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        Devi Lawson has a talent for breaking the rules. It's second only to her skill at hunting down demons -- too bad the angelic guild of celestial soldiers didn't appreciate her efforts. In fact, they kicked her out.

         

        And now she's being accused of murdering one of their own.

         

        To clear her name, she must work hand in hand with the demons she used to hunt, including the sexy warlock Nikolas Castor. Not only is his magic entirely too close to the killer she's hunting, but he seems to think Devi is marked by a demon, too.

         

        Before long, Devi is neck-deep in trouble. Distrusted by her former allies and in serious danger of the real reason she left the guild making it into the light, Devi must catch the killer before he unleashes literal hell on Earth.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “I have a question,” said the vampire, leaning on the bar next to me. “If you screw a celestial soldier, does that guarantee you a place in heaven?”

      “No,” I said, “but I can offer you a one-way ticket to hell if you take one more step.” I lifted my hand to show the celestial mark on the underside of my wrist. It was shaped like an arrowhead, and his proximity—like any preternatural being—brought out a flash of white light underneath the tanned skin of my wrist. If I turned the power up to max, he’d probably go up in flames. The vamp’s cocky grin slipped, and he quickly slunk away back to his mates on the other side of the bar.

      I switched off the light and took another sip of my drink. On reflection, this wasn’t the type of bar you went to if you preferred to avoid attention. Even if I hid my tattoo, my aura was visible to certain people—piercingly white, like the Divinity who’d given me the mark. It didn’t fit with my cheap tank top and jeans, but I’d deliberately played down my appearance. The trouble with places like this is that if you’re not one of them, they catch on pretty fast. Still, a job was a job, and my client had offered a reasonable bonus… if he ever showed up. I’d been here an hour and had burned through my patience when it came to rowdy vamps playing drinking games and knocking glasses over. Whoever thought vampires were a bunch of ancient stiffs had never been to the Royal Arms at Happy Hour.

      Tapping my foot on the edge of the bar stool, I ordered another drink. As I did so, a man sidled over to me. I stiffened, ready to flip my wrist over and flash the mark again, but he sat without a word. His red-tinted eyes and the glowing undercurrent to his dusky skin indicated his vampire status. If the curved incisors visible when he opened his mouth weren’t enough of a clue.

      “Are you Devina Lawson?”

      Ah, shit. The client was a vamp. I liked to avoid working for vamps, or warlocks, or weres… basically, anyone with preternatural abilities. But he’d seen my ad and apparently ignored the strong hints that I preferred to deal with humans who’d ended up in some magical dilemma or other. Not the people who were more likely to have caused a magical dilemma.

      “Yes,” I said. “I am. Are you Mr Evans?”

      He’d called me this morning and asked for help catching a thief. No hints at anything weird. I should have known something was up when he’d suggested meeting in this preternaturally inclined bar. The vamps in the corner were about the least threatening group of bloodsuckers I’d ever seen, but if ever there was an opportunity to pounce on me and force me to kill someone again, this was it. Raucous laughter came from the corner, where one of the vamps had brought a keg filled with some sort of blood cocktail mixed with tequila. Good luck to the poor sod who had to clean the carpets afterwards.

      “As I said, something valuable was stolen from me last night,” he said, in a raspy voice. He cast an irritated look at the vamps, who were now drunkenly singing along to Queen beside the old-fashioned jukebox and getting half the words wrong. Vampires looked ageless, but these ones were apparently stuck in student-aged party animal mode forever. You’d think they’d get bored eventually, not that I’d know. Celestials weren’t immortal, and the Divinities’ elite soldiers had no time for earthly pleasures like going to bars and having fun. Apparently.

      “Stolen by whom, exactly?” I asked warily. I didn’t generally turn down a job, but if it involved stepping into the middle of the vampires’ ongoing feud with the warlocks, forget it. This dude looked too sensible to be involved with that, but I needed to get all the facts first.

      “A demon.”

      Of course it would be. It was apparently that sort of night.

      “A demon mugged you,” I said, making it sound like I didn’t believe him. If word made it back to the celestials that I was helping vampires out with anything, netherworld-related or not, then I could expect a stern phone call at the very least. It wasn’t illegal, just a swift ticket to trouble. I might need the work, but there’s a limit on how many risky cases you can take on before trouble starts snowballing around you and the next thing you know, there’s a Grade Three demon on your tail. I’d like to avoid drawing the attention of anything big in the netherworld if I could help it.

      “Yes,” said the vampire. “Stole my wallet from my back pocket. Maybe four feet tall, and covered in scales.”

      “Oh.” I released a breath. “A magpie demon. No problem.”

      Chthonian lizards—otherwise nicknamed ‘magpie demons’ because of their attraction to shiny objects like coins—were responsible for a fair proportion of crimes when amateur occultists summoned them into this world. It takes balls to rob a vampire, but they weren’t particularly advanced on the common sense front either.

      Problem: this wasn’t their home dimension, and getting answers from a netherworlder would be a long way from a low-profile case. On the other hand, I could summon one in my sleep, and I needed the money.

      “Are you certain?” he asked me. “I didn’t know celestials dealt with demons.”

      So he did know what I was. It wasn’t mentioned in my ad, so for some reason, the mark didn’t bother him. Strange. Most vamps were at least wary of us, if not outright terrified. After all, the celestial soldiers were living proof of the Divinities’ presence, even if the angel-like beings never set foot in this realm. Like the arch-demons, they had more important things to be getting on with. But like weres and warlocks, vamps were demonically aligned, and therefore distrusted us on principle. Or, occasionally, wanted to score with us.

      “I don’t ‘deal’ with demons,” I informed him. “But banishing and killing them requires knowing how to summon them, too. If it was recently in this dimension, it can’t have gone far.”

      “What level did you reach?” He eyed the celestial mark, the permanent tattoo the Divinity had put on me when they’d brought me back from the brink of death after a drunk driver had smashed into my parents’ car when I was sixteen. Not a destiny I’d chosen, but one I’d been pushed into by the fates. I didn’t detect any malice in his tone, and celestials had a kind of celebrity status in certain circles. Something clicked into place—he must be a new vamp, turned not long ago. No wonder he didn’t hang out with the rest of them, or pick up the hints in my ad.

      “Three,” I told him. “I don’t work for them anymore. I’m a freelancer.”

      “And it’s just you?”

      I gave him a false smile. “Yes, it is. Shall we get on with it, then?”

      As I rose from my seat, one of the vamps vomited blood all over the carpet. I don’t believe in signs, but it wasn’t an auspicious way to begin our job.

