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      A book capable of summoning and controlling all demons on Earth? *Adds to TBR*

      

      London has gone to hell—literally. Lazarus, Keith, and I barely escaped Hell but now our city is crawling with demons who answer to one man. Lorn. The monster who killed me and made me a vampire.

      

      The only way to stop him is to join him. The plan is simple: infiltrate Lorn’s cabal of twisted vampires, and take them down from the inside. But my new demon magic is hungry, and the more I use it, the more it wants to destroy.

      

      With the dark codex back in my hands, I have unlimited power at my fingertips. Enough to wipe Lorn off the face of the map. Or to become just like him.

      

      This is one book I should have left on the shelf.
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      This book is for the quiet, bookish people always off on adventures inside their own heads but too anxious to have real life adventures.
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      I stared up at the black and white Tudor pub and wondered if I’d make it out of the building alive. I hesitated on the pavement, scuffing my boots against the worn stone long enough that a black cab ploughed through a puddle gathered in a crater between cobbles, splashing my legs with dirty brown water. The shriek I let out made me sound almost human, almost normal, and for a moment I felt like the old Karina. But the old Karina would have fled to somewhere safe instead of standing outside a pub that housed the worst and darkest of vampire kind.

      Hurt and rejection had fuelled my angry dash across the city, but now I was here, now I’d found him, all my courage fled. I remembered being thrown across the Witching Library and left to die in a broken heap, remembered the smooth, slimy drawl of his voice as he compelled me.

      “You’re not that broken mortal anymore,” I whispered, so low even the supernatural ears within wouldn’t hear my pep talk. “You’re stronger than all of them.”

      And I was. With my inferno, with demon magic surging through me, forging my vampire body into something stronger, something better, I knew I could handle this. I could handle anything. No one could hurt me now.

      But I still hesitated long enough to wring the ditch water from my jeans, glancing furtively around the dingy little backstreet not too far from the historic Borough Market. I’d walked through it to get here, the usually bustling market stalls eerily still, the old roads around it lit by yellow streetlights and the errant ray of silvered moonlight. Just weeks ago, I would have been nervous to be alone in the city at night, but the only thing making me nervous now was the thought of my grandsire. I was a match for him now, or maybe I would even disintegrate him with a single burst of fire, but fear had burrowed deep and wouldn’t listen to logic.

      “He’s one man,” I muttered, and picked up my feet, my nose wrinkling at the way wet fabric clung to my legs.

      This was undoubtedly a bad idea, but I pushed open the door to the pub and walked inside.
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      Eight hours before

      Lorn is right. The words I’d said replayed in my head in an annoying loop, and I grew more irate with every pass as I trudged into the kitchen of the house on the banks of the Thames. Lazarus followed me like a shadow. He refused to let me out of his sight since I engulfed every Hell portal on Earth in hot, destructive fire. The memory brought a smile to my face, and a flicker of flames danced down my fingers. It felt good to burn away my fear, to finally be freed of the paralysing anxiety I’d had since I became a vampire against my will. No, since before that. Maybe for the first time ever, I didn’t have panic and stress holding me back; I was liberated, and powerful. And hungry.

      My throat was as dry as sandpaper and getting dryer with every hour, a rawness rasping up to my tongue. I needed to feed, had probably burned through too much energy closing the portals, locking all the demons in Hell. But it was worth it. Nothing like what Invequius did to us would ever happen again. He was dead and gone, and they were all trapped. We were safe. I never had to be afraid again.

      I made a beeline for the crisscross shelving on the far wall and pulled out a bottle of red wine from a selection worth thousands.

      “Can I trust you with a corkscrew?” Lazarus remarked, leaning against the counter to watch me, the room dark around us now the sun had set, moonlight and my enhanced sight enough to make out the trepidation in his eyes.

      I sighed. “I thought the issue was my magic, but now I’m going to use a corkscrew as a weapon?”

      He was being dramatic. Sure, I was full of power and the fire was dangerous, but I felt good. I was in control.

      Humans are too weak, too breakable to rule. We should be leading the world.

