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        A reckoning is coming for Devi Lawson...

         

        Settling into her new role as the first celestial with demon magic, Devi faces an unwelcome surprise when the shadow arch-demon abruptly returns to the nether realms. The forces of hell are moving, and they don't want a human running around with their power.

         

        The problem is, it's getting a bit much for Devi, too. When dead warlocks start showing up with the celestials' mark on their bodies, tensions between the celestials and demons reach a tipping point. Devi's relationship with the arch-demon's son, Nikolas, is just fuel on the fire.

         

        The arch-demons are gearing up for an epic showdown. And this time, humanity might not survive it…
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      I was quite possibly going to kill Fiona.

      I stood uncomfortably in my four-inch heels, the lights of camera flashes wielded by balaclava-clad vampires dazzling my eyes. The vamps themselves were covered from head to toe to protect their sensitive skin from their own cameras. I wouldn’t risk certain death to snap a picture of Devi Lawson, but then again, I was Devi Lawson, and being me wasn’t as wonderfully inspiring as the awestruck vamps seemed to think.

      After fighting a gruelling battle to the death a few weeks ago, I’d wanted the privacy of my old life back. Being in public made me enough of a target, considering the whole world had watched the battle… or part of it. But hours of listening to Fiona beg me to talk to the public had worn me down. People were still scared, there was a lot of misinformation out there, and it was on me to set the record straight. Or put up with a million new unflattering pictures of me appearing under ridiculous headlines. Unfortunately, my celestial magic only worked on demons and other preternaturals, not cameras.

      The majority of the crowd was human, but the vampires I’d helped save from a massacre a few weeks ago occupied the front row. Since I’d stopped the demonic virus turning the vamps into bloodthirsty killers, I guess I understood their need to hero-worship me a bit, because the rest of the celestials had wanted them dead. With the virus gone, however, their sensitivity to the sunlight came back. Being surrounded by people wearing what amounted to snowsuits on a blisteringly warm summer’s day made my own skin feel uncomfortably warm even in a skimpy dress. My palms were sweaty underneath my elbow-length gloves, but I didn’t quite trust my celestial mark not to activate and burn someone’s face off if I removed them. Grade Four celestial powers took some getting used to.

      The interviewer, a twenty-something brunette with heels even taller than mine, took to the stage beside me, speaking into a microphone. “DivinityWatch welcomes the one and only Devi Lawson, hero of Haven City.”

      Cheering rose up from the crowd. Fiona waved from the back. I gritted my teeth, giving her a look that communicated that she’d be getting an earful as soon as this was over. She’d said a private interview to be uploaded to DivinityWatch’s website would be enough. No stages and squealing vamps waving ‘we love Devi’ signs. If someone threw underwear at me, I was out.

      “I’m Devina Lawson,” I said into the microphone a vampire held out in a gloved hand. “You’ve probably heard of me by now.”

      Natural celebrity, I was not. The crowd gave another loud cheer as though I’d declared I’d found the cure for world hunger. Then the interviewer said, “What we’d all like to know, Devi, is how you worked out the celestial guild was corrupt.”

      Some of the anticipation died down. If I was being honest, I’d have said, a long time ago, but definitely when they started murdering vampires.

      “There’s not much to say. I found a conspiracy within the celestial guild, and when nobody believed me, I took matters into my own hands.”

      Even as a member, I’d never really believed the guild were as competent as they pretended to be, but evil was another thing entirely. I’d actually found out by accident when a demon pretending to be the ex-celestial traitor Damian Greenwood tried to fool the vampires into thinking the celestials had a cure for the virus afflicting them. He’d roused my suspicions enough that I’d gone into the guild to spy on him, and instead found that he, not to mention Inspector Deacon, one of the most respected senior guild members, had been replaced by a demon. The result was that the celestial guild in Haven City had more or less imploded, or at least torched their own reputation in the eyes of the public. The vamps and other preternaturals, not to mention the humans, were keen to find someone new to worship. Meaning, me.

