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      For Whitney

      

      my best friend and my lifelong mate

      you bring magic and laughter in my life

      just as I hope this book brings those into the world
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            Prologue: Minerva

          

        

      

    

    
      It feels really, really good to have my wand in my hands again, and I can’t help stroking it just a little bit.

      Witches shouldn’t be parted from their wands. We don’t need them, strictly speaking, but after using them to help us focus our magic for so many years, they begin to feel like an extension of our body.

      “You’re so pretty,” I whisper.

      “I hate to interrupt the two of you.” Xander’s eyes are wide and his mouth twitches with suppressed mirth. “It looks like things are getting interesting, but I had to shift into a wolf three times today, and I really want to sit down.”

      “Sure, take a load off your paws.” I tuck my wand into my shoulder bag and scooch toward the armrest of the enormous, oversized corduroy sofa we always hog at Grand Central Gloffee.

      “Anything you want to share?” Xander plops down in the center of the sofa and leans back. All joking aside, he has no paws. He’s just your average werewolf—shaggy hair that never stays neatly combed, golden eyes, and a rangy build that’s deceptively strong. “I could use some good news.”

      Bevin tucks one of her blonde dreadlocks behind her ear, setting her peace charm spinning. “Minerva just finished her Institute of Magical Justice classes and they gave her wand back.”

      “Whoa.” Xander straightens, his bright gold eyes flashing. “So you’ve been reinstated?”

      I shrug. “It takes some time for the paperwork to get processed, but next week, probably.”

      Clark pushes through the front door and drags himself over to us, stopping next to the sofa. He sighs dramatically, his shoulders slumped, and his face drooped like a basset hound. It’s been like that way too often lately. “Hey.”

      Xander coughs. “Looks like someone needs a joy spell cast on their glatté again.”

      “No, I’m fine,” Clark says. “Really.”

      “You just don’t want your sister to do it,” Xander says. “Who knows what might happen? It could singe your nose hairs.”

      Clark unhooks his shoulder bag and drops it next to the sofa. “I could cast my own joy spell, but that’s not going to work. Not today. Work finally processed the court order and gave half my savings to Carly, which means I’m both broke and officially single.”

      “That doesn’t sound so bad,” Izaak says. “I mean, half of a savings account’s still better than no savings at all.” He’s sprawled out in the big orange lounger near the counter. Even when he’s not using his vampiric charm, there’s still just something about Izaak that draws magical people to him. I can’t tell if it’s his impressive build, killer smile, or his gorgeous dark brown skin. Of course, something also repels the humans—maybe the same thing. That’s why he can’t seem to get the jobs he wants no matter how hard he tries.

      Xander stands up and nudges Clark into his spot on the couch. “But hey, buddy, at least that’s over, right? The misery has finally ended.”

      Clark’s shoulders slump even more, which I hadn’t thought was possible, and he sighs. “But I didn’t want to get divorced at all.”

      When Xander circles around me and perches on the arm of the sofa, he meets my eyes and rolls his. I can’t blame Xander, even if Clark is my brother. His celebrity lookalike was always Eeyore from Winnie-the-Pooh, but Clark has come to resemble him a bit too much in the past few months.

      Maybe Xander’s right. Even if I wind up roasting Clark’s nose hairs in the attempt, I may need to cast a joy spell.

      “I even offered to quit my job in spell research and follow her anywhere she wanted to go,” Clark says for the nine millionth time. “I offered to live as a human entirely. Why wasn’t that enough for Carly?”

      “Because humans don’t like our world, not deep down,” Xander says. “They know they’ll never belong here, whereas you live and breathe magic.”

      “Actually, I kind of get why he’s all ‘woe is me.’” Bevin smiles.

      “Thank you,” Clark says. “At least someone’s trying to see it from my point of view.”

      “I mean, being married would be nice,” Bevin says. “Then I wouldn’t have to clip my toenails anymore.”

      “Huh?” I turn to stare at her blankly.

      So does everyone else.

      I even glance down at her toenails, to see whether they’re like super long or crusty or something. I’d have thought in the time we were roommates I’d have noticed if that was the case, but who knows? Maybe demon-spawn have particularly gnarly toenails.

      But no, they look perfectly normal. They’re even polished a very non-threatening shade of baby blue.

      “My future wife will definitely do that for me,” Bevin says, as if we should understand what she’s talking about. “It’s my least favorite thing in the world to do, and isn’t that what marriage is all about? Having someone to do all the things you hate doing yourself?”

      “Like, eating your broccoli?” Izaak asks.

      “You’re an adult, Izaak,” Clark says. “You can choose not to eat any broccoli at all.”

      “Tell that to my mom,” Izaak says.