      As summoning demons in public places was frowned upon, to say the least, we had to find the nearest location away from prying eyes. Luckily, the pub had an alleyway for that very purpose, near the closed beer garden. Rain lashed the pavements, soaking my shoes. I needed a new pair, but hadn’t been able to scrape together the cash. I’d been in a permanent state of financial crisis since I’d quit working for the celestials, and as this client had oh-so-helpfully reminded me, things weren’t going particularly great at the moment.

      The alleyway was cramped and smelled of a combination of piss and rain with a hint of brimstone. A poster peeled off the wall, one of many depicting the face of Faye Carruthers, the most notorious ex-celestial of all time. I might not have left the guild on the best of terms, but unlike her, at least I hadn’t summoned a demon and killed a bunch of people on the way out. The brick was marked with dark sooty lines from warlock spells, suggesting I wasn’t the only one who used the alley for nefarious means.

      “Can you really find the exact demon who stole from me?” asked the vampire. “I thought there were hundreds of them.”

      “It’ll be difficult,” I said. “As I’m sure you’re aware, summoning netherworlders isn’t something my people often have reason to do.”

      He nodded along, falling for the act. I wasn’t lying. If any of my former tutors knew how often I consulted the nether realms these days, they wouldn’t be amused to say the least. But there was nowhere better to get netherworld gossip than from the mouths of minor demons, even if I couldn’t find the one who’d robbed him.

      I pushed up my sleeve to reveal the celestial mark, and muttered under my breath. The muttering wasn’t necessary, but it sounded good, and I needed to scrape together some credibility.

      Celestial light shone from the arrowhead on my wrist as I directed it at the wall. Crisscrossing lines formed a pentagram shape against the brick, which would keep the miniature demon caged. The glowing white edges burned out evil and sin, apparently.

      I stepped back from the wall. “It’s tuned into the creature’s home dimension. Now we wait for someone to answer.”

      The vamp peered dubiously at the pentagram. “What if something stronger comes out?”

      “It can’t. The trap’s only big enough to draw in smaller fiends, and besides, the bigger ones aren’t interested. I’d need to offer them a worthwhile price.” Like my immortal soul, for instance. The vampire stared at me in awe, while I pointedly watched the pentagram instead of giving him an opening to bombard me with questions.

      Finally, a bald, horned head poked out of the pentagram.

      “Hey, Dienes,” I said. I spoke in lower Chthonic, the unofficial language of his home dimension.

      The demon spat against the circle. “More of your tricks, celestial. You look like hell warmed over.” He grinned at his own joke.

      “Hilarious,” I said. Come on, I didn’t look that bad. Okay, my clothes had seen better days. And shoes. My hair had grown back somewhat after a moth demon had eaten holes in it, though I usually looked like I could use a nap. Maybe he had a point.

      “What do you want this time?” he asked.

      “I need to find someone.” I glanced at the vampire. “A magpie demon recently committed a robbery, basically right here. Anyone take a little trip over into this dimension recently?”

      “You’re a real demon,” said the vamp, sounding a little faint. “Are you⁠—?”

      “Don’t ask the demon questions,” I told him. “Not if you want to leave with your soul intact.” Not that vamps had one, according to the celestials’ doctrine. Same with demons and weres. Warlocks were more complicated. There was nothing like celestial training to make you into a total bore at parties.

      “That’s impossible,” said the demon. “Magpies are impossible to track.”

      “You know them all by name and give them presents,” I said. “You told me that. Also, there’s your useful little ability. Find them.”

      He grinned. “Guilty. I’ll find your fiend.”

      He disappeared, and the pentagram remained, five points of light burning against the dark brick wall.

      The vamp opened and closed his mouth like a goldfish. “You know that demon? You can speak to him?”

      “That’s Dienes. He appears whenever I contact that dimension and has the ability to track demons by scent. Handy for jobs like this.”

      “You…” He stared at me. “You’re a celestial, though. I thought the Divinities forbade you to ask demons for favours.”

      “Ex-celestial, technically. There’s nothing that forbids us from talking to demons. If anything, we’re encouraged to form contacts in the netherworld dimensions. At the level I was at, I was tracking high-ranked demons every few weeks. You need contacts to do that.”

      Of course, I wasn’t supposed to keep those contacts now I’d left, but they didn’t have to know.

      “I need that wallet back,” he said. “See, I kept a bloodstone in there.”

      I spun to face him. “You didn’t mention that before.”

      “Didn’t want the other vamps to hear.”

      I swore under my breath. Bloodstones. Magically charged objects in the hands of a demon were a disaster waiting to happen. Well, it’d make the demon easier to track if Dienes didn’t find him, but the little bastards got high on human energy, and that’s essentially what bloodstones were. A substitute for drinking human blood, if the vampires grew desperate.

      “Is that… bad?” he asked uncertainly. “I keep it with me for emergencies.”

      “Probably not,” I relented. “Unless the demon’s passed it onto someone else. We don’t want them getting a taste for humans. They come after us often enough already.”

      He glanced at me. “You… you aren’t human, though, right?”

      Great. Should have seen that one coming. “Yes, I’m human. Just with a few added bonuses.”

      Like not being able to hide. I’d wanted to go incognito when I’d quit the guild, but when you attract netherworlders like I do, it’s only a matter of time before people start asking questions. So I didn’t bother with a cover story. Really, I ought to have got out of the city altogether, but I’d left with no money, and besides, there was work here.

      A scream came from the wall, and a pair of giant eyes pushed up against the pentagram’s surface. “There he is,” came Dienes’s voice from behind the struggling creature. Its skin was scaly and wrinkled, like a lizard, but the size of a small cat.

      The small demon screamed and flailed its tiny fists. “Celestial! Please, please don’t burn me. I beg you.”

      “Give back what you stole and I won’t have to.” I loomed over the pentagram, holding my arm at an angle to show the arrowhead symbol. White light clicked on.

      The little demon wailed, throwing the wallet out of the pentagram, where it landed in a puddle at the vampire’s feet.

      I smiled. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?”

      The vampire bent and picked up the wallet, rifling through the contents. If the demon had taken a rush of energy from the bloodstone, it’d be hyper for a few hours, but wouldn’t cause any lasting damage.

      “Everything there?” I asked, and the vampire nodded. “Awesome. Bye bye, little demon.”

      The pentagram fizzled out as I muttered another nonsense phrase under my breath, switching out the light as I did so.

      “He’s gone?” asked the vampire.

      I shrugged. “I can banish him to his home dimension, but it’s not permanent. He’ll be back in a few months. Maybe years. Depends if someone else decides to try an amateur summoning. ”

      His sharpened canines gleamed in the celestial light. “He shouldn’t come back.”

      “Don’t worry, he won’t remember you by then.” I approached him. “My fees?”