      The DivinityWatch site was run by humans who thought there were angels hiding amongst us, and had once featured thousands of photos of what people thought were Divinities. It hadn’t escaped my attention that most of said photos had been replaced by pictures of me. Also, a not insignificant proportion of their members were vampires who believed if they slept with a celestial, we’d save their immortal souls. But the owners of the site had saved lives when the guild had fallen, and played their part in protecting the public. This interview was the least I could do to repay them, but there were some things I didn’t want the public to know. Like the fact that the one sure-fire way to kill a celestial was to use a demon-infected vampire bite, for instance.

      “I heard you ascended to Grade Four,” said the interviewer. “But you also work with the warlocks.”

      There was no point in denying it. Javos, my warlock employer, had let the other warlocks know not to touch me despite my celestial powers. A nice gesture, even if he was a bad-tempered prick most of the time.

      “Yep. You might say my situation is a little unusual.”

      The vamps oohed and aahed and generally made tits of themselves in the front row.

      The interviewer smiled broadly. “Of course it is. Do you know what the guild’s next move is?”

      Well, no. The public did need to know someone was handling the situation, and their perception of the celestials was at an all-time low. But I had zero clue what the celestials planned to do about the fact that an arch-demon had almost succeeded in creating a bridge between this realm and the two demon realms of Babylon and Pandemonium. Monsters had spawned in the streets, vampires infected by the demonic virus had attacked everyone within sight, and I’d helped lead the army to stop them.

      That was the official version of the story. The unofficial one— involving deals with arch-demons and bargaining with fallen angels—remained strictly between me, Fiona, and a very small group of warlocks.

      “The guild is, as far as I know, functioning as normal,” I said. “They’re killing demons. The ones who worked against the former Grade Fours did so at great personal risk. I’m not working for them because I prefer to work alone.”

      “Is it true you’re a demon?” someone shouted.

      “Nope. Human. Not divine, either.” Or rather, all three at once.

      “Show us your divine powers!” someone called out.

      “I’d demonstrate, but I don’t want to start a vampire barbecue.” I held up my left hand. The vamps backed slowly away.

      “Is it true you’re dating a warlock?” said another. “A shadow warlock?”

      “My love life is nobody’s business but my own.” I dropped my polite facade. “I think that’s enough questions.”

      “The interview is over!” said the brunette, thankfully picking up on the warning signs. Thank heavens for small mercies. I could hardly breathe for the heat, let alone the dress I’d squeezed myself into. Nikolas thought it looked hot. I thought the seams would split if I lifted my arms above my head. I was too athletic and muscular to be considered conventionally feminine or pretty, and had a fairly extensive scar collection courtesy of years of demons getting into my personal space. Under the gloves covering my celestial and demon marks, my hands were mostly scar tissue. Still, my skin had darkened into my summer tan and I no longer looked like a pasty vampire. I wore my hair down for once, my curls temporarily tamed. Good enough for Nikolas Castor, who stood apart from the crowd, his own magic deflecting him from attention.

      Nikolas was a warlock—half human, half demon. Half arch-demon, which also made him a demigod, the most powerful class of warlock. He smiled at me from a distance as I wobbled off the stage. The preternatural grace I got from my celestial mark didn’t extend to walking in spiked torture weapons.

      As I drew closer, his attention-deflecting spell encompassed me, too. “Thanks,” I said. “Too much?”

      “Everyone knows we’re together. It’s not a well-kept secret.”

      I shrugged. “They have my whole life story online.” Including my history with my former guild partner, Rory, who’d died two years ago. “I didn’t want them to get yours, too. Anyway, let’s get out of here. I’d rather wear Rachel’s boots than these.”

      He grinned and took my hand, and the shadows of Babylon, the demon realm, rose to meet us.
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      “That is not how it happened.” I watched the interview unfold on my phone, having to stop every so often to scroll past the sponsored “DivinityWatch’s Warlock of the Week” feature (winner: The Wingless Warlock, for the twenty-fifth week running). “They cut down what I said to make me sound like I was the only one who won the battle and the celestials were totally incompetent.”