      “No, you’re all wrong,” Xander says. “Being rich is about telling other people to do stuff you don’t want to do. Being married is about having the same person to complain to all the time. But then you’re stuck pretending that you’re not annoyed about all the things they do that drive you crazy.”

      “Gee, your future wife is in for a real treat,” I say.

      “No, Bevin’s right,” Clark says. “I mean, I hate having to call in take-out orders, and Carly always did that for me.”

      Izaak groans. “You’ve got to stop the crying, fam. You’re better off without her.”

      “He’s right,” I say. “I can call in to-go orders for you, and I promise not to take half your retirement account in exchange.”

      “But you work nights.” Clark somehow looks even more depressed. “You’re usually busy when I want something to eat.”

      Everyone looks anywhere but at Clark. I can’t totally blame them. He’s been a bit of a black hole of whiney need lately, but after a few minutes it gets awkward, so I take action.

      I kick Xander.

      “Oh, fine,” he says, “when Minerva’s busy, I’ll do it.”

      “No,” Clark says. “You know what? Don’t bother. Clearly none of you want to be there for me.”

      “Fine.” Bevin groans. “Out of all of us, your toenails are probably the grossest, but I’ll clip them, okay?” She starts rummaging around inside her purse.

      “Yeah, thanks,” Clark says, “but that’s okay. I’ll just keep clipping my own.”

      “Let me get you something to drink.” I wave at Gavin, and he sets his empty tray down and trots over.

      “What can I get you?” Gavin grins at Izaak. He always looks annoyed. . . unless Izaak’s around. He’s had a crush on Izaak for so long that it doesn’t even irritate me anymore. I just take advantage of the superior service and premium seats.

      “One glafficino,” I say, “extra foam, and put a flower on top.”

      Clark perks up a little. “And maybe a dash of cinnamon?”

      “And a muffin,” Izaak says. “One of those blueberry ones.”

      “Actually, I don’t really like blueberries,” Clark says.

      “I know.” Izaak bites his lip. “The muffin’s for me.”

      I roll my eyes.

      “And one blueberry muffin,” Gavin says with a smile, “for the best-looking actor in New York.”

      Izaak really should stop flirting. He couldn’t be less gay if he tried, but since he keeps turning down every part he gets that’s a villain—which is all of them—he’s so broke that he’d do most anything to keep the free muffins coming.

      Someone in the back corner turns on the television. I barely register what they’re saying, because the Supernatural News Network, or SNN, is usually such shoddy news that I’m accustomed to ignoring it.

      Until Bevin squeals. “Oh my holy Gabriel, it’s about the royal wedding.”

      “For the last time, it’s not a royal wedding,” Xander says.

      “Roxana Goldenscales is a princess—her mother Althea was the last princess of Maynila, daughter of Rajah Sulayman.” Like demon-spawn who live a very long life, dragona can live upwards of a thousand years.

      “Wait, where’s Maynila?” Izaak asks. “Have I never heard of it because I didn’t pay attention at school, or because it’s like super old?”

      “Super old.” Bevin sighs. “I can’t believe she’s marrying that gorgeous Russian Prince. It’s like a fairy tale.”

      “He’s not a Russian prince,” I say. “Russia isn’t ruled by princes anymore. He’s just a dragona prince, which is more like a mob boss than actual royalty.” I’ve kept up with the whole thing a little, since I know Roxana. Or maybe it’s more accurate to say that I knew her.

      “His mob runs Russia,” Bevin says, “which is basically the same thing as being a prince. And he’s so hot, he could almost turn me straight.”

      “Hey,” Izaak says. “You said I was the only one hot enough to turn you straight.”

      Bevin blows Izaak a kiss. “You know I love you the most.”

      Izaak leans back in his chair with a confident grin. “Yeah, you do.”

      “But if that man walked through those doors?” Bevin points. “Have you seen his wingspan? You do know what they say about a dragon’s wingspan, don’t you?”

      “Eww. Impressive wingspan or not, Roxana doesn’t look very happy in any of the interviews about the wedding,” Clark says. “And I read that they still haven’t even met face-to-face.”

      “They meet in a few days.” Bevin claps her hands. “I can’t wait to see how it goes.”

      Xander bats his eyes. “Oh yes, I won’t be able to sleep a wink until I see whether that dragon shifter and his lovely bride are really the match made in heaven they appear to be.”

      “Hey, did you ever get an invite to the wedding?” Clark asks. “I could be your plus one.”

      “No matter how handsome you look, she’s not going to call off her wedding for you,” I say. “Not even if you blew all your savings on that countenance upgrade spell.”

      Clark rolls his eyes. “Please. Not everything is about looks. When you’re as beautiful as her, you transcend stuff like that.”

      “You’re saying that you’d like her if she looked like Janet Reno?” I ask.

      Clark frowns. “Janet Reno? Really?” He sighs. “She and I had a moment a few years ago, you know, and she might remember it. That’s my point.”

