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      When it comes to problems involving evil, Elise Kavanagh is the expert in saving the day. Not only is she a legendary demon hunter known as the Godslayer, she’s also the most powerful demon to ever walk the Earth—a once-human creature that other demons now look up to as a deity.

      Rylie Gresham is Alpha of the last werewolf pack. They’re hiding from recent government laws regulating preternaturals and trying to avoid conflict.

      But someone’s trying to get into Eden. The garden holds secrets too dangerous for anyone to possess, including Elise’s former partner James Faulkner: a half-witch, half-angel bent on becoming God. He doesn’t care what it takes to get into Eden, and the werewolf pack gets trapped at the center of the conflict.

      Elise will do anything to keep James—or anyone else—from reaching Eden, even if it means journeying deep into Hell and seizing control of the City of Dis. Trapped between shadow and light, Elise walks a fine line trying to save the world yet again…even if it means losing her friends among the werewolves, the man she once loved, and her soul itself.

      About Sacrificed in Shadow

      Elise jumps at Lincoln’s case, and it’s not just because of his down-home charm. Someone’s laid a trap for her in Northgate, and she wants to find out who. She’ll have to team up with Rylie Gresham, Alpha of the last surviving werewolf pack, to figure out who’s trying to blame the murders on werewolves. Only together can they stop the killings—and uncover the secrets buried in Northgate.

      About Oaths of Blood

      Werewolves are immune to every illness and can heal any wound. It should be impossible for one to become possessed by a demon. But that’s exactly what Seth Wilder is facing: a werewolf gone insane from possession. He has no choice but to deliver her to the only exorcist in America, Elise Kavanagh, who also happens to be a powerful demon known as the Godslayer.

      Elise is in hiding when Seth and Rylie Gresham, Alpha werewolf, arrive seeking her help. She agrees, but everything has its price. What they learn about the possessed werewolf changes everything—Hell and Earth, the pack, and the future of the entire world…

      About Ruled by Steel

      On Earth, rogue angel Nash Adamson is wing-deep in damage control after the Breaking, and his fellow angels don’t want to get involved. War is approaching the werewolf sanctuary. If Heaven won’t help them, he’ll have to turn to Hell for salvation.

      Everything hinges on who can control the City of Dis. Elise and her allies have no choice but to rule by steel…
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      It was the kind of bar where truckers stopped to pick up whores. 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.
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      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 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 accentuated 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.
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      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.
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      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.
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      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 been 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 backs 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.
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      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.

      [image: ]

      “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 a 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
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