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Part One: Caroline
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Dealing with crime scenes had taught Caroline three important things.

First: breakfast was never a good idea. Queasiness was a lot easier to handle when there wasn’t anything in her stomach to bring back up.

Second: coffee - specifically the caramel latte - was the greatest invention mankind had ever produced, and she wasn’t sure how she had ever functioned without it.

Third: Humans could be easily unsettled by a deadpan, unamused glare.

Caroline jumped out of her black SUV, coffee in hand.

The door shut firmly behind her as she strode up to the warehouse she had parked outside, ignoring the police tape in her way.

The uniformed officers looked up, but quickly looked away as they recognised her. They were more than used to this routine.

Caroline walked into the warehouse, entering only to see a ritualistic display of severed limbs pinned to the metal storage racks.

She took a deep drink of her coffee as she examined the scene in front of her, trying to detach the reality of blood and flesh from the intent of the arrangement.

And there was definitely intent. This wasn’t just some random pattern, she could feel the magic these components were attempting to focus.

Attempting, but not quite managing.

The question being, was the problem incompetence, had the police already tampered with the scene, or was there another component to the spell that hadn’t been set up yet?

The second factor was the easiest to rule out, and her gaze swept the room as she tried to decide who to approach.

If she had been prone to such outward displays of emotion, she probably would have smiled as she recognised one of the CSIs.

“Good morning, Sas,” she greeted as she walked over to him.

Sas simply sighed, brushing his long black hair from his eyes. “I knew this would be one of yours,” he said as she approached. “The ritualistic and physically improbable placement of the bodies...”

“Have any of your people interfered?”

“No, not yet. I told them all to just look busy until you arrived, but the SIO is starting to catch on.”

“Can’t you just tell them this is one of mine?”

“Normally, I would. But she’s new. The Chief doesn’t exactly like admitting that there is a strange woman who wanders onto our crime scenes and takes them over, so I don’t think she’s been brought up to speed on everything. And to be honest, I can’t exactly blame the Chief because I thought about explaining this situation to her but I couldn’t come up with an explanation that made any kind of sense.”

“I don’t know... Not wanting to get in the middle of something you can’t handle seems like a perfectly valid explanation to me.”

Sas shook his head. “Really? Because I can’t think of any way to phrase that without making this entire department out to be abject cowards.”

Caroline shrugged. “Better coward than dead. Still, I suppose I should introduce myself.”

Caroline’s coffee caught in her throat as Sas nodded over to a woman who seemed horrendously out of place compared to everyone else there.

She was tall, with curves that were somehow a perfect combination of soft and strong. Her cropped black hair was styled out of the way of her calculating, onyx eyes, and it shone under the warehouse lights, which seemed not to have the same washing-out effect on her dark brown skin as it did on everyone else.

Caroline thought she would look more at home in Amazonian armour than her plain black pantsuit, but the latter was certainly flattering.

She couldn’t help but sigh at herself. Had it truly been so long since she had been with anyone that she was thinking of a Human in such terms?

A Human that was causing her trouble, at that...

“That’s her,” Sas said, seemingly oblivious as Caroline cleared her throat and refocused on the task at hand. “Detective Inspector Sharma.”

Caroline nodded before striding over to the woman in question. As she approached, every other officer stood back, desperate to look anywhere except for right at her.

Sharma frowned, clearly confused by the behaviour of her colleagues.

“Detective Inspector Sharma? I’m Caroline Raven of the RCE, and this is now officially my crime scene.”

The detective’s frown deepened. “The RCE? I’ve never heard of that organisation.”

“Then consider yourself lucky. Most places never see us, or at least not frequently. Unfortunately, this city is a hub for exactly the kind of crimes that are our speciality. Crimes such as these.”

“And what exactly do you mean by that? What kind of crimes?”

“The weird ones,” the officer next to her muttered, though he quickly did his best to look as if he hadn’t said anything.

Caroline simply found his behaviour amusing.

“You can’t just waltz in here and take over my crime scene,” the detective said. “I need some form of identification or something...”

“No, you really don’t,” Caroline said firmly.

“This isn’t actually uncommon here,” the man next to the detective said, once more under his breath. “The Chief’s standing orders are to hand over any crime scene to Raven when she arrives. Trust me, it’s for the best.”

The detective didn’t seem to be buying it, however, and continued to glare at Caroline. “I can’t believe that the procedure is to simply hand over an active crime scene to some random woman with no identification or recognisable organisation.”

“Whether you believe it or not, it’s true,” Caroline said, her voice more than a little tired. “For now, this crime scene is mine. If you have a problem with it, I suggest you speak to your boss about it.”

It looked for a moment as if the detective wouldn’t stand down, and Caroline had to curse her luck. Most of the Humans found her unsettling because part of their brain – the ancient, primal part – still recognised her for what she was.

A dangerous predator. The monster under the bed.

A Demon.

There were some Humans, however, who had just a drop of magic in them themselves. Those Humans were more than a little infuriating for their ability to see past what unsettled the others.

Caroline didn’t exactly mind when it was someone like Sas, who wouldn’t ever cause her trouble, but she suspected that the detective would be far more problematic.

She wondered for a moment if she would have to use her magic on the detective to get her to drop it. She hated using her magic like that, despite how skilled she was in it. There was always a small risk of hurting the Human. No, there were other, simpler methods to get what she needed. The only problem was, they didn’t seem to be working right at that moment.

Thankfully, however, the detective sighed, shaking her head. “Fine, I’ll go and talk to the Chief about this.”

Caroline would have preferred it if she had simply dropped it all together, but at least she could rely on the Chief to explain why the situation was the way it was, and to get the detective to drop it.

After a few moments, the police filed out, leaving Caroline alone to her work.