      “They were totally incompetent,” said the very naked warlock in the bed beside me, an amused smirk on his face as the video played.

      “Not all of them. Anyway, I thought you said the level of attention I’m getting was likely to result in bad consequences.”

      “We already saw the end of the world,” said Nikolas. “At this point, I’d rather the public believe us than believe whatever nonsense the guild comes up with next.”

      “The guild’s being pretty quiet, actually.” Losing their leader—twice over—had hit the celestials hard. “I look like I’m going to burn the place to the ground at the end. If anything, I think I made them more frightened than before.”

      Nikolas said, “You’re marked with demonic and celestial power, and you’ve outwitted both arch-demons and powerful warlocks—not to mention a fallen angel. I think they’re justified in being a little afraid of you.”

      “You don’t sound too worried.”

      “When you’ve defused as many potential wars as I have, dealing with volatile powers becomes second nature.”

      “So I’m a ‘volatile power’ now?”

      He grinned and wrapped his legs around mine. “You’re my volatile power.”

      “You sure know how to flatter a girl.” I clicked off my phone as his strong hands massaged my shoulders. There were some—okay, a lot—of perks to dating a warlock, but having to wear a cuff over my wrist all the time to stop my celestial power accidentally burning a hole in him definitely wasn’t one of them. Nikolas had said his regenerative healing power worked on almost anything, but it was a mood-killer to say the least. Nikolas himself wore his formidable warlock strength in every inch of his six-foot-something frame. He was built like a fighter, for speed, grace and power. His dark hair gleamed a reddish colour when it caught the light, which, combined with his golden eyes, served to make him look decidedly non-human. That, and the wings, but he rarely wore them in this realm. Like most warlocks, his magic gained a boost from being in his home dimension, and he’d spent most of the last week in this one.

      I disentangled myself from Nikolas. “All right, I’m done with this crap. I’m going for a run.”

      He stood in a fluid movement. “Want company?”

      “Only if I need a reminder how out of shape I am.”

      He grinned. “Think of me as a motivational coach.”

      “You’re tough enough as a magic coach.”

      “Good. I wouldn’t want Javos to steal that title.”
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      My legs screamed in protest, and by the time I caught up to Nikolas on the third lap, I would have pledged my soul to the first demon to make the agonising stitch in my chest go away. I skidded to a halt before I crashed into him. “Enough.”

      His mouth curved into a smile. “I didn’t even have the chance to shout my words of encouragement at you. I even prepared a script.”

      “Dick.” I caught my balance, clutching my side. “How is that fair? You and I have both done nothing but lie around in bed all week, but you can still outrun me.” Bloody warlocks. He could run two laps in the time it took me to run one, at least. My demon mark had given me magic, but not the other perks of being a warlock.

      He gave me another grin. “Now, as far as I remember, we spent most of the time in bed engaged in rigorous physical activity.” His hand trailed down my back, and my skin heated in response to his touch.

      “Did we? I might need a reminder.” I pressed my lips to his, and his arms came around me, lifting me off my feet. There was a rapping noise. Probably the people whose garden we were making out in. Oops. At least Nikolas’s wings hadn’t come out. It’d been known to occur in times of sexual stimulation.

      He set me down. “I think we’ve tormented these people enough. Want to go home?”

      “Sure.”

      He took one step—and vanished. It still freaked me out a little when he disappeared into the shadow realm mid-conversation, though he didn’t do it often. Typical. We’d been lucky to have a few weeks of relative peace, but it was impossible to entirely forget he was a shadow demon with ties in two worlds at once.

      “Seriously?” I said, mostly to myself. That’s what I got for not bringing a car. The city overlapped geographically with Babylon, his home realm, so if he was heading to the castle he spent most of his time in, he’d reappear somewhere entirely different when he came back to Earth. Unlike him, I didn’t have wings.

      I found a bus stop to sit in and skimmed through DivinityWatch’s website on my phone. I was lucky, considering my newfound fame, that I hadn’t run into too many crazies in real life, but the eyebrow-raising comments on the photos of me made me wish I’d used an alias. Weirdos on the internet were still weirdos in real life, after all.

