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        Former celestial soldier Devi Lawson is now working for the warlocks, but the fragile peace between the celestials and the preternaturally gifted rests on a knife's edge.

         

        When a mysterious demonic virus sweeps across the city, turning vampires and celestials alike into bloodthirsty killers, it's up to Devi to work with the enigmatic and dangerous warlock Nikolas to discover the cause before the city is overrun. But with power forces shifting in the demonic realms and the shadows of old enemies pursuing them, it becomes clear that everyone is keeping secrets, none more so than Nikolas himself.

      

        

      
        To survive and protect those she cares about, Devi must embrace her terrifying new demonic powers, at the risk of losing her soul to the netherworld…
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      Vampires. Creatures of darkness and fear, and also terrible manners, outdated dress sense and a fairly bland taste in decor. Also, zero concept of housekeeping. I crept across the floor of the vampire’s lair—or rather, house—trying not to breathe in too much dust. Rachel, the first warlock I’d befriended, had added a stealth option to my gravity-defying shoes, but a dust repellent and a light would be more useful at the moment. Since light would wake the vampires, however, I had to rely on my other senses to find my way around the house. I had reasonable confidence he wasn’t in this room, but like any vampire abode during daylight hours, every window and door was sealed to prevent the tiniest speck of sunlight from entering the house. This wasn’t your best idea, Devi.

      I carried a handmade magic detector around my neck, set to vibrate when I got close to my source. A regular demon detector would make too much noise. Somewhere here was a collection of bloodstones infused with demonic magic—a highly illegal magical item, newly on the market thanks to a fire-wielding warlock from another realm who’d decided to recruit the local vampires by giving them blood infused with demon magic. When they infected celestial soldiers with that venom, they’d died. Horribly. And even though I’d destroyed one nest, calls like the one the warlocks had this morning came in every other week.

      The smell of blood—fresh and old—filled my nostrils as I re-entered the hall. Ugh. Vampire houses weren’t the most hygienic places. My feet found the lower step of a staircase, and I rested my right hand on the banister. I’d checked the entire floor, which meant the source must be upstairs. The solidness of the cuff binding my left wrist—a present from Javos, my sort-of-boss—was a reminder that I couldn’t use my celestial powers on this mission. I’d have to rely on stakes and quick reflexes instead.

      A floorboard creaked overhead. I stilled, cursing silently. Someone was awake, and switching a light on to see who it was would alert the house’s other inhabitants. The tiniest creak on the stairs betrayed movement. Shit. He moved fast.

      Oh no.

      I’d taken one step back when a solid body slammed into me, knocking the breath from my lungs. We crashed into a heap, my elbows scraping the floor. Warm breath tickled my neck, and cold, hard teeth pressed against the skin under my collar.

      I might be immune to vampire venom, but that didn’t mean I liked the idea of being turned into a pincushion. I slammed my elbow into his side—at least, that’s where I aimed for. The pitch darkness didn’t abate, but vampires moved by scent as far as their human prey was concerned and even celestials couldn’t match them for speed. Freeing my right hand, I grabbed the charm around my neck and hit the switch. The smell of herbs blasted me in the face, and the vampire’s grip loosened. Miniature drowsiness spell worked like a charm. It helped that during the day, he’d already be half asleep anyway.

      Sliding along the carpeted floor, I wriggled free of the vampire’s grip. I might have lost the perks of using the celestials’ lab, but I could improvise handmade spells when I wanted to. Saying farewell to my promise not to use torchlight, I used my phone’s light to show the path up into the dark landing. As silently as possible, I climbed the stairs. Hopefully our fight hadn’t disturbed any more bloodsuckers. Javos had insisted there wouldn’t be more than two, and I’d killed a whole room of them on one memorable occasion. But that was when I had my celestial blade. Without it, I felt naked, undefended. It’s definitely not shadow magic I have. Whatever other magic my demon mark contained remained more dormant than my celestial powers.

