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          Chapter One

        

        “Do not be afraid; our fate
        Cannot be taken from us; it is a gift.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      My phone kept vibrating annoyingly in my pocket; it hadn’t stopped ringing since I left my tiny flat half an hour earlier. I tried to ignore it for as long as I could, but I knew that it was Ricky subtly reminding me that I was yet again running late. I was going to work, making my way through the cold and wet, gloomy streets of Brixton. Keeping my eyes open to my less-than-safe surroundings, I was careful of the people around me, sometimes passing busy-looking humans on the streets who were definitely up to no good, but I was still smiling through my sleep-deprived state. Last night people kept pouring me drinks, and my cards were awesome, so I didn’t want to leave early and lose the chance to win some cash back. I didn’t regret anything, even  when I woke up with the biggest hangover in the history of mankind this late morning.

      Around halfway through my journey, the heavens ripped open and rain started pouring from the sky. It wasn’t a light drizzle. In a matter of seconds my good mood disappeared and I was completely soaked and even more pissed off by the fact that I didn’t own a fucking umbrella.

      It was around half past four in the afternoon and the fact that February had been dragging for God knew how long was making me feel even shittier about myself.

      I was glad that I didn’t put any makeup on today; otherwise the rain would have made me look like a tribute act for the band Kiss. I had another couple of streets to walk through before I would reach the office, so when my phone began vibrating for the tenth time, I turned to the left and walked inside an old townhouse with a broken lock. Ricky was relentless, so I had no choice but to call him back. I’d given Ricky dozens of reasons to be worried about me in the past, and now he was most likely just checking to see if I was still alive.

      The building stunk of mould and mildew. There was no way that I could afford to buy a new mobile just yet, so I had to keep it away from the rain. Ricky had his ways to track me down and I didn’t want to put myself further in the shit with him.

      “What?” I snarked when he answered his phone.

      “Where the hell are you, Maxine? Three candidates already left. You were meant to be here at three thirty, dammit!” Ricky said—well, more accurately roared into the phone. Great, I didn’t need to have him on my back tonight.

      I bit on my lower lip and forced myself not to roll my eyes. I’d completely forgotten that tonight I was supposed to help him interview our first full-time assistant. Over the past couple of weeks Ricky had been telling me that we needed to expand, that we weren’t coping, but it appeared that my very own dark inner demons had screwed with my head. So much that I had mixed up the days of the week. People had been telling me that I had to start writing things down. Yeah, really? Like I was going to run around with a notepad in my hand.

      “I’m on my way. Chill, and please stop yelling at me,” I said, wondering why I’d agreed to this in the first place. He could easily interview people himself; he didn’t need me to hold his hand. Besides, I really wasn’t too keen on spending money on an assistant. The bottom line was that I had to get my shit together and at the very least start arriving at the office on time.

      There was a silence on the other side of the phone. Ricky was breathing loudly, and I knew he was pretty pissed off.

      “Max, I’m worried about you. You promised to be on time today,” he said, and a hot boiling guilt filled my stomach. I hated when Ricky was so caring; he knew that I was trying hard to climb above the surface of pain.

      “I’m on my way,” I mumbled into the phone.

      “You played poker last night, didn’t you? Are you hungover much?” he asked sarcastically, already knowing the answer anyway.

      Ricky Donovan was the biggest womaniser amongst his own faction so it surprised me that he had time to give a damn about me. Then the tiny voice in my head reminded me that we had been friends and business partners for many years, and we’d always looked out for each other, even during our toughest times.

      When I was battling a hangover I was more sensitive to human emotions, and tonight every couple of meters the stench of pain, the caress of happiness, and waves of sadness kept invading my body, hitting me hard. I couldn’t block these intense vibes, taking it all in and suffering the consequences. On the other hand, I had to numb the pain, forget about her screams for at least for a few hours. Last night was one of those times.

      “Ricky stop nagging me. I’ll be in the office. It’s bloody raining and I’m soaked and you’re not helping,” I complained, running my fingers over my forehead. My skin was burning, and that wasn’t a very good sign. There was the possibility that another demon was nearby, and not a very friendly demon.

      Ricky swore loudly, most likely to himself, and I heard him shuffling paperwork all over his desk. “Maxine, this is getting ridiculous. It’s been a year—longer than a year. Gambling and drinking won’t erase your shit. Get it fucking together and act like you’re actually a fully fledged grown up for once. We are a team!”

      That comment struck me like a bullet, and I had to hold myself steady for a good few seconds. Ricky could be insensitive at times, although deep down he was just damaged like I was. He shouldn’t have reminded me that I was still broken, that my soul had been nearly ripped away from my body, that I’d nearly lost everything.

      “We both know that I do care about you and the business so shut your bloody mouth. I’ll be there soon. Just use compulsion to keep the humans there,” I snapped through my gritted teeth and hung up, feeling like my anger was getting out of control, and that was a bad sign. I felt bad about arguing with Ricky. He only looked out for me, and it was my fault for being late. After all we were running a business partnership.

      Two bulky men passed the building that I was in, stopped, and glanced in my direction, probably aware of sudden demonic energy, the inhuman power. The problem was that most humans could sense that something was wrong. They might have been weak, but they weren’t stupid.

      I closed my eyes quickly and took two deep breaths, swallowing the violent fury and remembering the reasons I’d made that difficult and painful decision twelve months ago. It was never really a choice. It was my only option and I had to do it alone; he didn’t deserve to know the truth.

      I shivered with the cold and put my hood over my head. When I came out of the building, I shoved my mobile into my back pocket, picking up my pace. I headed for the office, knowing that it wasn’t wise to keep Ricky pissed for too long. Sometimes he acted more like my overprotective brother than a business partner. I reminded myself that I loved him dearly; he was the closest thing to a family member that I ever  had and we both needed each other.

      Twenty minutes later I would have made it to the office like I had promised. Yes, after passing a couple more streets I would have been sitting next to Ricky, listening to some chick babbling about working in a team and trying to forget about the fact that my hangover was dragging me down the road to destruction. The problem was that something happened between Green Lane and Parkway Road, something that forced me to use my power.

      I chose a shortcut, using the back alley that separated two housing estates. In hindsight it wasn’t my wisest idea. A split second later I felt gut-wrenching fear that literally knocked the breath out of my lungs, and then I heard a loud, petrified scream. The scream resonated within me; after all, half of my DNA was demonic, my mother had hooked up with a full-blooded demon and nine months later she had given birth to me. Because of this I was able to read most human’s minds, but only to some extent—images, feelings, sometimes a few words. Tonight I knew instantly that someone was in trouble, and that was part of the problem of being a mongrel (half demon, half human)—my abilities were always pushing me to do shit that I didn’t want to do.

      I breathed in the fear that got attached to my soul and then I tried to exhale, as the energy rushed through my system.

      For fuck’s sake, why me and why the hell now? Will I ever be able to just walk through the streets without getting involved in someone else’s shit?

      Okay, so maybe I was a little bit harsh, but with this hangover from hell I wasn’t ready to play hero, plus capes were just a bad fashion choice. I wanted to concentrate on my own problems for once. On the other hand I couldn’t live with myself if I didn’t do something to save this human in trouble.

      I shook my head and crept closer to the back of the building, feeling my demonic side being drawn to the crippling fear of death. On top of my oversensitivity to human emotions I also had exceptional vision. It was a drizzly, grey evening, and visibility was poor. The streets looked like they were taken straight from a black-and-white Hitchcock film, and in that gloomy alley humans wouldn’t have seen anything.

      I noticed two unfriendly-looking demons surrounding a petrified human woman. They were part of the Asmodeus faction, most likely ready to drain her of any and all lust and innocence. The price for that kind of thing was high and many useful potions could be produced from this human’s innocence. Rage burst to life inside me, setting my blood on fire. Shit like this was not cool in the human world. Being half human gave me empathy, and what they were about to do to this girl was akin to rape. Those two bastards knew it, but they were ready to dismiss the rules just for a few coins of favours in the underworld.

      Sometimes certain members of demonic factions liked pushing their luck. These two assholes were clearly far away from their designated district and they were breaking the code, attacking an innocent human. My head was banging like hell, but despite that, I had to get involved. I couldn’t just leave her there on her own. She didn’t deserve to lose all her innocence as well as her passion and lust, then be left to die.

      “Such a strong energy … vicious and intense. She will please Asmodeus and we will be rewarded,” rasped the larger and hairier demon, brushing his repulsive gnarled fingers over woman’s neck. He had a lot of tiny scars on his forehead and a tattoo of a skull on his arm. That seemed a bit obvious, but I wasn’t too sure if the tattoo was given to him by the head of the faction or he had it done in one of those fake studios.

      The second demon was shorter; he looked like he had spent more time on earth. He wore nicely fitted clothes and his thick black hair was in an approximation of a human style but smeared with too much gel. My exceptional eyesight never let me down, and I knew that these two demons were looking to draw out the episode just for fun.

      “Please let me go. I don’t have any money on me,” the woman squeaked, like a dying bird.

      The hairy demon laughed and shifted closer. He grabbed the woman’s throat and lifted her a couple of inches above the ground. I’d never seen a demon go to this extreme for something that he could buy on the black market. This woman, whoever she was, had no chance of pulling away. Those two were probably ready to take away her soul too.

      The good side of me, the one that wasn’t lazy or selfish, reacted. I moved from my hiding place, releasing the energy that had been brewing inside me for weeks feeding the flames of my fury. I knew that there was always a price to pay for magic, for using my abilities to their absolute demonic extremes, but I couldn’t worry about that right now.

      “Oh, boys, I suggest you step away from that lady right away. Don’t you know that no means no? I’m sure it isn’t the first time a girl turned you down. Besides, we both know that breaking the rules topside means Lucifer himself will fry your arses in the pits!” I shouted, creating a wave of protection around me. It was one of the tricks that I was taught by Leviathan’s men, converting human fear into my own energy. By the time the two of them turned around, I had a Sherafine elixir in my right hand. Maybe it wasn’t totally necessary, I could deal with them without it, but I was going to enjoy using it on a member of the Asmodeus faction. A girl has to get her kicks somewhere, right?

      “Ted, look at this. A dirty mongrel is sticking her beaky nose into our business,” the non-hairy one stated, and his eyes gleamed with an unknown energy. Shit, that’s what I thought. These two were running around London getting high on lust, hurting innocent human women for fun. That was why I hated hell. Asmodeus couldn’t even keep an eye on scumbags like them.

      “You have two seconds to stop what you’re doing or you will get hurt. Really, really badly. And I don’t have my first aid kit with me,” I said, as sarcastically as I could, letting them know they had a chance to leave. The uglier and wider demon licked his lips greedily and smiled. I had an advantage—my eyesight—I could see better than them, than anyone.

      Unfortunately the other demon joined his mate, and for a good few moments both of them laughed loudly, holding their quivering fat bellies. One of them shot a fireball in my direction, trying to scare me, thinking that he was skilled and gifted. I moved my body sinuously to the side, flexed my protection shield and absorbed the ball. My energy escalated, streaming out of my pores. Every single hair on the back of my neck rose.

      I jumped in front of the uglier one and threw the Sherafine elixir that disabled him completely, then tossed off a swift roundhouse kick straight into the other’s jaw, knocking him good and proper to the ground. I expected a battle, a true scrappy street fight. What I got was strung-out demons too high to fight me. This was easy, almost too easy, but on the other hand, no other female mongrel had a black belt in Tae kwon do  and years of experience in the security industry.

      The woman who stood plastered to the wall let out a hysterical whimper when the earth underneath my feet started shaking. I felt the strong rising heat that made my toes curl and caught a whiff of a burning sulfuric smell. The much hairier demon was on the ground moaning in agony holding his neck; the other demon lay where my last uppercut left him, pretty much knocked out—not dead, but close enough. I walked up to the woman, covering her with my body. My lungs contracted against the smell, as the earth opened up and bright yellow and red light spread everywhere. The woman was screaming now and I was sweating like a pig, trying to fight the urge to jump into the pit.

      I glanced down, seeing the large hole in the middle of the alley filled with hot lava that melted away parts of the pavement. The heat was unbearable, and I felt strong burning on my back. An incredible force whizzed through the air, ruffling my hair and pulling me away from the woman.

      “No … you bitch, I won’t let him take me!” roared the skinnier demon, crawling away from the hole, suddenly conscious. He was bleeding, most likely wounded by my attack. The human’s heart was jackhammering so fast that I was scared she was going to have a heart attack at any second, and that wasn’t something that I had anticipated.

      A thrilling and intense energy began dragging the two demons down to the hole. My leather jacket was melting into my body and that strong urge to jump too was messing with my half-human mind. Within a few seconds, both demons got sucked inside the pit. The whizzing noise was strong, pushing and pulling things around the alley. A split second later there was a loud blast, and then silence descended all around me, sucking the rest of the oxygen out of my lungs.

      Everything was back to normal when I opened my eyes again and took a long, deep breath. Demons were gone, the hole too. I had no idea what happened, but no one apart from Watchers was able to open the gates of hell and there were none around. I was most certainly sure that I was the only supernatural being within a hundred yards.

      Now I was stuck with a woman who had witnessed and felt everything that happened. That really complicated things for me. Now I was not only late, but also exposed. Fuck my life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Two

        

        “Remember tonight... for it is the beginning of always” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      “What happened? How … who—?” The girl stuttered, glancing from where the hole was and where the two sleazeballs disappeared, to me with my half-melted coat and singed hair.

      I had to calm her down somehow, but I didn’t know where to start. There was a possibility that Watchers were going to show up at any second. They were responsible for preventing humans from knowing about the demonic world.  Even though I had enough adrenaline in my system to run a marathon, my head was still pounding. I just couldn’t catch a break. I needed to forget about my doozy of a hangover and get my sorry arse out of here as soon as possible. The woman was losing the plot, mouthing words that didn’t make any sense. Humans just couldn’t comprehend anything outside of their little bubble of reality and that there was something other than them in the world. Still, I felt sorry for her. Despite her obvious shock and fear, there was something in me that didn’t want her to be removed by the Watchers.

      “Look, you’ve had a mind fuck. I know it’s all confusing right now. I’ll explain everything in a second, but we have to keep moving,” I said, pulling her upright to her feet. The dreaded shadows of the city were making me agitated. The Watchers were in the area, probably looking for the person that opened up the gates. A chilling dread hung over my head. They also took care of mongrels and demons that threatened to expose themselves to humans. If they caught me, the uncomfortable questions would follow, and I couldn't afford to be stopped now.

      Somehow I managed to hobble several meters dragging this chick without falling down. I was trying to gather my thoughts. It was difficult enough with the blisters on my back healing and my hangover, but the demon side of me was howling to be released, scratching at my impulses to get back to see if the gate would open again. My whole body throbbed painfully and I knew that I was going to suffer tomorrow morning. It’d been a couple of weeks since I last trained, since I worked my muscles to that kind of extent. In my line of work it was easy to dismiss the pain, but I wasn’t used to it like before.

      The noise from the alley should have brought attention from other humans, but I had been right all along. No one in this damn city paid attention to other people anymore.

      “The light…I felt so warm…those men were sucked right into the ground,” the woman kept saying over and over again. I had to drag her down the pavement just for a few moments to catch my breath, trying to keep a good pace. Lugging my sorry arse and the girl was pretty taxing. At least it hadn’t stopped raining yet. Watchers didn’t like rainy weather because they couldn’t track the magical fingerprint as easily in the rain, plus some weird shit about frizzy hair. You’ll never meet a demon that isn’t a little bit vain.

      Ricky was going to lose his shit with me. I had no idea how much time had passed since I spoke to him on the phone. There was a strong possibility that all the candidates had already left, and my business partner would be sitting behind his desk, cursing me out and making a voodoo doll. Okay, so this time around I had a good reason to be late, and maybe I shouldn’t have stuck my nose into someone else’s business, but these arseholes weren’t going to stop with one innocent human. They were marked by a Watcher, so they were probably convicts on the run, who knew?

      The woman became very vocal all of a sudden, attracting too much attention to two of us. We were in a crowded street now and I had to do something. Other humans were staring. Some guy with a dog asked me if my friend was all right. I waved him off and pulled her around the corner.

      “Hey! Hey! Calm down, crazy lady, you’re safe. The men ran away. I kicked their butts and called the police. You don’t have to worry anymore,” I said, placing my palms on her cheeks.

      As the warmth of my energy reached her face, she stopped mumbling all of a sudden, staring at me with her wide blue eyes. I hated fiddling with human minds or emotions. If I wasn’t careful I could easily read their desires and tap into their deepest secrets. Sometimes I was too scared, in case I accidentally crossed that line that I let them see beyond the charm. I hated when my own privacy was invaded and had serious issues doing this to her, but right now the woman could get both of us into trouble. I had to calm her down.

      I swallowed hard, seeing a little blond girl in her thoughts, and then her fearful eyes shifted, and she smiled. I was aware that tonight I had used too much energy. I didn’t have time to worry about the consequences right now, but I could feel the cold chill in my bones. The future didn’t look bright and the price for magic was always high.

      The woman flinched, glanced around and narrowed her eyes at me when I backed away from her.

      “Who are you?” she asked, and then cocked her head to the side. “Wow! Your eyes are so beautiful, so dark. I swear I think your pupils are almost purple.”

      I scratched my head wondering if I might have accidentally sent too much energy into her and damaged her mind. That was impossible. I was gentle and she seemed strong.

      “You were attacked in the alley, but it’s okay now, you’re safe. I scared the bastards away. They tried to mug you,” I explained, tossing my long dark hair behind me, confident that she would believe me. The woman opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. She looked down on her clothes that were wet and giggled nervously. I stood in front of her, puzzled, worried that I had done something wrong. I knew my limits, I knew that I was skilled, but maybe today, for the first time in my life I’d gone too far.

      “Oh my God, really? I don’t remember anything. Thank you so much.” She leaned back and sagged against the wall. ”It’s like I have this big black hole in my head,” she said, looking confused.

      “That’s okay, it’s probably shock. It will pass,” I assured her.

      Then she threw herself at me with what had to be the world’s most awkward hug. I went stiff almost instantly. First of all, this woman was a complete stranger, and second of all I wasn’t used to anyone touching me.

      “Thank you. You probably saved my life.”

      “Yeah. Yay me. All right, I think that’s enough now,” I said, pulling away from her. “You don’t have to worry. They were probably junkies after your money, but they didn’t manage to take anything anyway.”

      “I’m so glad that you came to my rescue. My name is Emma, by the way,” she said, smiling widely. “I shouldn’t have taken that shortcut, but I was running late for a job interview. Bummer, I must be like two hours late now.”

      It started raining heavier all of a sudden. I grabbed her elbow, not even thinking what I was doing.

      “Come on, I know a place where you can dry off.”

      She nodded and we both started running through the streets. Twenty minutes later we reached my office. By the time we entered the building we were both dripping wet, but Emma was oddly recovered and somehow excited.

      Ricky was right; I was weak enough to fall back to my old nasty habits. Magical tequila had shut down all thoughts about the past and made me happy for a while. No matter how heavy the secret weighed on me, tequila managed to carry it when I filled my belly with it. Plus tequila was way cheaper than therapy.

      Emma didn’t seem to have an off button. She would not shut the hell up and kept talking all the way upstairs. She mentioned her white cat, her daughter, and the fact that she should have left her house early to get to her interview on time, a sale on at her favourite shoe shop, her favourite teacher in high school—on and on she went.

      When I barged through the door of Doomed Cases, my own supernatural detective agency, I was exhausted and cold. Ricky slammed his fists on the desk as soon as he saw me. His normally perfectly symmetrical face was twisted in a rage, his tie was on the table, and two buttons of his shirt were open.

      “Two freaking hours, Maxine. You said that you were just around the corner. All the candidates left. Are you fu—”

      “Oh, hello, my name is Emma. I’m so sorry for being so late. I came across some difficulties on the street when this lovely lady rescued me out of what seemed a mugging.” Emma cut Ricky off, shoving me to the side and shaking his hand enthusiastically. Ricky was a full demon, born to the Beelzebub faction. He was cast out from the underworld when he was caught sneaking out to the world outside and doing some dodgy business with other mongrels. He was bloody handsome, always well presented with an immaculate dress sense, but tonight he looked like he was just about to explode.

      I held my hand up to him to stop any further rant he was about to vomit at me and scratched my head thinking how I could explain in front of Emma, eyeing her with confusion. For a split second I wanted to tell Ricky that he could shove this whole business up in his arse, that I was done, but somehow I restrained myself.

      “Emma? As in Emma Carter? The five o’clock slot?” Ricky questioned my newly acquainted crazy human, suddenly forgetting that just a second ago he was ready to whoop my arse for being two hours late.

      “Ricky, I got held up at the back street, when two freaks—”

      “Maxine, shut the hell up for a second,” he snapped at me. “And meet our new assistant, Miss Emma Carter.”

      His sudden anger vanished, and his eyes gleamed with amused curiosity. My clothes were sticking to my body and I was dreaming about a hot bath. I seriously didn’t care who Emma was right now.

      Emma had streaky black mascara marks under her eyes, but she looked ecstatic. Ricky couldn’t be serious; this random woman wasn’t here for an interview. I didn’t believe in that kind of coincidence.

      “New assistant… but… but I haven’t been interviewed yet, and I was late … so very late,” Emma stuttered, staring at Ricky in utter disbelief. I needed to sit down. This was too much for me to handle, even for one crazy evening like this.

      “It’s all right, Miss Carter, you’re hired. I don’t have to introduce you to my business partner, Maxine Brodeur, as you have already met. Please come in tomorrow at twelve with all your paperwork, so we can add you to the payroll,” Ricky shot away.

      “Man, can I have a word with you?” I said, finding my voice. My business partner was acting crazy. He knew well enough that we couldn’t hire a human.

      “Oh, thank you, Miss Brodeur, I’m so happy. This couldn’t have turned out any better. I have been searching for a job for weeks. Thank you so much for rescuing me from those nasty men and the fire … yes, there was a fire. I saw something strange, like lava—”

      “No, there wasn’t any fire, Emma. You’re still confused,” I cut her off abruptly. “Come back tomorrow like Ricky said. You hit your head pretty hard, so I suggest you have yourself checked out at the hospital.”

      She should never have remembered the pits. I’d cleared her thoughts, implanted a different memory.

      There was no way on earth that she could handle our supernatural cases, our caliber of clients. This was against our code of practise. Ricky was playing with me, and promising this woman a job was cruel.

      “You’re both so lovely, and did I tell you that you have beautiful eyes? This one time I went to a beauty salon to do my nails and I swear to god the woman was special, she changed the col—”

      “Emma, thank you so much, but we would like to see you tomorrow. Just go home and rest all right?” Ricky interrupted her this time around with his forceful tone of voice. “Let me walk you down.”

      “Oh of course, silly me. I’m sorry to blab so much when I’m nervous, but you really are beautiful, Maxine, with those purple irises,” she added again, beaming.

      I waved my goodbyes and slumped down behind my desk, rubbing my face with my palms. The human was right—I was a freak of nature. My eyes were bizarre: at times they were brown, other times almost purple. To anyone from outside I wasn’t just an ordinary human being with a pale complexion and dark colourful highlights.

      Before when I had a stable career working in security, I used to make an effort, wore proper clothes and even put on makeup most days. Now after a year from hell (no seriously, real Hell, fire and brimstone and all that bollocks) I tended to wear the same hoodie and old jeans for days before I even considered doing the laundry. If my client didn’t like my appearance, then they could get lost. There were plenty of mongrels and demons in this shitty city that needed my help.

      Ricky showed up several minutes later, looking perfectly happy.

      “Right, now you can tell me what that shit show was really about. You can’t be serious. We both know that we can’t take her on,” I said, putting my legs on the table. The water from my soaked jeans began dripping on the paperwork.

      “It’s a done deal, Maxine. I already gave her the job. Emma is going to be our new assistant and if you’d gotten here earlier on, then maybe we could have picked someone else,” Ricky said, folding his arms over his chest. The bastard was good looking, well groomed for a man and a demon. He knew that he was an asset to the agency, always bringing in new clients.

      “Well, two demons from Asmodeus’s faction cornered her on my way here. They were planning to drain her lust and innocence. I had no other choice but to help her,” I explained. I seriously needed a drink and nothing else would cut it but tequila. I most likely looked terrible but felt even worse. My clothes were soaked and singed, and that crappy taste in my mouth wasn’t going away anytime soon. “Besides, we both know that we can’t take on a human. She already witnessed enough tonight. Clients won’t like this and on top of that she is—”

      “Cute,” Ricky finished for me, smiling wolfishly. “She is the sweetest human creature that I ever met, and she will do just fine. Besides, you already messed around with her mind. We need her. The cases are a mess and we might have an audit next week. Lucifer is sending his people to find out if we are following the protocol.”

      I sighed, feeling a dull pain in my head. I was completely broke, and I was late with my rent. Last night I blew all my available cash, so now I wasn’t in any position to argue with Ricky. I had to let this one go.

      The odd thing was that, although she chattered away, I kind of liked the human that I just saved. It was hard for me to like anyone these days, but she was so happy and genuinely excited about a job. My mind was now sober enough to be aware of the images and feelings I wanted to hide so that they danced right in front of my eyes and I desperately needed a distraction. Someone that could help me pull myself back from the torturous misery. The world around me was changing, and I had been slipping down in the past six months. I had to get my shit together.

      Emma was like a small weak candlelight in a moonless night. She seemed to have no idea the world that she had grown up with wasn’t real, that there were other creatures walking amongst normal human beings. Maybe that was the reason I felt connected with her—she had the purity and innocence of a happy mind that I lacked.

      Two years ago, I was the happiest half demon in the world. Everything was working well for me, until it all fell apart.

      “Stop overthinking this, Maxine. You will be working with the human. It’s time to shift things around here. You know I’ve tried to help you, to push you forward, but it seems to me that you want to stay unhappy, broken and sad. You have a business to take care of, bills to pay and people that rely on you. Tomorrow you will be here at two o’clock in the afternoon, and if that means I have to come to your crummy flat myself and throw you out of bed, then so be it. Now go home, cure your hangover, eat something and don’t even dare go out drinking tonight,” Ricky said, getting into my head. God, I hated when he was so insensitive. “I mean it, girl, pull through or I’ll personally make your life difficult.”

      After his speech, I opened my mouth to argue. I wanted to remain my stubborn, difficult self, but honestly I couldn’t raise the energy to give a shit. I jumped off the table and walked towards the door not saying anything at all. Maybe for once I was willing to admit that he was right. I’d never fucking tell him, the vain demon bastard.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Three

        

        “There is no greater sorrow
        Than to recall a happy time
        When miserable.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      I woke up the next day feeling fresh and well rested. For the first time in a long time my head was clear, my body didn’t ache from a restless night, and there was no eyeball-shattering hangover. It was strange to see this fucked up world in its true colours rather than hidden by my Ray-bans. I may have woken with my body straight, but I still had my mind and spirit to get right. I wasn’t one of those women who could hand myself over to fate or faith. I usually found my mind in the bottom of my spirit. Tequila won’t solve your problems but it’s worth a shot. Yeah, I had a logo T-shirt; don’t judge me.

      I had spent my whole night watching trash TV. Even though my mouth was dry and nothing seemed to slake my thirst and despite the fact that I was desperate for a drink, somehow I managed to stay in my flat. The darkness came as usual, torturing me with the whys and the what ifs, but I had to remember that life wasn’t easy in general and my melancholy and sadness wouldn’t last forever. I could have made a different choice in the past, but then I would have to deal with the consequences of my actions.

      I lived in the worst part of Brixton, because it was the only place I could afford these days. From a very young age I had been left to take care of myself, so money had never been an issue for me. Only about eighteen months ago I got myself into a lot of debt with unpaid rent and utilities. Things were complicated. Ricky had tried helping me out a few times, but eventually he couldn’t keep settling my debts for me. Most of the time, I acted like I didn’t give a shit about anything anymore. I was a shadow of my former self. I was just a sad drunken creature. The work was still important, but not like before. Now it just helped pass the day rather than being my raison d’etre.

      “Get it together, bitch. No one will ever take care of you but you,” I said to my own reflection in the mirror.

      The pep talk helped a little, not much, but it was time to stop feeling sorry for myself and get on with life. The gambling, well, I kept telling myself that I had it under control. I’d played cards since I was fifteen years old. I used to be really good; however, over the past twelve months I had lost more money than I had coming in and that wasn’t good. Ricky didn’t get it. I needed poker to fulfil my empty nights; I needed to be around people to take my mind off life, socialise without actually being involved with people I may have to pretend to give a shit about. Just so I could push through the dark cloud that hung over me. Money didn’t matter to me anymore; I didn’t want to live to work rather than work to live.

      After this silent and stupid contemplation I took a shower. First one this week by the smell of me. It was a new day today and I was going to make an effort. I had no one in my life to impress so usually I didn’t bother to make myself look decent, but I had to start somewhere with this mind, body and spirit shit. I brushed my hair and put a bit of makeup on. Shockingly I started to recognise the old me in the mirror.

      My rent was overdue by two days, but my money box in the drawer was empty. I couldn’t ask Ricky for a loan. I didn’t need another lecture from him about responsibilities and shit like that. I had to figure this out myself, and fast. Mrs. Patel was going to have to wait. I was hoping to meet a new client today, the one that Ricky had told me about a few days ago. A quick injection of cash would be helpful, and everyone in the city knew that I always took a deposit on accepting a case. I dreaded to think who they were and what they wanted from me.

      In my line of work I mainly dealt with demons. Vain assholes who thought they were the centre of the universe, and because I am only a half demon or a mongrel I am at their beck and call. It’s a complicated system that they live by when trying to decipher the underworld. Seven head demons represent seven factions that are responsible for keeping order on earth and in the underworld. Lucifer was still the master of the hell and he was the most powerful. There was also Mammon, Asmodeus, Leviathan, Beelzebub, Astroth and Berith. Each one took care of their own affairs, yet still answered to the government in the capital.

      Humans had no bloody idea that there was another world out there, that heaven and hell truly existed. Demons had been living amongst the general populous for generations, a lot of the time breaking rules and mating with humans. Lucifer hated the fact that there were so many mongrels on earth, orphans like me born with demonic DNA. We’d always been treated like second-class citizens, with not many rights, but a lot of responsibilities. Although no one really cared when we got romantically involved with humans. Our protocol was less strict in comparison to full-blooded demons. Below demons there were other creatures too, dark and twisted souls that lived in the pits. Berith, the demon in charge of all the entrances to the underworld and the Watchers hadn’t been doing their job in keeping order in the ranks. Berith faction had always been weak, and most of his demons liked sneaking out up to earth to seduce women. They liked partying hard. That was why there were so many other beings walking on the streets attacking innocents and causing havoc amongst humans.

      Two years ago when I was getting tired of my job in security I discovered a gap in the market. Many mongrels battled to remain anonymous, struggling to fit in since we didn’t really belong here on earth or in the fires of hell. We were innocents with tainted souls. If a crime occurred, it usually brought out our demonic nature, or if there was an issue involving another demon, human police couldn’t help us. Most mongrels didn’t get a very good start in life. We weren’t important, and the factions we belonged to showed no interest whatsoever in getting us out of trouble. So that was where I fit in.