​
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When Caroline arrived back at her office later that day, she was thoroughly exhausted. Poking and prodding at artefacts of ritual, attempting to discern their purpose through various magical methods, had left her Energy reserves drained. Even for someone as powerful as she was, such an extensive period of repetitive magic sapped away her strength.

Thankfully, her staff were more than used to it at this point. As well as being more than used to the way she often forgot to look after herself.

Laila passed her a bottle of sugary pop as soon as she arrived.

Caroline drained the bottle quickly, feeling better in moments.

“Was it that complex today?” Laila asked.

Caroline nodded. “This wasn’t just the rogues getting out of hand, this was a complex ritual. And, I suspect, one with multiple facets. The scene I arrived at today was focusing magic, but that magic didn’t seem to be going anywhere. Not yet, anyway. The focus wasn’t off, as far as I could tell, everything seemed perfectly aligned. Or at least, none of them seemed to be misplaced in any of the most obviously blunderous ways. Of course, without knowing exactly what the ritual was designed to do, I can’t know for certain if they were doing it correctly.”

“But if you disabled this part of the ritual, will that stop it in its entirety?” Fiona asked as she wandered over.

Caroline shook her head. “I have no idea. For some rituals, yes, that would be it. But for something this complex... It would require multiple setups like this all across the city, assuming that my estimations of the magic they were trying to invoke is correct. That kind of intricacy... They would have to know that some part of the ritual would likely be caught and disrupted. For this part to not be guarded, I would assume that it’s a backup of some kind. Or something that would perhaps bolster the magic, but wouldn’t be vital to the purpose of the spell itself.”

She brought a camera out from her bag before turning back to Laila. “Here, I have the pictures from the scene before I tore it all down. Cross-reference it across all of the rituals you know and try to find exactly what they were attempting to do. That should give us a clearer idea of where the other parts of the ritual are located, and how to disrupt them properly.”

Laila nodded. “Of course.”

Caroline turned back to Fiona. “I take it you being back here means that you finished helping the Dark coven with their glamours.”

“Yeah,” Fiona said. “It’s all sorted now. At least, I hope it is. If it isn’t, they should be able to contact us, and I can go back and fix it.”

Caroline nodded, knowing that Fiona could often lack confidence in her abilities. Her glamours were far more complex than those of any being who didn’t have an innate ability with illusions. So basically, she was better at forming them than any other magical being except full-blooded Fae.

Fiona had Fae blood, but she didn’t have access to any of their abilities beyond illusions.

As far as Caroline was concerned, that was more than enough, but Fiona thought otherwise and Caroline suspected that it would take years for her to overcome that thinking, if she ever managed it at all.

“I’m sure it will be fine,” she said. “If you’re finished with that, then you should help Laila with her research. This ritual is definitely not something we can ignore. Obviously, we can’t neglect our regular duties, but I want as many people on this as possible.”

“Of course,” Fiona said.

Caroline nodded before moving back towards her office. “I still have about a thousand reports left to file for the Underworld, but if you two need an extra hand, I’m sure they will wait.”

“We will be able to handle it for now,” Fiona assured her. “If not, we can always come and get you.”

Caroline nodded again, happy enough with that assessment as she headed into her office to take care of her own work.

​
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Caroline found it more than easy to lose herself in her work. It was boring and monotonous, but it gave her some break from dead bodies and outright combat.

She missed the peace of her younger years, but she couldn’t exactly blame anyone but herself for how things had changed. In fact, she was more than aware of the fact that her position could be much worse.

She could have been executed.

Well, she would have argued that it would have been a little unfair to execute her for a crime that she didn’t remember committing.

But then, the crime in question had been treason.

Which was deeply unsettling when Caroline considered the Demon King to be one of her closest friends.

But again, she couldn’t remember why she had done it.

That had probably been why he had seen fit to simply put her in charge of the Royal Cleaners, the organisation which kept magic a secret from Humans, and one that wasn’t particularly well loved by many Demons. Not least because many felt that secrecy was a doomed endeavour in this day and age. Eventually, the Humans would figure it out, they argued, and it would be better if the Demons struck the first blow before they could.

Caroline probably would have agreed with that sentiment years ago. Back when she thought that there was no real hope of the Demon monarchy continuing past King Edric.

But now? Now there was hope, and she wasn’t so willing to believe that war with the Humans was inevitable.

Her thoughts were interrupted by a knock at her door.

“Come in,” Caroline said as she dragged her head from her work.

Fiona entered with a notepad in hand. “Laila and I think we’ve managed to narrow down the origin point of the spell, but you’re not going to like it.”

Caroline sighed, leaning back in her chair. “Well, no point in delaying the news. What is it?”

“We weren’t able to find anything definitive, but this looks promising. This kind of ritual is ancient in origin, obviously. The use of limbs in such a manner, along with the intricacies...”

Caroline nodded. She had been able to discern that much for herself. “Can you narrow it down even further?”

“Well, that’s where the problems come in. I mean, it’s not as if ancient rituals have all been excellently preserved. Luckily for us, but not so lucky for the small town the ritual was last cast in, there are records of this spell being cast before. Or, at least, we think it’s this spell. The description of the arrangement of limbs seems pretty damn close.”

“So, what happened last time?”

“Death and destruction of epic proportions. Think biblical plagues.”

Caroline raised an eyebrow. “I’m still not entirely familiar with Human mythology.”

Fiona shrugged. “I wouldn’t call the Bible mythology unless you’re specifically looking to piss people off, but basically, it looks as if this spell will curse all of the Humans in the city.”

“Curse?”

“As in ‘faced with their own sins before choking on their blood’.”

“Yeah, okay, that’s bad. Do the records show how to destroy the ritual?”