      I felt my way along the landing. If a vamp was asleep, the door would be locked—I thought. Why that one downstairs had been wandering about, I had no clue. But I needed to search the unlocked rooms first, and only venture into the vampire’s lair as a last resort. True bloodstones were energy sources generally used by vampires who didn’t have an immediate source of human prey to draw energy from. But the ones I searched for contained a more deadly power. Three novice celestials were currently suspended from action due to the venom produced by the demon-infected vampire’s bite, and it would be much worse if more vamps got hold of the demonic bloodstones which someone had apparently hidden in this house.

      I tried the first door. Unlocked. Faint light from my torch showed an empty bedroom. I crept in, searched every corner, then backed out. The second room yielded a similar result. Testing all the doors, I found none of them were locked. No more vamps, then. I breathed out, pushing open the last door.

      A creaking noise came from downstairs.

      I froze, my hand on the doorknob, and turned it the rest of the way. A vampire leered at me from the corner, his mouth stretched open, pointed fangs curling from his lips.

      Screw this game, Javos.

      I gripped my left wrist and yanked at the cuff the warlock boss had put there. White light shone from the arrowhead tattoo on the underside of my wrist, celestial fire designed to burn out evil, and skimmed over the vampire’s face.

      The vampire didn’t turn to ashes. Because he was very, horribly dead.

      Blood slicked his neck and covered his chest in jagged stripes. His body had been propped in a sitting position against the wall, but terrible wounds marked his body. Thick red blood soaked into the carpet, its fresh coppery tang permeating the air. Not a vampire killing. A demon savaged him.

      I swallowed bile and backed away, not daring to switch off the light in case something else jumped at me. Like, for instance, the thing which had decided a vampire would make a good snack. Vampire bite wounds were small punctures that sealed within a minute. This guy had apparently run into a wild animal attack—or a demon.

      Another creaking noise came from below. Oh hell. The other vamp plainly wasn’t the attacker, but maybe he was in league with them. Why else would he be creeping around the house with his buddy lying dead upstairs? Tensing, I pushed the cuff further down my wrist, white light flooding my hand. I slipped out into the upstairs landing and shone the light down the stairs. The vamp lay slumped where I’d left him—younger than I’d thought, a man of maybe twenty with floppy blond hair. Nobody else was around.

      I swiftly climbed down the stairs, one eye on him. “Who else is in here? Show yourself.”

      My knees buckled under the unexpected weight when someone crashed into me from behind. A muscular arm wrapped around my waist, pinning me flat. I wriggled, waving my celestial hand. “Get off me.”

      “I’m disappointed,” said a soft voice in my ear. “I really thought you could complete the mission without resorting to using your celestial power.”

      “Ouch.” I pretended to struggle feebly, though relief made my legs go wobbly. “Oi. Nikolas. Let go of me. There’s a dead body upstairs.”

      “Javos told you not to stab the vampires.”

      “Javos is a prick.” I freed my hand. “And I mean the vampire’s more dead than usual. Someone ate him.”

      Nikolas loosened his hold, allowing me to scramble to my feet. “Seriously?”

      “Why do you think it smells like something curled up and died in here?” Nikolas had offered to supervise my training, but he was as much of a stickler for the rules as his boss. Hence the ‘no celestial powers’ condition that made subduing demons and vamps a royal nuisance.

      Nikolas wasn’t hard on the eyes, for a warlock. While a lot of them came equipped with horns and fangs, he looked human from a distance—albeit a particularly striking human. Tall and broad, he had dark red hair, golden eyes, and tanned, chiselled features that wouldn’t look out of place on DivinityWatch’s Warlock of the Week feature. Not that I’d actually told him. I figured guys like him were perfectly aware of how disturbingly attractive humans found them, and stroking a warlock’s ego was generally a bad move.

      He eyed the man on the floor. “He’s not dead.”

      “No, I caught him first,” I said. “I’d peg him as the killer, but I’m pretty sure what savaged the other dude isn’t human. Not by a long shot.”