      “Oh, please. You had an eyelash on your cheek and she brushed it off,” I say.

      “Before you barged in, her fingers were lingering.”

      “You’re delusional,” I say.

      “I wouldn’t mind clipping her toenails for the next forty years,” Clark says. “That’s all I’m saying.”

      “Me either,” Bevin says.

      “Actually, count me in, too,” Izaak says.

      “You’re all crazy,” I say. “In less than a week, she’ll be married, and she’ll fly away to Russia, and none of us will ever see her again.”
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      Most mistakes in life are no big deal, even the big ones. After an apology, restitution, and a little time or training, eventually everything is fine.

      But occasionally, a tiny error can land you in hot water.

      Or boiling water, in my case.

      Three months ago, while trying to apprehend a vampire who was feeding on blitzed people in a hot tub on the rooftop of a residential building, one of my spells misfired. Instead of a freeze spell, I let off a heat flash. . .and everyone in the hot tub boiled like lobsters. Thanks to a few strong potions, everyone survived, and were mostly fine within 48 hours, but the vampire I was trying to arrest, well. He was the son of their Sublime Chancellor.

      Yeah, it’s a really stupid name. Magical organizations are kind of famous for those.

      But vampires vote as a bloc, and the New York Paranormal Affairs Chief is an elected position. So when his daddy called my boss, Chief Lumos had to do something.

      I’ve been on probation ever since, and let me tell you, having to take remedial magic courses really sucks. Usually magic is fun—spell casting, potions, circles, wards, I like most all of it. But getting sent to remedial magic class is like a plumber being sentenced to spend three months unclogging toilets. Boring, embarrassing, and it stinks.

      If I’m being honest, the class hasn’t even really fixed my problem. My magic has been erratic and unreliable since I was a baby. These classes may have helped me learn how to mask my failures more effectively, but I’m pretty sure the real reason I was finally cleared is that my instructors got sick of me.

      Until my recertification paperwork comes through, I have to earn my paycheck somehow.

      Which is how I got stuck as the NYPAD liaison to initiates from the human world. In general, the sharpest crayons are not assigned to coordinate departments.

      “You’re saying that there are cops out there running around who are actual vampires?” The chunky man with ruddy cheeks leans back in his chair, his disbelief palpable.

      There’s an art to explaining the supernatural world to people who only know about parodies, like Twilight or Interview with a Vampire. I usually start with vampires, because most humans want to believe they exist. It makes for an easier transition.

      But sometimes, like with this guy, it’s better to just rip the Band-Aid off.

      “I think I got ahead of myself.” I sigh. “A war has been waged for more than a thousand years.”

      “A war has been waged? Isn’t that a little melodramatic?” He looks around the room. “Are you recording the introduction to Star Wars here?”

      Do not smack the fat, rude human, Minerva, not when you’re already in trouble. “This is real.” I cross my arms, expecting another interruption.

      He, miraculously, stays quiet.

      “The akero, embodiment of all that is light and good, and the daimoni, the epitome of all that is dark and evil, have clashed over and over and over. You’d think they’d have realized the futility of it, but they never did. It’s like an epically bad marriage, where the husband and wife are both taking out life insurance policies and making plans.”

      Officer Stevens drops the front feet of his chair back to the ground. “Wait, are you actually serious about this?”

      I pull out the laminated photos of the akero, who look like the most gorgeous angels you could imagine, and drop them on the plastic card table in front of him. “I’m not a stand-up comedian.”

      He splays the cards out and hunches over them, finally stopping to stare at the most predictable card, the image of Raguel, the akero who embodies joy. The priestess who snapped the photo managed to catch a shot where she has her arms raised, her face upturned toward the Northern Lights, her expression rapturous. It’s a moving photo. I’ve seen grown men cry while looking at it.

      Not Officer Derpey here, but you know, emotionally intelligent ones.

      “You’re saying the angels and demons are here? On Earth?”

      “I haven’t explained that part yet.” He’s wrecking the rhythm of this, and that kind of thing matters with stories. “Their most epic battles happened in many different places. They’re so evenly matched that neither side could gain any advantage. It was sort of like two kids leveling each others’ sand castles, over and over and over.”

      “Sand castles?”

      Mental note: analogies are wasted on Officer Derpey. “Something shattered the delicate balance between light and dark, and neither of them will fess up to what that was.”

      “Something?”

      “That’s when the angel Gabriel, their leader, directed the akero to flee for the first time. And of course, the daimoni have doggedly pursued them ever since.”

      Officer Stevens blinks.

      “First, the daimoni caught up to them on the dragon shifters’ planet, and they fought again, until they destroyed that whole world.”

      “Like another sand castle?” He smirks.

      Maybe there is hope for him. “Exactly,” I say. “The akero saved what dragona were still alive and took them along when they fled.”