      It was an easy decision: I had skills and resources, so I applied for a loan. Two months later the office of Doomed Cases officially opened up. Ricky was one of my first clients. His ex-wife rinsed him from all his money and disappeared. He wanted me to go after her and didn’t care to mention that she owned a pet, a chimera that nearly ripped my face off. It wasn’t like you could distract a fire-breathing ten-foot mix of lion, eagle and snake with a chew toy, unless of course his name was George. It was a difficult case, but I had gotten his money back, all of it. We became friends after that and soon enough he wanted to invest in the business. I was skeptical at first, unsure if I wanted a partner, but he managed to convince me. It was difficult to run a business when I had a full time job, so I chose him to take over the management.

      I felt odd leaving my apartment at one in the afternoon completely sober and well rested. I pulled my tangled hair off my face into a bun and pulled my leather jacket closer together. The freezing cold weather wasn’t helping my mood and I felt like I didn’t belong anywhere, like I was just an outsider. Part of my demonic soul craved an escape, but mongrels weren’t allowed to enter the underworld, unless they were summoned by the head of a faction or the Watchers.

      I ended up running to the office hoping to improve my mood. Two years ago I used to run every day; now my form wasn’t that great judging from my impression of an asthma attack. When I got to the office I saw that a new desk had been delivered and Emma was sitting behind it. Suddenly events from last night hit all at once. After two weeks of drinking magical tequila my memory recall was in pieces.

      “There she is, our bad arse Maxine. Surprises just keep on coming today,” Ricky shouted, clapping when I looked around the room. The rent in this part of London was expensive, so we didn’t have much space. There were two other small rooms at the back separated by the kitchen. Ricky was the paperwork guy. I had never spent that much time in the office. Most of the time I was out in the streets.

      “Hey,” I said, greeting them both.

      “Maxine, it’s good to see you. Ricky has explained everything and the job sounds perfect. I can’t wait to get stuck in.” Emma beamed, knocking the pen pot all over her desk, and then going red instantly. She wore a bright pink dress, with a thick black jumper thrown on top of it. I had never paid attention to other women, but her style was loud and flashy.

      “Really? Already.”

      “Yes, Maxine, Emma is very keen. I just gave her a general overview of all the cases that we have been working in the past and she seemed very open-minded about the whole ‘not everything is as it seems’ thing,” Ricky said, looking positively elated at this. He must have gotten Emma up to speed with the world around her. I had no idea how he was going to deal with telling her about the other world, but she needed to know what she was getting herself into, even if that was against the rules.

      “All right, I’ll be in my office making some phone calls,” I said, not quite sure what to make of this whole thing. Everything was going to be fine, as long as he didn’t shag our new assistant. It was against office policy to fraternise with fellow employees, a policy that I had just made up.

      “Take your time, darling,” Ricky muttered after I opened the door to my room. My eyes instantly fell on the large and thick brown envelope that was on my desk. Shock froze the air in my lungs when I recognised the bright red wax seal on top of it. I would recognise that crest anywhere. The lion with the crown. A tendril of panic seized me, and my blood thudded in my ears so loudly I thought I was going to throw up at any second now.

      The pain from last year, the emotion and that deep fear rippled through my entire body. I grabbed the envelope and flew back to the front office, ready to tear it apart. The royal seal felt like it was almost burning my hands. There was no reason for them to get in contact with me again. I was done with them, with him. Someone must have made a mistake sending it to me, to this address. Everyone had paid the price for what happened, and I was forced to do something unforgivable, something that drained me of my ideals, my hope and everything that I ever believed in.

      “Ricky, how did this letter get on my desk? Who delivered it?” I shouted, shaking the envelope in front of his face, like it was cursed. He saw the seal almost instantly and paled.

      “Max, I have no idea. The postman left everything on Emma’s desk. No one was in your office,” he replied, and his eyes started to glow. Too late, it was too late. I had to open it. There wasn’t any other way around it.

      I took a few steps back, knowing that I was going to have to break the rules in front of the human, but that was on Ricky’s head. He took her on, so he needed to deal with the consequences. If she wanted to work here, she needed to get used to weird shit like this.

      I threw the envelope up and I kept it suspended in the air using my abilities. The royals could go to hell for all I cared. I cut myself off from that life a year ago, but this symbol amplified my pain, reminding me how much I suffered. The plain manila envelope slowly began to glow and the heat in the room rose until it started to burn with ruby red flames. I wanted it to turn into ash as quickly as possible. I’d also like for it not to have shown up on my desk, but that ship sailed. Twelve months ago I promised myself that I would never deal with royals ever again. They destroyed me, crushed a part of me that I’d never get back, and made me the person that I was today. A shadow of my former self.

      “How are you …” Emma was stuttering, standing up, her eyes wide open. Ricky was pacing around nervously. The envelope was burning, but it seemed like the paper wasn’t changing colour at all. This was impossible.

      I used my abilities to intensify the magic so the heat and flames would do their damn job. Small beads of sweat appeared on my forehead, as panic slowed down my heartbeat. Suddenly the world around me was blurry and I was using all my powers trying to destroy this damn letter.

      Several minutes later I collapsed on the floor and the thick, brown letter landed next to my hand. The edges were intact, and the royal symbol was shining with red colours. I had no other choice but to read the letter that was sent to me.

      “Max, are you all right?” Ricky asked, walking up to me. He knew that I didn’t like being touched by anyone, so he didn’t even try to lift me up. My breath was laboured when I lifted myself off the floor. My heart was beating, but there was no blood feeding it through my body. I felt dead from inside out.

      “The flames, it didn’t do anything to the paper. How… how is this possible?” Emma asked, looking from me to Ricky. There was a lot that we needed to discuss with her, but now wasn’t the right time.

      “You have to read the letter, Max. It’s probably from the head of the faction,” Ricky stated.

      “No, it’s been a year. Those bastards have no right to send me anything. I work for myself,” I growled, slowly losing my temper. The memories flooded my mind. I had been used by them, by him. This wasn’t acceptable.

      “Max,” Ricky warned me. I knew that he was right. The letter was indestructible. No matter what I tried, I couldn’t destroy it. My heart jackhammered between my ribs when I picked it up and opened it. I felt like that past year didn’t mean anything, and as I started reading the letter I realised that I would never be truly done with them. The deepest part of me knew that the royal family was part of my life forever and there was no escape.

      

      To Miss Maxine Brodeur,

      

      I regret to inform you that an incident occurred last evening at the palace. This incident has caused much consternation, and as such I am working closely with Lord Chamberlain who is keeping me apprised of this situation henceforth. Instruction has been given by the queen herself to resolve this matter as soon as possible.

      It is my regret that we have not been formally introduced and I apologise for this unsolicited letter. I have heard a great many things of you and your loyalty to the Crown. I must impress upon you with the utmost sincerity that the royal family is in urgent need of your services. The Doomed Cases establishment has of course been on my radar for some time now, but I never thought that I would have need of your services.

      I am sure you can appreciate that this matter is strictly confidential and you are under obligation to answer to me, as I am a head of Lucifer’s main faction. The press must not know, and I need to remind you that you must remain professional at all times.

      We require you to come to the palace immediately and look into this very sensitive matter. The human police have been notified, but I believe that this issue requires being overseen by someone from “our” world. Someone who can investigate this further and liaise with members of our royal family. Miss Brodeur, I have been advised that you would be the only person for the job, as you know the protocols and exacting standards of the palace. May I also remind you about your demonic responsibilities and serve consequences of noncompliance or disobedience.

      

      Yours

      

      Master Rodriquez

      

      “What does it say?” Ricky asked, placing his hand on my shoulder. My judgment was clouded, and I was breathing, but the oxygen wasn’t getting into my lungs. They were summoning me to the palace. This couldn’t be happening. Not after a year.

      “The case, we have a case at the palace and we have to go now,” I  whispered, knowing that this was the price of magic. Last night I saved Emma and today I was going to pay the biggest price in my life. I was going to see him again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Four

        

        “The more a thing is perfect, the more it feels pleasure and pain.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      “But… what if a client comes in?” Emma asked, looking apprehensive about being left alone. “I won’t know what to say. I only just started a couple of hours ago.”

      I couldn’t think straight. My stomach felt like it was filled with heavy bricks. Ricky looked torn and that was a first for him too. My power was on the verge of blowing this whole building up like a firework display. Sometimes my own abilities surprised even me. By the age of eighteen my magic was fully developed, dispelling the belief that there was a difference between mongrel and demon powers. I was able to gather energy from around me and use it for my advantage. I could sense people's emotions and fears, understand other demons.

      “Just improvise, take their details and tell them that we’ll get back to them,” Ricky told her, shuffling through the papers on his desk in the other room.

      I was balling up the royal letter in my palms, trying to calm down, but my heart hammered in my chest way too fast. I didn’t want to go to the palace and meet the new seer. That part of my life was behind me. I knew what could happen if I ignored the letter. Ricky was in a better position than me. He was a demon with a complicated past, but he didn’t grew up in an orphanage like I had. On top of that Emma had witnessed the whole incident with the letter, but she was taking this whole thing better than I expected. Ricky must have used some calming powers to ease her anxiety, but at the end of the day she was still here, so we had some sort of progress.

      “Ready?” Ricky asked, picking up his coat. I nodded, but deep down I was ready to throw up or enter the underworld of my own accord.

      Suddenly my past and my present collided and the weight of it sat on me like a ton of bricks. I had tried so hard to keep the two separated as if I were two different people. The old me and the new me. I had forced myself to compartmentalise as much as I could, but to be face to face with my past was going to cripple me. I had spent two years as head of security for the royal family and last year I ended up on the streets, cursed and completely torn apart.

      Ricky’s car was parked at the back. I didn’t own one. I had too many debts and there was a strong chance that I was going to get evicted from my flat in a week or so.

      “Can we stop at the liquor store? I don’t think I can go there completely sober,” I said, my voice trembling as I cracked the bones in my knuckles.

      Ricky didn’t say anything at first, just started the engine of his Mercedes. He had to be fucking worried how things were going to pan out. Nothing good could come from this case, nothing at all. My business partner knew my history with the royals. He was the one that attempted to rescue me when I was drowning in pain.

      “No, Maxine, you’re going to walk up there with your head held high and deal with everything professionally. Alcohol only clouds your judgment and that royal bastard has to see that you’re doing just fine without him,” Ricky told me, driving into the main road. “You have risked your life in order to give someone else a chance, a vulnerable creature that didn't get the choice if she wanted to be brought back to this earth or not. Get it together, Maxine, and stop pretending that you need alcohol to function. You're better than that."

      My mouth was dry, palms sweaty, and uneasy energy ran through body. I couldn’t allow Arthur to see me weak or to see that anything had changed, that I had changed. We hadn’t seen each other for over twelve months. I was hoping that he wasn’t even in the palace. Rodriquez, one of Lucifer’s demons, was obviously new, he must have just been assigned to this post. I had no idea how he managed to get into the royal court in the first place, passing through the Chamberlain’s office. He must have had significant connections in the underworld or he was more than just an ordinary demon.

      The afternoon traffic in London was terrible, it took us over an hour to get to Buckingham Palace. Then we had to wait another half an hour by the gate as the guards were going through our ID’s and getting authorisation to let us pass. My energy was charging down my arms, causing havoc inside my system. Even after a whole year I still had dreams about him and sometimes wondered if he ever thought about me at all. I had always been seen as this brash, sarcastic, independent mongrel—the woman who could protect anyone, but inside I felt weak, completely falling apart. My well-guarded past had finally caught up with me.

      Finally at around three o’clock in the afternoon Ricky and I were sitting on the bench outside Rodriquez’s office. I was breathing harder than I should, glancing around the familiar space, the long corridors and rooms that I used to check when I worked here. It was so familiar to me, so why the hell did I feel so anxious?

      A second later, a slender human stepped out of the first room to our right.

      “Miss Brodeur? Mr. Donovan?” he asked, like he wanted to be sure that we were who we said we were. Ricky nodded. “Follow me please.”

      I noticed that there was also an unmarked police car outside. Whatever happened must have been serious. There were way too many people hanging around the palace for this to be a minor concern. The royal family had plenty of different residences in the country. Deep down I was hoping that Arthur was stuck somewhere remote, like Balmoral.

      We stood up together and walked through the huge entrance that separated the West and East Wings. I had almost forgotten how large and silent this building was. At the time when I worked here it seemed majestic and regal, but now it felt cold and austere. All the rooms reminded me of what I had lost. Memories flooded my mind, threatening that fragile part of me that was supposed to hold it together.

      We finally stopped in the part of the palace where most of the staff worked, in front of a pair of large, highly ornate, gilt red wooden doors. The slender human knocked and then we all entered.

      “Mr. Rodriquez, they are here,” he announced. There was an older demon sitting in a tall wooden chair behind an equally aged and carved desk, writing something down on the paper in front of him. His powerful energy radiated from him beaming from every part of his body so his status and power were understood. He didn’t react to our presence, not even when his assistant left his chamber. Having been born into  the modern world, I was used to technology, but demons were grounded in tradition. They liked it old school. They didn’t use computers and got used to handwriting all their messages.

      Standing in front of him was torturous, waiting to be acknowledged—I really needed a goddamned drink. The tension that filled the room quickly became unbearable. I could tell that Ricky was becoming impatient and felt disrespected that Rodriguez was ignoring us. My nerves jangled through my body; I was desperately trying to breathe normally, but struggled with the anxiety that I felt.

      “Finally we are meeting the Miss Brodeur, the famous Maxine, the mongrel that caused such turmoil in the royal court twelve months ago,” the demon said, lifting his head and resting his eyes on me. He reminded me of a wild lion, with his longish blond hair and brown beard that covered most of his face. He was dressed in a sharp black suit, but his eyes were the most striking feature of his whole appearance. It was difficult not to keep staring at the wide golden pupils that shimmered in the dim light. He must use charms to make himself look more ordinary for his day-to-day duties around the royal court because his eyes looked inhuman.

      An icy shudder crawled over my spine as I shifted my weight to the side, trying to act like I was unaffected by him. I was so glad that I decided to look half decent today. This demon was powerful, linked to Lucifer himself, and he knew my story. He had an advantage over me and that wasn’t helping me with my anxiety at all.

      “Yep, that’s me. You summoned us here for a reason, so please get straight to the point. I have plenty of clients that are waiting for me to get back to their cases,” I said, ignoring his comment. This wasn’t the time or a place to get into a discussion about my past.

      My own energy rolled over my limbs in warning, momentarily weakening my core. I felt him trying to reach out to my demonic soul; he wanted to assess it. Even if he was higher in the faction, it was bad form to reach out like this without permission. Nosey old bastard! He was curious to see what was so special about me, but I had kept my wards intact, preventing him from discovering my secrets. Some demons could read others, but I learnt from a very young age how to keep my mind closed away from anyone’s business.

      He stared at me intensely for good few moments as if to unnerve me, before he said, “The queen’s grandson disappeared late last night. The family is worried, but will not want to involve the police just yet. This needs to be dealt with as swiftly and discreetly as possible,” he said, averting his eyes from me to Ricky. “My name is Rodriquez, by the way. I’m the head of Lucifer’s faction inside the palace. I have been asked to make sure that our royals are looked after, that there is no interference from our world.”

      More likely to spy on them, I thought, forcing myself not to snap.

      “The queen has a few grandsons. Which one in particular has gone missing?” Ricky asked, sounding inpatient. Arthur was one of the queen’s grandsons, but I had a feeling that he was safe and sound. I had no idea why I still cared. He was the cause of all my problems, partly because I was too weak to say no.

      “George, the youngest. There are reports that he had been acting out of character over the past couple of weeks, disappearing for long periods of time, causing arguments with his aunt. Some staff reported that he was possibly high on drugs, but I believe that he might have been under the influence of potions or strong elixirs. The Metropolitan Police have sent a detective who is going to work with you on this case. Her Majesty has insisted that you adhere to the old school rules. I’m sure you understand that means we have to be careful not to be exposed.”

      “It sounds like you have your own agenda. If humans are involved, then why do you need us? Surely your staff or the queen’s guard can work with the police, just as well as we can,” I pointed out, knowing that humans were restricted by rules and procedures and that they would delay everything. I had to have a free hand. There were plenty of people in the palace that I didn’t want to face again. Arthur was one of them.

      Rodriquez frowned and pinned me down with his stunning eyes.

      “The demons in the palace are tied up with other things. I heard that you’re the expert, your reputation has preceded you,” Rodriquez explained, sounding irritated, probably because he couldn’t read me, my wards were that strong. “Besides, this isn’t just an ordinary kidnapping. A very powerful demon is involved…possibly even a few demons. There are some traces of potions, elixirs in Prince George’s room. In addition, he was taken when all the guards were in the palace. Some of the staff raised the alarm when traces of his blood were found on the floor this morning.”

      “Maybe you should call someone else. We are pretty swamped as it is, Mr. Rodriguez, and I would think that the royal family would rather stay away from me. Our recent history is such that we are not on the best of terms last time I checked,” I said, as everything was slowly overwhelming me.

      That precious secret had been burning my soul day by day. I had vanished from the face of the earth for a good six months, and only Ricky knew where I had been. When I returned back to London, I wasn’t the same person. Part of me died, so I used any distraction possible to hide my pain. Mostly I turned my love of cards into a nightly ritual, poker and magical tequila that numbed everything, the excruciating pain that I had to live with from then on.

      “No, Miss Brodeur, unfortunately there isn’t anyone else that will do. We have to find Prince George quickly, before word in hell spreads. His aunt—Princess Layla  asked specifically for you. Lucifer requires your services, and you must do it discreetly,” Rodriguez explained sharply.

      He was right, I couldn’t say no. I was only a mongrel, and I answered directly to the head of the faction. Ricky was cast out and I couldn’t let them summon him back to the underworld. His life was in London, amongst humans. This was the price that I was now paying for screwing up, for believing that I could be happy too.

      I chewed my bottom lip nervously, thinking about my options. The problem was that I didn’t have many. Ricky seemed pissed off too, probably thinking about other pending cases that we were working on. We both had been cornered and I couldn’t risk arguing with Rodriguez. If he wanted to, he could make my life very difficult.

      “Fine, we’ll need three thousand pounds as a down payment, weekly stipends of an additional thousand pounds to be paid directly into our account and the rest can be settled once we find little Georgie. That’s the standard rate. That way we will dedicate all our precious time to this case,” I said, certain that we couldn’t back away now. The deal was done. Lucifer wanted me to take care of the problem, and we needed to get paid.

      Rodriquez’s left eye twitched, but he didn’t say anything. He simply opened the drawer and then started putting bundles of cash on the table. A moment later I was holding an envelope full of money in my hand. Maybe I wasn’t going to get evicted after all.

      “If the formalities are settled then let me take you both to George’s room. Detective Zachary Quinton has been put in charge of the human investigation. Princess Layla has already spoken with him, so he’s aware that he will be working closely with you,” Rodriquez explained, getting up. His demonic power filled the room, knocking some air out of my lungs. Ricky was slightly pale. Obviously he felt it too. It was easy to be affected by his domineering energy that stuck to ours like glue. Part of me always wished that I was born a full demon, just so I had more control over what was going on in my life.

      “I work alone, Mr. Rodriguez,” I said, reminding him that humans were only going to slow this whole process.

      “Detective Zachary is one of the best. He cannot be ignored, so you must compromise, Miss Brodeur,” Rodriquez stated, and I bit my tongue forcing myself not to come back with some snarky comment. As far as my experience went, the human police were useless. They did very patchy work, using old school methods that didn’t work anymore. At least I had contacts, people that I could rely on. I didn’t need some arrogant human to follow me around.

      Ricky was surprisingly quiet. I could tell he wasn’t too keen either on us fully committing to this case, but the money was a motivating factor.

      The walk to the other side of the palace was long and exhausting, mainly because every room reminded me about my time with Arthur. The prince’s quarters were on the third floor. I didn’t need a tour. I had been in George’s room a few times before, mainly to check if he was all right. He must have been staying in Buckingham Palace quite a lot lately. I didn’t understand why, as he had other apartments around London. This just didn’t seem right.

      Princess Layla was standing outside the door. She was talking to a tall dark-haired human. She glanced at me, pursed her lips in a thin line and gave me a courtly nod. It was obvious that she hadn’t forgotten my illicit affair with her nephew; that ice-cold look reminded me that I wasn’t particularly welcome here.

      “I’ll take you straight to George’s room. You can get acquainted with Detective Quinton in a moment. We can’t waste any time right now,” Rodriquez said when I was ready to stop and speak to the woman that I used to work for.

      “That won’t be necessary, Bill. Maxine knows the palace like the back of her hand. I’ll take it from here,” said the voice behind me that I instantly recognised.

      Suddenly that tough, harsh Maxine that kicked ass turned into a scared little mouse, a creature that couldn’t even turn around to face the man that broke her heart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Five

        

        “The devil is not as black as he is painted.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Prince Arthur, the son of tragically dead Princess Catherine had cleaved my heart in two. Our affair was enchanting and intense. I never believed that I could be stupid enough to actually fall for him. Maxine Brodeur, half demon and half human was never planning to commit herself to a relationship that broke her soul. In her code of conduct, she promised herself to never get involved with her clients, but Arthur became an exception.

      “Arthur, I’ve got this. Your aunt asked for Maxine, and she has a lot on her hands. All the evidence needs to be processed thoroughly right away,” Rodriquez said, kind of getting between me and the prince. I didn’t want to turn around; I wasn’t ready to face him after such a long time.

      Two years ago I was a different person. I had a life that was full, a job I adored and people whose company I enjoyed. Then Arthur came and used his charms to sweep me off my feet. Two years later and I am the antithesis of that girl.

      Right then, the same warmth that I felt when we met for the first time overshadowed the fact that I had a job to do in the palace. Nothing seemed important enough when he was around.

      “Actually my aunt wants to have a chat with you, Billy man,” Arthur said, more forcefully. “I can deal with Maxine. We have so much to catch up on.”

      Rodriguez exhaled, looking from me to Arthur, probably calculating if it was wise for him to leave us alone.

      “All right, I’ll be right back,” Rodriquez said, giving me a sharp look that probably meant not to forget that I was here for a reason, not because of the prince.

      Ricky was taking notes, probably nosing for some sort of clues. He was in my head too, telling me to take it easy, to calm down. I wasn’t listening. All the promises and the wall that I had built up over the past year were razed to the ground the second I heard Arthur’s voice.

      I took a deep breath and slowly turned around and faced him. My heart stopped functioning. All the people in the background, the voices in my head were insignificant. My human side was compelled to melt, to feel that same warmth around my heart.

      For a human, Arthur was exceptionally good looking, tall with a wide jaw and lips that I had acquainted myself with thoroughly on many different occasions. His eyes were pale green, almost grey. His hair was longer than it had been; a dark shade of blond, it had that just-fucked quality to it that made you want to run your fingers through it. I remembered the texture of it in my hands. It looked like he stopped cutting his hair around the time that I stopped working for the royals. At times when I had a chance to use the internet I stalked him online. It was sad really, but somehow this kept me sane during the most miserable time of my life.

      I swallowed hard as his eyes took in my appearance. The tiny sparks of my demonic power zoomed between us. The heat rolled over me, igniting the fire in my stomach. There was no point pretending: I wasn’t over him. The past twelve months, the time that had passed meant nothing.

      “Hello, Arthur,” I said, putting on that strong and confident tone of voice. “Please show me what happened here last night.”

      I don’t even know why I said it. We hadn’t seen each other for over a year and I should have at least asked him if he was all right. That awkwardness between two people that used to love each other was still very apparent.

      He smiled and winked at me, stepping closer. The door to George’s main room was open, but I wasn’t able to move. My feet were glued to the wooden floor, heart beating frantically in my chest.

      “Your wish is my command, Flower,” he whispered, leaning closer, as if no time had passed. That nickname brought back all the intense feelings that we had shared with each other over and over again. When we started spending more time together and our connection became stronger, Arthur gave me a silver ring that was supposed to always remind me of him. The ring wasn't special; he said that he found it in the cemetery when he was visiting his mother. I still wore it—even now I was moving it over my finger, remembering all the days when I felt like I couldn't carry on without him. Arthur said on many occasions that the ring wasn’t worth anything, but for me it was the most special gift I’d ever received.

      I needed to regain my focus and assess the crime scene. There was no way I was going to focus with him following me around, asking awkward questions about the past twelve months.

      Ricky appeared at my side, pulling me away from Arthur.

      “A demon was in this room, but I can’t detect to which faction it belongs. Some of the blood was already swabbed off the floor and sheets. I will collect what I can.” Ricky spoke in a hushed tone, his voice tight.

      Arthur was watching us. I had no idea what to expect, but the prince didn’t seem angry or resentful. After all, I had just vanished and never said goodbye. I always assumed that he knew why I did it. “Are you all right?”

      “Fine, I’ll be fine,” I answered with a lie.

      A familiar enigmatic energy began sliding inside, connecting with the demonic  part of my soul. That and the intense wave of lust scorching through my entire body was a very bad combination. Ricky nodded and began moving around, collecting the evidence that we could analyse later.

      George’s room covered the square footage of a small apartment. The high ceilings gave the room a feeling of grandeur and made it look larger. The old sash windows overlooked the main courtyard outside, and a stream of sunshine flooded into the room. There was a modern kitchen and a bathroom on the other side. A large antique mahogany bed stood in the middle of this majestic space. The bed was rumpled, the sheets were tangled, and all around a burning, acrid smell infused the air. The stench burned the inside of my nostrils and made me slightly dizzy.

      I needed to find some physical evidence, a connection to a demon that had taken George.

      “How are you, Flower? It’s been a year. You disappeared and my heart bled longing for you,” Arthur said when I stopped by the bedside cabinet, hoping to take a closer look at the black powder that was spread over the wooden surface. He looked down at my hands. “You’re still wearing it. That could only mean that you have been thinking about me.”

      He was lying to me. He had never tried to find me. I would know if he had. When word in the city was out that I was back, he ignored it.

      “I don’t imagine it was too painful for you especially since Natalie was there to console you. I congratulate you on your engagement, Your Highness,” I snapped back, unable to sound anything but bitter about it, ignoring the painful comment about the ring.

      The truth was that Arthur had seduced me. He had gone to a lot of effort to make me his and I kept playing his game, stupidly believing that no one would find out, risking everything for him. His engagement to Natalie Morgan was the final nail in the coffin. Once I found out, I stopped stalking him online, stopped reading stuff about him in the papers. We were done and our affair long forgotten.

      He shoved his large hands into his jeans pocket and his enigmatic smile faded. I swear to God, I thought I saw a hint of sadness in his eyes, but no. He couldn’t have been torn up by the fact that our affair was history now.

      “You know that my hands were tied back then. I searched for you after you left, Flower, but you vanished. No one knew what happened to you. I never meant to—”

      “Please stop it. Don’t bring up the past. I was asked to come here to investigate George’s disappearance. If I knew that you would be here, I never would have agreed to it. We have nothing to discuss. I’m just an ex-employee and you’re the future king,” I told him, imagining how it would feel to hold him one last time.

      Humans were cruel, but love even more so.

      I reached out after taking a small plastic bag from my jeans pocket, hoping to gather some evidence, but then Arthur grabbed my wrist. His tight grip twisted and he forced me to look him in the eye. His touch awakened something inside of me and I thought I felt something that I never thought would come alive again. Absolute Love. The longing for the small life that I left behind, that I had to give up.

      I felt everything he was feeling at that moment. Sadness, lust, and disappointment that he hadn’t fought hard enough for me. He had broken the rules, and I was forced to leave my post.

      “Oh, Maxine, Flower… I have missed you so much. The Queen Mother and everyone else…they fucking pushed me into this engagement. We had something, and I had—”

      “Found anything yet, Flower?” another voice interrupted. Arthur let go of my hand and I stepped away. A tall, good-looking guy was standing next to us. He must have overheard Arthur call me Flower. I hadn’t really had a chance to take a good look at him earlier on when he was talking to Princess Layla.

      Now as he was in front of me, I was taken back by his appearance. He was almost as tall as Arthur, with thick black hair that curled over his ears. I suspected that his human mother or father was from the Middle East by his caramel skin and angular features. His deep brown eyes were framed by a row of thick black lashes. His strong jaw was peppered with that sexy day-old stubble that you see on male models, enhancing his good looks, and his mouth, lord have mercy—his mouth was curled up into a sexy smirk displaying his kissable lips to perfection.

      I cleared my throat, pretending that I didn’t hear his remark and that his face didn’t just knock me on my ass. Arthur narrowed his eyes at the stranger, looking pissed that we had been interrupted.

      “As a matter of fact, yeah, I did find something, but we haven’t been introduced, so you are who exactly?” I said, ignoring the tingling of heat low in my belly, the warmth that turned me on.

      Many people learned of my affair with the future king, but nothing had been leaked to the press, so royals were lucky in that respect. My career, my life, everything would have been over then.

      Ricky was watching me from the other side of the room, shaking his head. I was having trouble concealing my emotions and he was reading me very openly.

      “Detective Zachary Quinton, and you must be Maxine,” he said introducing himself, eyeing me up and down like a predator, with that annoyingly sexy smirk on his face. He was very confident, whip smart and obviously convinced that I was going to slow down his investigation. He wasn’t concerned that he interrupted a royal conversation just a moment ago. A delicious unexpected shiver passed over my spine as his eyes rested on my breasts, longer than was appropriate.

      “I don’t think we have been formally introduced. My na—”

      “His Royal Highness Prince Arthur,” Zachary cut him off. He used a sarcastic tone of voice that suggested he wasn’t that impressed by the future king that stood right in front of him. Both men shook hands and the tension escalated.

      “Arthur is fine. I hate the official titles. I was just updating Maxine on everything that we know happened. She knew George well.” Arthur started blabbing, moving closer to me, like he wanted to mark his territory. I didn’t know what the hell was going on here. Suddenly I felt like the prize steak, ready to be consumed by two hungry predators.

      “I’m sure you were, mate, but I doubt very much that you can help. I want to go over some facts with Miss Brodeur, without interruption if you don’t mind,” Zachary shot out. My jaw dropped. I couldn’t believe he just called a prince “mate,” at the same time winking at me. This guy needed to learn some manners.

      Arthur narrowed his eyes at him, probably ready to come back with some smart remark, but he hesitated.

      “Maxine, find me before you leave. I need to speak to you,” he said, only loud enough for me to hear, then muttered, “Detective,” to Zachary and walked away. I stood in the same position completely baffled. I had never witnessed anyone speaking that way to Arthur.

      On the other hand, Zachary had this domineering, alpha, take charge aura about him. He obviously wanted to come across as someone who wouldn’t be intimidated and focused on the job at hand. Maybe that was his thing.

      He wore a heavy leather jacket, with dark trousers and cowboy boots. He didn’t look like a cop and I was ready to hold all the judgment back, but then he opened his mouth again.

      “So you and Prince Charming? How very lovely.” He chuckled, curling his lips in a smile. My blood rushed into my ears, and anger rolled over me in a violent way. Okay, so he was a wanker too. It took me only one second to figure it out.

      I took a step up towards him, wanting to use my energy to wipe that arrogant smirk off his handsome face.

      “Listen to me, Detective, I’m not here to be arm candy and no one is getting into my pants. I was summoned here to investigate the disappearance of Georgie, so I suggest you forget about what you think you may have heard and tell me if you have anything we can go on,” I said, standing way too close to him, but at that point I didn’t care. I could have come across as intimidating if I wanted to. A wave of his cologne brushed over my nostrils. I liked that musky, very masculine and woody smell.