Fiona sighed. “That’s the problem. They didn’t want anyone to try and recreate the ritual, so they refused to write out too much information in the reports. It seems as if they couldn’t say how to disrupt it without giving enough information to recreate it. But the report did say that the spell originally came from the Lost Grimoire of Helena?”

Caroline groaned, pinching the bridge of her nose. “Princess Helena was the daughter of Maltess, the originator of the Demonic royal line. She was the youngest and the only daughter to never receive the teachings of her mother’s inner circle. She was deemed too cruel. In response, she wanted to prove herself smarter than her mother. Her Grimoire stored many horrors, but Helena never had a chance to use them. She was executed by her eldest sister, the Queen, and the Grimoire was locked away.”

“If it was locked away, how did someone get the ritual? Those last records are only from a couple of hundred years ago.”

“Which was exactly when the Grimoire was taken by the King at the time. He wanted to learn the effects, and so sent one of his trusted advisors to experiment with the book. Then he died, and the book was ‘lost’. In truth, his advisor simply never returned it. And that advisor’s eldest remaining heir? Lord Uther.”

Caroline had, in truth, simply been waiting for Uther to use the Grimoire. He had been sending men to Earth for years, testing the Crown’s ability to keep magic a secret. In Uther’s mind, if he could tip the scales, the King would be forced to make a move against the Humans, before they realised the truth about magic.

“So, he’s given this book to his men?” Fiona asked with a frown.

Caroline shook her head. “He would never trust them with such a vital artefact. No, he will have simply given them the instructions. And if he were smart - which he is - he would have left different people in charge of different aspects of the spell. I doubt any of his men will be able to give us a full view of the ritual.”

“So, we need to get the book from him?”

Caroline sighed. “Ideally. But it will be kept close, in his Underworld estate. There’s no way he will just hand it over, he will simply deny that he has it.”

“So, you need someone to sneak in and get it?”

Caroline nodded, before frowning as she realised what Fiona was getting at. “You’re thinking of bringing in outside help?”

Fiona shrugged, looking away. “I just think that if we need something stolen, the Almosts are the best team for the job.”

“They’re also criminals.”

“Again, we need something stolen.”

“Need I remind you that they tried to kill you when you left them to work for me? In fact, they think they have killed you. They shot one of your illusions through the head. You can’t possibly want them involved in our business.”

Fiona folded her arms. “I’m not saying that I want them involved. I’m saying that, having worked as a thief for a long time, I know that no one else on our team has the necessary skills, and I can’t do this alone.”

“I would never ask you to.”

“Then allow me to bring in help. If you can point me to another group that can do this, I would happily go to them, but if you can’t...”

Caroline sighed. “You don’t have to do this.”

Fiona looked away, her arms tightening over her chest. “I know. But if we need this book, they are the best way to get it.”

“Even if it means telling them that you’re still alive?”

Fiona nodded. “Even then. I don’t know... I’ve been running from what happened for so long, maybe it’s time for me to face it instead.”

“Again, that means facing the people who tried to kill you.”

“I know. I’m a big girl, Caroline, I can handle it.” Fiona gave a weak smile.

Caroline looked away. “I know that. I didn’t mean to imply otherwise. If you truly want to do this, then do it. But I will not continue to tolerate their criminal activity forever, and you will need to give them incentive to work for us. Perhaps we can kill two birds with one stone. If they do this, I will wipe clean their previous criminal records. I, however, won’t look away if they continue their criminal conduct. Hopefully, that will give them an incentive to help us and might encourage them to retire. Otherwise, they might end up exposing magic before Lord Uther ever gets the chance...”

Fiona gave her a look that said she wasn’t entirely convinced that Caroline’s plan would work, but she nodded regardless before heading back for the door.

“I’ll go and speak with them first thing in the morning,” Fiona promised before leaving the room.

Caroline sighed. As much as Fiona wasn’t convinced that they would take Caroline’s offer, Caroline wasn’t convinced that they would help at all. Or that they wouldn’t just make the situation worse...

But then, Fiona was right. They didn’t exactly have another option. Without expertise in such criminal conduct, she doubted that the rest of her team would be able to infiltrate Lord Uther’s estate. And Caroline couldn’t do it because there would be no deniability if she was caught.

Lord Uther would probably just kill her, and he would be completely within his right.

And the idea that he would simply hand over the book was more than laughable. Not to mention, if they asked him for it, he would know for certain that they knew he was behind the ritual, as well as that they even knew what ritual his men were trying to cast.

Before Caroline could think any further on the matter, however, her phone rang.

She recognised the number as the local Chief Constable.

Caroline sighed. She had hoped that the Chief would have simply let her inspector’s whining go. That she would have made it clear to the inspector that it was in their best interests not to interfere with Caroline’s work, and that would have been that.

Given that the Chief never liked to interact with Caroline – none of the Human police did – the fact that she was ringing her could only mean that she hadn’t simply dismissed the concerns of her detective as Caroline had hoped.

Caroline declined the call before standing up. She suspected that this was a conversation she would want to have in person, if for no other reason than so that her intimidating presence would remind the Chief exactly who she was dealing with.

Caroline shifted outside the police station, the world of her office dissolving around her, before reforming as the quiet street, her magic having moved her across town in the blink of an eye.

Everyone looked up as she entered the building, but they all quickly looked away, with no one stopping her or questioning why she was there.

Everyone who had ever been out in the field could recognise her on sight, and she suspected that everyone else had heard enough rumours to figure out her identity. And even if they hadn’t, her magical aura probably stopped them from wanting to be anywhere near her, even if she was a stranger wandering through their station.

She didn’t knock when she got to the Chief’s office, instead just opening the door and walking in.

“You wanted to speak with me?” Caroline asked.