      He handed me a fistful of notes. Score. Now I could replace my shoes. “Thanks. I’d watch out in future. Carrying bloodstones… well, carrying anything that might be used as a demonic prop can only lead to trouble.”

      He nodded. “Thank you, Devina.”

      I turned to make sure the demonic pentagram had thoroughly disappeared. By that point, I ought to have known the job had been too easy. And the netherworld wasn’t finished with me yet.

      Sidestepping the puddles, I was halfway out the alley when the mark on my wrist lit up again, a tingling sensation running from my palm to my elbow. Then a scream drifted over the rooftops.

      That was a human scream.

      I spun around and ran down the alley, which intersected with a narrow passage between the high fences of the neighbouring shops’ back yards. This area attracted more preternaturally inclined people than most and my celestial mark reacted to anyone who wasn’t human or celestial, but the brightness of the light indicated a demon of a high level. The sort that wasn’t supposed to appear in this realm.

      I exited the back alley and crossed the road as a second scream tore through the night. The smell of brimstone stung my nostrils, coating the back of my throat like ash.

      A man lay huddled at an alleyway’s end, writhing and screaming. White light flared up around his wrist, which bore the same mark as mine. A celestial. No demon showed itself. Just him, screaming as though tormented by terrible pain. I froze, grabbed his hand to stop him hurting himself, then dropped it as searing pain burned my palm.

      He threw his head back, revealing burning holes where his eyes had been. White light filled the gaps, brighter than the light on his hand.

      I couldn’t move. Not even when movement came from behind me, and a number of figures appeared, white light shining from their wrists, pinning me under a spotlight. “Devina Lawson,” said a male voice. “You’re under arrest for attempted murder.”
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      Did I mention I wasn’t an example of a perfect celestial soldier? Maybe if I’d actually volunteered for the job, it’d be a different story. Ten years on, I didn’t remember much of the crash that’d killed my parents, just waking up in a morgue with my fatal injuries miraculously cured and scaring the hell out of the hospital staff.

      I’d spent the next year cursing the Divinities for sparing me and not my family. Not an auspicious way to begin my training. At sixteen, I’d hit the peak of my rebellious phase and had zero patience for following the rules of an organisation I’d never signed up for. What’d swayed me was that higher level celestials got to travel all over the world on assignments. So I’d stayed the course, and won my mentors’ grudging admiration because I was damned good at killing demons. Half of them still cheered behind closed doors when I left. I’d bet they did, anyway.

      But for all the trouble I’d caused, a murder accusation was a step too far. I returned the celestial soldiers’ wary looks and accusing stares with the most intense fuck off expression I could conjure. They honestly thought I’d attacked one of them. At least they didn’t point their weapons at me, though I spotted knives and stakes strapped to the legs of my captors, and doubtless more weapons inside their identical grey jackets. I’d bet the guild would have ordered everyone to dress in white if they could get away with it, but getting demon blood out of light-coloured fabric was a bloody nuisance.

      Two soldiers flanked me on the walk back to the guild and into the office of Mr Gavin Spencer, my former supervisor. His long-suffering frown hadn’t changed, though the wrinkles on his face had deepened. The celestial soldiers who survived to old age tended to end up in admin positions. He’d retired early after a demon had torn his leg clean off. His prosthetic leg tapped against the back of his oak desk as it always did when he was agitated. So, generally every time I wound up in his office. Like the others, he wore the celestials’ official badge—a silver arrowhead—pinned to the front of his smart suit. He didn’t wear their battle gear anymore, but his celestial mark still worked as well as it had before.

      I planted myself in the seat opposite him. “Hi,” I said. “It’s been a while, Gav.”

      He didn’t smile back. “Celestial Devina Lawson, we have substantial evidence that you were involved in a demonic attack on one of our soldiers.”

      “Since when did you call me by my full name? I thought we were friendlier than that, Gav.” I folded my arms across my chest. “I didn’t attack the guy. You seriously think I’m capable of that?”

      “Capable? Certainly. You reached a high rank, and you might have been promoted to Grade Four if you’d stayed.”

      “Ouch,” I said. “You must really think I’ve gone off the rails. Why would I kill one of you? I don’t even know his name.”

      “That would be because Celestial Caleb Rogers signed up a year after you left. He’s unlikely to survive the night.”

      I fidgeted, goose bumps prickling my arms. The kid’s screams would haunt me for a long time. The fact that the attacker hadn’t finished the job spoke of a brutality that went beyond most regular demons. And considering regular demons were evil little shits, I definitely wanted nothing to do with whatever the guild’s new recruit had managed to get himself mixed up in.

      “I don’t know what you want me to say,” I said to Gav. “You know perfectly well I can’t have attacked him. I don’t even know any demons who can kill someone like that.”

      “No, but you’re well known to have been consorting with the netherworld in the last two years.”

      “Consorting?” I raised an eyebrow. “You mean making use of my skills to help people? Same as I did here, except on my own.”

      He cleared his throat. He’d known my last partner, Rory, almost as well as I had. He might have been our supervisor, but even he didn’t know the truth of what’d gone down on my last mission two years ago. Not because I hadn’t told the guild, but because they didn’t believe my report. Perfectly obedient celestial soldiers didn’t drop dead of their own accord, eyes burning as though imbued with the fires of hell.

      “We both have very different ideas of what constitutes the best use of your skills, Devi,” he said. “However, I think in this case, you have some knowledge which might be useful.”

      “Wait,” I said. “You don’t think I did it, then?”

      “Mr Roth doesn’t,” he said, “and he has an offer to make you. Since you seem to make a living by summoning demons for questionable clients lately…”

      Great. They had been watching me.

      “…we thought you might be able to track the attacker.”

      “Not if I don’t know where it was summoned, and how,” I said. “There were no marks in the alley where he was found. No signs of a summoning. The actual attack might have happened anywhere, right? I didn’t get a close look before your people hauled me in for questioning.”

      “We do have people surveying the crime scene,” he said. “However, we’ve never had a death quite like this before. Your area of expertise⁠—”

      “Usually, I know what I’m looking for,” I told him. “Besides, I haven’t worked for you in two years. The only demon I’ve seen lately is one of those magpies, and they aren’t smart enough to have links with anything strong enough to attack a celestial.”

      He sighed. “Please consider it.”

      “I don’t see what I can do that you can’t,” I said. “I’m not a detective. You’re the experts here.”

      “And you were one of our best. From the moment you signed up as a novice, you were leagues ahead of the others.”

      “Excuse me?” I spluttered. “What about the time I used a homemade adhesive spell to glue your furniture to the ceiling? Or set off fireworks in the quadrangle?”

      “You still killed more demons than half our novices. And this is a demon unlike any we’ve seen in this city before.”