      “Show me,” he said.

      I led the way upstairs, and pointed through the open door, steeling myself to look at the sight of the brutal murder again. Even werewolf kills weren’t that messy. “Look at that. Definitely not a human killer.”

      Nikolas looked through the door with an impassive expression. “I see,” he said, prowling into the room, scanning every corner. I switched on the light properly, now there was no need to keep it off. So much blood soaked into the carpet, it seemed impossible that the other vamp had been in the same house and not flown into a blood frenzy. Damn. We need to get him out.

      “The killer was a demon,” he said, “but it wasn’t summoned in this room. Check the others.”

      “Is Javos coming to take away the guy downstairs? Because that spell won’t last forever.”

      “I’ll let him know.” Nikolas pulled out his phone. “But we need to be certain if the demon was summoned here.”

      “If that guy did it, I bet he regrets it now.” I backed out of the room. Switching on the landing light, I kicked in every door, moving loudly and swiftly to gain control over my jangling nerves. There were dozens of demons who could savage someone, so figuring out who’d done the summoning was the priority before we tried to pinpoint what they’d summoned.

      Inside one of the bedrooms, I found a pentagram on the floor, smeared with brimstone. Dead. I kicked it just in case, treading on the lines. Several bloodstones lay nearby, but clear-coloured, not dark red or black. They’d been drained. I picked them up anyway and returned to Nikolas.

      “I found a small pentagram in there,” I told him. “And these. They’re dead. All the energy’s gone.”

      “I see.” He took the bloodstones from me. “I’ll ask Javos to inform the vampires’ local sire about the body so it can be removed. I think we’re done here.”

      “And the vampire downstairs?”

      “Still unconscious, so we can take him for questioning,” he said. “I’d congratulate you on knocking him out without waking the rest of the house, but considering the only other person inside the house is dead…”

      I gave him the finger. “Very funny. Nobody else is here? The vampire downstairs… unless he’s seriously in a blood rage, I doubt he’s the one who ate his friend.”

      “No,” said Nikolas. “I suspect not. We’ll question him when he wakes up. This is the third raid this week that’s resulted in a botched summoning.”

      “Might not have been botched,” I said. “A lesser demon’s capable of taking a bite out of someone.”

      “I’ll report this to the vampires’ leader,” he said. “She won’t be pleased. However, as it’s daytime, we can take this man for questioning ourselves.”

      “I’m up for that,” I said. “He knows something. You can’t walk around in a house with a dead body without knowing how it got there.”

      “Are you certain there’s nothing else here?”

      “Positive.” Warmth filled my chest at the notion that he trusted my word—and it was a hard-won trust, considering we’d once suspected one another of murder. He thought the celestials were the enemy. I distrusted warlocks who showed up at murder scenes and had terrifyingly powerful shadow magic. With my newly discovered demon mark, and the fact that the celestials had treated me like shit, I’d decided to sign up to work with the warlocks to figure out what magic my mark contained.

      The demon mark had only manifested a few weeks ago, but it’d been on me ever since I’d killed a demon in its home dimension and sent a prayer to the Divinities to help me get home. I hadn’t expected an answer, much less that the Divinity in question had apparently gone dark in the years after saving me from the car crash which had killed my parents by turning me into a celestial soldier. And in unknowingly making a deal with an arch-demon, I’d ended up wearing its mark.

      Unfortunately, I’d seen no signs of the arch-demon in question, so I didn’t know which dimension it was from—or which type of magic I’d been given. Aside from my ability to use demonglass, a rare substance from the netherworld dimensions, to transport myself around in a similar manner to the way Nikolas used shadows to move between this dimension and the shadow realm.

      Nikolas and I left the house, carrying the unconscious vampire along with us. A shiver of unease slid down my spine, looking at the dead bloodstones. The energy must have gone somewhere, but the vampire upstairs was dead. The unconscious guy might have taken in the power himself, but the way they’d been left beside that pentagram made me certain they’d been fuelling a portal into a nether dimension. But which?