To the Chief’s credit, she didn’t so much as blink at Caroline’s rapid appearance or the fact that she had just walked into her office. She was a tall woman, with onyx skin and hair cropped so close that it almost wasn’t there, and she held herself so that she seemed taller. She regarded Caroline with a calculated glare and if she hadn’t been Human, Caroline suspected that her calm and authoritative demeanour would have put her on edge.

But she was, and Caroline didn’t have time for this.

Caroline clasped her hands behind her back, standing impeccably straight as the Chief looked her up and down.

“Sit,” the Chief said simply.

“I would rather not.”

The Chief just continued to glare before sighing and standing herself.

“Okay,” she said as she folded her arms. “I assume you know why I called you?”

“I can only guess that it has something to do with your new detective.”

“She has been asking questions. Questions I find I cannot answer, and she is more than rightly alarmed by that fact.”

“No, alarm is what she would have felt if you had been able to answer her questions.”

“You see, shit like that doesn’t help, Raven.”

Caroline sighed. “No, you know what does help? The work my team and I do. Or would you rather go back to how things were under my predecessor?”

That had possibly been a little harsh of Caroline, and while the Chief kept it well hidden, she could feel her terror rolling from her in waves.

“I cannot deny that things have been... better since you have taken over here. The number of police deaths has been greatly reduced, as well as the number of deaths due to violent crime in general. Not to mention, you don’t interfere with my people the same way your predecessor did...”

Caroline felt guilty for holding that over the Chief’s head. Her predecessor had been a vile man, both incompetent and lazy. His idea of keeping magic a secret was simply to let the problems happen, and then clean it up with some half-arsed memory spells after the dust had settled.

The problem with memory spells was that when you screwed them up, it devastated the mind. Caroline, thankfully, had some healing magic that she had learnt in her youth. It hadn’t been easy, but she had slowly gone through and healed all of the damage her predecessor had done.

She would never let the situation in the city return to that kind of mishandled mess, and she wanted nothing more than to assure the Chief that she would never have to fear that again.

But if the Chief knew that she had nothing to fear from Caroline, then there was every chance that she would try to interfere in her work, which was the last thing Caroline needed.

The Chief sighed, shaking her head. “I am grateful,” she reiterated. “But I cannot allow my gratitude to override my sense. Detective Sharma is right, I know absolutely nothing about you or your operations. All I know is that you waltz in when we get one of the particularly weird cases – one of the ones that I used to expect to lose people to – and you take it off our hands. But we never hear about it again. How do you figure out who was behind the crime? Do you follow procedure, or do you use more questionable tactics? Do you capture the perpetrators, or do you kill them? If you capture them, how do you hold them? We had one man in holding who managed to break open the cell door with nothing but his fists. And once you have them, what do you do with them? Do you put them on trial? Do they face a jury of their peers? These are the kinds of questions I’ve just turned a blind eye to because I was tired of losing people. That was my mistake. And one that I intend to correct.”

Caroline shook her head as she moved to look out of the Chief’s window. “You assume that I will give you the answers. That I will tell you the truth.”

“If you want me to keep handing over crime scenes to you, you will.”

“You speak as if you have a choice in the matter. My work saves the lives of your people. You shouldn’t think any harder on it than that.”

“If I didn’t have a choice in the matter, I don’t think you would have ever given me one. You came to me and asked me to hand over a single case to you, and I was so understaffed and exhausted that that actually managed to seem like a good idea. Especially after you had fixed whatever your predecessor had done to my men. And then, when that particular rash of murders stopped with none of my men dead... I gave you more cases. But they were always ones that you asked for. If you could have just taken them from me, I think that you would have.”

Caroline sighed. “It’s easier this way,” she confessed. “There are other ways I could do it, but I would rather not make an enemy of you if I don’t have to. We have a good arrangement going here, I don’t know why you would want to interfere with it.”

“Because there is a certain way in which justice should be done, and I am handing over my cases to you without knowing that you’re doing things the right way.”

“Can’t you just take my word for it, without the details?”

“I wish I could. But no, I need something more substantial. I’m not removing this case from Detective Sharma. She will work with you, but she won’t just hand it over like before.”

Caroline suppressed a groan. She knew that if she didn’t acquiesce, this would just keep coming up. She hadn’t been lying about having other ways to circumvent the Human police, but with her limited resources, it wouldn’t be easy. Her current system was the most efficient, and she was loath to give it up because some Human detective started poking her nose where it didn’t belong.

But if she did take this cop along, and managed to convince her to drop her investigating, she might be able to go for another decade at least before the problem came up again.

“Fine. I’ll take your woman with me next time something comes up.”

​
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“You can’t take a Human with you on missions,” Laila said plainly when Caroline had finished explaining the situation to her.

With Fiona gone, she was the only Cleaner left in the office until any of the others got back from their various assignments.

Her plain manner of speaking would have never gotten her service with any other noble Demon. They didn’t appreciate when someone didn’t know their place. Caroline, on the other hand, didn’t care. Laila was good at her job, and Caroline would rather have someone who would tell her the truth - and who would catch her mistakes - than someone who was too afraid to speak up.

“I have to,” Caroline said with a sigh. “If I don’t, the Chief will stop our access to crime scenes and any other method of access will take time and resources that we don’t have.”

“But our job is to stop magic from being exposed. If you take this detective with you, you might end up exposing it yourself.”

“Then I’ll erase her memory. At least if she’s with me, I know exactly how much she’s being exposed to and that she’s not snooping around elsewhere.”

“It still seems like a bad idea.”

Caroline gave a wry smile. “It seems as if everything we do these days is a bad idea.”

“I think we ran out of good ideas when the Angel fled the city and left us to clean up after her. Speaking of, have you and Gregor had any luck tracking her down?”

Caroline frowned. “And how exactly do you know about that?”

