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‘A beautifully crafted fantasy. I could not put it down. Dark and romantic, twisting and full of tension’

Imani Erriu, bestselling author of Heavenly Bodies

‘Set in a world as resplendent as it is brutal, with a taut, searing romance thrumming with can’t-catch-your breath tension. Cruel is the Light is a masterclass in romantasy and a thoroughly scorching debut’ 

Bea Fitzgerald, bestselling author of Girl, Goddess, Queen

‘Cruel is the Light is a sucker punch to the heart, packed with action, secrets, betrayal and whip-smart banter in a world that is both bleak  and beautiful in equal measures. A story of forbidden love with yearning so keen it could cut. Bound to be your next romantasy obsession’

Eliza Chan, bestselling author of Fathomfolk

‘Riveting, dark and decadent, Cruel is the Light weaves sinister magic, crackling banter and sizzling tension for a captivating forbidden romance that will grab hold of readers and never let go.   Prepare to fall dangerously in love with Selene and Jules, because Sophie Clark’s enthralling debut deserves a spot on every  romantic-fantasy lover’s bookshelf!’

Emily Thiede, author of This Vicious Grace

‘A powerhouse debut from Sophie Clark! Cruel is the Light pulls  you into a dangerous world of exorcists, demons and forbidden love—  and doesn’t let go until the last page. Gripping, vivid and  beautifully written!’ 

Vanessa Len, bestselling author of Only a Monster


‘What a rich and elegant romantasy! It feels like Shadowhunters  made a sacred pact with Warrior Nun, seamlessly blended in the military elements of Fourth Wing and turned up the aching, banter-fuelled forbidden romance to 1000%. Cruel is the Light is sure to enchant  legions of readers!’

Rosie Talbot, bestselling author of Sixteen Souls

‘Vividly inventive and seductively dark, Cruel is the Light is a sweeping, high-stakes romantasy that is sure to leave readers craving more’

Kat Delacorte, author of With Fire in Their Blood

‘Thrilling and romantic, you’ll spend every second of Sophie Clark’s brilliant debut rooting for Selene and Jules . . . 
and begging for the sequel!’

Lauren Blackwood, bestselling author of Within These Wicked Walls

‘Drenched with dark magic, woven with complex morals  and sprinkled with true love—Sophie Clark creates an  epic fantasy tale in Cruel is the Light!’

Kika Hatzopoulou, bestselling author of Threads That Bind
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For my mother, Amanda—this book would not exist without you. You give more than anyone.

And to you, my very first readers—thanks for coming along for the ride!




[image: A map titled Roma in the Holy Vatican Empire labels districts, landmarks, towers and bridges. Key locations include St Peters Basilica, Imperium Bellum Residences, Academy Arena, Sparrow’s Joint, Trastevere, the Aelian Bridge, Castel Santo Immortale, the Imperial Politikos Residence, and so on.]



Author’s note

Selene and Jules live and fight in a cruel world where blood and magic flow freely through the veins of a special few. During the course of this story, both Selene and Jules cut their skin and shed blood. The intention behind their actions is not based on a desire to hurt themselves, but if self-harm in a magical or ritual context could be a sensitive topic for you, don’t hesitate to set this book aside—for today, or until you feel ready to read, or forever. Whatever choice you make is valid and I am truly proud of you for making it.




The Holy Vatican Empire: A Hierarchy

Exorcist Primus OF THE HOLY VATICAN EMPIRE

The Exorcist Primus is the supreme ruler and spiritual leader of the Holy Vatican Empire, though he delegates the day-to-day running of the empire to the two Imperiums in their respective capacities as Vatican military leader and head of government.

The current Exorcist Primus, His Holiness Alexander II, is afflicted with poor health and has relinquished even more of his responsibilities than usual to the ambitious young Imperium Bellum.

Imperium Bellum | LORD OF WAR

As military head of the Holy Vatican Empire, the Imperium Bellum has near unlimited power in the realm of war. This role is presently occupied by Cesare Alleva, who has accumulated even greater power as the Exorcist Primus’ health wanes. In times of war an especially impressive Imperium Bellum may be known as the Shadow of God.

Cesare Alleva is the Shadow of God.

Imperium Politikos | CHANCELLOR OF STATE

A role currently held by exorcist Adriano de Sanctis. In years prior, the political arm of the empire’s power structure was divorced from the Vatican and the cult of the Deathless God, but in the past half-century it has become exceedingly rare for this position to be filled by anyone other than a Roman exorcist.

The Sovereign EMPRESS OF THE HOLY VATICAN EMPIRE

Ofelia Augustus is the current Empress of the Holy Vatican Empire. As sovereign she fulfils a purely ceremonial role. The Imperial family lost power in the years since the Deathless God made his home in Rome and the Vatican gained influence and control.

EXORCIST FIRST CLASS

The highest class of exorcist in the Vatican. They will be a team leader and afforded the freedom to direct their team as they see fit when not deployed directly by the Imperium Bellum. This class is reserved for those who are capable—or are believed to be capable by their superior—of taking down a Viscount, a Level V demon. Even Exorcists First Class only have an estimated one per cent chance of surviving a Demon Duke.

EXORCIST SECOND CLASS

To be promoted to Exorcist Second Class, they must be believed capable of killing a Noble—a Level IV demon. In rare cases, they might find a Level V demon an unsurvivable challenge.

EXORCIST THIRD CLASS

Newly graduated exorcists will become Exorcists Third Class upon graduating the Academy—if they do not attain the skills required to meet this class, they will not be allowed to graduate. Exorcists Third Class must be capable of defeating all demons from Levels I to III.

In rare cases, an exorcist will specialize in healing in the same way a Brother or Sister of Medicine might. However, unlike Artificers, Exorcist Healers have the capacity to access far greater magic and thus are capable of miracles. However, they will never climb the ranks as they are deemed incapable of killing a Noble—a Level IV demon—which is a requirement of promotion.

Even so, they are extremely valuable.

ARTIFICER

There are two classes of artificer: Medicine and War.

MEDICINE

Brothers and Sisters of Medicine are the Vatican’s healers—they are the final stand between Rome and ruin, as they keep the Vatican ranks from being decimated.

WAR

Brothers and Sisters of War choose the martial path and may then select one of four subclasses:


	[image: ] Gunslinger—warriors specialized in the use of artillery and explosives

	[image: ] Brawler—a rare subclass, brawlers specialize in close-range and hand-to-hand combat

	[image: ] Melee—warriors specialized in mid- to close-range combat and utilize swords and other bladed weapons

	[image: ] Ranged—warriors specialized in ranged attacks, who do not utilize artillery-type weapons



Many exorcists also choose to specialize in one of these classes. However, this specialization is less vital to their continued survival as they have their magic to draw upon. Artificers, by contrast, can specialize only once, and craft their chosen weapon during their final year before graduating from the Vatican Academy as accredited Artificers.




Vatican Academy Handbook: The Demons

LEVEL I DEMONS aka Curses

They whisper from the shadows and cause madness. Sometimes they’re drawn to exorcists and more powerful demons and are usually destroyed by proximity. They will fade away in the human realm unless they are clever. They have always been here in some form.