      Nikolas hauled the vamp into the back of the car, and I slid into the front. We’d settled into a partnership fairly easily, which came as a surprise considering my usual issues with authority figures. In the two years since I’d left the celestials, I’d worked alone on independent cases, generally relating to magical misuse. The celestials dealt exclusively with demon attacks and major infractions, while the preternaturally inclined policed their own. But that left humans vulnerable to magical trickery, and not every rogue preternatural got caught. I could do more good with the warlocks than alone, but if I admitted it, I’d been trying to fill the hole left by the death of Rory, my former teammate, partner, and friend. Working with Javos caused me no end of frustration, but it was better than drifting.

      “You’re being unusually quiet,” Nikolas said, closing the door as he settled into the driver’s seat. His seatbelt snapped into place and the car engine started with a purring noise. “I thought you’d be pleased the killer wasn’t lurking in the house.”

      “Ecstatic,” I said. “My life wouldn’t be the same without narrow brushes with death. I take it you explained to Javos that I had good reason to remove this stupid cuff?” I wiggled my wrist. He’d fastened the damn thing tight, too much for me to take it off myself.

      Nikolas took his hands off the wheel and reached for my left wrist. The engine continued to run, but the trembling in my limbs wasn’t down to the car but the sensation of his thumb brushing against my pulse. There was a click, and the clasp loosened.

      He paused, his fingers lightly resting against my exposed wrist. Warmth rose to my cheeks. We’d rarely had a moment alone together since I’d started working for the warlocks, and I’d forgotten how good he smelled close up. Power swarmed in his golden eyes, and I longed to cover the inches between us and see if he was as good a kisser as I remembered. He was temptation personified even when he wasn’t using his lure ability. And he hadn’t used it on me since we’d first met, despite my growing suspicions. Somehow, attraction had happened all on its own.

      The vampire snored in the back seat, and Nikolas dropped my hand. “Javos will be wondering where we are.”

      I got the message. We were partners, and while it wasn’t an issue for warlocks to be involved with humans, celestials with questionable demon marks were a different story. I didn’t think it bothered Nikolas, but I was also fairly sure he’d only kissed me because he’d thought one or both of us was about to die. He’d shown no signs of interest since, anyway. And there were so many things I didn’t know about him. Like who his arch-demon father was, and how he and his brother had come to rule a castle in the shadow realm. You know. The important things.

      “Sure,” I said. “Wouldn’t want our vampire waking up first.”

      Nikolas moved his hands back to the wheel. “Considering we don’t yet know if he’s high on demon energy or not, I think it’s best to err on the side of caution.”

      “Wise idea.” I settled back in my seat to enjoy the ride back to the warlocks’ place.
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      As predicted, Javos was in full-on Grumpy Warlock Chief mode. His office was on the ground floor of the warlocks’ designated headquarters, which had been revamped a little since several demons and a vampire had escaped into it a few weeks ago. It was a fairly ordinary-looking red-brick house with no signs that it belonged to the warlocks other than the pair of devil horns Rachel had put on the gates.

      Javos himself was a fearsome sight to behold. Huge and muscled, built like a statue of a Greek god, he glowered at the pair of us across the oak wood desk of his office, eyes blazing beneath a pair of sharp-looking horns. I might know his weakness—classical music, of all things—but that didn’t mean he wasn’t dangerous.

      Of course, my history with authority figures was… questionable, to say the least.

      “What do you mean, there isn’t a single bloodstone remaining?” he asked Nikolas and me. “Where did all that energy end up, then?”

      “Possibly inside the beast that bit a chunk out of the vampire,” I said. “Hell, maybe even the vamp himself. Being infused with demon energy doesn’t mean a demon can’t bite them. If anything, it probably makes them more disposed to take stupid risks.”

      He gave me a disapproving look. “And I notice you’re not wearing your cuff. How are you supposed to learn to use your demon power if you insist on whipping out your celestial mark whenever you’re faced with a problem?”

