. Elise caught his pajamas by the waist and tugged him down, shaking her head. “You’re going to die without medical attention.” Frankly, it was shocking that she wasn’t dead already.

She shook her head again. Pointed at the door.

He frowned. “I don’t understand.”

Elise pointed more insistently, and he realized that she was indicating the light switch, not the door. His duplex had been furnished to Mrs. Kitteridge’s taste, which happened to include a large vanity in the bathroom, with five bright bulbs the size of his fist.

She had been trying to avoid sunlight all day. Could the vanity’s lights be hurting her, too?

Lincoln flipped the switch.

It was unsettling to sit on the floor between a bleeding woman and his bathtub, still running, without any lights. Her pale flesh gleamed through the streaks of blood, as if she glowed internally.

“Is that better?” he asked.

She nodded. One-handed, she unbuckled her spine sheath, dropping the falchion to the floor. Handed him the sponge.

Lincoln turned to wet it down again. When he turned back, Elise was stripping off her shirt.

He couldn’t see the mess of injuries in the darkness—only the outline of a black bra, the translucent globes of her breasts, the curve of her undamaged face.

He’d been to a strip club for a bachelor party, once. The moron had been marrying at twenty-one years old, and Bud was still so new to legal drinking that he had wanted to get wasted while coked-out whores rubbed against him. The girls had fine bodies, even finer than some of Lincoln’s cheerleader girlfriends. The silicone tits and surgically flattened stomachs had reset Lincoln’s standards for female perfection.

Those standards were getting reset again. There was nothing plastic about Elise’s body. She was silken flesh over tight muscle. She had to be missing ribs to have a waist that tiny. The gashes on her stomach almost looked like a strange gray tattoo that drew his gaze from her navel to her hips.

She dropped her shirt in his trash can. Pale fingers flashed as she popped the button of her jeans open. She had taken off one of her gloves, but left the other in place.

“Bath,” she said. Her voice was already clearer than before. “Help.”

Lincoln shut his eyes and said a prayer, and then another, to be sure. He did it silently. He didn’t want to tolerate Elise’s pitying looks, as if she knew something about his prayers that he didn’t.

He helped her to her feet, letting Elise cling to him as she shimmied out of her damaged jeans. Soon, she stood in front of him wearing nothing but her underwear: black boy shorts and a bandeau bra. Not exactly lingerie. But Lincoln’s blood burned, and he was all too aware of the place that her hands rested on his biceps.

The thought of shoving her bra over her breasts, watching them bounce free of the spandex, was all-consuming. He wanted to taste them. Just thinking about it made him smell sulfur again, the way he had in the dream.

“Camera,” she said. “Quickly.”

He blinked, snapping out of his fantasies. “Miss Kavanagh…”

“Elise.”

It was kind of ridiculous to call a woman by her last name when she was naked in his bathroom. But Lincoln needed every last barrier between them that he could manage. “Why do you want a camera?”

“Jaw radius,” she said, voice breaking on the second word.

Realization dawned over him. She had werewolf bite wounds on her throat and arms. She wanted photographic evidence to compare her injuries to those on the bodies in the morgue.

Lincoln was obsessing over what she would look like without the bra, and she was thinking about the case.

“Quickly,” she said again. “I’m healing.”

He set her on the edge of the tub and grabbed supplies: his long-neglected digital camera, fresh batteries, and a pen. He couldn’t find a ruler, so that would have to do for scaling the wounds.

When he returned to the dark bathroom, Elise had lowered herself into the water, underwear and glove and all, with her arms propped on either side of the tub.

“I have to use flash,” he said, sliding batteries into the camera. “It’s too dark otherwise.”

She nodded, consenting wordlessly.

Elise held the pen beside the bite wound on her bicep as he took pictures from every angle. The blood was quickly washing away, forming billowing clouds in the water, but the wounds looked so much worse in the brief flares of light. She had been shredded. Her skin was like tissue paper. And the blood itself…

“Is that blood?” Lincoln asked.

Elise tipped her jaw back and held the pen beside her neck.

“Kind of,” she croaked.

“How can it be kind of blood?”

“Long story.”

Lincoln took a photo of the damage at her throat. It was already knitting together, but the tooth punctures were still clear.

He sat back on his heels to go through the pictures. From the first photo to the last, there was noticeable healing.

“You didn’t need my help to survive, did you?” he asked.

“No,” Elise said. “But I needed you to take pictures.”

She wiped at her arm with the sponge. The worst of the bite was already healed. Only the imprint of teeth remained.

Lincoln couldn’t help but watch as she sponged off her legs, lifting them from the water one by one to wash away the kind-of-blood. It didn’t tint the water pink. It slicked the surface, more like amber-colored oil.

“Thank you,” she said, drawing his gaze back to her face. Elise was wiping her partially-healed throat clean. There was still the circle of tooth marks on either side of her neck, but everything else had regrown as soon as she washed the wounds.

Lincoln cleared his throat. “I’ll get you a towel.”

He left fresh linens for her on the counter, then returned to his bedroom, pacing from the window to the door and back again.

Elise Kavanagh’s soul was damned. Her body was sin. The angel was right—Lincoln should have stayed far, far away.

His door creaked open.

Elise stood in the hall, toweling off her hair. It didn’t look wet to him. It was the same as always: a silky black sheet that fell straight to her waist, framing pale shoulders. She was still wearing only her underwear, and there was no hint of self-consciousness in her expression. She was aware of her perfection, and without shame.

Lincoln’s dream swam to the surface.

Let me drink you, she had said, red lips curved into a smile.

In reality, Elise didn’t say anything nearly so seductive. “I’ll need to borrow a computer. I want to send the photos to my friends in Vegas.”

She may have been the Devil, but she sure was focused. Probably would have been a good cop in another life. “Sure. Spare bedroom,” he said, handing her the camera.

Their fingers brushed. Elise didn’t pull away.

Orpheus owned Lincoln’s soul, as surely as Hell owned Elise’s soul, and he knew that standing with her there, in that moment, was like dancing with fire. He was all but begging to be burned.

His mouth operated independently of his brain.

“I have pie,” Lincoln said.

Elise lifted her eyebrows. “Pie.”

“Yes, ma’am. Picked one up at Poppy’s over the weekend. It’s not as good when it’s not fresh, but…”

“Cherry?” she asked. The word was filthy on her lips.

Lincoln swallowed. “Yes, ma’am.”

She took the camera from him, stepping back. A smile lingered on her lips. “I would love a bite of your pie, Lincoln.”










Where technology was concerned, Lincoln didn’t seem to have joined the twenty-first century. A manual typewriter dominated the center of his desk. There was a computer to the left, which looked like it hadn’t been turned on in months—maybe years—and it booted up to a decade-old operating system. Elise had to play around with it for a few minutes to figure out how to connect the camera, since it didn’t wirelessly detect the device.

Once she got it downloading, she opened the email client and drafted a message to McIntyre.

Found the werewolves. There’s an entire pack. No deaths yet. Send money.

Elise attached the photos and sent it.

On impulse, she turned the camera around, snapping another photo of herself. The instant of light was like a jolt of electricity. Then she turned the camera around to look at the picture she had taken.

There was a crucifix on the wall behind her. He had one in every single room. Her gaze tracked from the cross to the imprint of teeth still ringing her neck, unhealed.

Worry crept over her.

“Why aren’t I healing?” she whispered, paging back through the other photos.

The places she had ripped—those were healed. But the direct points of contact between Rylie’s teeth and her skin had not.

Elise had absorbed a lot of damage in her years as a demon. Only one wound had ever scarred, even temporarily. It had been inflicted by the iron chain of a basandere—a Basque spirit—that had taken up residence in the Las Vegas sewers. He had brought several crates of infernal drugs along with him. When Elise attempted to clean him out, he had tried to choke her to death.

The bruises from the chain had lasted for an entire day, which was about twelve hours longer than any injury had lasted before. Elise had assumed that it was some special basandere skill. They were ancient creatures, part of the fabric of the earth, and there was no telling how her infernal body would react to mortal spirits. But here she was again, failing to heal from a wound.

She felt strangely fragile. Like she might rip open at the bite marks and vanish forever.

“I don’t know if you like it heated or cold, so I’ve got one of each,” Lincoln said, entering the room with two individual plates of Poppy’s fine cherry pie.

Elise turned the camera off and set it on the desk.

“Which one do you prefer?” she asked, watching him walk toward her. He had put on a muscle-hugging white tee, which left nothing to the imagination. Lincoln set the plates on the desk. He was sweating enough to dampen the shoulders of his shirt, and it filled the air with the musk of his scent.

“Hot, with ice cream melting on top,” he said, with a husky edge to his voice. He shoved the hot plate toward her. “Try it.”

Elise picked up a fork, weighing it in her fingers, considering the four equal tines. There was silver in the alloy. She thought about driving it through Rylie’s eye socket.

Lincoln watched her expectantly as he dug into his own pie, waiting for her to eat. She had agreed to take a piece, but now that it was sitting in front of her, she couldn’t bring herself to take a bite. She set the fork down and pushed the plate away.

“Nice typewriter,” Elise said, nodding at his desk.

“The power’s not good in Northgate. I’ve still got to get work done during outages. The department’s standard forms don’t fit in a printer anyway.”

“Have you heard of a laptop? They work when the power fails.”

“It’s not nearly as charming,” Lincoln said. “Something wrong with your pie?”

“I still don’t like it,” Elise said.

His mouth slanted with mock disapproval. “Just when I was starting to like you.”

She stood, and they were close—too close. She could feel the heat radiating from his skin. Elise traced her fingers through his short bangs, over the line of hair behind his ear, the stubble on the back of his neck.

“Miss Kavanagh,” he began.

“I have a present for you,” she said. “In the pocket of my pants. Twelve silver bullets. Hopefully, enough for you to kill a couple of werewolves. And, hopefully, you won’t ever need them.”

He looked surprised. “Thank you.”

“No problem. I’ll need to borrow clothing from you until stores open tomorrow. Do you have any female friends or sisters?” Elise lifted an eyebrow. “A girlfriend?”

“No girlfriend.” Lincoln coughed. “Sister’s at college, and I wouldn’t feel right asking Sheriff Dickerson to borrow her jeans. You know? But you can borrow anything I have.”

“I already lost one of your sweaters.”

“I have more,” he said.

Elise took the plate from his hands—he had already eaten the entire slice—and set it aside. She reached into the neck of his shirt, pulling out the crucifix. His skin burned her knuckles.

“Thanks for your help tonight, deputy,” she said. “You’re a good Christian.”

No modesty in his eyes. Only pride. “I try my best, ma’am.”

But when she turned away, Lincoln’s fingers brushed down her spine, and it wasn’t an innocent Christian touch. Elise closed her eyes, savoring the shiver that rippled across her skin.

“What are these?” he asked in a low voice.

It took Elise a moment to realize what he was talking about. She twisted around to look at her lower back in the mirror on his wall.

There were rows of tiny brands tattooed onto her back, all the way down to her thighs. They had been crimson-black when she was first marked, but the ink hadn’t lasted; nothing but ghostly white scars remained.

Elise remembered having those marks tattooed on her with the same unfortunate clarity that she remembered everything else. The needle had been excruciatingly painful. Its sting had aroused her in more ways than one—her adrenaline, her anger, her lust.

Had it been the pain that she had reacted to, or the man doing the tattooing? Was Elise so fucked up that she could only enjoy pleasure when it came with torture?

Everything with James had been torture. She knew that now.

Elise didn’t want to think about him. She didn’t want to feel guilty for yearning for Deputy Marshall’s touch. She didn’t want her future ruined by James.

She turned in Lincoln’s arms, pressed close to his chest.

“I have more scars than you could possibly see, deputy,” Elise said, snaking an arm around the back of his neck, brushing his stubble again.

His hazel eyes—so human, so innocent—were flooded with a very human emotion. He felt the exact same need that crawled over her now. “What made you like this?” Lincoln asked, his hands hot on her waist.

Simple question, with such a complicated answer.

Yatam, father of all demons.

Metaraon, the Voice of God.

Adam, the first man.

Isaac, my father.

James Faulkner, my betrayer.

Lincoln didn’t know about the past that Elise was always trying to escape, and she wasn’t about to tell him. It had nothing to do with shame. She had told McIntyre and Anthony much of the truth, and admitted the rest to Leticia—the kinds of things that a woman could only tell another woman.

No, Elise didn’t trust Lincoln. With her wounds? Yes. But with her past…no. He was responsible for that email with her picture. He had an entire town keeping an eye on her. She didn’t trust that he didn’t have other secrets, too.

“Nothing made me. I was born for sin and damned from the beginning,” she said, pressing her hips to his. He was already aroused, rigid between them.

“I have faith, Miss Kavanagh,” he said. “I believe anyone can be saved. God loves us all.”

“Elise,” she corrected, yet again. “And I used to have faith, too.”

“I’ve still got enough for the both of us.”

He really seemed to think that she could be saved, but that was because he didn’t know what Elise had done. He didn’t know that there was no salvation for anyone, anywhere—not a Godslayer, and not a crooked deputy from small-town Pennsylvania.

Elise wrapped a finger in the chain that held his crucifix.

“Then save me,” she said, pushing Lincoln back, forcing him to sit on the desk.

She stepped close, thighs on either side of his, fitting their bodies together. He was shorter than James, more muscular. He smelled of aftershave and cherry pie. Elise slanted her mouth against his, one hand on his cross and one at the back of his head, and she tasted the mortality on his tongue.

Elise clung to her corporeal form as she explored his mouth. Her every instinct wanted to pour inside of him, possessing Lincoln from the inside out. She settled for grinding her hips against his. They were separated only by two thin layers of clothing, but she made sure that he felt it.

His breaths came choppy and hot on her neck. Aroused, afraid—it was all the same. He was right to fear her.

Elise’s fingers slipped down his abs, finding their way into the waistband of his sweats. And when she circled her bare fingers around him, his gasp was delicious. Caught somewhere between pain and rapture.

Lincoln’s hand cupped the back of her neck. His thumb brushed the bites.

There was the pain. It made her skin prickle with gooseflesh.

Elise groaned.

He pulled his hands away.

“Do it again, harder,” she whispered into his mouth, stroking him slowly, up and down, enjoying the tension in his body.

But he pulled back to stare at her with heavy-lidded eyes. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

“Do it,” Elise insisted, grabbing his wrist, pressing his hand to her throat.

But Lincoln only trailed his fingers down her ribs, pulled her tighter against him, pressed his manhood between her legs.

“Not like that,” he said. “I don’t hurt women.”

Frustration rose in her, heady as the arousal. “It’s not that kind of pain.”

“No,” Lincoln said, and he was tugging on her underwear, pushing it down her legs, baring her to the warm Pennsylvania air.

Elise shoved him onto the desk, flattening him beside the ancient computer monitor. She flowed up his body. Flipped her hair so that it hung over her shoulders, a veil of darkness separating them from the world.

“Do you want me to bleed you?” Elise asked, digging a fingernail into his jugular.

Lincoln looked shocked. And then a muscle in his cheek twitched, because her hips were moving again, and she was removing his ability to respond with the friction between their bodies. His hands tightened on her hips, not hard enough to bruise.

He opened his mouth to respond, but the words never came out.

The office window shattered.

Elise was off of Lincoln in a flash, all the way across the room, in the shadows of the corner. Broken glass dotted the carpet. She lifted her fists, prepared to face an attack.

But nothing jumped through the broken window. The early morning air was silent, inside and out, and Elise and Lincoln were still alone.

The deputy pushed himself to a seated position. He was panting hard. Still coming down off of the arousal. “What just happened?” he asked, trying to stand. His knees buckled under him.

Elise stepped up to the window. Hints of paler blue clung to the trees—the first hints of dawn. The stars and full moon were still brilliantly bright. If there was someone outside in the trees, they were beyond her vision.

“I think we’re okay,” Elise said, turning back to Lincoln.

He stooped to pick through the glass. “What’s this?”

Lincoln held a heavy gold band in one hand. It was a ring. To mundane eyes, it would have looked like plain men’s jewelry. To Elise, it sparked with magic.

She looked down at her right hand. There was a matching band on her middle finger, a little slenderer, but carved with the same delicate lines.

Her heart began to pound.

Elise looked out the window again, searching for a familiar face—the face of a man she had told to leave her alone, never speak to her again. The man who had tattooed her back, stolen her heart, and scarred her soul permanently with his lies.

But James Faulkner wasn’t there.



  



ELEVEN




“WHAT THE FUCKING
fuck is James doing in Pennsylvania?”

“Hell if I know,” Elise said. She had Lincoln’s cell phone pressed between her ear and shoulder as she went through the racks at a downtown Northgate consignment shop. She hated shopping. Her mood was foul and definitely not improving.

“You’ve got to come home,” Anthony said. “Right now.”

“I haven’t figured out these murders yet.”

“You can’t tell me you still think this is a cut-and-dried rogue werewolf problem. There’s a whole werewolf pack, James is hanging around… Shit’s going down, Elise. This is bad.”

She pulled a pair of pants off the rack and held them in front of her body. It was hard to tell how they would fit when she was wearing a pair of Lincoln’s tightly-belted jeans. “I know it’s bad. I’m not stupid.”

“When it comes to James? Yeah, you kind of are.”

A headache throbbed in her left temple. “Don’t forget, I’m always one sunset and a thought away from bitch-slapping you in Vegas.”

“At least you’d be out of Northgate.”

Elise rolled her eyes. “James apparently wants me to know that he’s here. That’s it.”

“Bull-fucking-shit.”

He was right, of course. It was no coincidence that James and a pack of werewolves were in the same place as seven murders and one missing girl named Lucinde Ramirez. Elise didn’t believe in coincidences anyway.

She chewed on the inside of her mouth, gazing out the storefront to the statue of Bain Marshall in the square. The weather was overcast, but she’d still had to borrow another one of Lincoln’s sweaters to get into the shop. After her run-in with Rylie and Nashriel, Elise was feeling more sensitive to the light than ever.

Her skin wasn’t the only thing feeling sensitive. James’s ring hung from a chain around her neck, heavy as cement shoes dragging her to the bottom of a stormy black ocean. Elise’s heart was raw. 

Had James been watching? Did he know?

Elise shook off that thought. It didn’t matter if he knew what she’d been about to do to Lincoln. It wasn’t any of his goddamn business.

Yet when she spoke again, her voice came out strangely soft. “Why would he do that?”

Anthony scoffed. “Throw the ring through Deputy Marshall’s window? Sounds like a threat.”

A threat, or an invitation.

The demon that had killed Lucinde Ramirez had also killed James. His death had been traumatic for Elise in more ways than one; he was ritualistically bound to her as aspis. Just like “kopis” was the Greek word for sword, “aspis” meant shield. The bonding meant that James could protect Elise from magical onslaught. It also meant that one of them dying would drive the survivor insane. Even if Elise hadn’t been in love with him, she would have been desperate to save his life.

In order to bring him back from the dead, Elise had evoked the demon’s necromantic powers and dragged James’s soul back to the world of the living. Elise had breathed life back into him. Their lives and souls had been irrevocably entwined during that ritual, far beyond the already-rigid ties of kopis and aspis.

She could see through his eyes, think his thoughts, share his memories. And it went both ways.

James had made the rings to shut down the psychic bond. It only took one of them wearing a ring to block each other’s thoughts. At the time, Elise had assumed he made them as a favor to her. Later, she learned that it was because he feared Elise finding the truth within his thoughts: that he had agreed to surrender Elise to her oldest and greatest enemy.

Now, James suddenly wasn’t wearing his ring. If Elise took hers off, too, the psychic bond would instantly be restored.

For the first time in three years, Elise could see him.

She had already decided she wasn’t going to take her ring off.

“I’m not asking you why James threw the ring through the window. I already know why he did that,” Elise said. Because that asshole can’t let me live my life without him.

“Then what?” Anthony asked.

“Don’t you get it? Lucinde Ramirez. James is the only one who could have known that name. He must have filed a fake report. He deliberately lured me here. And he did it using the most painful goddamn name he could have ever picked. Like he’s taunting me for my failure.”

Anthony was quiet on the other end of the line, mulling the same puzzle that Elise was.

What was in Northgate that James would want Elise to find?

“It’s gotta be bad,” Anthony said.

She massaged her temples. The sunlight was worsening her headache, even through a thick layer of clouds. “I agree.”

“I can’t talk you into coming back, can I?” Anthony asked. He didn’t bother waiting for an answer before plowing on. “I’m going to have McIntyre book a flight for me. I want to have your back on this.”

Elise was tempted. But even though Anthony had refused to be fuck buddies, he still had feelings for her. Complicated ones. She hadn’t given up on Lincoln yet—and, selfishly, she cared more about her odds with the deputy than having backup.

“Stay in Vegas,” Elise said, grabbing a couple of shirts that looked like they probably fit. “But keep your schedule open. I’ll let you know if something changes.”

“You know I’ve got your back,” Anthony said.

“I know,” she said, heading for the counter. “Give me a call when McIntyre finishes getting through the photos of the bites.”

“Yeah, of course. But if James fucks with you…”

“He won’t,” Elise said. She wouldn’t let him.

Anthony hung up without saying goodbye.

Elise dropped the phone into the pocket of Lincoln’s jeans, then took the clothes to the counter. “Find everything all right?” asked the cashier.

She fingered James’s necklace where it hung between her breasts. “Unfortunately,” Elise said.

Elise checked her reflection in the mirror on the counter as the cashier rang up her purchases. The tooth marks hadn’t healed yet. She added a scarf to the pile of clothes she was buying.

The bell over the shop’s door jangled.

“Morning,” the cashier called over Elise’s head. “Nice to see you again.”

“You too,” responded a sweet, youthful female voice. The bite marks on Elise’s throat ached. Her bicep throbbed.

She turned, and came face to face with Rylie Gresham, Alpha of the werewolf pack. Evidently, she had recovered from the seizure induced by Elise’s blood, and looked otherwise unharmed. She was wearing another white sundress, cowboy boots, and a nervous smile.

“Hi, Elise,” Rylie said. “Can we talk?”










Thunder rolled through the looming gray clouds, and it began to drizzle. Elise still took shelter underneath a tree outside the consignment shop—more from the dim sunlight than the rain. She had a great view of the Bain Marshall statue from where she stood. He was a good two stories taller than any other building in downtown Northgate.

In the daylight, Rylie was deceptively cute, considering that she had been a bloodthirsty wolf the night before. With the top of her head barely at Elise’s shoulder and a constant blush glowing from her cheeks, she hardly looked Alpha enough to lead a pack of killer monsters.

But Elise had underestimated her once. She wasn’t going to do that again.

“Where are your bodyguards?” Elise asked. Rylie looked adorably confused. Her brow furrowed, her lips pouted. Someone save me from teeny boppers. Elise elaborated by adding, “Where are the brothers, Seth and Abel?”

Rylie’s eyes widened. “They’re not my bodyguards.”

“Boyfriends?”

Her blush turned a deeper shade of pink. She stepped sideways, moving deeper into the shelter of the tree. Rain pattered on the grass in a hushed sigh, misting the earth. “Look, I came here to apologize.”

Elise folded her arms. Apologize? For Abel shooting her in the face, being chained up in spotlights, getting her throat torn out by a wolf?

At the expectant silence, Rylie continued to speak.

“I don’t think you’re the killer,” she said in a breathless rush. “I believe what you said last night. Nash told me that you’re new to the area, and these murders have been happening for weeks. It couldn’t be you. So, I believe you.” Rylie grimaced. “Abel shouldn’t have shot you. He saw you lurking, and with these murders, he’s been on edge, and…” Rylie shrugged. “I’m sorry.”

“If ‘Nash’ is talking, does that mean he’s recovered?” Elise asked.

“Mostly,” Rylie said. “He’s been…lapsing. It’s like, sometimes, he’s still in the war.” She picked at her thumbnail, as if unable to meet Elise’s eyes. “The old war between angels and demons.”

Elise knew exactly what war Rylie meant. Eve remembered watching ancient human city-states burn under infernal and ethereal assault. The battles between Lilith and Adam had carried on for centuries after Eve died, too. It only ended when Metaraon finally locked Adam in the garden, and the Treaty of Dis was forged to seal humanity’s safety.

Rylie lifted her gaze to Elise’s. The girl’s eyes were shockingly, unmistakably gold, but there was no shyness in them. She didn’t hang her head because she was afraid to look at people. She was trying to conceal the beast within.

“Nash has been out of it for a long time,” Rylie said. “He was isolated from other angels and normal people up until a couple of months ago, so you have to take it easy on him. He’s been having a hard time adjusting.”

“Are you helping him adjust?” Elise asked. She meant to say, Are you fucking the angel, too? But Rylie didn’t seem to hear that implication.

“It’s mostly been my…um, my sister,” Rylie said. “Summer’s taking care of him. But the whole pack helps.”

An angel under the care of a werewolf pack. Nashriel must have fallen a long way to need that kind of help.

Elise’s mouth twisted. “There’s a murderer in your pack.”

“No way.”

“I’ve seen the bodies, kid. They’re werewolf victims.”

Rylie’s eyes sparked. “Kid? I’m the Alpha. You have no right to talk to me like that.”

Elise chewed over her response, studying this so-called Alpha. Rylie wasn’t much to look at. Elise could have taken Abel seriously, maybe, but not a diminutive blond in cowboy boots.

“I measured the bite radius of the injuries you inflicted on me last night,” Elise said. “I’m going to match it to the radii on the cadavers. If it’s a werewolf bite, I’ll know soon.”

“But until then, there’s no evidence,” Rylie pressed. “Do you have pictures? Did you find fur at the crime scenes? Claw marks? Blood samples?”

Elise hadn’t actually found anything at the crime scenes, because she hadn’t had access to them yet. Lincoln had sworn to take her before he went into work that afternoon. “I don’t know,” Elise said acerbically. “What do the files that Seth and Abel stole from the Grove County Sheriff’s Office say about it?”

Rylie looked like she had been slapped. “What files?”

So she hadn’t known about that. Seth and Abel had lied—if not overtly, then by omission.

Elise went on. “You’ll have to ask your boyfriends. Better yet, let me ask them. I want to see what evidence they’re trying to hide.”

Rylie recovered quickly from her shock. “There’s no evidence that we’re guilty in those files. You’ve got to realize that.”

“I’m not convinced of your innocence—you mauled me.”

“You hurt Nash first.”

“I was trying to break free of your imprisonment,” Elise said. “You captured me for no reason.”

“You mean, when you were watching us last night, you didn’t have any plans of hurting us?” Rylie asked, folding her arms, standing firm in the face of Elise’s accusation. “You were chasing Trevin out of…what, curiosity?”

Touché. Elise had been on the verge of stabbing a wolf. If Abel hadn’t shot her, there would have been a body on the ground. But she wouldn’t apologize for that.

Rylie took a step closer, squaring her shoulders, as if preparing for a fight. “When I bit you last night, I saw something that I don’t understand. There were images in my mind.”

The Alpha waited, as if prompting Elise for some kind of answer.

But Elise remained silent.

“I saw a garden,” Rylie continued softly. “I saw you in pain, with blood on your hands. And I think…I think I saw into your heart.” Her brow furrowed. “I saw sadness.”

Elise fought to keep her expression straight, her jaw clenched.

Rylie had tasted Elise’s blood and seen the garden.

It was a private, painful memory. Elise hadn’t given Anthony or McIntyre, who she considered her only friends, details about what had happened to her there. Yet this girl, this child, barely out of adolescence, had walked through the black gardens in Elise’s mind.

“Did you see anything from me?” Rylie asked. Her tone had dropped to a whisper.

Elise shut her eyes, remembering the swollen moon, and jumping from the top of a mountain.

She had felt something strange in that memory. It was the same thing that she had felt in the garden, the same sense of immense power and destiny. Rylie had been touched by gods, too. Maybe not the same ones that Elise had, and in a very different way, but she was touched.

They had something in common. Something very important.

Elise said, “I didn’t see anything. You must have been hallucinating.”

Rylie didn’t look convinced. “Your blood tastes weird. It’s like apple cider.”

Elise reached into her pocket. Rylie tensed, gold eyes flashing, but Elise only extracted Lincoln’s cell phone. “Give me your phone number.”

“What? Why?”

“I told you that I’m doing some investigating today. If you’re innocent, I’ll contact you.” Elise lifted one shoulder in a shrug. “Maybe together…maybe we can figure out who’s trying to blame these murders on your wolves.”

Relief flooded Rylie’s features. “We can do that. That would be great.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You don’t know what I’m going to find.”

“You’re going to find that the bites don’t match my jaw, because my pack and I are innocent,” Rylie said. “We’re not monsters. I’ve got everyone under control, and all we want to do is live in our sanctuary in peace.”

“Is that what those cottages are? A sanctuary?”

“Yeah. And I hope that someday, they might be home, too,” Rylie said.

The earnestness of it plucked at some deep, tender part of Elise. Probably not Elise, actually—Eve was a sucker for that kind of talk. Elise wanted to roll her eyes. But she nodded, as if Rylie needed her consent to have a werewolf sanctuary, and the conversation was over.

Rylie dictated a phone number. Elise saved it to Lincoln’s contacts, then returned the phone to her pocket. The girl started to back away, heading for a steel blue Chevy Chevelle that was parked on the curb.

Elise blew out a sigh. “Either way, however this turns out…tell Nashriel I’m sorry. For everything. And he really is forgiven.”

A smile flitted across Rylie’s face, brightening her features like the sun breaking through the clouds. “I’ll tell him that.”
  



TWELVE




LINCOLN WAS DREAMING of Hell again, but this time, Hell wasn’t a fiery pit. It was his bedroom. Blood poured from his walls, tracking amber stains on his family photos, spilling off of the crucifix mounted above his TV. His carpet was on fire. The only place that didn’t burn or bleed was his bed, and he couldn’t go there. She was waiting for him there.

Save me, the Devil said, reaching for him with black-nailed hands. You’re my salvation, Lincoln.

She lounged on his bed, utterly naked. Brown nipples tipped perfect, round breasts. Her hairless pubis led to the gash between her legs, where the flower of her vulva unfolded to reveal a flaming pit, screaming souls, endless wasteland.

But her face was innocent, doll-like. The blackness of her eyes was balanced by the need in her stare. Full red lips twisted in a fearful grimace. She was afraid of what she had become, afraid for Lincoln’s sake and her own.

He wanted to take that fear from her face. He wanted to join with her lonely body in that darkness and help her become whole.

She was evil embodied, as much a gateway to Hell as she was part of its fabric, and it would be death to plunge his arousal inside of her.

But Lincoln couldn’t stop himself. He was drawn to her suffering. She needed him.

He climbed on top of the bed, which was no longer made of wood and cotton. It was cradled in huge, leathery hands, with claw-tipped fingers and callused palms. Eyes stared at him where the headboard should have been. Bat wings churned the air, rocking the bed gently from side to side.

The Devil’s legs and arms wrapped around his body, pulling him tight to her breasts. Her nipples brushed against his chest hair. Her thighs clutched his hips.

Save me, Lincoln, said the Devil, her lips against his throat.

“Tell me what to do,” he said.

Let me bleed you. The hard edge of her teeth brushed the artery in his throat. Take me, and I’ll take you.

The angel was watching from somewhere above, disapproving and deadly.

But the Devil didn’t care.

Save me, Lincoln.

He buried himself inside of her, and she buried her teeth inside him. He filled her with his body. She drank his blood. The bed trembled with the roar of the demon holding it.

Lincoln was gone.

He woke up with a guttural cry tearing from his throat and orgasm seizing his body. He gripped the pillow to his chest, bit the sheets, thrust his hips hard into the mattress. He emptied himself onto the bed. When he was done, he collapsed, soaked with sweat.

His mind was blank. Numb.

The reality of his bedroom—sunny, warm, and quiet—was a far cry from the bloody chaos of the dream. It had been so vivid. So very real. Being inside of Elise had been…sin. The kind of sin worth going to Hell for.

Lincoln smothered his face with the pillow.

Lord, forgive me, he thought.

It took him a few minutes to gather the strength to shower. He still had a few of hours until he needed to be at work, but he feared the dream too much to try to sleep again.

He scrubbed himself in the shower, trying not to think about Elise naked in his tub the night before, and then stripped the semen-stained sheets off of his bed.

He dressed in uniform, leaving the collar unbuttoned. His house was still too hot. He turned on the ceiling fan, cracked the window, and stepped into the living room.

Lincoln wasn’t alone.

Elise sat on his recliner, much as she had been waiting for him on the first morning. She had closed his curtains and sat in darkness again. The cutoff shorts and baggy t-shirt looked innocuous enough—less like the Devil, and more like a college student visiting during break. She might actually blend in around Northgate.

Lincoln struggled to banish the mental image of her naked in his bed, surrounded by flames. This Elise was passably human. Not the Devil.

Or maybe the Devil in a more subtle disguise, whispered a voice in the back of his mind.

“What are you doing here?” he asked.

“You’re taking me on a date to a crime scene today,” Elise said, rising to her feet. When had he agreed to do that? Around the same time that they had been kissing on his desk?

Lincoln put on his hat, jammed his badge onto his belt.

“This isn’t a date,” he said.

“That’s disappointing. I find murder scenes incredibly sexy.”

He shot her a look, but Elise’s face was expressionless. He couldn’t tell if she was joking or not.

Do you want me to bleed you? she had asked, in total seriousness, while stroking him to the brink of climax. During the day, with the sun peeking through the clouds outside and Mrs. Kitteridge puttering around the front walk with her umbrella, the answer was a horrified, “No.” But the night before, he had been about to say, “Yes, please.”

“Let’s go,” he said, offering his arm to Elise. She took it. They walked through the drizzle, got into the cruiser, and went on their first date.










Bob Hagy had died a violent death. The sheriff’s department had cleared the scene overnight, but there were unmistakable marks of the struggle that had resulted in his murder: Claw marks on the asphalt. A puddle of blood in the middle of the road. A tree ripped out by its roots, flung across the lawn. Shattered windows. Broken fence.

The farm was two miles outside of Northgate: close enough to be a brisk walk from the local church, but distant enough to be a part of unincorporated Grove County. Elise imagined that this had once been a beautiful home—not Bob Hagy’s home, but someone else’s pride and joy. Now it looked like nobody had lived in the farmhouse for years. The paint was peeling. The fields were overgrown with weeds. There had probably been nobody nearby to hear Bob Hagy’s death cries.

The overcast day sucked all of the color out of the barn, the swaying grass, the puddle of blood. The forest was thick on either side of the property. Dense enough to make it feel utterly isolated.

She looped a finger through James’s warding ring as she paced the perimeter of the property, scanning the evidence that the sheriffs hadn’t been able to remove. It would take a long time and a lot of rain to wash that blood away. The road would have to be repaved to cover the claw marks, too.

“Werewolves,” Lincoln spat, like it was a curse.

Elise kneeled beside the puddle of blood to take a closer look. She could feel Lincoln’s eyes on her as she spread her fingers across the claw marks, estimating the size of the paw. “Do these gashes seem messy to you?”

He pulled his hat off and lowered to her side. He tapped the brim against his knuckles. “Claw marks should be messy.”

“But they look chiseled.” She ran her finger along the inside of the gouge. She was wearing her fingerless biker gloves again, and her sensitive fingertips traced the ridges. “A werewolf’s claws are sharp. They cut through rock as easily as you eat Poppy’s cherry pie. This seems hand-tooled.”

Lincoln frowned, trying to understand the implications of Elise’s accusation even as she moved onto the next evidence.

The blood splatter didn’t look like the product of a murder. Elise had killed a lot of demons. She had severed arteries, bled them out, dismembered them. This looked more like buckets had been emptied on the ground beneath them.

The more she looked at Bob Hagy’s murder scene, the faker it seemed.

But she had known it wouldn’t be real before they even arrived.

“When did you say the body was found?” Elise asked. She already knew, but she wanted Lincoln to repeat it, forcing him to go through the same thought process.

“Yesterday.”

“When was the full moon?”

“Yesterday,” Lincoln said.

Elise shook her head. “No, deputy. It was last night.”

Lincoln’s phone rang, echoing over the fields outside the farmhouse. He frowned at the screen. “Who’s Anthony?”