LEVEL II DEMONS aka Ghouls

Ghouls can temporarily possess carrion birds and dead humans if they are in want of a body because, like Fiends, Ghouls in this world are frequently observed to be more smoke-like than physical beings. They are still dangerous and can briefly manifest teeth and claws with which to maim or, indeed, kill.

LEVEL III DEMONS aka Fiends

Their bodies are rarely intact in this world and Fiends are frequently observed to be possessed of smoke-like forms rather than a physical body, though they are no less dangerous in their ephemeral form. They can possess humans—but their presence is a corrupting force that destroys the host body quickly.

They can be challenging for all levels of Artificer and Exorcists Third Class.

LEVEL IV DEMONS aka Nobles

While Nobles can be killed by Exorcists Second Class and above, they are far more dangerous to civilians and Vatican support staff. Though they’re not a hazard on a grander scale like Level V and VI demons, Nobles can wreak havoc in a limited area and are considered a severe threat to life.

They can be challenging for Exorcists Second Class.

LEVEL V DEMONS aka Viscounts

Viscounts are the first of the Cataclysm Class demons.

May have access to elemental magic, capable of possessing humans with some consequences, but a successful magical exorcism performed by a Vatican exorcist can result in the human surviving.

They are a threat even to Exorcists First Class.

LEVEL VI DEMONS aka Dukes

Demon Dukes are the most powerful demons. They can easily possess humans and are capable of widespread destruction with their innate command of powerful elemental magic. They can remain undetected for a time when they possess humans, but their magic is too great for human bodies to contain for long. Each one has been named and catalogued by the Vatican.

Only Exorcists First Class have any chance of surviving an encounter.

However, survival is not an eventuality to be expected and the Holy Vatican Empire thanks you for your life and death.
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Prologue

Baliel felt the weight of a world not his own before he had eyes with which to see. It wrapped itself around him, smothering his light. The world was dim. Night. He rolled his shoulders experimentally. The skin pulled too tight. Stretching, tearing. The very fibres of the flesh coming undone before his magic sewed it back together over the wings of his shoulder blades. Muscle and tendon too, all tore and healed in moments.

The tarnished glass of a mirror captured an image that Baliel did not recognize. Turning, he surveyed the fragile shell that housed him.

He was still beautiful, his essence carving the bones to better suit his needs. But as it did, he corrupted it.

Even as he watched, the violent blue of his eyes burned the sockets black.

I suppose this will have to do, he thought, curling fingers that were lengthened by his overwhelming essence. The skin over his knuckles split and his lip curled in distaste. An Elysian like him rarely fitted comfortably inside a human shell. With the possible exception of those born with Elysian blood in their veins. At a stretch, even Kairos blood would do.

After all, the humans called them all demons just the same.

Cool air slid along his naked limbs as he stepped onto the street and turned toward the stone church built into the mountainside. He towered head and shoulders above the humans that skittered like rats in the shadows.

Flurries of frozen white danced around him.

Snow, his memory supplied.

He tested the word. Only the ashen scratch at the edges hinted at the breakdown of the vocal cords. This body would not last.

Baliel flicked his fingers, dispelling the flurry, and his magic razed the street. His essence flared, striking the turbulent clouds with a lick of cerulean flame. All that remained of the terraced street were charcoal sticks jutting into the sky like a blackened, burned forest.

Running his eyes over the carnage, Baliel frowned.

He would need to be more careful, this shell barely contained him as it was.
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CHAPTER ONE

God created man and demon.

Demon crucified God.

Man abandoned God.

And one more tenet only the Vatican knew:


Man harnessed demons’ unholy magic.



Selene Alleva ghosted her blade over the faint blue veins of her inner arm, lingering when she found the symbol carved into her bones. Devour. She hesitated. Her magic was the enemy, bleeding her with every exorcism. If it was only fear of pain that gave her pause, or some misplaced principle, then she could overcome it. Pain no longer frightened her—it had become familiar in the years of her Vatican training.

Dio Immortale, she swore. She’d made mistakes tonight. If she had done one thing differently, she wouldn’t be in this predicament now—poised to bleed herself for power as the scent of rot and mould encased her. The metallic tang of blood beneath it all. She should never have lowered her guard.

The threat of snow scented the air. Selene shivered, but not because the evening’s chill sliced knife-like up her spine. A rank wave of demonic magic ached through her eye teeth and into the depths of her skull.

That was more than one demon.

They tasted like violence. Like a split lip. Vaguely iron and putrid. ‘Captain Alleva?’

Selene silenced her subordinate with a look. Ambrose Zurzulo was not perceptive enough to feel the tainted magic, and Selene had no patience for his dearth of natural talent. She glanced at the rune-carved metal hugging his hands. Knuckledusters. Honestly. But he was too infatuated with his own magnificence to notice her disdain.

Why anyone would elect for extreme close-range combat, and willingly let a demon so damn near, she had no clue.

‘We’re close. Move.’ She led her team down a shallow flight of stairs, chasing the cold pull of demon magic to a crumbling stucco building at the end of the street. It looked abandoned—but wasn’t. Two. No, three. Maybe more. An infestation of this size was not unheard of in the heart of Rome, but it was unusual to find one so close to the Vatican.

She would reward them with steel for their trouble.

Selene skidded to a stop out of sight of the windows, flanked by Ambrose and Benedetta. Both were new to her team, and while Benedetta Fiore had been in Selene’s year at the Academy, they’d never been close. It wasn’t ideal that today was her first opportunity to see them in action.

Ambrose stretched his fingers, knuckles cracking. ‘I’ll take point,’ he said, starting to shadow-box.

Not ideal at all.

But she had little say in the matter. Her superiors had spoken, and if the Vatican was anything at all, it was a place of strict hierarchy.

‘I think not,’ Selene said, her voice dangerously soft. ‘Don’t even look a demon in the eye without my say-so.’ She counted on her fingers. ‘Obey. Impress me. Survive. In that order. Simple enough.’ Even for you.

She pinned Benedetta with her eyes. ‘Stay close to Zurzulo. He’ll protect you.’

Ambrose nodded his agreement, and the knot of worry in her chest loosened. Just a bit.

‘What about you?’ Benedetta asked.

Selene held her gaze. ‘I’ll protect you too.’

Benedetta blinked wide-eyed, and smiled a lightbulb smile. ‘Oh, I know that. I meant who’s going to protect you?’

Selene didn’t think that required an answer.

A tall figure rounded the corner. ‘O Captain, my Captain,’ Caterina Altamura drawled, flicking a still glowing cigarette into the dark. ‘Relax. The cavalry’s here.’

Selene finally let a small smile tip her lips.

A weapons artificer like Ambrose, Caterina was as skilful as she was insubordinate.

Then a second figure trailed Caterina out of the dark.

Lucia Scavo angled her pointed chin into the breeze, turning her pretty heart-shaped face as though scenting the air. Her sensitivity to demon magic was well known within the Vatican, and Selene trusted Lucia’s instincts nearly as much as her own.