      I winced as my own voice replayed. I didn’t entirely regret the words; one drop of the fire inside my body was enough to burn a human to a crisp. They were too breakable, too vulnerable. It was plain stupid that there were creatures as dangerous and powerful as us in the world, and we were the ones hiding in the shadows, crawling out of sight. We should at least have equal claim to the world.

      Lazarus watched me warily, the expression on his pale, aquiline face almost tired as I poured two glasses and handed one to him. He accepted it with a sigh, sipping the rich liquid.

      “This power—” he began.

      “My power,” I corrected. “It’s a part of me.”

      His dark red eyes were heavy on me. The disappointment in them hit me like a knife to the chest. “It’s burning you up inside and you can’t even feel it. Mum said you need to purge it from your system, find a way to safely remove it from you before it can do any more damage.”

      I blinked, taking a slow sip of wine, the rich fruit exploding on my taste buds. Not as good as blood, but enough. For now. “Any more damage,” I repeated, clinking my claws against the glass. They’d yet to recede, and so had my horns and my wings. I didn’t ask if my eyes were still black.

      Rus’s stare was deep with sadness, his face drawn. “Karina, you’re acting… different.”

      At that, a disbelieving laugh puffed from me. I set down the glass, my emotions spiky, memories trying to form in my head. I didn’t let them. “Different?” I echoed. “Rus, for the first time in my life I’m not scared of anything. I’m happy, we can be happy. There are no demons to threaten us, no open portals, and we can finally deal with Lorn now that he has no demon army coming to his rescue. We can be happy, Rus,” I repeated, resting my hands on his chest.

      “This demon magic—” My stomach plummeted when he pulled away, just an inch but enough to make it clear he was rejecting me. A furrow knotted my brow, hurt twisting my heart. I’d just lost a woman I loved more than anyone else in the world, and now Rus was pulling away because I’d unlocked a well of power? Because I’d finally found my inner strength? Because I wasn’t the scared, shaking girl he’d thrown in the cell downstairs?

      My eyes burned, but I wouldn’t cry. I sank deeper into my flames, letting them chase away the chill of Rus’s rejection. Everything had been good between us, incredible actually. Seeing the wariness and disappointment in his eyes hit even harder because our relationship was so new.

      “Fine,” I said before he could continue, a truth settling into my bones. He didn’t want this new, improved version of me. He would never understand me now I was powerful and strong and unafraid. I looked at him and found him watching me sadly, and I wondered if he’d realised what I had.

      I didn’t belong here anymore.
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      Deep down, I knew I was being rash and letting hurt cloud my judgement, but the inferno encouraged me. It told me I was right to be hurt, that my mate had rejected me, that he would never accept me now I’d changed.

      Lazarus was distracted, his eyes tight with stress, so it was easier to slip away than it should have been. When the phone rang, bringing news of the council’s decision, I slipped into the hallway. The growling sigh Lazarus released was enough to tell me they were still stalling. Sorry, deliberating. The council had deliberated for so long that I’d already closed the portals that were a threat to everyone on Earth. They’d probably still be in discussions when the portals reopened again whenever someone else thirsted for power. The thought of them opening again, the possibility of getting thrown back in Hell made me angry.

      No, it made me furious.

      Heat bubbled beneath my skin, my skin turning pink as I hurried soundlessly down the hallway, a pang in my chest at the thought of not seeing it for a while. But I’d be back. When Rus had some time to come to terms with my new power, when he’d accepted me for me, and when Lorn was dead, I’d come back. This was more my home now than the house I shared with Mum and Aunt Jubilee.

      I physically flinched. Don’t think about Jubilee.

      The sharp scent of the Thames smacked me in the face when I gently closed the front door behind myself, but I broke into a run before the chill air could offer any comfort. I needed to run far and fast before Lazarus caught up to me. Because he would—he’d search for me, and he wouldn’t stop until he found me. The mate bond would see to that, I presumed. But if I was fast enough, I could find Lorn before Lazarus tracked me down.

      Lorn deserved to die. He was the reason Jubilee was dead, the whole reason Invequius was able to use her to control me in the first place. The reason Invequius even knew I existed. I remembered that first day in the angel temple, remembered the sickly feeling of the demon’s attention, the way my skin crawled.