Laila had the good sense to at least pretend to look sheepish at being caught. “It’s pretty obvious. He’s been here an awful lot since she disappeared, yet he’s not been helping us, so his visits aren’t official. And you two always look so worried when you meet up... I’m assuming you’ve not had any luck?”

Caroline sighed, looking away. “I suspect that, if we had, that would be bad news. If the Council of Light is chasing her down, any method we would have of tracking her would be available to them as well. Our hope had been to find her quickly and get her to safety in the Underworld, where they couldn’t touch her, but it’s been so long now... We still keep an eye out for her, so that if whatever protection she is using fails, we can hopefully get to her before the Council of Light. Other than that, we’re just hoping she returns on her own.”

Before either of them could say anything else, Caroline’s phone beeped at her.

“They’ve found another body,” Caroline said as she read the new message. “Just one this time, but it looks like the last one.”

“You going to meet your Human cop?”

“Apparently, she’s going to meet me on the scene.”
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Caroline arrived at the scene to see Detective Sharma standing outside a taped-up alley, all on her own.

“Where are the rest of your colleagues?” Caroline asked as she approached.

“Sas told me about how you don’t let any of them touch your scenes, aside from taping them up, so I sent them away. The Chief only tasked me with shadowing you, so I assumed you wouldn’t allow anyone else to stay.” She looked around. “The question is, where are your colleagues? I assume you bring them in once all of the real officers are gone.”

Caroline shook her head. “No, it’s just me.”

The detective blinked. “Just you?”

“Yup.”

“Just one person to investigate a crime scene? I mean, what about CSI?”

“I can handle that.” She looked over to the alley. “This isn’t exactly a large crime scene. I’m sure the two of us can handle it.”

The detective frowned. “This is highly unusual.”

“If you’re not prepared for ‘highly unusual’, you should just go home.”

The detective’s frown turned into a glare. “The point of me shadowing you is to observe how well you meet the official standards for conducting investigations. So far, you are doing poorly.”

Caroline sighed as she ducked under the tape, approaching the body. “That is most likely because my organisation was never designed to conduct normal investigations.” She nodded towards the variety of severed limbs. “Does anything about this look normal to you? There are things that are beyond your comprehension, and that is my speciality.”

The detective raised an eyebrow as she folded her arms. “Cultist sickos are well within my comprehension, thank you very much.”

“If they were, you wouldn’t refer to them as ‘sickos’.”

The detective’s defiant look wavered with confusion for a moment.

“Acts like these are not born from mental illness, and perpetuating the idea that they are only perpetuates stigma against a particularly vulnerable group. Trying to separate evil from the average Human - to look for some explanation that allows you to say no, that man was born evil - blinds you to how they got there. And from seeing it in the everyday.”

The detective sighed, her expression softening as she seemed to relax a little. “Well, if nothing else, you’ve got the diversity and sensitivity training down.”

“I simply see the world the way it is, and have little patience for those who would blind themselves to the truth for their own convenience,” Caroline muttered as she bent down to look at the body, not looking back at the detective as she spoke.

She closed her eyes as she let her magic wash over the scene, hunting for any trace of another magical signature.

She sensed two, identical to those she had sensed at the other scene.

She didn’t know whether to be impressed or worried at that level of efficiency. Usually, it took at least a handful of Lord Uther’s men to cause her any real problems. After all, he needed deniability if they were ever caught, which meant that they were officially ousted from his service. He always promised them that if they succeeded in their mission, they would receive status and power beyond their imagining, but even that wouldn’t tempt a lot of Demons away from the security of being in a Demon Lord’s service. The men Caroline dealt with were usually on the very bottom rungs of the Demonic hierarchy, desperate for any way to advance. Or they weren’t even part of the hierarchy officially, having mixed blood which denied them automatic citizenship. They would only ever be a part of the Underworld if a Demon Noble took them into their service.

Neither of those two groups wielded particularly powerful magic. If they did, they would receive more respect in the Underworld.

The fact that they weren’t powerful meant that Caroline was often dealing with a larger number of them. If only two of them were responsible for the scenes so far, that must mean that they were higher up the hierarchy.

That meant that either Lord Uther was promising those who went rogue for him even more power, or he was introducing a punishment for those who refused.

Neither of those options was ideal as far as Caroline was concerned.

“What are you doing?” the detective asked impatiently.

“What does it look like I’m doing?” Caroline replied, before realising that the Human detective would have no way of knowing.

“It looks like you’re just crouching there with your eyes closed.”

“I’m concentrating,” Caroline reasoned as she stood up. “There were two men here.”

The detective folded her arms and glared at her. “No, there is no way you figured that out by just crouching by the body and closing your eyes. What kind of Sherlock bullshit is that?”

Caroline sighed, rolling her eyes. This was going to wear thin quickly. “I don’t have time to explain my methods. I’m sure that if you had your CSIs traipse through here, they would tell you the same thing.”

“But that’s my point. You haven’t had any CSIs through here, you just kind of glanced at the scene. Seriously, am I being pranked?”

Caroline frowned. “Why would you think that?”

“Because I appear to have walked into some kind of bullshit cop drama where there’s a rude, autistic-coded genius detective who can figure out a crime scene through bullshit mind powers and I guess that makes me the normie sidekick, right?”

Caroline shrugged as she turned back towards the exit of the alley. “Saying that you’re the sidekick assumes that I want you here,” Caroline said simply. “If you’ll remember, you were the one who insisted on following me. This isn’t performative, it’s just how I work. What that looks like to you is your own problem. And it’s not coding if it’s canon...”

Caroline muttered the last part, and she was pretty sure that the detective hadn’t heard her.

Not that it mattered. Hopefully, they wouldn’t be working together for much longer.