Selene extended her senses too. Her power was always with her. In her blood. But it sang louder now in proximity to demons. She glanced at Lucia. ‘I don’t feel anything above a Level Two.’

The sister of medicine nodded, her cheeks whipped ruddy by the cold. ‘And no more than five. All low grade.’

The Vatican ranked demons on a six-point scale. Curses and Ghouls frequently broke through nowadays. Low level, low difficulty, but with high potential for collateral damage. Enough to force the Vatican to respond quickly. With extreme prejudice.

Ambrose flipped a hexagonal disc that glimmered in the weak lamplight, and Selene snatched it from the air.

She frowned. ‘Do you have any idea what this is?’

The brawler pushed his hands into his pockets. ‘Found it.’

‘Where?’

He shrugged.

Selene turned it between her fingers, inspecting it. It was stamped with the seal of the Deathless God. A ward coin. One of many hidden within statues around Rome, their powerful magic working together to ward off demons. Which begged the question, why did Ambrose have it?

Lucia’s voice broke into her thoughts, sounding uncharacteristically hesitant. ‘I sense … maybe a Fiend?’

Benedetta paled at that, touching her forehead, throat, and the middle of her chest in a quick prayer. As if Selene needed further confirmation Benedetta had no business facing demons in the field.

‘Save your prayers,’ Selene said coldly. ‘No need to call on God for a Level Three.’

Caterina smothered a smile, but Lucia smirked openly.

Ignoring them, Selene slipped the ward coin into her pocket and turned to the building. The chipped stucco facade appeared more orange than pink in the glow of the street lamps, but Selene was more focused on the presences beyond. They throbbed weakly, like butterflies in her fist. Soon she’d crush them just as easily. Despite that confidence, unease coiled in her ribcage. Something felt off.

Caterina sliced her thumb and pressed it against the seal on her gatling rifle. Bright threads of power raced along the gun’s six barrels, as her blood unlocked its full potential.

The five of them parted ways, silently sweeping the apartments on the ground floor before climbing the stairs to the next. Selene shadowed Ambrose and Benedetta, keeping them in her line of sight. She didn’t need to tell Caterina and Lucia what to do—they’d climbed the ranks two years ahead of her at the Academy and had been an effective team far longer than she’d been their commander. She respected their prowess. But she didn’t trust the other two.

She’d fought tooth and nail against having Benedetta on this mission, but, no. Two healers, they’d said. And so she obeyed her directive.

A smoky, vaguely reptilian Curse demon trickled from the shadows, stretching toward Ambrose. Level One. Selene cut through it before Ambrose even noticed, flicking clinging shadows off her blade. She turned in the centre of the room and then sheathed her sword.

Behind her came a clang as a Ghoul scrabbled its way out of a disused dumbwaiter, grinning rows of serrated teeth in a horrible wide mouth. Level Two. Distinguishable by the fact she felt barely a ripple of power from it. It had made its home in a corpse on the wrong side of decomposing, corrupting it with its magic. Benedetta shrank back, but Ambrose strode forward. His eyes gleamed with the fire of a subordinate desperate to prove his mettle.

Selene flung an arm out to stop him. ‘Wait!’

But Ambrose crowed a battle cry and wound up for a punch that would take the demon’s head off its shoulders.

The demon was deceptively fast. It opened its terrible maw, swallowing Ambrose’s arm to the elbow. His scream ricocheted around inside her ribs.

‘Captain!’ Ambrose pleaded, his arm and those damned knuckledusters buried in the demon’s gullet. Time slowed as she watched his eyes—black now from blown pupils and desperation. Save me, they said. Save me, please.

The arm was salvageable. His stupidity—terminal.

In a blink she had her knife poised over skin and bone—the cutting edge above the symbol for devour. She hesitated. Triggering her magic would devour another piece of her soul. If she wasn’t careful, soon she’d have nothing left. Cold fingers caressed her spine at the unwelcome thought. She moved the blade away from her skin.

Sorry, Ambrose.

Even a single drop of her magic was worth more than a limb. And so she sacrificed his arm on the altar of her ambition. There were other, far more powerful demons to kill, and she didn’t know how much soul she had left.

Flipping the knife, she sheathed it and drew the gun at her thigh in the same sinuous movement. Ambrose’s eyes widened as Selene chose, as so often, to fight and condemn with hot metal and blade. Her first bullet detached his arm at the shoulder. Selene strode closer, firing shot after shot until the demon went still. Nudging it with her boot, her nose wrinkled in distaste. Deader than dead. Still not dead enough.

Selene toyed with the idea of shooting it again.

Instead, she turned on her heel, blinking blood from her lashes. Benedetta knelt beside Ambrose, applying a tourniquet to his arm.

As Ambrose whimpered piteously, Selene thought about the final unspoken tenet of their religion. Man harnessed demons’ unholy magic.

A secret. Though perhaps not their most dangerous. One known only to the select few who graduated from the Vatican’s elite Military Academy. Demons had given them the means of fighting back. Unwillingly. Bitterly, perhaps.

At his continued whimpering, Selene indicated the brawler. ‘Silence him.’

Biting her lower lip, Benedetta touched his forehead with two fingers. His pain drained away. Silent now, Ambrose glared at Selene over Benedetta’s shoulder, hatred replacing agony.

Selene crouched in front of him. ‘We’ll get you another arm. One made of steel this time, like your little knuckledusters.’

Benedetta redirected her attention to the demon. Pushing her wispy blonde hair beneath her habit, she withdrew vials to collect blood and humours. She hesitated over the mess Selene had made of the demon’s skull before delicately extracting a tooth for later analysis.

Selene extended her senses as she circled the room, open to the slightest stirring of demon magic. Nothing. Satisfied, she followed the hum of voices down the hallway as Caterina and Lucia compared notes on their kills. She stepped into the doorway just in time to see Caterina level her secondary weapon, a shotgun, and blast a demon across the room. The bullet flared on impact.

As the imprint of the demon faded, she felt another.

Pivoting, she searched the dark corners. Somewhere nearby another demon waited. It plucked at her senses like a spider playing the threads of its own web—gleaning information from her. More than she was getting from it. Selene hissed, drawing her handgun. Too slow. A demon smashed through the lead-light transom window over the door on the other side of the hall. It had crawled into the body of a small girl. Bright doll-blue eyes glinted prettily through a fall of dark hair. Its elbows bent the wrong way as it skittered across the ceiling, disappearing into the hallway’s gloom.

A Level Four.

Caterina and Lucia were supposed to have cleared that end, but had evidently fucked it up. And she had lowered her guard. How had she not sensed a Noble? Plunging through milky spiderwebs, she arrived in the main room a split second after the demon. Borne by the essence of a child, it would burn out quickly. When its power started to wane, it would seek another body to consume from within. Parasite.

It already had Benedetta cornered.

Selene met the child’s blue eyes. No, damn it all, don’t lose focus. The child’s gone. The reminder rang hollow.