      “Okay, and the dragona?”

      “They look like you or I.” Although they have significantly less flop sweat than he has right now, but I don’t feel like I need to make that distinction. “The male dragona can shift into the form of a dragon—enormous, magical beasts who can fly and breathe fire.”

      “Like Smaug?” He raises his eyebrows. “Seriously?”

      “They don’t stay that way, and they don’t ravage towns anymore, but yes. Kind of like that, actually.”

      “Did you say only the males?”

      “Dragona are born more than twenty to one, male to female, hatched from eggs only a female dragona can lay. The women, in a fit of universal injustice, can’t shift into dragon form. The dragona claim it’s only been that way since they came to Earth. It’s one of the many things I’d like to bug the akero about if they ever deigned to talk to a lowly NYPAD officer like me.”

      He’s spluttering, but I decide to move along anyway.

      “Anyhow, the akero reached the werewolves’ home next, and the story played out in exactly the same way. And then verse three with the vampires, too. Each time the akero fled, they dragged the weary and broken survivors from the last place they destroyed along with them, earnestly seeking a new, sustainable home in a place where the daimoni couldn’t reach.”

      “And now they’re here?”

      “Ding ding,” I say. “They’ve been here for over a thousand years now, actually. They finally found what they were looking for on Earth.”

      “The daimoni can’t come on Earth?” He’s clutching his badge like it’s a strand of rosary beads or something, his eyes hopeful. At least he’s not scoffing anymore.

      “Ironically, it wasn’t the akero themselves who found the solution. Apparently one of the akero, the stories disagree upon which, did something they’d never done, something the angel Gabriel had forbidden.”

      He leans forward, and I realize I’ve got him. In human movies and television, the most unrealistic part is how much characters struggle with accepting the paranormal world. Most humans at their most basic want to believe in fairies and werewolves and magic. The second they catch a whiff, they’re like a kid with an empty Pez dispenser, begging for more.

      “One of them banged a human and made a baby.”

      His jaw drops.

      “Angel-spawn, they called them.”

      I can see it, like I always can, the second it occurs to Officer Derpey that he might one day hook up with an akero.

      “Don’t hold your breath, dude. It hasn’t happened since the first decade they were on our planet.”

      His disappointment’s palpable. I almost feel sorry for him. It’s like I offered him the best of all hope and then snatched it away. I probably shouldn’t show them photos, but they usually don’t listen until I do.

      “The good news for us is that creating a little horde of angel-spawn worked. They were able to cast the daimoni out and set up wards to keep them out permanently.”

      “So the demons can’t come to Earth. . .because of the angel babies? Are you sure they don’t need any more, because I’d be more than willing to⁠—”

      “You know what? I think they’re good.” I’m about to use my cold shower spell on this guy if he doesn’t stop.

      “How do we know someone’s angel-spawn? Do they have wings like the akero do?”

      “They looked like normal humans, as I understand it, no wings. The bigger problem was that the angel-spawn couldn’t find mates among humans—they were too different—and they obviously didn’t belong with the angels. So they married one another, and that created the race of humans known as mages. Witches and wizards, who can cast spells with power that’s linked to but different from the akero’s magic.”

      “That’s what you are, right?”

      I cringe a bit. “Yes, I’m a witch.”

      “So, it’s not like all the angel-spawn are super hot.”

      I am going to punch this guy. Two chops right to the throat. “I’m not angel-spawn. I’m a mage, but good call insulting someone who can turn you into a toad.” It’s not strictly true, but he’s getting on my nerves.

      “But the paperwork I got said there’s demon-spawn, too.”

      Right to the dark side. Guys like this are the reason the New York subways smell like a sewer. “Yes, and that’s where things turn south. The wards created by the angel-spawn, and maintained by the akero ever since, can be broken.”

      “Like Smaug’s missing scale.” He grips the table with both hands.

      It’s like he thinks we’re part of a movie. “This is my life, dude, and it’s about to be yours. Stop comparing it to The Hobbit.”

      He nods his head, almost chagrined.

      “The daimoni can be summoned here temporarily, although being inside the warding spells causes terrible pain, like, worse than stepping on a Lego, I hear.”

      He frowns.

      No sense of humor, this guy.

      “But they come anyway because they want to create demon-spawn. That’s their only chance of breaking the wards. Once born, demon-spawn long to descend, which they do by committing sins that will help their nature shift toward that of their fathers.”

      “Are you saying all demons are male?”

      Maybe he’s not a complete lump after all. “Good question. No, they’re not all male. Half of them are, but obviously a female demon can’t stay here long enough to become pregnant and have a child, so all demon-spawn are children of the male demons.”

      “Huh. That’s wild.”