      “Way to jump to conclusions,” I said. “I moved the cuff when I saw the vamp was dead so I wouldn’t get jumped by the killer. Also, I don’t think being shut in darkness is the key to unlocking my power.”

      “Neither is being a smart-arse, Miss Devina,” he said.

      I rolled my eyes. “Maybe it is. We’ve tried everything else.”

      He’d been almost amicable the first time we’d met. Then my former bosses at the celestial guild had arrested several of his warlocks and pinned the blame for the demon attacks on their warlock kin. Relations between the two were somewhat strained right now, and with me resting uneasily between the two worlds, just referencing my celestial mark could set him off. It didn’t help that he thought the best way to unlock my demon powers was to spring random tests on me and see if my powers kicked in as a response. I’d grown to treat everything he offered me as suspicious. And nothing bloody worked.

      “I don’t know what my power is,” I said. “Not from the shadow realm. I know that much. If it was, I would have been more at ease in that creepy house.”

      “You’re uncomfortable with your magic because you haven’t used it yet,” said Javos. “If you didn’t keep fighting it, then you’d find it easier.”

      “I’m not fighting it,” I said. “I can use my demonglass power just fine. But unless you let me figure out my other abilities in my own time, you’re going to end up disappointed.”

      “Let me guess,” he said. “You used your celestial power the first day you got your mark.”

      “It switched on by itself.” I held up my wrist. I had to keep it covered because it lit up around warlocks or other preternaturally inclined people, and I didn’t think he’d appreciate it. “Besides, I have used the demon mark’s power. Even if it turns out all I can do is travel through demonglass, it’s still a pretty damn useful power. Why are you both so certain I ended up with more than one type of magic? Even most warlocks have only one.”

      “Because shifting through realms is generally a secondary ability,” said Nikolas.

      There was a knock on the door. “Prisoner’s awake!” sang Rachel’s cheerful voice.

      Javos’s brow knotted. “We’ll talk about this later, Devi. You’re to accompany me to the questioning. I’ll let the sire know we’ll be delivering the vampire’s remains later along with the other body from the house.”

      He strode out of the office, and Nikolas and I followed behind.

      “He sure seems convinced he’s guilty,” I muttered to Nikolas. “Can he do that—kill someone without letting the vamps know he broke the law?”

      “Since the vampire attacked you, yes, he can,” said Nikolas.

      “All right.” I didn’t really understand how the warlocks policed one another, yet alone their fragile relations with the vampires. “Just checking it won’t provoke them.”

      “The evidence of a demon summoning in that house is proof enough for most vampires. They’re trying to distance themselves from the criminals who worked with the demons.”

      “Let’s hope it works.”

      Rachel sidled up to me as I walked down the corridor. Her hair was dyed bright pink, and she looked like a normal girl in her late teens. But below her human appearance was a fearsome demon.

      “Devi!” she said. “How’d the case go? Nice job knocking out that vamp, by the way.”

      “Weren’t you listening in?” I asked, walking alongside her towards the door leading into the back garden. “It was a total no-show. The bloodstones had no power left in them, and whatever was summoned chewed up the other vamp I found there.”

      “And did you unlock your demon power?”

      “No.”

      She didn’t understand why I wanted to keep my celestial power and not rely on the demon side. But I’d trained as a celestial for years. I’d been chosen for it. The demon mark had been an accident, and unlike the celestial guild, there wasn’t a Guild of Unfortunately Demon Marked to explain to me how to use its power. Warlocks’ magic was instinctive. I’d never met another person with the same mark I had, probably because no arch-demon had set foot in this dimension for thousands of years.

      “It’ll show up,” she said.

      “Probably not while walking in the dark.” I jerked my head in Nikolas’s direction.

      He shrugged. “It was worth a try. Beats Javos’s other idea of throwing you into the sea.”

      “The part where you staged a water demon attack on me was bad enough,” I said. “I didn’t sign up for unexpected near-drownings.”