      “Flower, I’m here in my official capacity as a copper. Whatever you do with Prince Charming doesn’t concern me. I work best on my own, but this case is unique … so I’ve been told, so much so, that it requires a woman’s magic touch. That’s supposed to be your expertise, Flower.”

      I was ready to stick my hand between his legs and twist his balls so he would stop testing my patience. I had no idea if anyone was watching us, but right then I was broadcasting very angry and very twisted demonic vibes.

      “My name is Maxine, by the way. Rodriquez called me because I’m the best at what I do, so I suggest you to drop that chauvinistic attitude. We are going to have to work together and if you pay attention you may learn something,” I told him, not backing down.

      He didn’t back off like I expected him to, and his proximity felt suddenly intimidating… and somehow hot. Deep down in my stomach I felt something that I thought I would never again experience standing so close to another man.

      No, he is just another human with a cocky attitude.

      “I work alone and only alone…but I suppose you can tag along,” he smirked. “The young prince here was taken against his will. There is evidence of a struggle as seen by the pillows on the floor, the upended books and the water glass on the floor. It’s baffling that the intruder managed to pass the guards with the amount of security the palace has. We need to study the CCTV carefully and start interviewing witnesses pronto, Flower.”

      “We will see about that, arsehole,” I muttered, exhaling sharply. I made up my mind. I didn’t bloody like Detective Zachary. No— correction—I couldn’t even stand being around him for another next minute.

      “What was that, Flower?” he asked, when I was walking away.

      “Rodriquez has my number. Call me if you’re ready to cut the crap and work with me on this case; otherwise don’t bother,” I replied. “In the meantime, I’ll be around here, trying to find George on my own.”

      I don’t know why I had to flip like that, but this guy made my blood boil. There were other humans in the room, and I had to tone it down. My fiery attitude wasn’t going to get me far.

      Zachary was watching me from the same spot where I left him. I didn’t have to glance back to know it. He made me curious and possibly even a little hotter under the collar. Still, his bad boy cop attitude wasn’t impressing me.

      “What have you got?” I asked, joining Ricky, who was sweeping the sample of what looked like bits of demonic elixir. The demon that took George was most likely a male. Not many female demons knew anything about potions or elixirs. It had always been a male-dominated industry. I liked learning new things, so I’d started reading books filled with potion recipes so I could brew them. It took me years to master a couple that were very challenging, but eventually I was able to prepare a few without anyone else’s input.

      Ricky looked at me first and then diverted his eyes to Quinton.

      “Supernatural charms. The prince was hooked on a few various ones. His blood is filled with it,” Ricky stated, looking at the tiny dots of liquid that he managed to put into a flask. “I don’t like how that human is looking at you. What the hell did you just tell him?”

      “Nothing really, but I should have told him to stay out of our business. It seems he can’t play nicely and share his toys.” I sighed. “He is our new partner in crime. Detective Zachary Quinton, the arsehole.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Six

        

        “Love insists the loved loves back” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      There was a lot of grey powder sprinkled around George’s bed that I didn’t recognise and Ricky had found an unknown potion in young Prince George’s blood. Somehow I couldn’t believe that the intruder was that sloppy leaving all of this evidence for us to find. Something had happened in this room, and I had a feeling that the whole kidnapping might have been staged, that someone knew that the royals would panic and call the police.

      I studied elixir books that weren’t available to other demons and mongrels, not on the earth at least. Ricky had quite a collection; some of his titles were stolen from the underworld library. He never told me who owned them, and I didn’t ask. It was safer not to possess that kind of knowledge. The energy in George’s room was still a mystery to me, but it was something to go on. Zachary kept watching me when I walked around assessing the smells, texture, and obvious signs of any demonic encounter. He didn’t try to talk to me again, but he kept that annoying smirk plastered on his face.

      There was no time to challenge his ego. I wanted to make sure that I hadn’t missed anything. I was obligated to find George. Lucifer’s head of the faction was on my back and my movements were limited. The supernatural world wouldn’t take too kindly to the fact that I had broken the rules that had been decreed years ago in order to protect humans from the truth.

      An hour later Ricky and I had enough to start our investigation. Zachary had disappeared some time ago, and my anxiety shot up reminding me that Arthur wasn’t done with me yet. He was most likely waiting for me somewhere by the entrance, and I couldn’t allow him to drag me back down the path of destruction, especially in front of his aunt, Rodriguez, and Ricky. They all knew that we had been involved, and they all knew the reason why he came.

      I had money now, so this evening I could go out on a bender to put off thinking about all the feelings that had been dredged up today by seeing Arthur. After so many losses, I finally had a chance to win back some of the cash I’d lost, and the cards were on my side. Arthur needed to be wiped out of my memory forever, and if that meant I had to get wasted, then so be it. That was for tonight though, right now I had George’s case to work on.

      “Miss Brodeur,” Rodriquez shouted after me, when we were leaving. “Have you managed to ascertain anything yet?”

      For some reason his attitude was making me nervous. There was something odd about the way he carried himself, the way he looked at me. He was using his own abilities to pass through my wards, and that was extremely worrying. Maybe he was put in charge of this post to make sure that I wouldn’t screw Arthur a second time around. I had no idea if Lucifer knew about my involvement in royal affairs, but whatever was going on I knew I needed to keep on my toes about this demon.

      “Strong, unidentified potion was used to knock George out. We also found grey powder all over his bedside table. We are going back to the office to analyse everything further,” I explained. “By the way, I don’t think I can work with Quinton. He has his head farther up his own arse than seems humanly possible.”

      Ricky laughed, and I was annoyed that I let Detective Zachary Quinton get under my skin. There was no way we were going to agree on anything, especially how to take this investigation forward.

      “I’m afraid that you have no choice, Miss Brodeur. The royal family wants you to work closely with his division. I have been told that he has exceptional contacts on the streets and he is very skilled … even for a human. He will be in touch. I don’t doubt that.”

      “A skilled human?” I repeated, shaking my head with disbelief. “He is a stubborn chauvinistic idiot that has the manners of a shit-flinging baboon. And whilst were are talking about this, let’s clear something up—if the royal household hadn’t fired me in the first place, George would still be here.”

      I was too angry to wait for Rodriquez’s response, so I started walking away. Rodriguez could easily ruin me, but right now he needed my help, so I could afford to be a little disrespectful. Ricky caught up with me a second later. Anger and fury had boiled my blood. I had to get it together.

      “What the fuck was that about, Max?”

      “Nothing. You know that I like working alone,” I replied, walking faster than it was necessary.

      “What did Arthur want?”

      We were only a couple of meters away from the exit, and I wanted to tell Ricky everything, but first I needed to get out of here  as quickly as possible.

      “Max … hey, Max wait.”

      “Crap, crap, crap,” I said, as the wave of emotions forced me to stop. Ricky cursed loudly when Arthur caught up with us, just by the exit. The prince obviously had trouble understanding that I didn’t want to see him, that we had nothing to talk about.

      I took a deep breath, dismissing the storm of emotions that suddenly pumped through me, and turned around.

      “Yes, Your Highness? What do you want?”

      He smiled, and those cute dimples appeared on his cheeks. Why did breakups always have to be so difficult?

      “Can we talk alone?” he asked, leaning in like he wanted to kiss me. No… no, he wouldn’t dare, not in front of all his guards and my business partner. “How are you doing Ricky?”

      “Ecstatic, Your Highness, but I’m afraid we’re in a hurry. We have pressing matters to attend to,” Ricky stated quite clearly, using his own demonic energy to convince the prince to leave me alone. I couldn’t let Arthur drag me back just because I couldn’t keep my hands off him.

      Arthur quite clearly still wanted me. I read his emotions, his desires. He didn’t understand that after a year I was still picking myself up, still trying to forget about the pain that I experienced back then.

      “Ricky, give it a rest would you? This shit is starting to irritate me. Max, you owe me a conversation. This will be quick. Please, Flower?” he pleaded, using that tone of voice that cracked my stone cold heart. It wasn’t just the way he was looking at me, it was also the fact that the strong fiery pull was still there. The lust brushed my face, neck and cleavage. I had turned my life upside down for him, almost traded my existence for something that I could never share with anyone.

      “Fine, two minutes,” I snapped, pissed off with myself and the fact that Ricky’s magic wasn’t influencing Arthur like it was supposed to. I glanced back at Ricky, who looked frustrated. The guards were watching us, some of them were mongrels. There weren’t many in the palace, but a few that I had trained remained.

      Arthur walked to the side, hiding us behind the pillar. My pulse was thrumming so quickly that I couldn’t control it anymore. I had never been lucky with the opposite sex. I always prioritised my work over everything else, but when I started working for the royals things changed.

      Arthur’s blond hair fell sexily over his eyes as he glanced around, moving closer to me. The heat of his human body was doing something to my demonic scarred heart.

      “What do you want, Arthur?” I asked, blocking the images of us making out in the dark corridors. This wasn’t one of those moments.

      “You know that I don’t love, Natalie. After you left I was a wreck. I couldn’t believe that you would disappear on me like that. I have been trying to forget you, to move on, but it’s impossible,” he was saying, using his left hand to caress my cheek. His touch was healing, calming, and I wanted to close my eyes and jump back to the past. I would have made different choices back then.

      Then my mind assaulted me with images of the time after we were caught. I remembered the moment when I stood in front of the Queen Mother confessing to my sins, to the fact that I seduced her grandson. She wasn’t the only one there. His aunt, uncle and George. They all looked at me with disgust and repulsion. It was the most humiliating moment in my life. It didn’t matter then that he had promised to love me for as long as we lived—our special ring was worthless. I had betrayed the royals and the members of the public, by putting the future king in danger.

      “No. You have no right to say anything to me. You did nothing to save me, to defend me. What happened then closed the door on us. It’s in the past. So stay away or I swear to God I’ll hurt you,” I snapped, stepping away from him and inhaling the crisp air.

      Ricky must have felt my anger and resentment. A calming delicate breeze ruffled my hair and I was praying that no one had been listening in. From early on I learned that the palace was filled with secrets and people that would do anything to keep spying on me and the prince.

      At the time when everything exploded I’d wished that I had died or had been sent back to hell. I was willing to do anything to save myself from the pain I felt back then.

      Arthur’s pupils dilated, but he didn’t back away. He was broadcasting his feelings so openly, while my heart was wounded, broken and torn. Despite everything, he still loved me. I hated knowing that he wanted to bring me to his chest and ease the pain, I hated the fact that I could feel his torn emotions. That’s why I was cursed, that’s why it was so difficult for me to move on.

      “Maxine, please. I made a mistake, a terrible mistake. You mean everything to me. We don’t have to be so distant. I’ll break the engagement. Now that you’re back,” he continued saying, pleading with his heart for me to give him another chance. “The hospital, the children at the ward. Does this mean nothing to you?”

      Tears forced their way to my eyes. I couldn’t believe that he was playing on my emotions like that. The memories were still too raw. Arthur became a patron of a children’s hospital in London a couple of years ago.

      When I was responsible for his safety I used to accompany him there with other guards. Over the period of time, I became involved, playing and bonding with kids that no one visited. Arthur became attached to a few. He donated extraordinary amounts of money to the whole ward and he felt personally responsible to visit them.

      The hospital, the room filled with lonely kids connected us, and while I was there I was able to sympathise with the pain that some of the children experienced—since I’d grown up with the same kind of loneliness. It was our moment that no one could take away, the moment when I felt truly fulfilled and happy. After I vanished from London to deal with the consequences of my action, those memories of the hospital impacted my future decisions. I left my hiding place torn apart, knowing that I was possibly crushing yet another life.

      I was ready to shake my head and walk away, but Arthur grabbed my face so lovingly that I instantly changed my mind. Then he kissed me, his hand cradling my neck.

      In that moment I lost all the resolve I had built up over the past twelve months. His lips reminded me of everything that was ever lost to me, the passion, the longing for his soul. My body turned into an inferno, blood rushing through my veins wildly. When his tongue connected with mine, I moaned, as our love exploded. I had the tendency of over-broadcasting my demonic powers whenever Arthur was around. Sometimes my emotions affect humans too. They felt everything, the ecstasy that scorched between us, the heat of the moment. His touch was liberating and I instantly wanted more.

      The kiss didn’t last long and it didn’t matter how good it felt. I forced myself to remember the betrayal and the pain so I was strong enough to break it, to push him off me.

      “No. You have no right, Your Highness. What had been between us is done. You did nothing, said nothing, so now you have no right.” I raised my voice, not caring for the world that every security guard, even the demonic ones had just heard me.

      I forced Arthur to obey me, to stay where he was, and then marched back to Ricky, who looked disturbed.

      “Let’s move now,” I barked, and he only nodded. I knew he wanted to tell me a lot of things, but there was no time. I didn’t look back, but I knew that Arthur stood behind the pillar, unable to move, and he was fighting with himself to go after me again.

      When we were outside, I took a few deep breaths, shoving my thoughts and desire to the back of my mind. That damn hot kiss made me lose my head, but only for a moment. That was why I was so reluctant to show up in the palace, to get involved with royal affairs again.

      It was hard to admit, but I missed the thrill that the job used to give me, and I damn well missed Arthur.

      These days I was living day-to-day, killing creatures that escaped from the underworld, solving murders, and finding missing people. Most of the time I didn’t know how I managed to survive for so long, nearly drinking myself to death. This wasn’t the life that I signed up for, but somehow I couldn’t change it.

      “Are you all right, Maxine?” Ricky asked, most likely for the fourth time since I got in his car and I still hadn’t responded. We were leaving the royals behind. I arched my head up, trying to forget about the pain that kept rippling through me, that I was so suddenly aware of.

      “I’ll be fine, once you drop me off at The Broken Shoe. It’s five o’clock, after all,” I said, wondering if George was still alive. For some reason I had a feeling that we were gonna have to move heaven and earth to find him.

      “No bloody way. We have a job to do and a new human in the office. You’re not losing all our money tonight just because you made out with Arthur again,” Ricky snarled, driving faster and scaring the shit out of me. “Maxine, you’re a fucking badass motherfucker, not some pathetic heartbroken mongrel, crying over someone that you could never have. ”

      I hated being in the car. It was one of my many phobias and Ricky was driving way too fast.

      “How do you know what he was trying to do?” I asked, dejected.

      “It was obvious. Your emotions were running wild. That spoiled brat’s got some nerve cornering you like that. The quicker we solve this freaking case, the quicker you will get away from that royal bullshit. Right now we need to get back to the office so you can forget about what happened.” When the car stopped at the traffic light Ricky looked back at me and added, “Although, Arthur wasn’t the only one in that room that got slightly hot under the collar.”

      I looked away, pretending that I didn’t know what Ricky was talking about. The silence was supposed to indicate that I had no opinion on Ricky’s crazy theories.

      “That hot shot detective was eyeing you from the moment you showed up. He was aroused, Maxine. I felt it.”

      “Zachary Quinton is just a chauvinistic, arrogant prick,” I muttered, thinking about the way I felt when he was treating me like I was beneath him.

      “Like I said, Arthur wasn’t the only person that got a bit of lust up. That bad boy detective got your engine running too, Maxine,” Ricky added, sounding very amused all of a sudden.

      I turned away from him and exhaled sharply, knowing that he was absolutely right. Detective Zachary Quinton was an arsehole, but for some reason I was attracted to him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seven

        

        “O human race, born to fly upward, wherefore at a little wind dost thou so fall?” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I was in a terrible mood when we got back to the office after being stuck in traffic for two long hours. Apparently the roads were blocked due to an accident. The first thing we saw was Emma pacing around looking stressed. She exhaled with relief when she saw us.

      This day couldn’t get any worse and I really needed a strong drink.

      “Thank God you’re both here,” she said. “Some guy was here. He didn’t want to leave. I was so scared that he would murder me and throw my body into a river.”

      “No one does that these days, hon, trust me,” I said.

      “What guy? Did he say what he wanted?” Ricky asked, using his abilities yet again to calm her down. He really needed to stop messing with her head. We couldn’t afford to check her into a mental institution just yet, and she had already seen too much.

      In certain circumstances humans knew about the other world, but only if their minds were strong enough to handle that kind of news. Things like that were mostly handled by Watchers. A demon that wanted to reveal our world to a human needed to apply for a certain relief licence. If the head of the faction said no during an official hearing and the human already knew everything, the Watchers would erase the human’s  memories and the demon in question was punished. I really didn’t want to be in that position with Emma.

      “He didn’t tell me his name or what he wanted other than you, Maxine. He was tall, dark, looked like a gangster. He said he wanted to speak to you. He promised to come back,” she explained, waving herself with the stack of paper. “He was very handsome with these dark penetrating eyes.”

      She muttered the last sentence in a hushed tone when Ricky had turned around. Emma didn’t waste much time when we were out. She was no slouch. There was a stack of files on the floor, and the first drawer of the filing cabinet was organised. She had gotten through a couple of years of a mess already. Ricky had mentioned that some members of a faction would come down to audit us to see if we were following the protocols of operating in the human world discreetly. At least some aspects of our business had been taken care of for now.

      “What else did he say?” I asked, wondering if this was about my debts. One of the demons had given me a few months to sort the cash out, but he never dared to come over to my place of work before. I needed to make tonight count and finally win my fair share back. It’d been too long.

      Emma smoothed her blond hair and fixed her human eyes on me.

      “He said that it was good to finally put a face to the picture and he will see you tonight to discuss the case,” she stated, sounding confused.

      I slammed my palm over my desk, feeling like my blood pressure was already up.

      “Quinton was here,” I snarled, when Ricky looked at me, putting all the evidence on the table at the back. “How did he find us so quickly? We were supposed to be invisible to, you know, other people?”

      “I have no idea, Maxine, and we haven’t got time to dwell on it. We need to find the person responsible for the mess in the palace. We don’t want Rodriquez on our backs … especially not now,” Ricky muttered, probably not wanting to use the word “demon” in front of Emma.

      “You take care of the evidence and call me if you find something. I need to go out, talk to my old circles, find out if anyone has heard anything,” I announced, ready to disappear.

      I really needed a drink to get my thoughts back in order. Ricky knew that I didn’t like spending too much time in the office. I was most effective when I was out on the streets. I wasn’t expecting Quinton to show up in here. He obviously didn’t like wasting time. Besides, if George was still in the city, then I had to hurry up and track him down. Royals represented pure human genes. Many mongrels believed that drinking their blood would make them more powerful than a fully developed demon. I didn’t think this theory was accurate, but demons liked spreading untrue rumours. The bottom line was that every member of the royal family was a hundred percent human and there was nothing special about them.

      “Max, I think you should stay here tonight. We have a lot to go through. Besides, Quinton may come back,” Ricky said, sounding more and more like my nonexistent mother. “I had dinner plans with a lady friend, but it looks like I might have to cancel.”

      “Ricky, I’m not going out playing. You know that I hate sitting at a desk. Let me see what I can find out in Hackney and report to you later on or tomorrow, all right?”

      I don’t know why I was lying to him. We both knew that at the end of the night he could find me in The Broken Shoe. Maybe it was easier that way, pretending that I was being conscientious and responsible. He smoothed his jaw, looking from me to Emma.

      “Fine, but leave half of the cash in the safe,” he said, slightly less hostile.

      Okay, I got it, he didn’t trust me and he had good reasons for it. I had proven to him on a number of occasions that I was a lousy partner. I marched back to my office and took half of the money out. We had a small safe secured with charms at the back. Things were different two years ago. We had an understanding. Ricky ran the agency and I did what I wanted. That was before I fucked it all up and nearly bankrupted the whole business.

      Maybe, sober for once, I should go back home to see Mrs. Patel and pay the rent. She had tried calling me a couple of times already, but I didn’t have a chance to return any of her calls. Mainly because I didn’t know what I was going to say to her.

      Once I hit the tequila I couldn’t control myself, didn’t know when to stop. It was easy to admit to all of it now, but when it came to my poker I loved the thrill of the unknown. I never knew what would happen in the next round, if I was going to get good cards or not. Either way, the game helped me to think of things other than my past.

      Emma had cleaned my office too and left a pink notebook on the desk, with a thank you note. I could tell her emotions were unsettled and that she wasn’t certain if she was cut out for this position. We couldn’t keep messing with her thoughts and we could apply for a licence once we presented our case to the head of the faction. She was strong enough to take the truth, to know that humans weren’t the only creatures living on earth.

      I spent the next half an hour going through some of our ancient texts, hoping to find something on that strange grey powder, but I couldn’t focus much on the text. Ricky had locked himself away in his room, so I slipped away after an hour, telling Emma not to expect me until tomorrow. Most of the time I was a night owl. Mornings were tough, and I’d never gotten up earlier than ten a.m., even when I worked for the royals.

      Outside, I headed straight to the underground. Ricky loved his Mercedes, but I preferred to use my legs or public transport. But it was hard to block out human emotions, especially when I was surrounded by crowds of people. From a very young age I kept hearing things that were depressing and sad. Humans had never-ending problems, issues that they constantly worried about. Sometimes it was exhausting to coexist in this world, but I had to blend in somehow.

      On the tube, I mercifully found an empty seat and closed my eyes, settling in for the journey. I gave myself permission to spend this time to think about my day and how it felt seeing Arthur, which led me to remember everything I’d tried to forget. Concentrating on my past, I shut down the multiple voices in my head.

      

      It was my first time in Buckingham Palace and I was bloody nervous. I didn’t know what to expect. I had worked in security since I was eighteen years old, protecting rich kids and important demons that escaped from the underworld.

      Now I was stepping into a completely different world. Graham, one of my clients who owned half of the banks in the city, had sat me down one day and proposed a deal. He thought that I was wasting my time working in commercial security, that I was talented enough to do something much more ambitious.

      I felt kind of burned-out anyway, spending many years working myself to death, waiting for something else but never knowing what. I was bored, ready to leave London behind and start somewhere else.

      Graham had heard that the royal family needed a new head of security and he had promised to send my resume to his contact in the palace. I had to be interviewed like anyone else, and get ready to go through millions of security checks and present my medical records. It was standard procedure, but I was up for a challenge and kind of excited.

      The security guard by the gate had kept me waiting half an hour, and when I was eventually let through, the thrill of excitement shot over my spine. The whole place was amazing, and I couldn’t stop wondering if I would adjust to this new role. Graham had to make several phone calls and I was going to owe him big time, but I knew that working for the royals was the opportunity of a lifetime.

      Some human in a tight white shirt made me wait outside a long twenty minutes, before a tall demon called me inside his office. There was no one else apart from me, and once I got inside my nerves started slowly paralysing me.

      A member of Beelzebub’s faction was sitting in front of a large antique desk. He was young, very young, probably in his early twenties. These days nothing shocked me anymore, and I knew that despite his appearance he was most likely very powerful.

      “Have a seat, Miss Brodeur. My name is Edward Johnson and I’ll be conducting the interview today,” he stated, then smoothed his tie. He had short brown hair, wore designer glasses and a very expensive suit. My CV was in front of him. I recognised the font that I changed a couple of days ago. “Tell me, why do you think that an ordinary mongrel like you should be put in charge of royal security?”

      I shifted on the chair, feeling attacked. That little fucker had some balls treating me like I was beneath him, but I needed to remember that this wasn’t just a job, but a huge step up the ladder. He most likely wanted to see if I was going to lose my temper.

      “I have six years of experience working in commercial security.  I have a black belt in karate and a grand master belt in Tae kwon do. My demonic abilities are fully developed. I have protected demons, rich kids, and managed the entire security staff of one of the biggest clubs in London. Taking care of the security staff of the royal family will be hard, but I’m ready to take on the challenge,” I said, knowing that all of this was on my resume, that my achievements weren’t overall impressive.

      “I get it, but this job comes with many different responsibilities. Your main focus will be on Prince Arthur and he is going to make your life difficult. So far he has fired three excellent candidates, simply because he didn’t like them. He doesn’t care about the protocol or the press. The faction wants to protect him from 'our’ world and dangerous demonic influences. We have tried to pair him up to humans, but so far none of them have worked out. It’s time to change that.”

      Wow, so maybe it was a good thing that I was half demon after all. Apparently the head of the faction needed to have full control over the future king. That was interesting and kind of worrying.

      “I’m ready for a change. I have spent way too much time on the streets. I have been waiting for this kind of opportunity for years,” I stated.

      “Good. I like you, Maxine. Your resume is very impressive and your background doesn’t bring any major concerns. The future king should be satisfied. You also need to remember that you will be managing other guards, men that haven’t worked with women before. Do you think that would be a problem?”

      I started laughing then. He was right: I was only twenty-four, and most of the time men didn’t appreciate getting orders from a woman. I had worked hard to build up a reputation for myself. Men weren’t a problem for me as long as they treated me with respect and as an equal.

      “No, it’s never a problem,” I told him. “I have worked as the only woman with men for over six years.”

      I didn’t know if the interview was going okay or not. The demon in front of me kept asking me other questions, left the office for several minutes, and then an hour later he was giving me a tour of the palace.

      All this baffled me, but I assumed that it was just a standard procedure. Deep down I was very disturbed that a demonic faction was working for the British monarchs. Presumably Lucifer didn’t like giving humans a free hand, and he needed to keep an eye on one of the most important families in Britain.

      “Graham was right. You’re going to do well in here,” Johnson stated after he introduced me to most of the security staff. I blinked rapidly, wondering if I had heard him correctly.

      I was just about to ask him what he meant, when we both heard loud whistling, and a moment later a tall, blond guy appeared greeting us with the most delicious smile.

      

      I left the tube station at Hackney Downs, remembering how extremely excited I’d been at being presented with that kind of opportunity. I was going to be a head of security and I would protect Prince Arthur himself. Two years ago this sounded like an unbelievable break for me. I was so naive then, badass but very naive. I had no idea that this job would ruin me forever.

      I was fresh and young then, maybe a little inexperienced in certain aspects of my life, but ready to take on any challenge. My life seemed simple, and it was—until the moment I met the Prince himself.

      

      Edward and I both turned around at the sound of the whistle. The man that approached us was definitely human with a lot of charisma. His emotions were calm and he seemed relaxed. He was dressed in jogging shorts and a white T-shirt.

      “Ah, there is Arthur himself. Let me introduce you,” Johnson said, smiling tightly. My jaw dropped. I had never paid attention to the royal family, so back then I didn’t know what the future king really looked like. I wasn’t expecting to meet the prince himself.

      “Ed, what a surprise. I’ve just been out on a run,” Arthur said, eyeing me with curiosity. He was sweating a lot, but I liked his messy look, the curiosity and gleam in his green eyes. This man was trouble.

      “Your Highness, allow me to present you with your new Head of Security,” Johnson said,  throwing me completely off guard. “This is Maxine Brodeur. I was planning to make the proper introduction tomorrow, but since you’re here—”

      “Maxine, pleasure to meet you,” the future king said, getting to me faster than I expected and extending his hand for a shake.

      He was much taller than me, his shoulders broad and muscular. For the first time in my short life I was speechless, staring at this man in total amazement.  He smiled wider, and then suddenly a wave of desire flipped over my stomach. When our hands touched, I felt the zing of electricity that suddenly ran between us, connecting my demonic soul with his human emotions.

      “It’s good to meet you too, Your Highness,” I managed to say, unable to take my eyes off that man, that human. We were staring at each other for a good few seconds, still holding each other’s hands, and with every passing moment my heart beat faster.

      

      I should have known back then on that corridor that my life was never going to be the same again. I should have predicted that meeting the prince would break my ordered life to pieces, that after a year in the royal court I would have to hide in order to protect the secret that could never be revealed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eight

        

        “Into the eternal darkness, into fire and into ice. ” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I didn’t go straight to The Broken Shoe. For a good half hour I walked around contemplating what to do. Soon the craving for a drink won and I entered a different pub near Hackney an hour later. The Broken Shoe was hidden between the small alleys in Brixton, and it served a different caliber of customers than the one I had chosen tonight. I was hoping to speak to one of the guards from the palace. He had a tendency to hang around here a while back. The pub was called Six Bells and there was a mixed crowd in here: a few drunk humans, mongrels and a demon who sat at the back with a pint of beer.

      Matt was one of the guards that I personally hired almost two years ago. I knew that he liked drinking in Six Bells, mostly because that was where he met his ex-wife; he was a nostalgic kind of guy. Also he was the best person to talk to about the night that George disappeared. He knew most of the staff and I hoped that even after a year not much had changed.

      I glanced around, slightly apprehensive to see two Watchers sitting in the corner and eyeing the crowd in front of them. Their presence was worrying. They only appeared if a creature from the underworld was on the loose, or if a human accidentally had learned the truth about the demonic world. They also dealt with demons that didn’t stick to the rules. This wasn’t good, but I shook my head, wanting to ease my paranoia. The bottom line was that they weren’t here for me, well, hopefully not. I was getting paid to track George down and I was certain that I would have something after talking to Matt. The past was the past, and there was no point dwelling on it.

      “Hey, Mattie boy, how are you this fine cold evening?” I asked, situating myself next to him. He looked at me, releasing a huge smile, and then scanned me up and down with his deep brown human eyes.

      “And who the devil let you in here? The one and only Maxine Brodeur,” he said. “I had a feeling you might show up soon enough.”

      “Well, you know me. I don’t like wasting time,” I replied and nodded to the barman to pour me some tequila. I knew that this wasn’t what I was normally used to, but the spirit was enough to shush my troubling memories. “You’re the perfect person to tell me everything that I need to know.”

      Matt was lean and built up like he had taken too many steroids. He had deep circles around his eyes, a square jaw, and he was completely bald. He was divorced with teenage kids, and after many years of failed relationships, he still hoped to find the right woman.

      “I didn’t see anything last night, if that’s what you’re after,” he said, getting straight to the point, and then he took a generous gulp of beer.

      “That’s disappointing. I was hoping that you might have actually seen at least something?” I asked.

      “No, we all got the call around midnight, but by that time the young prince was already gone. I’ve got no idea how the intruder even got into the palace in the first place. There were guards stationed almost everywhere and no slackers sneaking off.”

      I looked at the gold liquid in front of me, aware that it’d been two nights since I had tasted it.

      “To be honest, I don’t really want to talk about last night. Tell me who George has been hanging around with lately. Any questionable individuals?” I pressed, and swallowed my first shot of tequila. The alcohol burned my throat, but the sensation afterwards felt damn good. Mama was home, baby.

      “The usual—spoiled kids from Chelsea. There had been some arguments with Princess Layla too. George wanted her to stay out of his business. You know, the same domestic stuff as usual.”

      I asked the barman to pour me another shot of tequila, and once the alcohol started burning through my veins, I began relaxing. The stress from earlier on faded and my torn heart became stone cold again. Hell, drinking was my escape from agonising pain, from feeling like the loneliest person on this planet.

      “There is more though, isn’t there, Matt? It’s not just the usual problems at home,” I said, pretty much aware that he knew more than he wanted to say. Whoever the hell was in charge of the security these days must have been keeping all the guards on a short leash. The rules were simple: all the staff that worked for the royal family had to sign a nondisclosure agreement, but Matt owed me more than a few favours. I didn’t want to bring this up right away, but I needed to know what young George had been up to. Something wasn’t sitting right.

      Matt finished his pint. I had all night, and I wasn’t planning to leave empty-handed.