Though, it seemed obvious that the detective had no plans to drop the case just yet.

“I have everything I need from here,” Caroline said. “I’m going to head back to the office.”

“What do you mean you got everything you need?” the detective demanded. “You got nothing! You just stared into the distance and then declared that there were two men here. That doesn’t tell us anything.”

Caroline frowned. “They were the same men from the last scene. I don’t need to know anything more.”

“Of course, you need to know more. What if there are clues here that could help lead us to them? I mean, if you haven’t caught them already, surely you need to know more.”

Caroline suppressed a groan. She didn’t need to know more because she already had their magical signatures. That would be enough to track them down. But she couldn’t exactly explain that to a Human...

She supposed that she would probably have to revise her strategy for getting rid of the detective. She had hoped that her own procedures wouldn’t be so different to the Human ones, but she hadn’t considered her inability to explain magic.

“Look, just let me do things my way,” Caroline said to the detective. “If I don’t catch these men, then you can criticise my procedures.”

The detective glared at her. “You’re assuming that you will catch them and that you will have enough evidence to convict them. I’m not sure of either of those things right now.”

Caroline just shrugged. “Then I guess I’ll just have to prove you wrong.”
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Caroline was fuming when she got back to the office, finding it empty aside from Laila again.

She had swung by McDonald’s on her way and was angrily stabbing a spoon into a Mcflurry.

Of all of the Human inventions, Caroline had a particular fondness for fast food. Without the servants she was used to in the Underworld, it was about the only thing that stopped her from skipping meals when she got busy.

“I take it things didn’t go well with the detective,” Laila said with a raised eyebrow.

Caroline shook her head as she chewed on her plastic spoon. “No, you were right, this is unlikely to end well. I went through my normal procedures, but since I couldn’t explain what I was doing when I was sensing for magical signatures, the detective is pretty sure that I got no evidence.”

“Well, yeah,” Laila said with a shrug. “I assumed that you would make some effort to mimic human procedure.”

Caroline frowned. “No, I’m just going to do things the way I always do them. It works, doesn’t it? She can’t argue with results.”

“Well, I mean, she can...” Laila said with another shrug. “Human police are kind of finicky when it comes to following the rules. If they don’t follow them properly, then that can be used against them at the trial of the perpetrator.”

“But we don’t have trials like that in the Underworld,” Caroline muttered into the spoon she was slowly decimating between her teeth.

“Yeah, but she doesn’t know that. And she shouldn’t know that. But not knowing where our prisoners go is probably one of the issues they have with us.”

“It’s not like we send them to a torture dungeon or anything...”

“Yeah, but you can’t prove that. Anything you can’t prove without revealing magic simply can’t be proved at all. Face it, if you want this detective gone, you’re going to have to show her what she wants to see. You will have to at least mimic Human procedure for now.”

Caroline frowned as she scrunched up her empty ice cream cup. “But it’s an unnecessary waste of time. My procedure works, and deviating from it will only cause more problems with our investigation. I won’t let her jeopardise this because she wants me to follow her rules instead of my own.”

Laila sighed, turning back to her computer. “Okay, fine. Follow your procedure if you want.”

Caroline’s frown deepened. “You don’t sound like it’s fine.”

Laila sighed again. “You’re my boss, I’m not going to tell you what to do.”

“I hired you to tell me what to do. I may not like what you say all the time, but telling me anyway is your job.”

Laila turned back to face her. “Look, I just don’t think it’s that big of a deal to follow Human procedure for a while. It likely won’t completely ruin the investigation from our end, and it would get rid of the detective. And I think you know that. Maybe it’s not the risk to the investigation that has you wanting to stick to your own procedure, maybe it’s just, you know...”

Caroline frowned. “No, I don’t know.”

Laila sighed. “Maybe your Litcorde attitude is causing problems here.”

Caroline’s frown deepened for a few moments, and then she sighed. “You’re right. It’s likely that I am being cold and aloof with the detective without meaning to, and that can’t be helping things. Maybe if things weren’t so antagonistic between us, she would be more likely to let things go. I think I know what to do...”

“That’s not what I meant,” Laila said, but Caroline was already out the door.
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Caroline didn’t sleep much that night. She had been far too busy for sleep.

Once morning came, she sent a message to the detective, asking where and when they should meet up for the day.

Caroline had spent most of the night setting up sensing runes throughout the city so that they would alert Laila if either of the two magical signatures she had sensed at the crime scene flared up again. If Lord Uther had his men as busy as she suspected, they wouldn’t have long to wait for them to be activated.

Caroline pulled up her car outside the address the detective had given her before sending a message to say that she had arrived.

A few moments later, the detective arrived and got into the passenger seat.

“Good morning,” Caroline said, attempting to be as cheerful as possible.

“Good morning,” the detective replied, though she had a confused frown.

Caroline nodded to the cup holders between the seats, where there were two cups of coffee. “I got you a cup in case you hadn’t had time to have anything. There should be little pots of milk and sachets of sugar in the drawer there. I mean, I’m assuming you drink coffee, you might not...”

“No, I drink coffee,” the detective quickly told her, picking up the cup closest to her. She started to drink it without adding anything.

“If you want something to eat, there are also some cookies in the back if you want to reach over and grab them,” Caroline said as she started the car and began driving.

The detective turned to look in the back before turning back with a wide-eyed stare. “Wait, where are the cookies? There are just dozens of Tupperware boxes.”

“Yeah, they’re in there. There should be little labels on each box, saying what’s in them. I started out just making some chocolate chip ones, I like to keep my hands busy while I think over problems, and then I had too many to myself, so I thought I would bring them to share today. But then I realised that a lot of the ingredients might cause problems if you had dietary restrictions. So, I made another batch where I substituted all of the dairy, but then I mostly used stuff like nut butters, and I realised you might have a nut allergy... I’ll admit, it kind of snowballed from there...”