She plucked it out of his hand and answered.

“The size is all wrong,” Anthony said without preamble. “The wolf that bit you? Its mouth was twice the diameter of the bites on the cadavers.”

“Hang on, I’m putting you on speakerphone,” Elise said. “Deputy Marshall will want to hear this.” Lincoln loomed over her shoulder as she punched the button.

Anthony started over. “The bites on the cadavers are too small to be a werewolf’s. McIntyre has a taxidermist friend in town—”

“A taxidermist friend?” Elise asked. “Really?”

“Yup.”

Guess it wasn’t all that surprising. Sometimes, it seemed like McIntyre knew everyone. “Okay. Go on.”

“Larry, the taxidermist, specializes in household pets. We went through some of his canine works. Guess what we found? The bite radius on the cadavers most closely matches that of an American Staffordshire Terrier—a pit bull. Pretty big for a dog.”

“But not for a werewolf,” Elise said.

Rylie was small for her species, but her mouth was still twice the size of a pit bull’s. Unless she was hiding puppies in the pack, there was no way that any of her people could have been responsible for the injuries on the cadavers.

“It gets better,” Anthony said. “The bites were inflicted postmortem.”

“How’d you determine that? What’s your background in forensics, exactly?” Lincoln asked, frowning deeply.

Anthony’s voice went deeper, gruffer. Testosterone butting up against testosterone. A dick-measuring competition over conference call. “McIntyre and I have seen plenty of bodies, most of them killed at our hands. What’s your background, deputy?”

“Our coroner could mistake a pit bull bite for a wild animal’s bite, but she would have noted the postmortem damage.”

“Unless she’s in on it,” Anthony said. He had reached the same conclusion that Elise had, and he hadn’t even seen the chiseled claw marks.

Someone was killing people and blaming it on a harmless pack of werewolves.

“Thanks, Anthony,” Elise said.

“Need me?”

“No. I think we’re almost done here. Shouldn’t be long now.” She hung up and tucked the phone back in Lincoln’s pocket.

“My department’s not fabricating evidence,” he said. The very implication looked like it offended him deeply, maybe even deeper than the implication that there was no God left to listen to his prayers. Elise was guessing that their date was over.

“They never assigned you to this case, did they, Lincoln?”

“No, ma’am.”

Back to ma’am. Not a favorable indicator, either. “They’re keeping you off of it for a reason,” Elise said. Probably because he was the only one in the department that didn’t know what was really happening. “Who’s your coroner? I want to visit her.”

Anger ruddied his face. “You’re leaping to irrational conclusions.”

“I’m exploring all avenues. Maybe there’s nothing down this road, but I’m going to check.” Elise reached up to touch his cheek, but he stepped out of reach. “I’ll do it with or without you, Lincoln.”

He paced, fumed, slapped his hat into his hand harder and harder. “They wouldn’t. It was a mistake hiring you anyway. Never shoulda brought you here.”

She waited for him to finish ranting, arms folded. Let him work through it. Let his temper burn itself out.

Lincoln got in his cruiser. Still, Elise waited.

He started the engine.

Turned it off, got out again.

“I don’t remember the new coroner’s name,” he said, spitting it out like he was swearing at her. Lincoln had some kind of accent, and it only grew stronger when he was angry. “She’s new. Only been here two months, never had a reason to work with her on a case. Haven’t even met her yet.”

“Two months,” Elise said. The murders had been going on for two months.

She saw the moment that the acceptance flashed over Lincoln’s face. His shoulders sagged, and he jammed his hat on his head again. “Fine. Explore all avenues.”

“I’d like to see the files on the case,” she said. “I want to know what else our coroner’s been fabricating.”

“You can’t.” His neck was tense. “We’ve got increased security at the station since the original copies of the case’s files were stolen.”

That was right. The files had been stolen by Seth and Abel. Which meant that Elise didn’t need to enter the station to study them—she needed to apologize to Rylie and ask nicely.

“Call in sick to work,” Elise said. “I’ll talk to you when I know what’s going on.”

A frown crossed his features. “What…?”

Elise brushed a kiss over his lips. He stiffened, but she dropped back before he could stop her. “I’ll call you,” she said, and she walked into the forest.
  



THIRTEEN




WHEN ELISE ARRIVED, the werewolf sanctuary looked like a ghost town. The street was empty and the windows were shuttered. She lingered in the shadow of the trees, waiting for the wind to blow a denser cluster of clouds over the sun. Her shorts and t-shirt were no protection from the sun’s unfriendly light, such as it was—between the density of the surrounding forest and the cliffs framing the valley, the sanctuary was cast in twilight. The sun would probably only touch the buildings for a few hours a day, even when it was cloudless.

From her protected vantage point, she studied the empty buildings. Construction materials had been abandoned in the front yard of the nearest cottage. A truck was parked at the end of the street, idling but driverless. The spotlights were turned off for the day.

There were more cottages than she had initially noticed—a good dozen already built, and a dozen more in progress. They stood on the bank of a small lake, which was fed into by a towering waterfall that dissolved into an icy mist before reaching its surface. Everything in the valley was green, moist, and mossy.

It was a hidden, gloomy utopia in one of the Appalachian’s most remote regions, safe enough to protect an entire pack of werewolves.

Werewolves that were obviously giving Elise a
wide berth.

She felt them in the trees, on the cliffs, behind the waterfall. They were everywhere, yet nowhere in sight. But she could taste their flowing blood on the back of her tongue, sense their earthy energies. They weren’t afraid yet. Only cautious.

The sky darkened. With a whispered hush, the rain picked up, driving cold and hard on the sanctuary.

Elise stepped out of her cover.

“You were right, Rylie,” she called. It was so quiet, aside from the rumbling of the waterfall, that she barely had to raise her voice. “You’re being set up.”

The wolves seemed to materialize from nowhere. They appeared among the trees, one by one: sleek, pale ghosts that stared at her with golden eyes. They flitted through the mist. They glided down the hill, stepping onto the road.

Werewolves were only supposed to be able to change twice a month: on the full moon and the new moon, beginning around midnight and ending at sunrise. Yet here they were, in daylight between moons, all four-legged and furred. Either Elise’s information was hopelessly wrong, or this pack was special. Dangerous.

They were led by one wolf that was bigger than the rest, with glossy black fur and canines the length of Elise’s fingers. She was at eye-level with his shoulder. His hide rippled as he walked, as if he had fewer bones and more muscle than he should have. He looked more like he belonged with prehistoric megafauna than a pack of graceful wolves—a monstrous remnant of eras long since passed. This, Elise knew, was Abel: the scarred man, and Rylie’s fellow Alpha.

Rylie herself stepped from behind Abel in human form, shockingly mundane, and childlike in stature among the wolves. Abel bristled, silently threatening Elise. Just try to attack her, he seemed to say. Try it.

Elise’s throat ached with the memory of Rylie’s jaws, and she rubbed the punctures on her neck. Even if she hadn’t been there for benevolent reasons, she wouldn’t have rushed into another fight against a werewolf.

“Where are Seth and Nashriel?” Elise asked.

Rylie looked embarrassed. “The non-wolf members of our pack are hidden. Everyone else wanted to greet you like this once they heard that you had called me for a meeting.” She gave a helpless shrug. “Just in case.”

The innocence, the unassuming girl-child attitude—that was an act. Elise could see right through it now. Rylie might pretend that she hadn’t prepared her pack for bloodshed, but she was ready to murder to defend her people.

Elise didn’t need to grandstand. Given darkness and a reason, she could swallow every last one of them before they could inflict a single bite. But in the day, still unhealed from their last confrontation, she was in no place to fight them.

She decided to ignore the other wolves as they circled around her, addressing Rylie directly. “The cadavers were wounded after they were killed. The bite marks were inflicted by pit bull jaws, not wolf jaws. And someone’s fabricating the murder scenes.”

A growl rose from Abel as he lowered his head beside Rylie. She turned her cheek into his, rubbing her face against his fur. “Who?” Rylie asked, fingers tangled in his neck ruff.

Elise wasn’t about to tell the angry werewolf pack that someone in the sheriff’s department was probably involved. If there was no human blood on their paws, then she didn’t want to change that—yet. “I don’t know who’s behind it. Do you have any enemies that might be out to get you?”

“Maybe. The OPA doesn’t like us. Neither does the Union.”

“The Union doesn’t like anyone,” Elise said.

That earned a smile from Rylie.

“The Union” was short for “Union of Kopides and Aspides.” They were an organization that was attempting to unite all witches and demon hunters, like Elise and Seth, under a single banner. Whether or not the kopides and aspides wanted anything to do with the Union didn’t really matter. Their recruiting techniques were as graceful as a bull with a chainsaw strapped to his forehead.

Since the Office of Preternatural Affairs had taken over, the Union had become the public, militarized face of anti-preternatural efforts. But they had been assholes for years before the OPA ever appeared.

Knowing that Rylie had dealt with them was no surprise to Elise. It did, however, endear the girl to her somewhat.

“Let’s talk privately,” Elise said.

A ripple of displeasure spread through the wolves, like the rolling of thunder. They had only known Elise so far as an encroaching demon—something that had violated Nashriel’s mind, and tried to rip out the Alpha’s tongue.

But Elise kept her gaze steady on Rylie’s. She wasn’t offering to deal with the entire pack. Only the girl that had seen the garden in the darkest parts of Elise’s mind.

“Okay,” Rylie said.

Abel growled louder than ever. She buried her face in his neck fur, murmured in one of his massive ears, rubbed her hand over his jaw.

Elise didn’t expect Abel to back down gracefully. She had seen men like him before. The fact that he had stolen files from the sheriff’s office without telling Rylie spoke volumes about his personality, and there was no way he would allow her to speak without his presence.

Yet he stepped away, and the other wolves followed.

The pack melted into the trees. The rain fell harder, washing away their paw prints as soon as they were made, though the energy lingered long after the last tail had disappeared into the forest’s gloom. Elise rubbed her aching throat. It was still throbbing.

Rylie watched her pack leave. There was no sign of the shy girl in her face anymore. Only fierce pride, and a longing to be with them.

“I don’t like being wet,” the Alpha said. “Let’s go inside.”










There was coffee brewing in Rylie’s cottage. The sounds of percolation blended with the pattering of rain on the windows, but the smell was unmistakable.

“Want a drink?” Rylie asked. Elise nodded.

She prowled around the cottage’s sitting room as Rylie went to grab mugs. The layout was much like a one bedroom apartment: a living room, dining room, and kitchenette in one area, and a bedroom in the back. It was modest, but furnished like a page from a Martha Stewart catalog. Country living.

The windows were large—almost as big as doors—and might provide swift escape in the event of attack. At least, they would have if they could open. Elise moved close to inspect the windows, which were triple-paned and sealed tight. The frames were painted metal. Probably steel laced with silver.

Elise had a feeling that if she tore the walls apart, she wouldn’t find wooden studs inside. They, too, would be silver and steel. Judging by the noise her sandaled feet made on the floor, it was much the same underneath.

The cottage was a nicely-decorated prison for werewolves. Martha Stewart wouldn’t have approved.

“All the stuff you left behind is on the bedroom dresser,” Rylie said, bumping a cabinet shut with her hip. “Help yourself.”

Elise pushed the door open. The bedroom was obviously Rylie’s Space, from the sketches hung on the walls to the guitar propped in the corner. There was no sign that she was living with anyone else. Surprising—Elise would have expected the Alphas to cohabitate.

As promised, everything Elise had stripped off at Abel’s order was piled on Rylie’s dresser, including Lincoln’s sweater. She tucked the knives inside the belt of her shorts, hung the necklaces around her neck, and tossed the sweater into the trash. “How many witches are with your pack?” Elise asked, returning to the living room.

Rylie was pouring coffee at the counter. “None right now. Why?”

“The brass pentagrams.” Elise pointed to the apexes of each window. “Your house is spelled and warded.”

“We worked with a coven to create protections against remote viewing. Like I said, the OPA’s not a fan of us. We aren’t registered, and we’re not going to register.”

“Why?”

The Alpha carried the coffee mugs to the couch and sat down. “Are you registered?”

“They wouldn’t have a category for me,” Elise said. She took one of the coffee cups, but didn’t sit. “If the OPA wanted to fuck with you, they wouldn’t need to blame murders on your pack. Same with the Union. They’d raid your sanctuary, arrest half of you, and shoot the rest on sight.”

Rylie’s pale cheeks said that she already knew that. She turned the mug in her hands, staring into its brown depths. “I know for a fact that the wards the witches installed do work. We haven’t seen the OPA anywhere near the sanctuary. And, trust me, they’re looking for us.”

“Must be powerful wards.”

“Yeah.”

“In that case, is there anyone with a grudge that might want to draw the OPA to your pack?” Elise asked.

“There was someone else. A werewolf named Cain.” She traced a finger around the rim of her mug. “Seth and Abel’s half-brother. Different father. He wasn’t a Wilder.”

Seth, Abel, and Cain. All three of the sons of Adam.

It doesn’t mean anything, Elise told herself. Their mother had clearly possessed no real understanding of who Adam had been, or what he stood for. That was it. Nothing more, nothing less. But Elise’s nerves were on edge.

She set down the coffee mug and took a seat across from Rylie.

Elise was so wired that she almost exploded into an incorporeal mess when something heavy jumped onto her legs. She jerked back against the couch, lifting her hands to stare at the black thing in her lap. It weighed at least twenty pounds and looked like a dust bunny on steroids.

“What the hell?” Elise asked.

The dust bunny’s head swiveled, focusing luminous eyes on Elise. It was a cat. Probably. It looked like it had smashed face-first into a wall and knocked itself silly, turning its mouth into a permanent frown and making its eyes bulge in two separate directions.

“That’s Sir Lumpy,” Rylie said. “He’s my…uh, my friend’s cat.”

“Lumpy” seemed like the best possible descriptor for him. He kneaded his paws into Elise’s shirt, plucking threads up with his claws, rumbling like an earthquake.

Elise hesitated, then rubbed his head. He purred louder.

Rylie smiled. “That’s a really big compliment. He doesn’t like much of anyone.”

“That’s…nice,” Elise said.

The cat started drooling as he continued to knead.

“Like I was saying about Cain, he tried to kill us and didn’t succeed.” Rylie sipped her coffee, hiding a smile behind the mug. “Obviously. But this kind of subtlety was more his style. He played with us before attacking. He liked to send messages.”

“Has he returned as a zombie?” Elise wasn’t joking. She had seen zombies, slaughtered them with her swords, watched them destroy half of her city.

Apparently, Rylie had seen zombies, too. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“How did Cain die?” She had stopped petting Sir Lumpy, and he protested by jamming his head into her hand, smearing saliva all over her fingers. She grimaced, but obediently scratched between his ears.

“Head crushed by a boulder.”

“He won’t be coming back from that. The head needs to be mostly intact to resurrect a corpse. They might be able to reanimate whatever else remained, but it wouldn’t be Cain.”

Relief rippled through Rylie, easing the tension in her muscles one by one, making her shoulders droop, her fingers loosen on the mug. She had genuinely believed that Cain might have risen from the dead to blame murders on them.

Elise had been hunting demons since she was a small child. She had been on the run, nomadic and mercenary, since she was sixteen years old. She would be thirty-one in December, and she thought she had probably seen it all.

Apparently, Rylie had, too. Yet she didn’t show it the way Elise did. She didn’t have the scars, the hostility, the inability to trust. She had stared into the faces of the gods and walked away with gold eyes and a shy smile. And she had a pack, a family.

Elise wasn’t sure if she admired the kid or hated her.

Rylie set her coffee down. “Cain worked with other people. He had allies, maybe even…some kind of secret cult? He had followers in the Union.” She worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “There were even traitors among people I considered friends.”

“And they’ve survived?” Sir Lumpy rolled onto his side, sprawling over Elise’s thighs.

“Maybe. The friend of mine, the witch that had worked for Cain—he’s dead. But the people in the Union? Maybe. Who knows who else might still be in the Apple?”

The Apple. A chill washed over Elise, making the fine hairs on the back of her neck stand on end and the injury on her bicep ache. “What did you say the cult was called?”

“The Apple,” Rylie said again.

Elise shut her eyes. But there was no shutting out the memories.

She was instantly in the garden again, staring up at the Tree. Its trunk was wide enough to contain an entire city inside its core. Hidden underneath the roots was a lake of sap, the blood of the Tree. And dangling from the desiccated branches hung glossy red apples.

The apples, and the Tree, were both gone now. They couldn’t hurt Elise anymore.

Or so she believed.

Was this why James had lured Elise to the werewolves of Northgate? Were there ends left yet untied?

“Elise?”

She opened her eyes. Rylie was leaning toward her, worry painted on her features.

“Cain led this cult?” Elise asked, trying to keep her tone level. Her black fingernails dug into her kneecaps. Sir Lumpy nudged her wrist with his slimy nose.

“Yeah, I think so. For a while. But I think it must have existed before he did, too, because Scott—the witch—had been in it for a long time, longer than Cain would have been alive, and…” Rylie trailed off. Her brow furrowed. “What could the cult have to do with the garden?”

Elise’s breath hitched. “Did you see that? My memories?”

“No, I only know what I saw when I bit you,” Rylie said. “That garden. The apples.” She gave a shaky laugh. “It’s all a coincidence, right?”

Elise didn’t believe in coincidences. Not anymore.

She shooed the cat off of her lap so that she could stand, and he washed his paw vigorously as if he had to get the sink of demon off of his fur. It was raining harder outside.

“There’s no reason to think that Cain or the Apple would have anything to do with these murders,” Elise said. “All we know right now is that someone is trying to blame a series of murders on werewolves. It may not even be a personal attack on your pack.”

“Do you really think that?” Rylie asked.

Elise’s mouth pressed into a thin line. “I need to see the files that Seth and Abel stole.”

Rylie nodded at the kitchen counter. “They’re over there. Top drawer, right of the stove.”

Elise found the manila folder in with the whisks and cookie cutters. It was as thick as a text book, with more folders inside; each one was labeled with the name of another victim. She flipped through them quickly. Everything was either hand-written or done on typewriter.

“How did you get this from the guys?” she asked, spreading the folders across the counter. Sir Lumpy jumped up, settling on top of a stack of pages and folding his paws underneath him. His body was shaped like a loaf of bread. A moldy loaf of bread.

“I asked Seth for the files, and he gave them to me,” Rylie said.

Elise shot a look at her. The girl shrugged.

“They knew I wouldn’t want them to break into the sheriff’s department, so they figured they’d rather ask forgiveness than permission,” Rylie said. Elise’s disbelief must have shown on her face. “They meant well.”

Elise shook her head. If Rylie wasn’t angry about their lies, there was no point in arguing about it. They had bigger problems.

There were eight separate folders within the files: six for the murders, two for the missing persons. These were the originals, too—not photocopies. The Grove County Sheriff’s Department must have been losing their minds over the loss.

Inside, she found photos of the cadavers and crime scenes. There wasn’t enough detail for Elise to tell if those scenes had been falsified as well. She set them aside, then wrested the folder that Sir Lumpy was attempting to incubate from underneath his fat rolls. He glared at her out of one bulging eye.

The missing persons reports didn’t include photos. They had been hand-written in blocky letters with blue ink. Interestingly, Lucinde Ramirez’s report was in different handwriting than most of the other paperwork. The ink was black. The letters were like slashes, nearly illegible.

James’s handwriting was neat and precise, not this messy excuse for cursive. If it was his work, he must have had someone else fill out the report.

Elise skimmed the details.

Lucinde Ramirez. Nine years old. Height and weight were listed. Her features were described as Latina. It didn’t yield any new information.

Frustrated, Elise tossed those aside, and looked at the reports on the murder scenes again, searching for the coroner’s name. It was printed at the top of the page, along with the sheriff’s name, in uneven typewritten letters: Stephanie Armstrong, MD.

She flipped the forms over. The coroner had signed off on the back. Her handwriting was sharp, illegible. Identical to the handwriting on Lucinde Ramirez’s missing persons report.

“Armstrong,” Elise murmured.

Rylie came over to stand in the kitchen, arms hugged around her body. She didn’t move close enough to look at the photographs of the crime scenes, although Elise could tell that Rylie glimpsed them, because her heart rate sped. “What did you say?”

“Armstrong. That’s the coroner’s name. Where have I heard that recently?”

“You mean, like, Father Armstrong?”

That was it. The young priest that worked with Father Night was named Father Armstrong. Was he married to the coroner? No—there was that inconvenient little oath of celibacy interfering with that. They could have been related, though. It was a small town, and a good start.

Elise closed the files again. “I’m going to church.”

“What did I miss? What did you find in those files?”

She hesitated with her hand on the front door, studying Rylie—this quiet, blond twenty year old werewolf in charge of an entire pack, who had seen zombies and had the hatred of the Union directed at her.

Seth and Abel Wilder might try to protect Rylie from whatever was happening, but Elise didn’t think that she needed protecting.

“I’ll fill you in on the way,” Elise said. “Let’s go.”
  



FOURTEEN




RYLIE PRODUCED A set of car keys and led Elise to a covered parking area, which held five vehicles: three trucks, a van, and a steel blue Chevy Chevelle SS.

Rylie went for the muscle car.

“What are you doing?” Abel asked, striding up with a long-legged gait that made him move at the speed of a run, even when he looked like he was strolling. In the haze of stormy daylight, Elise could see exactly how hideous his scars were. Whatever had attacked him had practically chewed off half of his face, leaving ragged gouges in the shape of teeth near the corner of his mouth. Raw pink flesh crawled down his neck and covered his shoulder.

“I’m investigating,” Rylie said.

“With my car?”

“Yes.” She stretched up on her toes to kiss him, one hand cupping his scarred cheek. She didn’t hesitate to touch him for even a split second. “I have my phone if you need me.”

Abel accepted the gesture without kissing her back. He stared hard at Elise—a mistrustful look that she readily returned. When Rylie dropped back on her heels, he snagged the keys out of her hands. “If that thing’s getting in the Chevelle, I’m going, too.”

Shock turned Rylie’s eyes to huge circles. “Abel!”

“It’s fine,” Elise said, meaning both the insult of calling her “that thing” and Abel driving. She believed that Rylie had nothing to do with the murders. She was somewhat less convinced about Abel, who had stolen files, lied to Rylie, and shot Elise in the face.

Keep your friends close…

They got in the car: Abel and Rylie in front, Elise in back. There was a knitted blanket covered in wolf fur thrown over the seats. She pulled it into her lap in case the sun felt like emerging on the drive to St. Philomene’s Cathedral.

It didn’t. In fact, even if it hadn’t been raining, Elise doubted that she would have seen sunlight on the road to Northgate. The sanctuary was well and truly buried in the mountains. It took much longer to take the slow, winding dirt road through the trees than it did to walk a straight line through the forest.

Rylie turned in the front seat, hanging her elbows over the back to look at Elise. “These murders—they’re not just doing it because it’s bad PR for werewolves. They’ve been calling the deaths ‘animal attacks’ on the news, so it’s not like the murderers are hurting public opinion. There has to be some other reason they’re killing so many people.”

Elise watched the trees flashing past the window as she considered the question. Occasionally, she glimpsed a hint of white fur, a flash of metal. Seth and the wolves were pacing the Chevelle. Rylie may have denied that Seth and Abel were her bodyguards or boyfriends, but the pack seemed to be as fiercely protective of her as their leader as she was of them.

Rylie’s question was interesting. Could there be another reason that someone was killing so many people—a reason beyond sending messages?

“Could be a typical serial killer trying to blame it on the preternaturals, like a copycat,” Elise said. “Or human sacrifice. Or…”

“Human sacrifice?” Abel asked without turning.

Elise had only thrown the option out there because she was thinking out loud. But once she considered the option, it seemed more intriguing. Seven people dead, killed routinely every two weeks. They could be building energy to feed a demon-god. “Or some kind of spellcraft feeding off of human lives for energy,” she murmured aloud.

“In Northgate?” Rylie asked. “Are you kidding? You won’t find any Satanists here.”

Maybe there were no demon-worshippers, but Lincoln had told Elise that Father Night had initially moved to Northgate to combat a nightmare demon. There had been evil in the town before. Who knew what might have lingered?

Nightmares were among the most common hellborn on Earth, but they originated from the darkest pits of Hell. They evoked fear in humans and fed off of it. The strongest of them could pass for human, but not well; at their most corporeal, they were little more than skeletons concealed under a waxy layer of flesh. The most annoying part was that they were impossible to kill—they could only be exorcised back to Hell, returned to their basest form in the pit.

Father Night was a good priest, but a great exorcist. He wouldn’t have left a nightmare lingering in Northgate.

Right?

It was late afternoon when they reached town. Even in the middle of the week, during the hours people should have been at work, Poppy’s parking lot was filled. Cars overflowed onto the street, parked along the curb, almost all the way to the church. The smell of baking pies wafted through the vents when the car drove past. Elise couldn’t help but think of the deputy trapped between her thighs. It would be a long time before she could see cherry pie innocently again.

Abel passed Poppy’s without stopping, immune to the lure of baked goods, and parked in front of St. Philomene’s. The rain was a constant drizzle now, turning the ground into a muddy slurry. The stack of unattached shutters dripped water like a miniature waterfall. Work hadn’t progressed since Elise’s visit on Sunday.

Elise pulled the blanket over her head and got out of the car.

“What, are you the Wicked Witch?” Abel asked. “Going to melt if you get wet?”

She ignored him. The cloud coverage was good enough that she shouldn’t have needed protection from the sun, but she was still aching from Rylie’s bite, and the diffused light alone was making her skin prickle. Elise didn’t care if she looked stupid, as long as it meant she could focus on the investigation.

Her heart was still pounding by the time she reached the front door of St. Philomene’s. She slammed her shoulder into the door and stumbled inside. She wasn’t sure if it her face was drenched by rain or sweat.

As soon as Rylie and Abel shut the door behind them, Elise let the blanket drop to her shoulders, hugging it around her body like a cape.

Unlike Poppy’s, the cathedral was completely empty, its hallowed walls echoing softly with the memory of reverent prayer. Dust hung suspended in beams of gray light shining through stained glass windows. There was nothing between Elise and the altar but rows of empty pews and the shifting, cloudy shadows on the floor.

She dipped her fingers in the holy water as she stepped forward, crossing herself. “Father Night?” Elise called, voice echoing off of the vaulted ceiling. She side-stepped a beam of light. “Father Armstrong?”

Abel and Rylie followed close behind with the stealthy silence of werewolves. The only thing that gave their movement away was the wet squelching of their shoes on the wood floors.

“I don’t think anyone’s here,” Rylie whispered.

Elise stretched out her senses. Aside from the two powerful werewolves behind her, the church felt empty of anything inhuman. Even Father Night should have registered like the ringing of a bell. She could always recognize someone that had been touched by evil during an exorcism.

“You’re right,” she agreed.

But she still edged along the wall of the church, moving for the back door. She hiked the blanket over her head again and stepped onto the lawn behind the church.

Behind St. Philomene’s Cathedral stood two mobile homes. One of them looked like it had been standing as long as the church itself; the other was a more recent addition. Both of them were ugly, despite obvious attempts to make the priests’ housing more homey. The path leading to their porches were lined with increasingly soggy flowers; the vegetable beds, already harvested for the season, were a soup of soil and dried leaves. A white cross guarded the place the path split off into two, leading to each door.

Father Night, having replaced Father Davidek, probably lived in the older mobile home, so Elise climbed the steps to the front door of the newer trailer.

She knocked on the door.

“Father Armstrong?” Rylie called, cupping her hands on either side of her face to peer through the window. His lace curtains were pulled back, offering them a clear view into the living room.

“Anything?” Elise asked.

Rylie shook her head. “Looks empty.”

Elise pounded her fist into the door again, louder than before. The door trembled. Nobody responded.

Her skin prickled unpleasantly, and a wave of dizzying heat washed over her, making it hard to breathe. The blanket wasn’t doing the trick. Elise needed to get inside.

Lincoln probably would have told her to wait. Get a warrant. Keep the investigation legal.

Good thing Lincoln wasn’t there.

“Shout if you see someone coming,” Elise said.

She crouched on the top step, shrouding her entire body with the woven blanket. The wool was actually leaving faint red impressions on her skin, as though the fibers were made of razor-edged steel. Her body was more than protesting being out during the day. Her skin had gone as paper-fragile as any nightmare’s.

“What the fuck?” Abel asked as Elise curled into the smallest ball possible, contained within the darkness of the blanket.

She kicked the edge of the cloth so that it covered the last gap, leaving her in as near-perfect shadow as she could manage during the day. Elise had made sure not to close the blanket over the bottom crack of Father Armstrong’s door, and now she focused on it as she began unraveling her skin.

Elise’s lower body misted first, and then her upper half followed. Without a body to support it, the blanket collapsed.

She slipped under the door.

For an instant, Elise could see the entirety of Father Armstrong’s home, inhabiting the shadows under his furniture. His bed’s sheets were rumpled. The stink of sweat and semen and lube filled the air. She saw a spider clinging to the drain of the kitchen sink, the loaf of stale bread he had thrown out. She saw faint, muddy footprints on the kitchen linoleum.

When Elise’s mist touched the Bible under the window, energy shocked through her.

She crashed back into her body, falling to her knees on the living room floor. She gasped as her hands flew to her neck. Elise struggled to breathe, like her esophagus was gone again—a bloody wound shredded by werewolf jaws—but her neck felt intact.

Her fingers traced the circle of puncture wounds on her skin.

Still unhealed.

“Elise?” Rylie’s voice came muffled through the wall. “Where’d you go?”

Elise struggled to her feet and jerked the curtains shut, blocking out the light. It took all of her strength to get that close to the glass. She sank to a crouch, pressing her forehead to her knees, and tried to control her breathing.

How the hell was she supposed to hunt a murderer without working during the day?

“Elise?”

She stood. Father Armstrong’s door had three locks on the inside in addition to the one on the handle. That was a lot of security for a man that lived in blissful, devout Northgate.

She flipped the deadbolts and opened the door.

Abel stood on the step, hand in his jacket—undoubtedly on the verge of drawing his gun. He looked shocked to see Elise. Rylie was a few steps behind him.

Letting the light in made Elise ache all over again, heart speeding and skin prickling with sweat. She stepped aside. “Come on in,” she said. “Quickly.”

Abel hesitated. “It’s not right to break into a priest’s house.”

“Now,” Elise hissed.

Rylie shoved Abel inside. They slammed the door.

Elise glanced around, taking quick inventory of the room now that she had human eyes and a human mind again. It was easier to make out detail when she wasn’t omnipresent. The ugly brown carpet matched the cheap fake-wood wall panels and was slicked into muddy spikes by their footprints. Father Armstrong’s couch looked secondhand. Everything was thrift shop cheap, with the aura of furniture that had lived a dozen lives in a dozen homes.

“Bet there’s a special place in Hell for people that fuck with priests,” Abel said, shifting uncomfortably on his feet by the door, as if reluctant to move deeper into the room.

“No, but there’s a place for thieves, child molesters, and guys who shoot other people in the face,” Elise said, opening the refrigerator. Eighteen eggs, three drawers filled with fresh produce, local raw milk. He might not have cared about his trailer, but he cared about his diet.

Abel smiled unpleasantly at Elise. “You didn’t take that personally, did you?” She closed the refrigerator, folded her arms, fixed him with a glare. “You shouldn’t have been lurking in my territory.”

“That didn’t sound like an apology,” Elise said.

Rylie rolled her eyes. “Save it, guys.” She managed to make that casual command sound like an actual order—like there was no doubt in her mind that everyone would always do exactly what she told them, when she told them.

Surprisingly, Abel didn’t say anything else.

Elise reached into the sink. The spider’s long legs scrabbled uselessly against the drain, unable to get traction. She allowed it to crawl onto her finger, then deposited it on the windowsill. “There’s also a place in Hell for liars.”

“Hey,” Rylie said sharply.

“I’m not talking about you guys. I’m talking about Father Armstrong.”

There was a laptop sitting on the arm of the couch. Elise opened the lid and tried to log in. It was password protected.

“What do you mean?” Rylie asked.

Elise wasn’t sure yet, but there was an unpleasant taste on the back of her tongue, a lingering headache. She didn’t think that it was from exposure to the sun.

She set the laptop down again, opened the bedroom door. The rumpled bed was the only messy thing in the entire house. He must have left in a rush that morning.

Elise whipped back the comforter. Blood stained the fitted sheet in palm-sized patches. Father Armstrong liked it rough.

Or the woman in his bed wasn’t willing.

“What are you even looking for?” Abel asked.

Elise wasn’t sure. She had been kind of hoping to find the coroner, Stephanie Armstrong—or proof that she was connected to Father Armstrong, at least. She would have liked to find a pit bull chained up in his closet even more. Any smoking gun. But the blood on his sheets wasn’t enough on its own. When Elise had a one night stand, her bed was usually bloody by morning, too.

“We’ll have to come back later,” Elise said reluctantly, stepping out of the bedroom, shutting the door behind her.

Rylie sniffed the air. “What’s that?”

“The blood?”

“No, that other smell. Like…herbs or something. Do you smell that, Abel?”

His hand was in his jacket again, probably on the butt of his gun. Tension corded his neck, his shoulders. “We shouldn’t have come here.”

Rylie crossed the room, standing over the Bible. It was on its own table in front of the window, almost more like an altar, and it looked like the oldest thing in the house: heavy leather-bound cover, yellow pages, and a fraying ribbon as bookmark.

She rapped her knuckles on the cover.

It sounded hollow.

“Stand back,” Elise said, pushing Rylie gently aside.

“What do you think it is?”

Elise placed a hand on the cover. Her headache intensified as a strange flavor flooded her mouth—musty and dry and dirty, like licking a cellar door. Or the lid of a coffin.

She opened the Bible.

And then she disappeared.










Sheriff Dickerson was four feet, eleven inches of terrifying. She was stacked like a brick house, all straight lines from shoulders to hips, with the kind of legs that could crack skulls. Her unsmiling face was granite. Some of the deputies joked that her sports bra had consolidated her bosom into a solid mass thick enough to stop bullets. If violent crime ever found its way to Northgate, the sheriff already had bulletproof breasts.

When she was in the office—which was seldom, because she preferred to prowl her town like a cougar protecting her cubs—trying to avoid her withering attentions was always high on Lincoln’s priority list. 

But there was no sign of her Medusa glare today. Sheriff Dickerson had rushed into the office late and was all smiles, obsequious and oily. She did everything but drop a fucking curtsy. “Thank you for coming here today, Father,” she said, hands clasped to her heart.

Father Night returned her smile with one of his own, soft-eyed and kind. The shepherd admiring his sheep. “It’s my pleasure, Sheriff. Where would you like to…?”

“My office, please,” she said, holding the door open for him.

Lincoln poured himself another cup of water at the cooler, watching the two of them over the rim. They were, more than likely, discussing the case again. It was the only thing that the sheriff’s office seemed to care about anymore. They had dedicated all of their manpower to it.

All of its manpower except Lincoln.

Father Night glanced at Lincoln as he shut the door.

Was that pity lingering around his eyes?

Door closed.

Lincoln fisted his hands at his sides, crushing the paper cup into a tiny ball. That damn priest knew more about what was happening than Lincoln did.

He flung the cup into the wastebasket and stormed into his own office.

A man was waiting for him there.

Lincoln almost backed right out again, terrified that Orpheus had come to make good on his threats. But his moment of panic faded when he realized that this man was too short, his hair red, and he wore a collared shirt much like Father Night’s.

“Father Armstrong,” Lincoln said, leaving the door open as he stepped forward to offer a hand. The priest shook it. “Can I help you with something?”

“I’m actually here to help you, my son,” said Father Armstrong.

Lincoln blinked. “Okay. Take a seat.”

The priest shut his office door before sitting in the chair across from the desk.

“You’ve been seen around town with a visitor,” Father Armstrong said. No beating around the bush. Straight to the point. “A young woman.”

“A college friend,” Lincoln said.

“A private investigator with the Hunting Club.”

Well, he hadn’t been expecting that. He shuffled the papers on his desk to give himself a moment to think, pretending to sort everything into his inbox and outbox. “Like I said, a college friend. Her employment back home is none of my business.”