      “I heard that the prince had been seen in the company of some redheaded chick. An older one. Boys were saying that he didn’t want to leave her side,” Matt said, barely in a whisper. “I don’t know how much of this is true, but they were seen kissing and holding hands.”

      “A redheaded woman? Had anyone seen her with him before” I questioned, thinking that maybe George had lost his head for some cougar. There was nothing strange or suspicious about that. Who knew? Maybe the whole kidnapping was staged.

      “Well, I know for sure that she wasn’t one of his usual girls. None of the guards had ever actually seen her, but his friends had talked about her a lot. Besides, young Prince George was a prick. He wasn’t like Arthur,” Matt said. “If you know what I mean”

      I nearly spat the alcohol all over the bar. That name made me feel suddenly very angry. I needed to get out of here and get back to Brixton with this new lead. The woman must have meant something to George or maybe I was reading too much into it. Women were always likely to become less moralistic, shall we say, when they were around young royal bachelors. There was also a possibility that she was a demon, trying to take advantage of our young prince.

      “Okay, that’s pretty much all that I needed to know, unless there is something else you want to tell me?” I asked, hopping off the stool. The alcohol was working, finally untangling my emotional downfall.

      “He is missing you, Maxine. Natalie doesn’t fill the hole in his heart that you burned with yours,” Matt said unexpectedly when I turned around, ready to leave. I stopped abruptly. My stomach rolled with warmth, but I pushed it away. Matt was just a guard, but he obviously knew more about royal affairs than I expected.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked, my voice small.

      “A year ago when you left, he went into total meltdown trying to find you. Got himself into a lot of trouble with the police and guards.”

      I wasn’t expecting to feel so shitty about my whole life when I entered this bar. Arthur didn’t give a fuck and Matt was lying.

      “Well, it looks like he sorted himself out quickly enough,” I muttered.

      “Barely. He still talks about you to other guards, to staff. He hasn’t forgotten about you, Max,” Matt added, but I couldn’t listen to this anymore.

      I glanced back at him and then walked away until I breathed in the cold February air. My chest heaved with pain reliving the worst day of my life. Matt had no idea what he was talking about. Arthur’s grandmother made sure that we would stay apart, and he had never tried to find me.

      I needed to get out of Hackney and pour a whole bottle of magical tequila down my throat to kill the guilt. I was forced to leave something behind, something that connected me to Arthur on a whole new level. I looked down on the ring that he had given me and shook my head, forcing the tears away, wishing that I could tell him the truth about my disappearance. Wishing that this pain would go away for at least a moment.

      It took me another hour to get back to Brixton, and by the time I was walking through the streets of my neighbourhood it was ten o’clock at night. I hated living in such a sprawling city. The public transport was a nightmare, and on top of my ridiculously high rent, I wasn’t even covering all the bills.

      I turned right, losing myself in the narrow alley that eventually would take me to The Broken Shoe, my favourite local pub. My stomach was burning, and I had to play tonight, before I did something really stupid. Deep inside there was an unbearable craving for the most precious thing that I was forced to leave behind, someone that had changed my life forever.

      That night I was sloppy, and my thoughts were racing, so I didn’t even notice that I had been followed. A grown human male was creeping behind me, and by the time I felt him it was too late. Seconds later I was slammed against the brick wall by a large, muscular man that wore a strong, kind of familiar aftershave. I’d had a couple of drinks a while back, but no one had ever surprised me in such an unexpected and violent way.

      “Hi, Flower. I think such a delicate creature like you shouldn’t be walking around the streets alone … so late at night,” said the voice that I vaguely recognised. There was something wrong with my excellent eyesight tonight, but it only took me couple of seconds to figure out who had managed to successfully corner me in the darkness.

      “You have two seconds to get the fuck away from me before I smash your face against this brick wall,” I snarled, and felt his heat rising fast. Yeah, I just let Detective Zachary Quinton manhandle me. On top of that, he was getting turned on by the fact that I was pissed and not in my usual control. My vision suddenly sharpened. He was staring at me with those dark eyes filled with curiosity, roving over my parted lips. We only met for what—two seconds earlier on, but I really wanted to kick his arse right about now.

      “Shut up and listen to what I have to say. I don’t like when someone interferes in my business and you’re doing exactly that right now, so I want you to quit. The streets of London are ugly, filled with too many unexpected surprises,” he said, moving his face closer, almost brushing his lips over mine.

      My stomach made a flip, as the unfamiliar wave of lust heated up between my legs, causing havoc in my torn demonic soul. There was no way that Zachary was simply just an arrogant son of a bitch, an ordinary human. His energy was pushing his thoughts into my mind, and he narrowed his eyes like he wanted to see past the anger and fury. I didn’t have time to get overwhelmed. I wasn’t going to just stand there and listen to his threats.

      His grip was powerful, but it was dark and he couldn’t have predicted my next move even if he was a demon after all. I twisted my right leg around his and then tossed him over to the side while he lost his balance for a split second, but he didn’t fall down. My inner strength gave me some advantage and I lifted my leg, smashing my boot into his pretty face, throwing him on his back several meters away. For a human, well, I had to agree, he was strong, but he must have forgotten that I had spent six years mastering my fighting skills. I wasn’t just some girl that he could mess around with.

      I was sitting on him before he had a chance to take another breath, and I was bloody surprised to feel the hard bulge in his crotch. It looked like Zachary was not only an arsehole, but a sexual deviant too.

      “Now, you listen to me, Detective. You obviously have no idea who I am and what I’m capable of, but you can shove your demands where the sun doesn’t shine. I’m on this case whether you like it or not, and trust me, it will take a lot more than your muscles to get rid of me,” I said, wondering why I was so pumped up with positive vibes and why the hell I liked sitting on top of him. Crap, this was supposed to be straightforward.

      He smiled at me, and I frowned. There must have been something really wrong with my focus that night, because he shifted underneath me. He used his knee to kick my exposed back, easily punching the air out of my lungs. I was slammed back on the ground, seeing stars, possibly for the first time in my life.

      My energy surged down through my aching body, letting me know that this human was going to kick my arse. For some reason, I was losing my usual focus and before I even realised, he was sitting on top of me. The heat that exploded between us was sudden and fiery. When I finally managed to open my eyes, his face was inches away from mine.

      “I asked nicely; now I’m telling you to stay out of my way, Flower. You might be tough and shit, but there are things in this world that you don’t understand,” he growled, staring at me with his gorgeous eyes. His attitude really pissed me off and I wondered why our paths hadn’t crossed before. Zachary obviously thought he was some tough motherfucker with a badge and a big gun.

      I started laughing, partly because I wanted to cover my explosive feelings, and partly because he was broadcasting his desire for me loud and clear. My reaction made him angry and he narrowed his eyes at me in confusion.

      “You really chose the wrong person to mess around with, and the most stubborn one. Get off me before I do something that I regret later,” I whispered, not even knowing why I was so adamant about proving my point. It was hard to judge what his deal was and why he was so determined to keep me away from his investigation.

      “Flower, you wouldn’t hurt me even if you wanted to,” he said, lowering his eyes to my cleavage. That short moment of distraction gave me an advantage. I extended my arm and then punched him as hard as I could. Okay, maybe this wasn’t ladylike, but I was done with his bullshit.

      When I was standing on my feet, looking down at the hero detective who was now bleeding, it kind of hit me that I never felt better, sort of like myself from two years ago, before Arthur shattered me. It was refreshing.

      “How about we make a deal? Down the road there is a pub where I like playing poker. You beat me and this case is yours, but if I win we will work together on this case. What you say, Detective? Have we got a deal?”

      He glared at me, touching his bloody nose, and I smiled widely when I heard him mutter, “Deal.”

      It was going to be a fun evening ahead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nine

        

        “Lost are we, and are only so far punished,
        That without hope we live on in desire.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I must remember to keep some money for rent.

      I must remem …

      “All right. Let’s get this over with before I have to arrest you for assault.” He interrupted my train of thought, getting off the wet ground. I glanced back at him, kind of curious and angry at the same time. I sensed something deeper in him, a softer side of his domineering personality that I was yet to discover.

      “The pub is just around the corner, and for someone who claims to know these streets I’m surprised that you’re being so ridiculously impatient,” I said, rolling my eyes.

      “Flower, just spare me the small talk,” he snapped back. I had no idea why he was pissed off. He was the one that attacked me. Maybe he was used to getting things done his way. So far he only revealed that he wasn’t happy working alongside a woman.

      We were both silent until we entered the old, secluded pub on the street corner. From any other person’s point of view, the building didn’t look particularly appealing, but I had built a relationship with the owner over the years. There were a few humans at the back, clutching their hands around their pint glasses and glaring at us from the distance.

      Paul, the barman, nodded to me, not looking too pleased with the customer that strolled in after me. Yep, it was odd to see a stranger in here. Paul used to be a Watcher, part of an angelic faction that guards the gates of hell. One night he left his post unattended, lured by a beautiful demon from the Asmodeus faction. Several hours later, he was found naked, stripped of all his abilities, and then cast out from his post, sadly never gaining his powers back.

      “The usual, Maxine?” Paul asked, placing the glass in front of me and eyeing Zach with his demonic eyes.

      “Yeah, three shots straight away. I have a game to play,” I said.

      “Vodka for me,” Zach muttered, then grabbed a napkin and wiped the blood underneath his nose. Once Paul poured our drinks, I didn’t need to wait for an invitation. The shots in front of me were special; Paul spiked it with a dash of elixir that he made especially for me. The combination of demonic magic, rare herbs and blood of a poisoned dragon meant to heal a broken heart. At least I kept telling myself that. I was an addict, but after finishing a bottle, I could still function the next day. That was part of the problem.

      Zach ordered a beer chaser and went to sit down at the table by the window.

      “Why on earth are you hanging out with a human, Max? He’s a cop too, you know,” Paul asked, leaning over the bar and eyeing me intensely. I took a new deck of cards from my pocket and started shuffling them around. “And what happened to his face?”

      “Unfortunately for me, he’s been assigned to a case that I’ve also taken on, and we had a disagreement,” I blurted out, aware that Zach hadn’t taken his eyes off me. A shudder tickled over my spine. I could still feel the heat from earlier in my veins, but I had yet to determine if it was the way Zach was looking at me or my conflicted emotions.

      Paul acted like a human, and most of the time he didn’t like bringing up his past. After so many years in London, he put on a bit of weight, and he had aged. His soul was still young, but for a human he looked like he was in his mid-forties.

      “I sense trouble, Max. That man is filled with resentment. He holds a grudge. Maybe he lost someone or he killed an innocent human,” Paul said, looking over my shoulder. “And he desires you, but he doesn’t want to admit to it.”

      My jaw dropped slightly as I stared at Paul, wondering why the hell he had to make me uncomfortable. My opinion about Zach’s feeling was divided: I wasn’t too sure if he wanted me or if he was acting that way in order to get rid of me. Paul was right—Zach’s soul had been tormented by some kind of tragedy from the past. Maybe that was the reason he seemed so detached.

      “Well, that’s too bad. I have to work with him either way; otherwise I’ll be in trouble with the underworld. Young Prince George went missing late last night. He might be in the underworld, who knows? Or with a demon. Things are kind of complicated. If you hear anything you’ll let me know, right?”

      Paul’s green eyes twinkled with confusion. He just didn’t care for royals at all.

      “I’ll keep an ear out for you.“ He nodded back to Zach  “I don’t like him, Maxine. I’d stay away. He is trouble and we both know that you don’t deal with trouble well,” Paul muttered, putting the bottle of tequila on the bar along with a clean shot glass.

      I grabbed it, ignoring his comment. He started sounding more and more like Ricky. Why did everyone feel the need to give me advice on how to live my life, advice that I didn’t want or need?

      “Thanks, Paul, but I’ll be all right. Just keep the drinks coming,” I said with a wink. I grabbed the whole bottle and went back to the table where Zach was sitting. I threw the stack of cards right in front of him.

      “So let me get this straight. I win and you will move aside, you won’t interfere in my investigation?” Zach asked when I poured some tequila into my glass. His eyes were lidded and travelling over the tight old T-shirt that I wore today—eyes so different from Arthur’s. Fuck, I needed to stop thinking about him.

      “Let’s play, unless you want to lay out your whole life story for me?” I said, winding him up a little too much. His eyes twitched like he noticed something in the bottle. Paul was careful with his elixirs, mixing shit like that with human spirits was dangerous.

      “I’m certain, Flower, that your life story is much more interesting than mine,” he said, smiling. Sweet mercy; that smile bloomed burning heat in my stomach, and he had cute dimples on each side of his gorgeous jaw when he did eventually laugh. Exactly like Arthur’s. This was pathetic. I really needed to stop comparing him to Arthur. Maybe I should have gotten rid of the ring, then I wouldn’t have to be assaulted with painful memories whenever I thought about the opposite sex.

      “Too bad you aren’t going to hear about it tonight,” I snapped back, shuffling the cards around for a bit and then placing two in front of me and two in front of him. It was much more fun playing with a few more people, but we had business to settle, and I needed a quick win to get in the mood. The luck and cards were on my side tonight. I knew it.

      After playing five cards upside down in the middle of the table, the familiar excitement filled my veins. My pulse spiked, and for some reason the cards were making me more receptive to my surroundings.

      Zach checked his cards and then lifted his thick eyelashes at me. Drinking magical tequila had its advantages; after a couple of shots I was less receptive to human emotions, able to block all feeling and worries. This was supposed to be a fair game. My partner was a human, who most likely had no experience in playing poker. I needed to go easy on him.

      “Hmm… I think you will tell me everything about you, Maxine, all your deepest secrets and sexual desires,” he said, and sent me a flirtatious wink. I lifted my left eyebrow, tossing my long hair behind me. He could dream about me telling him anything at all.

      We started with a pre-flop round. I put some cash on the table, so he knew that I was taking this game seriously. It was clear from the very beginning that Zach wasn’t the amateur I assumed just a second ago. With that mad gleam in his eyes, he made a few moves. We both put the same amount on the table, and after betting and holding, the flop round had started. I kept topping up my glass, for some reason enjoying the company of the human that sat in front of me. It was much more fun not to know what he was feeling when his dark eyes were looking through me.

      In a flop round, Zach bet more than I expected. Over two hundred pounds, and if I wanted to stay in the game, I needed to match it. The magical alcohol loosened me up, and the sudden rush of heat made my eyes heavy. Zach had of course noticed.

      “You’re flustered, Maxine,” he pointed out. “So I assume this is what you like doing in your spare time. Playing poker and drinking?”

      “Everyone has their hobbies, Detective,” I sang, twisting a lock of my hair around my finger, as we moved to the turn round.

      He kept his cards to himself. The warmth that surrounded me was welcome and comforting. Arthur didn’t matter anymore; he was just a distant memory.

      “True. Sex is an excellent hobby. I enjoy it tremendously,” he chuckled as I placed one more community card on the table. I couldn’t remember the last time I had fucked someone just for the sake of it. My relationships with men were complicated after my affair with Arthur, and I was too scared to mix pleasure with business again.

      We both went with our turns. In this round my cards weren’t that good, but I kept betting, hoping that might change in the final straw. When the last community card was placed on the table, I checked mine and raised the money. Zachary did exactly the same, watching me like a hawk.

      He seemed confident that he won, throwing a few lousy compliments. I knew it was all a game to him.

      “So I’m safe to assume that you’re not seeing anyone at the moment?” he asked.

      “Why? Because I spend most of my time in the pub, drinking and playing cards?”

      “No, I think you’re still hung up on Prince Charming,” he pointed out. I narrowed my eyes at him.

      “You know nothing about me. And what happened between me and the prince is none of your business,” I snapped, angry that Arthur couldn’t keep his mouth shut when we were standing in a room full of people.

      Zach checked his cards again, but I couldn’t read anything from his expression.

      “How about we add something more to this deal? If I win this, then you agree to go out with me?”

      That was it. We both needed to reveal our cards and I was certain that he was a sour loser, bluffing all the way till the end. He also had a nerve asking me out.

      “No, I don’t date. My work is my life. Besides, a deal is a deal. I don’t recall there were any extras included,” I said, suddenly wondering what he would look like naked, pressed over my body in my tiny flat. I hadn’t gotten laid in a very long time, and the waves of energy reminded me that this was my first real opportunity to change that.

      “We both could have some fun, Flower, and I could help you stop thinking about Prince Charming for a night,” he whispered, leaning towards me. In that dim light, he seemed even hotter, and a violent bolt of warmth ripped through my system. My addiction was supposed to calm me down tonight, not push me into the arms of a human who wasn’t looking for anything other than a night of fun.

      My demonic side was completely shut down, but on the other hand, sex without expectations could help me forget about a crappy day like today.

      “All right, fine. Let’s play this game,” I muttered, smiling flirtatiously. “But what will I get if I win?”

      He looked down on his cards, then back to me, lowering his thick eyelashes to my cleavage. I wasn’t very developed in that department, but Zach seemed hung up on that spot, more so than other men. Maybe he liked a woman with small tits.

      “I’ll tell you something about me, something that no one knows,” he said—and then revealed his cards.

      He had a full house, and I was kind of shocked staring down at his card sequence. I bit my lip, wondering if he liked playing poker on a regular basis or if it was just one off. He was obviously experienced, but right at that moment I wanted him to think that I had been bluffing, that he had me.

      “Deal,” I blurted out and then revealed my cards, presenting him a flush. His face dropped, his anger whisked through the air. He stared at my cards for several moments, like he couldn’t believe that I won, that I had better cards.

      “Well, cowboy, you better get ready to work with me, because I can tell you, I ain’t going anywhere. And you’ll be telling me all your dirty secrets.” I chuckled, happy with the results.

      Zachary muttered something under his breath, got up, and went to the bar. I bet he needed to have a very strong drink to numb the fact that a girl had just kicked his arse for the second time tonight. I started sweeping all the money to my side, feeling awesome. There was still half of a bottle of tequila left, and I was considering finishing it when someone sat in Zach’s chair.

      “Hey, Maxine. Fancy teaming up with the old crew. I see you have some money. Wanna double it?” Devlin asked, grinning at me. He was one of the regulars, the guy that lost me half of the down payment for a shabby loft apartment in London, if I ever considered getting on the property ladder. Behind him was Lea, a mongrel, and twins that were part of Mammon’s faction. They must have sensed that I was in the mood for more.

      “Yeah, why not? Let’s do this,” I said, not even considering going home. When the four of us were seated around the table, Zachary came and sat behind me, looking much calmer than before. He didn’t say anything, just sat behind and kept watching the game.

      I thought that I was in control, that this was finally my night, but by around two o’clock in the morning the magical bottle of tequila was empty and I was down at least a grand or more. I kind of lost count after the first couple of hundred. Nothing went how I planned; my good cards from my game with Zachary didn’t follow through. The alcohol clouded my head and the strong vibrations of lust in my system became distracting.

      The twins had won again, costing me my rent. Zachary hadn’t moved. He kept going to the bar and drinking slowly, not taking his eyes off me.

      Soon the whole place was empty, the last customer had settled the bill with Paul, and I was sitting in the same spot, completely wasted and pissed off with my own luck tonight.

      “Max, that’s it. I’m closing and you should go home,” Paul said, taking the empty bottle of tequila.

      He helped me get up and walked me to the door. I had no idea what happened to Zachary. He must have left too, pissed off that things didn’t go to plan tonight. The world around me started spinning, and I needed to get to my bed. I was walking home slowly alone and once again I thought that someone was following me. The streets of Brixton were quiet, and when I turned around a few times I saw Zach keeping a fair amount of distance from me. I wasn’t the kind of girl that needed to be rescued, but he kept following me all the way back to my street. Maybe he was worried that I wouldn’t get home safely.

      “Now, now, Flower, let’s put you to bed. You won, so we’re stuck together anyway,” he whispered, helping me open the door when I failed miserably trying to remain in a standing position. When I nearly passed out in the corridor, he lifted me and carried me upstairs.

      That night, even in my kind of state, I knew I was going to share my secrets with him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Ten

        

        “Midway upon the journey of our life, I found myself within a forest dark, for the straightforward pathway had been lost.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      “Cosy. I had no idea that you lived in such a shithole, Maxine. I thought that being the prince’s mistress came with some advantages,” Zachary mocked me, looking around my crappy flat. I lifted my hand, tapping my finger into my head as a reminder for tomorrow. I needed to call my landlady and ask her to fix the damn lights. Also the glass in the window was cracked. Some teenager from the council estate threw a stone when I told him to shut his dirty human mouth. Yes, my flat was a real rathole.

      My head was spinning and I hated myself that I couldn’t stop telling Paul to pour me more. All my rent money was gone. I was broke again.

      “What the hell do you want? I’m fine now. You can leave. I don’t … need a babysitter, mister,” I slurred, stumbling on my feet and falling down on the sofa. My eyes wouldn’t stay open. Zach sat beside me a moment later. He took my hand and touched my cheek with his cold finger.

      “You do that often? Lose all your money in an obscure bar in a poker game?” he asked, forcing my chin up so I couldn’t look away. He was composed, and very calm, almost not the same man that I met in the palace. I had the tendency of oversharing details of my life with strangers when I was drunk. That night when he was sitting next to me, I wanted to tell him all about the bad time in my life, about Arthur too. Tonight was one of those times when I needed a shoulder to cry on.

      “I never used to do that, but getting wasted seems like a good idea lately,” I told him. “Have you got a cigarette?”

      He nodded, pulled the packet of Marlboro Lights from his jacket pocket, and gave me one. I had a lighter somewhere in the flat, but he used matches to light one for me. At this rate I was going to kill myself; even the magic wouldn’t save me.

      “What’s on your mind, beautiful?” he asked, lighting one for himself.

      “I want to tell you about that one night when everything changed,” I said, wondering if this was really such a good idea. Zach didn’t care, but he was still in the flat, sitting next to me. He obviously wanted to listen.

      “Tell me.”

      “I had a close call a couple of years ago. I nearly died, so I decided to change everything. First it was the job and the fact that I had to rely on others to survive,” I mumbled, sounding like one pathetic mongrel. I spent too many years keeping the truth away from everyone around me. My mother used to say that it was better to let all the worries out in the open. Now I had a man next to me that wanted to get to know me, so I needed to keep going. “I used to work as a waitress in an Italian restaurant in the city. That one night I was the last one out, closing the back doors, when some stranger attacked me. He came out of nowhere, took all the money and left me there to bleed to death.”

      Zachary was silent, staring down at me with a wary, slightly stunned expression on his face. I arched my head back, resting for a few long moments. The magic was rummaging through my system urging me to keep talking about the crappy past. The voices in my head were loud and nagging. Sometimes I had problems with shutting them down.

      “I woke up in the hospital several days later, not remembering anything at all. I had a cracked skull, broken wrists, my kidneys were punctured. It took me weeks to recover, to actually want to keep on living. The police closed the investigation pretty quickly. They didn’t have any leads or witnesses from that night. After that I didn’t go back to that old life. I started hanging around in bars and nightclubs, playing cards for money. Some nice people taught me how to survive on the streets on my own. It was easier to act like I had nothing to lose. Soon I was making more money than I could ever imagine, so I took some self-defence classes, trained in martial arts too. People started to respect me, and I began getting some contract work in security. My life was suddenly good. I had friends, cash in my pocket and I was finally free. Every day I was making progress, making connections with the people in the business, and pushing myself during training. I started protecting wealthy clients, looking after rich kids, managing clubs and restaurants. Things were good and then the opportunity in Buckingham Palace came around. Nothing was ever the same after that.

      I closed my eyes, dragging the nicotine from the cigarette deep into my lungs. I had never liked smoking. It was a nasty habit. Zach lifted himself off the sofa and went to the kitchen. I heard him pacing around the room for a bit. The night wasn’t meant to end like this. He wasn’t supposed to see me in such a state, telling him all about my shitty life.

      “That’s why you were brought in to this case, because of your previous connection to royal family?” he asked, staring at me from the other side of the room. The royals—that word was cut out of my vocabulary when I got fired and had to hide in the rabbit hole.

      “Yes, mainly, but the truth is that a demon took Prince Georgie. You’re a human, so you won’t understand any of it,” I said, forgetting who I was talking to. Zachary needed to hear the harsh truth. “Besides, I needed the cash to pay my overdue rent. I thought that tonight I would be responsible, that I could stay away from cards, but then you showed up.”

      He shook his head, and drew on a cigarette for longer than he supposed to. We were sitting in the darkness, but his eyes were focused on my face. I was too wasted to connect with his emotions, although I still wanted to know if he was ready to screw me.

      “Are you blaming me for getting drunk, Flower, and losing your rent money?” he asked with that hard, accusing tone of voice. And that nickname—he knew it drove me mad, but he still kept using it.

      “I’ll blame you when I get evicted.” I laughed. “Either way, I lost all the money tonight. Don’t worry, it’s not the first time and most certainly not the last.”

      It was time for me to go to sleep, to drift away from the problems of this fucked up world. Detective Zachary Quinton was a dream. All this time I was talking to myself, telling the other Maxine the real story.

      “Sleep, Flower, because tomorrow is going to be a new day and I’ll be there to mess with you all over again,” the voice whispered in my ear, and I smiled falling asleep.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My eyes were stuck together when I woke up in the late morning the next day. I lifted my second pillow and pressed it over my face, hoping not to hear the emergency services just outside my window. I lived next to the busy street and it sounded like there was an accident outside. People were shouting and horns were going off. I felt like someone was hitting me with a hammer, as the blurry memories from last night slowly came back to me. After a few moments I realised that someone was banging at my door, loudly, too bloody loudly for such an early hour.

      When I scrambled off my bed I was naked. My clothes were folded on the floor next to the chair, and the clock on the wall was showing eleven clock in the morning. I didn’t remember undressing. What the hell happened here?

      “Crap, I’m late again. Ricky is gonna kill me,” I muttered to myself, throwing a T-shirt on and putting on clean underwear. I was surprised to find that I had any. I hadn’t done the laundry for over a decade.

      “I’m coming,” I shouted as the person outside started banging harder. When I finally unlocked it, I saw that it was my landlady, Mrs. Patel. For a split second I wished that I had woken up somewhere else this morning, maybe even in someone else’s body. She was here for the overdue rent and as far as I remember I had lost all my available cash last night.

      “Maxine, sorry to knock on your door this morning, but you’re three days late with your rent,” she said, eyeing my naked thighs and most likely smelling the stale alcohol on my breath. I could mess with her head, make her forget that I actually owe her any money, but that was against my own rules. I hated tampering with human minds. Besides I couldn’t get away with not paying my rent. This was morally wrong. “I can’t wait any longer, and you should set up a standing order so I don’t have to come to your door every month.”

      Mrs. Patel was a thirty-something Indian-born woman who was married to a property developer, Mr. Patel. Apparently they both started investing money in the housing market in the nineties, and these days they had quite a portfolio. I was forced to move in to this shitty flat a year ago, and Mrs. Patel was kind enough to wait for her security deposit.

      “Mrs. Patel, can you give me a minute? I’ve had a horrendous night,” I said, rubbing my eyes and stepping into the morning light outside, as it was dark in my hallway. I felt terrible, worse than normally and my head was hurting badly.

      “My God, what happened to your face? Are you all right?” she asked, probably assuming that I was ill. I lifted my hand and touched my cheek. It bloody hurt, so I turned swiftly around and ran back to my apartment. I put the light on in the hallway and I looked at my own reflection in the mirror. My left cheek was swollen and I had a freaking black eye. Memories flooded my mind. I remembered fighting with Zach,  and it looked like the bastard hit me.

      Then, something else caught my attention: a white envelope that was placed on the dresser, next to my hairbrush. When I opened it I thought that I was dreaming. The envelope was full of cash.

      

      I took eight hundred from the stash when you went to the toilet. You said that you were late with rent.

      Now who should be your Prince Charming?

      Z.

      

      I re-read that damn note a few times, suddenly remembering everything from the night before. I was the last customer in The Broken Shoe, and Paul had sent me on my way. Zachary must have followed me back to my flat. I was completely wasted, and I couldn’t remember why I let him in the first place.

      “Maxine, are you all right?” I heard Mrs. Patel on the threshold. It was the exact amount that I needed for rent. Zachary must have taken some cash out that I won and kept it away, most likely predicting that I wasn’t done blowing it all off after I outplayed him.

      He couldn’t have known that I would be that stupid, that I’d lose all my money and get so wasted I couldn’t get home on my own. Well, it looked like I had misjudged him. I brushed my hair away from my face and headed back to Mrs. Patel, partly relieved and partly worried that I owed him a favour.

      “Here you go. Everything should be inside,” I said, handing her the cash. There was no one else I could have asked for a loan, so technically Zachary had saved my skin. That meant that I could stay in my shitty flat for another month.

      Mrs. Patel counted the money, and after convincing herself that everything was okay, she smiled with relief. I couldn’t remember when I told Zach that I hadn’t paid my rent. I didn’t know anything about him, but it seemed that from today onwards we were going to spend some time together.

      “Good, I’m glad, but please set up a standing order as soon as possible. It will save us both a lot of hassle in the future,” she told me. “And take care of yourself, Maxine. Maybe speak to someone. This shouldn’t be happening to you, dear.”

      I forced out a smile. She needed to know that I wasn’t a victim of domestic violence, that last night I simply had a playful fight with a hot cop.

      “Thanks, Mrs. Patel, but this was just an unfortunate misunderstanding. I’m really fine,” I mumbled, deciding to spare her that story. She gave me a faint smile, muttered something else and then she was on her way. I shut the door and locked it, hoping to get back to sleep.

      On the other hand it would be a good idea to show up in the office on time for once and act like a responsible adult. Ricky must have extracted the potion from George’s blood by now, possibly linking someone within a demonic faction to this whole kidnapping.

      There was no point dwelling on last night. I got drunk, Zach saved my skin, and I had to thank him—that was the end of story.

      Within a half hour, I put some clothes on, brushed my messy hair and left the flat, feeling tired, achy and very pissed off with myself. People were staring at me when I was in the tube station, possibly because I looked like someone had beat me up. On top of that I was very much hungover.

      By the time I walked into the office, it was just after one o’clock.

      “Maxine, I’m so glad that you’re here. Ricky went out. He was called about another case.”

      Another case, what on earth was she talking about? Ricky didn’t see any clients without me, but then maybe this had something to do with the evidence that we had found last night.

      “Did he say anything else?” I asked, checking the mail.

      “He said, well… he was kind of rude,” she said shyly, looking at me with those big blue eyes.

      “Just tell me. I can take it,” I said. Humans, they appeared to be so fragile, always worried about other people.

      “Oh my God! What happened to your face?” she asked, like she just noticed my black eye.

      I placed my hands on her arms and said,  “It’s nothing, Emma, just focus. What did Ricky say?”

      “For you not to fuck anything up before he came back. There’s some information about a man in his drawer that he wanted you to look at,” she rambled, looking anxiously at my black eye. Ricky must have worked really hard last night when I was getting wasted in the bar. There were some notes inside his cabinet, telling me that the demon that took George was part of Lucifer’s faction.

      “Maxine, can I ask you something?”

      Emma followed me back to Ricky’s room. She looked uncomfortable, like she wanted to tell me something, but was afraid to be rejected.

      “What it is, Emma?” I asked, trying to be patient, trying to act like I was a good boss.