      Nikolas reappeared in a flash of black shadows, several feet away. Wings extended from his shoulder blades, shadowy and fairly noticeable in this mundane street. I shoved my phone in my pocket and walked away from the bus stop towards him.

      “Hey. Use your magic. Nikolas.” I waved my hand in front of his eyes, then gave up and activated my demon mark. He’d never outright forgotten himself in this dimension before. I drew his magic into the mark and directed it at the few people out on the street and peering from windows, telling them to go away and stop gawking at us. “Nikolas. What is it?”

      When he spoke, he used the higher demon language, Malthric, and simply said, “Casthus.”

      “What?” I said.

      His eyes opened, and they were a simmering red. This time, he spoke in English: “The arch-demon Casthus has announced his intention to return to Babylon.”
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      Casthus—I guess his demon name was—was the absentee ruler of Babylon, the shadow realm where Nikolas ruled over a castle of warlocks in his place. Not someone I’d ever wanted to meet, considering I was dating his son, and the pair of us had both stolen the shadow demon’s army and freed the fallen imprisoned underneath his castle.

      “Now?” I asked, my voice dropping to a whisper.

      “No, but word spreads like wildfire in the nether realms.” He began to walk, and I hurried after him, the pain in my side forgotten. “We need to be ready.”

      “Ready to meet him?”

      “Casthus strongly dislikes surprises. I think I should speak to him first. He’ll find out about you in time, but I’m going to explain the situation with the fallen before he acts hastily.”

      So, before he smites me on the spot. I’d met three arch-demons in the last few months and they’d all scared the living hell out of me. But the shadow demon carried a reputation few could match. He’d ditched Babylon ages ago as it’d been a dead-end world where no demons could be summoned. “He found out, right? You know that probably means he knows about me anyway.”

      “Yes. I suspected he would find out eventually, but I was counting on him being preoccupied with other things.”

      “Like the war with heaven.” I’d narrowly escaped being dragged into the war myself, and was still unsure of where I fit into the big picture. As a Grade Four celestial soldier with the powers and mark of an arch-demon, the fact that I had command over my own soul made me a valuable commodity to anyone who could get their hands on me. Which was nobody, as far as I was concerned. Two arch-demons had already tried to claim me and I had no intention of ending up at the mercy of another, whatever reputation he carried.

      “Have you ever met him? I mean, in person?” I asked, my breath quickening as his pace increased faster than I could keep up with. His eyes had lost their freakishly red colour and returned to their usual golden tint, but they were a reminder that I’d never seen him lose control before. Most demigods—even Javos—kept the darker part of their nature under wraps. But if he had to go up against an arch-demon, he’d probably need to go full demon.

      “Of course I have. He ruled Babylon up until I was fifteen. Then he abruptly disappeared, so I had to step in and take over or someone else would have.”

      “Seriously? Wait, who raised Zadok?”

      “He left that task to another warlock.”

      And Nikolas himself had been raised in this realm. To say Zadok was resentful at being the unwanted sibling, left behind on a demon realm by his own mother, was an understatement. But I held little sympathy for him, considering he’d tried to kill me and my friends more than once. Not to mention let an arch-demon into his tower and nearly doomed us all. But this arch-demon was something else entirely. Heaven knew how he’d react to finding out I’d freed the fallen—immortal children of angels, left to ruin when their forefathers fell from grace—from where the shadow demon had callously imprisoned them underneath the castle.

      And to think I’d thought that bloody interview was all I’d have to worry about today.

      Celestials didn’t exist on Babylon and humans were few and far between, since the demons had won the war with heaven and mostly died out themselves in the process. That meant the only so-called allies we had there were warlocks who barely respected Nikolas and didn’t respect me in the slightest.