      “These children, the demon-spawn, literally become more and more like demons themselves as they do bad things. It hasn’t happened yet, but their ultimate goal is for one of them to Descend, with a capital D. That’s when a demon-spawn literally becomes a daimon, but because it started as a human with a right to be on Earth, its existence would shatter the wards.”

      “And then those things could all come in and that same battle would level Earth?”

      I nod. “Exactly.”

      Officer Derpey’s command of swear words is fairly impressive, really. His parents must’ve been from Jersey.

      I wait for him to calm down enough that I can continue. “There are eight deadly sins, and a demon-spawn would have to commit each one in order to Descend. Each time they accomplish one, they gain a new power, and a burst of magic is released. At the NYPAD, we track those, and we ensure that no demon-spawn are allowed to descend past level six.”

      “How? How do you do that?”

      “There’s an elite group within our organization, the guardians, and they eliminate demon-spawn when they descend a sixth time.”

      “Why not just kill them all immediately?” He’s got crazy eyes. Slap some camouflage rubber boots on him and give him a shotgun, and he could play the part of a paranoid prepper in any movie Hollywood has made.

      “There are thousands of demon-spawn living constructive lives and not-so-constructive lives, all over the world. We can’t kill them for how they were born. You should know that already. That’s what makes us the good guys.”

      He mutters, “Sounds like that’s what makes us the stupid guys.”

      “Believe me when I say, we all agree that no demon-spawn can be allowed to Descend. If the daimoni had access to Earth, it would mark the end of everything.”

      That’s why I’ve always wanted to be a guardian myself; it’s why I’ve been desperate for it.

      But there’s no way they’ll ever select a magical flunkie like me. My own personal Everest? Figure out how to stop flubbing all these spells so I can fill my real purpose: protecting the world from the daimoni threat just like my dad did.

      “If all these creatures are out there, how will I know—they could have been walking all around me before now?”

      “They have been walking around you before now.”

      “But how can I know which ones they are?” He’s showing the whites of his eyes, like a panicked horse.

      “We all drink gloffee daily—it’s like your coffee, but it tastes way better, and it works to disguise us from the humans. It’s a glamour spell, basically.”

      “So I won’t ever be able to⁠—”

      I point at his badge. “That’s charmed. When you’re wearing that, the glaffour berries won’t work their magic.”

      He swallows. “So I’ll be able to tell⁠—”

      “Vampires move a little too fast. They almost look blurry around the edges when they’re in a hurry. Werewolves usually look a little hairy and sound a little gruff. And witches and wizards usually carry a wand.”

      “That’s the only way I’ll know?”

      I shrug. “I can sense them—it’s a magical thing. Werewolves, dragona, and vampires can smell each other. Humans—you just need to keep your eyes open and watch for the cues. Eventually you’ll start to pick up on it, too.”

      When the door bangs open, I start.

      “Officer Lucent?”

      My partner Amber never calls me that, but with a human around, she’s acting all formal. It’s kind of cute.

      “Yes, Officer Crimson, what can I do for you?”

      “We just caught a case,” she says. “An urgent one.”

      I blink. “But I won’t be cleared until next week.”

      She thrusts a paper at me. “Looks like your paperwork got expedited. You’re back on duty.”

      Oh, thank Gabe. I stand up. “Alright, Officer Struppins⁠—”

      “It’s Stevens,” he says.

      “Whatever. I’m out of here. If you have questions. . . don’t ask me.”
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      It’s not like zombies are universally adored. Most people dislike them, and for good reason. They’re gross, they smell, and they usually have weeping sores that don’t heal until the tainted blood has left their system and their bodies can heal. Oh, and they mumble even worse than George W. Bush at a press conference.

      But me?

      I really despise them. It’s probably because as an NYPAD officer, we’re always the ones getting called to deal with them so that humans don’t get bothered.

      And they’re so shuffly, and slobbery, and just. . .ugh. They smell so bad.

      You’d think that with a vampire partner, I’d be a little more tolerant, but Amber’s actually way jerkier to them than I am.

      “Just give up already, you lousy leech.” Amber body checks the shuffling zombie, and he slams into the brick wall in the alley and slumps to the ground.

      I crouch behind him, an extra strong zip tie in my hand.

      “Really? You’re still using zip ties?” Amber groans. “But you were cleared to cast spells again.”

      I was hoping she wouldn’t notice. “It’s been a while, and I’m rusty.” I slide the zip tie around the zombie’s wrists and cinch it tight.

      “I thought you cast the same six spells over and over in there. Didn’t you?” Amber lifts his arms a little too much and he moans. She bites off the extra plastic sticking off the end of his zip ties and spits it on the ground.

      Sometimes I envy the vampires and their superhuman strength—and razor sharp teeth. I’m stuck using a pocketknife or scissors for things like that. Let me tell you, carrying around a pair of scissors is not a way to look cooler at the department.