“You were at the crime scene with her earlier,” Father Armstrong said, with a tone of paternalistic admonition.

Lincoln had been expecting to hear about that. Someone was bound to have noticed that he had gone to the morgue and a crime scene with her. But he had been expecting to earn the wrath of Sheriff Dickerson over it. Not the priest in training at St. Philomene’s.

“Pardon me, Father, but I can’t discuss official business,” Lincoln said.

“Official business? I thought you said that she’s a college friend.”

Was it hot in the office? Anger was clawing at the inside of his throat, climbing his tongue. Lincoln stacked the papers again, neatening the edges so that they were aligned.

“She’s a friend of Father Night’s, too,” he pointed out.

“Which is why we’re concerned. We know who she is.” Father Armstrong’s voice dropped almost to a whisper. “We know what she is. Do you?”

The memory of Elise straddling his hips, hand down his pajama bottoms, mischief on her face, flashed to mind. It was mixed with his mental image of the Devil, red-lipped and black-nailed in a bed of fire. “I’m not sure why we’re having this conversation,” Lincoln said.

“Where Elise Kavanagh goes, darkness follows. It’s not in the town’s best interests for her to be involved in this investigation. It’s not in your best interests.”

Lincoln straightened in his chair, trying to look more official, more imposing. “She’s a consummate professional, and her expertise could save lives. I brought her here to solve a case that my department isn’t capable of solving. She’ll be gone as soon as she’s done.”

Father Armstrong looked surprised that Lincoln had dropped the pretense, but only for a moment. It was quickly replaced by another look of deep concern. “You’re a good, God-fearing man, Deputy Marshall. I’m surprised to hear you’re making deals with the Devil. How have your dreams been, my son?”

A chill washed over his skin. “What?”

“Your dreams, deputy,” Father Armstrong said. “Have you been having nightmares? Dreaming of darkness, hellfire, sin?”

“How did you…?”

“You think that you know what Elise Kavanagh is, but you don’t. The Devil comes in many forms, and some of them are more tempting than others.” Father Armstrong strode around the desk, withdrew something from his pocket and set it on the corner of the desk. He kept his fist closed around it. “Demonic possession takes time, Deputy. By the time you realize something’s happening to you, it’s too late to save your soul. Don’t let it get that bad before you come to me for help.”

He stepped away. Lincoln looked down at what he had left on the desk.

It was a small gold crucifix on a delicate chain.

Lincoln’s crucifix.

His hand flew to his neck. “How did you get that?”

“I’m not the one you should ask that question,” Father Armstrong said. “My doors are always open.”

He left the office. Lincoln was too stunned to follow him.

Moments after Father Armstrong disappeared from his doorway, he was replaced by Sheriff Dickerson. She was short enough that Lincoln could have used the top of her head as an elbow rest, yet she still seemed to fill his entire office.

“You’re suspended for two weeks,” Sheriff Dickerson said without preamble. “Clear out, Linc.”

He had been in the middle of clasping the crucifix around his neck again, but the chain slithered from between his fingers at her voice. “Suspended? On what grounds?”

“Professional misconduct. Interfering with an ongoing investigation. Tampering with evidence. Pick your poison.” She rapped a knuckle on the edge of his desk. “Leave your badge and firearm and get out of my sight.”
  



FIFTEEN




ELISE DRIFTED OVER the wastelands of Hell. The air was warm as liquid magma; it buffeted her with gentle turbulence, carried her on its tides, drew her toward the obsidian slabs of the mountains. She watched gashes of flame spread below. Human hands stretched toward her, screaming for mercy until enveloped by curls of black smoke.

Herds of demons swept over yellowed earth, a creeping plague that left rot in its wake. Father, they said, it’s been too long.

Love us.

Be with us.

But Elise drifted on, as untouched by their pleas as she was the screams of the damned.

She knew peace, soaring above Hell. Serenity.

Elise wasn’t supposed to be there.

It should have only taken a moment’s thought to return herself to Earth. Waking up from Hell was unpleasant, but easy. Yet she thought, I need to get back to Earth…and nothing happened.

An electric shock jolted through her.

She was trapped.

Elise.

The wasteland fuzzed. Wind smashed into her, blasting her toward the ground.

Elise, come back.

That voice was familiar—more familiar to her than her own body. It was masculine, carefully-articulated, almost professorial. And he sounded as though he shared her fear.

I can’t, she thought. I’m trapped here.

I won’t allow that, he replied.

Another shock of electricity.

Hell blinked out of view. Trees reared above her, piercing a navy-blue sky with their jutting branches.

It was night. The moon had waxed to a fraction less than full, and its brightness bore down on her, a disapproving gray face that reflected sunlight onto her tender skin.

Her flesh solidified. Her bones became whole.

Elise had returned to Earth. Hours had passed, and it was night again. But something was wrong. Her corporeal form hadn’t been restored with her clothing and weapons intact.

Naked on the forest floor, Elise’s skin was bared to a merciless moon.

And she wasn’t wearing her warding ring.

Elise!

Another mind drove into hers like two cars colliding at high-speed. Magic blazed in her vision, illuminating the night with arcs of gold and blue and bronze. A lacework of veins traced through the trees, the earth, and climbed Elise’s flesh, patterning her skin with the images of lightning bolts.

She could see magic. But worse than that, she could see through another person’s eyes.

He was in the forest, too. He was running, beating away the branches that reached for him with pine fingers, desperately seeking Elise. The mud sucked his feet under with every step. He knew that she was close, because he could see through her eyes, too.

It was James.

Elise fought to sit up, struggling to make sense of what she saw around herself in the forest. She couldn’t separate her sight from James’s. The trunks swirled around her. Earth and sky inverted, spreading the clouds underneath her like a distant carpet, before everything righted itself again. Her head throbbed.

I’m coming, Elise.

It was meant to be a promise, but it sounded like a threat.

“Stay the fuck away from me,” she said aloud. Her own voice throbbed in her chest, her skull, making her eardrums pound.

I’m almost there…

The sun reflecting off of the moon burned her. She was coming apart.

And James was looking for her.

Elise had to get the ring back on her finger.

She spotted her clothing tangled in the high branches of a tree. Her charms were snagged on a lower bush. The falchion was on the ground, blade halfway out of the holster, obsidian gleaming in the moonlight. Magic was tangled around the sword.

Scrambling on her hands and knees, she fought against the tilt of the earth to reach the falchion. Elise clutched it to her chest.

What had happened to her? One minute, she had been in Father Armstrong’s mobile home behind the church, Rylie at her side, the Bible in front of her on the altar. And then she had opened the cover of the book, and…what? Somehow she had ended up in Hell, then snapped back to Earth without managing to reassemble herself properly.

But she had her sword. It was a start.

In her mind’s eye, she watched through James’s eyes as he scaled a cliff, hands swift and sure on the rocks. She could feel that he was less than half a mile away. Given how quickly he was moving, even with the obstacles between them, he would be there in no more than five minutes.

Where the fuck had the rings gone?

She wrapped the charms around her bare neck. James’s warding ring was tangled with them. She jammed her thumb into it, but it was much too large, and the ward wouldn’t stick.

Elise leaped to grab her shorts. They were stained with ichor, black and sticky. She pulled her underwear out of the tangle of cloth and donned them. The shorts were a loss. She discarded them.

If the sword and charms had ended up close together, then the warding ring had to be somewhere nearby, too. It had to be.

“Come on, come on…” she muttered, searching through the bushes.

James was at the top of the cliff. He was only a short run away.

Elise’s heart pounded in her throat, and part of her was tempted to give up the search, sit down, and wait for him. But it would mean facing what he had done again—and the idea ripped her heart in half, making grief and anger and betrayal surge through her blood.

There was no way in any of the seven Hells that Elise was going to let him reach her.

But she didn’t dare fade into the darkness again. Her corporeal form felt tenuous, heartbeats away from shattering. She hadn’t been able to return to Earth on her own the first time. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to come back at all a second.

James’s guilt tasted bitter on her tongue. His thoughts were a constant stream tangling with hers. Stay where you are… Don’t move… Dark in the forest, people out here tonight, danger…

An engine roared. A motorcycle was incoming from the opposite direction as James.

Hide! he thought.

“Fuck you,” she said.

Elise jumped, catching her shirt where it hung from the branch with one finger. She ripped it down. Pulled it over her head.

The motorcycle’s headlight splashed over her, and Elise shoved her wrist in her mouth so that she wouldn’t cry out. If the moon made her ache, then the brilliant headlight set her on fire—she was seconds away from turning incorporeal again.

But the light turned off almost as soon as it hit her.

A man climbed off the bike, kicking the stand into place. Black hair, dark-skinned, leather jacket—Seth Wilder, the kopis with the werewolf pack. “There you are,” he said, swiping his bangs off of his forehead. “We’ve been looking all over for you.”

Elise knew that James was looking through her eyes. She knew that he saw Seth. His despair welled up inside of her as if it were her own, and Elise staggered, gripping her head in both hands. “Ring,” she said. “Find a ring, a gold band, it has to be close.”

Seth didn’t ask what it was or why he needed to find it. He grabbed a flashlight off of the bike and shined it on the ground.

She jumped behind a tree, clinging to the shadows, trying not to let the light touch her.

Get away from Seth, James thought. He was close—too close.

Seth exclaimed. “I found it!”

“Get on the bike,” Elise said, coming around the tree and pushing him toward the motorcycle. “Get me out of here.”

“Can’t you—?”

“No,” she said, snatching the ring out of his hand.

She jammed it onto her finger.

For an instant, James’s mind was sharper than ever. Magic swirled around her, and she sensed that he had new magic, incredible spells, greater power than he had ever possessed when they were working together. The kind of power that cost a high price.

Does it cost human sacrifice? Elise wondered.

But the wards slammed into place, severing her mind from James’s before he could answer.

The forest went dark. Her vision of magic disappeared, taking her sense of James’s position along with it. He could have still been at the top of the ridge or around the next tree—she had no way of knowing, and she didn’t want to find out.

Seth was on the bike. Elise climbed on behind him, grabbing his shoulders.

“Go,” she said. “Now!”

He kicked the stand off and released the brake. The engine roared as they lunged to motion.

Seth drove through the forest like a man who wasn’t afraid of dying—or a man used to having to keep up with werewolves in dense forest. Elise clung to him, hair streaming behind her, and threw a look over her shoulder.

She thought she saw a flash of pale skin, but the darkness swallowed it.

They drove into the night.










Seth stopped the motorcycle outside the sanctuary, leaving Elise to sit with the bike while he turned off the spotlights ringing the cottages. The lights flicked off one by one. When her eyes stopped burning at the light’s violation, she could see that the sanctuary’s streets were empty, and all of the cottages were dark.

“I called ahead,” Seth said, returning to Elise. “Abel and Rylie will meet us at her cottage as soon as they can. Let’s wait inside.”

He parked the motorcycle underneath the awning, then led Elise past the waterfall to Rylie’s cottage. The door was unlocked.

It was dim and quiet inside, and he had the good sense not to turn on any lights. Seth peered out the windows before snapping the curtains shut, leaving them in utter, blissful darkness.

“What happened?” he asked, shedding his leather jacket.

“There was something in Father Armstrong’s Bible, and I think it might have…” Elise frowned. “It exorcised me to Hell. That must have been why I had trouble coming back.” She rubbed her neck. The wounds were still unhealed, despite the foray to Dis.

“I know—Rylie told me about what happened at the church today. I’m actually asking about out there. Tonight.” He pointed at the window, indicating the forest beyond. “What were you running from? Was something out there?”

“No,” Elise said.

“But you said—”

“Where’s the rest of the pack?” she asked, interrupting him.

Seth folded his arms. “Elsewhere.”

“What’s an entire pack of werewolves doing ‘elsewhere’?”

“Hiding from you,” he said. “Look, Rylie might trust you, but you’re some kind of demon, and you messed with Nash, and…” He frowned, carving deep lines on either side of his mouth. “You can’t blame us for protecting our family. I don’t trust you yet. Nothing personal.”

Her eyes narrowed. Funny—she had been thinking much the same thing about Seth and Abel.

James had lured Elise to Northgate for a reason. No matter what she felt about his methods, or the fact that he was interfering with her life again, she knew that he wouldn’t have come back unless he was utterly convinced that he had a good reason. And James had panicked when he saw Seth.

Was Seth why James had brought Elise to Northgate? Could he be the one killing people?

“How does a kopis end up with werewolves, anyway?” Elise asked, circling him slowly, studying him through the darkness. He leaned against the back of the couch, staring at the opposite corner. He couldn’t seem to see Elise at all.

“Abel’s my brother,” Seth said, like that was any kind of explanation.

“Cain was your brother, too.”

He jerked as if struck. “How do you know about Cain?”

“Rylie,” Elise said.

Seth raked a hand over his hair. “Jesus. I can’t believe she told you about that.”

The door opened that moment, letting the smell of rain wash through the house. Rylie strode in with the blanket from the backseat of the Chevelle under her arm, Abel shadowing her. “Are you okay?” she asked, lifting her nose to the air, as if she could scent Elise’s health.

“Yes,” Elise said.

Rylie looked relieved, though she only said, “Okay.” And when Abel reached for the light switch, she said, “Don’t do that.”

Elise didn’t thank her, but she did give Rylie a small nod.

“What was in the Bible?” Elise asked.

Rylie opened the blanket, letting the Bible spill onto the couch. It had been tied closed with bungee cords. Elise lifted an eyebrow, and Rylie gave her an apologetic smile.

“It was strong enough to banish you, so I figured it was worth having,” Rylie said. “We won’t open it until you leave, but I got some pictures of what’s inside. I figured you’d want to see it.”

She handed her cell phone to Elise, who swiped through the most recent photos. Seth peered over her shoulder. She tilted it so that he could see.

The Bible’s pages had been glued together, and then carved out, creating a hollow book. What lie inside was hardly Christian: a brass bell, a wooden pentacle that would have fit in Elise’s palm, and sticks of incense. Symbols were inked into the inner border of the Bible’s rigid pages.

“What is all that?” Seth asked.

“Those are typical ritual items used by a witch. It’s all the basic things you need to cast a circle of power, which is the foundation of any ritualistic magic,” Elise said.

A mere glimpse of them was enough to fling her on a trip through memory. She had spent so many humid days sprawled out on a couch, watching James spread salt in a circle, using the pentagram to place his candles around the perimeter, ringing the bell to summon the spirits.

Bell, book, and candle. They had been James’s bread and butter.

The memories filled her with a bittersweet feeling—a sickening mixture of warm nostalgia and apprehension, fondness and fear. 

James hadn’t needed any of those tools to cast magic. His blood had carried greater power than Elise could have ever imagined. But he had pretended that he was a normal witch to lure her into a false sense of security.

His specialty had been trapping magic within written runes. The symbols in the Bible looked to have been designed using a similar mechanism. And one of those symbols had been enough to toss Elise out of the dimension just by looking at it. James would have known which one it was, but she didn’t plan on asking him.

“After you disappeared, the air smelled funny,” Rylie said. “There was this loud noise, too. Like…kind of a sucking sound. We didn’t stick around to see if anything else would happen.”

Abel snorted and shoved into the bedroom, slamming the door behind him. Rylie flinched.

“The fuck?” Elise asked.

Rylie hung her head, picking at her thumbnail. She shot a sideways look at the closed door through her hair. “Abel panicked,” she said softly, as if trying to keep him from hearing.

Apparently, this wasn’t a normal behavior for Abel, because Seth looked even more shocked than Elise felt.

“Yeah. Like a panic attack.” Rylie flung her hands into the air. “I don’t know. He’s not scared of anything, but he ran like the Devil was chasing him, and he won’t tell me why. He’s been shaken up ever since.”

Elise rubbed her jaw. She half expected to feel stubble on her chin, but that was the lingering remnants of James’s mind, not hers. “Were you afraid, too?”

“A little,” Rylie said. “Not like he was. I grabbed the Bible and followed him.”

What kind of magical rune could evoke fear in a brave, blustering man, then exorcise Elise to Hell?

It was hard to think when her skin ached so badly. Elise had spent too much time awake during the day that week, and the exorcism had wiped her out; she needed to rest, smoke a cigarette or six, and do some hard thinking.

She forwarded the images to McIntyre’s email, then returned the camera to Rylie.

“So what does this have to do with the murders?” Rylie asked.

Elise wasn’t entirely convinced that it was related. Father Night was an experienced exorcist; maybe he had given tools to Father Armstrong that Elise didn’t recognize. She was going to have to ask Father Night himself.

“I’m not sure,” Elise said. “I’ll let you know as soon as I do. For now…”

Rylie nodded, wrapping the Bible in the blanket again. “You can sleep here, if you want.”

“What?” Seth asked. “Seriously?”

Elise didn’t feel up to arguing with him. “I don’t sleep, in the strictest sense. I’ll head back to base and get dressed.” She was still in her underwear, and while partial nudity might not mean anything to a pack of werewolves, she couldn’t exactly walk around Northgate like that.

“I’ll walk you out,” Rylie said.

She led Elise outside. Seth stayed behind.

There was still no sight of the werewolf pack, although Elise could feel them nearby. The energy of the wolves was a low, humming buzz, almost indistinguishable from the weight of the moon through the clouds. The undercurrent implied that they were in human form, watching nearby. Maybe inside all of the darkened cottages, staring out at Elise and their Alpha.

“How much do you trust Seth and Abel?” Elise asked as they strolled down the road. The asphalt was shiny with rain.

Rylie didn’t hesitate to respond. “I trust them with my life.” There was such conviction in her words.

So why had James despaired when he saw Seth through Elise’s eyes?

Too many questions, not enough answers.

“I’ll be in touch soon,” Elise said. She hesitated. “Can I borrow a car? I don’t want to go incorporeal again.”

“Sure. They’re over here.”

Rylie led her back toward the river, where they had built the carport. All of the vehicles looked to be in place.

Nashriel stepped out from underneath the awning when they approached.

Even with his wings concealed, there was no mistaking him for anything but an angel. There was no human man that walked with such grace. He moved as though he always had twenty feet of wings draped from his back, ever-conscious of their presence behind him.

He moved to the center of the path and stopped. They would have to pass Nashriel to access the vehicles.

Elise stopped, reluctant to get within arm’s reach of him.

“You shouldn’t be out here,” Rylie said softly, touching Nash’s sleeve.

He jerked at the contact. The marble features crumbled. “I felt her here,” he said.

Nashriel was still struggling with his memories, Elise realized. He was trying to reconcile the demon standing in front of him with Eve, mother of all angels, and failing.

“She’s leaving,” Rylie said. “She’s not going to bother you again.”

He didn’t move. He looked at Elise over Rylie’s head. “What happened to them? All three of them?”

Elise could only think of three people that he could be talking about: Adam, the first man; Eve, the first angel; and Lilith, the first demon. If Nashriel had been imprisoned during the first war, he wouldn’t have known what had happened to Eve.

“They’re all dead,” she said.

He sagged. Deflated. “I feared as much,” he said. “Did you kill them?”

There was no point in lying about it. “Two of them. The other one had already been gone for millennia.”

“That’s why Eden burned,” Nashriel said softly.

Elise nodded.

Rylie stared between them, brow furrowed, lip caught between her teeth, as if they were speaking in code and she was trying to interpret.

“Metaraon?” the angel asked.

“He’s dead, too.”

“So there will be no war.” Nashriel actually sounded hopeful.

For a long time, angels had been severed into two dominant factions: those that supported Adam, and those that revolted. The revolution had been led by Metaraon. Nashriel had been one of the supporters. But without Adam, and without Metaraon, there was no reason for civil war within the angels.

Just because the war wouldn’t be civil didn’t mean that there would be no war at all.

“I hope not,” Elise said.

Nashriel nodded once.

Then he lunged.

He moved like a streak of lightning, and Elise didn’t have enough time to realize that he was attacking, much less try to defend herself. His hands fisted in her shirt. Nashriel carried both of them over the lawn, and they smashed into the lake together.

Frigid water consumed Elise, stinging the wounds on her throat and bicep.

The shock of the cold made her reflexively suck in a breath—but there was no air to breathe, and the water surged down her yawning mouth, filling her chest.

Nashriel’s face was twisted into a mask of anger as he shoved her deeper into the lake. His wings blazed behind him. They churned the water to a white froth that scorched Elise’s flesh. Ethereal chimes gonged through her head as she struggled to free herself of him, beating her fists against his back, his face, his neck.

She kicked herself free. Swam for air.

Her head broke the surface, and she gagged, gushing water out of her throat. She only got to suck in a single breath when Nashriel erupted from the water, too.

They struggled, a tangle of fists and kicking legs. 

Rylie shouted from the shore. “Nash, stop!”

But the Alpha’s commands held no sway over him. Elise swung around to his back, looping her arm around his neck, and squeezed tight. His wings beat on other side of her, unable to dislodge her grip.

“I’m not your enemy,” Elise grunted, struggling to hang on.

Nashriel blasted his wings at full bore, lighting up the night with his power. It seared Elise’s flesh. Her muscles liquefied. She dropped off of his back, sinking into the lake.

It was deeper than it had looked from the perspective of the sanctuary. Elise had assumed that it was no more than a shallow pond that fed into the river. But she sank and kept sinking, tumbling into bottomless darkness, chased by Nashriel’s radiance.

She jerked the falchion out of the sheath, but didn’t get a chance to use it. Nashriel slapped her with his wing, knocking her sword free, and she could only watch as it dropped out of reach.

He grabbed her by the throat, digging his fingers into the bite, and powered them through the lake. Water frothed around them.

Nashriel shoved her under the waterfall. It battered her, made her suck down water.

And then he was lifting her again. He shoved her into the cliff face behind the sheet of mist, hard enough that her vision blurred.

After all of the battles Elise had fought, the enemies she had killed, she was helpless against the glow of Nashriel’s wings. She couldn’t fight or flee. All she could do was let him punch her across the face, again and again, and wait for him to stop.

“You killed them and stole their power,” Nashriel said, slamming her into the rocks again. Her entire body rang with pain like a cracked bell.

“You have no idea what you’re talking about!”

Another hard slam. Elise’s head bounced. Her vision swirled, skull filling with the roar of the waterfall.

“Enlighten me,” Nashriel hissed.

She wasn’t sure what would be worse—being forced to relive her past by telling him, or letting Nashriel destroy her again, ripping her apart with his energy and sending her back to Hell.

Elise wasn’t sure she’d be able to claw her way back to Earth if she went to Hell again.

No more Anthony and McIntyre. No way to absolve the werewolves. No way to unpack the mystery of Lucinde Ramirez.

“Adam killed Eve,” Elise blurted.

Nashriel’s face darkened with rage. “You lie.”

“He killed her, and Metaraon trapped Him in Araboth to contain Him. You don’t believe me? You didn’t see that omnipotence was driving Him insane?”

“He was struggling to adjust to godhood,” Nashriel said. “But he loved her. He never would have hurt her.”

“He killed her,” Elise said, putting every ounce of conviction she could muster into those words. “So Metaraon trapped Him in Araboth. And then he started sending women in to pose as Eve so that Adam wouldn’t know what He had done. Human sacrifices, Nashriel. All of the women went insane from being trapped with Adam, too. They were raped and tortured and tossed aside like trash, just to be replaced and start the cycle over. Adam never knew He was imprisoned. He thought everything was normal.”

“No,” Nashriel said.

“I was one of the human sacrifices. One of the brides.”

“You’re a demon.”

“Lilith changed me,” Elise said. “I was different than the other brides—intended to be Lilith and Metaraon’s weapon. I was meant to kill Him.” She swallowed hard. “So I did. I killed God.” It was the first time she had ever said it so bluntly, and it hurt. “I did it to save myself. I did it for the other women, and for Eve, and…and for me.”

Nashriel didn’t move, didn’t speak. His hands remained tight on her arms.

Elise searched his eyes, looking for a hint of understanding.

“When I was done, Lilith wanted to die. Immortality was too much for her.” She couldn’t look at Nashriel anymore. She closed her eyes. “I helped her die.”

She had taken her falchions—twin blades, at the time—and severed Lilith’s head from her body. Lilith had died smiling.

It hurt so much to remember.

Nashriel’s hands relaxed on Elise’s arms, releasing her.

His eyes flicked down, tracking along her cheek. Elise brushed her face dry and looked at her fingertips. She had thought that her face was wet because the waterfall was splashing her, but she was crying black tears—demon ichor.

“You look like the enemy,” Nashriel said abruptly, his voice still cold and unsympathetic. “You look like Lilith and her children. I made assumptions.”

It was probably the best apology he would give. Elise accepted it with a small nod. He stepped back, sloshing through the lake to disappear on the other side of the mist.

Elise staggered to the shore. She was drenched and sore, but her throat burned with tears, not pain.

She was composed by the time she reached Rylie, who looked stricken. Nashriel hadn’t come back yet. “You didn’t kill him, did you?” Rylie asked, stepping into the shallows, as if about to swim after him.

Before Elise could respond, the water stirred again. Nashriel emerged from the lake, streaming water from his hair, and extended his fist toward Elise. His fingers were wrapped around the hilt of her falchion.

Her nerves leaped. If he had accidentally cut himself with it, then their tenuous ceasefire wouldn’t matter. He would be dead.

She took it carefully. “Thanks.”

He nodded once.

It took three tries for Elise to thread the sword through her hair and into the spine sheath.

“What were you thinking?” Rylie demanded as the angel pulled his shirt off, squeezing the water onto the grass. His torso was sculpted perfection.

“Sorry,” Nashriel said. “Please don’t tell Summer of our conflict. She would be…frustrated with me.”

Rylie rolled her eyes. “As long as you’re done being a jerk, your secret’s safe with me.”

Footsteps rang out in the night. Seth and Abel jogged up the road together, stopping at Rylie’s side. “Look at this,” Seth said, shoving a piece of paper into her hand.

The Alpha unfolded the paper. It was a typewritten table, with the gridlines drawn in ballpoint pen. There were dates down the first column, names down the second, and locations on the third.

“Is this a schedule?” Rylie asked.

Elise plucked it from her hand and read the names. She didn’t recognize most of them, and several had been scratched out, but one of them was both legible and recognizable: Bob Hagy, the most recent murder victim. “Where did you guys find this?”

“It was inside the Bible, tucked underneath the pentacle,” Seth said.

Elise’s eyes dropped to the bottom of the list. There were still two dates left. The last date had three names—three people that Elise didn’t recognize, because they hadn’t been killed or kidnapped yet.

No, wait. She did recognize one of the names on the final date. Brick Gere was the cashier at the gas station that she had visited when arriving in the county.

The next date was less than two weeks away. It only had one name on it.

“Mikhail Night,” Rylie said, reading out loud. “Hey, isn’t that one of the priests at St. Philomene’s?”

Father Armstrong had a list of victims, the dates they had been killed, and the name of his fellow priest at the bottom.

“It’s a hit list,” Seth said.

Elise was already moving toward the vehicles. The motorcycle’s key was still in the ignition, so she climbed on and started the engine. “I’m going to find Father Night,” she said. “Rylie? You coming?”

The girl nodded, but she didn’t climb on the motorcycle. She shucked her sweater, kicked off her shoes.

“I’ve got your back,” Rylie said.

She shifted, ignoring Seth and Abel’s protests.

Elise peeled out of the sanctuary, and Rylie chased.
  



SIXTEEN




SETH HAD LEFT his cell phone in one of the motorcycle’s saddlebags. Elise tried to call Lincoln while she was stopped at a street corner, but his phone rang and rang without answer.

Rylie gave Elise a questioning look. The weight of the werewolf’s furred body against her leg was strangely comforting. “Just looking for backup,” Elise said. “Forget about it.”

She dropped the phone in the saddlebag, and they began to move again.

They were twin beasts in the night, swift and sleek and growling. With her body arched over the moonlight-soaked motorcycle, her thighs welded to metal and leather, Elise felt like she and the bike had become a single animal—another member of Rylie’s pack, restricted only to where the wheels could take her.

Rylie led her on the back roads to Northgate, letting the motorcycle get within inches of her tail but never quite touching. She didn’t tire. They didn’t have to stop until they reached the church.

Elise skidded to a halt next to the pile of shutters, planting a foot on the ground and keeping her hands braced on the handlebars. The mobile homes behind St. Philomene’s were unlit—for all appearances, empty. If Elise had allowed herself to drift into darkness, she could have known instantly if anyone was watching them, but she didn’t dare turn incorporeal.

The wolf paced the lawn, nose to the ground.

“Anyone home?” Elise asked.

Rylie shook her head—a strangely human gesture for something four-legged and furry.

Elise almost departed around to search for Father Night elsewhere, until she noticed a dim light glowing through the stained glass windows on the back of the church. A shadow moved in front of it. Father Night’s office was occupied.

She dismounted, drawing her sword with a whisper of the obsidian blade against leather. “Stay close.”

Rylie nudged Elise’s knee. The nose was warm and leathery on her bare skin, reminding Elise that she was still only partially dressed.

“I’m not going to waste time finding pants that fit. Father Night’s in danger,” Elise said.

The wolf made a gesture that almost looked like a shrug—a twitch of her head, a flex of shoulder muscles. It should have looked ridiculous on her. Like a dog doing some dumb pet trick. Instead, it was deeply unsettling, like a human was briefly superimposed over the beast.

Elise opened the door to the church, and the wolf slipped through first, paws padding against the floor. She followed Rylie’s ghostly shape into the cathedral. Rylie stuck her nose into everything: skimming the seats of the pews, under the font of holy water, behind the confessional.

The stained glass windows were even more beautiful at night, lit by the milky light of the swollen moon. A blue haze seemed to cling to the pews. The entire cathedral glowed with the faintest touch of magic.

Rustling noises came from the other side of Father Night’s office door.

Elise looked askance at Rylie, who jammed her muzzle to the crack underneath the door and whuffed.

“Do you smell Father Armstrong?” Elise asked. Rylie shook her head. “A demon?” Another shake. “Anything?” But still, Rylie shook her head.

A werewolf’s senses were beyond keen. Rylie could probably smell the one clove cigarette that Elise had smoked two weeks ago. If there was someone inside of the office, she should have smelled it.

Elise ran a hand up the doorframe. Much like she had found at the sheriff’s office, there were tiny runes scratched into the wood. Someone had warded the church with magic powerful enough to thwart an Alpha werewolf’s nose. Somehow, she doubted it was one of the nice Christian parishioners.

But there was definitely someone inside. Elise heard a deep voice humming tunelessly and the rustling of papers.

“Stand back,” she said.

Rylie stood against the wall, head lowered, forelegs bent, prepared to leap.

Elise shoved the door open.

Father Night looked up from his desk, surprised. “Elise?” His eyes landed on her bare legs first, then her bare falchion. He stood. “What’s going on?”

She scanned the office, prepared for attack. None of the keepsakes from Father Night’s earlier adventures had been moved. The dim corners of his office, untouched by the light from his lone desk lamp, were empty of lurkers. His closet stood open. There was nowhere that anyone could hide, or even surprise him from behind, unless they jumped out of the bell tower. But it was quiet above.

“Where’s Father Armstrong?” she asked, stepping inside. Rylie hung behind the door where the priest couldn’t see her.

Father Night frowned. “I haven’t seen him since Sunday. He’s been visiting family.”

Convenient. Elise wondered how many of his “family” were murderous cultists.

“Do you believe him?” she asked.

“Of course I do.”

“How long have you worked with him?” Elise asked, sheathing her sword and glancing out the door one more time. Rylie sat on her haunches beside a pew like a particularly large, feral golden retriever, waiting for command.

Elise pushed the door shut to help conceal her from Father Night’s eyes.

He quickly caught onto Elise’s train of thought. “Do you think he’s involved with the murders?”

Elise dropped the schedule on his desk by way of answering, then folded her arms, waiting for him to read it. She watched his face carefully for a reaction. Father Night skimmed the page.

He was silent for a long time, as if reading and rereading.

“Where did you get this?” he finally asked.

“A hollowed-out Bible in Father Armstrong’s house. He was hiding it along with some occult tools—a pentacle, a bell, some magical runes.”

Father Night’s brow furrowed. He tapped one finger against the page. “Bob Hagy… The missing man.” His fingertip slid to the bottom of the list. “My name is on this, too. What do you think it means?”

It means your cooling corpse is going to show up missing a few key pieces in a couple of weeks.

“Here’s my working theory,” Elise said, pacing in front of his desk as she chose her words carefully. “Father Armstrong’s a priest, but not the Christian kind. He’s in a cult. They’re preparing for something big and ugly, something that needs a lot of power behind it. They’re using human sacrifice. The correspondence with moon phases is a requirement of the spell—it has nothing to do with werewolves.”

“You believe that this is a list of their victims.” He pushed the paper away from him. “You think that Father Armstrong will come for me next.”

“Or else he’s Santa Claus and I’ve stumbled on his naughty list.”

Father Night didn’t even crack a smile. “Richard and I have worked together for months. I’ve been teaching him demonology.” He seemed to flounder for words, making sweeping gestures with one hand. “I can’t imagine that he could be involved with some kind of…witch cult.”

And Elise had never suspected that James, her former partner and lover, would have betrayed her to God. It was impossible to know the darkest, most hidden parts of another soul, no matter how many years you knew a man.

“I’m going to find him and ask,” Elise said. “I think he has a girlfriend. Maybe someone else in the cult—someone that’s recently spent the night at his house. Have you seen any women with him?”

“A girlfriend?” It looked like the idea of it was almost as offensive to him as being a witch. “I don’t know. We don’t often socialize outside of work. Parishioners visit him as often as they visit me, but I can’t imagine he’s had a relationship with any of them. Father Armstrong’s a good man, Elise.”

His persistent denial was starting to grate. “Okay. Fine. He doesn’t have a girlfriend, he’s not in a cult, he’s not going to kill you. Guess I’m wasting your time.”

Elise moved to open the door again, but Father Night stopped her. “Report him to the sheriff. She’s a good friend of mine. She’ll take care of everything.”

The sheriff was obviously so good at taking care of everything that Lincoln had felt he needed to hire outside help to solve the murders, too. “Until I figure out what’s going on with Father Armstrong, it’s not safe for you to stay in the church. Is there somewhere you can go?” Elise asked.

He frowned. “I have friends. Do you really think it’s necessary?”

“Maybe, maybe not.” Her lips peeled wide. Smile or grimace, she wasn’t sure. “Want to bet your life on it?”

Father Night lifted his hands in surrender. “I’ll relocate tonight.”

A knot in Elise’s chest relaxed.

“Great,” she said.

“If you find this so-called cult, you need to tell me,” he said. “They’ve been killing my parishioners, people I consider to be friends, and I want to do anything I can to bring them to justice.”

She considered the offer, glancing around his office at the memorabilia that he had collected as a roving exorcist. He was almost as well-traveled as Elise, and nearly as accomplished. “Sure,” she said. “I’ll keep you informed.”

He gathered a few things from around his office—some papers, a journal, a jacket. “Richard,” he murmured, disapproval twisting his mouth as he followed Elise out the office door. “I just can’t believe…” Father Night stopped short. He stared at Rylie. “Why is there a dog in my church?”
  



SEVENTEEN




IF HAVING A leather-clad woman spending nights at Lincoln’s home wasn’t enough to spur gossip among the bored citizens of Northgate, then having a half-naked woman show up on a motorcycle was definitely going to get lips flapping.

Elise and Rylie had escorted Father Night to a friend’s house in Woodbridge, then returned to the church to find that Father Armstrong’s mobile home was still unoccupied. Rylie was going to send one of her pack over to keep watch on the house.

That left Elise with nothing to do but figure out why Lincoln Marshall wasn’t answering his phone.

Blowing through the mountain roads on the pack’s motorcycle was exhilarating. The narrow twists and turns had been too dark for Elise to see what was two feet ahead of her, much less around the corners, and she had to rely on pure reflex to keep herself from flying off the tight corners. She didn’t slow in Northgate, either—she wasn’t exactly worried about speeding tickets, and normal jails wouldn’t hold her. She cut a straight line through town to Lincoln’s complex and killed the engine.