      We entered the warlock’s headquarters, a plain brick house with a pair of devil horns perched on the fence. While I now stayed at Nikolas’s house more than I did my own flat, I usually spent my days here training my demon powers, supervising Fiona’s magic lessons, and driving the leader of the warlocks into an early grave by causing controlled—and occasionally uncontrolled—explosions in the lab with Rachel, Nikolas’s adoptive sister.

      Rachel looked about eighteen or nineteen, with bubblegum-pink hair, and waved at me as we entered.

      “You look like a demon crapped in your shoes,” she said. “Did someone take a picture of you two and put it on the internet?”

      “Nope. It’s Babylon,” I answered, jerking my head at Nikolas. “Specifically, its long-lost owner.”

      She winced. “Oh. Him.”

      “You could say that,” Nikolas said. “This is going to stir things up, that’s for certain. Where is Javos?”

      “Strangling a client.”

      “Not Fiona?” I said, alarmed.

      “No. She’s hiding in the lab. He wouldn’t hurt her on my watch, anyway.”

      I’d almost begun to think Javos was warming up to my best friend’s constant presence. Fiona had been bitten by a vampire carrying a virus that attached part of a soul to a person—except in her case, that soul fragment had belonged to Azurial, a fire demon. While Clover had managed to detach his soul from Fiona’s without damaging her, some of his magic had been left behind. Not enough to make her partially a demon, like me, but the photos that’d emerged of Fiona during the battle had been enough to get her fired from her call centre job. So now she was stuck assisting the warlocks until she got her newfound magic under control.

      Javos shouldered his way into the hall, throwing a long-tailed warlock into the air. I moved wisely out of the line of fire as the warlock hit the wall with a bone-shaking thud.

      “Get out,” Javos rumbled.

      The fork-tailed demon picked himself up, opened the door, and ran like hell. Good idea. You didn’t want to get on the bad side of the warlocks’ leader during a fight. Huge and muscled, Javos stood at seven feet tall and was built like a tank. He was also immune to celestial powers, even Grade Four, and had telekinetic abilities that put even his formidable strength to shame.

      “Bloody incubi,” he growled, yanking the door closed behind the fleeing warlock. “Making trouble at every corner. What did you do this time, Devi?”

      “Actually, it wasn’t me this time,” I said. “Babylon’s esteemed leader is apparently on his way back.”

      Javos turned on me with blazing eyes. And a blazing aura, too. It took a lot of self-control not to accidentally activate my celestial mark, which still spontaneously caught fire sometimes whenever I got too close to a warlock or vamp.

      “I seem to remember you’re the one who drew attention to that realm in the first place.”

      “Don’t pin that one on me,” I said to him. “You know perfectly well the person who marked me in the first place was the orchestrator.” Especially as the arch-demon in question had also marked the ex-celestial vampire king, setting things up so Babylon would turn into a battlefield between two angry arch-demons and the celestials.

      The whole thing had been a setup for the gods’ entertainment. One arch-demon, Abyss, had played along because she’d wanted the Divinities to help her. Lythocrax, I wasn’t so sure about. He was the demon who’d marked me, and he hadn’t wanted me to run around using the power of my own free will. We hadn’t parted on pleasant terms, which left me with no guarantees of having his back if the shadow arch-demon decided I was an enemy.

      I had a feeling the Divinities themselves only knew why he’d marked me in the first place—after all, he’d been a Divinity before he’d fallen. Like all the arch-demons. None of them were particularly keen to discuss their own history, obviously, and no mortal was foolish enough to ask.

      Javos let out a long growl. “If any of you bring anything from the netherworld back to Earth—arch-demons included—you can consider me your enemy as well.”

      “Don’t pretend you don’t know the arch-demons could stride in and out of this world any time they wanted,” I retaliated. “Pretty sure I’m the one who convinced Abyss not to do that. So if you don’t mind, Nikolas and I need to come up with a plan.”

      I walked pointedly into the lab, our usual meeting spot. Fiona peered at me from behind the table where I kept my props, looking wary. I’d meant to confront her over the interview, but that could wait for later.