      “Let’s go, slug.” Amber wrenches the poor guy’s arms backward and uses the pressure to lever him to his feet.

      “At least our squad car’s parked just down the alley,” I say. “I don’t think I could stand to watch him lurch and fumble very far.”

      “Mraaow.” The zombie sounds almost like Charlie Brown’s mom. He keeps turning toward Amber when he tries to talk, like she’ll be more lenient. That’s his biggest mistake.

      “Don’t look at me with those glossy eyes,” she practically spits. “You were taught in kindergarten what would happen if you drank the blood of someone who’s impaired, so this is on you. I’m sick of cleaning up after you, and taxpayers shouldn’t have to pay for you to sit in the zombie tank until all that blood has left your system.”

      We finally reach the squad car and Amber shoves him into the back seat and slams the door with a sigh. “Why do we always get zombie duty? I swear, if one more of those gluttonous slobs pukes boozy O positive in the back of our car⁠—”

      “We can’t leave them on the streets. They’re too baked to drink gloffee and then the humans can see everything.”

      “We get great TV shows and movies from it, though,” she says.

      “Great? That word might be a little strong.”

      “Hey, The Walking Dead⁠—”

      The magical blast hits us both at the same time, and I rock back on my heels. Amber lunges for the driver’s side door, blocking me from taking the wheel like a vampire meat-shield. “No. Not this time.”

      I don’t bother trying to kick her out of my seat. The last time I tried that, it was like wrestling with an octopus. Instead, I climb into the passenger side like the polite partner that I am. “Can we go? It’s so close. Please? If the guardians are already there, no big deal, we can just leave. But if we don’t go and the guardians are too far away, the demon-spawn could escape.”

      She folds her arms and shakes her head. “I promised the Chief.”

      “What?” I blink. “What does that mean?”

      “It was the only way he’d clear you.” She sighs. “Did you know that ninety-nine percent of your misfires come when we’re onsite after a demon-spawn descends?”

      Probably because that’s when I’m in the biggest rush. “I misfire plenty, even when there aren’t descending demon-spawn around.” That doesn’t seem like it strengthens my argument. “That came out wrong.”

      “We’re going back to the department. Right now.” She turns the car on.

      With no time to waste, I yank out my trump card right away. “If you take me, I’ll let you drink my blood.”

      Her eyes flash more golden than I’ve seen in weeks. Her manicured fingernails circle the steering wheel and dig into the palms of her hands. Mage blood is almost impossible for vampires to get, and they all love it.

      “You can drink it right now, in advance. That way you’ll be at your strongest when we reach the site.” I slice my forearm and grab a Dixie cup from this morning’s gloffee.

      Her moan when the smell of my blood hits is not unlike the noise the zombie in the backseat was making a moment before, and I feel a little dirty offering it to her. But with my magical dysfunction, I need to catch a descending demon-spawn to be taken seriously as a guardian prospect.

      “Do we have a deal?”

      She practically rips my arm off, she grabs the wilted paper cup so fast, but then she takes forever sipping on the little bit of blood.

      “Come on, let’s go!” I don’t want my hustle to be a complete waste.

      Which, as usual, it totally is. By the time we reach the scene, only a few blocks away, it’s already crawling with Land Rover Defenders—the official guardian car. “Mother Feather."

      “Hey, don’t be mad. It’s good they’re here,” Amber says. “We all want to make sure we catch and register the demon-spawn. As long as that happens, we all win.”

      “Oh, shut up,” I say.

      Amber pats my hand, like my granny used to when I struck out in t-ball. “There will always be more demon-spawn breaking the rules. It’s a constant in life, like werewolves shedding on the sofa, men peeing on the toilet seat, and cockroaches hiding under the fridge. Demon-spawn descend. It’s what they do.”

      It always irritates me when she makes those kinds of generalizations. “Some demon-spawn are trying to be good, and one day I will meet a man who lifts the toilet seat.”

      “That kind of naiveté is the real reason you’ll never be a guardian.” She puts the car back into gear and heads back toward the precinct.

      “Whoa, we’re going back?”

      “In case you forgot.” She jams her thumb over her shoulder at Mr. Shuffles. “I’ll run him downstairs, and you can dive into all the files.”

      I’ve been so busy with liaison work and remedial spell training that I haven’t touched the files in weeks. Amber knows it’s been taunting me. “Stop using that as a lure,” I complain. “I’m good at other stuff, too. For instance, I’m great at fieldwork.”

      “Sure you are,” she says. “Of course.”

      And it’s like t-ball all over again.

      She’s not really being that mean. Amber knows that I love organizing the files. Paranormal Affairs Officers are disgusting slobs who can barely fill out a form, much less give it the care it requires to be easy to access later. After two years of being the only officer with organized and efficient records, the Chief finally begged me to take over the whole system.