      “Technically, they’re included in the small print on your contract,” Rachel put in.

      “Look, you guys are used to fighting with a hundred percent demon power. That’s all well and good, but I’ve known about this mark for all of three weeks, and it’s not exactly a substitute for being able to see where I’m going in a vampire nest. Just saying.”

      “Don’t worry,” said Nikolas. “Once a test fails, Javos won’t try it again.”

      “You have to keep things unpredictable, huh.” I stopped walking as we reached the back door. Javos stood outside the shed where they’d thrown the vampire, the door slightly open.

      The vampire slumped at the back, his hands and feet cuffed. Up close, he was even younger than I’d thought, with floppy white-blond hair and a terrified expression. Probably because of Javos—and Nikolas. When we entered, he scrambled into the corner as though hoping a secret door would open and let him out.

      “I didn’t kill him!” he blurted. “He was like that when I found him. I woke up when I heard him screaming.”

      “You attacked me in the dark,” I said. “Nice try.”

      “I thought you were the killer,” he mumbled. “Who are you, anyway? You’re not a warlock.”

      “Nope,” I said. “But it’s you who’s being questioned. What were you doing in that house? Guarding your sire’s treasure?”

      I’d gone in expecting to find a single vampire napping near the bloodstones, so he was either backup or a newly turned fledgling not yet strong enough to survive without the blood of his master. Considering his age, I’d guess he was a newbie, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t complicit.

      He shook his head and didn’t answer.

      Nikolas stepped in. “We already know your name, Alec Jacobs, and have a report ready to deliver to your next of kin along with your remains, should you fail to cooperate with us. Is that clear?”

      He whimpered. “I didn’t do anything wrong. I didn’t even mean to attack the girl. I thought she was going to kill me.” He eyed me pleadingly. “You’re a celestial, right? Don’t let them kill me.”

      “I’m reserving judgement,” I said. “Maybe I’ll be the one to burn you to cinders. If you have a good excuse as to why you were in the same house as a crate of stolen contraband, a pentagram and a dead body, this is your only chance to explain.”

      He swallowed, eyes darting to the door. “I—I was asleep. I turned a week ago, and my sire wanted to keep me close by to stop me from falling into a blood frenzy. But I woke up when he screamed. I found him—dead. And I panicked. I couldn’t go outside, not during the day, or even call anyone. Then she showed up.” He jerked his head at me. “That’s it. I didn’t see what killed him.”

      “A demon, obviously,” I said. “Someone set up the pentagram. And there were demonic ingredients in the house, too. I’m sure you know what it looks like.”

      “I don’t know how to summon a demon!” he said.

      “Neither do most humans who try it,” Nikolas said, “but that doesn’t mean they’re incapable of following instructions. Try again.”

      “I didn’t do it,” he repeated. “I’m newly turned—I haven’t even left the house in a week.”

      “You look a little too healthy for someone who’s apparently too blood-crazed to be outside,” said Nikolas.

      “He gave me his blood. Not hours before he died.” His mouth turned down at the corners.

      “You’d still show as blood-crazed,” said Nikolas. “Javos, would you object if I took care of him myself? Or perhaps Devi might like the chance to exercise her celestial⁠—”

      “It was a cure!” yelled the vampire. “There’s a cure—they’re testing it—and I was the subject. The blood cravings have gone. It’s only been a day. I don’t know if they’ll come back.”

      He slumped back against the wall as though shouting had exhausted him.

      Nikolas and Javos exchanged glances. “A cure?” Nikolas said. “There is no cure for vampirism.”

      “It’s true,” he said. “It might not be permanent, but it’s true. I was a test subject.”

      “What exactly does that have to do with the demon one of you summoned?” enquired Nikolas.

      He shook his head. “That wasn’t me. I didn’t kill him.”

      “Did your sire give you this cure?” asked Javos. “Tell me everything about how you came to be in that house.”