      Besides, I wasn’t really mad at her. More at DivinityWatch’s annoying admins for holding up someone like me as the paragon of amazingness. I barely remembered to do laundry, for the Divinities’ sakes. I definitely wasn’t a good example to follow. I’d prevented a war, but most of what I’d done had been down to sheer luck.

      Nikolas and Javos briefly exchanged a few words in the demonic tongue of Malthric. How Javos had learnt it when he wasn’t from the shadow realm, I had no idea. Probably, it was on the warlock curriculum. Along with ways to murder one’s relatives. I knew next to nothing about Javos’s own family—except that to be a demigod like Nikolas, he must have one arch-demon parent and one human one—and to be honest, I planned to keep it that way.

      Fiona dropped her voice. “What is it? An emergency?”

      “You might say that,” I said. “A certain arch-demon of shadows is apparently coming back to claim his castle.”

      “I highly doubt he’s planning to stay,” Nikolas said. “He has no use for it at all. Babylon is a dead-end world. The only reason I can think of for his coming back is the situation on Pandemonium and the events surrounding it.”

      Nikolas had a gift for understatement. The ‘events’ included the death of an arch-demon and a war that had nearly swallowed Earth up and plunged the nether realms into chaos. Warlocks, like their demon kin, were rarely fazed by anything. Even irritable dickheads like Javos, who ranged from raging mad to a pretend calm that had almost fooled me when we first met. Nikolas, however, reacted to catastrophe as though it was merely an irritating fly buzzing in his ear. He was the type of person you wanted to have around in a crisis, that was for sure.

      “It’s been fifteen years,” Nikolas added, seeing my not-quite-fooled expression. “I have a system in place. The other warlocks know what to do. Zadok certainly does. If it’s a simple visit, it’ll be no issue.”

      “No issue?” I echoed. “What in the seven hells do we tell him about the portals, the bridge…?”

      “The truth,” he said. “Arch-demons try to conquer worlds all the time. He knew it was an inevitability. I rather think he’ll be more concerned with Themedes’s fate and how Abyss has taken his place.”

      “I can claim responsibility for that,” I said. “But only if there’s a guarantee he won’t come here to Earth.”

      Dread coiled in my chest like a viper. I’d lay my life down to protect my world without a second’s thought, and had done so. I should have known that my actions would bring a wave of new enemies after me, but I’d never guessed that the shadow demon would be the first.

      “No guarantees, but I can promise I’ll do everything in my power to stop him if he tries.” Nikolas paused. “He’ll certainly want to speak with you. I think the best bet is to tell him the truth. If he thinks you’re Lythocrax’s pawn, he might decide to go after him.”

      “He’s welcome to,” I said. “You know Lythocrax highly regrets ever marking me in the first place. I caused him so much trouble.”

      “Did the arch-demon set a date?” said Javos. “I need to inform the other warlocks on the council if there’s any danger. Maybe the other preternaturals, too.”

      “No,” said Nikolas. “Any day now is specific enough for me. I’ll be ready.”

      Javos left the room, swearing in demonic languages under his breath, and Rachel entered in his place. “Nice,” she said. “You really can’t catch a break. That’s one trip I won’t be signing up for.”

      “Believe me, I wish I didn’t have to either,” I said. “Just one perk of being the most famous non-demon in the netherworld.”

      Fiona winced. “Shit. Did the interview cause it?”

      “Nope,” I said. “I doubt they have internet in the depths of hell. They wouldn’t know DivinityWatch if they were elected Arch-Demon of the Week. Don’t get any ideas.”

      “I wasn’t,” said Fiona. “You know I’m not actually an admin on the site. Anyway, what are you going to do?”

      “Same as usual. Fuck things up, accidentally or deliberately. Nikolas wants to speak to him before bringing me in.”

      “Only if I’m certain he’s not going to make a power play,” growled Nikolas. “I did not go to the trouble of establishing my control over Babylon for him to snatch it from in front of me. He doesn’t need that realm. I think he’s more curious about Abyss’s new position as ruler of Pandemonium.”