      Not that anyone thanks me for it.

      “I did get approved for casting again.”

      “I’m the one who found out you were cleared, but you used a zip tie just now. Remember?” Amber sighs. “Maybe next time, you leave them in the car and take your wand.”

      I don’t bother making excuses. With someone else, maybe, but Amber has been there for every misfired spell, every overcast one, and all the underpowered ones, too.

      “You’re so smart. I don’t get why⁠—”

      “The class the Chief put me in worked,” I say with a confidence I don’t entirely feel.

      “Did it really?” Amber looks pretty unsure.

      I don’t completely blame her. The last freeze spell that misfired left her standing stock still with her hand out in an alley for three hours. By the time she regained use of her own limbs, the other PA officers had magicked a mustache on her. It didn’t disappear for two days.

      “Repetition is the key,” I say. “I cast the spells so many times that I can’t overthink them.”

      “That’s what they think the problem is?” She frowns. “You’re overthinking them?”

      No one really knows what the problem is. I’m smart enough. My aptitude and magic levels are plenty high. But just like in school, I’m erratic at casting. “It’ll be fine. I certified in the main six spells, and they signed off for me to come back.” Or, like SpongeBob’s driving teacher, mine passed me because my instructor never wanted to see me again.

      “Well, I’m really glad you’re back.” Amber smiles.

      I should be counting my blessings—not many partners would be so willing to take me back after obligatory magical rehab, or so supportive after my frequent failings. It’s not even like the last incident was an anomaly. Poor Amber has been zapped, frozen, put to sleep, forced to spill secrets, and stunned more times than I can count. “Thanks for always having my back.”

      Amber shrugs. “You’re the smartest officer we’ve got. If you were great at casting, you’d have been made guardian years ago. You’d probably be gunning for the Chief’s job.”

      I hate that she’s right. If only.

      The mood’s unexpectedly somber back at the precinct. No one’s laughing, no one’s even speaking loudly. It makes our zombie friend especially irritating as he fumbles and groans and moans his way through the front entry.  I glance at Amber to see if she has any idea what’s going on. A quick, small shake of her head tells me she’s as lost as me.

      “I’ll take him.” She eyes the three-foot tall stack of files on the edge of our shared desk apprehensively. “You better get started or we might die under an avalanche of paper.”

      Outwardly I groan, but the little organizer inside of me squeals with glee. Sometimes I put off organizing the files just so I have more to do all at once. After I start, I stop paying attention to much else. But the four hours it takes me are glorious! When I come up for air, Amber’s still playing on her phone.

      “Plants versus zombies again?” I roll my eyes. “That app is so old.”

      “They added new levels,” she says. “And look?” She spins her phone around. “The new zombies have fangs! They finally got it right.”

      “We have, what? An hour left on our shift?” I yawn—sometimes night shifts suck, but if I switched to days, I’d get assigned a new partner. Vampires are too sleepy to work day shifts, and in spite of her flaws, I do love Amber.

      The front door of the precinct opens, and a burst of air puffs through the department. “They really should’ve added double doors,” Amber says. “It’s annoying how every single time someone comes in, the entire room gets windy.” She shivers.

      But we all look at the door to see who’s entering out of habit, and maybe that’s why they never bothered with the double doors.

      I’m rewarded with the face I like most in this world. He’s wearing his usual black shirt, dark jeans, and a black leather jacket. His hair’s clean cut and combed, as always. He looks like every male detective in America wishes they looked. Muscles, clean jawline, deep chocolate eyes. “Ricky,” I whisper.

      “Ooh,” Amber says. “Look who’s here. Guardian Eye Candy.”

      I shove her.

      “Wonder what he’s here for.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      As if. He barely even knows I exist.

      “Hey Minerva.” Ricky waves, but he doesn’t walk toward our desk. He heads straight for the Chief’s office.

      I hate that I’m disappointed.

      He pauses outside the door and pulls something out of a slim briefcase. I wouldn’t have thought he’d even own a briefcase, but he manages to pull it off. He presses a paper against the Chief’s window, whispering a silent sticking spell, and then pushes through into his office.

      “What’dya think that is?” Amber points at the sign.

      I squint, but I can’t quite make out the words.

      When I finally edge close enough to read it, a pulse of excitement runs through me. GUARDIAN POSITION OPEN. INTERNAL APPLICATIONS WELCOMED.

      My timing couldn’t be better—cleared for duty just as they open a new spot? “It’s fate,” I say. “It must be.”

      “Fate?” Amber rolls her eyes. “That demon-spawn today killed a guardian—didn’t you hear? Or were you too enraptured with the files?” She shakes her head. “That’s not fate. It’s shizzy luck, which by the way, is kind of standard for guardians.”

      “But they caught him,” I say. “Or her.”