Projecting calm, Selene twitched a finger. Go.

Benedetta eased toward the closest doorway.

‘Well, hello,’ Selene said conversationally.

‘Exorcist,’ the creature hissed, tongue curling across its dead cheek.

She had to keep the demon’s attention on her. ‘I’m impressed you managed to penetrate this far into Rome undetected. Quite a feat. You must be powerful indeed.’

The demon preened. ‘More powerful with you. I shall enjoy possessing your body. My every whim will be at our fingertips.’ It curled its backward-jointed fingers, skin and tendons snapping.

Selene nodded sagely. ‘Ah yes. I, too, appreciate that mental imagery.’

The demon blinked double-lidded eyes, head tipping. ‘You do?’

Her brow inched higher. The Noble was a literalist, then.

Benedetta was almost clear when broken glass crunched beneath her boot. The demon’s head snapped in her direction. Selene raced to intercept as the demon went for Benedetta, but it was impossibly fast even as its skin split at the seams of those fingers. The demon’s jaw disengaged as it lunged, tearing its cheeks as it bit out Benedetta’s jugular.

No!

Benedetta’s body slumped to its knees.

Tumbling forward, Selene aimed and squeezed the trigger. Her bullets shattered a cobweb-draped chandelier as the demon skittered away, making a curious sound. Laughter.

It was laughing.

Propelled by cold rage, Selene followed, driving it back. Reaching for the sword slung across her back, she caught the demon the moment it failed to navigate the second chandelier, lopping off its legs at the knee.

An agonized shriek pierced her eardrums and the world rang with pure silence. Across the room, Ambrose pressed his remaining palm to a bleeding ear.

Selene ignored her own pain. ‘Get out!’

He obeyed as the creature landed scrabbling on the floor.

Selene pinned it with her sword, straddling it to hold down its clawing hands. It bucked its small, powerful body. It could crush a man’s skull between two overlong fingers, but her strength was greater. Selene leaned to look into those haunting blue eyes and bared her teeth.

She would make it suffer for Benedetta’s life.

It lunged, teeth clicking in front of her face. Selene punched it. Once, twice. It dodged her third, and her fist ruptured stone. Pain popped behind her eyes when she flexed her fingers.

The demon subsided and Selene drew her knife. Best to end this quickly. An exorcism, then, she thought, a familiar ache behind her ribs. Before anyone else dies.

And so, with the knife she hadn’t used to save Ambrose’s arm, she carved the symbols.

Devour. Return. Teeth. Burn.

When her blood hit the air, it smoked, coiling and lashing like a viper. The symbols she whittled into bone flared gold, as though filled by molten metal. Her magic could raze a city block if she wanted it to. Perhaps the whole of Rome.

And in that breath of misused magic, she’d be worse than dead and a monster in more ways than one.

Her hearing slammed back and her eyesight cleared so evening became a summer afternoon. Only the demon beneath her was shadowy. A writhing supernova of untamed energy. This was power.

She could feel everything that moved in the apartment building. Could even feel the skittering heartbeat of a mouse holding still in the walls.

As though time had slowed, she could count every eyelash and freckle on the demon’s stolen face as she laid a palm against its forehead. The creature lunged, teeth lengthening. Then it disappeared in a burst of light so intense it could blind.

Blinking the spots away, Selene approached Benedetta. Her blonde hair haloed her head, slowly soaking crimson. Horrific, even to the Macellaia di Roma. The Butcher of Rome.

‘I’m sorry,’ Selene breathed, closing the healer’s eyes.

A draught stirred up dust from the dull parquet floor, caressing Caterina’s dark hair over her cheek where silvery scar tissue devoured smooth skin on one side of her face. ‘That was a Level Four,’ Caterina said accusingly, setting her shotgun on her shoulder.

Selene waved Caterina off. ‘I know. I didn’t sense it.’ She turned to Lucia, whose white habit was now splattered with gore. ‘And neither did you. I thought you were meant to be good at this.’

Lucia shrugged. ‘We all make mistakes.’

Selene jabbed her finger to where Benedetta’s body lay. ‘Tell her that.’

Caterina stepped between them. ‘She said sorry.’

‘She did not,’ Selene drawled, circling the room. ‘And I shouldn’t need to point out that Lucia wasn’t the only one who made mistakes tonight.’

Caterina’s jaw worked but she didn’t argue.

‘The next regional assignment will be all yours. You two can get out of Rome for a while. Enjoy the quiet.’

Distantly Ave Maria, one of the Vatican’s six bells, rang out a fraction of a second ahead of the others. Angling her wrist, Selene glanced at her watch. Late. Damn.

Pivoting on her heel, she left them to the clean-up, her expression melting from angry to contemplative.

If she, alone, had made that mistake … well, that was one thing. But Lucia had also miscalculated the enemy’s strength and numbers. Unusual, because she was the most perceptive in all the Vatican. It made Selene’s stomach coil. Unusual was never good when it came to demons.

Unusual meant something had changed.

And death was sure to follow.
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CHAPTER TWO

A newspaper broadsheet tumbled over the frozen mud of the battlefield, a dark silhouette against the blood-smeared horizon. Jules Lacroix blinked. No, not blood. Blood never remained that aggressive shade for long. That particular vibrancy was just the rising sun. Jules let out a long breath. The endless night was almost done. Praise the Deathless God.

The broadsheet caught against a coil of barbed wire, fluttering in the wind. As though unwilling to be rid of imminent death just yet, Jules stood brushing ice off his shoulders. What news from Rome?

Eyeing the tattered broadsheet, Jules pulled himself over the edge of the trench, scrabbling in the mud to reach it. Ignoring tired shouts, he grabbed the newspaper and slid back to safety just as gunfire ate up the mud. He grinned, sliding down the wall as his legs collapsed beneath him.

Someone kicked his boot. ‘Crazy motherfucker.’

Yeah, and? Jules smoothed the broadsheet over his knees, smearing mud and printing ink.

Most of the soldiers in the trench with him were new, so green they still had the puppy fat of youth. Still remembered the taste of croissants, the scent of snow untainted by gunpowder and blood, remembered what it was like to close their eyes without seeing death painted on the backs of their eyelids. He didn’t know any of them by name. Not one. And he wouldn’t bother learning, either. Not when they’d only die like all the rest.

Jules drank in the large type of the headline: ROME CRIES BLOOD. He smirked slightly, knowing the headline wasn’t about the war. Their blood didn’t count. No doubt some exorcist had left a trail of carnage again. It happened a lot. Demons didn’t go down easy. He knew that better than most.

The most powerful demons could kill a regiment single-handed. The ones who played with fire or wind, or spoke to the wild things. The ones who controlled ice. Jules could count on one hand the number of times a demon like that had been within even a hundred miles. Otherwise he wouldn’t be breathing.

With shaking fingers Jules withdrew a tin of slender black cigarettes and put one between his lips, but the matches were damp and wouldn’t strike. ‘Shit.’