      “Good. Those two can fight it out. But the fallen…”

      “Exactly,” he said. “He gave me specific instructions not to let the fallen roam free. They’re harmless, which is excuse enough, but I’ve had enough grief from the warlocks about it. I need to find somewhere else for them to stay during the arch-demon’s visit.”

      “Not to rain on your parade,” said Rachel, “but I distinctly heard Javos just say ‘If any of you bring anything from the netherworld back to Earth—arch-demons included—you can consider me your enemy as well’.”

      “Wonderful,” I said. “I helped look after displaced vamps for weeks, but they can at least hold a conversation. The fallen only speak Malthric, so everyone’s going to think they’re demons if we bring them here. There’s no way they’d survive Earth. Also, to be honest, knowing they exist would crush what’s left of the celestials’ spirits.”

      Because the fallen were the closest the nether realms got to actual celestials, in that they bore the gods’ powers… kind of. And they were immortal, so the warlocks couldn’t kill them off even if they weren’t too scared to. Did the arch-demon share that fear? I didn’t know, but subjecting them to any more torture didn’t appeal in the slightest.

      “I’m thinking.” Nikolas paused. “Returning them to the dungeon seems the only option. It’ll be distressing for them, but the arch-demon would slaughter them in any other circumstances. Unless we found another dimension, which would come with its own set of problems.”

      “Then I’ll tell them,” I said. “They trust me.” Which meant I was about to betray them in a major way, but I was sure they preferred imprisonment to being maimed and tortured by an arch-demon. “Were you heading there now? I can do that while you break the news to the other warlocks.”

      “They know,” he said. “That’s the problem.”

      I looked down at my running clothes. “I’ll change and get some weapons. We should deal with this before Javos kicks up a fuss again.”

      My weapons were mostly for show these days. After all, I was a weapon. But I fixed twin knives to my arms as well as one of my trademark full-body-blister attack spells around my neck. Finally, I pocketed a number of shards of demonglass, the substance I used to hop between dimensions. Demonglass itself remained a mystery. It was a reflective type of glass found on demon dimensions, and it absorbed power. Like me. Nikolas could bring me with him into the shadow realm without me using the demonglass, but he carried some so I could find him if we got separated.

      Nikolas wore dark clothes in the style of army fatigues, custom made for wear and tear—not so much for demigod regeneration. His weapons came in the form of his three demigod powers: zapping his enemies with lightning, hitting them with his lure power, and using a subtle type of mind control. As an added bonus, he could fly and hop through dimensions to Babylon from anywhere he chose. His aura was shadowy black. My Grade Four celestial upgrade had afforded me the ability to see any warlock’s aura, but his was familiar enough for me to forget what gave me that power. And what I’d paid to get it.

      The main route we used was down the road from the former celestial guild. I drove, in case Nikolas took an unceremonious trip into another dimension again and accidentally caused us to crash.

      “You’re expecting this to go badly, aren’t you?” I asked. “You never know. Maybe this arch-demon will be the first I’ve met who doesn’t try to kill me on sight.”

      Nikolas glanced sideways at me, his jaw tight. “Lythocrax did, too?”

      “I thought I mentioned it. I know his true name, which protected me from harm.” Wait a second. “Do you know your father’s true name? I know you said Themedes summoned you once using the name…”

      “Yes, I do. But if I told it to you, he’d find another way to punish both of us.”

      So that’s why he was confident his father wouldn’t smite him on the spot. “And Zadok?”

      “The same with him.” His aura darkened so much that it blanked out my vision on his side. He wasn’t as calm as he’d pretended to be to begin with. He expected a fight.

      “Tone it down, can’t you?” I slowed the car down. “I’m a great driver, but not when your shadow magic is blocking the view.”

      The shadows receded a little. “I want to protect you in any way I can, but you had a unique advantage over Lythocrax because you wore his mark.”

      “With both Themedes and Abyss, I worked out their weaknesses.”

      He shook his head. “That won’t be the case this time, Devi.”