      “I already did,” he mumbled. “I was there because I couldn’t leave. He gave me the cure yesterday, but didn’t let me outside. And like I said—I woke up to him screaming.”

      “Were there other vampires in the house?” I asked.

      “Sometimes.” He shrugged. “They don’t let fledglings near one another until we’ve learned control. I don’t know how he died, but it wasn’t me.”

      “Your sire was into dark magic, if the pentagram we found was his,” Nikolas said. “And the bloodstones. Have you ever seen one of those?”

      The vampire licked his lips. “Yes. I was given one yesterday. They use bloodstones to get us used to taking in energy from sources other than our sire’s blood.”

      “What colour was it?” asked Nikolas.

      He blinked. “Colour? Red, of course.”

      Not the demon energy ones, then. His eyes didn’t show the odd darkness of the vamps infected with demon energy, so that made sense. It was possible he’d just been in the wrong place at the wrong time, but his presence in the same house as a murderer raised all my suspicions.

      “And did your sire show any signs of an interest in demon summonings before today?” I asked.

      He shook his head. “No. He was only interested in the cure. He wanted to test it on me, first.”

      “Do you know why we were at the house?” enquired Nikolas.

      The vamp hesitated. “To find out who killed him?”

      “Oh, we don’t give a shit about that,” said Javos. “He can rot in the earth for all we care. No—there was a tip-off about illegal items connected with demon summonings, and the house we found you in was listed as one of the store houses. All records mentioned your sire—but your name wasn’t listed at all. Were you aware of the nature of the setup? Did he ask you to guard his store of dangerous items?”

      “No. I swear—no.” He shuffled back, sweat trickling down his pale forehead. “I was there by accident. I didn’t know about demons or anything like that.”

      “I see,” said Javos, stepping forwards. The air trembled as though with the promise of an oncoming storm.

      “No!” he yelled. “The cure—I can tell you about it. It works on anyone infected with a vampire bite!”

      Anyone.

      “Wait,” I said to Javos. “Keep him alive.”

      He swung his head around to face me, eyes narrowed. “Why? Nobody will miss him.”

      The vampire flinched.

      “We don’t have proof he’s lying,” I said. “And I’m interested to know more about this vampire cure. If it’s widespread, it might affect preternatural relations, right?” I addressed Nikolas, who nodded slowly. His piercing gaze told me he’d guessed the real reason I wanted to know about the cure—to help the three victims of infected vampire bites who could no longer fight as celestials.

      “Correct,” said Nikolas. “There’s no reason to let him out of this shed. We can use him as a source of information until we find out where this cure is, and who’s making it.”

      Javos scowled at him, but his magical effects died down a little. “If you prove a hindrance, you’re dead,” he snarled at the vamp. “Devina, since you apparently have sympathy for bloodsuckers, I’m putting you in charge of keeping this one alive.”

      “Oh no.” I raised my hands. “I didn’t sign up to give blood to vampires.”

      “We have bloodstones,” Nikolas said. “I think it’s a good idea.”

      I bristled. “It’s not my job to babysit teenage vamps.”

      “I’m twenty,” said the vampire in question, looking highly insulted. “And I don’t need a babysitter.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” said Nikolas.

      Fuming, I returned my glare to the vampire himself. “I’m looking forward to hearing more about this cure of yours. Are there any samples available?”

      I hadn’t seen any dubious-looking bottles in the house, but doubtless the people Javos sent to remove the body would thoroughly comb the place. Still, knowing who was developing the cure would help.

      He shook his head. “No. I don’t know where he got it from, but it’s not his. Someone else made it.”

      “Are you absolutely certain you don’t have any more information?” I asked. “Because to be honest, I’m really not keen on being in charge of keeping you alive.”

      His throat bobbed. “I don’t know. I swear. He took the cure, too, before he bit me.”

      I looked at the others. “If it’s true, the dead guy’s blood is laced with this so-called cure. Might be worth looking into.”

      “Agreed,” Nikolas said. “If not, I’d be more than happy to extract a blood sample from our guest.”