      My anger flashed hotter, thick steam curling off my arms now, thick and visible against the cold night air as I ran, pushing myself as fast as my body would allow.

      London flew past as I tugged my hood over my horns and sprinted along familiar pathways, following the Thames past the Globe, past the Witching Library, and further, until the shape of the council building rose above me. Part of me wanted to drag my feet and enter the library, to find some solace and comfort among the stacks of weathered paper and dyed leather, but the last time I was there, Lazarus and I were hunted. It didn’t offer the same comfort anymore. Just another thing I’d lost since Keaton scratched me and Lorn threw me to my death.

      I should have died that day; I shouldn’t even have been here. A fluke, a coincidence—that’s what saved me. If I had died crushed beneath shelves and broken books, would Jubilee have survived?

      “Don’t think of that now,” I muttered, not even out of breath after the flight across the city. Even if I’d felt the cold against my skin, the inferno would have kept me warm, flames licking higher. As much as I told myself not to think about it, I couldn’t help it. We’d been happy, Jubilee, Mum, and I. We’d been safe and perfectly content, no demons in our lives, no forced trips to Hell, no sacrifices, no screaming hordes or scheming vampires.

      Lorn took that from me. I’d give all this power up to have my aunt back.

      You’re the best niece anyone could ask for. And as much my daughter as you are my sister’s.

      A chink formed in my rage, but I brought Lorn’s face to the front of my mind and made my way up the formidable stone steps and into the council building. Unlike the last time I was here, I barely saw any of it. Was that really only hours ago? I felt like a whole different person as I strode through the pale stone atrium, far fewer people streaming around me than before but still enough that I went unnoticed by the reception staff.

      I didn’t know how to use the sire bond, but my demon magic did. A tiny ripple went through my belly but the unease was quickly swallowed by the pit of lava that expanded with every breath. I followed the tug in my gut down a long, high-ceilinged corridor lined with gold marble columns, my back straight and chin up, expression determined like I belonged here and had a task to do. No one looked at me like I was out of place, even with the horns and wings, even as I took two right turns and ended up at a staircase leading up—not down as I expected. The gleaming marble and gold details ended here, giving way to bare stone lit by a single bare bulb swinging overhead, a tiny window at the landing above me offering another square of light.

      I didn’t question the inferno’s guidance. It had never led me wrong before; because of it, I was alive and all the portals were slammed shut. Because of the inferno, I was safe. And Rus wanted me to give up that safety?

      I tucked my wings tight and ascended the stairs, sure that if I’d been mortal a chill would have settled into my bones. It was the sort of staircase that led to a gothic lair, where someone’s wife would be shoved in the attic. Fitting for a vampire, though I’d much rather be curled up in the library at home with the fire crackling comfortingly, Keith snoring on the arm of the chair, and a book open on my lap.

      Soon, I promised myself, and ignored all the obstacles between me and that cosy scene. It would have been a better fantasy if Rus was there with me, but even my imagination was mad at him. How dare he tell me something was wrong? How dare he act like this fire thrumming inside me hadn’t saved his mother and gotten us all out of Hell?

      I reached the landing and forged on, taking the steps cautiously even if I wanted to sprint up them at full speed. I needed to measure my steps, keep my ears pricked, and not look suspicious. With all the power I had now, I doubted anyone would be strong enough to throw me out of the council building, but I’d rather not risk it.

      My fire seemed to bank like it was disappointed it wouldn’t be unleashed.

      These people aren’t our enemies, I reminded it, reminded myself. Killing them served no purpose. So, I kept scaling the stairs on light feet, ignoring the tiny voice in my head that screamed I had no plan and everything was going to go wrong. I’d be fine. I was deadly now.

      At the top of another flight of stairs, a grey stone hallway spread out in two ways on either side of me, the scent of unwashed bodies, overcooked food, industrial cleaning fluids, and piss combining to make me gag. I cut off my air so I didn’t have to smell it, but it was stuffed up my nose now, curdling my stomach with a visceral sickness. I’d never been happier that I didn’t need to breathe.

      Invequious laughed, the sound rumbling around me, raising the hairs on the back of my neck and making it impossible to breathe.