Elise didn’t bother knocking on Lincoln’s door. The sound of the motorcycle’s engine had surely woken up Mrs. Kitteridge, and the less the old bat saw of Elise, the better.

The kitchen screen was unlocked, and the door stood open. She slipped inside.

“Lincoln?” Elise said softly. The clock on the stove filled his kitchen with a faint blue glow. The time blinked midnight. The power must have died again.

The living room emanated a golden haze, like the lamp next to his recliner was on. But Lincoln didn’t reply when she repeated his name.

She found him sitting on the couch wearing nothing but his uniform slacks and standard-issue loafers. Even slouching with his shoulders hunched and legs extended in front of him, the bricks of his abdomen were hard, defined ridges. His hand dangled over the arm of the couch, crucifix pinched between his forefinger and thumb. A brush of gold hair covered his pecs.

The phone on the table beside him was off the hook, and silent. The cord had been yanked out of the wall.

Lincoln lifted his head at Elise’s approach. His eyes were shadowed by the lamp. Unreadable. Whatever he thought of her appearance in the tattered shirt and underwear, he didn’t show it.

“Shitty day,” Elise said. It was a statement, not a question.

Lincoln grunted his agreement.

He looked like a dog that had been kicked one too many times. Empathy wasn’t one of Elise’s talents, but she could tell when life had beaten a man down.

She didn’t want to talk about it. She didn’t want to hear why Lincoln looked so miserable, or why he had disconnected his phone rather than take her calls. It could only be bad news. Being exorcised, having James track her down, the fight with Nashriel, and her frustrating inability to track down Father Armstrong was all the bad news she could handle for one night.

“I’m borrowing your shower,” she said.

Lincoln grunted again.

Elise shed her clothes on the way to his bathroom. His home, whether or not he liked it, had become her base for the duration of the investigation, and everything new that she had purchased at the consignment shop was still on the desk in his office. She grabbed a new outfit before ducking into the bathroom.

Before she became a demon, Elise used to like showering in the dark. Standing under the faucet without her eyesight improved the acuity of her other senses, reducing Elise to nothing but the place the water contacted her skin, the rushing in her ears, the heat of the spray. It was a unique way to meditate and relax.

But now her eyesight was too good to enjoy the sensory deprivation. She had to settle for shutting her eyes, tilting her head back, and letting the water course over her.

She had been mere yards away from James that evening. He had been closing in on her, rushing to her side, though the open bond had made it feel as if they stood within one another’s skin. He was the one that had pulled her out of Hell after she was exorcised. He had sounded like he feared losing her—as if he hadn’t lost her years ago.

It had almost been like old times, back when she still believed that James was a good person. Someone who really cared about her.

Elise had once loved James with all of the raw, earnest emotion of a teenage girl—as much as she could feel such a thing, anyway. She had been sixteen when she fell under his lies, and he had been twenty-eight. An adult. Someone that she thought she could trust.

They had been a formidable team, Elise and James. She had been the sword, the weapon that delivered the killing blow to demons, and he had been the witch that wielded her. The mind, the heart, the conscience. They had toppled demonic overlords and belayed apocalypse together. They had been more than partners, more than friends.

For ten years, Elise thought that her feelings were one-sided.

For ten years, James had loved and dated and fucked other women, while spending his nights hunting demons with Elise.

For ten years, he had lied to her.

And then everything had fallen apart.

The bathroom door hushed open, shifting the air in the bathroom. Elise opened her eyes to see the shower curtain stirring. A shape moved on the other side.

Lincoln pushed the curtain aside. He was wearing the slacks belted tightly around his trim waist. The crucifix gleamed at the hollow of his throat now.

Lincoln’s eyes roved over Elise’s wet, naked body. He didn’t look approving. He didn’t even look aroused. It was like he was searching for some truth imprinted on her flesh. “You’re a demon,” he said. “You’re a beast that crawled from Hell.”

So this was some kind of internal conflict for Lincoln? Some kind of clash between his faith and his desire?

Elise had no patience for that bullshit.

She tugged his belt open. Metal jangled. With a single pull, it whipped from the loops of his slacks, then clattered to the floor. Water dripped from her hands, spreading damp circles on his slacks.

He grabbed her wrist, twisted her arm.

“You’re not wearing gloves,” he said, looking at her palm. That one was bare, so she showed him her other hand. There was a tattoo on her palm. She used to have two, but only one remained. It was an elaborate black sigil with swooping lines and curlicues. “A demon mark?”

“No,” Elise said simply. It was God’s brand, an ethereal mark, and she wasn’t going to bother explaining it.

“Have you possessed me?” he asked, hands hot on her upper arms.

Elise unzipped his slacks, pushed them down his thighs. He was already erect. He stepped out of his clothes and got into the shower with her.

The water was cooling slightly. Elise twisted the handle until it could go no hotter, and steam rose from the tub in hazy swirls, making condensation gather on the walls and the broad planes of Lincoln’s chest.

“Do you want me to possess you?” Elise asked, tracing the eddies of fluid flowing down his abs.

He caught her wrists in a painful grip. “I keep dreaming about you. It’s like you’ve taken up space inside my skull. Are you gonna try to steal my soul?” There was his accent again, but this time, it was thick with passion rather than anger.

Elise had no interest in Lincoln’s soul, if such a thing existed. She wanted something far more tangible.

His grasp would have been bruising if she had been human, and it made her heart race, her breath grow choppy. She leaned against Lincoln. Their thighs slipped together. His arousal was trapped between them.

“Are you a killer?” he asked.

That wasn’t a hypothetical question. Lincoln was staring at her, expectant.

“I’m a killer,” Elise said. “I kill when people are in danger, or when someone has earned it. I don’t kill innocents because there’s no motivation for it. Not because it would be morally wrong. Morals mean nothing to me. I’m not a good person, Lincoln, but I am not your murderer, and I want nothing to do with your soul.”

“Hellspawn,” Lincoln hissed, lowering his head toward hers. His breath tasted like alcohol.

And she replied, “Pretty much.”

Then he was shoving her against the wall of the shower, his fingers spreading her thighs. He shoved himself between her knees and pinned her against the tile with his weight. Their wet bodies collided, slipping against each other in an urgent, frictionless grip that placed his body on the verge of penetrating hers.

The kiss was much more violent than the last time. He nipped her lips. His tongue shoved into hers, he fisted one hand in her hair, and he yanked her head back hard enough to make her gasp. There was no grace to it, no affection.

“You like that?” Lincoln asked.

Elise didn’t have to say yes. She arched her back, inviting him to take what he wanted—whatever it might be. Water sluiced down her breasts, dripped from the hard peaks of her nipples.

He shoved himself inside of her. No foreplay, no teasing. But she was hot, she was wet, and she tightened around him like a body jerking against the thrust of a sword. Lincoln got a better grip on her leg, trapping her knee between his arm and ribs, and shoved himself deep.

Lincoln grunted as their bodies slammed together. Elise’s breath was trapped in her throat.

Each thrust was as angry and hard as a punch. Their skin slapped together. She fisted her hands in his hair, sinking her teeth into his throat as he sank himself into her.

He built toward climax quickly. She could taste his arousal, the pounding of his heart, the building adrenaline. His anger was thick inside of her skin. She locked her legs around him and let herself follow him along for the ride.

His motions grew erratic. His muscles stiffened. A roar tore from his throat, and Lincoln spent himself inside of her.

Elise saw it was good, and she smiled.










Elise and Lincoln remained in the shower until it washed away their mingled fluids and the water became cold. Then they climbed into bed, their clean skin easily slipped between the sheets.

He rolled onto his side, facing away from her. Elise remained sitting upright. Her fingertip trailed along the line of his spine, dipping into the furrows between the muscles.

“Did you steal my crucifix?” he asked.

“No,” Elise said. “Why?”

“Father Armstrong brought it to me. Said you stole it so that you could possess me.”

The priest must have realized that Elise was coming after him. If he had thought that he could talk Lincoln into kicking Elise out of Northgate, he was sorely mistaken. “When did you see him?”

Lincoln still didn’t roll over. “At the office. After we talked, I got suspended.”

Elise’s finger stilled. “Suspended? Why?”

“Don’t know. The priests visited the station. Then Sheriff Dickerson dismissed me.” He said it flatly, matter-of-factly, without a hint of emotion. “They didn’t mention you, so I don’t think that it’s because I hired help.”

No, Elise was willing to bet that they had dismissed him because he was the only one at the station that wasn’t in on the murders. Somehow, they were all involved—from the priest to the coroner and the sheriff herself. But if they were trying to take Lincoln out of the picture, then she doubted it would stop at a suspension. Even if he wasn’t on the list, he was definitely in danger.

“You need to go into hiding,” Elise said, rubbing a knuckle gently against the divots at the small of his back.

He didn’t respond. His breathing had grown deep and even as exhaustion sucked him under. She could taste the moment that the electrical signals in his mind changed gears from wracked turmoil to peaceful unconsciousness, and Elise continued to idly stroke his back, even when dreams began dancing underneath his flesh. 

Lincoln was a disturbed man. His worries followed him into dark oblivion, writhing in his skull like black serpents, and his muscles remained tense.

He needed to rest. Hiding could wait. Elise pushed the blankets aside and went to check her email in his office.

McIntyre had already responded to the photos of the Bible. Weird hobby for a priest. I’ll see if I can find anything about those symbols. How did you find this Father Armstrong? What does he matter?

That was a good question. Elise typed out a quick response.

The coroner is also named Armstrong. Find the connection. After a moment’s hesitation, she added, See what else you can find about the victims.

She sat back after she sent the email, kicking her feet up on the desk and lacing her fingers over her bare stomach. The warding ring reflected the light from the computer’s monitor. She twisted the gold band with her thumb, watching the way that the twisted furrows seemed to dance as they rolled over her finger.

Elise had never been in a committed relationship with James. The bond between a kopis and aspis was meant to run deeper than marriage. Even after they had sworn their oaths, they had both been in other relationships: Elise with Anthony, for a few months, and James even more seriously with Stephanie Whyte, a witch from his coven.

But even though they had pretended to have a platonic relationship, they hadn’t fooled anyone. Stephanie had always loathed Elise. She had thought that Elise was the younger woman, trying to steal James—or maybe that James had some perverse obsession with adolescent women. Elise had dismissed Stephanie. Unfortunately, the witch hadn’t quite been wrong on either count.

Even so, it had been three years since Elise had seen James. There was no reason to feel guilty about hooking up with Lincoln.

The computer chimed. McIntyre must have been awake—he had responded to her newest email. No record of Armstrong in public employee records. I’ll keep looking. Anything else to report?

Elise drummed one fingernail against the desk, pondering her long and useless day.

All she said in her reply was, No.

When she hit the “send” button, she paused to look down at her hand. The nail that she had been tapping on Lincoln’s desk was clear, not black. A normal fingernail.

Elise spread her fingers. All of the nails looked normal.

It was only then that she realized that the light from the monitor wasn’t making her skin ache, either.

She turned on the lamp. No pain.

Standing, she approached the mirror mounted on Lincoln’s wall and tipped back her chin. The imprint of teeth on her neck was gone. So was the damage on her bicep. Her pale skin looked a little less pale than usual, her hair was glossier, and her lips were redder. It was like she had just recovered from the flu.

She pulled on a tank top and a pair of shorts, then stepped into the kitchen and turned that light on, too. It didn’t burn her skin.

Elise was back to normal. Whatever had caused her healing to slow, it seemed to have fixed itself between her reappearance in the forest and the email with McIntyre. But nothing remarkable had happened in that time period. She had talked with Seth and Rylie, glimpsed the Bible again, driven the motorcycle for a while.

And she’d had sex with Lincoln.

She paced in the kitchen, tapping her very normal fingernail against her chin as she thought. Elise was a demon, but no specific type of demon that she had met before—not a nightmare or megaira or mara, and definitely not a succubus. Sexual energies shouldn’t have healed her. She didn’t seem to feed off of humans at all.

Yet here she was: werewolf injuries healed, skin flawless, and feeling better than she had in days.

Lincoln’s house suddenly felt small and uncomfortable. She stepped onto his back porch, letting the moist, rain-scented air embrace her. The forest was whispered as a wind rustled the drying autumn leaves against each other. It was warm and humid, no better than it had been indoors.

But the wind parted the clouds, letting the moon peek through for an instant. It bathed her skin in pale light. Elise lifted her arms to embrace it.

The moon beams didn’t hurt at all. She had definitely healed.

She stared at her hands. “What happened to me?” she whispered.

“I did,” said a man.

Elise turned, and she came face-to-face with James Faulkner.
  



EIGHTEEN




JAMES HAD ALWAYS been a disarmingly attractive man. The contrast between his black hair and blue eyes used to always shock women into silence when they first met him, and Elise had thought less of the people that were entranced by James’s good looks. But she wasn’t immune anymore. The sight of him in Lincoln’s back yard stunned her to silence.

Elise hated herself immediately for the reaction.

James was as tall and graceful as she remembered him. Some of that was because he had been a professional dancer in his youth. Some of it was because he had angel’s blood somewhere in his lineage, making him one of the few ethereal Gray in existence. There had always been something regal about the way he stood, like he knew he was better than everyone else, and was just waiting for his throne.

He was conceited and overbearing, but it was for a good reason. James was more powerful than any other witch alive.

Elise could see the evidence of that power now. The last time that they had been together, his hair had gone completely gray, and he had been showing every day of his forty years in the lines of his face. But his hair was black again. He was ageless.

It was probably a glamor spell. She wondered if he was using a glamor to hide his emotions, too, because his poker face would have been good enough to fool any high roller playing the tables in Vegas.

“How did you know to find me here?” she asked, backing up until her heels bumped the first step of the stairs into Lincoln’s duplex. A few extra inches of space didn’t help.

James’s features were pinched. “I didn’t,” he said, speaking carefully, emotionlessly. “I came to see Deputy Marshall.”

The silence was thick enough that Elise felt like it could have drowned her.

If James hadn’t known what she had done before, he certainly did now. But his face still didn’t change.

“How do you know him?” Elise asked.

“His family used to be with my coven, and he owes a debt to me,” James said matter-of-factly.

“Reno coven, or Boulder?”

A pause. “Boulder.”

That meant that Lincoln’s family, somewhere along the line, had been with The White Ash Coven—the witches that had been responsible for grooming sacrifices to God.

Anger knotted inside of Elise. It didn’t burn slowly, like her emotions usually did. It was fast and hard and took her breath away.

Somehow, she wasn’t surprised. Of course Lincoln was involved with the coven that had destroyed her life. It would have been far too convenient if she could have hooked up with a man that was sane and normal.

“Why the hell are you telling me this?” Elise asked, keeping her voice down so that she wouldn’t wake up Lincoln. “Do you want me to feel guilty for fucking him?” She practically threw the words at him, looking for a reaction that never came.

“You asked me what I was doing here. I answered. Your sexual proclivities are none of my business,” James said.

How could he be so goddamn calm about it?

She stared hard at him, looking for a glimmer of jealousy, heartbreak, anything that would tell her that he cared she was involved with someone else. But he looked as calm about it as he had when she had dated Anthony, or Malcolm, or anyone other one of her brief flings.

There was nothing. No emotion at all.

He had always faked that too goddamn well.

“I think you dropped this,” Elise said, fishing his warding ring out of her pocket. She tossed it to him. James plucked it out of the air. “Put it on. I don’t want you digging around in my head if I accidentally lose mine again.”

He clutched it in his fist. She noticed that he was still wearing leather gloves, concealing his palms. “I haven’t worn the ring in months,” he said.

Elise clenched her fists, digging her nails into her palms. “Why?”

“I’ve been waiting for you to take yours off. I wanted you to be able to find me,” James said. “Tonight, when I suddenly felt your mind again, I believed…”

He trailed off. Cleared his throat.

James had hoped that Elise losing the ring had been a sign that she was ready to take him back. Maybe he had even thought that she was asking him to save her. No wonder he had been so desperate to find her.

“I’ve been working with McIntyre and Anthony,” Elise said. “We’ve taken down two overlords, another horde of zombies, and more nightmares than I can count. I have not called for you once. Not goddamn once, James. I don’t need you anymore.”

“But you need Deputy Marshall?”

“I thought it was none of your business.”

James rolled the ring between his gloved fingers. The wind blew the clouds over the face of the moon again, shrouding him in the shadows of night. Elise didn’t need light to see the long, straight bridge of his nose, the piercing blue eyes, the hard jaw. His face was permanently imprinted on her soul.

He was one fucking spectacular liar. Even now, she couldn’t see a hint of emotion in his eyes, even though she knew that her denial must have stung him.

“I don’t want to argue with you, Elise,” he said levelly. “But I do need to ask you a favor.”

Oh, this was going to be good. “What?”

“Leave Northgate,” James said. “Leave this place and never return.”

“Wait—you want me to leave? But you said that Lincoln’s…” She waved a hand, searching for a way to term it. “He’s aligned with you. He’s the one that brought me here.”

“Against my will, I assure you.”

“And you were trying to send me a message with Lucinde Ramirez.”

The first hint of surprise flashed over James’s features. “Lucinde? You mean, Augustin and Marisa’s daughter?” He seemed genuinely baffled.

“One of the people that went missing here in Northgate is a nine year old girl named Lucinde Ramirez,” Elise said. “When Lincoln mentioned her, I assumed that you had falsified records as a way to get me to come here.”

“Believe me, Elise, there is nothing that I want more than for you to be far, far away from Northgate. I would not use her memory to get to you.” A muscle twitched under his left eye. “I can’t believe you think that little of me.”

“I don’t know what to think of you anymore,” she said.

He raked a hand through his hair. “Christ, Elise. I don’t want to hurt you.”

The cogs in her mind were turning now, spinning too quickly for her to savor the crack in his otherwise emotionless veneer. If the name hadn’t been chosen by James to manipulate Elise, then what else could it be? Who else could have possibly known that name?

“What’s in Northgate that you want me to avoid?” she asked.

“It doesn’t matter.”

Elise narrowed her eyes at James. “You panicked when I saw Seth. Were you worried he could hurt me? Is he part of this cult that’s murdering people?” she pressed.

“What cult?”

“The serial killers,” Elise said. “The ones that have killed seven people.”

“I thought that it was a rogue werewolf,” James said.

It was like they were speaking two different languages.

Everything that Elise had believed to be true about the investigation seemed to be wrong. Seth wasn’t related. Neither was James. He hadn’t lured her there—he wanted her to leave. He didn’t even know what was going on.

“Someone’s killing people,” Elise said. “A girl named Lucinde Ramirez may or may not be missing. Lincoln asked me to come, and I’m not leaving until the case is closed.” James opened his mouth to argue, but she went on before he could. “I’m not debating. I’m just telling you.”

“And I’m not debating, either,” James said. “You will leave Northgate of your own volition, or I will force you to leave.” There was magic in those words, the promise of violence.

Elise’s confidence slipped a notch.

She gazed up at James. Somehow, they had moved closer together, as if gravity had drawn their bodies to the center of the yard. He looked much like he had when he had first saved her, almost fifteen years ago now. There was still a teenage girl inside of Elise that was desperately in love with him.

It was that girl who asked, “Would you really fight me over this?”

His brow knitted. He cupped her chin in his hand, and even with her warding ring in place, touching him was enough to create fissures in the walls between them. She tasted a hint of jealousy that he wasn’t showing.

“Some things are bigger than the both of us,” James said, his voice so soft. “Some things are worth taking a stand over. Northgate is one of them. I will do what I must to do to protect Seth and Abel, and this town, from you.” His thumb traced the line of her bottom lip. “Even if it means fighting you.”

Elise jerked away from him.

He hadn’t been panicking because he thought that Seth would hurt Elise. He had been panicking because he thought that she would hurt Seth.

Some things are worth taking a stand over.

Elise stepped away from him, stuffing that vulnerable teenage girl deep inside of her, chaining her away where she couldn’t be hurt by James fucking Faulkner again.

“I’d like to see you try to get rid of me,” she said. “But I don’t think you will. I think you want to know why Lucinde Ramirez was reported as having gone missing as much as I do. And I think you care that all of these people are dying.”

Sadness turned down the corners of James’s mouth. “Don’t test me, Elise.”

“And don’t fuck with me,” she said.

They stood on opposite ends of the yard, sizing one another up in the moonlight as it peeked through the clouds again—the briefest hint of light that traced James’s charcoal-dark hair with a halo of gray.

“Leave, Elise,” he said softly, pleading.

Elise folded her arms. “No.”

Stalemate.

He inclined his head, acknowledging that they were still not friends, no longer partners, and definitely not on the same side. Unspoken promises passed between them. Not the kind of promises that lovers shared, but enemies.

Elise mounted the steps to Lincoln’s duplex and went inside. She let the door fall shut.

When she pulled aside the curtain to look for James outside, he was already gone.










The rain drizzled a steady beat on the tin roof of the mobile home like a chorus of tiny drummers, slightly quieter than the pounding of rain on the windshield of the pickup. Seth sat back in the front seat of the truck as he cleaned his rifle, using the dome light to see. His feet hung into the rain, and his steel-toed boots were damp.

Trevin and Abel were securing the perimeter of St. Philomene’s Cathedral as werewolves, leaving Seth with nothing to do but maintain his arsenal. He caught the occasional glimpse of fur out of the corner of his eye, but by the time he lifted his head, the wolves had already moved on again.

There was no sign that Father Armstrong had been back since Rylie broke into his house, and no way to tell if he ever would return. Seth didn’t know much about magic, but if the guy had a bewitched Bible in his house, then it would be no surprise if he had some kind of magical alarms, too. He probably knew that people were onto him. If Father Armstrong was smart, he would already be halfway across the country.

Seth thought it was a waste of time to watch the mobile home, but Rylie didn’t. And Rylie’s word was law these days.

He snorted as he opened the action on his rifle, blowing a wisp of wolf hair out of it. He remembered the days before Rylie had become an Alpha. He had been the one to walk her through her first changes, explain what being a werewolf meant, and help her overcome her basest urges. Now she was the queen of wolves. As reluctant as she had been to enter that role, everyone obeyed her now. She had settled into it well.

And she had settled into it with Abel at her side. Not Seth.

Abel trotted out of the crimson-leafed trees, fur glistening with rain like diamond tips. He stopped in front of Seth and shook.

“Hey!” Seth protested, lifting his gun away from the spray. Abel’s fur stuck out in damp spikes. He looked ridiculous. “What did you find? Anything good?”

He had to shift back before he could answer. It used to be that Rylie was the only one that could make other werewolves change at will, but Abel had been improving at controlling his transformation. He was still slow and graceless at changing, just like he was at most everything else.

His fur fell away. His skull reassembled itself, ears sliding into place and muzzle flattening. By the time he stood upright, he was mostly human, and reaching into the truck with clawed fingers.

Seth kicked Abel’s clothing out from under the seat.

“Didn’t find nothing,” Abel said, lisping around his retracting fangs as he dressed. “Some weird marks out in the woods, but no people. All the smells are days old. Nobody’s been around.”

“How do you want to do the watch?” Seth asked. “We could rotate every few hours, you and me and Trevin. Bet we could get Nash in on it, too.”

“I’m not watching this place.”

“Rylie said Elise is too busy to do it. We have to.”

“No,” Abel said, more forcefully than before. “I’m not going to stay here.”

There was something unfamiliar in his eyes—something like fear.

Seth set the rifle on the rack behind the driver’s seat. “What’s wrong, dude? You’ve been acting weird for days.” And he had all but fled the mobile home when he had gone there with Rylie, which was more than a little unusual. No matter what Seth thought of Abel and Rylie’s relationship, he trusted his brother to take care of Rylie. He would never run when she was in potential danger. Never.

“Shit, I don’t know.” Abel paced, bare feet slurping in and out of the mud. “This place is sick and wrong. Don’t you feel it?”

Seth’s mouth tipped into a frown. It felt wrong to be investigating a priest for murder, but that was about it. His kopis senses didn’t feel anything around the church. “Look, you’re dealing with a lot of stress right now, man. Nobody’s going to blame you if you need to bug out for a while.”

“It’s not stress!” he snapped. But there wasn’t the usual animosity behind his voice. Abel blew out a slow breath, folding his arms, unfolding them, fidgeting uncomfortably. “If something happens to me...”

“Nothing’s going to happen,” Seth said.

Abel lowered his voice. “It feels like I’m going crazy, man.”

It must have taken him a lot to admit to that. Seth set a heavy hand on his brother’s shoulder.

“I’ll work out shifts with Trevin,” he said.

Abel nodded. “I’m gonna stick by Rylie. Keep an eye on her.” By which he meant, keep an eye on Elise.

“All right,” Seth said. “Keep her in the wards as much as you can.”

Another stiff nod.

Seth wasn’t much for touchy-feely bullshit, where Abel was concerned. And comforting his brother was one of the last things he ever wanted to do. Abel had made no secret of the fact that he and Seth were adversaries wherever Rylie was concerned, even though Rylie had long since made her choice—and Seth hadn’t been the selection.

But even with the Alpha between them, they were bros. It hurt Seth to see Abel looking so jacked up. If Abel felt like he was going crazy, Seth couldn’t dismiss that. Abel was an asshole, but not insane.

“Let me take a look around,” Seth said.

He grabbed the rifle and hung it over his shoulder as he circled the mobile homes. The priests had netted off part of their gardens, which were long since dead. It looked like there were still herbs growing inside a small plastic greenhouse out back. That was typical for witches, since they used plants as a type of sacrifice to collect energy for spells. The woman that had explained that to him, Stephanie Whyte, had used nicer terms for it—something about the circle of life. But a sacrifice was a sacrifice. Witches dealt in death. All of them.

Seth didn’t sense anything that made him want to run and hide, so he kept shuffling along the sodden grass, heading toward the back door of the cathedral. The colors of the stained glass windows were washed out in the darkness.

He tried the handle on the door. It was locked.

When his hand connected with the metal, he felt a jolt up his shoulder—a shock of energy that said “demon” to his kopis senses. He had only run across demons once before Elise, but it was unforgettably unpleasant.

Seth withdrew, glancing over his shoulder. He couldn’t see the pickup or Abel.

Why would a cathedral feel like demons to him?

Seth pressed a hand to the door of the church and shut his eyes, focusing on the sensations. An unsettling feeling crept over his shoulders, making his skin prickle with gooseflesh. The night suddenly felt darker. Heavier. Even heavier than it did when Elise was ghosting around as a mist, which was, until that moment, the creepiest thing that Seth had ever experienced.

His heart struggled to beat. His mother’s voice whispered to him from the depths of memory.

Failure, she hissed.

Seth had a destiny, and he had failed to meet it. His mother never let him forget that. She was dead now, but her disappointment lived far beyond the grave.

In a rush, he remembered all of the horrible things she had done to him: locking him in a basement, beating him, letting a demon break his fingers, trying to kill him and Rylie and everyone he loved so many times. The misery of the memories nearly overwhelmed him. His entire body trembled.

You’ve failed your daddy, boy.

Light flared. Seth pulled back from the door with a shock, stumbling in the mud.

“What are you doing?”

He flinched against the light, lifting a hand to shield his eyes. Someone was aiming a flashlight at him—someone whose outline looked suspiciously like a cop. Seth straightened his back, spread his jacket, pushed his rifle behind him. Hopefully, it was too dark for this woman to realize that he was packing heat.

“I was trying to get into the church,” Seth said honestly. “It’s raining hard.”

The flashlight dropped to his feet, and he blinked away his blurry vision. The woman standing in front of him was, judging by her badge and uniform, the sheriff. Her name tag said “Dickerson.”

“The church is closed for a private event tonight,” Dickerson said. Her tone was flat, but not unfriendly. “You need a ride somewhere?”

Seth shook his head. “No, sorry. I’ll go.”

He backed away without letting her see the rifle. He made it all the way back to the truck without looking where he was going. The doors were shut, and the engine was off.

Seth scrambled into the driver’s seat.

“Christ,” he muttered.

Abel was sitting on the opposite end of the bench. “What happened?”

Seth set the rifle between them, then gripped the steering wheel. Sheriff Dickerson was still walking around the back of the church. Was she looking for something, or waiting for them to leave?

The shock of being discovered hadn’t made him forget the horrible, miserable feelings he had experienced when touching the door. It had been like stepping into a nightmare.

“I think you’re right, Abel,” Seth said slowly. “There’s something wrong here.”

Even in the darkness, the vindication on his brother’s face was obvious. “Trevin’s patrolling and that pig’s watching. Let’s get out of here.”

For once, Seth agreed with him. He wanted to put as much space between himself and that cathedral as possible.

He put the pickup into gear and peeled onto the street.
  



NINETEEN




ELISE ARRIVED AT the sanctuary shortly after dawn. Rain was pouring from the sky as though oceans were being dumped over the mountains, which left her soaked, but protected from the sunlight. She stopped the motorcycle on the top of the hill, looking down at the people in the streets of the sanctuary. They were continuing to build the cottages under tarp awnings despite the weather.

There had to be at least forty werewolves down there. Forty. That was a lot more than Elise had ever expected to find of a supposedly endangered species.

She kicked off and headed into the valley.

Seth and Nashriel were working side-by-side, shirts off and muscular backs glistening with rain. It was strange to see an angel getting into physical labor. Angels were intellectual creatures, and much more likely to be found behind the desk at a university than with a hammer in hand. But Nashriel was on top of the bare skeleton of what would become a cottage, hammering with abandon, and he gleamed with sweat and rain like his skin was encrusted with diamonds.

They looked up at the sound of the motorcycle. Elise approached them on a low gear, and the engine purred underneath her like a wildcat.

“What are you doing here?” Seth asked, wiping sweat off of his forehead. Elise would have had to be a lesbian or dead not to notice how appealing he looked while shirtless. He carried the muscles of a kopis well on a small-boned frame, and his shaven chest glistened with moisture.

“I’m looking for Rylie,” Elise said.

He appraised her with narrowed eyes, scratching the back of his neck. He probably didn’t even realize that he was reacting to Elise’s infernal energy. “Is everything okay?”

Was everything okay? She studied Seth even as he studied her, wondering what it was about this young man that James thought might attract Elise’s less-than-favorable attentions. “Nothing new is wrong. Where is she?” Elise asked.

Seth gestured with the hammer. “By the lake. I’ll show you.”

“Don’t let me interrupt you.” She revved the engine and swung around the cottage. Nashriel’s eyes all but burned a hole in the back of her shirt as she wound down the path to the lake.

The pack stopped working as Elise cut through them, watching her passage with apprehension clear on their faces. She didn’t give them long to look. She accelerated, leaving the silence behind her.

Rylie stood on the grassy shore facing the waterfall, relaxing in the mist with her head tipped back and her eyes closed. It was strangely calm in the field between the lake and the back side of the cabins.

Elise stopped at the bottom of the path and dismounted from the motorcycle.

“I need a favor, Rylie,” she said. “The deputy—”

“Can you help me with this?” Rylie interrupted, turning to face Elise.

She wasn’t just standing around after all. She had been momentarily resting, leaning on the handles of a post hole digger. Once Elise knew to look, she saw the supplies, too. Rylie had a stack of fence posts hidden behind the bushes. There were pegs in the earth with string stretched between them, marking where she planned to build. She had already built half of a split-rail fence around the back side of the sanctuary.

Elise hadn’t pegged Rylie, with her coltish legs and delicate bones, as someone that would get her hands dirty. But she had worked up as much of a sweat as Nashriel and Seth. Her shirt stuck to her back, and the knees of her baggy jeans were muddy. Rylie didn’t even have an awning to protect herself from the rain.

“Sure, I’ll help,” Elise said, shrugging off her jacket and taking the post hole digger.

“I used to work at my aunt’s ranch, when she still had one,” Rylie explained as she hefted a post over her shoulder, carrying it back to the hole Elise began to dig. “We kept a few hundred heads of cattle. Cows are cleverer than you’d think—they can be real escape artists. There were always fences to fix. You’d think I’d be used to how boring it is by now, but it’s still as miserable as it’s always been.”

“Why doesn’t your aunt have a ranch now?” Elise asked.

“We started using it as a werewolf sanctuary, and the Union raided us. She’s living in the city with her girlfriend now.” Rylie jammed the post into the hole and grabbed a shovel. “It’s probably better for a zombie to avoid hard work anyway. She’d break herself.”

Rylie scooped soil into the hole around the post.

“Zombie?” Elise asked.

“Diversity, thy name is my family,” Rylie said.

“I assume you’re counting Nashriel among your family.”

“Call him Nash. ‘Nashriel’ is too weird,” she said. “And yeah. He’s my…” She hesitated. “Actually, I don’t know what to call him. But he’s definitely pack.”

“Family,” Elise said. Rylie gave her a confused look. “You said ‘pack.’ I think you mean family.”

“Same thing,” Rylie said. “You know what’s nice about pack? We all work together. We’ve got each other’s backs. We pull in the same direction.”

“Are you trying to tell me something?”

Rylie shrugged. Laughed. “Nothing, really. Just babbling. I am so stupidly bored of building this fence.”

Elise placed the next post, and then they set the joining rails together.

“What were you going to say about the deputy?” Rylie asked as Elise started to dig the next hole.

“He’s in danger. I need somewhere to hide him. Since you know the area, I thought you might have suggestions.”

“Bring him here,” she said.

Elise lifted an eyebrow. “Aren’t you worried about danger following him here?”

“Not really. You saw the pentacles we have on our cottages, right? We’re warded against unwelcome people sneaking in.”

“Like I did?” Elise asked.

“We carried you into the sanctuary, past the barriers, on your first visit,” Rylie said. “Otherwise, you never would have gotten in.”

“Pretty powerful wards.”

“We have powerful friends,” Rylie agreed.

Elise’s eyes narrowed. “The witches that helped you—what coven did they come from?”

“The Half Moon Coven. They’re based in California.” She waved in a vaguely westerly direction. “Two of my wolves, Bekah and Levi—their dad was with that coven. They hooked us up with some of their friends, and they did all the wards here. Why do you ask?”

She had been worrying that James had placed the wards, but his coven was from Boulder. If the wards were strong enough to keep someone like Elise out, then maybe it could stand up to James and a murderous cult, too.

Lincoln wasn’t going to love the idea of staying with a group of werewolves, but it seemed like the safest place in the area.

“Do you have any spare cabins?” Elise asked.

Rylie blushed a little when she smiled. “Of course. Like my aunt says, there’s always room for friends.”

Surprise jolted through Elise. Friends?

“Hey!”

Rylie and Elise turned. Abel stood at the top of the path, waving at them to catch their attention.

“What’s up?” Rylie asked, setting down the shovel.

“Trevin called,” Abel said. “Father Armstrong is home.”










The clouds began to thin dangerously, so Elise decided to join Seth in the pickup instead of taking the motorcycle. Being confined to the roads made her feel helplessly slow in comparison to the werewolves sprinting alongside the truck.

“What are you, anyway?” Seth asked, shooting Elise looks out of the corner of his eye as he steered over the twisting mountain road. “If you don’t mind me asking.”

Elise massaged her forehead, trying to stave off a developing headache. The clouds were patchy enough that she had to pull a jacket over herself to shield her skin from errant sunlight. “I don’t know. What are you, Seth?”

He laughed. “I’m just some guy.”

James wouldn’t have had any interest in “just some guy.” And, for that matter, “just some guy” wouldn’t be the only human in a pack of werewolves. There was something there, something beyond his kopis nature that Elise wasn’t seeing.

“So you’re an ordinary demon hunter,” Elise said.

“Werewolf hunter, actually,” he said. She gave him a questioning look. “That’s my specialty. Werewolves. Grew up killing them. Dad was the expert.”

That was why his name was familiar. “You’re Lucian Wilder’s son? The guy who wrote the manual on werewolf hunting?”

Seth seemed to be as fond of having his father’s memory invoked as Elise was to talk about her own father. He focused hard on the road. “My dad’s accomplishments don’t define me. Like I said—I’m just some guy.”

Wolves flashed through the trees ahead of them. He accelerated to keep up.

“Doesn’t tell me what you are, though,” he added.

Elise ignored him.