      “Well, it’s my daughter’s birthday party this weekend and I was wondering if you would  like to come. There will be mostly other mothers, but you have done so much for me already and I would love to have you there.”

      I glanced back at her, knowing that she was waiting for me to answer. Right at that moment, I was ready to forget I was running a business, that I was half demon and a weak soul. The pain inside my chest stung me hard, reminding me about the last twelve months, reminding me what exactly I had left behind.

      “I didn’t know you had a daughter,” I pointed out, sounding odd, feeling vulnerable. Her face brightened instantly, like a bulb in a dark room, and my soul darkened. Some snippets of her memories were slowly coming back to me.

      “Yes, she is five and she invited all her friends from school. We would love to have you there.” She said beaming, clapping enthusiastically. I scratched my head, trying to push that deep, burning guilt away, knowing that I could have taken a different path a couple of months ago.

      Emma looked happy, delighted, and I wanted to be like her, normal for once.

      “All right, I’ll come over. Leave the address and the time on my desk.” I forced out the words before my brain could process what I agreed to. Emma jumped again and then hugged me. I was stiff like a wooden board. This was weird.

      “Amaze balls, can’t wait. This will be awesome.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eleven

        

        “In His will, our peace.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      Ricky had left pretty good notes, and after triple-checking everything, I had a clear idea where I needed to head next. George could have been poisoned and smuggled out of the palace through the staff quarters. I still had no theory what exactly had happened that night, but I wanted to find the woman that Matt had spoken about. I needed to get back to the palace and question a couple of people that I had missed the day before.

      Instead of taking the tube to the palace, I headed to the south side of the city. Zachary worked at the police station in Epsom and after our agreement I had to talk to him about my next course of action, without revealing too much. Part of me wanted to stay away from him, but the other part needed to thank him for saving my arse. My gut feeling told me that George was still in the city, but most likely not for very long. The royals were the key, but the problem was that all of them (apart from Arthur) hated my freaking guts.

      Rubbing my achy thighs in the tube, I was listening to a mother that was telling off one of her twins for smearing chocolate over his brother’s face. Deep down this woman wished that she could leave them in the tube. Yeah, everyone somehow had dark marks on their souls.

      The crowds of people on the streets in early afternoon had put me off going out in the middle of the day, but at least it wasn’t raining. This case was my priority, and I didn’t want any unexpected visitors from hell looking into my background. Some mongrels with developed abilities like mine were summoned down below regardless of their role in society. Lucifer liked picking out half demons with exceptional abilities, and I had to stay away from hell as far as this was physically possible. The freedom in the underworld was limited; that’s why many demons were willing to try a new life on the outside.

      It took me a while to find the police station in Epsom. There was part of me that believed that Zach wanted to use me for something. He had his own dark secrets.

      As soon as I entered the red brick building, I knew that I could never truly call myself human. Tequila emphasised the emotions that humans were broadcasting. I felt extreme anger, pain and resentment. There were many people in the building filled with troubled thoughts. Zachary was inside too. I had spent enough time last night with him to recognise his fiery attitude somewhere on the third floor. Sometimes I connected with strangers, still not understanding that odd side of my supernatural abilities. My father, whoever he was, must have been a very powerful demon.

      I walked straight to the cop who sat at the front desk. Once I cleared my throat, he looked up and automatically frowned. He didn’t like my colourful hair and the fact that I had a black eye. He believed that I could still be saved if I pray to God for forgiveness. Yeah, I was most definitely in the wrong side of the city.

      “Hey, I’m looking Detective Quinton,” I said, ignoring his judgmental look.

      “Have you got an appointment?” he asked. “Are you from the press?”

      Wow, paranoid much?

      “We are on a case together and I need to speak to him urgently,” I explained, not entirely happy that I had to have an appointment just to see Zach. Humans were awkward, and sometimes difficult for no apparent reason. I hated wasting my precious time and this guy obviously judged me from the start.

      “Are you from another division?” he questioned.

      “No, I run a private detective agency. Detective Quinton and I have been assigned to a new case. Can you just do me a favour and tell him that I need to speak to him pronto?” I pressed, more hostile, losing my patience. He didn’t look amused or even impressed.

      “He’s busy. It might be a while,” he replied, not even bothering to inform Zach that I was waiting downstairs.

      I forced myself not to compel him to give me a pass upstairs. The hangover was hitting me hard this afternoon and I still had to head to Buckingham Palace. I didn’t want to get drunk tonight again. I had no more available cash and Ricky would kill me, knowing that I was wasting time.

      I waved my thanks and decided to wait for a bit, hoping that Zach would eventually show up. I found the bathroom after getting bored of waiting outside. There were a few female cops talking, some obviously in a hurry. I splashed some water over my face, wondering if I could sneak upstairs somehow and stop wasting time waiting around. I was just about to leave when I overheard a conversation between two police officers. One of them was inside the last cubical, and the other was washing her hands.

      “Apparently Zach came in late today and had a massive argument with Dean,” said the dark-haired one. I didn’t want it to look obvious that I was eavesdropping, so I entered the free cubical next to the last one.

      “Really? Zach is always in such a bad mood. The other day he nearly beat someone up on the street over some voodoo crap. I wonder why they haven’t suspended him yet,” pointed out the other woman, who was in the cubical next to mine. It seemed that Zach was well known at the station, obviously from his reputation as a stellar personality. All of a sudden I didn’t want to leave. If I was going to work with this guy, I wanted to get to know him a little better.

      “I don’t know, but apparently the superintendent had his guts full of complaints. Zach believes in all sorts of supernatural rubbish. He is super hot, but too eccentric.  Apparently he is trying to find something odd in every bloody case that he lays his hands on these days,” said the woman who was now washing her hands in the sink.

      Humans weren’t aware of the other world, so it wasn’t a surprise that both of these women believed Zach was simply odd. The Watchers had made sure that every human was protected from the real truth, but every mongrel out there knew that sometimes rules were made to be broken. There had been many unexplained cases on the streets of London that many cops didn’t want to touch.

      “He was normal before, you know… before this thing with his partner.”

      Okay, now I needed to know what “this thing” with his partner meant.

      “I don’t know, maybe. That’s terrible what happened to Cora. She died at such a young age. Quinton had never believed in her suicide, you know,” said the one that was right opposite me. Hell, Ricky had been right. And Paul. Zachary was carrying a grudge over his dead partner. I should have let him win and solve this case on my own.

      “Zach thinks that she didn’t commit suicide, that some kind of dark forces were involved. He hasn’t been the same since. I don’t know, but the pathologist was convinced that it was a suicide, that no third party was involved.”

      There was a long moment of silence, as the woman in the cubical next to me was digesting all the information slowly. I had my answer now: Zach had lost his partner a while back. Of course I didn’t know all the details, but it was safe to assume that he hadn’t gotten over it yet.

      “Right, you mean he thinks that there is some other world beyond this one,” the other one laughed.

      “Yes, something like that. He might have lost his mind,” the one next to me added. A moment later I flushed the toilet and left like I was just some random girl done with her business.

      Zachary believed in the other world, and there was possibly a good reason for it. Some demon had already tampered with his mind or he was simply just paranoid. I didn’t quite believe in the second option. These days demons were unpredictable.

      I left half an hour later, not getting anywhere with the cop at the front desk. Maybe last night was a mistake. I shouldn’t have shared with Zach intimidate details about my past. He was obviously sensitive to things that weren’t easily explained. His problems shouldn’t really worry me, but I knew that in the near future I had to stop blabbing about my life to anyone who was willing to listen. Working alongside a human who believed in supernatural stuff could slow down the progression of the case. If the missing royal was kidnapped by another demon, then Lucifer’s reputation would be in tatters.

      I was hoping that the guy at the desk would tell Zach that I had been around, so I expected him to get in touch with me later on. It took me another hour to reach Buckingham Palace. I was pleased to see that security was tighter than normal and the guard at the front of desk made me wait for ages before I was eventually let through. Deep down I was hoping that Arthur was out gallivanting somewhere else with Natalie, so I didn’t have to deal with him today.

      “Ahh, Miss Brodeur, I presume that you have a reason to be here again?”

      I turned around, not even making it a few steps into the main corridor. Rodriguez must have gotten the call that I was in the palace.

      “My business partner has managed to extract an elixir from the samples found of George’s blood. We are certain that the demon that took George belongs to a higher faction—Lucifer’s,” I said, getting straight to the point. I bet this wasn’t what Rodriquez wanted to hear, but he needed to face the truth.

      Rodriguez stroked his beard, grabbed me by the elbow and moved us aside, like he was afraid that someone was planning to listen in. Of course, the news was unexpected. That could only mean that someone within the faction was conspiring against Lucifer himself.

      “A demon part of Lucifer’s faction? Impossible. The prince never associates himself with any demons,” Rodriquez snarled, looking alarmed. The royals were protected and, after me, no other demon apart from Rodriquez was allowed anywhere near them.

      “Yes, sir, my business partner triple-checked everything. That’s why I need full access to the prince’s staff to assess if anything was missed the night in question. I also found out that the prince had been seen with redheaded, older woman outside the palace. Maybe this is nothing, but you would know who that might be?”

      Rodriquez’s eyes narrowed even further, and a vein in his neck began thumping faster. No one ever dared to rebel against the hierarchy in hell and now there was a demon on the loose—that had Prince George. This whole thing stunk like someone was looking to start an uprising.

      “Of course, I will inform the guards to give you full access. Make sure you keep this to yourself. The Dark Lord wants this matter to be resolved as soon as possible. On top of that the Queen Mother is thinking about appealing to the press, and we can’t afford the risk of panic in the nation,” Rodriquez hissed, exhaling sharply.

      He was right; things were tight and time wasn’t on my side. I bet the other factions didn’t know that the Queen’s grandson was missing. There was only one master of the underworld, but I had heard rumours that some Watchers expected to see a change. Apparently not everyone was happy downstairs and, if there was going to be an uprising in hell, then mongrels like me were going to be used as a shield. Yeah, none of this was good.

      “I shall, but right now I need to go,” I said, letting him know that he was wasting my time.

      “Use the back entrance. There is a meeting on the upper floor. I’ll make all staff available to you should they need to be questioned again,” Rodriquez said. “By the way, what happened to Detective Quinton?”

      As soon as Rodriguez mentioned Zach’s name, a fresh wave of heat shot over the nape of my neck. I didn’t understand that new reaction. The guy was a still stranger to me.

      “He’s around. We made a deal last night to work together,” I explained, faking a smile. “I’m planning to give him a full report later on.”

      “Good, I’m glad to hear it. Time is of the essence, Miss Brodeur, and I hope to hear good news soon,” he said, turned around and then headed in the opposite direction.

      My hangover reminded me that I had to get on with my task, so I used the back corridors to walk to the main kitchen. I still had friends amongst the staff. Not many of them were privy to what happened to me twelve months ago. Arthur was forced to cut whatever contact he had with me. I was relieved from my post within an hour. I never had a chance to say goodbye to anyone that I worked closely with, so I wasn’t sure how some of the staff would react seeing me now. After all, I was an outsider now, asking them uncomfortable questions about their bosses.

      It took me fifteen minutes to get from one wing to the other. Now and again, I had to stop as the heated memories blurred my vision, spiking my anxiety and increasing my heartbeat. Arthur was an impetuous man; he used to drag me to all of the secret rooms, away from guards, staff and other people, so we could be alone. I needed to keep the whole affair in the past, but right now I was reliving every second of it. My love for him burned deep inside me, and I couldn’t get away, even after twelve months of hell.

      “Hello, are you lost, little girl?”

      An unfamiliar voice startled me when I walked through one of the back staff rooms. A woman appeared suddenly right in front of me. Her face was hidden in the shadow, and I couldn’t read her emotions. I nearly tripped, but kept my balance. There was something odd about her ambiance. She was either a demon or something much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twelve

        

        “Because your question searches for deep meaning,
        I shall explain in simple words” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      Her long, silky hair was wavy, the colour of chestnut. She wore a long, fitted silky green dress. Whoever she was, she couldn’t have been part of the royal staff. I wondered if I had ever met her before, but my mind was totally blank. As far as I knew, she was a stranger.

      “No, I’m fine. I’m heading to the kitchen,” I said, kind of wanting to tell her to stay out of my business. “And you are?”

      She lifted her lips in a smile, but there was something disturbing in a way she expressed her joy. Her eyes were sharp and focused. My own energy danced across my neck, as I was trying to read into her emotions. Every human was unique, and everyone reacted differently when I was close, but I was always able to read humans, without exception.

      “Alexis Frasier. I’m a close friend of Princess Layla,” she stated with a sophisticated, icy tone of voice. “I don’t think that Lord Chamberlain would appreciate seeing you running around their palace without proper identification.”

      I forced myself not to roll my eyes. She obviously wanted me to think that she was someone important, but I really didn’t give a damn. Princess Layla had never mentioned her and as an ex-head of security I knew everyone in the palace.

      “I’m working with Rodriguez, and I don’t have time to chat, if you’ll exc–”

      “Oh, so you’re the private investigator that is looking into the disappearance of young Prince George?” She cut me off, moving even closer. I was taken back by the way she changed her tune so suddenly. She had very green alluring eyes, and I kept thinking that I had seen her somewhere before. I had been drinking tequila for so long that I had problems with remembering certain people or events from the past. Maybe it was time to stop drinking this shit.

      “Maybe I am, but right now I really have to go,” I muttered, ready to leave, but she grabbed my elbow, and a spark of electricity shot down to my abdomen. I looked down at her hand, wondering what the hell her problem was. I didn’t like to be touched.

      “Wait, please excuse me, but I’m curious. Layla is my good friend and she’s very worried. Have you got any leads? The prince had been difficult lately. His aunt did suspect drugs at first, but I thought that it was something completely different,” she said, and released me. Good, because I was ready to slap her.

      I sighed and relaxed slightly.

      “Evidence has been found that suggested a possible link to drugs. Apparently the prince was seen with a much older woman, someone from outside the palace. I’m looking into this a bit further,” I said. I felt like she almost forced this confession out of my mouth. This wasn't right. I normally wouldn’t share information about a crime case. Maybe she was a demon after all and was concealing her true nature from me.

      She arched her left eyebrow, smiling widely. I needed to shut my mouth fast. I don't know what was going on with me.

      “And you must know this because you were close to the other prince, right?” she asked, innocently, like she didn’t mean anything by it. A mad gleam started dancing in her eyes. She knew, she must have; otherwise, why would she bring something like that up? The bitch.

      “I used to protect him, so there was no doubt that we were close,” I replied, feeling suddenly uncomfortable. It was clear that this woman wanted to know juicy details of my encounter with Arthur.

      “I believe that it was more than just protection. You were caught with him in one of the confer … oh,  don’t mind me. I know more than you think,” she said, burning me with her intense gaze. Anger rippled through my system and I was ready to wipe that stupid smile off her face. Alexis had no business asking about my past. It looked like way too many people knew about me and Arthur.

      “What the hell is your problem? Who are you?” I repeated, not able to bite my lip any longer.

      “I have no problem, Maxine. I’m just a friend that wants to give you friendly advice. Continue with your investigation, but keep your claws away from the prince,” she said, firmly and forcefully. An odd draft of cold air passed over my neck. I felt another person nearby, a demon, but I was too distracted to care. This woman obviously wanted something from me.

      “Or what? Are you threatening me?” I asked, having enough of being pushed around. Friend of the princess or not, I didn’t give a crap anymore.

      “No, Maxine, it’s something for you to remember. The prince has his future laid out for him and he’s focused on his new fiancée. I gently suggest you to stay away from him; otherwise, the consequences might be severe. This is coming from the higher end,” she told me, smoothing her long dress, creeping me even more with an aura that I didn’t understand.

      I was ready to snap, but the voice of reason told me to let it go. I quickly turned around and walked out of the room, heading towards the kitchen. My pulse was speeding, thoughts racing. Royals knew that Arthur was a player and we had always been discreet. There was something not quite right about Alexis Frasier, but I couldn’t put my finger on what it was exactly.  She appeared to be a human, not a demon, and if she was such a good friend of Layla’s, then why was I only meeting her now?

      Shaking with anger and trying to find the answers to some of my own questions, I bumped into the head chef, Laticia, in the kitchen. She threw herself at me and didn’t let go. I held it together, pushing the discomfort from earlier on away. It felt almost nostalgic to stand in the kitchen. In the past I had spent quite a lot of time in here, chatting to Laticia about anything and everything. I missed the palace, and I never actually realised before now just how much.

      Laticia and a couple of other members of the staff had never seen the prince with the redheaded woman. Apparently he had been acting up lately. He was angry and aggressive towards his whole family. Laticia confirmed that he hadn’t been eating much, and a few times she had seen him with a bottle of odd liquid. This was some kind of progress, but I still had no idea with what kind of demon I was dealing.

      Two hours later I was leaving the palace through the main courtyard, glad that I didn’t stumble upon Arthur again. My heart was beating hard in my chest, and the softer part of me wanted to run to him and confess that I still loved him. I knew that it was impossible; that life wasn’t meant to be. We were much too different, and our worlds clashed.

      As I walked through the long path that would take me back to the main street, I looked back at the palace. A couple of stories up, probably on the third floor, I saw a face. Natalie, Arthur’s fiancée was staring down at me from the window. My stomach tightened, and for a second I couldn’t move. She kept staring down at me, probably wondering if I came back to steal her precious Arthur away. She couldn’t have known about the kiss from yesterday. The guards were pretty discreet.

      She was worried and jealous. I didn’t need to be a demon to figure that out. I was with Arthur when they weren’t together. He had mentioned a few times that they went out on dates, but I never thought it was anything serious. Natalie had always been nice to me, and I suddenly felt like yesterday I betrayed her.

      The memory of everything that went wrong twelve months ago suddenly zoomed through me. I turned around and continued to walk back towards the gate, not knowing what the future held for me.

      Everything was supposed to be good, tequila numbed me, but inside I was torn apart, hurt badly with no way of getting better. Arthur was long lost for me, quickly and without a warning. The only thing that remained was my guilt and the secret that I so desperately wanted to share with him. Maybe I needed to reconsider my decision from the past and give him a chance, see how he would react. Keeping the life-changing moment to myself was selfish and deep down I wasn't a selfish person. I wanted to protect him, protect us, but in the end I was only hurting us further. It was time to put his and my priorities in order.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I didn’t go back to the office. When I called and spoke to Emma, Ricky wasn’t back yet. I was starving, so I went back to The Broken Shoe. I felt slightly better when the sun disappeared behind the horizon. Paul served me his traditional fish and chips, and the hot meal eased away my hangover and exhaustion for a bit. I ate, thinking about Zachary Quinton.

      Emma had brought her own laptop from home to set up a spreadsheet with all the cases that the agency dealt with in the past. She’d told me earlier on over the phone that the files were a complete mess (I knew that) and she wanted to sort everything out electronically. I told her that as long as she was confident enough to take on that kind of job, then I didn’t mind. Ricky had mentioned a few times that we were going to have an audit, but nothing was set in stone just yet.

      Lately we had a lot of cases, but the cash flow was still poor. We needed a boost. The case with the missing prince could bring a lot of revenue, but I had to bring young George back, safe and sound.

      “Empty tonight, Paul,” I pointed out to the retired Watcher when he came in to remove my plate once I finished. It was still early, but there were only two demons at the back, drinking Guinness and talking in hushed voices.

      “It will get busy later. I’m glad that you’re all right and that human didn’t kill you,” Paul said. “I should have called Ricky. You drank way too much the other night.”

      “I was fine. Besides, Zach acted like a gentlemen. I woke up without my clothes though.”

      “I told you that he wanted to get into your pants.”

      Paul looked tired tonight, like he hadn’t had much sleep last night, but he was right. There was definitely a spark between me and Zach.

      “I think he’s one of those humans that believes in supernatural stuff, in another world. I went to the police station to talk to him. Apparently his old partner committed suicide.”

      Paul was looking at me with that vacant expression on his face, probably thinking that I was sticking my nose into something that I shouldn’t. After years of knowing Paul, I knew that he preferred to keep his own affairs to himself.

      We never truly spoke about his time as a Watcher and I had a feeling that he wasn’t allowed to say much. At times, Paul could read humans much better than I ever had. Most of his abilities were lost, but he was still able to connect to his demonic soul and use it to his own advantage.

      “You need to be careful with him. That kind of exposure might cost you more than you are prepared to give, Maxine,” Paul mumbled and strolled back to the kitchen with my dirty plate.

      I wanted to play tonight, but I couldn’t be hungover tomorrow. Besides I was skint. This investigation was moving along slowly and Ricky was going to be on my case. My mobile was back in the office. I didn’t like taking it with me all the time.

      Several moments later, as I contemplated asking Paul for some tequila, two scruffy-looking female mongrels barged through the front door. They were both blond, flustered and excited about something.

      “The body was found down by the canals,” whispered one of them, giggling like this was the most exciting thing that she heard in a very long time. I automatically rose back on my feet and moved closer. “It’s one of us apparently.”

      “Yeah, it’s a big deal. Apparently the head of Leviathan faction is down there. It’s one of his girls,” said the other one.

      Paul stopped polishing the glasses and looked at me.

      “Maxine, you have to go there now. The dead demon has something to do with your case,” he stated.

      I opened my mouth to ask him what he meant, but then I changed my mind. Paul didn’t need to tell me twice; he just knew, like the other Watchers and demons in the city. I had known him long enough to trust him. The two female demons looked at me then to Paul, but I didn’t have time to explain anything to them.

      Outside it was raining again. Harsh cold drops of rain beat over my leather jacket as I ran to the tube station. I spent a good forty minutes getting from Brixton to King’s Cross. No one had to tell me where the police had found the body; the torn emotions, the sadness were sending me all the way to the canals. There was a gate to the underworld somewhere in that area, but only certain demons were able to use it. Sometimes my kind just knew. If a demon or mongrel died, everyone around the area felt it instantly. This didn’t happened often.

      By the time I found the crime scene, the edge of the canals was filled with police, and a crowd of people stood behind the yellow tape, probably trying to get a glimpse of the dead body or blood. There were reporters there too, so the word must have gotten out quickly.

      I walked up to the older officer that stood on the other side of the yellow tape.

      “Let me in. I’m on the case here with Detective Zachary Quinton,” I said, hoping that somehow that could guarantee me a pass. He narrowed his eyes at me, and checked me out pretty much from my head to toe.

      “Let her through, Gordon. She might be helpful,” the voice behind me stated, sending chills down my spine. I turned around and abruptly faced Zach, who managed to sneak behind me undetected. That could only mean one thing: I was connecting to his emotions too comfortably.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirteen

        

        “I wept not, so to stone within I grew.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      Someone took my picture when I was passing through the yellow tape. There was a couple more camera flashes as I started walking along a canal with Zach. He was calm, but slightly apprehensive that I showed up without a warning. The body was lying several meters down, just by the cycling path. The forensic technicians were using black lights and ethanol to check the space for DNA. Most of the time demons died in hell, and I was surprised that Watchers hadn’t found this poor demon first.

      “How did you know to come here tonight, Flower?” Zach asked, when we stopped on the edge and he turned to look at me.

      “Some women came into the bar blabbing about it, and I had a feeling that I had to be here … you know, kind of like a sixth sense,” I told him, forcing out a smile. The man next to me was aware of my Achilles heel—tequila and Prince bloody Charming. Last night was a blast, and I had way too much fun with him. It was time to get on with my task.

      He grabbed my arm and stopped me from going down to see the corpse. Her energy was circulating around the place, shooting goose pimples alongside my neck. There were a lot of other cops walking around. I spotted two guys I guessed were runners, judging by their outfits, by the police car, probably giving their statements. The mist began drifting around the space, as I blocked the fear, the anger and sadness. The crowds weakened my abilities, and I didn’t want to be here when the Watchers showed up.

      “I don’t believe that you came here because you heard about it in the pub,” he snapped back as the heat shot down between my breasts, heading south. “I heard that you were looking for me today?”

      I held his dark gaze, trying to convince myself of the fact that his touch being comforting to me meant nothing at all. My breath caught in my throat as lust increased my breathing rate, tingling the places that were supposed to be immune to any attention. Maybe he was right. I shouldn’t have come. I would’ve saved myself a lot of hassle.

      “Well, I needed to speak to you about last night, but the guy at the front desk at the station wasn’t very helpful.”

      His grip tightened and his eyes narrowed.

      “How did you do that last night?” he asked.

      “Do what?”

      “Outplay me only to lose all your cash. I never lose, Maxine, and I think you cheated just so you could stay on this case with me,” he told me, pulling me closer to him. Crap, what was with this guy and him enjoying manhandling me like this? I kicked his arse once, and I was ready to do it again.

      “Stop being such a sore loser, Zachary, and get the hell away from me,” I hissed, angry that I was suddenly feeling all these strange and wonderful sensations. “I can easily embarrass you in front of all your colleagues, and trust me, you don’t want that.”

      He smirked and looked down admiring the other revealed parts of my body. Okay this was wrong, but he made me a little wetter in certain departments.

      “I care about my reputation, Maxine, and I don’t want to hurt you. Now let’s get on with business,” he said, finally letting go of me.

      The body was partly covered, washed all the way up on the edge. As we got closer I sensed demons nearby. I had seen many dead people in my short life, but never a  real  corpse of a demon. I had heard stories that our bodies simply burned when our time came. The female demon was possibly in her late forties. Her pale almost white face was bruised, left eyebrow cut. Her wide blue eyes were parted, and most of her clothes were in pieces. She must have been in the water for several hours, as the corpse appeared to be in a well-preserved condition. It wasn’t something that I wanted to see ever again; down here the corpse looked more like a human than any other supernatural creature.

      She also had long red hair. Yep, it was that one small significant detail that mattered right in that moment.

      “May I?” I asked, hoping to examine her closely. Zach wanted to say no, but he took something from his pocket and handed it to me.

      “Fine, but use gloves. I want to make sure that forensics has a chance to scrub everything off her later on,” he said. I put on the white latex gloves and started brushing her hair off her face. I noticed deep, purple bruises all over her arms and cleavage. She must have been beaten badly before she was killed. This didn’t make much sense. As a demon she could have used her power to defend herself or at least attempt to.

      After I made sure that I hadn’t missed any other unusual signs. I started checking the pockets, thinking that Zach or the other cops must have already emptied them out earlier on. I didn’t find anything in her jacket or jeans, but when I lifted her sweater there was a small bag with hair attached to the other side of her cardigan.

      “Wow, that’s unusual,” I said, and got up waving the bag in front of Zach’s face. He grabbed it, frowning.

      “It’s a bunch of hair,” Zach stated, looking at it like it contained some kind of bomb.

      “Hair, it’s red hair, and I bet you it belongs to Prince George,” I said, before I could stop myself. I took a breath and released the absorbed emotions and energy from the gathering crowd around the crime scene. An electric shiver passed over my spine, and I inhaled deeply, aware of the crackling energy that was dissipating from the space, getting it out of my system.

      Zach grabbed my hand then, and when our eyes met his pupils dilated. My inner self connected with the dead demon, and sometimes when it happened, my eyes would shimmer. I was so pumped with my new discovery that for a split second I forgot that I wasn’t around my own kind.

      “How do you know who the hair belongs to?” he demanded, staring at me intensely, like he was certain that he saw something in my eyes. I meant to keep my mouth shut, but my assumption was correct. As soon as I touched the bag, I knew that the hair inside belonged to the missing prince. Zachary was supposed to be unaware of my abilities, but he was much more sensitive of our world than anyone else around here. I suppose I could blame the tequila for making me a little sloppy, and I was still paying the price for messing around with a royal.

      “I’ll tell you, but stop squeezing my arm. People are staring,” I hissed, narrowing my eyes. I was in so much trouble already. If the prince was dead, then I was going to be called down to hell, and now Zachary was hypersensitive to my abilities, aware that I was hiding stuff from him. None of this was good for my business.

      “I don’t care, Flower. I want to know how you know that this hair belongs to the missing prince,” he repeated, forcefully.

      “Is everything all right, Zach?” asked a slightly overweight cop that stood closer to the edge of the crime scene, looking down at us. Zach didn’t let go of my arm, until we both felt the heat brewing between us. Our attraction was transparent, and I could deny it till the cows came home, but I couldn’t stop myself imagining what if.

      “Fine,” he replied, releasing me. “We need to send this to the lab ASAP. Apparently the hair inside the bag belongs to Prince George.”

      The cop didn’t ask any questions. He took the evidence off my hands and began climbing back up the embankment.

      “I questioned someone last night, a guard from the palace. The prince had been seen with a red-haired woman, an older woman. They were quite intimate,” I explained, using a compulsion to wave off his fears of the unknown. This was against my personal rules, but he had a right know and I needed to make him believe that everything was perfectly normal. His overactive imagination could cause problems with The Watchers. Sometimes they took on the identity of humans, so they could access crime scenes and take care of the problem. Right now the dead demon was a problem.

      Zach was forced to leave me alone five minutes later, when he was called by another female cop.

      “Stay here and don’t touch anything. I’ll be right back,” he told me.

      I had to get my shit together. I had never lost control like that before. The hair was filled with charms used for rituals, to summon other creatures from the underworld. As soon as I brushed my hands over it, I got shot with a strong source of demonic current. The prince was too valuable, and whoever had him wouldn’t simply kill him just yet. The dead demon was somehow connected to my case, and I still had no idea how or why.

      After a few minutes, Zach came back. He was pissed off and reluctant to share anything at all. I knew that I shouldn’t have said anything last night, but tequila made my lips flap. I just didn’t know when to shut up.

      “I just had a phone call from one of my sources. Apparently the dead woman was a well-paid high-class escort. Her friend showed up at the station ten minutes ago. We need to go and question her,” Zachary said.

      “I’m not a cop,” I muttered. Maybe I should have let him beat me in poker. Then we wouldn’t have to be stuck working together. I wasn’t his dead partner; maybe he thought that I could somehow replace her.

      “We made a bet last night. You yourself agreed to be part of this investigation, Flower, and I’m not done with you yet. There are some things that we need to discuss,” he said. “I don’t think you want to miss something like that.”

      He was right; I had no other leads, and maybe the woman at the station had seen the prince with the victim. A few mongrels and a demon blended in the crowd of people behind the yellow tape. I felt them watching me, trying to break through my protective wards. I was tired of being on the other side, fed up that others were ready to tear apart my mind to satisfy their burning curiosity.

      Zachary was tormented, his emotions unsettling. There was unexplained tension between us. I was nervous getting to the car, thinking that maybe I was taking this too far. Rodriguez asked me to work with this guy, and I was never planning to be friends with him.

      “Hey, Detective Quinton, a quick word please?” shouted someone behind us.

      “Fuck, what now?” Zach muttered under his breath, turning around. A very attractive tall blonde human ran towards us. She wore a long, brown trench coat and high heels. Her thoughts were burning with curiosity, looking for answers. I didn’t have to jump into her soul to figure that out.

      “What do you want, Lori? You know that I’m seeing someone else. Find yourself a decent guy without any psychopathic tendencies,” Zachary said hoarsely, but there was a playful tone in his voice. The woman tossed her long shiny hair behind her and glanced at me, well, mainly at my old jeans and leather jacket.

      “Oh, Zach, you’re such a joker. We always had a good time. Don’t forget that,” she laughed. “Any comment about that murder in the canal? There are rumours going around that young Prince George hasn’t been seen in public for quite some time.”