      “I’m not afraid of you anymore,” I hissed under my breath, scanning the hallway like there’d be a clue to where my quarry was. I listened to the thrashing fire inside me, trying to shut out how badly it wanted to come out and burn down this whole building. I turned right.

      Finally, Invequius breathed, his voice inside my head. I've been dying to find out what lives inside this stubborn mind of yours. Oh, so much suffering, so much pain.

      “Shut up,” I snarled at my own subconscious, the memories unwelcome. I was free. I wasn’t trapped there with him controlling me anymore. He was dead; Keith ate him. There was no trace left. I was free.

      Won't you be relieved to be free?

      I needed to get his voice out of my head now. Every time his voice slid through my memories, the fire roared a little louder, climbed a little higher, until my skin heated, little curls of steam rising from me. I walked faster, the sound of my rough footsteps echoing off the stone all around me, grounding me in the present. He wasn’t here. He was never coming back.

      But that didn’t unlock the band around my chest and didn’t stop the shiver down my spine as I crossed the empty corridor. Shouldn’t there have been a guard here to keep the prisoners inside? Had my fire had even brought me to the right place?

      My path ended at a left turn, and I was so distracted by memories of Invequius that I forgot to scout the corner before I followed it. A rough hand locked around my forearm, and I took a forceful gasp, my eyes watering at the sudden onslaught a rancid smell made on my senses.

      Panic struck so severely that I forgot I was a vampire and frantically pulled at the grip, wide eyes snapping up to stare at the broad-shouldered, grey-skinned man looming over me. He was physically intimidating, with wings that blotted out the tiny bit of light coming from a window behind him, and his rough-hewn features were stern with warning. Gargoyle.

      Fear made my skin tingle, a shiver poised on the back of my neck.

      “No visitors authorised today,” he barked in a voice like boulders grating. I’d worked with a gargoyle at the library; he’d been sweet and kind with a lilting voice and an easy smile. This man was nothing like that.

      When he tossed me away and released his grip on my arm, as if his intimidation would send me scurrying away, I remembered myself. I cut off breathing and straightened my spine, lifting my chin.

      “Where is Keaton?”

      The words came out low and sonorous, coercive. I’d never spoken this way before, but I remembered all the times Rus had compelled me and a thrill went through my chest. Was I finally strong enough to do it, too? And on a gargoyle no less.

      One glance at his eyes killed that dream and I jerked back just as he lunged for me.

      “I said,” he grated out, “no visitors today.”

      His scowl and the way he kept grabbing me had anger burning through my chest, and I cocked my chin higher, not fighting the rush and flow of the inferno this time. I’d rather not hurt staff members, but this gargoyle was in my way.

      “One chance,” I warned, my eyes narrowed on the man as he widened his stance, clearly blocking access to the heavy wooden door behind him. It wasn’t another hallway at all, but an entrance. I’d put blood and money on that door leading to the cells. I’d never even known there were prisoners held up here; all the rumours spoke about a dungeon belowground. I had the feeling I’d stumbled upon a high-security secret I was never meant to know.

      “One chance,” the gargoyle repeated in a scoff. “What are you going to do? Bite me? I’m made of stone.”

      I tilted my head, considering him. He was probably very good at his job, and I bet he scared off most people trying to enter this place. But I wasn’t most people. I was forcibly turned into a vampire, taunted by a demon, dragged into Hell, and reforged there into something new. Bane—that was what I was now. Not quite vampire, not entirely demon, nothing remotely close to human.

      It was easy to grasp the power. Too easy.

      “Where is Keaton?” I repeated my question, sinking into the inferno like I’d sink into a hot bath, tension massaged from my tight muscles, the band around my chest easing.

      You know, he mused, I planned to snuff you out the second I claimed this body, but I think I'll leave you conscious. It'll be fun to hear you struggle.

      He couldn’t hurt me now. Invequius was dead. Even if he wasn’t, I knew with the flames rising higher inside me, making crimson hair dance around my shoulders, turning my skin smooth and pink, I could kill him. It would take little effort. Less to remove this stone obstacle in my way.

      The gargoyle probably had a family waiting for him to return at the end of the day. Librarian Karina would have cared about that. Vampire Karina would have faltered. But Bane Karina? I lifted a hand
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