      The vamp made an indignant noise, then fell silent. “Don’t kill me,” he said. “I—I only became a vampire because I didn’t want to die. Please—don’t.” His voice cracked, and bloody tears trailed down his face.

      Nikolas glanced at me. “There goes our need for a sample. Devi?”

      The vampire yelped. I glared at the two warlocks. “This isn’t my job either. My contract didn’t mention bottling vampire tears.”

      “Technically,” Rachel said from behind, “the small print⁠—”

      “Okay, that’s enough.” I looked back at the vampire. “Trust me, it’s better this way.”

      Five minutes and a lot of screaming later, I stalked out of the shed carrying a bottle of vampire tears. As I’d predicted, the vampire’s instincts had kicked in upon me grabbing him and he’d tried to choke me. Javos, the prick, had watched the two of us wrestle with one another without offering a hand to stop me spilling the bloody tears all over myself. The result was that I had more vampire blood on me than in the bottle, but it was done. Javos took the sample without so much as a thank you, and strode off to the house after locking the shed. Rachel skipped after him, leaving Nikolas and me alone. I made to follow her, too.

      “Devi.” He held up a hand, telling me to wait. “Don’t tell the celestial guild about the cure.”

      “That wasn’t my plan,” I said. “There’s no proof yet that the cure works on demon-infected venom anyway. Never mind searching for vampire cures, you ought to be working on a Chill Pill for Agitated Warlocks.”

      “I’m not agitated, I’m concerned.” He looked at me. “If vampires are finding a new way to disperse their demonic energy in the guise of a cure, for instance, then we’re in for a lot of trouble.”

      “That’s your theory?” I frowned. “If anything, it’s a new way of hiding the evidence. Give all the demon energy to a new vamp, then use the cure. Of course, if the cure’s permanent, it’d render their demonic energy boosters useless, but there’s no proof it is.”

      “I’d suspect not,” he said. “The boost of a regular bloodstone only lasts twenty-four hours, but the demonic taint might linger a little longer. Or perhaps not. We’ve never caught a vampire alive who used it.”

      “Until now, potentially,” I said. “Now do you see why I think we should keep him alive? Not only is he the only living source of the cure—if it exists—he might be proof that we can actually measure how long the effects of that demon-infected venom last. Maybe if it’s only twenty-four hours, it explains why all the murders last time took place within such a short time frame.”

      “Precisely. You do like being proved right, don’t you?”

      “I like being taken seriously.” I glanced at the shed. “And not given pointless tasks. There’s no reason why Javos can’t order someone else to feed the vampire. I don’t even live here.”

      “Perhaps not, but you’re more likely to be able to get answers from him. Assuming he has any more information. If this cure has a time limit, we’ll need to periodically check on him.”

      I smothered a sigh. “All right, I’ll take on Project Vampire. Just as long as I can get a look-in at any information you or Javos might find on the cure. This is pretty damn serious if it’s true.”

      “Agreed,” he said, “which is why we’ll be speaking with the vampires’ leader tonight at sundown. Once she wakes, I’ll see if I can get us a meeting with her. I’ll call you if we do.”

      I blinked. “Wait, their leader? Like, the ruler of vampires in the city?”

      “The very same.” He paused. “I don’t need to remind you to hold your tongue around her, do I?”

      “Obviously not,” I said. My phone buzzed in my pocket. “You’re the ones who keep feuding with the vamps. Anyway. I need to answer this.” Only one person had my number who actually called on a regular basis—my best friend and neighbour Fiona, who’d narrowly escaped being a demigod’s prey when he’d kidnapped her and taken her into the demon dimension. Since then, she’d been calling me at least once a day, convinced that demons had broken into her flat.

      I picked up the phone and saw it wasn’t Fiona calling, but Clover, retired celestial soldier and the only person left in the guild who I considered a friend.

      “Hey, Clover.”

      “Are you with that warlock?”

      I frowned. She, out of everyone at the guild, knew about my new
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