      “But nobody’s actually seen it,” I said. “That’s suspicious in itself. Stronger demons tend to draw attention.” By slaughtering the locals and tearing buildings down, for instance. This case was a little too specific. Nobody targeted a celestial soldier by accident. But usually if a demon did so, they didn’t live to tell the tale.

      “Maybe it will,” said Gav, “but I’d prefer not to have any more victims before we get to that stage.”

      “I don’t have enough to work with here,” I said. “If there was one clue, I might be able to figure out what we’re dealing with. Possibly. You’re the ones with the encyclopaedia of demons.” I indicated the book on his desk with that exact title.

      “You still have access to our archives.”

      I know. I use them more often than you’d think.

      “Don’t take this the wrong way,” I said, “but I prefer to work alone now. The guild’s better off without me. And I think you can handle this case without my help.”

      “It’s a shame you’ve taken that stance, Devi. I hope you’ll reconsider⁠—”

      An earth-shattering scream drowned out his words, guttural and almost inhuman.

      I was on my feet before my brain quite caught up with my body’s fight-or-flight response, ignoring Gavin’s shout behind me as I collided with the door on the way out of the office. Further down the corridor, the nurse’s office was open. Several others had gathered there, too, and all wore varying expressions of fear and disgust.

      The injured celestial screamed again, writhing on the floor where he must have fallen from the bed. Two others tried to hold him down, but he kept screaming, and they let go as though burned.

      “His skin’s on fire!” one of them shouted, waving his hands. Smoke poured from his palms, like he’d pressed them to a red-hot surface. My stomach turned over.

      The celestial sobbed, and guttural words came out of his mouth between screams⁠—

      “The netherworld will rise. You will burn, celestials.”

      His head fell to his chest. Smoke poured off his skin, which had turned red-raw. The pits where his eyes had been glowed, intensely bright as the light of heaven—or hell. Then the lights winked out, and he fell onto his back. The smoke dissipated. One of the celestials who’d tried to hold him down took a wary step forward.

      “He’s dead,” said the celestial quietly.

      Everyone looked at one another, and then pretended not to look at one another. A shocked hush permeated the building.

      I swallowed bile, backing away, and hurried down the corridor to the exit.

      Nobody stopped me.
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      The journey home was a blur. I hated taking the train at this time of night, and the smooth motion of tower blocks gliding past the windows did nothing to calm my nerves. My head rang with the sounds of screaming and guttural words, and a chillingly awful familiarity which usually revisited me only in my darkest nightmares. The fact that Gav—and Mr Roth, at that—had called on me for this case was like a twisted joke. After all, I was the only person at the guild who’d witnessed someone else die in the same way.

      Death was a constant companion as a celestial soldier. The first lesson drilled into every new recruit was that demons would stop at nothing to bring our world to the same state of ruin as their netherworld dimensions, in which they’d killed every celestial in existence. In this particular dimension, the first celestials had gathered in the Middle East thousands of years ago, then spread worldwide as the demons did. Almost every culture had some kind of demon, and most had someone who fought against them, even if we didn’t always agree on methods. Like other cities built by the celestials, Haven City boasted the lowest percentage of demon attacks in the UK, despite the high population of vampires and warlocks drawn to the magical energy present in the city. So what’d happened tonight was unusual at best. Small crimes like the magpie demon’s robbery could slip by the guild’s notice. Not turning someone into a human torch.

      That’s enough, Devi. I’d already backed out of the case. Even though I’d dealt with more demons than most celestials at my level, if they knew the truth—that I was likely the only person at the guild who’d actually been into a demon realm—I was more likely to end up with a ticket to jail than my old job back.

      Some things weren’t worth the risk.

      I left the train at the closest station to my flat and walked the rest of the way. My flat wasn’t too bad, considering my chronic lack of cash, but I missed having a car. The light in the ground floor room next to mine told me that my neighbour, Fiona, was still awake.

      “You look like hell,” she said through her open window.

      “Not the first time I’ve heard that tonight.” I scrubbed a hand through my hair. “Early night for me, I think.”

      “Your phone’s been ringing for the last hour,” she called to me in her crisp Irish accent, as I used my fob to open the door to the block.

      I groaned. The guild had my old number. Figures. “Never mind. I’ll deal with it.”

      “Want to talk?”

      “Maybe tomorrow. It’s just work stuff, not really what you’d be interested in.” I didn’t need to offload my problems on Fiona, who was thankfully a long way from preternaturally gifted. She was the ordinary friend I didn’t deserve, and I planned to keep it that way.

      “I’m interested.” When I walked into the hallway, she pushed open her flat door. “There’s another picture of you on DivinityWatch. Looks like it was taken tonight. I thought you were going to the pub, not a vampire bar.”

      She waved her phone in my face. Judging by the lighting and angle, a certain vampire had been responsible for the picture. The one who’d thought screwing me would save his immortal soul.

      “Great,” I said. “Just what I need—a vampire admirer. Or stalker.”

      “Need me to hit someone?”

      “Nah, I’m good.” Fiona was a brown belt in karate, but vampires could move faster than even celestials and were capable of snapping a man’s neck with their hands. Also, this was hardly the first time someone had focused their attention on me. Most of us have a few hundred unflattering pictures floating around the Internet somewhere, thanks to the weird celebrity status some people bestowed on us. A picture was easier to ignore than a brutal murder. I handed Fiona her phone back, hoping photos of that didn’t show up online.

      “Why were you on that site, anyway?” I asked.

      “Someone claimed to have seen a Divinity again.”

      I snorted. “Happens every other week.” I should have guessed. Sites like DivinityWatch had been set up for people to upload pictures they claimed to be of true Divinities. Mostly they were celestials who’d gone out drinking and decided to create their own light displays in inappropriate places.

      “You never know,” said Fiona. “Not sure they’d want to read the comments on this photo, though…”

      I sighed. “Let’s see.”

      She turned the phone around to display the screen. “See? Looks pretty shiny.”

      “That,” I said, “is a naked man covered in neon glow paint photographed through a filter. Amateur job.”

      “Dammit,” said Fiona. “Oh well. Maybe I’ll be the first to see one.”

      I’d already told her that I hadn’t seen the Divinity who’d given me the mark, but she wouldn’t drop the subject. It was a relatively harmless obsession, all things considered, so I left her to it. From what I’d heard from the celestials, everyone had a different description of receiving their mark. Considering I was agnostic, they’d probably thrown up their hands and said, “Let’s just give her the Generic Strobe Light Experience.” The Divinities didn’t show themselves here, not when they had hundreds of celestial soldiers fighting their battles for them, which as far as I was concerned, meant they weren’t here at all.

      Fiona said, “By the way, one of the vampires commenting on that photo claims you dated one another.”

