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      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...
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      December 2012

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

      Dawn, and its accompanying safety, was hours away.

      Until then, the senator was alone with the night.

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

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

      It blinked out the moment his foot touched it.

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

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

      He was alone. So very alone.

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

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

      “No, oh no…”

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

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

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

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

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

      “Thank the Lord,” he said.

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

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

      There was a figure moving in the fog.

      Heart hammering, he let the curtains fall shut.

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

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

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

      “Gary?” asked the senator.

      “Yes, sir.”

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

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

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

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

      Zettel’s voice sharpened. “What?”

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

      Senator Peterson dropped the phone.

      The fluorescent lights flickered.

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

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

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

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

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

      His hand fumbled for the light switch.

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

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

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

      “Oh God,” he said.

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

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

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

      “Really?”

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

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

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

      He screamed. She shattered into shadow.

      [image: ]

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

      It was about twenty minutes too late.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “A demon’s work?” Cain asked.

      Zettel’s eyes tracked over the scene.

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

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

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

      He closed Senator Peterson’s eyelids again.

      “Call the team together and arrange for the press conference,” Zettel said, prying the binder containing the most recent draft of the preternatural regulation laws out from underneath the severed head. “It’s time to go public.”
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      California — August 2013

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

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

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

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

      Three major mistakes.

      Nine dead.

      One pissed off private investigator.

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

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

      Fuck this noise.

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

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

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

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

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

      Nope, still too early.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He opened the trunk.

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

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

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

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

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

      “Even though they requested us?” Elise asked.

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

      Anthony gave her a friendly wave.

      She laid on the horn.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Got the files?” she asked.

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

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

      None of them had survived.

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

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

      “Nope.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The line of cars crept another ten feet forward.

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

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

      Three cars to go before it was their turn.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Anthony said.

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

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

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

      “Hang on,” she said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “You heard me. Back in your car.”

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Good to go?” Anthony asked.

      Elise nodded once.

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

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

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

      He accelerated.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “The Union has exorcists,” Anthony said.

      “A few,” Gomez said.

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

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

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

      Except for the smell of blood.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Let’s go inside,” Elise said.

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

      “Yes.”

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

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

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

      “I’m ready,” she said.

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

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

      “What’s that for?” Anthony asked.

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

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

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

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

      The detective opened the door.

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

      Elise didn’t smell blood.

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

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

      Anthony entered behind her. Gomez shut the door.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      So much wasted meat. Elise’s stomach cramped.

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

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

      “The runes,” Gomez said from behind her.

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

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

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

      They were also familiar.

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

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

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

      “Who’s James?” Gomez asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Possession often smells like brimstone,” Elise said.

      He looked troubled. “Yeah. I guess.”

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

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

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

      Everything clicked into place.

      Shit. I never should have let Anthony come here.

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

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

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

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

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

      “When are they getting here?” she asked.

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

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

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

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

      Maybe powerful enough to contain a demon like Elise.

      She had walked right into it.

      “This is a trap,” she told Anthony.

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

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

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

      Nowhere to shelter. Nowhere to hide.

      A voice boomed over a megaphone, making the fragments of glass shiver. “Elise Kavanagh, pseudonymously known as the Godslayer, you are hereby under arrest for the murder of Senator Peterson. Surrender immediately or you will be executed.”
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      Pennsylvania — September 2013

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      His nephew. Unbelievable.

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

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

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

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

      “Why is she twitching?” Abram asked.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Shit,” Seth breathed.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Is she okay?” he asked.

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

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

      “We’re good,” Seth said.

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

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

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

      “Rylie could at least try,” Abram said.

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

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

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

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

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

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

      “Should we do it now?” Abram asked.

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

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

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

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

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

      [image: ]

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      He took an exit off the freeway that plunged into a dark valley, weaving between broad, mossy tree trunks that never saw sunlight. The air in the valley was cold and humid
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