“You made a hundred boxes of cookies because you were afraid I might be allergic to the ones you made?”

Caroline shrugged. “Well, I didn’t want to get your hopes up by bringing cookies only to disappoint you when you realised you couldn’t eat them.”

“So, you made a hundred boxes of cookies on the off chance that I might be disappointed?” Her tone was incredulous.

Caroline just shrugged again. “Yeah, well, you know... It made sense at the time... Why?”

It was the detective’s turn to shrug as she took a deep drink from her coffee. “No reason, it’s just... It’s just not something most people would do,” she eventually explained. “Especially not when we’ve been as... Well, you know, I wouldn’t have exactly called our introduction yesterday starting off on the right foot...”

Caroline nodded. “Yeah, I’m sorry about that. There are some things that I genuinely cannot explain about my procedures. It’s a matter of security that I cannot compromise, but I could have done a better job of explaining that. I have a tendency to come off as cold and aloof, and I’m not always good at keeping track of how well people are following what I’m saying. I’m usually better at realising when I’m doing it, but I was more than a little anxious yesterday about having you shadow me. I’ll try to be better about it from now on.”

The detective frowned a little at her coffee before saying, “That’s okay, I’m sure I didn’t exactly help things. I know that I can be a little headstrong at times, and I just moved here, so it’s likely to be worse right now. If you work on not being cold, I’ll work on that.”

“Good,” Caroline said with a small smile. “I would rather things not be antagonistic between us.”

“I would prefer that, too, Raven.”

“Caroline, please. I know that in English Raven is considered my surname, but it’s not used that way where I’m from. If you keep using it to refer to me, I’ll likely not even realise who you’re talking to.”

“Really? Then what do people call you when they don’t know you very well? Do you just always use your first name?”

Caroline shrugged. “I would use my title, but since that has no meaning here, my first name will suffice.”

“Then I suppose you can call me Mina. It would be strange for you to keep calling me detective if I’m using your first name.”

Caroline nodded. “Mina it is, then.”

Mina smiled as she drank the rest of her coffee, though it dropped back into a frown after a little while. “This doesn’t mean that I’m going to go easy on you over this investigation, you know?” she said. “I mean, I don’t want things to be antagonistic between us, but I cannot just stand by while you evade the law you’re pretending to uphold.”

Caroline suppressed a sigh as she said, “I’m working by my own laws. These culprits are from my homeland, and I will deal with them according to our laws.”

“You can’t just do that, though. We’re not in your homeland – wherever that is – we’re in the UK. That means abiding by UK laws unless you have some kind of diplomatic immunity, but if you had that, I doubt we would be arguing about this. No, I wouldn’t be here if you had any official sanction to be doing what you’re doing. And while I do appreciate the Chief’s point about how police deaths and other violent crime have gone down since you have been operating in the city, I don’t think that we can compromise our belief in a fair justice system over that.”

Before Caroline had a chance to respond, her phone beeped at her. She glanced down to see a text from Laila.

The wards had detected their culprit.

“I think I know where the men we’ve been chasing are,” Caroline said, quickly diverting her car to the address. “If we’re lucky, we should be able to catch them before they hurt anyone else.”

“And if we’re not lucky?”

“Then be thankful that coffee was the only thing you ingested.”

Mina nodded, her expression becoming serious as Caroline drove them to the address.

Caroline’s phone beeped again.

“From what little information we have about this ritual, it seems as if the scenes will keep getting worse,” the new message read. “If this is going to be as gruesome as the old reports suggest, you might want to avoid taking the Human.”

Caroline glanced over at Mina. The detective already knew that they were heading to the crime scene, and Caroline doubted that she could shake her now, without her realising her intention.

And if the scene were particularly gruesome, maybe that would be enough to show the detective just how out of her depth she was...

Caroline put her phone away, deciding not to listen to Laila’s advice.

“And speaking of you not following the law,” Mina said, “you really shouldn’t be on your phone while you’re driving.”

Caroline suppressed a sigh, desperate to point out that her superior reflexes made crashing unlikely, though she kept her mouth shut.

This was why she didn’t hang around Humans much.

When they reached the address, which appeared to be a bar that was closed for the day, Caroline sent her magic out to sense for any other signatures.

Just as she thought she sensed them, however, they disappeared.

The Demons had likely shifted away, having completed their work.

Caroline cursed her late arrival, knowing that if she hadn’t had the detective with her, she would have shifted to the scene herself, and potentially caught them.

Not that she thought that would necessarily stop the investigation, she doubted there were only two Demons involved in the scheme in its entirety, and if Lord Uther were smart, no one she captured would be able to tell her everything about the ritual.

She could call Uther a lot of rather negative names, but stupid wasn’t one of them.

No, this scene likely wasn’t going to give her anything the others hadn’t. If she was lucky, and Laila was right about it becoming more gruesome, that might mean that it was channelling magic in a slightly different way, which might give her a better idea of how the spell worked as a whole.

Aside from that, all the new scene would be good for would be getting rid of the detective.

That was good enough for Caroline, however, so she got out of the SUV, with Mina swiftly following.

“They’re long gone,” Caroline told her as she realised that Mina was tensed, ready for a fight.

Mina frowned. “How do you know that?”

“Just trust me,” Caroline said before moving into the empty bar, cracking the door open with her magically-enhanced strength.

“Was the door already open?” Mina asked with a frown.

Caroline shrugged. “I guess they must have broken the lock when they broke in,” she lied before moving inside.

Laila had been right, the scene was far worse than the other two had been.

The walls were painted with blood and viscera, with various innards dangling from the lights and a totem of precariously stacked body parts reaching from the centre of the room to the ceiling.