Rylie and Abel, both in their wolf forms, darted behind Father Armstrong’s mobile home as soon as Seth pulled up in front of it. If Elise hadn’t known they were there, she wouldn’t have been able to see them. Aside from the gentle buzz of werewolf energy tickling at the back of her skull, they were invisible.

“Where’s this Trevin?” Elise asked.

Seth jerked his chin toward the forest as he pulled his rifle off of the rack, slipping shells into it. “Gray wolf. That way.” If Trevin really was there, then he was equally as impossible to see as the Alphas.

“How can you tell?” Elise asked.

“You learn to see them after a while,” he said.

She couldn’t see the wolves, but she could see motion inside Father Armstrong’s mobile home. She stretched her senses out and tasted two heartbeats inside, both of them young and hale. They were standing near the place the Bible had been in the living room. Rylie stealing it must have tripped some kind of alarm.

Seth unlocked his door, but Elise grabbed his arm.

“Wait,” she said. “Not yet.”

He gripped the rifle tightly. “But he’s right there. We can get him now.”

She didn’t want to get Father Armstrong now. She wanted to get every single person responsible for those ruined bodies in the morgue. And, maybe more importantly, she wanted to find the person responsible for Lucinde Ramirez.

“Pull the truck off that way,” Elise said, indicating a copse of trees. “I want to see where Father Armstrong goes when he leaves.”

Seth did as she asked. They sat under the shade of the trees for several silent minutes, and Elise never saw a single flick of a werewolf tail, even though she sensed that they were somewhere beyond her line of sight.

Father Armstrong emerged from the mobile home fifteen minutes later. Elise was disappointed to realize that it was a man at his side. She had been hoping that it would be the coroner, Dr. Stephanie Armstrong.

“Who is that?” Seth asked. “I think I recognize him.”

Elise narrowed her eyes, watching the man move through the sunlight. He was brown-haired with tan skin, an average build. She thought that she recognized him, too. Maybe he had a common face—she hadn’t exactly become familiar with many citizens of Northgate in the three days she had spent in town.

The men walked from the mobile home to Father Armstrong’s sedan, oblivious to the fact that they were being watched. Father Armstrong looked angry. He kept gesturing, pumping his fists, cheeks flushed with blood. He wasn’t wearing a cassock anymore. He could have been anybody off of the street in his jeans and blue t-shirt. Elise was tempted to roll down the pickup’s window to listen to the conversation, but she didn’t want to lose what little protection the glass provided from the sun.

They got into the car, started the engine.

“Follow them,” Elise said.

They waited a few seconds before following the sedan onto the road. Seth kept a couple of car lengths behind them as Father Armstrong drove through Northgate without stopping, then took a road higher into the mountains.

Elise craned around to watch the road behind them, searching for any sign of Rylie and Abel on the heavily-forested shoulders. “They’re there,” Seth said.

“I don’t see them.”

He gave her a half-smile. “You wouldn’t.”

Traffic thinned as they took increasingly deserted roads, and Seth had to fall back to keep the priest from realizing that he was being followed. But he let the sedan get too much of a lead. They lost sight of Father Armstrong around a curve, and when they reached a straight part of the road, it was empty.

Father Armstrong was gone.

“Shit,” Seth said. “Where did he go?”

“Turn back,” Elise said. He flipped a u-turn and backtracked slower than before. A turnoff was concealed within the shrubbery on the curve. “That way.”

Seth decelerated, guiding the truck over the bumpy shoulder and onto a dirt road that cut through the mountain. The trees were thick. Elise dropped the jacket from her legs.

After a few minutes, the road opened into a small clearing between the trees. A cabin stood snugly against the face of the mountain, with a decorative well out front and a well-tended garden along the side. There was even an above-ground swimming pool surrounded by a deck.

“Doesn’t exactly scream ‘evil cult,’” Seth said.

Elise had to agree. If not for the list and the weird Bible, she might have thought that Father Armstrong was just trying to go on a fishing trip.

But he wasn’t carrying a tackle box when he emerged from the car again. He had pulled a bag out of the back seat of the sedan, and it was leaking blood. The scent of it made Elise’s nostrils flare. There was meat in the bag. It wasn’t packaged as if it had come from a butcher’s shop.

Elise’s heart skipped. The bodies had been found with missing parts.

She needed to get that bag before he could hide the evidence.

“I’m going in,” she said, opening the door.

But the wolves beat her to it.

Abel and Rylie erupted from the trees, pounding across the clearing. Twin streaks of lightning tackled Father Armstrong and his accomplice before either of them noticed that they weren’t alone.

The accomplice struggled under Rylie, kicking her away, and freed himself. She snarled as he broke into a run, hauling ass back toward the road.

Rylie looked torn—stay with Father Armstrong, or chase his friend?

“Get him,” Elise urged. “Go!”

The Alpha didn’t need to be told twice. She gave chase, disappearing into the trees.

Abel stood over Father Armstrong, nosing around the bag of meat without actually getting into it. He had one heavy paw on the priest’s chest. But it didn’t seem to be necessary. The man wasn’t moving.

Elise stretched out her senses.

No heartbeat.

“Shove over,” Seth said, nudging Abel with his knee.

The wolf backed off, and Seth checked Father Armstrong for a pulse. It was only a formality. Elise could already tell that he was dead. “What happened?” Elise asked.

Seth slipped a hand underneath the priest’s head. His fingers emerged bloody. “Hit a rock, looks like,” he said. “Accident.”

Elise kneeled at his side and pulled the meat out of the bag, grimacing at the texture in her fingers. It looked like any cut of steak she could get at a grocery store. Could have been pork, maybe.

She dropped the meat back into the bag and licked her bloody forefinger. “It’s not human,” Elise said.

Abel had just killed the priest over a slab of pig.

Great.

The black wolf’s body rearranged, losing its fur. Abel stood, naked and human, and gaped at the unmoving priest. “I didn’t… He wasn’t… I jumped on him, is all.”

Seth grabbed clothes out of the pickup and tossed them at his brother. “Get dressed.”

“Fuck,” Abel said with heat. He jerked a pair of jeans over his hips and belted them.

“He was probably with the cult anyway,” Seth said, resting a hand on Abel’s shoulder. The bigger man looked pale and shaking. Almost like he might faint.

Abel shoved his brother off and paced into the trees.

Rylie raced back into the clearing, sides heaving with exertion. She stepped behind the truck and changed even faster than Abel had. When she emerged again, she was already dressed. “I lost him,” she said. “His smell totally disappeared by the road. Someone must have picked him up.”

And if his first stop was the sheriff’s office, they would be well and truly fucked.

Rylie frowned. “Where’s Abel?”

Seth jerked his thumb at the trees. Rylie gave Elise an apologetic look, then chased the other Alpha.

Elise threw Father Armstrong over her shoulder and stood. “I’m moving him inside,” she said. “I want a look around.”

“Should we do that? Mess with a crime scene?” Seth asked in a whisper, as if trying to keep Abel from hearing him.

Her plans were much worse than disturbing the crime scene. Elise planned to swallow Father Armstrong’s body. No cadaver, no evidence.

The inside of the cabin was as nice as the outside. The living room walls were covered in shelves, which held dozens of antique, leather-bound books. Ceramic vases held potted plants, and the air smelled like damp soil and cleaning chemicals. The glass coffee table glistened, as if recently washed.

Elise dropped Father Armstrong on a couch in front of a brick fireplace.

“Get into the kitchen,” Elise told Seth when he followed her inside. “And shut all the doors. I don’t want to get confused and swallow the wrong person.”

He paled. “Swallow?”

“Close the doors.”

Seth did as she ordered, locking Abel and Rylie outside before retreating into the kitchen. Elise drew the curtains.

Once she was alone, she lit a cigarette and sucked deep. The smoke settled her nerves.

She was going to go incorporeal for the first time since her exorcism. Elise had to do it sooner or later—she couldn’t remain in her human form all the time.

But what if she flung herself back into Hell and didn’t return?

Elise took a long drag, letting the smoke curl out of her nostrils. It was going to be fine. She only needed to disappear long enough to make the body disappear.

She dropped the cigarette in one of the potted plants, pushed her doubts away, and relaxed.

Elise released her skin.

She filled the room with her presence, blacking out the indirect light and flooding every corner until there was no air left. She traced the shape of the couches, the coffee table, the wine racks, the antlers on the mantle.

Then she settled on Father Armstrong.

His body was cooling rapidly, quickly becoming unpalatable. If Elise had possessed a stomach in that form, she would have been nauseated by the idea of eating something without a beating heart, flowing blood, a mind filled with sparkling neurons.

She didn’t want to eat the dead—especially not when there was a perfectly appealing heartbeat the next room over.

Can’t eat Seth. Concentrate.

Elise contracted over Father Armstrong, condensed, and swallowed.

When she popped back into her corporeal form, there was no body on the couch. The only indication that he had been there was a smear of blood on the arm rest. A decorative throw pillow had also gone missing.

Elise picked a blue thread out of her teeth.

“Crap,” she said, spitting it into the waste basket.

The back of her mouth tasted sticky, like she had eaten a heavy meal and it was trying to come back up. She was suddenly, desperately thirsty.

She pushed into the kitchen.

“Father Armstrong?” Seth asked, peering over her shoulder.

“Gone,” Elise said. “Don’t ask. Water?”

He handed her a glass from one of the cabinets. “You need to see what I found while you were…busy,” he said as she filled it in the sink and knocked back a good twelve ounces in one guzzle.

She set the glass on the counter with a sigh. “A Jacuzzi?”

Seth grimaced. “A basement.”










Rylie and Abel were quietly grim as they followed Seth into the basement. Elise drifted behind them, rubbing her aching stomach.

Abel’s mind was wracked with guilt, twisted and tormented. But his guilt vanished the instant that he saw the giant, bloody pentagram painted on the wall of the basement.

The cabin above was the kind of place that people would pay hundreds of dollars a night to vacation, but the basement looked more like a dungeon. It was bigger than the cabin itself, probably carved into the mountain, and cavernously dark. They couldn’t see into the far end of the room—only the wall with the pentagram.

Elise pressed her hand to the bloody symbol. Through the barrier of the warding ring, she could feel the burn of power, hot enough to scorch her palm.

If she tilted her head the right way, she could see lines of magic streaming through the walls, into the earth, and funneling toward…something else, something beyond the perimeter of the cabin. But what?

“What is this place?” Rylie asked, hand over her nose, as if trying to block out smells.

Elise dropped her hand. The table beside her held large jars of colorful fluid. “Looks like an embalming room,” she said, lifting one of the lids to sniff at its mouth. She pulled a face. It reeked of formaldehyde.

Seth flipped a switch, and the lights came on. Elise immediately regretted being able to see.

She had been in autopsy rooms before, but nothing quite like this basement. It was a medical facility twisted by nightmares, a hellish pit of scalpels and jars of bone fragments. There was no hospital with candles placed around the floor at equidistant points. The iron cages on the left-hand wall, big enough to hold seated adults, weren’t typical hospital fixtures, either.

The stainless steel tables had been wiped clean, and their glistening surfaces seemed like an insult to the horror of the rest of the room—the crust of blood staining the concrete floors, the barrel of discarded gristle, the dripping brown pentagram painted on the wall. A trio of tables were aligned parallel to each other in the center of the room, waiting to receive bodies.

Elise edged along the wall, taking in the sight of what had to be some kind of ritual space, though she had never known a witch that was quite so…gruesome. Even the necromancer she had once faced preferred a homier setting; her ingredients had been kept in Tupperware, with clean floors and a dining room table for the sacrifice. The industrial nature of the room only made the gore that much worse.

She held her breath as she peered into another plastic barrel. The glistening black mass at the bottom seethed with maggots.

Rylie clapped her hands over her mouth. Her eyes watered. She kind of squealed as she stifled a scream. Her Alpha toughness didn’t seem to extend to bloody symbols inscribed on the walls of a torture pit.

She let Abel fold her into his arms, burying her face against his chest.

A low growl tore Elise’s attention away from Rylie.

Chains rattled. Claws scrabbled against concrete.

“What is it?” Seth asked, lifting the rifle to his shoulder as he circled around the tables, taking the left while Elise took the right. 

She jerked a silver throwing knife from her boot.

The light didn’t quite reach the far end of the room, which was shadowed by another row of cages. Elise’s night vision was superior, so she realized what she was seeing in the back of the room before Seth did.

It was a huge, four-legged creature, with a box-shaped head and jaws that would have made a shark proud. Splayed paws dug into the ground as it strained against a chain, which had dug a bloody furrow into its neck. A ratlike tail thrashed from side to side. It was big enough to be a small werewolf, or some kind of imp from Hell, but Elise quickly realized that it was nothing quite so exotic.

“The pit bull,” she said, heart sinking. The dog growled in response.

They had found the pit bull that had been chewing on cadavers post-mortem. It was certainly big enough to fool the average person into thinking its bite was a werewolf’s, although it was still only half of Rylie’s size.

“This is where it happened, isn’t it?” Rylie asked in a tiny voice. “This is where everyone got sacrificed.”

She was right. The room was set up like a one-stop sacrifice shop, from the holding cells to the tables in front of the pentagram and the dog to destroy the evidence of cutting marks.

There was nobody in the room now. And their invasion probably meant that the cult wouldn’t dare use it again. Elise wished she had known what they would find when they followed Father Armstrong there. She would have waited to act until the next moon and tried to catch the entire cult in the act.

“Careful,” the Alpha said.

Elise turned to see that the pit bull was leaning against the end of its chain, lips peeled back in a growl. Tags jangled from its collar.

“I’m putting it down,” Seth said, angling the rifle to its skull.

Elise grabbed the end of the gun, covering the end with her hand. “Wait.”

“Shit, don’t do that,” he said.

“Don’t shoot.”

Elise released the rifle and stepped forward, hands out, fingers spread, shoulders hunched so that she would look smaller. The dog’s growls softened as she approached.

“Hey, there,” Elise murmured. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

It shied back, shrinking against the wall. Not an “it,” she noticed—the dog was a very impressive, unaltered “he.”

“Elise…” Seth said warningly.

She reached for the dog’s collar.

The pit bull’s jaw clamped shut on Elise’s arm, and he jerked. It felt like having a car roll over the left side of her body. The immense weight made her shoulder pop.

Elise grunted, falling to her knees. The crushing pain was bad, but not quite as bad as having an Alpha’s teeth in her throat—which was like saying that suffocating to death wasn’t quite as bad as being skinned alive.

Blood smeared the dog’s muzzle. He threw his head from side to side, thrashing her arm.

She slammed her free fist into the pit bull’s eye. His growls peaked, but he didn’t release. A vein bulged on his forehead.

“Let me go,” Elise said, jamming her knuckle into his eye again.

He released her. She shoved his head to the floor, hand in his throat, and his paws scrabbled wildly against concrete. His tail whipped against her bare legs hard enough to leave welts.

Seth appeared at her side, looking for a good shot. Elise kept her body between them.

She panted as she studied the dog, considering the tawny brown saddle on its back, white-furred hips, and pink underbelly. He was a beautiful creature. The scars on his face didn’t diminish his big eyes, uncropped ears, and pink button nose.

If he hadn’t been caked in blood, he would have been a beautiful animal. He was built sturdy, a working dog. It wasn’t his fault that the job to which he’d been applied was perverse. His proportions were all off, though. He didn’t seem to be finished growing.

“You’re a puppy, aren’t you?” she murmured, stroking her knuckles down his flank. The muscles rippled under her hand. Stress had coated its short fur with sweat.

“It’s eaten human meat,” Seth said, revulsion twisting his features. “It’s not a dog anymore.”

Just like Elise wasn’t a human anymore.

She unsheathed her sword.

“What are you doing?” Rylie asked.

Elise pulled the leather wrappings off of her falchion’s hilt with her teeth, then wrapped the cord around the pit’s short muzzle. He fought against her, but she kept him pinned under her arm until his mouth was sealed shut and the cord was knotted.

“You’re kidding,” Seth said. He hadn’t lowered his rifle, and the muzzle remained aimed steadily at the pit bull’s skull.

“Drop it,” she said, jerking her belt through the loops. The dog glared at her with wet eyes. “You’re not shooting him.”

“Let’s talk reason,” Seth said. “Even if you take him out of here, he’s been used to eat cadavers, and maybe even trained to kill people. He’s evil.”

A dog couldn’t be evil. Dogs were eager to please their masters, and that could be turned either way. Evil came from the black heart of the man that had trained his pit bull to eat human flesh. The dog was neutral.

The chain around his throat had carved a wound into his thick neck. Elise looped and locked the belt over the back of its head, at the base of the spine, and then peeled the chain free. He yelped.

Elise released her weight on the dog and stood, holding the end of her belt like a short leash. He jumped to his feet and lunged against the belt. As strong as the pit bull was, Elise was stronger, and she held him tight.

The dog strained to get at Abel, whose lip was peeled back with revulsion.

“Animals don’t like werewolves,” Rylie explained from the other side of the room.

It appeared to go both ways, because Abel was growling back at the dog. Elise hauled the pit bull upstairs.

She may have arrived too late to rescue the first seven sacrifices, but at least there was one victim she could save.
  



TWENTY




ELISE SAT ON the rear bumper of the pickup, shredding a roasted chicken with her fingers. The pit bull paced inside the camper shell. He had finally stopped throwing himself around a few minutes earlier, but he still wasn’t exactly peaceful; his claws scraped against metal like a knife sharpened on stone.

She lifted the back window a crack and flung the meat through. Jaws snapped in the darkness.

Elise watched him eat through the tinted glass. The reflection of the parking lot’s street lights made it hard to tell, but she thought that his tail was wagging weakly.

She picked up her cigarette. The smoldering tip had been hanging off the bumper while she fed the dog, but she dragged deep on it now, letting her eyes fall shut. The flavor made her muscles melt. Better than sex, and exactly what she needed after seeing that basement.

Headlights fell on the pickup, making her skin tingle. Lincoln had arrived. She flicked the cigarette to the pavement.

He pulled up alongside her. She had picked a parking space as far from the grocery store as possible, so there was plenty of room for the both of them. He wasn’t driving a cruiser anymore—instead, he stepped out of a beat-up mom van from the eighties, with a boxy hood and square accents.

“Where did you get that?” she asked.

“Mrs. Kitteridge.” He looked embarrassed. “I assume you wanted me to pack a bag and meet you at Walmart for a reason other than to have an impromptu picnic? I already ate anyway.”

“The rotisserie chicken isn’t for you,” Elise said.

She tossed another piece of meat into the camper shell. Lincoln leaned close to see what was inside just in time for the dog to slam into the window.

He leaped back. “Lord above! What in the world is that?”

“I think I’m going to call him Ace,” Elise said. She had been brainstorming all evening, and that seemed most appropriate. An ace’s value tended to differ widely, even within the same card game—high or low, one or eleven. The dog could be retrained and allowed to live, or he might not. It depended on the hand that Elise played.

“Is it a demon?”

“He’s a dog.” She gave Lincoln a significant look as she stripped a chuck of back meat off of the chicken. “A pit bull.”

Recognition dawned. “Jesus,” he breathed.

“I’ve had an interesting afternoon. Grab your bag and get in the truck. I’ll fill you in.”

“Where are we going?” Lincoln asked, tossing a small duffle bag into the center of the pickup’s bench seat.

“We’re going into hiding,” Elise said.

She threw chicken at Ace, and he swallowed the piece whole.










The drive into the mountains was quiet. Elise mulled over Lincoln as she took the twisting road toward the sanctuary, watching him out of the corner of her eye. He hadn’t attempted to ask her what their relationship was now that they’d had sex, which was a pleasant surprise. Elise didn’t want to talk about so-called “feelings.” But there was one heart-to-heart that they couldn’t avoid.

She slowed around a corner. “What’s going on with you and James?” she asked, eyes on the road.

“Who?”

“He told me that your family used to be with his coven. He said that you’re indebted to him.”

That got a reaction out of Lincoln. His head whipped around, and he stared at her hard. “You mean Orpheus. The angel.”

“He told you that his name is Orpheus?” What a pretentious asshole.

“Tall guy, white hair, always wears gloves…?”

“Yeah, that’s James,” Elise said. “James Faulkner, not Orpheus.” She dug her fingernails into the steering wheel. “I can’t believe him.”

“I guessed it was a pseudonym.” Lincoln smiled ruefully. “Guess you’d be Eurydice, then.”

“I’m surprised you know mythology.” Eurydice had been one of the muses, and Orpheus’s wife, who he attempted to rescue from the Underworld.

“I do have a theology degree.”

What a waste of a college education. “Yes, I guess I would be Eurydice.” Although it infuriated her to think of James identifying himself as her attempted savior when the truth was far less flattering. “How did you know?”

“I figured it out when he threatened me for getting near you. Told me to keep my hands off.”

So he wouldn’t act jealous where she could see, but he would happily take it out on his vassals. Classy. “You’re shit at obeying orders,” Elise said.

“Lucky for both of us, or you’d be missing all this fun.” Lincoln leaned his head on his hand, elbow on the door of the truck, as if suddenly exhausted. “I figured you’d be angry when you figured out that someone had me keeping an eye out for you.”

She was definitely angry, but not at Lincoln. James had earned enough of Elise’s ire to last a lifetime.

“It’s fine,” Elise said. “I don’t trust you anyway.”

Lincoln’s smile slipped. “Then why’d you sleep with me?” She didn’t answer. It was too close to a “feelings” discussion for her taste, and she doubted that he’d want to hear that she was just horny. At Elise’s silence, Lincoln went on. “So his name is James. Where did you run into him?”

“Outside your place. What did you do to owe him?”

“Personally? Nothing. It’s my cousin. She was in a coven, she wanted out.” Lincoln said it with no small amount of distaste. Elise couldn’t imagine that a good Christian boy would be much impressed by heathen witches. “But the White Ash Coven’s not like that. You don’t just leave. When she disappeared, they came looking for her—and I agreed to do whatever Orpheus wanted if he’d let her go.”

Which meant that James was still in the coven that had ruined Elise’s life. More than that, he was running it the way that his predecessors had. Elise hadn’t let herself imagine what James was doing during their time apart, but if she had, she would have imagined him in repentant seclusion, somehow atoning for his sins.

But he had gone back to Colorado, back to business as usual.

What an asshole.

She could see Lincoln watching her out of the corner of his eye, so she kept her expression blank. “How’s your cousin?”

“Good. She found God, and she’s living with my grandma in South Jersey.” Lincoln sighed, scrubbed a hand through his hair. “Now I’m the White Ash Coven’s errand boy.”

“And what does the White Ash Coven want with Northgate?”

“The main thing’s been looking out for you. Research the Hunting Club, keep an eye on what you guys were doing. He also had me throw my weight with some friends at the building department. Get some permits run through without inspections. Nothing very interesting, considering that he’s an angel.”

Building permits? Was James building something in Northgate?

“He’s not really an angel,” Elise said. “He’s Gray.” Lincoln looked confused, so she explained. “When humans breed with angels or demons, their mixed-breed descendants are called Gray. One of James’s ancestors up the line was an angel. But he’s mostly human. A witch, actually.”

Until the end of their relationship, Elise had believed that such a thing was impossible—a witch with angel blood. There had been a treaty for many millennia that prevented angels and demons from possessing magic. But the treaty had been shattered in secret before Elise was even born, and James was the result. Handsome, powerful, frustrating James.

“He told me that the White Ash Coven does the work of God,” Lincoln said.

She grimaced. That was basically true—they had actually worked for the Voice of God for many centuries. But that was a story she didn’t have the strength of will to share with him. “Is the deal you made with him worth it?”

“My cousin’s soul has been saved. What do you think?”

She took that as a “yes.”

They were getting close to the sanctuary now, and the road had all but vanished, forcing Elise to crawl through the trees to keep from shaking the truck apart. As she crept along, she studied Lincoln’s profile out of the corner of her eye. He was almost too clean-cut for her, like a superhero from an old comic book. And she definitely could have done without his naive fixation with God. Yet he practiced what he preached, and knowing that he was only indebted to James to save his cousin made something hard and angry relax inside of her.

“You’re either brave or stupid for disobeying James. He’s not going to leave you alone now that he knows about…” She gestured between their bodies.

“My cousin’s not the only one that needs saving, Miss Kavanagh,” Lincoln said.

“Elise,” she corrected. She wanted to argue with him, tell him that she didn’t need to be rescued. But the optimism was kind of a nice change of pace. “Thanks.”

“So where are we hiding, exactly?” he asked, peering through the windshield. “There’s nothing out here.”

“You’ll see.”

Now that she was looking for it, she felt the moment that they crossed the wards concealing the sanctuary. Her ears popped. Her eyesight momentarily fuzzed. And when it cleared, the sanctuary appeared out of the darkness.
All of the cabin lights were on that night, and they appeared in the valley below the road like a sheet of stars hovering in the dark forest.

“I didn’t know there’s a town down here,” Lincoln said.

Elise smiled faintly. “There isn’t.”

What was a good Christian boy like Lincoln Marshall going to think of a pack of werewolves hiding out in the mountains behind his home town? She hoped, for his sake, that he got used to the idea quickly—the wolves were the only ones that were going to be able to keep him safe from the cult, from Sheriff Dickerson, and from James.

Rylie greeted them at the carport by the waterfall. She was in a white sundress and cowboy boots again, her blond hair in a milkmaid braid. She was exactly the kind of girl that Lincoln would like: someone who looked harmless and innocent. Someone that Mrs. Kitteridge would approve of. Someone he could take to church.

Elise wasn’t jealous, not exactly—it wasn’t like she was in love with Lincoln, aside from the hunger for the carved muscles hidden under his flannel shirt—but there was no way that she could ever look that innocent. She could lose the leather, put on a skirt, and tie her hair back, but she was still a demon. Violence ran in her veins. She just didn’t act normally, and she would never meet Lincoln’s standards.

Of course, Rylie wasn’t exactly the sweetness that she looked like, either. Appearances were deceiving. And, as Elise was reminded by Abel’s approach, she was very much taken.

“Deputy,” Rylie said shyly when he stepped out of the pickup.

Lincoln was stunned. “Have we met?”

“I’ve seen you around town,” she said, by which she probably meant, I’ve smelled you around town. She held out a hand that was delicately-boned, yet coarse with calluses. “I’m Rylie Gresham.”

“And I’m Abel,” said her fellow Alpha, looming behind Rylie like a very large, very mean shadow.

Lincoln did a double-take at the sight of him.

“It’s the werewolf,” he blurted, reaching for his sidearm. He had lost his county-issued sidearm, but he was still carrying the pistol from home. Elise put a hand on his arm to keep him from drawing it and starting a fight Lincoln couldn’t win.

“Abel is innocent,” she said, which was mostly true. Richard Armstrong had deserved to die anyway. To Rylie, she explained, “They caught Abel checking out one of the victims on surveillance footage. He’s been the primary suspect.”

“He interfered with evidence,” Lincoln said.

Abel bristled. “I’ve been trying to figure out who’s killing people while your department’s jacking off and eating donuts.”

The men didn’t exactly move to bump chests and growl at each other, but Rylie stepped between them before they could attempt it. Even a foot shorter than Abel, she formed a very convincing wall between them. Her fingers massaged his chest, relaxing the lines of tension, drawing his attention down to her and away from the deputy.

“I invited Elise to stay with us, and I told her she could bring Lincoln,” Rylie said. “It’s safe here. And you know what Gwyn would think if we told her we weren’t letting in people who needed us.”

“But it’s less safe when you invite more people,” Abel said. The words were accusatory, but his tone lacked that angry edge when he spoke to Rylie. He didn’t seem to have the ability to get mad at her. “Lots of opportunities for security breaches.”

“He’s a deputy,” Rylie said.

That didn’t seem to assuage Abel’s worry, but he shut his mouth. Judging by the way that he was looking at Elise, it wasn’t really the deputy that he was worrying about anyway.

“Elise?” Lincoln asked.

If he was looking for reassurance that he would be safe with Abel, he wasn’t going to get it from Elise. But she did say, “He’s not the murderer. You can trust them.”

Rylie smiled apologetically. “We’re making dinner. Come on, let me introduce you to everyone.”

“I’ll be right there,” Elise said. “I want to fill Ace’s water bowl and let him out to use the bathroom.”

Rylie’s smile turned a little pinched. She hadn’t said that she thought Elise should put the dog down, but it was obvious in her eyes. “See you in a minute.”

Lincoln waited until the werewolves had disappeared up the road to speak. “When you said that this isn’t a town, you meant…”

“It’s a werewolf sanctuary,” Elise said, grabbing a plastic bag out of the front seat. She had bought a basket muzzle, collar, and sturdy chain while at Walmart, and now it was time to test them out. “The last surviving pack lives here.”

“It’s not all that far from Northgate. I can’t believe I didn’t know.”

She climbed into the bed of the truck with Ace. He was squeezed into the back corner, lips shivering with a growl. “There’s a lot of things you don’t know, Lincoln,” she said over her shoulder. “But there’s plenty of time for you to get familiar. You’re in my world now.”

It took no small amount of effort to wrestle the pit bull into submission and get the muzzle over his nose.

When Elise climbed out of the truck with Ace, Lincoln was gone.
  



TWENTY-ONE




IF THERE WAS one thing to be said about werewolves, it was that they knew how to throw dinner. One entire cottage near the center of the sanctuary turned out to be a restaurant-like kitchen, and people carted trays in and out of the hanging doors in an endless line. The nearby road had been set up like a block party, with picnic tables, paper lanterns, and a stereo blasting music. But as soon as one of those trays got set down, a half-dozen people ripped into it with a fervor that wasn’t quite typical of a normal party.

All they served was meat: steaks, pork ribs, turkey, whole slabs of them, barely cooked so that they were juicy and almost raw. It was a nauseating reminder of finding Ace in Father Armstrong’s basement with a barrel of rotten flesh.

“They have great immune systems,” Seth said, stopping beside Elise. She hadn’t even realized that she was staring. She jolted when he spoke, taking a step away from him reflexively. “I cook myself a steak medium-well every night when everyone else is done. I’ll make you one while I’m at it, if you want.”

Elise was still full with Father Armstrong. The idea of eating again—eating dead meat, no less—was utterly unappealing. “Deputy Marshall might be interested. Have you seen him around?”

Seth had obviously been talking to Abel, because he didn’t look surprised to hear that they had company of a more mundane persuasion. “That guy that looks like a football player, right? I saw him pacing out that way.” He jerked a thumb toward the trees. “Think he’s having a crisis of reality.”

That was a good way to put it. “Throw something on the grill for him,” Elise said. And then, with no small amount of effort, she added, “Thanks.”

Seth gave her a broad, lopsided grin. It was boyishly charming—the kind of cuteness that Elise’s best friend, Betty, would have jumped on in a hot second. She had the wild urge to ruffle his hair.

But she couldn’t bring herself to smile back, not when she remembered what James had said to her about Seth and Abel.

“You know I’m trying to protect the pack, right?” Elise asked impulsively.

“Guess so. Rylie trusts you, anyway. And you helped keep Abel out of trouble today. I’m not gonna forget that.” Seth raked a hand through his hair, which had been straightened so that the bangs fell over his eyes. “Rylie actually asked me if she thought I should let you hide out with us.”

“What did you tell her?”

“I said yes.”

He said it casually, but Elise understood the weight of it. The Alpha was asking Seth, someone who wasn’t even under her command, for his opinion on how to best protect her pack. And she had listened to him. If Seth decided that Elise wasn’t going to be safe to keep around, then that would matter to Rylie, too.

It was an impressive power. He was probably the only human that had ever had such sway over werewolves before.

Would that be enough to make James want to protect Seth—that unusual relationship with werewolves? Except that Elise had no reason to attack them over that. She couldn’t have cared less how the pack was structured. Seth remained an enigma.

“Thanks,” Elise said again, more sincerely.

Seth gave her a weighty look, the kind that said, Don’t blow this. “I’ll see if I can wrangle the deputy.”










Lincoln could barely feel his own two feet below him as he drifted through the werewolf sanctuary.

A werewolf sanctuary. Right there, just a few miles behind the town that he had grown up in. He had barely had a couple of days to become adjusted to the idea that werewolves weren’t behind the mass killings, only to find himself in the bosom of their hospitality. And there were a lot of them. One or two wouldn’t have been a surprise. Three dozen? Four?

He wanted to lie down for a while, but he couldn’t rest there. Not with the memory of the cadavers in the county morgue haunting him, and knowing that if the pack turned on him, the damage they inflicted would be even worse.

The faces of the pack swirled past him as he staggered down the road. They were staring at him, and he couldn’t help wonder what they thought. Did they see him as potential prey? Did they think he would go down easy? Lincoln gripped the gold crucifix at his throat for comfort, but the glowing love of God didn’t fill him as it usually did. In the shadowed valley where werewolves lurked, he was alone.

He double-checked that his sidearm was still in his belt, at the small of his back. There were twelve silver promises loaded in the magazine—bullets that ensured his safety if the worst happened. Twelve. Not enough to take the whole pack, but enough to take down eleven and himself.

“Deputy?”

Lincoln swung around, fists clenched, ready for attack. The man who had spoken to him held two hands up in a calming gesture, the fingers of his left hand tangled around the necks of two beer bottles. It was the young black man. Not the one that they had videotaped inspecting a murder scene, but his brother, Seth Wilder.

According to Elise, Seth wasn’t a werewolf. With effort, Lincoln relaxed his fists. “What can I do you for?” Lincoln asked.

“I thought you’d like a drink,” Seth said.

He handed one bottle, drenched in cold perspiration, to Lincoln. It felt like it had just been pulled out of an ice chest. Lincoln turned the label in his hands to inspect it.

“This is good beer,” Lincoln said.

Seth grinned. “When you’re sequestering forty-some adults away from civilization and expect them to get along with no fatalities, you better have the good alcohol. You should see our liquor cabinet.” He pulled a knife out of his pocket, and Lincoln tensed again, but he only used it to pop the cap off of the bottle. Seth offered it to Lincoln hilt-first.

“Thanks.” He kept Seth in the corner of his eye as he opened the beer. The guy looked young, maybe college age. “Are you twenty-one?”

“Does it matter?” Seth asked.

Wrong answer. “Let me see your ID.”

Seth barked a laugh, but he managed to produce an Iowa driver’s license from a battered leather wallet. His twenty-second birthday was approaching in a couple of weeks. Legal, but barely.

Jesus, a pack of deadly monsters was being run by children.

“Never would have expected to get carded here,” Seth said, gesturing at the milling werewolves ripping into their dinners. “You know, I’ve killed a dozen werewolves before. I’ve got an undergrad degree—I fast-tracked it through pre-med and graduated with honors. I’ve survived more attacks from the Union than I’d like to bother counting. Even if I wasn’t twenty-one, I’d deserve a cold one. Don’t you think?”

“It’s against the law,” Lincoln said.

“And it’s against the law for werewolves to have children, travel without filing an itinerary with the government, and vote in elections,” Seth said. “Sometimes, the law is an asshole.” He lifted his beer in a salute. “Cheers, deputy.” He took a long swig.

Lincoln sipped his. “They don’t pass laws to try to ruin your day,” he said after swallowing. “Laws protect people.”

Seth made a noncommittal noise. “They protect some people.” He sipped his beer again, then turned it in his hands, as if studying the lantern light through the distortion of the amber bottle. “Nobody here’s going to judge you for dating a demon, deputy. I hope you’ll give us the benefit of the doubt, too.”

“Dating a demon?” he echoed. Was that what he was doing—dating Elise? Did visiting morgues and crime scenes count as dates? They probably did to her.

“Gossip gets around town. Even here.”

Good Lord, he hoped it wouldn’t get back to his mother. She’d have a coronary. “We’re not dating.”

Seth shrugged, like he couldn’t have cared less either way. “Did you want something to eat? Elise thought you’d want steak.”

Lincoln didn’t want anything cooked by werewolf paws. God only knew how the infection spread. He could think of a few things that he would like less than being furry twice a month, but not many.

He finished his beer. It had been sealed. It was safe. “I’ll have another one of these,” he said, sitting on a nearby picnic table, far away from the crowds. Far enough that he would have warning if one of them ran at him, and enough time to draw his gun.

“Sounds good to me,” Seth said.