      I grimaced. “It was one date. I didn’t know.” Apparently my entire past wanted to revisit me tonight. “I’ll get that photo removed. I’ve no idea why these people are so interested in my life.”

      If I’d been sensible, I’d have washed my hands of the celestials forever and taken on an ordinary mundane job when I’d left. But there’s a reason demon hunters find it hard to retire, and after eight years as a celestial soldier, I’d had no training in anything else. Underage teenagers were better than me at serving cocktails, and I was pretty sure a toddler could operate a cash register better than I could. So I’d spent the last two years doing what I did best—wading deep into preternatural nonsense and ending up with vampires creeping on me.

      “Because they know you’re a badass,” Fiona said. “You look like you could use some sleep, though.”

      “I get that a lot.” I faked a yawn. “I’ll go deal with whoever’s calling me. See you tomorrow.”

      Once I was inside my flat, I tracked down my old phone and deleted every one of the messages. To add salt to the wounds, I’d forgotten I’d used a picture of Rory and me as the background image. The photo was from one of our last cases, where we’d managed to wrangle a couple of days on the beach out of the guild’s budget to make up for the trouble the demon had caused us. Rory lay sprawled on the sand, sunburned in pink stripes. I remembered teasing him about it. Old Me grinned at the camera, looking startlingly young, skin tanned deeply from the beach. I looked more like my mum than I remembered, with the same curly hair flowing down my back. Pity I hadn’t inherited her amazing cooking skills, though.

      I’d lost touch with my other relatives after I’d joined the guild. Most higher-ranked celestials are ‘gently’ advised to break off contact, because of our high mortality rate and our penchant for attracting every demon within ten miles. Most of Mum’s family lived in Greece, while Dad’s were all the way over in Yorkshire. So I’d stuck around in Haven City, the closest to a home I’d had since that car accident. The guild was the centre of the universe for me, as it was for all of us. Cutting myself off from them had hurt more than I’d admitted to anyone, least of all myself.

      I left the picture but deleted the rest of the voicemail messages, then sent a message to the administrator of DivinityWatch asking them to remove the photo of me. Then I switched my old phone off and shoved it into a pair of old socks at the bottom of my drawer.

      After changing into my comfortable pyjamas, I collapsed into bed, seeing the celestial’s dead eyes flash before me. I groaned, pressing the heels of my palms into my face. Cut that out.

      My phone’s ringtone blared. Someone had tracked down my new number. Wonderful. I let it ring out, shifting uncomfortably. My skin felt sticky with the residue of cold sweat. I rolled out of bed and trudged to the bathroom. I turned on the shower, then grimaced as cold water doused my outstretched hand. For a second, I daydreamed of luxury hotels and room service, private taxis and first class flights. The perks of being a Grade Three celestial soldier were fine indeed, if you didn’t mind the demons. I bit my tongue as the water turned scorching hot, then freezing cold, then settled on a sort of equilibrium. I shouldn’t be thinking about going back to the guild again. Those days were behind me, with good reason. Gav and Mr Roth had a dozen capable, qualified celestials to give the job to. They didn’t need me.

      He was new to the celestials. Barely a child. And the demons killed him. I breathed in and out, fists clenched tightly against the cracked tiles on the wall.

      Blackness seeped between my knuckles, like blood.

      I jerked back, my heart pounding. Not blood, but brimstone. Residue from the summoning, maybe, or from when I’d touched the body. Wait—my hands had burned when they touched him, but now no mark remained. Just brimstone. The only remaining trace of demonic fire.

      The killer was demonic… and the celestials’ all powerful demon detectors hadn’t picked it up at all.

      Damn. Maybe we were in more trouble than I’d thought.

      The netherworld will rise. You will burn, celestials.
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      I gave up on sleep at dawn, figuring I’d go for a run to calm down my mind. I couldn’t train with the celestials or afford a gym membership anymore, so running was my only outlet.

      Tugging on a tank top and jogging trousers, I hesitated before sticking my phone in my pocket, set on silent mode. Gav’s latest message—if you change your mind, you know where to find me—flashed onto the screen, but I shut it down.

      I ran a few laps of the neighbourhood, then fell into autopilot mode, my thoughts steering back to last night. The screaming, the smoke pouring from the victim’s skin, burning anyone who touched him. It was well known that some demons came from infernal dimensions, but I’d never heard of one that could make a celestial spontaneously catch fire from the inside out before. Of course, that was likely why nobody could solve the crime.

      As soon as I tuned into the world again, I realised my pace had carried me right past the pub where I’d been last night. I stopped on the kerb, looking around. No sounds disturbed the early morning aside from a few birds. The celestials had surely searched the crime scene last night, but nobody was around at this hour.

      I’m going to regret this.

      I slipped into the alley, past the brimstone-covered wall where I’d summoned Dienes, and followed the same path as I had last night. My feet slipped in puddles, and water soaked through the underneath of my shoes. The rain would have washed away any evidence, no doubt.

      I reached the wall, and halted. Sooty black marks ran in trails down the wall like inky tears from the rain, only forming words when I took a step back.

      They will burn the sin from you, celestials. All will fall.

      My throat went dry. The words hadn’t been there before. So—had the killer been back, in the few hours since the celestials had last been here? I hadn’t got a look at the wall before the celestials had unceremoniously dragged me off to their base for an interrogation, but surely someone who’d been back to see the crime scene would have taken note. Seriously weird.

      It’s impossible. Things like that don’t happen, with no explanation. Not in a rational world, they didn’t. Admittedly, working for the celestials required making allowances for levels of weird most people wouldn’t take at face value, but a murder of one of their own? No wonder they were willing to contact even me to ask for help.

      Dark trails ran down the wall. However the marks had got there, I’d bet my celestial sword the origins weren’t human. Which meant the demon was still at large in this dimension. Any celestial could banish a demon, but solving a case like this required figuring out what type of demon it was, where it’d come from—and how it killed. Not to mention who’d summoned the damn thing in the first place. No ordinary amateur, that was for sure. Most demons couldn’t damage someone without touching them. But the only residue that remained in the alley was on the walls. I brushed my thumb over the edge and sniffed. Yeah, definitely brimstone. It meant netherworld, but gave no more clues about its home dimension.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket. Gav. He’d asked me to show him if I found anything.

      I snapped a photo of the wall and sent it to him. He wouldn’t berate me for going back to the scene of the crime—at least, I hoped not. He probably knew I would. I was still a celestial, whatever I’d been doing for the last two years. Look, I said. I’m at the crime scene and these words appeared on the wall. They weren’t there last night, right?

      I can’t see anything, came the response.

      My photo quality was less than ideal, so I sent him another, clearer, picture, with the message—Ring any bells?

      Come in and we can talk.