      Zach didn’t move, didn’t even appear to be caught off guard, but I nearly unleashed my power, as panic soared right through me. This was bad, a human reporter knew about the prince and the fact that we just linked the dead woman to his disappearance? How? The royals couldn’t have leaked this. Everything about this case was classified and I had always been so careful.

      “Young Prince George? As far as I know he’s still partying in Cannes,” Zach said, and the vein on his neck bulged. He was getting impatient, and he wanted to get the hell out of here. Yep, I couldn’t block anything that he was feeling at this point. “And the dead woman is just a hooker. Nothing exciting about that.”

      Lori wasn’t buying his lie. She had a very reliable source and wasn’t planning to let this go.

      “Cut the crap, Zach, the body down the canal is linked to the missing royal. I’m running this story tomorrow unless you give me what I want. The woman is dead, and she was the last one seen with the prince,” Lori insisted, moving so close to Zach that their foreheads were nearly touching.

      “Don’t push me, Lori. I don’t know who is feeding you this nonsense. You don’t want to have an enemy in me.”

      “All right, lady,” I said, pushing Zach to the side and grabbing blondie’s hand. “Listen to me carefully. There is no story here. The dead body down by the canal is just some unknown hooker. She was raped and abandoned there. Walk away, go back to your boss and report to him everything that I just told you.” I was going to pay for compelling my power later on, but we couldn’t afford any leaks just yet.

      As the energy surged down my body, connecting with Lori’s, Zach didn’t take his eyes off me. My demonic soul produced enough charms to make Lori believe what I said. I hated doing this to anyone, stripping them of their memories, interfering. Sometimes I hated that I had been born this way, detested that my mother hooked up with a demon and created someone like me. A person that never belonged anywhere, that had to fight to survive in the cruel world where, no matter what, she would never find acceptance.

      “Of course, the hooker was murdered, that’s the story that we are going to run tomorrow,” she mumbled with a detached, blank expression on her face. I let go of her, ceasing the energy transference, and felt slightly on edge. I just had to pray that no one had witnessed this.

      “You owe me a lot of answers, Flower, and I’m going to get them even if I have to drag your sexy arse to the station,” Zach said, watching as the beautiful blonde walked back through the crowd.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fourteen

        

        “Thence we came forth to rebehold the stars.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      The woman ambled away and I ignored Zach’s comment, walking ahead, towards his car. The tension inside me escalated, as I tried to ease my anxiety. Zach was silent and that could only mean one thing: he was thinking about that night when he found his dead partner. I exposed myself and now he was suspicious. Fuck, if it wasn’t one thing it was another. It’s true what they say: the road to hell is paved with good intentions.

      Demons had first escaped the underworld centuries ago, breaking the rules set in hell, wanting to taste the life on the outside, amongst humans. When things started getting out of control, Lucifer established a faction system to keep order and a better control of the population. Things had started going wrong downstairs a long time ago, before the Watchers tasted life on earth. No one kept a tab on things upstairs. It was in a demon’s nature to break rules, to taste the freedom.

      Soon mongrels were being born that would never be accepted in the underworld. Half humans gifted with demonic abilities. Later on, the decision was made to send them all to orphanages, where they could mix with other humans and possibly end up having a good life here on earth. Lucifer wasn’t too happy with the fact that demons enjoyed copulating with humans, so new rules were put in place and any sexual contact with any human was strictly controlled downstairs from then on. That rule didn’t quite apply for mongrels.

      My own mother died because she wanted to protect me. Most of the time if a human woman gave birth to a half demon, her instinct told her to abandon the newborn. That was the new price that every demon had to pay. I didn’t remember much from the time I spent with her. She cared for me for some time, then after her death I was sent to live with nuns in a monastery. It took me years to figure out that I wasn’t like any of the other kids in the orphanage, that I had gifts and could use them to my advantage. Being able to use my gifts early in life stood me in good stead as I had control much earlier than other demons. I made my mistakes and learnt early that there was always a price for magic.

      “I came to the station earlier to thank you,” I blurted out, wanting to break the uncomfortable silence that settled between us. He shifted in his seat, as he took a sharp turn, driving into the main road.

      “You don’t need to thank me. I’m the enemy,” he responded. “I looked into your background. I couldn’t find much; no records of your birth parents. Why is that?”

      I exhaled sharply, knowing that my records were tightly sealed. I should have predicted that he was planning to run a background check on me. He wanted to make sure that I was clean. His last partner ended up dead, so his checks were more than fair.

      “I don’t know why that is so surprising. I grew up with nuns, without parents and I don’t like talking about it. I’m just a girl that keeps on living her own life,” I said, sighing loudly.

      “You might have grown up in an orphanage, but I know that you’re hiding secrets, Flower,” he added, harshly. “Roland. Who is he and why does his name keep popping up in your records?”

      The colour drained from my face, as I tried to appear unfazed. Zachary wasn’t supposed to hear about Roland. This part of my past was insignificant and I wasn’t prepared to explain anything.

      “I think you’re trying to make something out of nothing, Zachary,” I told him. Zach was digging for information, and I knew that this wasn’t about his own curiosity. Someone must have told him stuff about me, a foe not a friend. The only person that I was ever close to was Ricky. Friends came with responsibilities and I didn’t need that hassle.

      “I don’t think so, Flower. You’re hiding your true self away from me, and I’m the kind of guy that wants all or nothing, and now it’s all,” he added with a flirtatious wink. At that moment his phone rang and he had to stop the car on the side road. I was so grateful that this conversation was over for now. The bottom line was that I was fiercely protective of my privacy. Ten minutes later he was back and he didn’t press me with further questions.

      We arrived at the police station in Hackney forty minutes later. Zach headed straight to the guy at the desk, probably because he was outside his designated district.

      “Where is the hooker that was brought in earlier on?” he asked, without any introductions. The guy had a superiority complex and no manners.

      “Hold on a minute. I’ll check with the dispatcher,” said the officer at the desk. He disappeared for a good ten minutes. After that we were taken through the wide door, inside the building. The policeman that led us was short and fat. He was worried about the payment for his new car, and the fact that he hadn’t gotten laid in years. I was wearing quite a revealing top today, and he kept staring down at my boobs. It was a boy school error, but I had no idea that I would be hanging around horny cops all night long. We stopped in front of what looked like an office door.

      “Her name is Natasha. She reported her friend missing five minutes after we had a phone call about the body in the canals,” the cop said.

      “Okay, thanks. We will take it from there,” Zach said. The cop unlocked the door and let us inside the interrogation room, but it was empty.

      “I don’t understand. She was here. Hold on. Maybe someone moved her to another room,” the guy said, looking around, like he was expecting that the girl was hidden under the table. Zach exhaled sharply and I instantly felt sick. A demon was here not long ago. I smelled arsenic and blood. The girl was taken against her will; we had gotten here too late.

      He vanished for about five minutes, but when he came back, his whole face was red, his hair was tangled.

      “She’s gone, but that’s not possible. I locked the door and I wasn’t out for any more than five minutes,” he said.

      Zachary was staring at me. He probably noticed that I’d gone slightly pale all of a sudden. Sweat ran down my temple and the sudden rush of energy was pushing my lunch up my throat. I didn’t like how I was feeling, and I was certain that the hooker had disappeared because the police had found the body of her friend down by the canals. The Watchers were on their way. I felt their presence outside.

      “Show me her statement,” Zach demanded. “And her fingerprints. You did take her fingerprints, right?”

      The guy started stuttering, saying that he was going to do it, but then he’d forgotten about it. Zach was fuming and he wanted to see all the CCTV footage from around the station. I couldn’t wait, hanging around humans when Watchers were sweeping the area. My past was complicated, and I had a lot that I needed to keep away from the whole demonic community. The demon had taken the girl, and the humans could look through that footage as long as they wanted, but they weren’t going to find anything there. She was most likely dead already.

      I was hoping to head straight to Ricky’s to discuss what I found out so far. We also needed to go through previous evidence again. Zachary was busy, so I sneaked away half an hour later through the back entrance. I didn’t get very far, well, not unnoticed.

      “Where are you going, Flower? We are not done here yet. Our witness is missing,” he shouted after me.

      “I’m going home, Detective. It’s late and I need a strong drink,” I said.

      “So you were just planning to leave without saying a proper goodbye?” Zach asked, catching up with me.

      “I didn’t think you would miss me that much. I’m tired and tomorrow is a new day,” I complained, turning around to face him. Zachary was a man with his own set of priorities and it would be easier if I stayed away from him. Our worlds were poles apart.

      “Oh yes, I would… very much so. Come on, I have a good bottle of tequila at home. Besides, you need a lift. You ain’t walking home alone in this shitty weather,” he said, winking at me.

      I appreciated the fact that he was looking after me, but right now I didn’t need the company.

      “The offer is tempting, but I can take care of myself,” I told him, then turned around and started walking towards the tube station. I took a couple of steps when I was lifted off the ground. Zach threw me over his shoulder and started carrying me through the car park.

      “What the fuck? Put me down, caveman, or I swear to God I’ll kick your arse,” I shouted. He held me tightly and when I attempted to wiggle away, he slapped my arse hard.

      “Shut up, Flower, you wanna drink, so let’s have a drink together,” he said hoarsely. For a moment I forgot that I was supposed to be a tough and independent kick-ass demon. Instead I felt kind of cared for, special, normal for once. It was stupid. Zach was acting like a total alpha male, but surprisingly I liked the fact that he wanted to take care of me. No one had ever done that for me, not even Arthur. We were together, but our relationship was initially based on sex. Later on it turned into love.

      Several moments later we were back in his car and I was sitting in the passenger seat, feeling torn between what was right and wrong. The trouble was that I knew that Zach was looking for answers, and I was trying to hide them away. We could never be truly honest with each other.

      He smiled at me and switched on the engine. When it started raining I was glad that I didn’t have to walk home. He drove for what felt like hours, before he parked the car in a private housing estate on the north side of the city.

      “This is where you live?” I asked, stretching my arms above my head.

      “Yes, Flower, it’s not what you were probably expecting, but it’s home,” he smirked. “Plenty of women before you left satisfied.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I’m not like other women,” I told him and then got out of the car. I followed him to his front door, asking myself if this was a good idea after all. Arthur had always managed to trick me into going away with him. At first I’d pretend that I didn’t see it, that he was simply polite and genuinely liked spending time with me. There was that instant connection between us, a spark that quickly turned into something more. After he made a move, I couldn’t stay away from him. Now I was in control of the situation with Zach, and I needed to remember that he wasn’t my prince, just some random human.

      He unlocked the door to his semidetached house and gestured for me to come inside. When the lights came on, I was a little taken back by the natural decor and ordinary furniture. Maybe I was expecting something completely different from a man of his character.

      “Make yourself at home, Flower,” he said, taking off his jacket. I walked into the small living room. I wasn’t used to normality. My dates with Arthur were crazy, and intense.

      “Zach, I think I should go. This isn’t a very good idea,” I said, glancing around, hoping to find some picture of his family, something that could indicate that I wasn’t suited for his lifestyle, for him. He brought out the bottle of tequila and a shot glass.

      “Why? Are you scared of me?” he asked, pouring some yellow liquid down.

      “No, I’m not, but I know for a fact that I shouldn’t be here,” I mumbled, losing my cool. He pulled the bottle away from me when I tried to grab it.

      “Not so fast. First I want some answers,” he said, suddenly sounding completely serious. “I have seen enough weird shit in my life, so tell me—what kind of crap are you into?”

      Suddenly he was broadcasting a lot of anger and frustration. I finally realised that he enticed me here for an interrogation, not because he wanted to seduce me. I should have known. After all, I had lost my grip on my usual control down at the canals. Why wouldn’t I have totally misread this situation?

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” I said with a nervous chuckle, trying to relax.

      “Your eyes glowed when you were leaning over that dead hooker, and you did something to Lori. She doesn’t listen to anyone and doesn’t just let go of a story, so tell me before I stop being a gentleman,” he snapped, moving closer.

      Crap, so he had noticed my glowing eyes amongst other things. I didn’t think I had gone too far earlier on knowing that Zach was sensitive to my world. I had to turn this around somehow, but I didn’t want to use my abilities to make him believe that nothing happened and that I was a normal human.

      “This has something to do with the death of your partner, right? You want to believe that it wasn’t a suicide?” I asked. His eyes were roaming over my face like two bright spotlights searching for the truth.

      “According to the official reports she took her own life, but that’s a lie,” he said. “I knew her, and she had no reason to kill herself. Someone made it look like a suicide. She told me that someone had been following her for weeks, that she was in danger.”

      I was trying to put my thoughts back together, send calming vibes to his erratic emotions.

      “I don’t know anything about that case, Zach, and I can’t help you,” I explained. “I thought this was going to be a friendly conversation. You don’t have to tell me anything about what happened. Let’s just have a drink.”

      He shook his head, but his eyes were wary, like he was waiting for me to do something out of the ordinary. It wasn’t like I was going to pull a bouquet out of my ass—David Copperfield I was not.

      “You can take your clothes off, then we can get to know each other a little better,” he suggested. “But this ain’t going to happen until you tell me what you are.”

      I knew then that someone else had used charms to keep him away from the truth. He showed the classic symptoms of paranoia. He was right: I was hiding stuff away from him, but he wasn’t ready to hear the truth, to know that his world wasn’t what it seemed.

      “What am I?” I repeated, laughing. “I’m Maxine, the girl with a complicated past, but very simple future.”

      I got up so I was standing close. A second later I smiled and stole his precious bottle of tequila, crossing the room. He was playing some kind of game with me and I needed to ease his anger somehow. The lust I had for him brewed deep inside me, as he approached me a moment later, still unsure if he could trust me.

      “I have been working the street long enough to know that normality doesn’t exist. It’s just a shame that our path hadn’t crossed sooner. The missing prince, we both know that he is still in the city, that your kind has taken him.”

      And then it hit me. I finally began to understand why Zach was behaving in such a way, why he wanted me away from this case. Someone must have been filling him with doubts, messing around with his thoughts. I still had no idea what exactly had happened to his partner, but I suspected that another demon was using him against me to steer me away from George. Zachary was used from very beginning.

      “There isn’t such thing as ‘my kind’ Zachary,” I explained, furious with myself that I hadn’t figured this out sooner. The demon that took George must have known that I had an affair with Arthur and that was why Zachary was brought in to assist in the first place.

      Then, before I could put all this back together and work out what was really going on here, Zachary did something that I truly wasn’t expecting. He pushed me against the wall and kissed me with a fierce passion. This whole thing happened so quickly that I completely forgot about the fact that I wasn’t supposed to trust him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Fifteen

        

        “I did not die, and yet I lost life’s breath” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      My knees threatened to give out, as he pushed his hard body closer. His mouth captured mine in a hard, demanding kiss. Over the past twelve months, I swore not to let this happen to me again, to endanger my life like this, but in that moment the heat sizzled my blood before my mind could grasp what I was doing. Zachary pushed his hips towards me, and I moaned, aware of the hard bulge pressing over the spot between my legs.

      I was losing my fucking mind. This human was obnoxious, paranoid and was a complete alpha, but whatever he was doing to me restarted my heart, bringing it thudding back to life. His hand reached out, smoothing down the lines of my hips, as his kiss grew harder, clouding my judgment. He slid his arms around me and grabbed my butt cheeks, lifting me up and carrying me across the room and pushing me down on the table.

      My demonic soul unleashed sparks, my skin grew hotter, blood boiled as he began to thrust his body against mine, the delicious friction giving us a taste of what was to come, both of us breathing hard.

      My hands busied themselves diving into his curls, tangling his hair as he  covered my neck with his lips. His kisses pushed me further, consuming my mind with unexpected passion. I shut my eyes, as liquid heat filled every nook of my oversensitive weak body. Finally there were no flashbacks, no bad memories—in that one sweet moment there was just me, enjoying making out with this glorious male specimen.

      He sucked on my bottom lip, moving his hand underneath my T-shirt, circling his rough fingers around my hardened nipple. The pressure between my legs grew with every passing moment. I wanted him to tear my clothes apart, to fuck me hard in his home, on this table. The consequences didn’t matter anymore. Our attraction was explosive and we needed to become one.

      Then we both heard the loud knock and a second later the vase on the table crashed to the floor. Zachary pulled away; his eyes bored into mine intensely as he tried to catch his breath. It took me couple of seconds to pull myself back together, to actually remember that I was supposed to keep breathing. I held the heat from his lips that was now boiling in my veins, burning like hot coals on the soles of my feet. I couldn’t remember when I ever lost control like that before. Zachary brushed his finger over my cheek and then winked at me.

      “Stay here, I’ll be right back,” he said, his voice hoarse.

      My T-shirt was lifted, revealing my bare stomach, and my hair was a tangled mess when I jumped off the table and glanced at the mirror. A second ago, I thought that he was ready to kill me, and then the sudden anger transformed into passion, stealing away the arguments and his unexplained frustration. No, I couldn’t keep doing this to myself. I had failed myself once, and now I was pushing something that could never work.

      “Hello, handsome. I know I meant to call, but I was in the area and I thought that I would just pop in.” I heard the feminine, seductive voice coming from the threshold. My heart hadn’t stopped pounding yet, and my oversensitive abilities alerted me that there were more than two horny people inside Zach’s house now.

      A second later a very human woman entered the living room. She had bleached blond hair cut nicely in a trend bob, her beautiful face was made up immaculately, and she wore a very short skirt that barely covered her thighs. She raised her left eyebrow, eyeing me up and down from the short distance. Zachary was right behind her, his eyes still filled with brewing fire.

      There was a slight pause as she opened her mouth then closed it. My tangled clothes gave away the fact that just a moment ago, I was lost in the swirl of a passionate embrace with the man of the house. It was easy to read that it wasn’t the first time the woman had been here. She was Zach’s regular.

      “Oh sorry, darling, I had no idea that you had company,” she sang with a very annoying high-pitched tone of voice. At that point I was lucid enough to get the fuck out of there. I needed to regroup as soon as I could.

      “No worries, I was just leaving actually,” I said.

      “Maxine, wait—”

      “It was nice meeting you,” I cut him off, and rushed out before things got more awkward. Whatever he wanted to say, it didn’t matter. It was a spur of a moment lapse in judgment. We both lost control of our bodies. I flew through the door, aware that the woman in his living room was his usual fuck buddy. Her vibes were crystal clear and I didn’t want to stamp into that territory.

      I had been played, possibly by someone that wanted to see me down or possibly by Rodriguez himself. Whoever was working against me knew about my affair with the prince. Rumours at the palace had circulated, as no one could explain why I left my post so suddenly.

      Zach and his demons weren’t my problem. Missing Prince George was and I couldn’t afford to get distracted. I had broken the rules once, and I paid the price and suffered until this day. The factions were designed to keep demons under control so that would help to keep order on earth, and I had to protect my wounded past. My future was at stake, and the future of others.

      I couldn’t afford to make another mistake like that, especially with another human, and especially with a man like Zachary Quinton. I headed through the dark estate, ready to get lost and never face another day like this again.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The next two days passed in a haze, and it seemed like I was stuck in my flat for a long seventy-two hours. My phone kept ringing, but I didn’t answer any calls. When I got home the night I made out with Zach, I sent Ricky a quick text message, telling him that I wasn’t going to be in the office on Saturday. At times we had an understanding. I mentioned that I was planning to work on our case on my own, that I needed some time alone.

      I didn’t hear back from Zach and maybe that was for the best. He took away my focus. After the episode with the royal family things became complicated and I kept reminding myself that I had been happy before. Paul came to visit me and he even brought bottles filled with the magic elixir that was supposed to keep me sane for a while. When the sun went down and I was intoxicated enough, I wandered off, searching for new clues, talking to old contacts, hoping to find something that could lead me to the elusive missing Prince George. It was a productive weekend in terms of drinking and working, but no one was willing to talk. I didn’t play poker that weekend and it was a first for me.

      I woke up much more sober than usual on Sunday morning. It felt strange to open my eyes with a clear head. Normally during these drunken phases I was able to block out my toxic thoughts, but that morning everything came back. When I checked my phone, there was a text message from Emma. Ricky must have given her my number. Her daughter’s birthday party was today and she just texted me her home address with millions of smiley emoticons.

      Yet again, I had forgotten that I made a promise to be there. Now this didn’t seem like a very good idea, but I couldn’t disappoint another person. She made an effort, probably slaved over decorations and food, so this was the least I could do.

      After a quick shower, I pulled my tangled hair into a messy bun, put some clean clothes on and headed out. The first stop was to the toy shop. I had no idea what a little girl Emma’s daughter’s age needed, so I bought Barbie dolls, three in case she didn’t like what I had chosen for her. My chest was tight when I was paying for it. Luckily the stash of a very small emergency fund allowed me not to look like a complete dick in front of other guests.

      Emma lived in Greenwich, and I had to walk half a mile from the tube station to get to her place. All the way I kept telling myself that I should turn around, that this wasn’t a good idea. My previous experience taught me that I wasn’t quite myself when I was around other mothers. My anxiety shot up when I stood in front of an old terrace house an hour later, fighting with my thoughts, trying to act like this wasn’t an issue for me. After a couple of deep breaths I forced myself to knock. I was late, but I was much more sober than I usually would be for this time of day. Maybe that was part of the problem, showing up and expecting to be treated like someone that fit in. Several moments later Ricky opened the door, holding a glass of champagne in his right hand.

      “Maxine, what a treat. I wasn’t expecting to see you here today,” he said, looking good in his blue sweater and black trousers. I shoved the present into his chest.

      “I was invited, but what are you doing here yourself?”

      He gave me his mischievous smile.

      “I was invited too. The little girl is quite adorable. Besides there are at least a dozen mothers out in the living room, very yummy mummies, if you know what I’m saying.” He winked at me. I rolled my eyes as he shut the door. A few seconds later Emma strolled through the corridor, wearing a lemon dress, a red birthday hat on her head.

      “Max, oh, I’m so glad to see you. I hope you didn’t have to walk far. Come … come meet Suzi and the others. OMG, I’m so excited. I hired a proper magician, and everyone is dying to meet you. They love Ricky …”

      She was still talking, dragging me through the house filled with balloons, cards and some other decorative crap. Emma’s place was decent enough. It was an old Victorian terrace house filled with a lot of clutter, funky furniture and sparkly clothes. For a split second I imagined myself in her skin, living this ordinary life and waking up happy. This whole life was tempting, but I wasn’t cut out for a life like that. I wasn’t the type of woman that needed any semblance of normality.

      In the light, spacious living room a dozen pairs of human eyes landed on me as Emma began introducing me around. The kids were running up and down, screaming and giggling. All the mothers were typical homemakers, ordinary, not the high-end class like I was expecting, which was a good thing.

      “So you and that handsome partner of yours are running the detective agency, right?” asked a guest called Lucy. The woman was in her mid-thirties with a bad perm and overdrawn dark eyebrows. She was on her second glass of wine and she was worried that her husband would scream about the fact that she had one too many.

      “Yeah, Doomed Cases. We have run it for a few years, but only recently has the business picked up,” I explained, grabbing a glass of champagne. My head was fuzzy, and the temperature of my body was shooting up. Something else burned the back of my mind, the dooming guilt.

      “Wow, that’s a very spooky name. It sounds like you’re dealing with magical stuff,” she whispered, giggling. I gave her a weak smile.

      “Some of my clients can be spooky,” I admitted, hoping that she would drop the subject.

      “Suzi, this is Aunt Maxine from work. She brought you Barbie dolls for your birthday,” Emma jumped in, beaming with pride. I looked down at the small blond creature that was looking at me with her huge brown eyes, holding the dolls in her tiny hands. The wave of emotions suddenly made me sick as memories flooded my head.

      “I like your hair. I want to have colours like that when I’m older,” the child said, swinging her body from right to the left, staring up at my hair in amazement.

      I swallowed hard, pushing myself to get a fucking grip. This wasn’t supposed to make me teary at all.

      “I prefer yours. The blond curls are super awesome, like your Barbie’s hair,” I replied, most likely sounding like an idiot, but at that point I didn’t care anymore. I needed my tequila or a shotgun.

      The girl grinned, mumbled something else about playing with her later, and then ran away. Emma squeezed my shoulder. She was so happy, so relaxed about everything, standing next to the person that was so damaged that she couldn’t even have a proper conversation with a five-year-old child.

      “Oh, Maxine, she loves them. Thank you again for coming. All the mums love Ricky. I bet you can’t wait to have your own kids?”

      I then proceeded to choke on the champagne so hard that Ricky had to come to my rescue. By that time one of the children dropped something in the kitchen and all Emma’s attention was luckily diverted away from me.

      “Come on, let’s go to the garden. You need some fresh air, sugar plum,” Ricky muttered, using his own powers to stop me from getting choked up. I grabbed a few more glasses of the bubbly and drank them all in one go. The human alcohol was too weak to numb the turmoil in my heart, but at least it smoothed my crappy mood.

      “Just say it; I know you want to,” I said to him once we were away from the crowd, standing under a wide tree.

      Ricky rubbed his clean-shaven jaw, and drank some more. “I won’t. I know that you’re picking yourself up at your own pace,” he said. “I went to The Broken Shoe a couple of nights ago. Paul said that on Wednesday night you went home with a certain individual. The troublemaker?”

      Fucking Paul and his big mouth. Why on earth did he have to say anything to Ricky?

      “Yeah, I couldn’t get rid of him after I beat him in poker,” I said. “Don’t worry, he behaved and we are a team now.”

      Ricky then touched my cheek and turned my face, so I couldn’t avoid looking at him.

      “Maxine, are you all right with this? Being here? You should have told Emma that you were sick. You didn’t have to come,” he said. Yeah, Ricky had read me and he was simply asking me if I could handle being the other Maxine, the one with a heavy load on her shoulders.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Sixteen

        

        “The experience of this sweet life.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      I stared at the empty space ahead, trying to put my answer together. Two days ago I had lost my head, and today I was standing around other people, acting like my addiction wasn’t real. Ricky wanted to make sure that I could cope. He pushed me to keep going, to keep solving cases, to live. He was supportive and I was lucky to have him; however, that didn’t stop me thinking about the moment when everything changed.

      

      “Your Highness, I don’t think it’s a good idea. You’re vulnerable. It’s an open space and we both know that we shouldn’t be here without at least two more guards,” I said, wondering if this was the day when I was going to lose my well-paid job. Arthur was getting on my nerves, driving through narrow country roads. He woke me up early in the morning and a told me that he had to be somewhere very important. I had my own responsibilities for the day, and he had his personal driver.

      It’d been a couple of weeks since I shook hands with him on the corridor in Buckingham Palace. The roller coaster ride started when he asked me to accompany him to an underground party in one of the clubs in the city several days later, when I was still trying to learn the whole protocol. I was slowly getting used to the fact that Arthur wasn’t one of the most responsible royals in the palace.

      He was going on a tour to Afghanistan in a couple of months, and I had a feeling that he was hoping to have some fun before his freedom was taken away from him. Either way I was responsible for his safety and quite frankly fed up with being put in these kinds of situations. I kept ignoring the spark that sizzled between us over the past few weeks. I kept dismissing the fact that he flirted with me on any given occasion, that I enjoyed his charisma, laugh, and his impulsive character.

      “Stop with the ‘Your Highness’ stuff, Max. Just call me Arthur or I swear to God, I’ll leave you here in the middle of nowhere,” he said, driving his four-by-four like a maniac.

      I smiled to myself, feeling the familiar butterflies in my stomach. This was completely absurd; I had never developed a sweet spot for a client. Men, especially human men, were foreign to me. Arthur was different; he made me laugh and calmed my demonic soul; he made me forget that I was only a pathetic mongrel.

      “Okay, Arthur, just turn around. We’re breaking protocol and if something happens, I’ll be in trouble,” I pressed, gently letting him know that I was in charge. This new life forced me to see things from another perspective. Maxine Brodeur was now part of the Royal Court. That other darker life was pushed aside. Now other people came first.

      Arthur turned to look at me, his blue eyes drifting over my face, down my body, suddenly making my heart beat wildly in my chest. The cook and other staff in the palace kept saying that one of his second cousins, Natalie, was going to be his wife. The Queen Mother wanted to keep the bloodlines pure by keeping it in the family.

      He laughed, stopped the car abruptly a moment, and placed his hand on my thigh.

      “Come on, let’s go for a run, hottie. See if you can keep up with my amazing stamina,” he whispered leaning closer. His earthy cologne paralysed me for a moment. Arthur got out of the car and vanished behind the trees while I sat there in the same spot thinking about the way he touched me.

      This was a very bad idea and I couldn’t predict if he was playing with my conscience or really going out for a run. His touch melted my insides, and I shouldn't feel this way about him. This was so wrong.

      I started running, using my demonic abilities to track him down, worried that we might bump into someone who would recognise him. He was pumped with excitement, ready to have a real race with me. The flirting and small gifts and trips away, it was just a game, nothing else. Arthur wasn’t planning to seduce me. We were getting on and had similar interests, but that didn’t mean anything. Any scandal was unnecessary and I was enjoying myself too much to get fired after I started to adjust to my new life. On top of that, the faction kept an eye on royals, and I didn’t need to get in trouble with them too.

      “Arthur, this isn’t funny. I’ll kick your arse if I catch you,” I shouted, feeling him nearby, sensing his wild excitement.

      He laughed, then sped past me several meters away. He was thinking about his trip abroad in a couple of months’ time; he knew he had to pick up his training, that he wasn’t quite ready yet. I shouldn’t have been in his head, knowing that he was hard thinking about my sexy arse and toned body.

      God, I really had to start blocking his emotions away. I needed to stop to regroup my energy, to tell myself that I had read him wrong. He couldn’t have been thinking about me in any sexual manner. I was no one, just his security guard.

      “Gotchya!”

      A split second later, the strong body knocked me down and we both fell on the ground. I was lying flat with the future king of the United Kingdom on top of me and, oh boy, my whole soul lightened instantly.

      Indeed, he was hard and I was aware of every single part of his body pressed over mine. His eyes met mine and I was lost quickly with the lust that pushed me to the edge, igniting a fire deep in the pit of my stomach.

      “How are you, Flower? You should be glad that I’m not making you run further. I know that you’re quite fit as it is,” he said, with that husky, seductive voice. Heat blossomed across my cheeks, stirring around me, making tiny beads of sweat break out across my skin.

      “I’m fine,” I breathed out, trying to keep still.

      “Ask me anything, Maxine. This is your chance,” he added, touching my cheek.

      “I don’t need to know anything. I’m here to make sure that you’re safe.”

      He laughed.

      “That’s why I like you, because you’re always honest, don't play any games. The other guys were always so bloody fake,” he muttered.

      I waited then, not able to take my eyes off his fully kissable lips. I shook my head dispelling those hopeless thoughts and desires. The tiny voice inside urged me to stay away, tell him no. This was going to get me into so much trouble.

      “Deep down, I just want to be a normal guy that can walk around the park without getting harassed by paps. The guy that wants to live his own life without other people telling him what to do,” he said, leaning over and whispering his confession in my ear. “I want to have a family, kids. A wife that won’t have to worry about getting stalked every step of the way, happy children that won’t have a mad life because of who they are.”

      I liked listening to his smooth voice, his dreams. For the first time someone other than a demon had noticed me. It was never simple to build relationships with other humans, especially men. When I was with Arthur these barriers didn’t exist. He treated me as an equal.