The kid disappeared for a moment, and then returned with an entire six pack. He set it beside Lincoln and joined him on the bench.

Lincoln didn’t protest. He didn’t have to like Seth to drink all his beer, after all.










Elise found Rylie in the thick of the action inside the kitchen, manhandling Nash. She was trying to get him to put on a pair of elbow-length yellow rubber gloves. He looked like Rylie was trying to convince him to stuff his arms into a pair of angry badgers.

“I don’t do dishes,” he said.

Rylie planted her hands on her hips, gloves crumpled in one fist. “I’m not telling you again.”

“That’s right,” Nash growled, pale eyes sparking. “You’re not.”

Elise stepped up to the sink. It was practically the size of a bathtub, and filled with a sudsy foam. A stack of dirty pans stood on the rack beside it. “All I want is for you to get them soaking,” Rylie said. “I’m not asking you to work while everyone eats. Just…do your part.” It was obviously not meant to be a request.

“If it’s so easy, you can put the damn dishes in the sink.” His spine straightened, chin lifting, staring at Rylie down his nose. “I’m the CEO of Adamson Industries and richest man in—”

“In the Haven,” Rylie finished for him. “Which has long since moved on and forgotten you. You’re not a rich asshole here; you’re just an asshole, and if you’re going to be part of my family, you’re going to act like it.” She shoved the rubber gloves in his chest.

“How dare you?” Nash hissed.

“Don’t make me tell Summer that you’re not pulling your weight.” Rylie poked him.

He took the poking more like a slap to the face. “I guard the sanctuary, though I have no reason to be here without her. I tolerate her presence.” He pointed at Elise. “What more do you ask me to do?”

“The dishes,” Rylie promptly replied.

There was something much too sweet for words about watching the angel that had killed Eve’s children pull on the rubber gloves, looking disgruntled. Even an annoyed angel was beautiful. He was majestic, filled with the glory of ethereal light, and about to get soapy.

“Don’t say a word,” Nash shot at Elise.

Her satisfaction must have been showing on her face. She schooled her features. “I only came to speak with Rylie.” But if she happened to enjoy sweet justice in the meantime, that was just a bonus.

Rylie watched long enough to make sure that Nash was getting to work, then allowed Elise to draw her away.

“Where’s Summer?” Elise asked, sliding through the busy kitchen.

“Huh?”

“Summer. Nashriel’s girlfriend. Where is she?”

“Oh. She’s visiting my aunt with her brother Abram,” Rylie said. “Nash would have gone with her, but he’s one of our best fighters. We wanted him around while we’re still getting everything set up here.” She glanced back at him, lowering her voice. “And he needs to learn to get along with people when Summer isn’t around. He fakes it well for her, but he can still be kind of a dick sometimes.”

“He’s an angel,” Elise said. That was just how angels behaved. They were creatures of the intellectual, brilliant and creative, and they believed themselves to be superior to everyone. It was part of the reason James was such a dick, to use Rylie’s term.

Rylie snorted delicately at that explanation. “Like my aunt would say, being an angel is no excuse for being insufferable.” She sighed, stepping out the front door to the street. “You didn’t come here to talk family drama. Sorry. What’s up? Did something happen with the case?”

Unfortunately, no. With Father Armstrong dead and his accomplice missing, Elise was at a loss as to how she should continue the investigation. But she had other, much more immediate needs. “I was hoping you’d have something I could feed my dog.”

“You’re keeping it?” Rylie asked.

“For now.”

“We’ve always got leftovers.” She pulled a face. “Nothing he would want to eat.”

“Beef bone?”

“We can manage that. Hey, do you want to meet some of the pack while you’re here?” Rylie asked.

Elise would have preferred to choke herself with Ace’s chain. But if she was going to be leaving Lincoln with the pack, she wanted to familiarize herself with the people that would be responsible for his safety. Just in case.

“Okay,” she said.

Rylie took her through tables, stopping to introduce Elise to each group. Few people were sitting. Most milled restlessly as if they couldn’t stop walking, even when they were eating.

The werewolves came in a wide variety of shapes, sizes, and features, but there was still a slight family resemblance to all of them—even beyond the gold irises. Elise couldn’t put her finger on the familiarity. Maybe the way they moved, or how they peeled their lips back in a wolfish glare when they smiled.

Rylie listed names: Trevin, Pyper, Bekah, Paetrick, one after the other. She knew everyone by sight. They all greeted Rylie with respect, and sometimes outright affection. The Alpha regarded them all with a little smile, a nervous laugh, a blushing wink.

This big group of mismatched people were family, united by the very thing that had turned them out from society.

What must it have been like to love so many people? Elise loved, somewhat reluctantly—it was one of Eve’s major drives, that love thing, but it came to Elise with difficulty. And with that love had come fear. Fear of losing Anthony, McIntyre, Leticia, their children.

Loving that many people made Rylie spectacularly weak. It left forty-something chinks in her armor. It was a curse, not a blessing.

Elise didn’t envy her.

She also didn’t retain any of the names that Rylie rattled off. They slid off of her mind as soon as they entered. Their faces blurred together into a sea of indistinguishable smiles.

“You look overwhelmed,” Rylie said as she led Elise away. “I thought it was overwhelming at first, too.”

“You seem to do well now.”

“I’m good at faking it. Being responsible for everyone still scares the crap out of me.”

Abel approached at a rapid clip, head bowed over the manila folder that he had stolen from the sheriff’s office. “Hey, Rylie,” he called, glancing up at her. “This guy look familiar to you?”

He whipped out a photo from the folder, shoving it in their faces. It was a man with short brown hair, thin lips, a scruffy beard.

“That’s the missing man,” Rylie said. “Bob Hagy, right?”

He wasn’t missing anymore. His body had been found that weekend, as mutilated as every other victim. But Elise stared at the picture. She had seen his face recently.

“He was the man with Father Armstrong,” Elise said.

“He’s supposed to be missing,” Abel said.

She grimaced. “He’s supposed to be dead.” Elise spotted Lincoln on the edge of the hazy gold light cast by the paper lanterns. She gestured him over. He was followed closely by Seth, both of whom were holding half-empty beer bottles. Looked like they had been making friends. “This is the man that they found this weekend, isn’t it?”

Lincoln squinted at the picture and leaned in close. His night vision must have been terrible in comparison to Elise’s. “Yeah. Bob Hagy.”

Elise plucked his cell phone out of his pocket. “Be right back,” she said.

She let the others fill Lincoln in while she stepped away from the group, toward the quiet edge of the forest, and dialed McIntyre’s number. She had used Seth’s phone to update him earlier after the confrontation with Father Armstrong, so she expected that he’d still be awake to do some research.

Elise’s expectation was right. Someone answered on the first ring. But it wasn’t McIntyre—it was Anthony.

“Hey,” he said, sounding surprised. “I was about to call you. I was reading up on Father Armstrong and found a connection between the victims. You’ll like this.”

“Give it to me.”

“They’re all members of the same church. Right?”

“Everyone in Northgate’s a member of the same church,” Elise said.

“But these people are part of a church group that goes back a few years. Like, fifteen years back, to a high school youth camp. Guess who else was in the group.” Anthony didn’t wait for her to guess. “Richard Armstrong.”

Elise glanced over her shoulder at Lincoln. He was deep in conversation with Seth, gesturing with his beer bottle, maybe arguing.

“You think that Father Armstrong used that camp to select his victims,” she said, and Anthony made a sound of assent. It would have made perfect sense if she hadn’t seen one of the victims with Father Armstrong that afternoon, perfectly alive. “Father Armstrong looked like he was only thirty years old. He wasn’t leading a church group in high school, was he?”

“No, that was led by this other guy, someone named Father Mikhail Night,” Anthony said.

Father Night?

He hadn’t said that he had known Father Armstrong for fifteen years. In fact, he had given Elise the distinct impression that they had only known one another for a few months.

“That’s interesting,” Elise said in what had to be the understatement of the week, if not the year.

“It gets better. There were other people that went to this church camp—thirteen total. All of them have gone missing or turned up dead.”

“Wait, thirteen?”

“Five of them moved away to other towns nearby. Fairfield, Woodbridge, Bellevue City… But they’ve gone missing, too. It hasn’t been connected to the case because they’re not in Northgate.”

“Anthony,” Elise said slowly, trying to organize her thoughts, “is it possible that the bodies in the morgue aren’t the people that they believe them to be? They don’t have enough teeth to match dental records, no faces…”

He caught on quickly. “You think that this group is faking their deaths so that they can go missing?”

“I ran into Robert Hagy this afternoon,” Elise said. “That’s why I was calling you. He was the man with Father Armstrong.”

“Oh shit.”

That summed it up pretty well.

Twelve people—thirteen, counting Father Night. It was the exact number of people that a coven would get together to perform big rituals. The kind of spells that required a delicate balance of energies, forcing them to be cast on specific moon phases. The kind of spells that took human sacrifice.

“Text me the names of the other people that attended that camp,” Elise said. “I need to run.”

“Where are you going?”

“I’m going to have a talk with Father Night.”
  



TWENTY-TWO




ELISE FLEW INTO the night and reappeared twenty miles away in Woodbridge.

She coalesced on the front lawn of the house where Father Night was supposed to be hiding. The lights were on in the house, even though it was almost midnight. Everyone else in the neighborhood was already asleep. The glow of light beyond the curtains seemed to taunt Elise.

She could have tried to mist under the front door, but those cult fuckers had exorcised her once, and she didn’t want to see what kind of magical booby traps they might have waiting for an incorporeal demon this time. Leaning back, she unleashed a powerful kick next to the handle, shattering the lock.

The door swung open.

Elise jerked the falchion out of its scabbard as she stepped inside. “Father Night?” she thundered, fist tight on the bare hilt, ears perked for sound.

Nobody responded. She also didn’t hear any rustling, doors slamming, or other sounds of attempted escape. The air was still, anticipant.

She would have been able to taste it if there had been anyone in the house. Even when mortals slept, their minds gave off an electric buzz. But there were no functioning brains in the house. Not even the heartbeat of a family pet.

The house was empty—or its inhabitants were hiding somewhere warded, where she couldn’t sense them.

She prowled the living room, searching for family photos among the glass-front cabinets displaying antique shotguns, blunderbusses, and pistols. Everything was ancient; the house looked like a museum.

Elise found what she sought in the hallway leading to the kitchen: a recent family portrait. She pulled it off of the wall and studied it closely.

The family looked nice enough. Prim brunette wife; husky, bearded husband. She did a double-take at the wife. It was Sheriff Dickerson. Elise had only seen pictures of her on Lincoln’s phone, but in every single one of them, she had been uniformed, with her hair in a tight bun. Her hair was loose around her shoulders in these pictures. When she was smiling, she was unrecognizable.

Elise pulled a second photo off of the wall. The sheriff and her husband were outdoors in that one, holding a pit bull puppy between them—a dog with a pink nose, brown markings, and a ribbon around his neck. Ace was ridiculously cute as a baby, all giant paws and big eyes. Must have been barely taken from his litter in the photo. And he probably hadn’t tasted human flesh yet.

“You fuckers,” she breathed.

She was going to kill them.

Elise dropped the photo on a table.

She rolled her feet down the hall, barely making a sound as she entered the kitchen, which was only illuminated by the hallway light. Long shadows stretched from the pots and pans hanging from the ceiling, throwing shapes on the wall beyond that looked like stalactites, or the open maw of a demon.

The heater clicked on. The smell of blood slapped her in the face as the air stirred. It was a rich, meaty odor, suggestive of more than just a few drops spilled. And as soon as she slipped around the marble kitchen island, she saw why.

Father Night’s body was sprawled in a glistening puddle. In such quantities, his blood looked black. It made his cassock shine.

His arms were spread to either side, ankles together, head missing. Very much like a decapitated Jesus. At another time, Elise might have appreciated the artistry of it.

Except that this time, it meant she was too late.

She slammed her fist into the wall, letting loose a string of curses that might have even managed to shock McIntyre. She punched through sheetrock wrist-deep.

And she heard a responding thud from somewhere else in the house.

Elise froze, listening for the sound to repeat. A moment later, she heard another thud, and then another, like fists pounding on a door. It wasn’t far. Definitely on the first floor.

She still couldn’t sense any mortals in the house. But that noise had to be coming from something alive.

She searched the garage, the living room, the dining room, but couldn’t seem to find the origin of the pounding noise. It didn’t stop. She followed it back into the kitchen again and opened the pantry. There was a trap door leading to the crawl space, and it was bouncing.

Elise kneeled to inspect the lock. Wards were etched into it. No wonder she hadn’t been able to feel anyone on the other side.

“Hang on,” she said, “I’m coming in. You might want to step back.”

The pounding silenced.

She slammed the hilt of her falchion into the lock once, twice. The infernal obsidian sparked against the metal. On the third strike, the padlock shattered, and she was able to rip the door open. Her blood burned hot in the wake of finding Father Night—she pulled the door off of its hinges and tossed it aside.

Elise dropped through the door.

What had once been a crawl space had been carved out, converting it into a space large enough for her to stand in. Anyone taller would have to stoop.

There was another pentagram smeared on the wall, another cage, plastic sheets spread over the floor. It was a second ritual site, though it didn’t seem to have been used in several weeks. The blood was brown and fading. The only footprints in the dust belonged to the person that had been trying to catch Elise’s attention, which were in the shape of designer heels. Shoes that definitely didn’t belong in a cult’s ritual space.

“I never thought I would be happy to see you,” said a female voice from the shadows.

Elise hadn’t heard that voice in a long time, but she would never forget that cold condescension, no matter how long she managed to walk the Earth. It was the voice of a jealous woman, someone who didn’t believe that her boyfriend, James, wasn’t fucking Elise behind her back—a witch, a talented doctor, and an all-around bitch.

Stephanie Whyte emerged, hunched over in the uncomfortable space. Her strawberry-blond hair hung loose around her shoulders. She looked gaunt and wasn’t preceded by her usual cloud of Victoria’s Secret perfume.

“Stephanie…Armstrong,” Elise said. “You’re fucking kidding me. You’re the coroner?”

“The one and only, for the last three months,” Stephanie said. She managed to sound dignified, even as she all but collapsed in Elise’s arms. Elise hadn’t been expecting Stephanie to grab her, so she staggered under the doctor’s weight, sinking to the dusty floor. “The things I’ve done, Elise—the things I’ve seen—you’d be doing me a favor if you slit my throat where I stand.”

“You’re not standing,” Elise said dryly.

She had definitely contemplated slitting Stephanie’s throat a few times—well, spitting in her pancake batter, at the very least—but no matter how much they disliked each other, it wasn’t worth murder.

There were no stairs leading out of the crawl space, and Stephanie seemed too weak to climb, so Elise wrapped her arms around her.

“I’m going to do something that will make you uncomfortable. Close your eyes, hold your breath, and don’t breathe until you hear my voice again,” Elise said.

She expected argument from Stephanie, but the doctor must have been even worse than she looked. She curled against Elise’s chest. Her eyes fell shut.

Elise bled into darkness, wrapped her misty form around Stephanie, and dragged the woman to the first floor. It only took an instant, but she knew from what Anthony had told her that it felt like a lifetime. He hated being transported by Elise—he had only voluntarily done it once since they moved to Las Vegas together, and that was because they had been about to fall off of the top of the MGM Grand. Anthony preferred Elise’s embrace to death. That was about the only thing he preferred it to.

Stephanie was gasping when she reappeared on the kitchen floor, clutching her throat.

“You can open your eyes,” Elise said. She pressed her hand against Stephanie’s forehead. The skin was clammy.

Her eyes flew open. “What did you do to me? How did we get up here?”

“Remember the demon apocalypse?” Elise asked. Of course Stephanie did. There was no way that anyone who had been in Reno at the time could have forgotten. “Long story short, it changed me. Can you walk?”

Stephanie found the strength to stand—probably motivated by the urge to never have to be carried by Elise like that ever again.

“Is that Richard?” Stephanie asked when she looked over the counter to see the body.

“No. But he’s dead, too.”

“Good,” she said fiercely.

Elise pulled Stephanie’s arm over her shoulder and helped carry her through the living room. “You were the one modifying the cadavers, weren’t you?”

She gave a hollow, mirthless laugh. “Modifying. Nice word for mutilation. Yes, it was me. I couldn’t bring myself to join their circles of power, so I desecrated the bodies instead. Heroic, don’t you think?” Stephanie’s calm front was cracking. She sounded like she was on the verge of breakdown.

“You survived,” Elise said. She wasn’t going to judge whether or not Stephanie could have done better, escaped, or even stopped them. It didn’t matter. What had been done was done. No point in regretting what couldn’t be changed. “How did they get you?”

“I was coming to meet someone in Northgate. They intercepted me. Forced me to take Richard’s name and claim to be his sister, though he didn’t treat me like one.” Stephanie’s eyes burned like coals. “Tell me he died painfully.”

He had died instantly, probably without ever realizing he was attacked. Elise said, “He suffered.”

Stephanie looked all too pleased by that.

Elise pushed the front door open. Rylie and Abel’s werewolf energies were approaching, which meant that Seth and the pickup had to be getting close, too. She could let him take Stephanie somewhere safe. For now, she sat the doctor on the front step.

“You got my message, didn’t you?” Stephanie asked. “About Lucinde?”

“I got it.”

“I won’t lie to you. I had hoped James would get it.”

Elise’s mouth twitched. “Well, he’s here, too.”

Stephanie’s face softened. “Is he?” She looked around, as if expecting to see him there at that moment. When she had left Reno, James and Elise had still been a somewhat functioning partnership. She probably had no clue that they were enemies now.

A mean part of Elise wanted to say, Yeah, but James didn’t come for you. Maybe it was Eve’s kindheartedness coming out, maybe Elise had grown up since their petty rivalry, but she kept that thought to herself.

But Elise still wasn’t mature enough to comfort Stephanie the way she obviously needed. She set the doctor down, backed away, and said, “Do you know what happened to the priest in there?”

“I heard some kind of argument, a scuffle,” Stephanie said. She shuddered. “They had kept me under there for two days. I thought the racket meant that had finally decided to sacrifice me, but they left an hour before you came. I have never been so relieved to hear your foul mouth in my life.”

Eve’s niceness must have really been creeping up on Elise, because she didn’t remark on that snide comment, either. “Where did they go?”

“I don’t know. It sounded like they planned to perform a sacrifice tonight, so I imagine they’ve gone to one of the other ritual sites.”

“Tonight?” She knew that it wasn’t the full moon, but she had to look up and double-check anyway. “All of the other murders have been on the full and new moons.”

Stephanie shrugged weakly.

A pickup pulled alongside the curb. The doctor tensed, but Elise said, “Don’t worry. It’s a friend.”

Seth jumped out. It was too warm for the baggy winter coat he wore, so she imagined that he must have been heavily armed. He moved nimbly despite the added weight.

He stopped at the end of the sidewalk, eyes widening at the sight of the woman sitting on the step. “Stephanie?”

“Seth,” she sighed, “thank God, someone sane. Help me stand up.”

Elise had run out of the ability to be surprised for the week. “You know each other?”

Seth grabbed Stephanie. “Yeah, she’s family,” he said, earning a shaky smile out of the doctor.

Distant alarm bells were ringing in Elise’s skull, telling her that she should be worried about this—there was some connection there, something she was missing, something that was going to come back and bite her in the ass. But she didn’t have time to dive into her alarming instincts.

“Where are the other ritual sites, Stephanie?” Elise asked, helping Seth carry her to the pickup.

“There’s a cabin in the mountains—”

“We cleared that one,” Seth said.

“—and the basement of the church in Northgate, St. Philomene’s Cathedral.”

“Shit,” Elise swore, ignoring Stephanie’s icy look. She had just left Northgate. Who knew how much damage the cult could have done while she was gone? “Seth, will you tell Rylie that we need to turn back?”

“I’m on it,” he said.

Elise vanished.




The stained glass window was a picture of an apple. Elise had been in Father Night’s office twice, spoken to Rylie about Cain’s cult, and walked laps around St. Philomene’s while searching for Richard Armstrong. Yet she hadn’t given a thought to the fact that the window behind Father Night’s desk was a red apple, bordered by the branches of a tree, until she broke in to search for a murderous cult.

Patterns. Elise’s job was to find them, break them, understand what they meant.

She’d completely missed this one.

“Anthony’s going to laugh his ass off at me,” she muttered, kicking aside Father Night’s rugs in search of a warded trap door like the one in Dickerson’s pantry. His floor was smooth. There wasn’t a single trap door in the entire damn church, and Elise had been looking for twenty minutes.

Where was the entrance to the basement?

She sure as hell could have used Rylie’s nose to speed up the search. Unfortunately, the werewolves were still looping back from Woodbridge, and it would be a while before they managed to catch up with her.

But someone might be getting sacrificed under the church at that moment. Elise couldn’t wait to get in—she had to find it now.

She tried to flash through the cracks in the floor, but it was like slamming face-first into a brick wall. The basement was warded in much the same way as the sheriff’s office.

Wards might not stop a physical penetration. Elise slammed her heel into the floor. The wood groaned.

Magic roiled, burning through the air, filling her nose with the scent of burning ozone.

She kicked the same part of the floor again, two more times. It didn’t break. Kopides were supernaturally strong, and some demons even stronger, but she lacked adequate leverage to shatter the floor.

Her eyes traced up Father Night’s door frame to the spiral of stairs inside the tower and the darkness at the top.

It would be a long way to fall.

In a flash, Elise appeared at the top of the tower, momentarily merged with the darkness. She could see the entire office through the shadows: the empty leather chair, the bundle of petrified twigs on his bookshelf, the old Bible under the window. But she couldn’t see beyond the door. Whatever wards the cult had placed on the cathedral blocked the rest of the church.

Elise reformed herself into a corporeal human form at the apex of the bell tower’s arches. For an instant, she was suspended in air, unmoving, almost hovering.

Then she fell.

Twenty feet of spiral staircase flashed past her. She pulled her knees to her chest, crossed her arms over her face, and hit the ground.

She might as well have shot a cannonball through the floorboards. Wood exploded around her. Dust and plaster and soil showered to the ground.

Elise landed on one knee, hand to the ground for balance, and looked up.

The ritual space under St. Philomene’s was the largest of the three. The bloody pentagram had been painted across the floor from wall-to-wall, creating a circle large enough to accommodate a coven’s full company of thirteen. A dozen equidistant points had been demarcated by candles, and robed figures stood over each one. The center of the pentagram held a half-dozen shiny steel tables with an elevated pulpit overlooking them.

Each table had a body on it. Bloody, mauled, daggers jutting through the mouths as if penetrating the soft palate. Already dead. Sacrifice over. Ritual complete.

Elise made quick inventory: only one exit, besides the one she had made, no windows, solid concrete walls. The cult wasn’t going anywhere. All twelve of them were trapped with her.

Twelve.

She counted them twice while they stared at her, stunned, shrouded in heavy robes with the hoods pooled around their shoulders. She recognized Brick among them. His wasn’t the only face that Elise recognized; she knew others from the murder files, and as Lincoln’s coworkers.

They were in on it. They were all in on it.

If Richard Armstrong had been lucky thirteen, then that meant the coven had no room for Father Night. Had he been among their number, or another victim of a cult’s blood thirst?

It was too late to ask him. But it wasn’t too late to ask his friend, Sheriff Dickerson, who stood on the pulpit with blood to her elbows and a look of shock on her face.

Elise had questions. The sheriff seemed to be high priestess and would likely have the answers. 

The sheriff would live for now, Elise decided.

Everyone else? Fair game.

“Get her,” Dickerson said, a moment too late.

The cult erupted into motion at the same moment that Elise did. She tried to evaporate into the deep shadows of the candlelit room, only to find that their wards prevented it; instead, she drew her sword, and met the first cultist head-on.

Bob Hagy’s fist swung at her, clutched around a knife. Elise leaped back. The point of metal whizzed millimeters from her abdomen, slicing a long gash open on her shirt. Damn it, she had just bought that tank top.

Elise’s foot lashed high, catching Hagy in the chin. His head snapped back. He dropped the knife. Collapsed.

Another cultist broadsided her with the force of a linebacker. They slammed into the wall together. 

“Out of the way! I need a clear shot!” shouted a hoarse female voice—the sheriff.

Elise didn’t look to see what the sheriff would be shooting with. She pushed off of the wall and slammed the bony ridge of her forehead into her attacker’s nose. She heard the bone snap, the squish of soft tissue, and knew that the cultist would die shortly.

She turned her attention to the others. They were trying to flee.

The inability to fast-travel through darkness didn’t prevent Elise from being the fastest person in the room. She reached the door first, slamming her back into it.

The members of the cult attempting to escape stopped at the bottom of the stairs, reluctant to fight her as the others had.

“You aren’t leaving here,” she told their round, frightened faces. “You assholes are never leaving.”

“Lord help us,” one whispered.

He wanted the Lord to help them?

They were the ones that had kidnapped innocents. They had caged people, slaughtered them, forced Stephanie to bloody her hands, fed Ace the remains.

Better yet, their families already believed them to be dead.

Elise was happy to make it truth.

She slid the falchion between the ribs of one man, penetrating his heart, and then kicked his body off to chop at another. Where the black blade of her sword had wounded him, a sickness spread, turning his flesh to stone. It didn’t make it far—he died too quickly. Her falchion sang at the taste of blood.

Elise hacked through the rest one by one. Half dropped before the others had time to react. Some died so quickly that her sword couldn’t even poison them.

A gun discharged, thundering in the concrete box of the basement. One of the surviving deputies—was his name Saldana?—was firing at Elise. She looked down to see bullets disappearing into her chest, leaving neat holes in her already-ruined shirt.

She drove her sword into his eye. The socket blackened, and the rest of his face went with it.

A fireball burned past Elise, singing her hair, striking the wall with a shower of molten magic.

She whirled to see who had cast such magic and found Sheriff Dickerson holding a Book of Shadows open in both hands. One of the pages was still smoldering. The high priestess had fired straight out of the cult’s holy text. Elise was almost amused to see a cross necklace dangling from the sheriff’s neck. She clung to God now, even after all these murders.

There was a time that James had been the only witch capable of containing magic within written symbols. But he and Elise had gotten sloppy about protecting the technique, and an enemy had found it; a few years later, it had spread to the masses. Most witches were still too weak to make use of it. The fact that Sheriff Dickerson could cast paper magic made Elise respect her a little more. Respect, and fear.

It was not in the sheriff’s favor for Elise to fear her.

The deputy’s bullets would come out later. Elise didn’t care about those. The magic might be an actual threat—especially if Sheriff Dickerson had another exorcism spell inside the book like the one Richard Armstrong had possessed.

Elise didn’t plan on giving her the chance to find it.

She sprinted at the pulpit and plowed into the sheriff, knocking her into the tables. They weren’t affixed to the floor. The last one slammed onto its side, spilling a freshly-killed body on top of Dickerson. The sheriff screamed at the horror of being underneath a corpse.

“You fed them to your fucking dog,” Elise growled, slamming her fist across Dickerson’s face. That one was for Ace. She struck again—that was for Stephanie.

Hands seized her shoulders, ripping her away from the sheriff. Elise whirled. It was one of the other supposed murder victims, a woman with bleached blond hair that looked like she should have been begging donations at a church picnic. Brave of her to attack Elise. Brave, and idiotic.

It took two swift gestures to kill her. A blade in the stomach, a slash across the throat. The falchion drank deep.

And the only one left alive was Sheriff Dickerson.

Elise dropped on top of her, sheathing the sword in a swift motion. She crouched on the sheriff’s chest like a raven perched on a grave.

Elise took a moment to page through the Book of Shadows. It was a large, heavy book, and it looked like witches had contributed to it for decades, though the written spells were fresh. Given Northgate’s appreciation of its local church, Elise had expected that the cult was something new—bored people dabbling in black magic. But this implied something more premeditated.

“Are you with the Apple?” Elise asked, tearing pages out of the book by the fistful. Dickerson’s eyes watered as she watched Elise shred them.

“Please,” she croaked.

“Talk to me. Are you with the Apple?”

“Yes,” Dickerson said, lifting a weak hand to her chest, tapping her heart with one finger.

Elise ripped open the robes. The sheriff was wearing her uniform underneath, so Elise ripped that, too. She found a bleeding apple tattooed on Dickerson’s bare breast, where it would always be concealed by her modest clothes.

“What was the spell meant to do?” Elise asked.

“The glory of the Apple,” Dickerson said. She coughed, body shaking under Elise, and blood stained her teeth. It seemed that Elise had given her some kind of internal wound in the fight. Such a shame.

“What’s the glory of the Apple? Explain.”

“Demon,” she rasped. She coughed again, spit blood onto her chin. “We’re summoning a demon. Opening a portal.”

That explained some of the runes around the pentagram, and why Elise didn’t recognize them. Her primary exposure to magic had been through James, who didn’t need to evoke demons for their knowledge or power. To a cult of more mundane people, blood and moonlight would be the only ways to harness enough magic to control a demon.

“I thought you needed to do the sacrifices on the apex and nadir of the moon,” Elise said. “We’re in between.”

“Werewolves—just diverting the OPA. Trying to confuse them. No werewolves here.”

Dickerson didn’t even know that Rylie’s pack existed. Probably for the best.

“Either way, your spell failed. I see no portals,” Elise said.

“It was successful. We possessed him.”

Her heart fell. “Who got possessed?” But Dickerson was fading quickly. She spit up more blood. Her shaking became more violent. Elise gripped the robe in both fists, lifting the woman’s head off of the floor. “Who did you possess with a demon?”

Dickerson’s eyes slid shut. Her lips moved in two silent syllables.

Marshall.




“Oh my God.”

Elise looked up. Rylie stood, naked and human, in the open door of the basement. Her eyes tracked over the bodies, and her cheeks grew paler by the second. The surprise of discovering a massacre must have shocked her back to her human form.

Elise looked at her handiwork as well, seeing it for the first time with eyes untouched by adrenaline. The sacrifices were the worst of it, but the dead cult didn’t look much better. Half of them were rigid with obsidian limbs. There was blood everywhere. The air was thick with it.

Justice rendered.

Releasing Dickerson, Elise stood. “Freak out later,” she said. She pressed a hand to her stomach. One of the deputies had shot her, and her body was trying to reject the bullet. “Phone. Now.”

Rylie spread her hands. “Where would I have a phone?”

Good point.

Elise pushed past Rylie and shot up the stairs. Abel was in his hulking wolf form at the top. Seth must have been taking care of Stephanie somewhere else. Somewhere, hopefully, that was not the werewolf sanctuary.

The stairs to the basement had been hidden behind the confessionals—no wonder Elise hadn’t found it. She bolted across the church into Father Night’s office and ripped the phone off the desk. There was no dial tone.

An instant later, there was no light, either. With a buzz, a sting of magic, all power failed. The room went dark. Moonlight cast pale shapes on the stained glass windows.

Elise slammed the receiver down. “Fuck.” Her swear was punctuated by a hard clench of her abs, and she vomited mucus onto Father Night’s desk. The bullets glimmered in the center of the ichor she dispelled.

“What’s going on?” Rylie asked, hanging in the door of the office.

She wiped her mouth clean. No matter how many times she puked bullets, it felt awful.

“Lines are dead,” Elise rasped. “Power, too.”

Rylie dragged her teeth over her bottom lip, staring up the darkness of the bell tower. “The power goes out all the time here. There’s something wrong with the lines. That’s normal.” It sounded almost like she was trying to convince herself.

Elise hadn’t imagined the surge of magic that had preceded the power cutting out. And it was too convenient that it would have failed when she was trying to reach the werewolf pack.

“I want you to stay here, Rylie,” Elise said. “Make sure that nobody comes back to do more magic downstairs. This isn’t over yet.”

“Who’s going to do magic here? The cult’s all…” Rylie cut herself off by swallowing hard. The look she was giving Elise wasn’t nearly as friendly as the looks they had shared when they were building the fence together.

“Just watch it,” Elise said, addressing both Rylie and the shaggy wolf shadowing her. “I’m going to find a demon.”

The wolf nodded, butting his head into Rylie’s hands.

Elise forced herself to walk calmly out the back door of the church, keeping the growing panic off of her face. She didn’t want to tip Rylie off. The kid didn’t need to know what was probably happening to her pack at that moment. And Elise couldn’t bring herself to tell Rylie the truth, because then she would want to be there. Alpha or not, Rylie was too good, too sweet, too kind—if seeing the basement had bothered her, it was nothing compared to how she would react to what Elise was about to do.

She managed to keep calm for about six steps. But by the time she reached the threshold, she was almost running.

The instant she crossed the wards, she erupted into darkness.

The cult had been trying to possess Lincoln Marshall with a demon.

Elise had given Lincoln silver bullets.

And she had left him inside the werewolf sanctuary’s wards.
  



TWENTY-THREE




LINCOLN DREAMED OF Hell. His visions were brighter and clearer than ever before. If he hadn’t laid down to rest in a cottage in the mountains behind Northgate, he would have believed that he was truly there. He could smell the smoke and sulfur. Breathing the air burned his lungs. He felt sluggish, as if the air were thicker than water, and it seemed to take him forever to turn.

Oh, Lincoln…I’m ready for you.

The Devil was there. She was always there, waiting for him to gaze upon her bloody smile. He had been inside of her. Lord have mercy, he had spent himself with her legs locked around his waist and her breasts slick against his chest.

She wore a necklace of bones. A spine was curled around her waist with the tailbone flat against the inside of her thigh. Skeletal fingers gripped her breasts, leaving imprints on her skin, allowing the nipples to peek between the rotten tendons of the knuckles.

Lightning arced through the smoky haze. For an instant, she didn’t look like Elise. She looked sallow, decaying, bloated. There was a towering, black-skinned beast behind her, with the wings of a bat and cloven hooves. It was waiting for her to take Lincoln so that it could act.

When the light cleared, she was standing closer to him. Lincoln only needed to wrap his arms around her sumptuous curves.

Taste me, she said, fingers tracing the lines of her abdominal muscles, dipping along the furrow of her thighs until she reached her nether lips. Her long strokes drew his gaze along the path of her fingertips. She slid one finger between her legs, inside of herself, then touched the juicy tip to his mouth.

Lincoln sucked on the finger. The taste of copper stung his tongue.

He wanted her. He needed her.

Let us be one, said the Devil. At her back, the black beast chuckled.

She placed a black-nailed hand against his chest and shoved. Two steps back, and the ground vanished underneath him.

He was falling, tumbling down the pits of Hell, the air heating with crimson flame. Screams beat at him. Hands tore at his naked body. His fall was slowed by the thick air, and when the Devil followed, she soared on its currents like a dark angel clad in death.

The Devil caught him in her arms. The hard edge of teeth grazed his throat.

Just say yes, she said, a serpentine hand curling around his erection, stroking him until he was so turgid that he thought he might break.

She slid onto him. Her cunt was sweet fire.

Say yes, Lincoln.

Her limbs tangled around his body. Her mouth crushed his. Her maw was growing, blacking out the sky. He inhaled her breath and saw only her eyes and tasted her blood.

Let me take you. Just say yes…

The orgasm crashed over him. His body plunged into the pits of Hell.

“Yes,” Lincoln said.




Near-instantaneous travel through Northgate’s night wasn’t nearly fast enough. The moments that Elise floated over the town felt as endless as the time that she had spent trapped in the garden.

She wasn’t the obsessive type, yet she couldn’t shake the images that flashed through her: the smiling faces of the pack, the laughter of a family sharing jokes, even Nashriel’s frustration at being forced to do the dishes. A murderous demon walked among them. It was Elise’s fault, and she was the only one that could save them.

Elise plunged into the mountains, darted between the trees.

And she smashed headlong into magical wards.

She shocked back into her human form as she bounced onto the forest floor, flat on her back. Elise stared up at the tree branches stretching toward the stars and couldn’t feel her fingers or toes. Whatever she had hit, she had hit it hard—and it had hit her back.

“I told you to leave,” James said.

Elise’s blood ran cold. She sat up to see him standing with his arms folded a few feet away. He was still wearing the glamor that made him look young. His hair looked black, his eyes were piercing blue, and his crow’s feet were tightened into disapproval.