      “Yeah, and they registered another demon mark and let them go.” She scowls. “They should just kill them after a single mark like they used to. All this PC crap is obnoxious.”

      For as different as they are, she sounds a lot like the human I was educating at the beginning of my shift. I didn’t bother with him, but I never let it slide with Amber. “They don’t really get dangerous until they’ve got three or four marks,” I say. “A few might be accidental.”

      “Demons descend when they sin,” Amber says. “One mark is one sin—I still think allowing them to register each new one and then not eliminating them until they have six is a huge mistake.”

      “We didn’t make that call,” I say. “The akero did⁠—”

      “But we’re the ones out here carrying out the mighty akero’s dictates, and it’s our butts on the line,” Amber says.

      She’s always been a little sacrilegious, but this feels worse. I drop my voice to a whisper. “Please tell me you haven’t been going to any more of those meetings.”

      Amber shakes her head. “I promised you, didn’t I?”

      If I didn’t love Amber so much, I’d already have turned her in. Radical anti-angel secret societies and PA officers shouldn’t mix. “Good. Don’t.”

      “Not going doesn’t change my irritation. Why don’t they keep the world safe from the threat they brought here? Why do we have to do all their work for them?”

      “They created the wards,” I say. “It’s our job to keep them intact by preventing any demons from Descending on Earth.” Arguing with her is a waste of time, but sometimes I forget.

      I redirect to what matters. Ogling Ricky with sideways glances while preparing my guardian application. Since I’ve saved most of the component parts of the application over the years, it goes together quickly, which is good. It’s almost shift change. I’m just waiting for Ricky to stand up and leave, and then I can hand him my application directly. “I’ve about got this finished.”

      “You know I think it’s dumb, but I really do wish you good luck,” Amber says.

      “It can’t hurt to be the first one who applies, right?”

      Her snort tells me that she feels the same way about my application as I do about her unpopular opinion on our angel overlords, as she calls them.

      “What’s that I hear?” Peter Chester sneers. “Officer Floppy Wand’s applying to be a guardian again?”

      “Why do you care?” I ignore his crass jabs. “You’re still too afraid to apply yourself.”

      “Not being insane isn’t the same thing as being afraid.” He folds his arms. “But you just keep right on banging your head against that wall, expecting a different result.”

      “I just completed⁠—”

      “Remedial magic.” He laughs. “That’s like Hogwarts Pre-K. Bravo, you can cast level one spells with reasonable competency. I mean, joining the guardians makes sense to me. You’re exactly the kind of officer who should become cannon fodder for some filthy demon-spawn.”

      “Look—”

      Amber bares her teeth at Peter and snaps.

      “Keep your bloodsucker on a leash,” Peter says. “Or when Rufus gets here⁠—”

      “I don’t need to use a leash. You’re the one with a dog.”

      “Very original,” Peter says.

      “I still can’t believe your new werewolf partner’s named Rufus,” I say.

      “Oh?” Peter asks. “In addition to misfiring spells, you’re struggling to remember names now?”

      “Actually, I think the name’s perfect for him. I had a dog named Rufus,” I say, “and he drooled on everything and took dumps while squatting, just like your partner.”

      I know I got to him, because the dumb falcon that always sits on his shoulder fluffs up and squawks. “You have a better chance of being crowned Miss America than you do of making guardian.”

      The door cracks open and Ricky walks out, closing it behind him.

      “I guess we’ll see,” I say. “Because I’m applying right now.” I walk toward the guardian and hold out my application. “Here.”

      “Thanks, Minerva.” If Ricky’s voice was candy, it would be dark chocolate syrup. Rich, thick, and deep.

      “You can just toss that in the trash on your way out and save everyone some time,” Peter says.

      Ricky eyes Peter up and down slowly. With the two of them standing side by side, the difference is incomparable. If they were in a Hollywood movie, Peter would be played by Chris Evans before the Captain America serum, and Ricky’s definitely the after.

      Peter’s mouth, previously quirked up in disdain, flattens under the inspection.

      Ricky slides my application into his briefcase. “Only one new recruit has applied every single time we’ve opened a position.” He tosses his head at me. “Every single guardian in New York knows the name Minerva Lucent. She’s brave, she’s energetic, and I think that one day, she’ll serve the akero as a guardian.” He snorts. “You, on the other hand? I have no idea who you are, and I bet I never do.”

      I wait until Ricky’s gone before I start to fan myself.

      “He’s just being nice, you know.” Peter shrugs. “I couldn’t care less whether they know who I am. Guardians’ average life expectancy is thirty-five. Did you know that?”

      I did, actually. “But what they do for the world can’t be measured.”

      “Okay, Sparky,” Amber says. “Let’s go check on Mr. Shuffles.”

      I know what she’s doing—trying to defuse this situation before I wind up
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