      “That’s not unreasonable. Everyone wants to feel normal,” I whispered back, not able to get my heart under control.

      “And if I could have that life and choose my own wife, then I’d choose you,” he said lowering his eyes, his lashes fanning his cheeks.

      His lips brushed the corner of mine. The kiss was tentative at first, but it grew hotter. I wanted to break it before this whole thing went too far, but I was lost, indulged with something beyond amazing.

      Arthur’s kisses were spontaneous, warm and gentle. We were lying on the ground, tangled in each other’s arms and legs. My body stopped listening to my stupid head. Arthur cradled my face then, intensifying the pressure of his lips, and my energy sparkled to life. Within a few moments I’d forgotten about my responsibilities and continued making out with him.

      The kiss ended, and when I opened my eyes, my chest kept rising and falling rapidly. Arthur’s eyes were gleaming with heat, and he wasn’t thinking about his family anymore. I could read in his thoughts that he wanted to rip my clothes off and have sex with me. He kept telling himself that it wasn’t just a playful game, that he really wanted me.

      “Let’s run away together, Flower,” he suggested, keeping my chin in place so I couldn’t stop looking at him.

      

      “Maxine, hey, are you even listening to me?” Ricky’s stern voice brought me back to the real world. Suddenly I was aware that I wasn’t in the forest anymore, but back in gloomy reality. What was the point remembering that I was happy before? The future could be bright if I could just stop dwelling on what I had lost.

      I rubbed my face, staring as the children ran around in the circle. The garden needed some landscaping, but the kids didn’t seem to care. They were so excited and happy. Suzi was in the middle of the circle, bouncing and screaming.

      “I’ll be fine, Ricky,” I said, clearing my throat. “You worry about me too much.”

      The mums were chatting amongst themselves, watching their kids playing. Ricky didn’t need to know that my stomach was in knots, that my T-shirt was stuck to my back underneath my leather jacket. My stupid head couldn’t let go of its heavy emotional burden. I was glad when Emma called everyone for a cake. I could handle being around such a happy human for some time, but I wanted to go to the bar later, ease the pain with some tequila.

      “Great, cake time, that means I can go home soon,” I said, walking over to the house with Ricky. He grabbed my elbow suddenly, stopping me from running away. His own energy was at ease, connecting with mine, trying to push all my fear away. He either got laid last night or he was excited about something else.

      “Max, just don’t do anything stupid. Detective Zachary is a troubled man; you don’t need that kind of burden on your shoulders right now,” he warned me, like he knew exactly what happened between me and the detective a couple nights ago. “You have to stay focused on this case and move forward.”

      Ricky must have sensed that I was slipping down, losing focus again. He was like family to me and he wanted to protect me. I needed to remember that Zachary was being influenced by another demon that wanted me to lose my focus in George’s case.

      “I’ll be at work tomorrow, so don’t stress. I have it all under control,” I assured him, walking back to the kitchen. Emma gave me a piece of birthday cake, telling me about her daughter’s upcoming school trip. I stayed for another half hour, making a real effort to look like I was enjoying myself, then left.

      Other mums watched when Suzi hugged me, thanking me for her presents. I patted her gently on the back, pushing my discomfort away.

      I didn’t know how, but I managed to lose several hours of that day, although I recalled enjoying my time with little Suzi. Later on I remembered walking through the streets of London for some time after the party until I stopped at small bistro for food. There were days when I didn’t eat much at all, especially after a heavy drinking session. That evening I was moving through a fog unable to shake off the gloomy darkness that kept drifting over me.

      Around eight o’clock I ended up in the bar, sitting at my usual seat having a chat with good old Paul. It was a busy night and I needed to drown in tequila to shut down the loud voices in my head.

      “Ricky told me that you mustn’t play tonight,” Paul stated, reluctantly giving me the whole bottle of the precious liquid. Ricky knew that I wasn’t in the best of moods, but we had an agreement. I didn’t interfere with the way he ran our business and he didn’t interfere in my addiction.

      “Ricky knows shit. I’m going to win. I have that feeling in my gut,” I said, grabbing the bottle and heading to the room at the back. Two Watchers, a warlock, and some demons were just getting ready to shuffle the cards. This was my doom; I had only a couple hundred on me, but my head needed to be straightened out.

      “Right, boys, I’m in. Let’s get this party started,” I called out, taking a seat next to Devlin, who thought it was his lucky day, that he could outplay me again. Soon the poker rounds began rolling in and I drank. The pain was vanishing, the thoughts weren’t bothering me anymore. I started winning small sums at first, then gambled more, pushing my luck. It was all perfect until I saw Arthur standing on the other side of the bar watching me. Then everything went to shit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Seventeen

        

        “Here pity only lives when it is dead - Virgil” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      I didn’t want to believe that Arthur was in The Broken Shoe. I had drunk the whole bottle of tequila throughout the poker game with Devlin, and now I was finishing the second one. I suspected that my brain was playing tricks on me, that Arthur was just a mirage, someone my twisted mind had created for me. However when I walked up to him, touching his hard chest, his arms, and that handsome face, I was certain that this wasn’t any kind of demonic trick. He was truly standing in front of me, looking completely relaxed.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked, swaying from one side to the other.

      “Waiting for you, beautiful. I’ve been watching you for a while. It’s impressive. How long have you been playing poker?”

      I burped loudly and nearly lost my balance, but he caught me quickly. I had gone overboard with magical tequila tonight, but the yellow liquid quieted my demonic soul, the burdening thoughts. Paul was swamped at the bar; it looked like a group of mongrels didn’t know what to do with themselves and they were looking for trouble. Arthur had no idea what kind of scandal he was just about to start if any of these people recognised him.

      “You know exactly how long I’ve been playing poker. Now, let’s get out of here before anyone sees you,” I said, and popped a shot of vodka down my throat just so I could stand straight. It burned, but human alcohol gave me the courage to actually talk to him.

      “What? Are you afraid to be seen with me?” he whispered.

      “I might be, but we both know that you shouldn’t be here, that this isn’t the place for you,” I said, and started dragging him towards the back exit. Once we stepped outside I had to stand for a minute as the dark gloomy streets of Brixton were spinning in front of my eyes. My body trembled with cold. Arthur was staring back at me. He seemed amused and curious. I had lost more money than I thought was possible tonight and drunk twice as much as I usually did. I had no idea how I was still standing.

      There was no way that Arthur came all the way to this part of the city to find me. Where were his guards? His Natalie?

      “Let’s go to your place; it’s freezing out here,” he was saying.

      “You have never been in my place,” I pointed out.

      “There’s always a first time.” He chuckled and wrapped his arm around my waist. When he was holding me so close, I felt like the past didn’t matter, that I was still protecting him. Arthur whispered sweet complements to my ear as we walked home. Tequila had muddled my mind, magic made me see wonderful things, sealing off my demonic soul. Reality and illusion blended together, and we reached my street half an hour later, singing and laughing. I was in a great mood, telling him all about the time when I realised that I had a crush on him.

      I was ashamed standing in front of my building, knowing he would see that my tiny hole wasn’t up his usual standard.

      “I want to have you in my arms; it doesn’t matter where,” he whispered, helping me out with unlocking the doors. I closed my eyes, enjoying the blissful moment when he trailed kisses down my neck. The heat between us boiled the blood in my veins, or maybe it was tequila working its magic, leading me down a path of destruction. Either way I was swept off my feet by Prince Charming and carried upstairs.

      His strong arms embraced me as raw and unmasked desire zoomed through the room, enchanting our lost souls. Nothing was making sense anymore, but I needed more, wanted him to take away the sorrows. His body vibrated with need, and my own limbs shook when he touched my naked flesh. My powers were suddenly awake, rippling through our bodies roughly, and electricity flickered over the room, scorching my neck. I loved him before, I had to give up my life for him, and now we were back together.

      He lifted me and carried me to the bedroom, smiling in the darkness. I touched his face gently with my palm and whispered in his ear.

      “I love you, Arthur.”

      He looked almost puzzled, somehow disturbed, but I no longer cared. The three magic words were the reason that he was with me tonight. After he laid me down on the bed, I let him devour me with his mouth, I let him remove all my clothes and make sweet, forbidden love to me. His smooth hands showered me with electricity that zoomed over my body. I was lost that night, as my head sizzled, filled with magical liquid that made me numb, that supposedly made me forget about everything. His mouth claimed mine gently but firmly. My heart raced as the liquid heat poured from my core.

      I was in the skylight, drifting away, touching the moon and stars. As he made love to me that night I made a decision that in the morning I would tell him everything, the whole truth. I had nothing else to lose, because he finally had chosen me.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Somewhere in the room the alarm was going off, but I refused to move, to open my eyes. The beeping sound eventually forced me to lift my lids, but my chest heaved when the pain shot violently through my body. I twisted on the bed, trying to swallow, but my mouth was dry as the Sahara Desert. I moaned loudly, cursing magical tequila yet again, not remembering much of what happened last night.

      My room was dark, but tiny beams of light from outside got through the curtains. I inhaled, trying to deal with the fact that my head felt like it was cracked open and millions of tiny humans were drilling holes inside it. I smelled someone else close, a male human, but that was impossible.

      I turned around abruptly when I felt movement on the bed. Pushing through the pain and confusion, I tried to focus. In the darkness of the room I saw a naked man, sleeping peacefully next to me. Raw and unbridled panic clawed up my throat as I tried to figure out what the hell happened several hours before. He was tall, lean and completely naked.

      My mouth was so dry, my soul drenched with overactive energy as the throbbing in my head intensified. The human was alive, and he was breathing normally. It took me several long moments to gather that we had sex last night. I didn’t remember even getting home, let alone bringing home a one-night stand, but I was certain that this guy had sex with me.

      Parts of my brain attempted to piece together everything that happened. Snippets of conversation were slowly coming back, and I began to realise that no one had pushed me into this, that it was my own stupid choice. After getting wasted, I somehow convinced myself that Arthur was at the bar.

      I held my face in my palms, breathing hard, feeling the blood draining. I had fucked around after I got fired from my post at Buckingham Palace. It was a dark time in my life. I partied a lot, slept with random strangers, mongrels and other demons just to ease the longing for Arthur, but last night I had completely lost it.

      There was something wrong with me. Maybe it was time to get help, to learn how to pull through without magic or tequila.

      “Hmm, hon, come here. I want to feel your warm body pressed against mine,” the voice next to me murmured. I needed to take a shower and then sign myself into a rehab programme. There was no way I was going to be able to stop drinking on my own.

      I pushed the guy to his back and with my inhuman speed I climbed on top of him. He was instantly turned on, but I wasn’t planning to take advantage of him again. He opened his eyes and stared at me for a moment, shocked but open for any kind of possibility. He was good looking, with broad cheeks, light blond hair and cute hazel eyes.

      “Hey, listen to me. You’re going to get up now, put your clothes on and disappear. From this moment, you won’t remember me, you won’t even remember how you got into my apartment,” I said, loud and clear, ignoring the looming headache.

      It was easy to compel him to do what I needed. The tiny voice in my head reminded me that I had no right to tamper with his mind, his memories. Every part of me hated that I had gotten myself into this situation.

      A minute later I was sitting on my bed that stunk of sex and booze. The handsome human was putting his clothes back on. He kept glancing at me, like he wanted an explanation, but he was too confused to ask anything. His name was Adam and he was only looking for some fun last night.

      I was so relieved when I heard the door of my apartment shut a moment later. I sat in the darkness and then started crying over what I did. Yep, for the first time in my life I pushed aside the fact that I was supposed to be strong and I let the tears fall. I could no longer deal with the fact that I kept making wrong decisions.

      Arthur was unreachable and we were never going to be together. He was rich and there was royal blood in his veins. How could I ever think that we were going to be more than just lovers? How could I let him fool me like that?

      I was a half demon, a woman without a real father, a real background.

      As all these thoughts kept floating in my head, I got up and walked around the room for a bit.

      Some time after I had a shower I stopped feeling sorry for myself. I couldn’t stay in my shitty flat and dwell on what happened, on what kind of pathetic mongrel I turned into. The prince was missing and I had to look beyond my own problems. It was a mistake, an error that taught me that it was time to pull my shit together and get sober.

      I left my flat around one, erasing everything that happened last night from my memory. I was very much hungover, disappointed in myself and angry that my self-control was in pieces again. The human last night could have killed me, and no one would have known.

      I used the tube and headed over to one of the places that in the past made me feel stronger.

      I hadn’t visited the children’s ward since my disappearance from London twelve months ago. Deep inside I knew that this could only trip me over the edge, but I had to at least try to push myself through that gloomy depressing mood. The roads outside the hospital were busy and there was a lot of traffic. My stomach revolted when I entered the familiar building, the place I used to love sharing with the man that loved me. Arthur’s pictures were all over the ground floor. He let anyone take his picture and children used to love being the centre of attention with him.

      I took the lift to the first floor, knowing that this would either cure me or push me further in despair. I was wearing my usual clothes, and when the lift reached my floor, I stood inside unable to move.

      “Are you all right?” asked the woman behind me, when I stood frozen looking ahead. We were the only two people in the lift. I cleared my throat and nodded, finally stepping out of the lift. I was hit with a strong antiseptic smell, and a wave of excitement mixed with incredible sadness.

      Everything looked exactly like I remembered, colourful walls, toys stacked around the corridors and medical staff rushing around. I headed over to the other side of the building, knowing that this time around I wanted to change my routine, to see if I could handle seeing a newborn child.

      My heart was longing for some affection. I remembered the way Arthur interacted with children, the way he naturally bonded with them, making them laugh. Deep down I knew that he would have been a great father. That thought left me shaky; my legs trembled but I continued to walk.

      After some time I found the delivery corridor and situated myself behind a few women that were staring down at crying newborns. I took a few deep breaths and lifted my head to look at the tiny humans. It was surreal and crushing at the same time. The past had changed me, and suddenly I felt like my own loneliness was slowly choking me, wrapping its fingers around my throat.

      All these orphaned children reminded me of myself when I was taken to the nuns for the first time in my life, after my mother was gone and there wasn’t anyone who could take care of me. I was so scared and tired. I didn’t remember how old I could have been then, maybe four or five. My whole world shattered and suddenly I had to stay away from home with strangers, surrounded by other kids, sleep in a bed that wasn’t mine. My powers hadn’t started to develop yet, but I was aware of the sadness and sorrow behind the walls of the monastery orphanage. Everything was so fresh in my memory.

      I wiped the sweat off my forehead, staring at those tiny humans that couldn’t be more than a few hours old, wiggling their hands and feet. That’s why I had to keep going, so I could turn my past around, change everything. Getting drunk and gambling couldn’t last forever, tequila wouldn’t numb me forever. I had to face reality—and maybe even consider telling Arthur the truth.

      We had something special going on, and twelve months ago I had given him exactly what he wanted.

      I couldn’t afford to slip back into old ways. I had dealt with my past the best I could, and the choices that I made then weren’t necessarily right. Maybe everything could still be fixed.

      I left the hospital, feeling less wounded, somehow refreshed. But I still had a long way to go. In the tube station I told myself that this was it—I had to change, push through. No one was going to hold my hand. It was time to grow up.

      I reached the office some time before two. On the threshold I heard Emma’s laugh. Inside I found her with Detective Zachary Quinton, who sat in a chair near the desk, probably waiting for me. My heart made a flip, reminding me that it’d been three days since I spoke to him, since we made out. Ricky was standing by the window, looking like he was ready to strangle someone.

      “Hey, Ricky … and Zach,” I said. “And Emma.”

      Zach zoomed his deep dark eyes over my face and smiled. My stomach reminded me that I needed to fuel it with some food. Ricky could probably smell magical tequila from the other side of the room, but I pretended that I could work, that my hangover wasn’t a problem today. We needed to have a chat about our other pending cases, but I could see Ricky wanted me to get rid of Zach first. I sensed that he didn’t like him very much or maybe he just didn’t trust him yet.

      “How are you, Maxine? Missed me much?” Zach asked, standing up.

      “Not particularly. What are you doing here?” I asked.

      “He’s here to talk to you,” Ricky responded for him, not looking too happy that Zach was hogging our space. Sometimes he liked marking his territory way too obsessively. Both Zach and Emma seemed to sense his magic circulating in the air. I could only hope that Zach was immune to Ricky’s tricks.

      “We had an agreement, Max, and you’re lucky enough that I’m sticking to it. I should be in the field, solving this case, searching for leads. Instead I’m here, waiting for you to show up,” Zach pointed out, checking his watch.

      Then the phone rang and Emma answered it. I narrowed my eyes on Zach, trying to figure out if he was here because he was forced to it by a demonic influence or if he made his choice. Part of me knew that he came back because we were working on the case together. Prince George was still out there, hopefully still alive.

      “There’s someone on the phone for you, Max. A woman, and she is saying that it’s important,” Emma said, covering the phone with her palm. Zach shook his head, and nodded to me to take the call.

      “Hello, Maxine speaking,” I said, taking the phone from Emma and flopping my sorry arse on her desk. It was going to be long day today.

      “Max? The one that is looking for a missing prince?” asked the nervous-sounding voice on the other side of the phone. It was a female, but the line was crackling. I clicked my fingers in front of Zach’s face to get his attention.

      “Yes, that’s me, who are you?”

      “Natasha. My friend Jessica was with the prince a couple of nights ago. She said that he wasn’t himself,” the woman was saying. “I called because I heard that you can help me. I’m in trouble because of her.”

      Zachary and Ricky were staring at me in confusion.

      “She was with the prince? Where? When?” I questioned her. The hot detective walked around Emma’s desk and leaned over, trying to listen in. His presence was suddenly distracting. I smelled his sexy cologne and my hormones suddenly went berserk. Magic from last night still circulated through my system.

      “In the club Zander in North London. We both waitress there. The prince looked ill. No one recognised him apart from me. Then he went out with Jessica. She called me last night, saying that he bit her and she had to go to the hospital,” the woman said, while Zachary was breathing close to my cheek.

      “Where are you right now?” I asked.

      “It doesn’t matter. I don’t want to see anyone. I’m just worried about Jess. Please can you go and check on her? She hasn’t come in to work today and that’s not like her. What if the prince has done something to her?”

      The human woman on the line couldn’t have known the prince was missing. Rodriguez made sure that there was a block on the story, but we finally had a lead. Someone was with Prince George last night, a human.

      “How did you know who to call?” I asked.

      “Someone in the club gave me your number. He said that you deal with unexplained cases, that you look for missing people,” she explained. “My friend lives in St. Richards Avenue in Hackney, Apartment twenty-four. Headlands Court. Please, someone has to check if she is all right.”

      Zach’s body brushed over mine and my nipples got hard. I wanted to ask her a few more questions, but she hung up. I slammed the phone down and cleared my throat, ready to leave.

      “Get your coat. We need to go now. We may have something,” I said, and walked off, not waiting for him to follow me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Eighteen

        

        “In each fire there is a spirit; Each one is wrapped in what is burning him.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      I kept thinking about my drunken mistake, and my gut filled with guilt whilst I walked downstairs with Zach. Our drive was going to be filled with an awkward and uncomfortable silence. It was time to think about other means of transport. Maybe I should buy a motorbike to avoid situations like this in the future.

      The woman on the phone was vague and I wasn’t sure if it was wise to believe anything that she said. The bottom line was that the prince was missing and there was no reason for him to be around some hooker. This just didn’t make any sense, but we didn’t have anything else, any other leads.

      Zach was hard to read today, and I struggled to focus through the rushing tide of heat that blossomed through my system. I couldn’t deny that there was something about his domineering personality that appealed to me. I guess it’s some weird human trait harking back to cavemen, some me-man-you-woman type thing. Today he wore black jeans and a white shirt with stripes. His gun was strapped around his back, and even after my eventful night I was still kind of turned on.

      On the other hand, even though what happened between Zach and me back in his house was a mistake, I bloody loved every second of it. Maybe we had gotten off on the wrong foot, but that sizzling attraction between us was still stirring the air, tempting  me to make a move.

      “Are you all right? You seem quiet,” Zach said after some time. The car stopped at a traffic light, and his eyes shifted over to my face.

      “I’m fine, had a rough night last night,” I said, wondering how the hell I could believe that Arthur would show up in an obscure bar in the middle of the night, just so he could talk to me.

      I was stupid and emotionally vulnerable. It was time to go on a detox; I finally hit the rock bottom of my miserable life.

      “We should go out, Flower, after this whole case is solved and the young prince is back to his aunt’s nest,” he said, with that playful tone of voice. I exhaled sharply and looked at him, realising that he just asked me out on a date.

      “Go out? As in, on a date with you?” I repeated, just to make sure that we were on the same page.

      He smirked casting one of his hot looks in my direction. The truth was that I didn’t really know him, but I believed that some other demon had tampered with his mind. After all, he was able to sense that I was different, not completely human. Our last conversation worried me, and I needed to be careful with charms when he was around.

      “We both know that you want me, Flower. A couple of nights ago you humped me dry and who knows what would’ve happened if we weren’t interrupted.” He chuckled, smoothing the steering wheel. “My mother has been telling me for years that I should settle down; maybe that’s me and you. I mean we have chemistry.”

      I was shocked that he was so forward with me. Three nights ago, he was ready to kill me in his own home and now he wanted to date me. I just couldn’t get my head around it.

      “Want you?” I questioned him, laughing, suddenly aware of the warmth building in my chest. “You were the one dry humping me, Detective. Besides, who said that I would want to go out with you in the first place?”

      “I can make you forget about your prince. Once I jump your bones, you won’t go anywhere else, Maxine,” he said darkly, with that tone of voice that had my insides turning to a mush.

      “Gee, can you be any more arrogant?”

      “I’m just speaking the truth, suggesting something that is obvious. We’re attracted to each other, don’t deny it, and I promise you, you’ll never think of another man again,” he said, his eyes on me studying my reaction.

      I hated the fact that he was bringing Arthur into this awkward conversation. He had no idea what I gave up, what happened between us in the past. Things were still complicated and I didn’t want to jump into yet another doomed relationship.

      “Stop calling me Flower, arsehole. You won’t get to go out with me if you keep talking about the wrong prince. Besides, I’m not looking for anything, and I won’t go on a date just because your mother is expecting you to settle down.”

      “It’s not a lifetime commitment and I’m not doing this because of my mother. You’re hot and something tells me that we could enjoy each other’s company on a whole new level.”

      Really, he was delusional, but the images of us together kept moving in front of my eyes. Zachary was a human and sleeping with him was too risky. I made one big mistake last night. The streets were monitored by Watchers and I bet that my name was back on their radar.

      “I’m sure we would, but I don’t think it’s a good idea, Detective. I have too much shit on my plate and I don’t want to complicate things between us,” I muttered, knowing that a one-night stand could get me into a lot of trouble. Demons liked spreading rumours, and I was running a business, trying to keep away from hell’s affairs.

      “Sex would make you forget, Maxine, and I’m good with making women forget. Stop denying yourself a basic need that I can help you with,” he purred.

      He stopped the car several moments later. Zachary Quinton just proposed to fuck my brains out and I said no. After all, sex changed things between people and I had a tendency to hang on to people that were giving me attention.

      It amazed me how quickly he could forget about the pending investigation and talk about sex like this as if it was perfectly normal. Humans honesty amazed me at times.

      “Don’t worry, we can discuss this later, when you’re less tense, Maxine.”

      I rolled my eyes and looked around the housing estate that stretched in front of us. It was cold, and dry freezing wind blew through the streets. I wouldn’t want to get stuck in this part of the city if I were the missing royal. George wasn’t one of the most responsible people that I knew, but he wouldn’t just get involved with a hooker. He liked partying and, as far as I knew, he could pick and choose the ladies interested in him.

      We walked for five minutes, until we found the right apartment block. Mr. Detective, who claimed to be the leader, managed to convince some old lady on the fifth floor to let us into the building. We called the lift and Zach pressed floor nine. Demonic energy began coursing through my veins as we moved higher. I suspected that the effects of magical tequila were still colliding inside my bloodstream, confusing my sharp senses. I was pretty much still hungover, suffering after my drunken party at the bar. This neighbourhood was very human, but we had to be ready for anything.

      We found Jessica’s apartment several minutes later. I inhaled the strong smell of sandalwood and other rare herbs. It seemed that there might be an illegal production of potions going on behind the closed door. The woman that we were looking for was a hooker, and a human, so that just didn’t add up.

      After a few minutes of banging at the door, I figured out that the apartment was empty and the girl was either already dead or missing. I tried the doors; they were unlocked so I walked inside.

      “We need a warrant. We can’t just walk into her apartment like that,” Zach told me.

      “Then go ahead and get one. I’m going in,” I said and carried on. We were running out of time and this wasn’t the time to follow his police rules.

      The apartment was small and dark. The fumes from the brewing elixirs drifted in the air. A human couldn’t have known about stuff like that. I suspected that a demon had been here, running the whole show. His energy was strong, and I recognised the scent. It belonged to someone that I’d met in the past, but couldn’t remember where and when.

      “Jessica!” I called out, just to be sure the apartment was empty. The curtains in the living room were drawn. There was an old sofa in the corner that smelled of sex and sweat. Zach obviously couldn’t stay away, and he strolled in after me, looking around.

      “Blood, still fresh. We might have just missed them,” Zachary pointed out, touching the soaked carpet with his fingers. My mind was racing all of a sudden, as I tried to pinpoint if George had been kept here as a temporary measure, considering all the crazy possibilities.

      The table in the living room was filled with flasks, dried herbs and blood. There were some pots placed on a gas heater. The liquid inside smelled of lavender, but when I dipped a spoon in it, the metal melted instantly. The consistency, the light smell and the strength told me that someone was trying to create Second Chance Potion, but couldn’t quite make it right. The elixir of life, the one that gave energy to the broken soul. Royal blood was part of this complicated recipe and I had a feeling that a significant amount of George’s blood was already brewing inside the pot. I had studied a couple of books in the past, and I knew that this kind of thing was supposed to give strength and power to the half demon, someone like me.

      “What the hell is this crap? Did the woman on the phone mention that her friend was into some satanic rituals?” Zach asked, lifting a dead snake off the floor that I only noticed as he pointed it out. This wasn’t good. Humans were oblivious to our world, and Zach wasn’t even supposed to be aware of the strong magic in the apartment.

      “I don’t know, but this doesn’t look good,” I said, smelling the other flasks. Some of them were filled with mongrel’s blood that was more than likely obtained illegally. Jessica was in a right mess, but I suspected that she wasn’t part of it anymore. A demon that had George was using her apartment as a lab.

      Zach went to look around, leaving me alone with my racing mind. Whatever George was part of wasn’t good. Now it was quite clear why Lucifer wanted to find him so urgently.

      “I might have something here,” Zach shouted from the kitchen. I wiped the sweat off my forehead and headed to see him. He was looking at a calendar that was tacked to the wall. Today’s date was circled with dried blood and there was a note next to it.

      “Cemetery, 4 p.m., don’t forget girl,” I read it aloud, leaning over Zachary. A second later, he was typing something into his phone. I didn’t understand why all the humans were so obsessed with technology these days. I hated having my phone on me all the time.

      “There is a cemetery close by, at least a mile away,” Zachary stated, looking at what seemed a map on his phone. I checked the time. It was half past three. I didn’t want to leave such dangerous potions near humans, but we had to get down to the cemetery to check the next lead. Maybe Jessica was meeting someone there, maybe she was still alive.

      “All right,” I agreed, thinking that this was a bad idea. If that demon was planning something at the cemetery then I had to make sure that Zach was out of sight. His mind had already been pushed to it limits, thanks to his mystery demon tampering with him, and I couldn’t risk exposing him to anything that couldn’t be physically explained. Sometimes demons used the human energy that remained in corpses to find an alternative way down to hell. Mongrels weren’t allowed downstairs because they were classified as second-class citizens. Watchers were responsible for taking care of order on earth, and at times if any mongrel pushed their luck and did something that exposed the demonic world, the Watchers stepped in and dragged them down to hell for interrogation. They had their ways of punishment, and no one really knew what waited for mongrels down in hell.

      Zach took some photos with his fancy phone, probably for the evidence. The police were going to swab the place. I suspected that eventually Watchers would show up. They were also responsible for keeping humans from knowing about the other world, from any supernatural exposure.

      The blood on the floor belonged to Prince George too, but I didn’t need to tell Zach. My head was hurting, as my overactive energy rolled down my spine. There was a possibility that I could be called down to underworld to provide a full report of what I had discovered. This wasn’t something that I wanted, but Zach was pumped. He wanted to check the cemetery.

      

      We left the apartment several minutes later. Zach called for backup; his team of officers were going to sweep the place for evidence. He seemed positive that the prince was close by.

      It was already getting dark and the temperature was quickly dropping. The housing estate seemed deserted, immersed in a gloomy silence. It seemed like the humans were sealed in their cosy houses, compelled to stay in tonight. Those familiar bad feelings kept stirring my guts. Normally I wouldn’t pay attention to these odd sensations, but Zach was agitated too. The homemade lab led me to believe that we were dealing with someone very powerful, someone that had nothing to lose.

      It had gone completely dark by the time we reached the cemetery, after walking for what seemed hours. The gate was open and an absolute silence had descended over the area, sending chills through my body.

      “Where to?” Zach asked.

      “Let’s look around; if she is still alive she must be here somewhere,” I said, concentrating on the emotions nearby. I sensed at least two people further up, between the graves. Zach and I spread out, crossing the pass and the creepy graves. I was never a big fan of being around dead people. I still remember staring down at my mother’s sullen dead face in the church, trying to grasp the reality that she was long gone.

      The air buzzed with electricity, and my breath became laboured. A moment later I felt a wet patch on the back of my neck. The small drizzle quickly turned into a heavy rain. I got soaked within seconds, shaking with cold and unexplained exhaustion. Thunder and lightning lit up the sky and the tiny sparks of power somehow alerted me to the presence of a demon.

      Then I felt it. Someone was high on magical charms, filled with advanced elixirs. It was a male human; his circulation was poor and his mind completely confused. A second later I saw a figure beyond the steep hill several meters away, standing by a tomb. It took me a moment to recognise a human woman. She was staring down at someone else. That other person was below, like he was in a hole or an open grave, and it looked like he was digging something in the ground.

      The rain was pouring down heavily and I had to keep wiping the water off my face see more clearly. Zach joined me when I lowered myself down, hiding behind an old tombstone filled with unlit candles.

      “There is someone down there, possibly two people,” he said, narrowing his eyes and pushing away his wet curls. It was difficult to see exactly what was going on in front of us, even with my excellent vision. The rain blurred out most of the view and I was hoping to sense a demon, someone that was tampering with the two humans by the tomb.

      “We should move closer, but we don’t want to scare them,” I said gathering the energy inside me. Zachary took out his gun and readied it.

      “The woman out there is probably the girl from the apartment,” he said quietly His agitation grew, and suddenly it shifted into red hot anger. Pure fury hit me hard, turning my stomach upside down.

      “You two turn around now. Slowly or I’m going to blow your heads off,” shouted the stranger’s voice behind us.