      I looked down at my feet. My shoes were soaked in water, but streaked with odd brown patches from the puddles I’d walked in… right next to the crime scene. Wait.

      Demonic summonings left residue behind. I couldn’t smell anything other than brimstone, but if any traces remained, I did have a contact who was an expert at sniffing out demons who’d decided to skip over into another dimension for a bit. The odds of the demon coming from the same realm I’d contacted last night were low, but I’d spoken to Dienes right before the killing. If anyone knew, it’d be him.

      I put a fair amount of distance between myself and the murder site before I found another alley, where I used my celestial light to burn a pentagram onto the wall.

      “Hey, Dienes,” I said, as the little horned head appeared between the bright lines of the pentagram.

      “Seven hells, what do you want this time?” He pouted at me. “I was sleeping.”

      “You don’t do anything except sleep. You’ll be fine. Besides, it’s urgent.”

      “Ooh, well that changes everything.” He crossed his arms and looked at me expectantly.

      I didn’t just keep contact with him because of his handy links with certain species of trouble-making demons. There wasn’t a demon type he didn’t know of, at least in theory. In his dimension, the bad demons had mostly died out in the war with the celestials, from what I’d gathered. But he was a more up-to-date source of knowledge than the celestials’ archives.

      “It’s secret celestial business,” I said. “I have a question. Would you be able to identify the demon this belongs to?” I pulled off my shoe, balancing on one foot, and showed him the ashy black substance on my heel.

      He stared at the shoe without taking it. “What have you done this time?”

      I steadied myself against the wall with one hand. “Someone died, Dienes. A celestial. And I found this at the murder scene. It’s a demonic killing. It can’t be anything else.”

      I was aware of the irony of questioning one of said untrustworthy demons for information on his bloodthirsty kin, but I was fairly sure he wasn’t even from the same dimension as the killer. Dienes was a lesser demon, anyway. He’d only come to me in the first place because I’d accidentally opened a way into the wrong dimension and one of his kleptomaniac friends had swiped my purse.

      Dienes’s brow crinkled, then he withdrew. “Looks like ordinary mud to me. And brimstone can mean any dimension, or demonic species. You might want to be more specific.”

      Telling him the details would breach the celestials’ confidentiality agreement… if I still worked for them. Which I didn’t. “Fire demon,” I said vaguely. “Higher than a Grade Two, with non-standard abilities.”

      “Non-standard?” he echoed. “If you mean a different ability to setting things on fire, that’s kind of the definition of a fire demon.”

      I sighed. “Yeah, figures. Anything powerful crossed over from your dimension lately?”

      “Not that I’m aware of.” He sniffed. “You celestials make no sense. Someone was killed by a demon. Why do you need to know which? You kill them for a living.”

      “Er, to stop it happening again? Because the way he died was horrible and weird. His eyes were burned out, like he caught on fire from the inside. Have you ever heard of that before?”

      “No,” he said. “And I’d like to keep not hearing about it, thanks.”

      “Dienes.” I narrowed my eyes. “Come on. Cooperate with me. You know as well as I do that a demon who slays celestials is bad news.”

      In his world, we didn’t exist. Celestials and demons alike had perished in the war, leaving only minor demons and humans living alongside one another. It wasn’t a bad outcome, all things considered, but I still preferred ours. We were a stable world, one in which the celestials had won the war centuries ago and the humans had been able to get on with building civilisation without demons rampaging around and ruining things. Of course, the humans in this dimension had done enough rampaging around and murdering and conquering one another anyway, but that was beside the point.

      He peered outside the pentagram. “Did it happen here?”

      “No. You really think I’d summon any demon at a murder scene? I thought that was demonic residue.” I waved my shoe at him. “It was on the floor at the murder site. No mud there.”

      “And no traces of a summoning?”

      I told him as succinctly as I could. When I reached the part with the screaming, he swore so loudly, I lost my balance on one leg and accidentally put my shoe-less foot in a puddle.

      “What?” I said. “What did that mean?”

      “One of the demonic dimensions is making a move in your realm.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean? I didn’t think you were interested in this world.”

      “I didn’t say I was. The demons have one goal: wipe out all celestials. Your world is a difficult target because your ancestors wiped out the arch-demons long ago. Do you have any idea how few worlds reach that point? Most fall at some time or other.”

      All will fall. I shivered. “I learned that crap at school. Celestials are the only thing standing between peace and destruction, was what they told me. I might not have been a model pupil, but I’m damned good at killing any rogue demons. And that one’s walked right onto my turf.” I shoved my damp foot back into my equally damp shoe. “So I’m going to stop them. I’d just appreciate a bit of direction before I go poking my nose in.”

      “You should stay out of this,” he said. “I thought you weren’t a celestial, anyway. Not anymore. You told me. Several times, in fact.”

      “I’m not,” I said. “Doesn’t mean I want a demon killing the others without teaching it a lesson.”

      “You,” he said, “really need a hobby.”

      He might have a point. And I’d sworn not to get involved. But I literally didn’t have anything better to do today. Sometimes I wondered if he was as lonely as I was. Which was kind of pathetic. I was the one who’d cut off all contact with my fellow celestials when I’d left. It was easier than hearing Rory’s name come up in every conversation, and the flood of guilt every time, knowing I’d failed to stop him dying. Because I hadn’t been there.

      And I might have caused it.

      Why had I decided confiding in Dienes was a good idea? I’d scouted out the only clues. I’d go and see if Gav had made sense of the words at the crime scene yet.

      And decide whether it was worth shackling myself to the guild again to stop a repeat of what’d happened to Rory.
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      The guild was oddly subdued for this hour in the morning. Usually, everyone was wide awake and ready to face the mountains of paperwork that followed any mission. A blanket of quietness lay over the nondescript red-brick building that lay behind a high spiked fence separating it from its neighbours. The layout was more like a school than a workplace, which made sense because it used to be the guild’s academy for new recruits before the old guild was destroyed by a demon four years ago.

      After I’d scanned my celestial mark, the glass doors opened automatically into the entrance hall, which was filled with people milling about and talking in hushed voices. I felt like I’d interrupted a funeral, and wished I’d sneaked in the back way when several people looked in my direction.

      Nobody was more awake than Lydia, who skipped over to me and beamed.

      “Devina!” she said delightedly. In the past, we’d exchanged few words other than ‘hi’, but she spoke that way to everyone. She was a poster example of a model celestial soldier, radiating goodness as bright as her blond highlights even when everyone else was panicking.

      “Hey, Lydia,” I responded.

      “You’re back!” she said, for all the world like we were in an emotional reunion at an airport, not a murder investigation. “It’s so good to see you.”