He squinted at the date. January 6. He turned nineteen today. It was four years to the day since the orphanage in Nice had given him the steel-capped boot an hour before dawn. He’d been only fifteen. That auspicious age when French boys with no family and fewer prospects were shipped off to war.

Matron had dragged him out by his ear. ‘Out with you, little thorn. Fifteen today and a man in all ways but the ones that count! Now you can change that last, at least.’

And so he had.

He put away his cigarette tin, eyes roaming the page.
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VIGIL FOR THE LOST AS Vatican contend with a surge of demon activity. The Office of the Exorcist Primus has refused to make a statement about the recent clashes between their exorcists and demons.

News out of the Holy Vatican Empire’s great capital is unclear at best, but unofficial word from the Office of the Imperium Bellum is that there is ‘no cause for alarm’.

Uncorroborated reports belie these claims, with eyewitness testimony suggesting greater numbers of low-class demons have been terrorizing Rome in recent weeks, leading to a rising death toll that is as yet unconfirmed.

In light of this, we must ask ourselves, what is to be done? Can Rome survive this adversity? Talks persist of shifting the capital as another exodus sweeps the population …



Rome. The Holy Vatican Empire was a ravenous beast devouring all Europe. Now even their proud French newspapers spent ink on constant speculation about the capital, where the Deathless God resided in His steepled churches that had grown jagged and dark, their stone spires edging toward the sky as the exorcists built up their defences. All to protect their God from the demons who wanted to prove that Deathless was not a permanent state of being, only wishful thinking.

He considered dropping the newspaper into the slurry beneath his feet, but thought better of it and tucked it into his pocket instead.

‘Jules, get up from there. You’re done.’

He reached for the rough wooden bar of the trench, the splinters biting his palm proof enough he was alive as he pulled himself nose to nose with his superior. Frost gilded his eyelashes and eyebrows and probably his stubble since yesterday’s shave. The cold was inside his bones. Had been for four years, since he began haunting the no-man’s land outside Ostrava with the rest of his regiment.

He could barely remember what warmth felt like.

‘Sergeant—’

‘Corporal Lacroix, that was not a request.’

Jules sighed, pushing his hands into his pockets.

‘How long since you’ve slept? How long since you’ve eaten?’

Jules shook his head, unable to answer either question. ‘Farah—’

‘My name is not an answer, Corporal. You look half dead.’ The hard line between her brows deepened, and he could see what she was thinking, More than half.

Jules pressed his lips together, watching a place behind her ear. She was right. And maybe he should be. Dead with the rest of his regiment.

Farah snapped her fingers in his face, drawing back his wandering mind. Worry worked its way into her eyes, and for the first time he considered that maybe she was right to be concerned. As he followed her back through the trenches toward their main encampment, nestled in the lee of Ostrava’s crumbling stone wall, he wavered on his feet. Hunger was not new, far from it, but this hollow ache had settled in beneath his ribs.

Farah caught him, ducking beneath his arm. ‘Damn it, Lacroix. Starving yourself will not buy us victory.’

‘Worth a try.’ He let a small grin tip his lips.

She shook her head, frustration darkening her eyes. Just a few years older than Jules, not even twenty-five, and already silver glinted in the gold at her temples. Unlike him, she’d volunteered for this—trained for this. But still, war ate them all.

‘Jules, you need to take care of yourself. You’re the last of my original men. Don’t make me walk forward alone.’ Farah looked away, gazing blankly over the frozen mud. After a pause she added in the clipped tone of his superior, ‘Besides, Rome cannot afford to lose you.’

As Farah led Jules along the path furthest from the grimmest of front-line trenches, Jules recognized a few faces. They watched him warily, nodding when he caught their eye. He could be back here too, warmer and drier than the pups at the front.

Lacroix. How many kills? Does that make it a hundred, Lacroix? Two hundred? More?

Jules heard them as though they screamed at him, and looked away. Two hundred demon kills would be admirable for sure, but it was nowhere near the reality. His hands were dark with blood. But the worst part was how intrinsic it felt to him. The strength of his body. The pull of the kill. Being truly excellent at something. When it was just him with a blade in his hand, the world became quiet. His choices simple.

Live or die.

Fight or die.

Kill or die.

And he was good at it. Sometimes he hated how good.

Absently Jules tugged at his sleeve. Countless pale scars twined in neat rows past his elbows. He felt eyes on him and adjusted his shirt cuff lower, hiding …

The ozone scent of distant lightning made his nose itch. Jules tipped his head, closing his eyes for a moment. A storm thickened the air, making it almost crackle with intent. The blood red of pre-dawn had diluted into a weak piss yellow, and when Jules narrowed his eyes against the rising sun, he could see storm clouds gathering nearly out of sight.

He almost slammed into Farah, tugging again at his sleeve.

‘Inside.’ She held open the canvas door of her tent, not missing his gesture.

‘Farah—’

‘Sergeant Bachelet.’

Jules rolled his eyes and ducked under her arm, ignoring the whistles that abruptly ceased when Farah cut the offending parties a sharp look. Dropping the door and lending them some semblance of privacy, she set a kettle on to boil.

‘Take those off. I intend to burn them. They reek worse than a dead demon’s asshole.’

‘You want me naked that bad, Farah? This is the last shirt I have.’

‘No, it’s not.’ She indicated her pallet bed and a neat stack of clothes—fresh elements of his usual uniform. ‘A shipment came in from Rome. I made sure to get you some.’

Jules tipped a brow. ‘The Vatican managed to spare us some funds, huh?’

‘Apparently, there’s an exorcist in Rome running about nearly nude.’

‘Poor thing. No seasonal winter wardrobe. It must be rough.’

‘Terribly.’

‘Just the silver spoon they were born with clacking between their teeth.’

‘Careful. You almost sound bitter.’

He laughed, tension easing from his shoulders. ‘I know what they do for us.’ He lifted up the shirt, rubbing his thumb over the Vatican seal pressed into each button. ‘But is it really so important we die branded as Vatican property?’

Farah’s lips quirked as she spooned coffee grounds into a filter, but she was too loyal to agree with more than her eyes.

The Vatican, where the cult of the Deathless God had crawled inside the bones of whatever came before, and the epicentre of the centuries-old assault by demons against God.

Whether you were a soldier in the mud, or an exorcist in Rome, you knew that two hundred years ago, God had intervened to defend the holy city and its people. With smoke blackening the sky and flames devouring the city, He had stepped forth in human form to fight for them. In a titanic battle at the heart of the old Vatican City, a demon had impaled Him, but not before God had delivered a killing blow of His own.

And so the Vatican had been chosen by God as the place His body would rest for eternity in a forever Deathless state.

Or so the dogma claimed.

The thick canvas walls billowed and an icy draught bit at his ankles. It wasn’t getting any warmer, so Jules pulled his shirt over his head to wash in the lukewarm water of her basin.

Jules felt Farah at his shoulder as she stepped up behind him. Rolling up her sleeves with the weight of ritual, she held her wrist against his, baring her kill scars.

He smiled at her reflection in the small mirror and angled his forearm so she could see his new row of marks. She read the silvery scars in his skin like words in a forgotten language. A language of their own making—telling the stories of demons he’d killed in each of the longer downward strokes.