Caroline and Mina both stayed at the entrance, as the floor was coated in still-wet blood.

“What the hell happened here?” Mina demanded.

Caroline sighed. “I believe that is fairly evident.”

Mina responded with a glare, though it was short-lived. “It looks like, whoever this used to be, they were torn apart. Why would someone do this? How did they do this? I’m not even sure how that tower of limbs is standing...”

Mina’s voice was a little hoarse, but there were otherwise no signs of shock or horror. No immediate fleeing of the scene.

No, instead, seeing the horror in front of her only seemed to fuel her determination.

Caroline would have been impressed if it hadn’t been so damn inconvenient for her.

Mina’s frown deepened. “That wasn’t a rhetorical question,” she said to Caroline. “How is this possible? You don’t seem surprised to see this mess, so I’m assuming you know more than I do. To stack the limbs like that and to string up the organs on the lights... It would have taken time and equipment. But the blood on the floor and walls... There are no tracks or disturbances to suggest that anyone brought even a ladder through here. Hell, there aren’t even footprints. Not to mention, it’s still wet.”

“Maybe someone threw the blood around last.”

Mina hummed in thought. “Maybe, but... the blood at the last two scenes was from the victims.”

Caroline frowned. “How do you know that? I threw out you and the CSIs.”

Mina gave a sheepish shrug. “I might have talked Sas into looking into a couple of things from samples I kept... Anyway, that’s not the point. The point is that they would have had to drain the blood and then coat the scene in it later to get this effect. But there was no sign of drainage tools being used in the other two scenes. If I had Sas inspect the limbs here, would he find any, or would the blood be from the limbs being torn apart, which would mean that there should be some signs of disturbance in the patterns...”

Caroline just shook her head. “I find that, with things like this, it’s better not to think about them. They won’t help to solve the case, and I doubt that you truly want to know about the things that go bump in the night.”

She had meant it to come off as a joke, or maybe something that would deflect the idea that she had the knowledge Mina was seeking.

If she pretended to be just as out of the loop, it would maybe keep Mina from the truth.

But Caroline suspected she had gotten her delivery wrong, as Mina just gave her a look that she couldn’t quite decipher, though it made her uncomfortable.

“Come on, let’s go. We won’t get anything more from here,” Caroline said, unable to help but wonder if Laila hadn’t been right about leaving Mina behind...​
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“So, what about the crime scene?” Mina asked as they got back into the SUV. “I mean, we can’t just leave it like that, even if you insist that it won’t give you any more clues, which I am not convinced of.”

“My people will deal with it now that we’ve gone,” Caroline said as she texted Laila to ask her to take care of it.

Caroline felt bad about that, knowing that Laila had more than enough work to do without Caroline adding clean-up to the mix, but there was nothing she could do. With magic, the clean-up would be quick, but Caroline couldn’t exactly use her magic with Mina watching.

No, as loath as she was to do it, she had to pass the job to Laila for now.

Caroline would be sure to give her a bonus at the end of the month.

“So, what now?” Mina asked once they were in the car. “I mean, I know your people are going to clean the crime scene. I meant what do we do? You keep saying you got everything you needed from the crime scenes, so that must mean there is something else to be doing now, right? You have some leads we could be following...”

“I am following them,” Caroline said. “That was how we knew they would attack here.”

“But we were too late to do anything to stop them. Surely you have some way to better track them.”

Caroline sighed. “I do, but it will require more resources. I had hoped that my current strategy would be enough, but clearly, I was mistaken. We will take a more aggressive approach from now on.”

Mina seemed to stop paying attention to Caroline halfway through her sentence, distracted by her phone beeping at her.

“Shit,” Mina muttered as she read the text on her phone.

“What is it?” Caroline asked.

Mina sighed. “My mother just texted. Apparently, they’ve shut down buses to her house due to an accident down the road. She’s supposed to pick up my daughter from school in twenty minutes. I don’t suppose we could swing by and pick her up?”

Caroline was about to automatically say yes, but she stopped herself.

She needed Mina gone, and if severed limbs weren’t going to put her off, maybe an inflexible work environment would.

Caroline shook her head. “You’re the one saying we need to track down these killers more quickly. We’re not going to do that by taking extraneous detours for personal matters.”

Mina responded by glaring at her. “Oh? Do you have something that we could be doing right this second?”

“There is always something we could be doing,” Caroline said vaguely, though she had to admit that she didn’t exactly have something she could bring Mina along to right at that moment.

Caroline’s stomach twisted violently as Mina kept glaring at her.

She was being cruel by denying her, and as much as she knew that she needed Mina to stop shadowing her, she simply couldn’t stomach being so unnecessarily mean. It was clear that Mina was in a bind, and her worry and frustration seemed to seep into Caroline.

Demons could all sense negative emotions. They fed on them, and it strengthened their magical abilities.

But for Caroline, it was torture. She never fed from others, as she felt their emotions as strongly as her own.

While she knew other Demons could sense emotions, she never got the sense they lost the ability to differentiate between those emotions and their own the same way she did.

“Fine,” Caroline eventually said. “I suppose it will give my people time to regroup.”

The tension immediately fell from Mina’s frame, and Caroline felt relief wash over her, the knotting in her stomach briefly turning to nausea before completely falling away.

“Thank you,” Mina said.

Caroline shook her head. It didn’t feel right to accept thanks for doing something that she should have done all along.

Especially not when she knew full well that doing so meant that she had lost a chance to shake the Human.

It was the right thing to do, but Caroline couldn’t help but curse herself for being soft.

Being soft had left her incapable of dealing with the politics of the Underworld. It had led to the disgrace that had caused Caroline to spend most of her teenage years studying away in the
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