He was also standing on the other side of the wards, where she apparently could no longer reach him.

“You can’t be in there,” Elise said, as if denying what she saw could make it truth. “You can only get in there if the pack takes you.”

“Wards that I constructed can’t keep me out,” James said simply.

Everything fell into place.

That was what had bothered her about Seth calling Stephanie “family.” Rylie had said a member of her pack’s family had referred them to a witch, who had created the wards. Stephanie was related to one of the werewolves. She had asked James to protect the sanctuary. And James had forced Lincoln to get building permits for the pack—not the White Ash Coven.

His fingerprints were all over Rylie’s pack, and Elise hadn’t seen them. More patterns that she had failed to put together.

It was too late now. James had locked her out of the sanctuary, revoking her right to enter and strengthening the magic that protected them.

And Lincoln was on the wrong side.

“You have to let me in,” Elise said, getting to her feet. “Open the wards now.”

James gave her a pitying look. “Leave, Elise. It’s past time.”

She stepped as close to him as she could without getting slapped by his magic again. Six inches apart, separated by a chasm of wards, she pinned him with her black gaze. “You don’t understand. People are dying in the sanctuary. Lincoln’s been possessed by a demon, and I have to exorcise him.”

“I told you that some things require taking a stand,” James said. “I will not let you interfere with the pack any longer.”

“Even if that means letting some of them die?”

He didn’t respond, but his silence was answer enough.

She clenched her hands into fists at her sides, digging her fingernails into her gloved palms.

Violence boiled in her skin. Elise couldn’t hold it.

She lashed out, punching the invisible wall of magic, and the contact shocked through her entire body. She tasted blood, burning leaves, and the familiar electric zing of James’s power. It punched back, harder than she had, and she stumbled. But it didn’t stop her from hitting it again.

Elise was screaming—screaming with pain, with rage—because there were no words to contain her hate. Her roar rattled the sky.

When she pulled back for another strike, James caught her fist.

He stepped easily through the wards and kept walking, using his grip on her hand to shove her back against the tree, safely distant from the unfriendly magic.

“Damn it, Elise, stop hurting yourself!”

She twisted free and swung. Her knuckles connected with his jaw. The crack of bone on bone was more satisfying than any sound she had ever heard, and she was instantly addicted.

Elise struck out again. James ducked, letting it blow over his head without contacting.

She kneed his lowered face. His grunt fed years of revenge fantasies.

But he didn’t let her strike again. His hands closed on her arms, pinning them to her sides. Magic crackled through his gloves. Her ears buzzed, she smelled copper, and her vision blurred. It was as hard as getting struck by the wards—no, even harder.

The back of her head smacked into the tree. James held her against it, chest heaving with exertion. “The pack was fine when I last checked on them,” James said.

“Do you think I’m lying?”

“I think you have an agenda.”

“Let me in, goddammit,” Elise said. “They’re dying!”

“Even if that were the truth, you can’t tell me that you care.”

“You have no clue what I care about, Faulkner!”

A long pause.

Her vision cleared, and she realized his face was inches from hers. His breath smelled of icy-cool breath mints. Hurt touched his eyes, tilting them down at the corners. “‘Faulkner’? Are we on last-name terms now?”

She fisted her hands in his shirt. She would have preferred to grab him by the throat, but his grip on her biceps kept her from being able to reach that high. Elise let her fingernails bite into his waist instead. She hoped it hurt. “There have been serial killings. It is—was—the work of a cult. They summoned a demon to possess Lincoln, and he’s inside the wards. You have to let me in to stop him.”

James’s jaw tensed. “This is about Lincoln?”

Perfect fucking timing to get jealous. “This is about Lincoln being possessed by a demon and killing innocents!”

His gaze roved over Elise’s face. Without his warding ring on his finger—she could see the metal shining in the neck of his shirt, hanging from a chain—the protections between their minds were fragile enough that he might be able to force his way into her head.

They didn’t get time to find out. A body crashed through the trees. Seth appeared, sweaty and breathless, rifle drawn.

He stopped at the sight of Elise backed against a tree by James.

“Did you already stop him?” he asked, brow furrowing, fingers tensing on the trigger.

Elise shoved James away. It was easier to think without his hands on her. “I can’t get through the wards. How did you know what happened to Lincoln? I didn’t tell Rylie.”

“Crystal called me,” Seth said, every muscle in his body taut. His eyes flicked between them. “I don’t know why you’re here, James, or why Elise can’t get in, but they’re under attack. Lincoln was asleep in one of the cottages and came out shooting with silver bullets. Crystal said that Nash had him pinned, but wasn’t sure how long he could hold him.”

It was exactly as Elise had feared. Lincoln was probably a good shot—she had a hard time imagining that he could be bad at anything he set his mind to—but she hoped the demon was clumsy on the trigger. Anything to waste those twelve bullets and prevent them from hurting the pack.

“Go,” Elise said. “Stop him.”

Seth broke through the magical barrier without so much as a misstep. Elise’s frustration only grew as she watched his back retreating into the night, unable to follow.

She faced James. “Let me in,” Elise said, enunciating each syllable carefully.

“I can’t,” he said finally, reluctantly. “I just finished reinforcing the spells protecting the sanctuary. It would take a few hours to disassemble them again.”

They didn’t have hours.

Elise fisted his collar, jerking his face down to her level. “If anyone dies, it’s your fault.”

James didn’t try to argue with her. His heart was pounding, and she could taste it thick on her tongue, like pressing her mouth to the pulse leaping in his throat. His expression said nothing, but his body betrayed him: the flush of heat on his cheeks, the spark of neurons, the thrill of adrenaline burning hot in the air between them.

He wouldn’t be able to see her physical cues as acutely as she did with demon senses, but he didn’t need to. James had known her since she was sixteen. Barely out of childhood. No matter how schooled she kept her features, something would betray her.

His hands wandered from her shoulders to her hips, tracing her body with a familiarity that he didn’t deserve. He had seen every inch of her before, touched her, tasted her, and she instinctively reacted to it. Her nipples hardened, even as she rolled her fingers into a fist. She tensed her hand. Knuckles popped.

“Don’t touch me, Faulkner,” she said.

James cupped her chin. “Don’t call me that. It’s ridiculous.”

“Get unraveling. Open the wards. The sooner, the better.”

He didn’t seem to be interested in having that argument again. He tugged her hips so that she had to step closer to him.

Elise saw the thought budding in his eyes before he said it. He was thinking about that again. The betrayal.

“Don’t start,” she hissed.

It was too late.

“I have no excuses for what I did to you, Elise,” James said softly. “I won’t even attempt to formulate any such thing. I also won’t apologize again—not to spare my nonexistent dignity, but because it’s insulting to presume that words could make up for my actions. All I can say is that you have never strayed from the forefront of my mind. Even for the three years you avoided me. Even now, when we are at odds.”

She captured his head in her hands, fingertips digging into the nape of his neck, thumbs framing his face. For an instant, she entertained the thought of ripping his skull from his neck. “If you love me, then why would you think that I’d hurt Seth and Abel?”

“Because once you know the truth, you will,” James said.

“What truth?” she asked. He tried to look away, but she held his head captive. “What don’t I know, James?”

He dragged her body against his, arm clamped around the small of her back. “No, Elise,” he said. His breath was hot against her cheek.

“No what?” she asked, voice thick with frustration.

James kissed her, plunging his tongue into her mouth, exploring its recesses. His free hand slid up the hem of her shirt, flattened over her ribs.

Her knees still weakened, her muscles liquefied, and her skin flushed with heat.

Three years, and she still couldn’t resist him.

The first time that Elise had tried to kiss James—when she was eighteen years old, on a beach in Denmark, shortly after they had bonded as kopis and aspis—he had rejected her. She had wished she could die after that.

The next time that they had kissed, she thought that she might die, but of happiness.

This time, she was just fucking pissed.

Elise bit his tongue. Hard.

He twitched back in shock, but his hands only gripped her harder, holding her against his chest. It was probably as much self-defense as it was from passion. Elise couldn’t get up as much momentum to punch him the way he deserved when she was pinned to his body.

She flashed into darkness, out of the circle of his arms, and reappeared behind him.

James turned too slowly. She rammed her elbow into his kidneys. He stumbled, and she grabbed the back of his head, using his momentum to slam his face into the tree trunk.

Magic flared. He threw a hand behind him, lobbing electricity in her direction. Elise side-stepped it easily, but her heart skipped a beat.

When had James learned to throw magic without a single written symbol?

He spun, tossing another one at her—a blast of air that flung her to the ground in a shower of dry leaves. Elise disappeared, reappearing on her feet, and swung a roundhouse kick at his head.

James ducked, seized her ankle. He jerked her off-balance. Caught her before she fell.

He kissed her again, harder than before, with a hand on her throat and the other clutching her back. She still felt faintly bruised where Rylie had bitten her, and he seemed to know just where to press hardest to make her shiver. God, it was good. She groaned into his mouth despite herself.

If not for her subconscious screaming a reminder that there was danger in the air, Elise might have surrendered. But Lincoln had been seized by a demon, and he had twelve silver bullets. He could commit twelve murders in a pack of innocent werewolves.

And Elise was kissing the man that had damned her to Heaven.

When she jumped away again, it was into the shadow of trees twenty feet away, on top of a pile of rocks—well out of James’s reach.

Elise couldn’t seem to breathe. Luckily, James didn’t chase her.

“Do what you need to satisfy your urges,” he said, wiping the blood off of his lip. It glistened black in the night. His tongue must have been bleeding. Good. “It changes nothing. Lincoln means nothing. When all of this is over, I will find a way to earn your forgiveness.”

Elise rubbed her wrist over her bruised lips, wishing that she could wipe away the evidence of their kiss—and all of the feelings that had come with it. It was so much easier to hate him when she wasn’t yearning for him to touch her again.

“I will never stop hating you,” she said fiercely. And the way his body made her feel only made Elise hate him more.

“Never means nothing in the span of eternity,” he said.

He turned and walked away—damn him, he walked away, like it was so easy for him to leave her behind with no way to enter the sanctuary. The wards yielded to him effortlessly. She felt the sting of magic when he passed.

“James,” she called. He ignored her. “James!”

“I’ll protect the pack. Don’t worry,” he called over his shoulder.

By which he meant, he would protect Seth and Abel, who he cared about more than Elise at the moment. But why? He had jammed his tongue down her throat, but didn’t have the decency to explain his lunacy.

James broke into a jog, ignoring her shouts.

Magic flared in the forest, sucking all of the oxygen out of her lungs and silencing her voice. Elise grasped her throat, stumbling.

That wasn’t James’s magic—his spells had never had that kind of heat behind them. His power was the kiss of rain, an autumn breeze. This was boiling summer heat in the Sahara.

Elise spun to search for the source and saw a beam of light lancing through the sky. It only lasted for a heartbeat before vanishing.

It had been centered over Northgate.

Someone in the cult had survived, and they were casting another spell.

She cast one more furious glare at the wards. She couldn’t save the pack, couldn’t exorcise Lincoln, couldn’t even walk six feet west without falling on her ass. But she could finish the cult.

Elise leaped into the sky.
  



TWENTY-FOUR




THERE WAS ONLY one place in the world that Seth considered to be home, and it was the Gresham Ranch. The faintest whiff of brewing coffee could bring the memories back to him in a heartbeat: the long hours he spent repairing fences, digging trenches, moving cattle, shoveling the paths in the cold winter sun. It had been his first real job. The place that he had been safe with Rylie, most of the time. Somewhere that everyone loved and respected him.

The Gresham Ranch was gone. The Union had seized it, from the back forty acres to the rickety mailbox that had been kicked over in a fit of werewolf anger at least six times. They had said it was a case of eminent domain. In truth, it was a case of control, and the Union’s frustration that they had continually failed to possess the pack that the ranch sheltered.

The Union had taken the ranch, but they couldn’t take the memories. And those memories couldn’t be replaced, either.

But anywhere Abel and Rylie were, Seth could make into a home, whether it be a strip motel or a sanctuary deep in the mountains. They’d spent weeks constructing cottages to the specifications of their future inhabitants, hammering and painting and furnishing, and Seth had poured enough sweat into the sanctuary that he probably could have filled the lake with it. It wasn’t home—not yet—but he was damn proud of what he had accomplished, not to mention what it represented for the future of the endangered werewolf species.

Which was why his heart shattered when he saw the cottages burning, and Lincoln standing in the center of town with flames rippling off of his skin.

He didn’t look anything like the deputy that Seth had shared a beer with earlier that night. If not for the familiar close-cropped hair and football shoulders, he might have thought that a monster had walked straight into the sanctuary.

Veins bulged from Lincoln’s exposed skin, like he had shot adrenaline straight into his heart, and blood streamed down his cheeks. A black symbol swam in the center of his forehead, just under the surface: a demonic sigil.

There was a gun in his hand and a body crumpled at his feet. One wolf already down.

Crystal’s guess had been right. Lincoln was possessed by a demon.

And now he was aiming a handgun loaded with silver rounds at Trevin.

The werewolf was rushing between cottages, head low, arms pumping. It looked like he had ripped debris away from where it blocked the door to one burning cottage, allowing the inhabitants to escape. He was making himself a diversion. A diversion that Seth fully intended to utilize.

Seth shouldered his rifle, centered the sights on the upper right quadrant of Lincoln’s chest, and squeezed the trigger.

The shot slammed into Lincoln with a spray of blood, pouring from the wound with more force than a garden hose. His blood pressure was high, too high, and it spurted with every pulse of his heart.

Lincoln turned slowly, bloody eyes zeroing in on Seth a hundred feet away.

The blood slowed. The wound closed.

Seth expected—even hoped—that Lincoln would fire the pistol at him, wasting silver rounds on someone that wouldn’t be poisoned by the shot. But he dropped the gun and raised his free hand, fingers spread, palm facing Seth.

“Kopis,” he said. Lincoln’s voice was ragged, like his throat had been chewed by a saw.

Terror gripped Seth. His heart hammered, his head swam, and his vision hazed.

Lincoln’s going to kill me. I’m going to die out here. Everyone’s going to die.

And somewhere below that, he heard his mother’s voice again.

Failure.

Seth fired another shot, even though he couldn’t see. The slug went wild. Lincoln laughed, low and throaty.

Through the haze, Seth could see the deputy approaching, sauntering toward him with gently-swaying hips, as if he were used to having curves. Lincoln stepped over the body at his feet easily. It wasn’t a wolf—it was Nash, hands clutching his chest, gray-tinged blood pouring over his fingers. He had taken a bullet to protect the pack, and it looked like he was down for the count.

Summer had left Nash behind to protect them. Now Nash was unconscious.

If this thing could take an angel, then what chance did Seth stand?

Failure, his mother whispered again.

The fire on the roof of the cottage behind Lincoln touched an electrical box. An explosion flared behind him, briefly lighting up his silhouette—in the shape of a woman. Seth thought that he glimpsed a bikini of bones, a wide grin with a serpent tongue, but the vision faded immediately.

That’s not Lincoln.

“Come here, kopis,” Lincoln said. He almost sounded sultry.

A second explosion. Seth whirled to see that another cottage had caught fire, even though the other burning buildings weren’t anywhere nearby. Where Lincoln walked, flames followed.

The entire sanctuary was going to burn down.

Seth would burn to death.

He could imagine it now with perfect clarity: gagging on smoke, the moisture evaporating from his eye sockets, skin melting. Seth screamed and tried to leap from the fire. The rifle flew from his hands. His back hit the ground.

Lincoln stood over him laughing. The sound struck fear deep into Seth’s heart.

The deputy stooped, and when he rose again, the rifle was in his hands. He wasn’t going to waste a silver bullet on Seth. He didn’t need to.

Need to stand, need to fight back…

Failure…

But he couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t even move. The terror ripped from him in dry, wracking sobs, the tearless kind that shook his entire body.

“Such a shame,” the demon purred through Lincoln’s mouth. “This is a pretty one.”

I’m going to die.

But a man leaped into Lincoln’s side, knocking him over. The rifle discharged into the air.

“Get it!” Trevin shouted, holding Lincoln down.

The instant that he had struck Lincoln, the fear had lifted from Seth’s mind. It was still lingering, but not debilitating. He could breathe.

His eyes focused on the rifle a few feet away. Seth scrambled for it.

Trevin couldn’t change, not without Rylie or Abel’s help—he wasn’t an Alpha. But his human form was nothing to laugh at, either. He hurled all of his strength into each punch across Lincoln’s face, snapping his head from side to side, sending blood spraying across the road that Seth had paved himself.

With a thunderous growl, Lincoln kicked Trevin off of him. The werewolf went flying. He punched through the wall of the nearest cottage, and half of the burning roof collapsed on him.

Shit.

Seth lunged for his rifle, but another hand landed on it at the same time that his did: a hand corded with veins and stained with blood.

He elbowed Lincoln in the face. The deputy responded by biting his elbow hard, digging his square teeth into the meat of Seth’s forearm. He cried out as he ripped free.

His pounding heart sped to fill his ears.

You will die alone, pretty kopis.

That wasn’t his thought—it belonged to a sensual female voice, like the very best phone sex operator on Earth, and with it came waves of fresh fear.

Seth could imagine Rylie writhing on the ground, wracked with the pain of silver poisoning. Abel was already dead. They were skinned and bleeding and there was nothing he could do to save any of them, because he had failed—

The images vanished.

“Crux sacra sit mihi lux!”

Lincoln screamed with twin voices, one masculine, one feminine. He reared back on his knees, gripping his head in both hands.

Beyond him, James emerged from the smoke of the burning cottages, sword in hand.

Seth had seen Elise’s obsidian falchion. This sword looked to be its twin, though it was from much more ordinary components—steel, he thought, although he had never seen steel glowing with its own internal fire before. Religious symbols blazed over the flat of the blade.

James stood over Lincoln, pressing the flat of the falchion against his face.

“Non draco sit mihi dux—Seth, grab the pistol!”

Seth felt lost and scared and confused. But he was starting to understand that the fear wasn’t his. It belonged to the demon. It was the same thing that had made Abel run from the mobile home, and no matter how real it felt, it wasn’t his emotion.

“The pistol!” James yelled again.

Right. Seth ripped it out of Lincoln’s belt, ejected the magazine, and threw them both in separate directions. He hoped that the magazine would land in one of the fires. Silver was a soft metal; it would melt easily.

James wasn’t trying to cut Lincoln with the sword, but whatever he was doing looked like it hurt as badly. The blazing falchion left a raised welt on Lincoln’s flesh. The deputy’s eyes had rolled into the back of his head as he shuddered.

Seth grabbed his rifle and aimed it down at Lincoln’s skull. He only shook a little bit.

“Shoot him,” James said.

“What?”

“Do it!”

Seth didn’t squeeze the trigger.

Was that the right thing to do to someone possessed—kill them for the crimes of the demon? Lincoln was kind of a prejudiced dick, but he wasn’t evil. He was a deputy. He protected people.

“Can’t you exorcise him?” Seth asked.

They had stalled too long. Lincoln’s hand clamped around James’s wrist, forcing the sword away from his cheek. James’s muscles shook with the strain of trying to hold the falchion in place, but the demon was stronger.

“I don’t think I like you, angel-heart,” Lincoln said with a moue of distaste.

He shoved James and shot to his feet. The instant that they broke contact, fear erupted over Seth again, boiling magma-hot over his flesh.

Lincoln shoved Seth. He fell, unable to fight back.

“No!” James roared, swinging the sword.

But Lincoln didn’t stop to fight them again. He ran with inhuman speed, flying across the sanctuary and into the mountains.

Only when he vanished did the grip of fear release Seth’s lungs. “What the hell just happened?” he gasped, getting to his feet, gripping his chest in both hands.

“Nightmare demon,” James said grimly, reaching back to sheathe the sword. Like Elise, he had a scabbard on his spine, hidden by a loose button-down shirt. “Fuck me, I didn’t think…” He shook his head. “We have to catch him before he reaches Northgate. Are you coming?”

“Wait,” Seth said.

Two of the werewolves, Crystal and Reese, were pulling apart the walls of the cottage that Trevin had fallen into. Seth hurried over to help, but they had already ripped into the building with super-strength, extracting Trevin from its depths. He was ashen, singed—but breathing.

“I’ve got him,” Crystal said, hugging Trevin’s shoulders tight to her chest. Her manicured fingers stroked the sweaty hair off of his forehead. “Get that thing.”

“The fire,” Seth said, staring at the sanctuary. It wasn’t nearly as bad as he had thought at first glimpse—the cottage that Trevin had been in was the worst, but the others were barely smoldering. The fear radiating from the nightmare had made it look worse. Thank God that Rylie had splurged on the best flame-resistant building materials.

“We’ll rally the pack and take care of it,” Reese said. “Go, Seth.”

He turned to see that James was already sprinting after Lincoln. Muttering a curse under his breath, Seth followed.
  



TWENTY-FIVE




ELISE BRACED HERSELF for what she would find at the center of the magical hurricane in Northgate. She expected to find another arm of the cult evoking another demon, or maybe a portal to Hell with demons and fire raining upon the town. Or both, even—the amount of magic thickening the air suggested that something terrible was going down.

But when she reached the square, she didn’t find demons, portals, or cults.

She found Dr. Stephanie Whyte at the base of the Bain Marshall statue, in all of its three-story marble glory. And she was grappling with… Wait, is that Father Night?

Elise couldn’t remain shrouded in shadow with so many currents of magic twisting over Northgate. So much energy seemed to invert the night, turning the sky pearlescent cerulean, and making the stars black punctuation on a pale sheet.

She coalesced on the edge of the broad lawn surrounding the statue, arms wrapped around her body, struggling to hold onto her skin. It was almost bright enough to make her vanish completely.

With human eyes, she could see that it was definitely Father Night beside Stephanie. He was almost unrecognizable with tousled hair and a t-shirt. There was no priestly raiment now. Only the trappings of an ordinary man.

Stephanie held the cult’s ravaged Book of Shadows under one arm, a page clutched in her fist, hatred in her eyes. Father Night backed away from her.

“Please, Stephanie,” he said. “You don’t want to do this.”

Elise trudged toward them, struggling to get closer to the nexus of magic—the Bain Marshall statue, which had an altar erected between his feet.

“I will kill you,” Stephanie said, voice trembling. “I will.”

What the hell was going on? How was Father Night alive, and why was Stephanie attacking him?

“Hey!” Elise barked, grabbing Stephanie’s arm. The doctor jerked with surprise. She must not have heard Elise’s approach. “Someone tell me what’s going on here, or I’ll eat the both of you and save myself a headache.”

“She’s gone insane,” Father Night said promptly. “She’s trying to kill me.”

A sob ripped out of Stephanie. “He’s the one that captured me. He fooled me into thinking—he made me think—” It seemed too difficult to say. Tears streamed down her cheeks. “He led the cult, Elise, and now he’s going to open a portal to Hell.”

“Don’t believe her,” the priest said.

Elise would have liked to believe that Stephanie was insane. It would have been sweet justice after how much the doctor had driven Elise crazy. But while Stephanie was a bitch, she also had a sense of noble honor. She had stayed at the emergency room through apocalypse, risking life and limb to try to save people that couldn’t be saved.

Which meant that Father Night was lying.

She dropped Stephanie’s arm. “Go ahead,” Elise said. “Kill him.”

The priest’s eyes widened to circles.

Stephanie said a word of power, trying to unleash the magic contained within the page she held.

But the spell fell flat. Nothing happened.

The page evaporated in her hand, and Stephanie cried harder as she watched the ash drift away. She wasn’t as strong as Sheriff Dickerson. She couldn’t cast paper magic. “No,” she said, sinking to her knees, book clutched to her chest. “No.”

Father Night didn’t relax. He watched Elise from the corner of his eye warily as he backed toward the altar.

“Well, Father,” Elise said, “would you like to confess your sins?”

“I haven’t sinned.”

“Everyone’s a sinner, Mikhail. And all of those dead people didn’t sacrifice themselves.”

“That was the sheriff,” Father Night said. He faltered as Elise approached him. He stumbled over the first step leading to the statue, landed on his ass. “I may have guided them somewhat—”

That was enough of a confession for Elise. She lunged at him with shamefully human slowness, seizing his shirt in her fists, jerking him close.

His voice rose an octave. “It was for good reason! Blood had to be spilled, but they’ll be resurrected when He returns!”

“Who?” she growled.

Father Night fumbled with the hem of his shirt, lifting it to show his hip. There was a bloody apple tattooed beside his navel, half-hidden by hair. “We’re not opening a gate to Hell. We’re trying to open Heaven. The Lord’s been trapped for millennia, and he’s waiting on the other side. We will all be absolved of our sins when I open the door.”

He didn’t even know the truth. He thought God could save them.

She laughed a smoker’s laugh, low and raspy, dropping Father Night on the steps. “You’re wasting your time, Mikhail,” Elise said. “The garden’s been moved, and there’s nobody inside. You would be disappointed if you even managed to open a portal to it—which you can’t.”

He looked stricken. “Eden’s been moved?”

“Wait. You’re trying to get to Eden?”

If that was the case, then Father Night wasn’t just a little bit behind the times—he was centuries behind. Eden had been burned in the old war, and God had been imprisoned in Araboth. There was nothing in Eden. It was a charred wasteland.

Father Night was crawling up the steps, trying to reach his altar. It had candles, a bell, a wooden pentacle. But the altar was only tangential to the power in the square, not the nexus.

“Who told you to open a gateway to Eden?” she asked, closing the space between them so that he couldn’t run.

“An angel,” he said.

“Metaraon?”

“Orpheus,” Father Night said.

Elise’s jaw clenched. Her fists trembled.

James fucking Faulkner. It shouldn’t have surprised her to find him at the center of it all, pulling everyone’s puppet strings. He had been pulling hers for a long time. But she hadn’t believed he would be willing to kill humans—innocent humans—to achieve his goals. Ruthless, yes. Cruel, never.

“Did he tell you to sacrifice those people?” Elise asked. It was all she could do not to scream the question.

Father Night seemed to realize that the question had shifted her anger away from him. He straightened, speaking with more confidence. “No. The angel told me nothing except where to find the door.” He gestured at Bain Marshall. “That’s why I had to evoke a demon. This nightmare knows how to get to Eden.”

“Nightmare?”

“I exorcised her after she killed Father Davidek, but she continued to speak to me in dreams. She told me that she could help me open the door. All I had to do was give her a body.”

“Why Lincoln?” Elise asked.

“Because he has God’s blood,” he said, pointing at the statue of Bain Marshall again. “And only God’s blood can open the door.”

“Elise!”

Her head whipped around at Stephanie’s scream. The doctor was pointing beyond the statue, face pale.

Northgate was burning.

Smoke rose from the roofs of the buildings in white spirals, inverted against the pale, magic-drenched sky. If Elise focused, she could feel rippling heat from the infernal energy behind it, but the magic drowned it out. It was overloading her senses, blocking everything else out.

The nightmare was coming, bringing Lincoln’s body to Elise. Whatever horrors had been committed at the sanctuary were over now. It was too late to save the pack.

Father Night tried to stand, but Elise shoved him down, letting the back of his head smack into the altar. He cried out.

She straddled his lap, knees pinning his hips to the ground, cradling his skull in her hands. Elise had always thought that Father Night was a handsome man, as far as fusty, infuriating old priests went. But she felt no attraction to him now, and no sympathy.

“Orpheus didn’t tell you to kill,” Elise said, stroking his hair out of his face.

“No—and I didn’t tell the cult to kill, either; that was merely how they chose to evoke—”

She fisted his hair, silencing him. “This door that goes to Eden. It’s in the statue?” He nodded fractionally within her grip. “And the spell to open the door is already finished?”

“Almost, but we need the blood of—”

She jerked his head back, silencing him again. That was everything she needed to know.

Elise traced a fingernail down the pulse leaping in his throat, strangely entranced by the sight of the blood coursing underneath the surface. We need the blood, Father Night had said. It sounded like an appealing idea.

The nightmare was close. They didn’t have much time.

Eve would have shown mercy to the priest. For fuck’s sake, Eve wouldn’t have even hurt the cult, much less killed them. She would have joined hands with those sick fucks, asked them to be nice in the future, and encouraged a group hug.

After hearing what he told her, Eve would still believe that Father Night was redeemable. She would have somehow found love in her heart for him. For all of them.

Elise wasn’t Eve. She could never be Eve.

She snapped Father Night’s neck.




Elise had enough time to break a window and shove Stephanie inside of the consignment shop before Lincoln arrived. It was on the opposite end of the square from the nightmare’s approach, so the shop was probably as safe as anywhere could be in Northgate. Lincoln would have to kill Elise to reach Stephanie. The doctor would have much greater concerns than a few fires after that.

The demon’s energy singed her back like an iron pressed to her spine. She was surprised to see that Lincoln was still on the far side of the Bain Marshall statue when she turned, a nimbus of black energy haloing his tawny hair and blood dripping off of his chin.

Elise drew her sword and met him at the center.

“What’s your name?” she asked, separated from Lincoln only by a couple of charred flower beds. The petals curled at his proximity.

He tipped his chin down with a devilish smile. “Don’t you recognize me, lover? Your dear, noble Deputy Lincoln Marshall?” It didn’t sound remotely like him. Even if Elise hadn’t exorcised a dozen demons in her life, even if he didn’t bleed from his tear ducts, she would have known that he was possessed in an instant.

With his head turned, she could see an imprint of a cross on his cheek. Elise turned her falchion to look at the blade. His cross matched hers. Lincoln and James had already had one encounter that night.

The fact that Lincoln stood in front of her now didn’t bode well for James. Elise wasn’t sure if that pleased her or not.

“Give me your name, hellspawn,” she said, lifting her chains of charms over her head, looping them around her fist.

“That’s rich, coming from you, Father,” Lincoln said. The honorific irked—a reminder that the demons in Hell regarded Elise as one of their own. She had accepted her powers, accepted that she was no longer human, but loathed the idea of being infernal royalty.

Her fist tightened on the falchion. “A name,” Elise repeated, and this time, there was force behind the command.

Lincoln’s jaw worked, as if chewing on the name. But the demon couldn’t resist the demand. Elise had always been good at her job as an exorcist, and now she had the force of gods behind her.

“Judy,” Lincoln finally said.

Elise blinked. Her falchion swayed. “…Judy?”

“Right, like ‘Elise’ is such the badass name,” he snapped. “Look, I was trying to modernize. It’s difficult to convince a priest of one’s benign intent with a name like Kolbach the Blood-Bringer.” Lincoln’s eyes skimmed past her. “Speaking of priests…”

“He’s dead. You’re next.” It was a statement of fact, not a threat.

Lincoln grinned. His teeth were stained with blood. “You want to try me, Father?” He extended his hand. “Go ahead. Let us battle on even ground.”

The demon probably thought it was a trap—that in a confrontation of powers, that the demon-possessed mortal would win out against Elise. If they were both nightmares, it would have been true. A nightmare possessing a human was much more powerful than a merely corporeal nightmare.

But Elise wasn’t a nightmare.

Keeping her grip tight on the falchion, she clasped Lincoln’s wrist, almost in a handshake. His bleeding eyes locked on Elise’s. And their minds opened to each other.

Elise blinked. When her eyes opened, she found herself standing on the vast wastelands outside an infernal city built into a giant, craggy cave. It must have been Malebolge—the birthplace of nightmares.

Judy stood before her. She was a skinny creature with sagging breasts, stick-like legs, a skeletal leer. Her sallow flesh was paper-thin. Her teeth looked like they were on the verge of rotting from her mouth, enamel cracked and gums black. She wore a spine as a belt and not much else.

In contrast, Elise was in full demon form: translucent skin, inky hair streaming into the shadows surrounding her, bare body ripe with eternal youth. Attractiveness was the gift of the father of all demons. Any life he had produced looked much the same. Judy obviously didn’t have a drop of his blood in her veins.

Between them yawned a vast chasm—a pit of fire from which screams drifted like curls of smoke. But Elise knew it wasn’t real. They hadn’t left Northgate. They had entered the arena of their minds.

“I wasn’t planning to open a door to Eden, by the way,” Judy said. She didn’t have to raise her voice for it to echo across space. “I gave Mikhail and the rest of those idiots an all-purpose portal spell. The blood is the key and the rudder. With the great-grandson of Bain Marshall’s blood spilled on the statue, it will open a door to Malebolge. A convenient highway for my nightmare sisters, don’t you think?”

“Why does Lincoln’s blood open a gateway to Hell?”

“Ask him yourself.” She grinned. “Oops—you can’t.”

“Give him back to me,” Elise said.

“Take him.”

Elise nodded. Challenge accepted.

She leaped. Judy met her halfway. They collided in the space above the fires, a tangle of shadow and slashing fingernails.

Thunder clapped at the place their bodies met, making the fire spew fresh clouds of ash, sending shockwaves through the earth. Judy moved too quickly for Elise to react on anything but instinct. She slammed the nightmare’s arm away, only to get a fist in her face, her gut. Elise kicked out and hit nothing.

“I will crush you and drink your blood, Father,” Judy said, wrapping her hand around Elise’s throat. There was glee in her face. Damn, but she was fast. “I’ll walk the planes of Hell wearing your skin!”

Elise couldn’t win a confrontation between their corporeal bodies. She erupted into darkness, filling the cavern with herself.

Judy tried to chase Elise into the shadows and couldn’t—Elise was the shadow.

Forced to remain solid, Judy thrust her fists into the sky. Plumes of flame shot from the crevasse. They licked the roof of the cave and spread light over the wasteland. Elise raced away like black lightning, jolting from one spot of darkness to the next.

But the fire brightened the darkest corners and left nowhere for Elise to hide.

Nowhere but within Judy herself.

Elise plunged into the nightmare, curling herself in the darkness of her chest cavity. She felt Judy’s shriek in the trembling of her shriveled lungs.

She wrapped a fist of shadow around the nightmare’s heart and squeezed. Let Lincoln go, she commanded, putting all of her will behind the words.

“If you kill me, I will drag him into death with me!” Judy gasped, voice echoing inside her body.

Elise held tighter, tighter.

I’m willing to find out if that’s true.

Judy tried to scream, but Elise gripped her lungs, too, pressing out all of the air. She weighed heavy on the diaphragm, expanded to push on the inside of her ribs, and crawled up her throat to fill her mouth.

Let him go…

The nightmare thrashed. Fingers slid into her mouth, trying to make herself gag and purge Elise’s shadow.

Elise expanded. Swelled.

Judy erupted.

For an instant, Elise saw shreds of flesh slapping against dirt, the spray of ichor, and an organ that might have been Judy’s brain falling into flame. And then the illusion of Hell was gone.

Elise was suddenly back in Northgate.

Lincoln dropped Elise’s hand, stepping back with a gasp. Elise lunged, swinging a hard uppercut. She connected with Lincoln’s chin. He dropped.

Elise stood over his body, shaking out her fist and trying to catch her breath.

It was still too bright in Northgate. The spell was waiting for the final ingredient to open the gateway. Fires were spreading across the rooftops. The entire western half of the town looked to be on fire.

James and Seth staggered into the square.

Elise forgot Lincoln immediately. “You,” she hissed, stalking toward James. “You did all of this!”

She swung the falchion.

Obsidian met steel, crackling with energy. James had the other falchion in his hands. He shoved, and she shoved back, pushing together until they were hilt-to-hilt.

James was a foot taller and fifty pounds heavier, but Elise was a match for him—barely. They strained against each other. Sweat beaded his forehead.

“I can explain if you let me,” James grunted.

She didn’t want to hear more lies. She shoved, throwing him off of her.

“Stephanie’s in the consignment shop,” Elise told Seth, keeping the falchion between her and James. “Make sure that she’s okay.” She was going to have to beat the shit out of James and perform an exorcism on Lincoln, and she wanted as little potential for collateral damage as possible.

“But—” Seth began to protest.

“Now,” she snapped.

He started backing away from them, rifle at the ready, prepared to shoot without any target. “It’s just—”

“What?”

Seth pointed. Elise turned.

Lincoln was still possessed. But he wasn’t where Elise had dropped him. He had dragged himself to the statue of Bain Marshall, and as Elise watched, he wiped the blood off of his cheeks and smeared it on the altar.