      I didn’t know Nikolas’s own weakness. It was an intrusive question to ask and I didn’t want to violate his trust in that way. Not when I already carried a weapon that could burn him to cinders, and while my soul was my own, there were still forces on opposite sides of the war acting against us.

      Was Casthus’s arrival part of the gods’ plan? Maybe. No matter how much I professed to being in total control of my own destiny, the powers that be remained all-powerful, and my knowledge was entirely too lacking. Even the celestials’ was, as far as I knew, though they’d lost a lot of their files when the guild had been destroyed—a fact I couldn’t forget as I parked my car within view of the charred remains of the collapsed building that had once housed the celestial guild’s main headquarters. The second to be destroyed in the city in five years.

      Nikolas took my hand, and a moment later, the ruined guild was replaced by a huge forbidding castle, its turrets and towers dark against the violet sky. It was always night time here, with stars gleaming around a huge luminous moon that darkened the shadows and created an eerie kind of beauty not seen on Earth.

      Zadok’s tower, the fallen’s new home, was separated from the rest of the castle by a bridge that had been destroyed during the battle. The tower itself was made of gleaming demonglass, and a familiar tingling ran up my palm at the sight of it. Cold air bit through my thin jacket, making me shiver. If the arch-demon was here, I’d definitely know, so I walked quickly alongside Nikolas towards the castle.

      Ahead of us, a small group of warlocks froze at the sight of Nikolas and me.

      “Castor!” one of them yelped. “I didn’t know you were coming.”

      “What exactly are you doing?” Nikolas said.

      “What else?” said the warlock. “We’re leaving.”

      Oh, seven hells. “You know you can’t run from an arch-demon, right?”

      “What’s it to you, human?” he said.

      Warlock logic. There were no other demigods in the castle. Nobody else whose skills even came close to an arch-demon. They’d lose the battle before they started, and they probably knew it.

      “Look, I don’t know if arch-demons are generally nicer to you guys than they are to humans, but if not, you’d better get back in that palace. He’ll catch you.”

      “He won’t. Get out of the way, human.”

      Bloody warlocks. “I’m protecting you from certain death.”

      “There’s no point in staging a mutiny,” Nikolas said. “He’ll come whether you like it or not. Will he find obedient servants, or traitors to the shadows? Feel free to choose your side.”

      The fork-tailed warlock I’d met a few times approached us. His chest was bare and covered in tattoos. He’d be a catch amongst humans, in spite of his tail. “I told them it’s their own fault if the Great One smites their sorry arses, but they refuse to listen to reason. Leave them for the demons, I’d say.”

      “Maybe you’re right,” Nikolas growled. “If you’d like to live, get back inside,” he added to the others.

      He didn’t wait to see if any of them listened. We passed through the open doors of the castle, where dark flagstones formed an austere entrance hall and staircases and corridors branched off in all directions. I never had figured out where they all led, though Nikolas had finally kept his word and showed me his quarters here. The castle was nice—modern, by demon standards, but said standards weren’t high, and I preferred working showers and central heating to bathing in the river and shivering next to a fireplace too much to give up Earth for here.

      I looked around the entrance hall, not seeing many of the other warlocks about. “Let’s hope the others had more sense.”

      “I’ll address them,” Nikolas said. “Are you okay talking to Zadok on your own? We need to clear this up fast.”

      I nodded. “Yeah, sure. The fallen should understand why they need to hide, and I can deal with Zadok.”

      I hope. The path across to the tower was bare and scorched, even more so than before, since the battle for the realms had taken place directly here. The river raged past, its waters free of blood, but I could still smell it on the air along with the stench of brimstone. The tower door was closed, probably locked. I rapped on it with my knuckles, my nerves spiking a little. Zadok and I weren’t on great terms. He’d tried to kill me the first time we’d met. He’d also helped me—saved my life, even, not to mention loaning his magic. And then he’d betrayed us, so Nikolas had ordered him to take care of the fallen as penance. I hadn’t heard too many updates on how he was coping with that position, but if he blamed me, things would get ugly fast.

      The door opened, and one of the fallen looked at me. Pale and skeletal, man-shaped
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