Farah’s expression darkened. ‘So many,’ she said, meaning the horizontal lines that marked their dead.

For every demon he killed, they lost two or three of their own. Sometimes more.

Only he and Farah were left of those who marked kills in their flesh. Jules wasn’t sure how it started. All he knew was he couldn’t stop.

The luxuriant scent of coffee filled the tent, but Jules could still smell the promise of a violent storm. He pushed open the tent flap, crossing his arms over his bare chest as he leaned a shoulder against the post, staring over the tent city toward the forest. The front line stretched for a thousand miles in both directions. Maybe more. He didn’t really know. He was just a soldier. Beyond the trees, gathering clouds darkened the horizon.

Farah handed him a mug and he took it, his brows furrowing. ‘What is it?’ she asked.

‘I smell lightning.’

Farah arched a brow. ‘Are you a dog?’

He gave her an unamused look and she laughed.

Jules set down his untouched mug so he could yank on his shirt, his fingers clumsy as he transferred his metal collar buttons from the old—truly reeking, Farah was right about that—to the new. Unease coiled in his belly as he pulled on his jacket. The night had been quiet. He’d stayed awake throughout, waiting for an attack, but none had come. This disquiet was probably just the residual effects of exhaustion and starvation … And yet, he couldn’t relax.

‘Jules, eat something. That’s an order.’

‘Something’s not right—’

‘Sit down—’

The downpour roared like a monsoon, rain pelting their tent. Surprised shouts came from outside at the sudden, drenching rain. Tipping his head back, Jules stared at the tent roof, waiting. The hairs on his nape prickled at electricity in the air. ‘This isn’t right.’

Farah nodded grimly, reaching for her gun belt. Jules grabbed his sword, pulling it from its scabbard to count the sigils on the flat side. Vatican-forged, it would only survive fifty kills. One sigil for every ten, he had three sigils remaining. The other two, burned and blackened, marked his sword half spent.

It would have to do.

The Caspian Federation’s demon horde had arrived.
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CHAPTER THREE

When Selene hit the street, it was full dark. Flakes of snow alighted on her shoulders, melting instantly. She wiped one off her nose with her sleeve as she marched toward the buttery gold light of gas lanterns along the main road.

‘Selene Alleva.’

Selene’s lip curled. Lowering her hand, she met Florentina’s eyes.

There were many choice things she could say about Florentina Altieri, but at the heart of it she was competition. They had been in the same year at the Academy, and Florentina never let her win easily. Now she managed to lounge against a filigreed pole in such a way that she looked both utterly relaxed and also ready to disembowel someone. Her wheaten ponytail draped over her shoulder, rivalling her uniform’s gold buttons in brightness. Flanking her were a pair of artificers Selene didn’t know.

‘Florentina, you actually graduated?’

Florentina laughed, a sound devoid of any humour. ‘You should know. You were there.’

‘I must have forgotten,’ Selene said flatly. ‘Too busy being first in class.’

‘Captain, please.’ Lucia’s distinct whine interrupted Florentina’s next words. ‘Don’t send me to the regions. I’ll be so bored. I hate being bored.’ Florentina’s dark eyes lit with interest.

Of course Lucia wouldn’t take her punishment quietly. Selene rubbed a finger between crumpled brows. Her mistake. ‘We will discuss this later.’

Caterina shadowed Lucia, adjusting her rifle over her shoulder. ‘This whining will be all I hear for weeks.’ Seeing Florentina, Caterina straightened her shoulders and took her place at Selene’s right hand. ‘I’m sorry, Lieutenant Altieri, you’ve arrived too late for the fight.’

‘We got five demons.’ Lucia wiggled five fingers. ‘Which happens to be five more than you’ve killed this week.’

‘It’s only Tuesday. Give me time.’ Florentina let her eyes trail over them. ‘And where’s the rest of your team?’

Selene bit the inside of her mouth. ‘Florentina, we’re done here. You were too slow.’

Florentina’s expression flattened and she pushed away from the lamp post. At the edge of the circle of light, she paused. ‘Five demons, you said. What kind?’

Caterina raised one shoulder, but Lucia, ever the callous little thing, said, ‘It was a Noble that killed Benedetta.’

A Noble. A Level Four demon. How had she missed it? Surprise flickered across Florentina’s face. ‘And the rest?’

‘A handful of lower demons,’ Selene replied. ‘Ghouls mostly.’

Lucia stretched so her spine arched. ‘And a Fiend.’

‘Enough.’ Selene massaged her temple. ‘Florentina can read the report.’

Laughing, Florentina gave a mock salute. ‘You know how much I love your reports, Selene, so full of sparkling wit and vivid detail.’ She yawned hugely. ‘Just thinking about it makes me excited.’

There was a flash.

Selene raised a hand, squinting against a second flashbulb pop.

Reporter.

He lowered the camera, his eyes searching their faces eagerly. ‘What happened here tonight, Macellaia?’

‘Get him out of here,’ Florentina snapped, stepping between the reporter and Selene.

The bandages that had wrapped Florentina’s arms coiled to the cobblestones, exposing the tender flesh of her inner arms and the rows of sigils tattooed in pale metallic ink between wrist and elbow. Of course, Florentina guarded her hard-earned symbols jealously.

‘Did I hear correctly that you’ve suffered casualties? Who died, Captain Alleva?’ the reporter asked, voice sharp with interest. He smelled a story the same way she smelled demons. ‘Was it Benedetta Fiore? Of the Fiore exorcists?’

How had he slipped through their perimeter?

One of Florentina’s artificers relieved him of his camera, lifting the strap over his head while the other took him unyieldingly by the elbow, steering him away. He twisted, looking over his shoulder at Selene. ‘Do you have any words for her family?’

Florentina scoffed, waving him off.

She had ten symbols on each arm now but Selene refused to be impressed.

Unlike artificers, who were limited to one weapon, exorcist magic was infinitely adaptable. With mastery their magic could be woven into a complex working like the notes in a symphony. Each note a symbol. Each symbol a word. Some exorcists knew only a few words of power—enough to weave an exorcism and not much more. Others were like Florentina, who constantly added to her repertoire—inking sigils into skin.

None were like Selene, who had hers carved into her bones.

She allowed herself a moment of self-indulgent bitterness.

Florentina needed only to lightly score the symbols on her arms to release her magic. Whereas Selene’s magic was tethered to her bones. An exorcist only had to trigger the symbols they intended to use and weave them into an intention—limited only by the number of words they could master.

And how far you could push the limits of your body.

With feline languidness Florentina rebound her forearms with the bandages, concealing her tattoos once more. Twenty symbols. Twenty words of power. And if Selene knew anything at all about her competition, Florentina knew how to use them.

‘I guess I’ll head back.’ Tucking her hands into her pockets, Florentina melted into the night.

Seamlessly resuming their earlier conversation, Caterina turned to Selene. ‘Lucia made a mistake tonight,’ Caterina said, low enough not to be overheard. ‘She knows that. She’s sorry.’