      “Uh-huh.” I sidestepped her and made my way across the lobby. Lydia and I had been in the same year during our novice training, and considering every time I’d heard her name it’d been in phrases like “you should be more like Lydia”, I should perhaps have built up more of a sense of resentment than I had. But it was hard not to like someone who could also take off a demon’s head from ten feet away. Right now, however, her cheerfulness was a grating contrast to the memories stirred up by my entrance here, and stopping for a chat would inevitably involve an unwelcome trip down memory lane.

      “You know your shoe’s wet, don’t you?” she called after me.

      “Yep,” I muttered, turning left into the corridor.

      I rapped on Gav’s office door, moving aside as a group of novices ran by, exchanging theories about the murderer. Apparently, instead of keeping the case details casual so as not to freak everyone out, the guild leaders had opted to go down the “terrify all the novices with every gory detail” route.

      “What’s she doing here?” whispered one of them. “Thought she quit.”

      “Thought she killed Rory…” The male recruit trailed off as I glared daggers at him. “Nice to see you again, Devi.”

      Ugh. Samuel Groves. He still wore his novice badges, so he must be retaking first year yet again. Despite being several years older than the average recruit, he apparently hadn’t outgrown his terrible mullet haircut. I’d had the unwelcome job of having him as a shadow on a demon hunting job and he’d nearly got me killed. And then asked me out.

      “I see you haven’t improved your personal hygiene, Sam,” I said to him. “Or your taste in haircuts.”

      Laughter followed from the novices.

      “So you’re the Devina Lawson?” asked a blond novice of around twenty. “What’re you doing here?”

      “She’s come to find your vamp boyfriend, Louise,” said one of the others. “Told you you’d get into trouble.”

      “Quiet,” she hissed. “She’s here for the killer, right?”

      “I’m here to help with the case,” I told them. It was none of my business if she was really dating a vampire, but trying to impose a bunch of rules on people often led to them doing the opposite. This batch of novices, given their rainbow-coloured hair and outrageous outfits, seemed determined to flaunt every rule in the celestial handbook at once. When I’d been a novice ten years ago, we weren’t even allowed to swear in class. I was glad they’d loosened up a little. Maybe I’d been a good—or bad—influence after all.

      The door opened. “Devi,” said Gav. “I’m glad you came in.”

      “You knew I was coming.” I walked in after him, closed the office door behind me and scooted over to the desk, planting myself in the chair.

      “Why are you dripping water everywhere?”

      “Slipped in a puddle. What did you want to discuss?”

      “The photo you sent me,” he said. “The words… they weren’t there at the crime scene last night. The killer must have been back in the early hours of the morning. Maybe to unsettle us.”

      “Apparently, it’s working.” I was glad he believed me, if just so I didn’t feel like I was losing my mind. “So we have a message which apparently appeared from thin air, and someone who died without any trace of who actually did it… anything new?”

      “We’ve examined the body, for a start,” he said. “There’s no doubt his death was demon-related, which means it’s up to us to solve, not the police’s magical affairs branch. It’s also clear that the demon in question never physically touched the victim. The forensic evidence shows that, at least.”

      “Damn. Are you sure? I mean, he caught fire. That’s not usually something that occurs without a prompt.”

      “It seems he caught fire from the inside out, by some kind of demonic magic we haven’t seen before. Unfortunately, there’s no evidence of what type of magic. It’s not one any of us at the guild have ever encountered.”

      “Plus he’s a celestial,” I added. “Most minor spells wouldn’t affect him. Vampire bites barely tingle, were bites never get infected… I can’t even think of a demon we’re vulnerable to.”

      Not that anyone, even the celestials, knew every demon in existence. But most of the time, for a demon to cause physical damage, the attacker had to be touching the victim, or at least be close by. That should narrow our options—in theory.

      “Precisely,” said Gav. “No footprints or other traces were found at the scene, human or otherwise. The peculiar thing is the lack of residue which would accompany a summoning. Brimstone, yes, but not where we’d have expected it to be. I can only assume that the demon in question wasn’t summoned anywhere near the site of the actual murder.”

      “Damn. You’re right.” Come to think of it, demon attack sites usually carried a weird stench, too. I’d been too focused on the screaming celestial and the fact that I was being arrested to notice its absence.

      “All the evidence suggests we’re dealing with an unknown element,” said Gav. “The forensic team is still at work, and the victim’s family have been informed.”

      I nodded. “If I’m to get involved with this, what exactly can I do? I’ve already been back to the scene of the crime. Nothing there. It’s not the sort of place with CCTV cameras, either. Sure would help to know what the recruit was doing last night. Maybe he ran into the demon and it followed him.”

      “We’re still piecing it together. But there are certainly ways of tracking down any new demons in the area.” He spoke with a clear emphasis.

      “You seriously want me to do it?”

      “We’re under-staffed,” he said simply. “Half of the team doesn’t have the authorisation to deal with demons higher than a Grade Three, which is what we’re looking at here.”

      “And the rest are already out on cases, right?” Now I got it. All celestials ranked Grade Three or higher were dispersed around the world on demon cases. Very few remained here. Not only had the city been built by celestials, it was plain impossible for a powerful demon to hide somewhere like this. Or so I’d thought.

      “Correct,” he said in answer to my question. “Some of the higher council have expressed reservations about your presence here, but the fact is, we don’t have enough people. Demons like our killer won’t wait until our reserve team gets here to strike again.”

      “Okay. I’m the stand-in.” Doubtless several top-ranked Grade Four soldiers would be on a first-class flight back to Haven City, but if the killer struck again before they landed, Mr Roth had decided to place me as the one responsible. Awesome.

      “Not exactly. I want to offer you full access to the guild’s resources again, if you’d like.”

      He opened a drawer in his desk and pulled out a metal wristband, engraved with an arrowhead symbol. Burn marks and scratches marked the surface. “You kept it?” I should have expected that degree of sentimentality from my former boss—they guy who’d had my back no matter how badly I screwed up—but I thought I’d pissed him off intensely when I’d turned my back and walked out.

      The smell of brimstone drifted over, remaining from the last time I’d worn it when fighting demons. Gav looked at me expectantly. What did he expect me to do, smile and reminisce about old times? Even the smell of dead demon reminded me of Rory.

      “Are you sure?” I asked instead of taking it. “It might have slipped your memory, but I caused more trouble than I solved.”

      “I’m certain this is the right decision. There’ll always be a place for you here, Devi.”

      Not according to some people. I swallowed the bitter responses and took the cuff.

      I slid the armband onto my wrist and rotated it until the arrowhead lined up with the mark underneath. Not only did it allow me to direct the celestial energy wherever I wanted to, it also marked a clear challenge to any demon I came across. Not to mention, it was snazzy.