The spell was complete.
  



TWENTY-SIX




THE STATUE OF Bain Marshall trembled. The magic drew inward, as though inhaled into marble lungs, and collected on his surface until he glowed.

With a groan, the statue’s uplifted hand turned to face the ground. His fingers spread. Electricity lanced between his palm and the earth like a lightning bolt, gushing light over the town square.

The electricity spread, split, arced. It opened into a wide sphere, through which Elise could no longer see the other half of Northgate. Crimson light, like blood lit aflame, splashed onto the surrounding lawn. The grass instantly curled and shriveled.

Lincoln had opened a gate to Hell.

But it wasn’t Judy’s nightmare brethren passing through the portal. Massive silhouettes moved on the other side, much larger and more tangible than any nightmare should have been. It was something else—something more terrible. And they were coming closer.

“I can close it!” James shouted over the buzz of magic. He jerked one of his leather gloves off with his teeth. “Hold the demons!”

Easier said than done. A long, leathery leg slid through the portal, capped by a cloven hoof. A hand as wide as Elise was tall followed, resting on the grass for balance.

She recognized what was emerging. She had seen his etchings in books, heard demons whisper his name with fear. He was a creature that never should have walked where mortals dwelled: Aquiel, the demon prince of nightmares.

He was much taller than the statue of Bain Marshall, so he practically had to crawl between Hell and Earth. He struggled to squeeze his massive form between dimensions, twisting to force a shoulder through.

For a breathless moment, Elise watched him push forward, hoping that he would have to turn back.

Yet somehow, he fit.

Perfect. The night kept getting better.

Elise jumped when a hand gripped her bicep. She looked up to see Seth hauling her to her feet, looking ashen-faced, but determined.

“You should run while you have the chance,” Elise said once she regained her footing.

He handed her the obsidian falchion. She hadn’t even noticed that she had dropped it. “I’m not going anywhere,” Seth said, loading his rifle. “How do I kill that?”

“If you can remain conscious through the fear that will follow it through the portal, you’ll want to shoot it between the wings,” Elise said, recalling what her father had told her about demon princes. “It’s the only vulnerable place.”

“And that will kill it?”

“No,” she said. “But it might make Aquiel take longer to kill us.”

“You suck at motivational speeches,” Seth said.

She hadn’t been attempting one. There was nothing motivational to be said about a master demon crossing over to Earth. It was the kind of thing that would inevitably result in a lot of screaming and death and bloodshed, possibly on a nation-wide scale.

They didn’t need motivation. They needed a miracle.

“Between the wings,” Elise reminded him as she stepped back.

She searched the area for a hint of shadow. It was starkest behind the buildings ringing the square, but there was too little darkness between the road and the statue. She would have no way to cross that distance. Elise wouldn’t be attempting to swallow the prince of nightmares that night—not that she had much hope it would work anyway.

Aquiel was still struggling to emerge, one shoulder and leg stuck on the other side. They had mere minutes until his body reached Earth fully and his powers were unleashed.

Elise ran to James. He couldn’t reach the altar with Father Night’s body on it.

“What did you do?” James asked, staring at the priest.

She shoved the body onto the steps. “He earned it. Trust me. You need to close the portal now.”

“Yes, I see that.” He sank to his knees. Cracked his knuckles. “I would be stronger if you removed your ring and allowed me to draw energy off of you.”

No chance of that happening.

She hurled herself at the portal, sword in hand, determination a knot in her stomach.

A pair of wolves beat her there.

They leaped onto Aquiel’s emerging arm. One was gold, and one was black, like the midday sun and the darkest night.

Rylie and Abel.

They were tiny in comparison to the demon prince. Chihuahuas trying to topple a sumo wrestler. They dug their claws into Aquiel’s hide and climbed his body together, side-by-side.

Elise skidded to a stop, staring up at the werewolves as they ripped into Aquiel’s exposed arm. The way that Rylie had attacked Elise was nothing in comparison to the wolf’s fury now. There was no hint of the shy, blushing blond girl. The wolf was practically a demon herself.

The portal pulsed, contracted. Aquiel’s muffled roar shook through the earth under Elise’s feet. He thrashed and almost flung Rylie and Abel off of him.

But the portal didn’t close.

James was working hard over the altar, making broad gestures. Flames traced from the tips of his fingers, creating blue patterns that hung in the sky, formed by the words that fell from his lips. It was a kind of magic that Elise had never seen before.

The symbols settled over the altar. The tenor of the buzzing changed, and Bain Marshall glowed more brightly.

The door’s aperture pursed again, stuck around Aquiel’s form.

“I need more power to finish this!” James shouted.

Elise growled. “Of course you do.”

She ripped her ring off.

Opening herself to James was no easier than it had been after her exorcism. He filled the spaces in her mind, pressing against the inside of her skull, like trying to fit into a shoe that was two sizes too small.

The colors of the magic brightened. Elise saw the tangled web of power in a thousand colors that no human eyes were meant to witness—a full spectrum of invisible lightning that lashed between the statue and the portal.

James’s thoughts rushed through her in a chorus of whispers. Willow root, powdered dragon’s blood, this candle won’t work…new power, Elise?…Lincoln’s blood to open, Aquiel’s to close…Elise…where are you?

I’ll get Aquiel’s blood, she thought back, focusing the words on him to make sure that he would hear it.

Gratitude flashed between them.

Elise rushed at Aquiel’s leg, scrabbling for grip on the asphalt. It lifted from the pavement with a gust of air, then swung over her head.

“Watch out!” Seth shouted, firing a shot at the demon’s calf. He might as well have been firing blanks. It didn’t nothing.

Meanwhile, Aquiel was trying to step on her.

Elise tucked her limbs in and rolled. The wind of the passing hoof ruffled her hair. It caught the hem of her pants, and she had to rip them free to stand.

She slashed at the hoof with her sword, but drew no blood. She was too short to reach his flesh.

Elise had fought things bigger than her before—as big as gibborim, the smallest of which were over seven feet tall—but never something on such a scale. Maybe she would have stood a chance if she could have gone incorporeal and appeared on his back. But there was no chance of that with so much light pouring out of the door. Elise was useless.

Fortunately, there were two wolves with massive claws that weren’t nearly as limited as Elise.

She stepped back, dodging another crushing blow from Aquiel’s hoof, and searched for signs of the wolves. Abel’s black form was on his knee. Rylie was all the way up on his shoulder, ripping into the tendons, making blood splatter over his skin.

His blood.

Elise cupped one hand beside her mouth. “Hey! Rylie!” The wolf’s ears perked. Golden eyes focused on Elise far below.

Rylie leaped, thudding to the ground beside Elise on all fours. Her muzzle was soaked in blood.

Her lips peeled back in a growl.

“Hey, whoa,” Elise said, stepping back, lifting her hands between them. “It’s me.”

There was no recognition in the wolf’s eyes. Only the beast.

She lunged at Elise.

The breath knocked out of her lungs in a gust. Her back scraped pavement. Elise threw her arms over her face, trying to protect herself against Rylie’s bite—but it never came.

Aquiel’s hoof crashed into the place that Elise had been standing moments earlier.

Rylie climbed off, allowing Elise to push herself onto her elbows. “James needs you,” Elise said. “The blood on your face, actually. Right now.”

With another strangely-human nod, Rylie sprinted to the altar. James wiped blood from her face onto the pentagram.

Magic shoved through Elise and James and focused on the portal at the center.

The door began to close.

“Abel! Get down!” Seth yelled, waving an arm over his head. The wolf didn’t seem to hear—he was too distracted by tearing into every inch of Aquiel that he could reach.

The energy of the portal cut into the demon prince’s flesh as it contracted, leaving angry red stripes on his shoulder. He roared. Northgate trembled.

Aquiel began to withdraw.

With a final thrash, he loosed Abel from his leg. The wolf hit the lawn a hundred yards away, bouncing and sliding. Aquiel’s hand slid through the energy of the portal as it snapped shut again.

The fires of Hell had vanished. The demon was gone, and the town was safe.

But the energy was still banding the statue of Bain Marshall.

Elise watched it for a moment, breathless, waiting to see if it would disappear. Nothing happened. Magic continued pulsing around them, flooding the world with color.

James’s thoughts were still a muddied rush. Quartz, where is it?…got to harness this…more…almost time…

“What’s going on?” Seth asked, backing up to James. “Why won’t it close?”

“I’m working on it,” he said. “I need your help.” Just come closer…

Elise followed Rylie to Abel’s side, dropping to her knees next to him. His chest was rising and falling with rapid breaths. The Alpha was alive, but stunned.

Rylie whined and licked his face.

“He’ll be fine,” Elise said. “He’ll heal.” She took a quick inventory of her body. Aquiel hadn’t managed to step on her. The struggle with Judy had been entirely internal. And the cult hadn’t managed to damage her, aside from a few burned locks of hair. Somehow, she had escaped unscathed. “I think we’ll all be fine.”

As if to contradict her, Seth gave a cry of dismay.

Elise spun, expecting to see him under attack by Lincoln. Instead, she found James slashing a dagger across the wound on Seth’s forearm.

James was still a master of concealing his thoughts from her. He wasn’t thinking about what he was doing, or why. He was simply acting. The undercurrent of his thoughts was meaningless. Need to find him…still trapped…so close…

She saw James lower his bloody dagger toward the altar as if in slow motion.

His eyes met hers. One thought rang out clearer than the rest: I’m sorry, Elise.

Seth’s blood dripped on the altar.

The door opened again.

“No!” Elise shouted.

Energy smashed through her. She saw nothing, heard nothing. She was a vessel for the magic. Runes flooded her mind, each resonating at a different pitch deep in the core of her being.

The hurricane of magic seized her. She was battered against the shore of James’s mind, helpless to do anything but ride out the storm.

And then, suddenly, everything was silent.

Elise opened her eyes. Somehow, she had moved away from Rylie and Abel to stand at the feet of Bain Marshall. And now she stood on the brink of the door, gazing up at her first glimpse of Eden.

When she had left Araboth, the Heaven that had imprisoned God, it had been dying. The Tree had been severed down the center. Smoke had blackened the sky as flames devoured the desiccated orchards.

That was how she had imagined Eden, too: a burning corpse.

Instead, she saw lush, endless forest, as though the portal looked down on it from the peak of a mountain. A breeze gusted through, smelling sweetly of sun-ripened fruit. Elise hadn’t seen sky such a bright shade of blue since the time before she died and returned as a demon. It filled her with an unexpected ache of longing.

And there was someone inside. A boy—a teenager, almost a man—walking among the trees.

The door slammed shut with a final buzz of electricity, and the night was dark.




Had Elise survived?

She rubbed her eyes. Her vision was spotted with green shapes as it struggled to adjust to the sudden darkness. The fact that she could rub her eyes meant that she did have hands and eyes—a good sign that her corporeal body was intact.

Elise pushed into a sitting position. She was underneath Bain Marshall’s downturned hand. The earth was a scorched circle beneath her.

Rylie sat beside Abel a few feet away, arms wrapped around his shoulders. They were both bloody, but alive, and backlit by the spreading fires over the roofs of Northgate.

“What happened?” Elise asked.

“The door opened, it got really bright, and the door closed,” Rylie said. Her voice was hoarse. “If you didn’t close it, then I don’t know why that happened.”

James would know, but he was gone. The only other people in sight were Seth and Stephanie. He was half-carrying the doctor out of the consignment shop, although he looked so worn down that he probably needed the support as much as she did.

Wait. Only four people?

Elise spun, searching for Lincoln. He was gone, too.

“The deputy?” she asked.

“He ran,” Stephanie said, sagging against Seth’s shoulder. “I saw him go that way.” She raised a finger toward the north.

It was too late to hunt him down. The first hints of dawn were brushing over the mountains, and Elise could feel in her bones that sunlight would hit within the hour. She needed to recover, which meant that she needed refuge—and fast.

Sirens wailed, and she turned to search for where they were coming from.

Instead, she saw James walking away. He was already two blocks down, no more than a pale shape against the brightening sky. She would have missed him if he hadn’t glanced over his shoulder, sending a ripple through the closed bond. He must have been wearing his ring again.

“Get out of here before officials arrive,” Elise said.

Stephanie frowned. “Where are you going?”

“Hunting,” she said.




Elise flitted across Northgate and appeared in front of James. He didn’t look surprised to see her when he turned the corner in front of St. Philomene’s. The power at the church looked like it was still out; none of the steeple’s spotlights were turned on. It made sense that Northgate would have such problems with its power if it had a doorway to Eden at its center. Ethereal energy had a way of disabling everything electrical for miles.

“Leaving so soon?” she asked, voice cold.

James let out a sigh. “Please, Elise. Don’t do this.” His fingers were still twitching, tracing an alphabet of fire on the air. Drawing the runes seemed to make him lose grip on the glamor. His hair was a shock of white again. His face was unnaturally smooth. Elise could see why Lincoln would have believed that James was an angel—he looked as inhuman as Elise did.

“Where’s Lincoln?” she asked.

“I don’t know,” James said. “I haven’t done anything to him, if that’s your concern.”

“Like Hell you haven’t. It’s your fault he was possessed.”

“I didn’t tell them to do that. I certainly wasn’t the one that told them he has demon blood in his lineage.”

Elise almost dropped her falchion. “What?”

“What sob story did Lincoln tell you?” he asked, pacing a wide circle around her. “Did he tell you that his cousin was mercilessly kidnapped by my coven, and only his servitude would save her?” Elise clenched her jaw, refused to answer. “His cousin came to me for help. She was having trouble controlling her magic.”

“And then you wouldn’t release her when she wanted to leave.”

“Not at all. Ashley is infernal Gray, four generations down, as well as a witch. She’s the only other Gray I’ve met that can do magic. She wasn’t losing control of her magic. She was losing control of her infernal power.” James closed one of his fists, clenching his fingers around the fiery runes. “I designed a spell to block those powers, then allowed her return to her family. Lincoln begged me to do the same for him.”

“He doesn’t have powers,” Elise said.

“Not yet, which is why I initially refused to attempt casting dangerous magic. He feared that the demon powers were latent. He was afraid of being damned.” James chuckled. “He begged, Elise. Told me he would do anything for my help. I agreed against my better judgment.” He stopped in front of her, almost within arm’s reach. “Yes, he sold his soul to me, in a manner of speaking—but he was hardly coerced.”

Elise had no way to know who was lying. She couldn’t exactly ask Lincoln now that he was gone, and James’s mind was blank through the bond.

“That would explain why his blood opened the door to Hell,” she said slowly, “but it doesn’t explain what happened with Seth. And it doesn’t explain what I saw.”

“Where did humans come from?” James asked.

She barked a mirthless laugh. “Is this the time to talk chicken and egg?”

“Answer the question.”

“Lilith sculpted humanity from clay, modeled to be like Adam’s mortal body,” Elise said.

“But not all humans came from Lilith,” James said. “Adam produced children naturally, too. His blood line has continued unbroken for centuries. It lives in one family—one family, which has been watched by a cult known as the Apple. There were three brothers with the blood. One named Cain, who died…”

She sucked in a hard breath. “And Seth and Abel.”

James’s fingers started twitching again. He took one of the gloves out of his pocket and tugged it on, concealing the runes. Only when he was covered did his hand relax. “Seth and Abel’s blood will open Eden.”

“But it didn’t work,” Elise said.

James looked grim. “It did work. There are seven doors, and that was the first. Once they’re all open, I’ll be able to enter Eden.”

Elise stared at him, unable to comprehend. “But there’s nothing left in Eden.”

“Nothing, except the Origin,” James said.

Elise had heard that word before: the Origin. She knew it because Eve knew it from some of her oldest memories. It was the beginning of all things, the source of life, and it was what had turned Adam into God.

But when Elise tried to bring Eve’s memory of Adam entering the origin to mind, she couldn’t. She had all of Eve’s thoughts and dreams except that one. Eve had been too afraid to remember.

“What do you want with the Origin?” Elise asked.

“It doesn’t matter. That power will let me do anything I want. Anything at all.” James stepped toward her, and she backed away, holding her sword between them. He looked past the blade to pin her with his gaze. “It could make you human again.”

The words were like a dagger to her heart.

Elise had never given much thought to reverting to her former body—mostly because she didn’t think it was possible. She wasn’t even sure if it was something she wanted. She was insanely powerful now, nearly a god.

But if she was human, then she could walk in daylight again.

“Is that why you unleashed a murderous cult on Northgate?” Elise asked. “To save me?”

“No. There’s more to this than that. But once I possess the power of the Origin, I will fix you.” He said it with such fierce confidence.

Did he really think that was how he would earn her forgiveness? Like he hadn’t done enough manipulation, scheming, and power-grabs already. He thought that he needed to get more Machiavellian to make her like him again.

“It would take more than omnipotence to make me stop hating you,” Elise said.

A look of pity flashed over James’s face. “I suppose I didn’t expect you to help.” He lifted a fistful of glowing runes in his remaining bare hand. They slid over his knuckles and tangled between his fingers. “That’s why I need you to stay away until I find the other six doors.”

Elise glimpsed a symbol she recognized among the runes: the sigil of St. Benedict, the patron saint of exorcisms.

“No,” she whispered, taking a quick step back.

James flung his hand toward her.

Light consumed her. Elise felt an instant of brilliant, blazing pain—and then nothing.
  



TWENTY-SEVEN




NORTHGATE BURNED INTO the early morning. Seth evacuated Stephanie to the mountain slopes overlooking the town, waiting just off the road into the sanctuary to watch the smoke climb into the sky. She had been all but catatonic since the confrontation downtown; she hadn’t spoken once, nor had she struggled against Seth’s attempts to move her. She sat on a pile of rocks, unmoving and pale and motionless for hours.

Her silence suited Seth fine. He was still numbed by shock and exhaustion himself.

Seth kept replaying that one moment in his mind over and over—the sharp bite of pain, turning to see James bleeding him, the slap of shock.

And then the door opening.

Seth was a simple guy. He liked a motorcycle ride on clear nights, sharing a beer with his brother, shooting cans off of fences to keep his aim sharp. He’d gone to college in a big city and decided that he liked rural life better. As far as he was concerned, he’d be happy to hide in the mountains with the pack for the rest of his life, never seeing anyone outside the same group, swimming in that lake and taking hikes.

But he had glimpsed a bigger world, a bigger conflict. For some reason, it made him think of his mother. Failure, she had called him. Eleanor always said that Seth had failed to meet his destiny.

That door that James had opened—that was destiny. He could feel the certainty of it lodged like a hard rock in his gut.

He felt Rylie coming. Her Alpha energy was impossible to ignore.

Rylie approached him, arms hugged around her ribs, looking so small and young and vulnerable. She must have stolen clothes out of the consignment shop, since she wore an ill-fitting sweater and ballet flats. Her bare skin was streaked with ash. She had spent all morning searching the burning buildings for survivors.

“Is it true?” Rylie asked.

He frowned. “Is what true?”

She gave him a piece of paper. “I found this near the Bain Marshall statue.”

He unfolded it. The letter was addressed to him and his brother, and it looked like it had been produced on a manual typewriter. Several letters were out of alignment.

He skimmed the letter quickly. It was from James.

James Faulkner had been a friend to the pack when they needed it. He had protected Rylie during her pregnancy and given them a safe harbor for her children. Strange as James seemed, Seth had trusted him enough that they had invited him back to cast the wards for the sanctuary. The risk of letting the witch know where they lived seemed worth the possible reward.

Yet James had been different when he returned to the pack early that autumn. Not only had he used magic to disguise his appearance, he had seemed a little too shocked to find that the pack hadn’t gone to the Haven, and that Rylie’s children were wandering free. He had asked a lot of invasive questions about Nash, about Summer and Abram. But he had left without causing problems, and the wards he cast were fantastic. Rylie and Seth agreed that letting him in had been worth it.

But now this.

James had cut Seth. Taken his blood. Used it to cast a spell.

And his blood had done…something.

Seth read the letter again, stomach churning.

Seth and Abel,

If you’ve found this letter, I was forced to leave Northgate unexpectedly. By now, you may have realized that your family is different than normal, but you likely do not realize that you are the last members of the bloodline of Adam, the first man. I’m sorry I won’t be able to explain this to you in person. Instead, I’ve left a book for you under this altar that will explain everything.

I have helped your family many times. Now I require something in return.

I’ll return soon.

It was simply signed “James.”

“What book did he leave?” Seth asked.

Rylie was gnawing on her bottom lip as she stared out at the burning town. The fire reflected in her eyes, making the gold dance with flashes of orange and crimson. “It’s not a book. It’s a diary.”

“A diary?”

“It’s your mother’s,” Rylie said.

Seth crushed the letter in his fist. “I read my mom’s diaries. There was nothing about Adam in them.” He flung the letter into the bushes. “He’s playing some game.”

“Seth…”

“I don’t have special blood. I’m just some guy.” There was a note of desperation to his voice, even though he struggled hard to suppress it.

Rylie reached out, then touched a hesitating hand to his shoulder. Seth shut his eyes. Even though they hadn’t been together for months, a stroke of her hand filled his chest with fiery warmth. “You’ve never been just anyone,” Rylie said softly. “I always knew that you were special.”

“Don’t talk like that,” Seth said. His voice came out ragged.

“You saw what James did with your blood.”

He had. Seth had seen everything from the feet of the Bain Marshall statue: the opening door, the vast garden, the blue daylight skies. He had even smelled the fruit on the air and felt an unseasonably warm breeze. Somehow, his blood had done that. It had changed a door from Hell into a door from Heaven.

But it couldn’t be true.

“He’s going to try to collect payment from us,” Rylie said. “From you and Abel.”

Stephanie finally looked up from the pile of rocks. Her eyes were shadowed, cheeks hollow. “The pack owes James nothing. Everything he did was a favor to me. The debt is between the two of us, not you.” Her mouth stretched into a pained grimace. “I’m sorry.”

Seth was too overwhelmed to consider her apology. He paced along the side of the road, hands balled into fists, thinking about destiny and his mother and crimson streaks of blood.

“Seth…” Rylie said.

“I’m not going to help him,” Seth said. “Whatever he wants, I’m not going to get involved.”

Rylie touched his back. He almost jerked away from her. It felt too good for him to touch him—too much like she still loved him. Instead, he went rigid.

She wrapped her arms around him, pressing her cheek to the middle of his back. “I won’t let them hurt you,” Rylie said. “Not James or Elise or anyone else.”

“I’m supposed to protect you,” Seth said.

“We’ll protect each other.”

He turned, and Rylie looked so fiercely determined that it made his heart feel like it might shatter. Seth knew what Rylie was capable of better than anyone else. But this fight was beyond her. It was beyond all of them.

Seth wrapped his arms around her shoulders. She hugged him again, even tighter than before. Almost so tight that it hurt.

That night, he would be able to go home and start repairing the havoc that Lincoln Marshall had wreaked upon the sanctuary. In a few weeks, everything would return to normal. There would be no sign of what had happened after Elise Kavanagh came to town. The pack would bounce back—they always did.

But this was only the beginning. That door wouldn’t be the end of it, and James would be back to take payment from Seth’s veins, willingly or otherwise.

No matter what Rylie said, she couldn’t protect Seth from destiny.




Being exorcised and out of control was a new kind of Hell. Elise careened through a lightless void, out of body, out of time. She had no fists or feet or a mouth to breathe through.

Without a body, without distraction, all she had to pass the time was her hatred for James Faulkner.

She replayed their last conversation in her mind until she thought she might go insane. She dwelled on missing so many obvious clues, losing Lincoln, and Seth’s significance—how had she not realized?

Her every mistake swelled inside her until she had room for nothing else. That was the exorcism: dropping a demon to her basest level and forcing her to stew in a primordial ooze of misery.

Elise almost felt sorry for every demon ass she had ever kicked.

When she had a body again, she was in a tree. It smelled earthy and dry, so it definitely wasn’t a tree in Hell. Their flora only came with the odor of rot. Its flaky bark itched at her bare stomach, and a cool gust of wind sent shivers rolling down her flesh.

Her forehead stung. Elise flinched and swiped at it.

Another sting.

Was someone throwing pebbles at her?

She peeled her eyes open. Tears blurred her vision, and she blinked them away. Her skin felt soggy from the too-humid air of Earth. Her hair was greasy. She salivated, drooled.

Why couldn’t she have reappeared in the City of Dis? At least she could have recovered from her humiliating foray out of body somewhere comfortably hot.

A third pebble struck her, missing her face to land on her shoulder. She leaned over the branch and blinked rapidly to focus.

Anthony stood a few feet below her, handful of rocks at the ready. He’d shaved the moronic pencil mustache. His brown skin gleamed with a layer of sweat, and he wore a ratty pair of gray sweat pants, so he must have been jogging.

“You’ve been out of contact so long, I was starting to think you were dead,” he said. He didn’t sound all that worried about it. “Now it looks like you got piss-drunk and forgot yourself.”

Elise pushed herself up on the branch to study herself. She was sprawled over a sturdy branch in a Joshua tree, sagebrush below and black sky above. Naked, of course. One last “fuck you” from James Faulkner’s exorcism. And whether by James’s design or the decision of Elise’s subconscious, she had reappeared in the desert north of Las Vegas.

She unstuck her tongue from the roof of her mouth. Wiped drool off her chin. Nevada was close to Hell, but not close enough. She felt like a soggy, exhausted sponge.

“Sorry to disappoint,” she said, sitting back against the trunk of the Joshua tree. It was a big one. Must have been centuries old.

Anthony dropped the rocks, lifted a pile of cloth. “I found your stuff.”

“Where?” Elise asked.

“They were scattered that way.” He gestured toward the mountains. “I followed the trail to you. You’re lucky I went jogging late; it’s almost midnight. Been hanging up there long?”

She wasn’t sure. She couldn’t remember anything clear before Anthony started pelting her with rocks. Her memories of her time drifting through exorcised nothingness were quickly fading, and the harder that she tried to remember them, the faster they slipped away.

Elise swung her legs over the branch and dropped to the earth. Anthony watched as she dressed, thumbs hooked in the waist of his sweat pants. “You look whole,” he remarked. “Where have you been?”

She shot a look at him. Admitting that James had exorcised her to Hell, or something like it, sounded wholly unpalatable.

“I’ve been…around.”

He accepted that explanation with a nod.

Once she was clothed, Anthony handed her sheath and falchion to her, and then her charms.

“I think this is yours, too,” he said, holding up something small and metal.

It was a plain gold ring. Elise spread the fingers of her right hand and found them bare.

She wasn’t wearing her warding ring, but James’s mind was closed off to her. He must have been wearing his. He had finally given her what she had wanted: to be left alone. But she didn’t want him leaving her alone now. She wanted to know where he had gone so that she could kick the teeth out of his handsome face.

“Thanks,” she said. She didn’t put the ring back on her finger. She unclasped the chain of charms and dropped it among the crosses and pentagrams, then affixed the necklace around her throat.

“Have fun in Northgate?” Anthony asked, sauntering away from the mountains toward McIntyre’s trailer. She followed.

“You have no idea,” she said.

“Kill the bad guys?”

“Mostly.”

“Is everyone safe?” he asked.

She opened her mouth to say “yes,” and then shut it. Elise wasn’t sure. “I don’t know,” she said. “You said it’s almost midnight?” He nodded. Plenty of time to skip ahead three time zones and pay a visit to the pack. “I need to go back.”

Anthony hesitated mid-step. “For Lincoln?”

“Is that a problem?”

“Nah,” he said. “Guess not. Call me if you’re going to go mysteriously missing again, though. Dana and Deb were worried about you.”

Elise managed a faint smile. “Only the kids?”

“Leticia, too.” Anthony wasn’t going to admit that he had missed her. It didn’t matter. She could see it in his eyes.

She nodded once, then returned to Northgate one final time.




Elise still couldn’t enter the werewolf sanctuary, no matter how many times she threw herself at it. James’s wards were as merciless as ever. Maybe it was her imagination, but they seemed to slap her down harder every time she lunged at them, like they were trying to convince her to stop.

They succeeded. She ended up pacing along the place that the border of the wards intersected with the road, glaring at the sparks of magic helplessly.

A significant amount of time seemed to have passed since her last visit to the sanctuary, although she had no sense of how much, exactly. The branches were bare of all their colorful leaves, making the forest look like endless hills of gray skeletons. The wind carried the bite of winter.

How had James drawn those new runes? She used to be able to cast his paper spells if he made them first. Maybe, if she could figure out his newest magics, she could break the wards herself.

But she didn’t need to. A motorcycle buzzed up the road, heading out of the sanctuary.

Elise stepped into its path. It stopped a foot away from her.

The man on the front of the bike flipped up helmet’s visor. “Elise?” It was Seth, wearing a leather jacket and a pair of distressed jeans.

She pressed her lips into a thin line without responding. She searched the sliver of his face for some hint of resemblance to Adam—some small indication that the blood of the first man was somewhere in his lineage. Maybe his eyes had that easy-going kindness that Adam used to have, before he became God. He was as handsome as Adam, though in a completely different way.

No, the blood of God had been changed throughout the millennia. They looked nothing alike.

But he had opened Eden. Appearances aside, the blood ran true.

“Hi,” Elise said curtly.

The woman on the back of the bike—sidesaddle, no less—wasn’t wearing a helmet. It would take a lot more to kill an Alpha werewolf than a crash in traffic. Rylie dropped her grip on Seth’s waist and stood.

“Oh my God,” she said. “I thought that you were dead.”

“Not yet. How long has it been?”

“Three weeks,” Rylie said. She swallowed hard. “Almost four, actually, since the fight in Northgate.”

Dread pooled in Elise’s gut. No wonder they had given her up for dead.

“How many fatalities?” Elise asked.

“If you’re asking about the pack? None,” Rylie said.

Seth pulled his helmet off and held it under one arm. His hair stuck up on the side. “We got lucky. Nash took three of Lincoln’s bullets before James drove him away, and he’s healing. Summer’s babying him. He loves it, of course.”

“Sir Lumpy’s tail got singed in the fires, too,” Rylie added. “He’s extra cranky now. But Trevin bounced back from his wounds pretty much overnight.” She gave a shaky smile. “The cottages took a lot of damage. We’re still rebuilding.”

Elise frowned. “What about outside the pack? Northgate was burning.” Seth just shrugged. Rylie didn’t meet Elise’s eyes. It must have been bad if they didn’t want to tell her. She could always check the news later, if she wanted the bad news. “And Lincoln?”

“No sight of him since,” Seth said.

After a month, Elise didn’t even know where to begin hunting for him.

“I should return to Vegas and figure out how to find Lincoln, but I don’t need to leave right now,” Elise said. “I could help you rebuild the cottages.”

Rylie and Seth exchanged looks.

“I forgot something back home. I’ll be back in a minute,” he said. He jammed the helmet on again, muffling his voice. “Good to see you’re alive, Elise.”

He kicked the motorcycle into gear, turned a one-eighty, and rumbled out of sight. Elise watched his headlights dwindle into the distance.

Rylie smoothed her hair, which was wind-whipped and tangled. “Want to walk for a minute?”

“No,” Elise said.

“Oh. Right. Okay.” Rylie took a deep breath. “I appreciate your offer of help, but the pack’s agreed not to let anyone into the wards again. Nobody but pack can enter. If we hadn’t let Lincoln in, we wouldn’t have taken so much damage. And it could have been worse, you know. So…nothing personal, but…”

But Seth, or Abel, or one of Rylie’s other trusted advisors had decided that Elise wasn’t trustworthy.

“James can still get into the sanctuary,” Elise said.

“Actually, Stephanie fixed the wards to block him out, too. Just pack. I mean it.” Rylie scuffed her shoe against the path. “It’s not like we’re trying to keep you out, specifically.” Except that they were.

“Stephanie’s fine, then.”

“Not really. She’s pretty beat up.” Rylie shrugged. “We’re working on it.”

Elise narrowed her eyes. “Has Seth decided to help James open the doors?”

“No! No, he wants to stay out of it,” Rylie said. “But if he did decide to help James, would you…?” 

Would you kill him? The unfinished question hovered in the cold night air between them.

Elise was very tempted to give Rylie the “no” that she wanted, even though it would be a lie. Elise would kill Seth if that was what it took to keep the doors to Eden shut and James out of the Origin. One lie was nothing in comparison to what Elise would do to protect Eden.

But she said, “Seth’s smart enough to stay out of it. I don’t want to hurt you or anyone in your pack.”

Rylie winced. “Oh.”

“You should realize that James will be back. I could do more for your pack than rebuilding a few cottages. I’d be a good ally to have.”

The werewolf focused harder on the toes of her hiking boots. “Yeah. I guess I’ll keep that in mind.”

That was the end of the conversation. They shared some niceties for a few minutes, which Elise found to be terribly mind-numbing—something about ordering new roofs, digging another well, clearing defensible space in case of future fires. Small talk wasn’t her strong suit.

She was spared from having to discuss the benefits of metal roofing versus shingles by the approach of a pickup with a camper shell, which stopped inside the wards.

Seth jumped out of the driver’s seat. Elise was surprised to see him again—she had thought that he had only been making excuses to reenter the safety of the wards.

“Still want the dog?” he asked, jerking his thumb at the camper shell.

Elise lifted an eyebrow. “You kept him?”

“What else would we have done?” Rylie asked as Seth rounded the truck.

“I expected you to have put him down.”

She laughed. “If I put down every dangerous dog that ended up on my doorstep, I wouldn’t have a pack.”

Seth wrestled Ace out of the back of the truck. After a month of the pack’s tender loving care, he was still muzzled, but he wasn’t trying to bite anymore. He was straining at the chain like he was eager to go for a walk.

Rylie brought him through the wards to Elise. The Alpha didn’t have to fight against Ace. One hard stare with golden eyes, and he flattened his belly to the path.

Elise took the chain. It felt satisfyingly solid in her hand. She tried to stroke the top of Ace’s head, but he whipped around and snapped through the muzzle. So much for gratitude.

“We’ve got him eating kibble, finally,” Rylie said. “And we’ve walked him every day, even though he tries to eat anyone who ends up on the wrong end of his leash.” She pulled a face. “Well, except me and Nash, but nobody dares to bite Nash.”

“Thanks,” Elise said. “Really.” She didn’t have to fake her gratitude. Ace might not have been happy to see her, but she was weirdly, genuinely happy to see him.

“It’s the least we could do, since you stopped the cult and all. That’s stupid, right? Thanking you for killing something like thirteen people? But it means a lot to the pack. You’ve kept us safe.”

Safe for now, maybe. It was only illusion. James would be back for Seth and Abel, most likely sooner rather than later. And when he came back, so would Elise.

She gazed at the young Alpha, frustration growing in her gut. A pack of werewolves could be excellent allies. Despite appearances, Rylie was fierce, and her pack loved her. They could be priceless in the battles to come.

Yet lines had been drawn, and Elise clearly wasn’t on the same side as the pack.

One more thing that James had taken from her. Might as well add it to the list.

“Contact me if you see Lincoln or James,” Elise said, which was somewhat less threatening than saying, Call me when the crazy witch-angel comes to bleed your boyfriends.

“Okay,” Rylie said. “I will.”

With a wave goodbye, Rylie stepped back into the wards with Seth…and out of Elise’s reach.
  


DEAR READER,

AS you can probably guess, this isn’t the end of the series! The next book, Oaths of Blood, will be available around October 2013. Rylie and Elise will be teaming up again!

If you’d like to know when Oaths of Blood 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 is my favorite novel to date, and I can’t wait to hear what you think of it!

Side note: Ace’s appearance is based on an American Staffordshire Terrier that used to be in my life. Unfortunately, the family that owned her decided to euthanize rather than help her through her anxieties, and I didn’t learn in time to save her. Writing Ace is helping me come to terms with that tragedy. Pit bulls are fantastic dogs, but all too frequently victims of abuse and unprepared owners. If you don’t have room in your life to adopt one like Elise has, please consider donating to a local rescue that rehabilitates the survivors. You don’t need super powers to be a hero!

Thanks so much for your ongoing support. Happy reading!




Sara (SM Reine)

http://authorsmreine.com/

http://facebook.com/authorsmreine
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