‘I am. So sorry. Please, Selene.’

Selene considered letting it slide. They were excellent hunters, and their city needed them. The Vatican had branches across the map—from Edinburgh to Marrakech to Shanghai—but they were small units, adept at dispelling curses and managing the illegal trade of demon magic. And sometimes, however rarely, lower-level demons needed to be dispelled. But the vast majority of demon attacks happened within Rome. Their talents would be more useful within city limits, but Caterina and Lucia sorely needed a lesson on the dangers of complacency.

‘Report my decision to the field office upon your return. And enjoy your secondment … After today I’m certain neither of you are prepared to face another Noble.’

Maybe they’ll learn rather than die.

Selene moved from the dark streets, lit only by gas lamps and a few candles on window sills, to a busier boulevard, where orange lights flickered faintly overhead. Yet again demonic power had knocked out their electricity.

Here, Romans strolled, unafraid of night or cold or demon. Laughter spilled from an aperitivo bar. Tempting if she hadn’t just lost a subordinate. Or if she cared a little less.

News of another death would already be spreading through the city. It was cruel that Benedetta would just become a statistic. The citizens would mourn—of course they would—but Rome had never really known her.

Selene pulled up the hood of her black coat, but the sword crossing her back was a brand. As she passed through the late market—through wafting steam scented with roasted chestnuts, sweet apples, and toffee—ordinary Romans fell away from her, giving her space. Whether it was a sign of fear or respect, the result was the same. Selene ignored the whispers as though she was deaf to them, her face a pitiless mask just as they’d expect from one such as her.

There goes the Butcher of Rome.

She could never be sure whether they called her Butcher because of the demons she slaughtered or the bodies she left in her wake.

Vatican bodies. Other exorcists. Her father.

And now Benedetta, another to her tally.

Dio … perhaps she should have ordered her to stay back? No.

Artificers might typically be weaker than exorcists—their magic was borrowed only briefly—but far be it from her to ever underestimate them. She’d grown up idolizing hunters like Caterina who wielded their artificed weapons like an extension of their own body.

Her fingertips brushed the Alleva family crest on the hilt of her sword. It had been forged by her father and so she had never had to forge her own. Praise the Deathless God. Wielding her own body as a weapon was taxing enough.

Breath puffing in the cold air, Selene sighed. She’d lost her edge tonight. Let down her guard and paid for it with her own lifeblood. Not a mistake she could afford to repeat. Despite disciplining Caterina and Lucia, the fault was hers. She was their commanding officer.

A burgundy tram whispered past and she ran to leap up its steps before the doors snapped shut. The world seemed closer than usual. The metallic clanking of the tram changing tracks, and the electric hum of the lights, were almost claustrophobic in her heightened state. The earlier use of her magic seemed to leach a piece of her into everything now. Sinking into the cobbles flying beneath the tram, the rails under the wheels, and the flesh of those around her. Into their breath and blood.

The other passengers in the tram gave her a wide berth. Vedi Vaticano nero, addio tuo amante, a popular saying coined in Rome, roughly translated to: see Vatican black, farewell your lover.

Exorcists were not exactly feared but were rightly considered dangerous. That they only appeared where demons already were, and not the other way around, was considered inconsequential.

One man with the glazed eyes of a drunkard and dressed well enough to be a young aristocrat playing with trouble, leaned in to speak quietly to the girl draped languorously between him and another man.

Trouble, Selene assumed.

‘That, my lovely, is Selene Alleva.’

As the girl twisted to look, she pulled the second man’s shirt, revealing to Selene’s exorcist eye a brand across his back, reflected in the tram window.

He watched her with a lidded gaze as the inebriated youth lowered his voice further. ‘The Imperium Bellum’s protégée.’

The girl drew in a soft gasp.

Pride flickered in Selene’s chest at the words.

Some two hundred years had passed since full political power shifted to the Vatican, where it rested uneasily between the Imperiums—the Imperium Bellum, Lord of War, and the Imperium Politikos, Chancellor of State—leaving Empress Augustus naught but a figurehead, a tiger made toothless by the holy power that rested within the Vatican’s walls. And ruling over all, the Exorcist Primus, whose word was law.

Selene revelled in her body’s near intolerable hypervigilance. In the mixed-up euphoria of it, even the pain of her wounds felt sublime. St Peter’s dome came into view as the tram trundled around a corner. Lit with russet-gold tones, it shone high above the city skyline. Leaping off the tram, she glanced at her watch as she crossed St Peter’s Square.

Fifteen minutes late.

Cesare Alleva, Imperium Bellum to the rest of Rome, was not the sort of man to be kept waiting. With no time to change out of her bloodstained gear, she set her shoulders and strode toward the Vatican dining hall, tightening her leather armguard to stem the flow of blood. Her vision briefly dulled as agony rolled through her in a deep ache.

‘God fucking damn it,’ she hissed between her teeth.

The chequerboard marble amplified the click of her shiny boots.

Either side of her, subordinates shrank away, pressing their backs to the walls and their fists to their hearts in ardent salute. No doubt news had spread of another fallen body. Selene inclined her chin at the few she knew by name.

At least her white button-down shirt had survived the initial blood spray. It remained unstained, the gold chains linking its double-breasted buttons untarnished by gore.

‘Captain Alleva, the Imperium’s gone ahead to the Cor Cordium.’

Her jaw tightened. ‘When?’

‘Moments ago.’

She could catch him.

Desperate to intercept Cesare before he reached the chamber at the heart of the Vatican, she ran.

Artificers and exorcists moved aside for her. Even ignoring the difference in uniform, they were easy enough to tell apart. Artificers were always accompanied by their weapon—typically something obscenely large, like Caterina’s gatling—and exorcists had their tattoos.

The Vatican bells echoed through the halls.

Her uncle, the Imperium Bellum, cut an impressive figure. When she saw him ahead, she slowed. His shadow stretched ahead of him, taking up space. The Shadow of God, they called him. A title spoken in whispers.

Hearing her footsteps, he paused.

Tonight his hair was messy. He was relaxed, then. Otherwise it would be slicked back, displaying the barest glint of silver at his temples. But as she approached, something about his posture made her ill at ease. Cesare wasn’t entirely off duty.

Then again, when was he ever?

His voice rolled across the marble like distant thunder. ‘The Butcher of Rome finally favours me with her presence.’ The hard cut of his jaw made it difficult to tell if he was being serious, but the slightest twitch at the edge of his lips betrayed the way he bit back a smile.

‘Apologies, Imperium, I was waylaid.’ Selene pressed her fist to her chest.

His eyes snagged on her armguards. ‘You used your magic?’

She nodded, crushing a grimace.

After eight years in the role, Cesare was still frequently considered the new Imperium Bellum. His predecessor had held the role for almost sixty years before his death, and to many Cesare was seen as something of an upstart. An impression not improved by his relative youth, not even thirty at the time of his appointment. But he was the only Imperium Bellum Selene had ever known.

His expression darkened. ‘I see.’