      “Here.” He handed me a stack of papers. “Fill those out and drop them off at my office within the next day, if you’d prefer to help yourself to clothes and weapons first.”

      “Thanks.” The level of paperwork was one thing I didn’t miss, but the wristband wasn’t the only perk of my newly restored status. My regular human clothes weren’t equipped with sheaths for hiding daggers or padded sleeves to reduce the impact when a demon threw me into a wall. And I was a sucker for a pointy object which could do some damage. Silver stakes—mostly for vampires, but they worked well on some demons, too—and knives were the only weapons we were technically allowed as civilians, but it’s harder to fight demons with a bread knife or a corkscrew.

      Still, I couldn’t quell the sinking feeling that we might as well be facing down a demon armed with only a paperclip. A novice dead, with no evidence beside a taunting message. And there were far too many gaping holes in the story as to how the victim had ended up where he had.

      I looked up at Gav. “I’ll drop the paperwork off later. When they’re done questioning the novice’s friends, can someone give me an update on what he was doing last night? It might be important.”

      “I will.” He nodded. “I know detective work isn’t your forte, but…”

      “Killing demons is.” I gave him a grim smile. “And tracking them. I’ll need to use your lab.”
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      I had no business even being near the lab, but in my time at the guild, I’d developed a recipe for a potion which enabled a person to see a demon’s aura. No demon could hide what they were, even the ones who were masters of deceit. Really, it was annoying that celestials lower than Grade Four couldn’t see auras while most demons could, but I didn’t make the rules.

      Half an hour and only two explosions later, I held a vial of a thick mucus-coloured liquid. It looked as appealing as drinking paint, but I’d used it before and was reasonably confident it wouldn’t poison me. The ashy taste clung to my throat and made me choke uncontrollably, eyes watering. With this potion, not only could I see demons’ auras, I could pinpoint their home dimension. Well, if I described their aura to Dienes, anyway.

      The second thing I made was a demonic compass, which would pick up on any demon within a few miles, even if it was too far away for my celestial mark to react to it. That was the tricky bit. Certain substances reacted to demons, but if the source was too strong, they’d break. I settled for taking a standard wristband—the sort that lit up when there were demons nearby—and a magical compass I’d bought at the market, which pointed in the direction of any sort of spell. Then I pulled them both to pieces and made what amounted to a Frankenstein’s monster-like hybrid of both. It’d still fall to bits if it encountered a powerful demon, but only when I was close enough to essentially be standing on top of it anyway. So, the compass would be obsolete.

      Normally, I’d have gone to the spot where the victim was last seen alive, but it was pretty clear the last place our demon had been was back at the crime scene, whether it’d actually committed the murder there or not. However, using any kind of magic came at a cost, and if the demon had taken up residence in this dimension, it’d need to recharge at some point. If it’d expended a ton of energy burning someone from the inside out, it’d likely head for somewhere with a big crowd, and at this hour in the morning, that place was the train station, not five minutes away from the celestial guild’s headquarters.

      I attached my mutant of a homemade compass to a necklace and slipped it around my neck. At worst, I’d draw attention from every preternatural being in the area, but at least it felt like I was actually getting somewhere.

      I looked up from clearing the table in the lab and found myself face to face with Louise, apparent dater of vampires.

      She sniffed. “What have you been doing in here? Making brimstone soup?”

      “Taking up a side career as a scientist,” I said. “I’m guessing Gav sent you to update me?”

      “Yeah.” She wore a sour expression that suggested she did not appreciate being sent on errands. Much less after her fellow teammate had been killed. “Nobody knows how Caleb ended up in that alley. He got off work at five, went home, then went out for a drink on the high street. So how he ended up on the opposite side of town is bizarre. The people he was with said he left early. Apparently didn’t make it home.”

      I frowned. “Just how far away, exactly?” I’d suspected the demon had hit him with a spell somewhere away from the crime scene, but now I thought about it, there was a limit on how far someone could walk while burning from the inside out. Unless the spell hadn’t activated right away.

      “Too far to have walked to the alley,” said Louise. “Unless he ran. But there’s no footage, and he’d have passed at least three train stations with cameras running on the way over. We think he climbed through people’s gardens near that alley, but he wasn’t a rule-breaker, and he’d have no reason to. He’s—he was—smart.”

      “Smart people do less-than-smart things when they’ve been drinking,” I said, but she was right… there was something fishy about how a celestial would end up alone in a back alley near an area frequented by vamps and other preternaturals in the first place. And if they did, they were more likely to get cornered by a horny vampire. Not catch on fire.

      “They were questioning his celestial partner,” she added. “We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      “By ‘they’,” I said slowly, “you mean the inspector’s here. Don’t you?”

      Inspector Deacon had been the final straw which had caused me to quit, after refusing to accept my report on Rory’s death and suggesting my carelessness was to blame for the whole thing. As someone who’d lost his former partner when the old guild burned down four years ago, you’d have thought that’d make him more empathetic to my situation. Instead, he’d turned into an even more uptight rule-stickler who commanded his Grade Four soldiers to unleash full force against any demon, even the most harmless ones.

      Needless to say, we didn’t get on well.

      “Yes, he is. But anyway, if you want more information on the case, Caleb’s partner is in the inspector’s office right now.”

      “Because what you really need after learning your friend died horribly is an hour with Inspector Stick in the Mud.”

      “I know, right?” She grimaced. “Hope he didn’t keep her for long. Anyway. Can you do me a favour and warn me if he’s leaving his office? I’m meeting someone and I’d rather he didn’t see me leave the guild.”

      “Okay. Aren’t you on duty?”

      “Nope. Everyone in Caleb’s unit has been given the morning off.”

      “Sure,” I said, with a shrug. “I planned to talk to his partner, if she’s still around.”

      “She will be.” Louise skirted around me into the lab. Perhaps it was paranoia, but I hung about an extra few seconds to watch her through the small glass window in the door. Apparently I suspected everyone these days.

      A slender figure slipped through the door at the back of the lab, wearing a thick hooded coat that covered his entire body from head to toe, and a balaclava. Vampire. I made to pull out my weapon, then she ripped his balaclava off and threw herself on him with more force than a starved vampire faced with a horde of humans.

      Looked like the novices were right about the vampire boyfriend. But why sneak him into the back door of the guild? Likely for the same reason as the stunts I’d pulled as a novice: because breaking the rules gave a thrill like few other things. Apparently it was worth risking the inspector noticing—and also risking the vampire in question dying a horrible, painful death if any daylight got into the room. Guess that was why she’d picked the window-less lab.

      Speaking of whom. I backed away from the lab at the sound of a familiar voice carrying down the corridor. Inspector Deacon’s voice was a dull monotone, the sort that fitted a robot more than a human
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