‘It was already on the brink of death,’ she said simply.

The exorcism had not used much of her power. But now her veins were flooded with unused magic, tempting her to wield it.

‘Power is dangerous as well as heady.’ Cesare rested a palm against an ornate double door. ‘You need to be more careful. Remember?’

She averted her eyes from the lacquered board that sealed the doors permanently closed. Of course she did. On her first attempt to harness her magic, Cesare had been inside that vaulted room with her as her magic lashed out wildly, stripping priceless friezes from the walls and corroding stone.

The stolen blood being pumped through her body was a double-edged sword.

It had begun as a destructive thing, but now the damage was invisible. It took place inside her veins.

Cesare knew the facts of her predicament, but he would never understand. Not really.

Shoving away her bitterness, she considered it from his perspective. He was right to be disappointed. She’d let a demon goad her into using too much of her magic. Pathetic. Unlike other exorcists, unlike even Cesare, when she shed blood for magic, it smoked when it hit the air—acrid black, writhing with the violence of a headless snake. That was the power in her blood. A blessing and a curse. She was one of the most powerful exorcists in the order, but each time she used her magic her life trickled away.

In fact, it was worse. If it was only her life, she could live with it. The glory of a short life appealed to her, burning bright before flashing out of existence, but it wasn’t only her life at stake. It was her soul. More than once, Selene had been present when an older exorcist pushed their magic to its limit, and witnessed the corruption that spread through them, unleashing the beast within. She’d seen it. She never wanted to be it.

She would die first.

Cesare lifted her chin with the backs of his fingers. His expression softened. ‘I don’t want to be the one to have to put you down, Selene. Not you, too.’

She drew a steady breath and flicked her eyes up to his. ‘I know. I promise I’m careful.’

He was sombre, somewhere inside his own head, and a weight like a stone settled into her stomach.

‘What is it?’ she asked, afraid of the answer. ‘Really.’

Selene had heard whispers Cesare now spoke for the ailing Exorcist Primus of Rome. In practice, that made him the most powerful man in the city—and the world. When she’d asked him if it was true, ‘His Holiness the Exorcist Primus has had quite a few good ideas lately, no?’ was all Cesare had said, a hidden smile at the corner of his mouth.

‘I’m conflicted. On the one hand, you’re my most powerful exorcist. On the other, I am afraid of you overextending. We’ve all seen what happens when an exorcist pushes beyond their limits …’ His eyes pinned her with more ferocity than affection. ‘I’ve lost too many good exorcists, Selene. I can’t bear the thought of losing you.’

‘Nobody wants that, uncle.’ She held his eyes, unflinching. ‘But you said you were conflicted? My magic can’t be all that’s bothering you.’

His lips tightened into a reluctant smile. She fell into step beside him.

The Basilica’s echoing halls were quiet given the late hour, though the Vatican never truly slept. They didn’t have the luxury of switching off. They were the guardians of Rome, and Rome was under attack.

‘I have a job for you,’ Cesare said. ‘I suspect it’ll test your limits in a way they have not been tested here in Rome.’

‘You’re sending me away?’ Selene asked sharply.

‘Not as such. But I must ask you to forgive me. All this time I’ve put you in a position where you constantly risk having to use your magic, and now I’m asking you to do just that.’

‘I don’t mind.’

‘You don’t care that your uncle is a hypocrite?’

Selene shifted, and again her gloved thumb ghosted over the Alleva family crest on her sword hilt. ‘Tell me more, then I’ll decide.’

In fact, she was surprised he hadn’t done more than allude to it already.

It was unusual for there to be any lapse between their becoming aware of demonic activity and the Vatican’s reaction to it. Usually a team would be deployed within minutes.

Cesare chuckled, amused. ‘Very well.’

When he was done, silence stretched between them. An hour ago, a village was destroyed close to Nice, he had said. We suspect a demon.

And it would be dangerous.

‘You know what this means,’ Selene murmured.

Cesare jerked his chin in acknowledgement.

A high-level demon. Powerful beyond anything the local branch was capable of fending off. In the heart of Rome powerful wards prevented them from being entirely overrun—though they couldn’t stop the demons entirely. Except for the Vatican, which had been warded to keep away even the highest-ranked demons, there were always places demons slipped through. Nice was not so lucky.

Selene frowned, raising her glove to pull it tighter on her aching fingers. They were broken beneath the supple leather, but nobody else needed to know that. Her body would heal soon enough with the blood in her veins. A secret the Vatican held tighter than any other was the source of their stolen power; stolen from the lifeblood of demons condemned to die. The thought of it brought to mind the metallic tang on her tongue. Trickling hot down her throat.

Her hands curled into fists, the splintered bones grinding.

Cesare angled his head toward her slightly, catching the sound of her weakness with his keen senses. Selene was grateful he said nothing of it.

‘Do you know who we have in France at the moment?’ she asked.

Cesare shook his head and rubbed his jaw with a calloused thumb. ‘No. And it doesn’t matter. You’ll be taking lead.’ They approached the Cor Cordium, and, rounding the corner, the enormous doors of the Crucifixion Room loomed up ahead. ‘I’ll put in a call to the Nice office and have someone meet you.’

She nodded distractedly, keeping her face turned so she wouldn’t have to see the doors.

‘I should go,’ she blurted, her words tumbling over each other. ‘Prepare for—’

But she was too late.

His reply was swallowed by yawning silence. It rolled from beyond the studded doors as the guards swung them soundlessly open. Selene turned her head, catching a pale glimmer at the far end of the dark room. She wrenched her gaze away. She hadn’t seen a thing. She refused to see.

Selene turned her wrist to look at her watch. The hands seemed to bend against the movement of time, as though every second she stood this close to the Vatican’s heart, time itself slowed.

‘I really must—’

‘Pray with me.’ It was not a request.

Selene bit the inside of her mouth.

Cesare watched her strangely, and belatedly she realized his demand had the ring of words repeated. Unable to refuse, she trailed him into the Cor Cordium. The Vatican’s heart of hearts.

The Deathless God towered over them, crucified on the great beams of the cathedral that had burned around Him. Selene pressed her fingertips to her forehead, blocking Him from sight for a moment, before she touched her breastbone and sank to her knees on the marble.

When her eyes settled on His face, tears slipped down her cheeks. He was beautiful, His hair an inky spill across His forehead. His head bent forward, hanging heavily. Dark lashes cast crescents against His cheeks. For a moment she let herself believe He was sleeping. Then her traitorous gaze tracked the length of the great spear that pierced Him through, pinning Him to the obsidian pillar along His spine. Lustrous blood dripped down the spear to the floor, where a pool of liquid gold filled the centre of the room.

‘Dio Immortale,’ she murmured.

But she was not faithful.

None of them were.

The Vatican was splitting at its stony seams with heathens who had killed their god. If not by driving the spear deep, then by choosing not to pull it free.

And we revel in His eternal death.

After kissing her fingertips, Selene dipped her fingers into the pool of golden blood and drew a rune on her forehead with the edge of her thumbnail.

God’s blood was still warm.
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