      Slowly Zach and I did what we were told. With heavy rain obscuring my vision, I could still see that we were surrounded by three human men, all of them high on drugs. That’s who I sensed just a second ago, but I was still filled with magical tequila that dulled down my abilities. One of them was holding a gun, and he looked like he wouldn’t hesitate to fire. A second later, the woman further down had spotted us. I turned my head just in time to see the young human climbing out of the hole with a shovel in his hand, noticing all of us for the first time. There was no doubt that it was the missing Prince George.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Nineteen

        

        “If you follow your natural bent; you will definitely go to heaven” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      Zachary cursed under his breath but didn’t drop his gun. I had to make a split second decision, either to use my powers to get these morons out of my way and keep chasing after the prince or let him disappear. I didn't think that these men were in any way linked to the missing royal. Their thoughts would give them away otherwise.  Questions kept rushing through my mind. There was no way that my excellent vision could have misled me. Prince George was at the cemetery, most likely under the influence of the human woman from the apartment.

      “I’m a cop, you fucktards, so I suggest you drop that gun and walk away,” Zachary shouted. Yeah, he wasn’t really helping the situation. That insult only made the guy that was holding a gun even crazier. On top of that, I saw he just said in his thoughts that he hated cops.

      I glanced back, seeing that Jessica (well, I was certain that Jessica was somewhere in the body of a demon that was likely controlling her) was shouting and pointing at the prince to move. I chewed on my bottom lip, concentrating on the strong current of my demonic power, calculating the risk of using it against humans. The burst of energy made the tiny hairs on my body rise.

      The man with a black moustache and long untidy hair, the one holding the gun replied to Zach, “I don’t believe you, arsehole. My sister’s grave was vandalised. We caught you and now we’re going to deal with you accordingly.”

      My skin was itching to hit them with a strong bolt of energy, but I couldn’t let myself be exposed. This whole situation was beyond comical. The rain kept pouring down, and I couldn’t see well through the streams of water. There was another demon in the vicinity. I felt him or her leading the prince away from the cemetery.

      Zach’s anger escalated and he gripped his gun tighter. He was ready to shoot these idiots and I couldn’t let him do that. His career would be on the line and I still wanted to live.

      “You fucking arseholes, you will be rotting in prison for obstruction of justice. We are on a case here,” he shouted furiously. Then too many things happened all at once. First someone—and I had no idea who—fired a gun. Then a loud terrifying scream spread over the whole cemetery. I struggled to remain on my feet, suddenly showered with waves of my own light energy. I was able to gather it from earth, from every living being, from water that ran underneath the grounds, from leaves and plants. I felt it surging through me, igniting my demonic soul to action.

      I brought my hands together, making time pause in its natural moment. Now I had more than enough time to destroy the flying bullet and deal with the human, but bending destiny like that was going to cost me big in the long run.

      Everything stopped—the small dots of rainwater had been suspended, the air shifted and all the humans around me became frozen statues. It took me a second to realise that the bullet was heading straight in my direction. I was going to die here, in this wet cemetery. I had never truly experienced using my abilities to this extent. The demon nearby was watching, sensing the fact that I was breaking all of Lucifer’s rules, just to save myself and possibly Prince George.

      I knocked Zachary off his feet, moving at least a meter away from the speeding bullet. Those couple of seconds gave me enough time to reboot time again. I screamed at the top of my lungs landing on top of Zach, reaching for the energy of the storm. The light pulsated, became more of a living entity as waves crossed over, feeding me with bits of nature’s power. Lightning slashed its angry light through the sky and then I summoned it. My fingertips were red as they throbbed, and tiny wisps of smoke began drifting away from my arms. The lightning hit the human man that fired the gun, but the impact knocked the others off their feet.

      My eyes started to glow, as I shot back on my feet, feeling the enormous power of my energy begin tearing my flesh apart and joining itself with my demonic soul. Two humans that landed on the soaked ground were screaming their heads off.

      I didn’t even realise that Zachary was fully conscious now, staring at me with his eyes wide open. The pain eased off as the power slowly faded away. Mist began covering the entire space, drifting through the graves. I had brought it in, so whoever was watching couldn’t see what I was planning to do next. A second later, the bullet hit the grave behind me, missing my hair by about an inch.

      “Your eyes, Maxine, your eyes are glowing,” Zach shouted. He shot back on his feet and lifted his gun. We didn’t have time to play this game right now. The prince was already out of sight, somewhere behind the cemetery walls, and Zach was ready to shoot me on the spot.

      My head was banging loudly, and for the first time since I came back, a human had witnessed the real me. This whole thing was supposed to turn out differently. Zach was meant to be knocked out when I landed on him, so I could deal with the rest of the guys.

      “Zach, put the gun down. We have to go after the prince!” I shouted back, wondering if he was really ready to kill me. His mind was confused, convinced that I was the cause of his partner’s death.

      “You were one of them this entire time. I knew there was something wrong with you,” he shouted. The other two guys stopped moving and that wasn’t good. Zach was ready to blow my head off. He believed that I was evil, that he was finally seeing the real me.

      “I’m Maxine. You know me. Just put the gun down, so we can talk about it,” I said firmly. A haunted look crept into his eyes right before he averted his gaze down to my hands that were most likely still sparkling. His dark eyes turned into the furious shade of liquid tar, as his mind filled with dark images of his partner that spread over the bed, her wrists were sliced, sheets soaked with blood….  The prince didn’t matter anymore.

      “Witch, you’re a witch, like the rest of them. The government is twisting our minds, but I finally know the truth,” he kept mumbling, shaking the gun right in front of my face. More humans were on their way and I couldn’t let him ruin us both.

      I concentrated and froze the bullet in his gun with the magic that was still alive in my sore fingertips. He pressed the trigger convinced that he was doing the right thing, and I covered my face with my palms, ready for the worst. The gun didn’t fire, so I took this opportunity to jump and deliver a roundhouse kick that would knock the stuffing out of him and leave him disorientated.

      He was lying on the ground, touching his face. I reached out and grabbed his hand. A second later my wet palms connected with his cheeks, and the words started floating out of me before my mind could process what was happening.

      “You made a mistake; I didn’t do anything extraordinary. The thunderstorm hit the tree nearby, distracting the guy that held the gun and he fired it accidentally. The bullet nearly hit me, but now everything is fine.”

      His pupils were dilated, and his eyes darkened as he ran his thumb along my face. I was in his head again easing the anger slowly until I saw that one covered-up memory from the past that someone replaced with the image of his dead partner.

      

      “Hey, Cora, I brought your favourite chocolate cake, the one that makes you extremely horny,” I shouted through the threshold, knowing how much that kind of thing wound her up. This whole thing between us was very new, but somehow exciting. We started sleeping together over the past few weeks, after I made a move on her in the car.

      First I thought she would slap me, but she kissed me back instead. This wasn’t something that I planned; it was a spur of the moment thing.

      My mother kept nagging me, saying that I would end up alone, never marry and never settle. There was some truth in that, because I’d been enjoying myself a bit too much, partying most of the time and sleeping around. Women liked the fact that I had a badge, that I wasn’t looking for anything stable.

      I walked into the living room, smelling the odd burning scent, suspecting that she most likely ruined our dinner for tonight. Being in the kitchen wasn’t one of her strong suits. There were masses of paper lying on the floor, the sofa was turned upside down.

      Something was wrong. I took out my gun moving forward. There was an intruder in the house. This area wasn’t one of the safest.

      I started climbing upstairs, quietly, listening in. A few days on the run Cora had been acting strange. She seemed convinced that someone was after her, telling me that she had been followed home a few times. I kept telling her that she was working herself to death. Sometimes we spent over sixteen hours on a case, driving around the city and checking all the leads. She was drained and needed some time out.

      “Please, no. I didn’t do anything wrong. You can’t take me, you can’t,” I heard her talking to someone. I stopped halfway up the stairs, wondering what the hell was going on inside her main bedroom. There was someone there with her. I swallowed hard forcing myself to move.

      Another voice spoke. “You broke the rules of your faction. Leviathan needs you in the underworld. There is a new army being formed. You cannot say no; this is your duty.” The man, whoever he was, wasn’t from around here, and he had an unrecognisable accent. The lights from candles flickered, and an odd terrifying sensation rippled through my spine. My grandmother had told me that there were things in this world that couldn’t be explained. Somehow she fucking sold me her sixth sense.

      “But I paid off my duty. Leviathan cursed me out a long time ago. You can’t just expect me to go back. I have a life here on the outside.”

      “That’s true, but you have broken the rules, bedded with a human. Lucifer sends others to pits; he punishes them severely. He doesn’t want to see any more mongrels being brought into this world,” the strong voice stated.

      I shook my head and barged into her bedroom, holding the gun in my hand. My own voice died when I saw Cora naked on the bed with the older, bare-chested guy. There was something wrong with his eyes—they were white, without any pupils. He jerked back with a hiss.

      “So he is the one that services you with earthly pleasures?” the man questioned her, standing up. He was taller than me, wide through the shoulders, and his chest shined with sweat.

      “Zach, leave, please. You don’t want to get involved. There is always a price and I have discarded the rules. I thought that no one would care,” Cora said in a sad tone of voice. She was radiant, her hair sleek, eyes gleaming in the dim light of the room. There was something wrong with the way she was staring at me, with that overwhelming sadness. That crazy-eyed guy most likely had done something to her. This was beyond normal.

      “Get up, you son of a bitch. I don’t know what the hell is going on here, but you have two seconds to get the fuck out of here!”

      Then I felt the pain in my head, gut-wrenching pain that spread to every part of my body. My gun slipped from my fingers and I fell to my knees, screaming in agony. Suddenly the man was standing beside me, and bright yellow light filled the room, but I couldn’t see anything. I was holding my head, wanting to bang it against the floor just so the pain would ease.

      “I’m taking her with me, human. She’s going back to the underworld where she belongs. You will grieve her here, but you will never know what happened,” the voice in my head said.

      The pain faded as quickly as it came. I woke up on the floor in Cora’s bedroom. Then I saw her. She was spread on the bed; the sheets were covered with blood; her wrists were slit.

      When I got to her, I knew she was dead, and my thoughts went racing. I didn’t even remember how I got upstairs, why I was in her house. Everything was blurry, until a quiet sob escaped me.

      

      I pulled away from Zach, breathing hard, trying to gain some oxygen into my lungs. Suddenly everything was clear. His partner, the woman that he’d worked and slept with, was a demon cast out of hell. That night when Zach arrived at her house, a Watcher was there, ready to claim her back. All this time I suspected that Zach was under someone else’s influence, but I was wrong. He’d simply witnessed something that he wasn’t supposed to see.

      Cora used him as an escape and he fell in love with her. She lied to him. She knew about the rules from the very beginning. The Watcher couldn’t leave himself exposed, so he killed her and made it looked like a suicide. He made a choice to end her life there.

      Now I was sitting on the cold grave filling Zach’s head with images that were far from the truth. When we were surrounded, I exposed my true self, not caring for the consequences. The violence could have been avoided, but that human had fired a gun. I had to react, and not thinking things through I merely acted on instinct.

      “Max, are you all right?” Zach asked, looking around, disoriented and confused. His gun was lying on the grass, a few meters away. The prince was gone. I couldn’t sense him anywhere. The fried humans were alive, barely, but they were going to make it.

      “I’m fine. The prince was here, with Jessica. Her friend was right, she had him,” I said, falling to the ground exhausted and shivering with cold. I had lost my focus, my strength, and all because I was high on magical tequila. Nothing else mattered because I failed to recognise the danger, failed to see beyond my own stupid ego.

      Zach got up, wiping the excess water from his face. Then the stranger’s voice echoed in my head.

      “Maxine Brodeur, surrender yourself to the temporary hearing outside the dark gates. You have broken the rules and exposed our world to humans. You have until midnight to show; otherwise you will be brought down to the underworld by a Fallen.”

      I tangled my hair, knowing that this was it. I had finally crossed the line, exposed my own abilities. The head of my faction was summoning me down to the gates. My death was upon me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty

        

        “The poets leave hell and again behold the stars.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      Zach and I heard the police sirens nearby. I suspected that some human alerted the authorities. There was a lot of lightning in the sky and that unexplained mist that now drifted away. The guy that tried to shoot me was hit with lightning; he was unconscious, and the other two were moaning on the ground. They were going to be just fine, but I had to clear their minds too, just in case. My hands were trembling, my knees felt like paper. If I hadn’t gotten completely wasted a night before, maybe this would never have happened. Now I had to answer to the Lucifer faction and a tiny voice in my head kept whispering that this was possibly my last night on earth.

      I couldn’t cry over spilt milk. What was done was done. I had exposed my abilities and the world below to humans. The rules were put in place to protect all the demons that lived on the outside, and my sloppy energy nearly killed an innocent man. Whoever witnessed my theatrics knew that I was powerful. That kind of magic was limited to a demon. My human mother had told me many times that I was different, that one day someone would come for me and explain everything. Now I was getting what she meant, now it all finally made sense. The demon that knocked her up must have revealed our world to her, must have mentioned that I was going to be much stronger than other mongrels.

      “Stay with him. I will look around,” I told Zach, who was back on his feet checking the guy I accidentally fried earlier on. His mind was in despair, but at least he wasn’t questioning his own sanity. I felt really guilty, knowing that I could never tell him the truth about his partner, that I could never truly explain that the world around him was doomed.

      “We have to question these two and search for the prince. He can’t be far,” Zach said, standing up. “That guy there is alive, barely, but he will make it.”

      “I’m not a cop, Zach, it’s your job. I’m just helping out. I have somewhere that I need to be,” I stated, rubbing my neck and wondering if I was going to be sent down to the underworld tonight. The faction couldn’t be that cruel, but it was a possibility.

      I didn’t wait for him to stop me. Besides, the cemetery started filling up with other cops. I backed away, seeing flashlights moving quickly towards us. Uncomfortable questions would follow and I didn’t have time to fill out any statements or talk to the human shrink. I had messed with enough minds tonight. Maybe Ricky could pull some strings and get me out of this mess. The only problem was that Ricky had pissed off a few people down below too, and his hands were tied.

      On my way back home I felt much worse, shaking all over and being sick everywhere on the street. When I got inside I threw myself on my bed and lay there for a good half hour, telling my stupid self that this was the last time I drank more than I could handle. Paul must have put more magic than he intended in one of my bottles. It wasn’t his fault that I was an addict. I forced some food through my mouth later on, knowing that I had to fuel my body with new energy. After my stomach was full, I felt slightly better.

      The Watchers were most likely around. I saved Emma a couple of weeks ago and I managed to get away with that kind of outburst of power, but thunder and lightning down at the cemetery pushed its limits. My days were numbered. Most of the time demons downstairs didn’t care to listen to explanations. They needed to punish mongrels like me.

      I must have fallen asleep for an hour or two, because a car horn outside woke me up. The clock on the wall was showing half past ten. I was an hour and a half away from my judgment hearing. Part of me wanted to call Ricky to warn him that he might never see me again, but I didn’t want to worry him. I had a small advantage: the missing royal and my case. If I could just get in touch with Rodriguez somehow, maybe he could stop the hearing and let others know that I was only trying to do my job.

      The voice of reason reminded me that it was too late for that now.

      I swallowed the tears down when I stepped outside in the cold. Arthur had showered me with attention and I suspected that maybe my involvement with him triggered new attention back, but this time from hell. Only certain members of the royal family knew what happened between us, but word may have spread. Demons in hell only knew black or white. They didn’t believe in love and desire. These emotions were foreign to them.

      I headed to Payne’s Wharf. It was a wasteland, a deserted part of London near the River Thames. Most of the time humans avoided it. Lately there had been reports that a couple of females had been raped in that area. The police advised everyone to stay away.

      I believed that it was just hell’s propaganda, to keep humans away from the only official entrance to the underworld. The Gates of Hell were guarded by the Watchers so that no one could enter without their say-so. I never had the courage to actually check this theory out, but I knew that many mongrels had, ending up lost down below.

      The night was windy; a new storm was approaching from the west. I walked through the streets, passing humans that had no idea that a world below actually existed and that some of them would end up there at some point in their lives. I took the tube down, and my anxiety rose, filling my stomach with heavy bricks.

      I reached my destination just before midnight, pushing the fear away, telling myself this was the price that I needed to pay. I could only blame myself for what happened.

      In the distance the tall facade of Payne’s Wharf spread in front of my eyes, and my stomach blossomed with a fresh dose of rippling trepidation. Fear drifted behind me in tiny tendrils, stinging me with its sharp claws. This was it, my time had come. I didn’t have any regrets. I made my choices, and I couldn’t do anything about the fact that the rules of hell weren’t fair.

      A demon crossed my path several moments later. I stopped, inhaling the raw musty smell of stagnant water close by. Maybe after the incident at the cemetery I was immune to other supernatural beings. My normally sharp senses didn’t register any danger, not just yet.

      “Are you the one that everyone is waiting for?” a female demon with nice long blonde hair asked.

      “Presumably,” I responded. She smiled, like she was genuinely excited.

      “Come, she is waiting for you.”

      We walked through the wasteland for the next few minutes in silence. Behind the pillar of another ruined construction I spotted at least five demons, all from the same faction. Lucifer’s presence around here seemed profound, and it surprised me that everyone was so calm. The woman who stood on the large piece of concrete looked familiar. I stopped in my tracks, feeling fooled and betrayed. She’d called herself Alexis at the palace, but this couldn’t be her real name down here. She warned me to stay away from Arthur, selling some crap about being connected to the Princess Layla. This was some kind of a joke. She couldn’t be the judge.

      “You don’t have any authority to summon me here. I don’t answer to you!” I shouted, getting really tired of being a pushover. I had demonic blood in me, but that didn’t mean that I had to obey anyone.

      She smiled, and a strong wind ruffled her chestnut hair. She waved her hand, like she was making some kind of gesture, bowing in front of me. Then I felt the ground beneath my feet shaking and a cold shiver crawl over my back, stirring the waves of warning vibes in my stomach. I felt like something was in the ground, pulsing with energy and trying to get out.

      Everyone around me sensed the shift in the air, the rising electricity. Then the ground began shaking, moving, and the strong wind whipped through, almost knocking me off my feet.

      And then the ground began descending, creating a large hole; rocks started falling into it, an invisible power trying to suck in every nearby living being. The heat exploded, stinging my skin, and I felt myself being pulled too. Melted lava appeared on the edges. I had a fifty-fifty chance of staying up on my feet or being pulled inside the fiery pits. The smell of burning ozone filled the air. My lungs contracted and I found it hard to breathe.

      My skin was itching with roaring power, as invisible voices whispered that I  wanted to discover what was down in the underworld, what other secrets demons were keeping from mongrels. The itch of curiosity began brewing inside my stomach, pulling me closer to hell and further away from this world. The craving burned my throat, as I launched back away from the hole, taking long pulls of air.

      Alexis was staring down at me, smiling. Her eyes were penetrating, her energy invading my mind. The bitch was bulldogging her way in, hoping to untangle my wards. I ground my teeth together, fighting back the heat and her unbearable pressure inside my skull.

      I didn’t know what was happening when a wave of heat suddenly threw me to the ground, and I slammed down on my back. Everything stopped, the hole in the ground, the entrance to the underworld had vanished as quickly as it appeared, sucking the bits and pieces of stones around, like an invisible whirlpool in the middle of the ocean. The craving had gone away, but the bitter taste in my mouth remained.

      I was breathing hard and quickly repairing my wards. The bitch was strong and she knew my sloppy spectacle of powers at the cemetery weakened me.

      “You’re accused of conspiring against Lucifer’s faction, revealing all the secrets to the human and failing to comply with the rules,” Alexis shouted, pointing at me. A couple of demons that gathered around to look cheered, agreeing with her. Her fingers were black, covered with thick liquid, what looked like blood. My stomach tightened and I forced myself to look when she started licking them, closing her eyes with an expression of euphoria.

      I had no doubt that it was human blood, as the smell of burning flesh wafted in the air. I wanted to gag. Some of the demons were known for consuming human flesh, but I could never figure out why. My stomach revolted at the thought. I didn’t understand how she had been put in charge, her authority was limited, but at the same time she summoned the gates. I wasn’t planning to leave earth just yet, and she couldn’t send me over there, unless she was a Watcher.

      The other demons stared at me, looking excited, rubbing their hands together.

      Alexis was slowly breaking through my wards that protected my memories, my deepest secrets. I was reading her well, and she was thinking that I wasn't just an ordinary mongrel, a half demon. I couldn’t let her see the past, discover what I was forced to hide in order to survive.

      “I had to stop those humans; it was in self-defence and I had no other choice but to use my powers!” I shouted, angry that I wasn’t even getting a proper hearing. Sweat ran down my face when I watched her coming down. Her mouth was smeared with blood, eyes shimmering with rippling power. “I demand to speak to a Watcher. This is a joke; you have no right judging me!”

      “The missing prince has been taken down to hell, so you must cease your investigation. The Mammon faction is going to take care of this from now on. His soul had been taken, and you failed to bring him back,” she said, circling around me.

      She was beautiful—her skin radiated with small crystals, her long brown hair shined in the night fire that suddenly started burning next to me, but her eyes were the most mesmerising.

      “I have seen him on earth; he hasn’t been taken down to the underworld yet. You’re wrong and I have been give—”

      “That task is no longer relevant. Lucifer sent me here to condemn your investigation. Another demon confirmed that you used your abilities tonight in front of others, that you nearly exposed us. This is a strict violation of underworld code.”

      She was close, standing no more than a meter away from me, fighting her way through my energy. I gathered my strength and somehow I tore myself away from her influence. No one could have predicted that I would scramble back on my feet and throw myself at her.

      She didn’t have time to back away, so I grabbed her shins with both my hands, hoping to use her own energy against her. We connected, and I cleaved my way in, passing her wards, tearing my way through. The demon inside her was weak and fading.

      Our eyes met and a silent scream filled my throat when I saw through her. Her powerful demon in front of me was fading away, dark, consuming shadows eating bits, parts of her fully intact demonic soul. From the outside, she was just a human and that was why I couldn’t fully understand who she was in the palace.

      I was suddenly affected by her pain, her suffering. Rivers of blood filled my eyes. I parted my mouth, wanting to scream as her lack of power continued to get worse. She was losing hours, days, and years. Her demonic soul was dying slowly and that had something to do with the fact that she had been on the outside world for too long. The threats were coming together in slow burning marks.

      She roared at the top of her lungs, and I felt the hot burning sensation on the back of my scull. The fire inside my chest soared. I couldn’t let her drag me back to hell, just because I discovered her secret.

      Darkness covered me completely and the next thing I knew I was falling down. I saw my mother’s face, heard her weak voice whispering to me, saying that no one could touch me because I was protected.

      A second later I must have passed out from heat, landing down in hell. Literally.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-One

        

        “Justice does not descend from its own pinnacle.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio

      

    
    
      I woke up in pain, completely disoriented, on a much softer surface than I expected, next to the body of a man. Panic shot through me as I tried to gather myself, but the pain in my skull escalated yet again. My eyes were hurting too when I tried to see where I ended up this time. A wave of familiar cologne permeated the air. Part of me wondered if hell really existed or maybe it was just one big fat lie.

      This wasn’t how I imagined the pits would look. And when I felt movement next to me, I exhaled with relief, knowing that I wasn’t in the feared underworld. My senses registered a sexy alpha male next to me. Whatever Alexis did…worked. She obviously didn’t like the fact that I had learnt about her disability, and she somehow transported me back to the other person that I was trying to stay away from.

      Zach.

      I was in his bed, in his house.

      “Son of a bitch,” I said loudly and then slammed my hand over my mouth. Zach snored and turned to face me, at the same time using his arm to bring me closer to him. He stunk of whiskey, spice and male, and like he had been outdoors somewhere. Suddenly heat rushed up my spine, creating a pool of heat between my legs. I could get turned on in the worst circumstances.

      He was so close to me that I could count the hairs on his dark beard. Warmth swept through my veins and I felt dizzy with a headache. I had no idea what kind of mess I was in now, but the clock on Zachary’s dresser registered three a.m.

      Time had been paused, like in the cemetery. One moment I was standing in the middle of the wasteland, and in the next I was in Zach’s bed. Alexis was a demon, a dying demon, and involuntarily had transported me back to the human world. She must have panicked, used her last bits of power to get rid of me.

      Slowly and as quietly as I could, I pushed Zach’s arm off me and got out of the bed. He was out, lost in his own dreams. Sometime between the incident at the cemetery and my hearing, he managed to get drunk. I left the room and then ran downstairs, pushing my conflicted emotions away. I thought about his strong arms, and those lips that I’d tasted. I could go back upstairs and wake him. In a moment, Arthur, my problems could have been a distant memory.

      Instead I listened to the voice of reason and used the back door to disappear. Part of me wished that things were different, that I could just vanish from this world and start somewhere else. I began walking home, disoriented, cold and worried that I just made a new enemy. There was always a price for magic, but tonight I was still free. George couldn’t have been lost; his soul was in the city. Alexis was wrong.

      It was late when I finally reached my flat, sometime after five a.m. My whole body was shattered, head banging. The truth was that I could have taken a taxi home, but I was skint and it would cost me a fortune to get from one side of the city to the other. There was also the possibility that Ricky could have picked me up, but then I would have to tell him what happened and why I was stranded in the middle of North London with half of my energy missing.

      As soon as my head hit the pillow, I was out, and nothing was going to wake me up then.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I stirred myself awake and shot up on my feet, waking from the nightmare. Sweat rolled over my cheek. I recognised my own messy bedroom and the clock on the wall indicated that it was quarter past nine. Bile rose in my throat, and I ran to the bathroom. Before I knew, I was throwing up. My stomach revolted, as memories from the night before rolled in front of my eyes. My body’s temperature was up and my hands were trembling. When I was done with emptying my stomach, I rolled over to the cold tiles, breathing hard, hoping to rest a little. There was something wrong with me. My heart rate was up, pounding loudly in my chest. The effects of magical tequila were wearing off, and I hadn’t drunk anything in the past forty-eight hours. Maybe my body was trying to tell me that it was time to refuel.

      Fortunately for me, the symptoms had gone an hour later, and the headache eased off. In the shower I started analysing all my mistakes and that eventful hearing in the wasteland. The prince was gone. He was so hooked on advanced charms that he wasn’t lucid any longer. The lab in Jessica’s apartment confirmed that a demon, possibly within Lucifer’s faction, was rebelling against hell’s rules. Someone was planning to use the prince’s blood to create Second Chance potion—an illegal substance that brought power and strength beyond the norm. And if the rumours were to be believed, it made a mongrel a full demon. I wasn’t getting four when I was adding two and two, and I needed to figure out if Rodriguez was part of the scam. Something just wasn’t right about him.

      I hadn’t had much sleep at all, and I looked pale. Too bad, I needed to get to the office and talk to Ricky. There was a lot that happened in the past few days, and I needed to figure out what was important. It was cold this morning, so I tucked my jacket tighter, walking fast through the crowded streets of grey London.

      Inside the building where our Doomed Cases office was, I sensed three demons upstairs. Two more than I expected. So I sped up, wanting to see what was going on.

      “Identity yourself, mongrel,” barked the demon that guarded the entrance to my floor. I didn’t know what was happening to me, but I was ready to explode, anger blurred my vision. This was my fucking business and the faction had no authority to tell me what to do. The craving for tequila burned my throat. The energy built in me again, and I was ready to kick some arse.

      Emma was anxious and scared. Demons behind these doors should have known that a human being was with them, but they didn’t bother to ease her fears. Someone was going to pay, and today I was too pumped with adrenaline to think rationally.

      “I’m the owner of Doomed Cases; who the hell are you?” I asked, raising my voice. The demon from Mammon’s faction was bigger, scarier and much more important than me. He lifted his hand, probably to use his power against me, but I wasn’t having any of it. Well, the dude didn’t stand a chance. I grabbed his elbow twisted it and smashed his face into the wall, pushing my whole body weight into his back. He moaned—yeah, the dude actually moaned—and my head only began pounding more rapidly.

      “Fucking mongrel, you have two seconds to let me go or I’m going to report you to Mammon himself!” the big, stupid idiot shouted. Then the door of my office opened up abruptly and I turned around to see who I needed to deal with this time around.

      The demon that stood in the door looked like a samurai from fifteenth century Japan. I was completely startled by his attire. He was dressed in a yukata, which is a less decorative version of a kimono, and had what looked like a katana, a short Japanese sword, hanging over his left hip. I could guess he had Japanese heritage, but with cosplay who can tell. He had very dark short hair and startling brown eyes that most likely seduced women with one wink. Badass, that’s the first thing that came to my mind when I lay my eyes on him.

      “Dominic, can you be anymore pathetic? I told you to keep an eye on the door and instead you’re getting beat up by a woman—no offence, Max,” the Asian dude said, with some sort of twisted amusement in his eyes. He had a very clear London accent, almost perfect. If I’d heard him on the radio, I would never say that he wasn’t British.

      “None taken,” I muttered.

      I frowned but didn’t let go of the other demon that was now trying to conjure his power against me. He was all about the muscles, not brain.

      “This fucking mongrel wanted to get inside. She should be locked up. Psycho!” he shouted, trying to get away from my grip, but I was having too much fun humiliating him in front of his boss.

      “Language, Dominic. There are other humans inside this building, and we don’t have time to play with their minds too,” the Asian dude stated, keeping his sharp gaze on me. I kicked the disruptive demon between his legs and then let go. He slid down the wall, cursing me out.

      “Am I allowed to go inside my own office now? Or is that too much to ask?”

      “We were actually hoping that you would show. Mammon’s faction has questions for you and it’s going to be easier if you come inside. Dominic, stay here and try to act like a human for a change,” the Asian man barked.

      I nodded to the Asian dude and walked inside, passing the useless demon who was glaring at me with pure hatred. Inside, Ricky was going through some paperwork. Files were scattered all over his desk. His face was red and he looked genuinely pissed off. Emma was on her laptop, typing furiously. The Asian dude must have done something to calm her down, because she seemed much more like herself now than a moment ago.

      “So can you tell me what the hell is going on and why Mammon is suddenly so interested in my business?”  I asked, placing my hands on my hips, thinking that this had to have something to do with last night and that bitch Alexis.

      “My name is Cyril. I’m the senior investigator for all factions in this district. I had a phone call last night. Someone warned me that you’re using this office to conspire against Lucifer and his order. Apparently your staff is encouraging other mongrels to start an uprising. We were bound to investigate,” Cyril explained, in a stoic voice, like this whole thing was perfectly normal.

      “What? That’s absurd,” I said, not believing that this was really happening.

      “Apparently you’re using this agency as a cover, to gather resources and reach out for more people,” Cyril added, stroking his sword. Emma seemed completely oblivious to this conversation. Cyril must have filled her system with a certain charm so she could only hear what appeared to be a normal conversation about taxes or something.

      Ricky snorted from his office, but didn’t say a word. He knew that these accusations were ridiculous.

      “Listen to yourself, mate. Do you really believe that I have something against the system or Lucifer? Demons and mongrels come to me because no one else cares. The police won’t help them and I have no interest in Lucifer and his business on earth whatsoever. Check all the files. You can go through every single case that I ever worked on,” I said, angry and frustrated at that point.

      “Personally I don’t think that there is anything like that going on here, but your recent case brought some concerns. I was bound to investigate, to make sure that you follow the protocol like every other mongrel born on earth,” he said, still staring at me intensely, like he wasn’t fully convinced that I wasn’t hiding anything.

      Royals, of course. My reputation had preceded me. There was only one Maxine Brodeur in London that screwed the future king. People downstairs must have found this hilarious.

      “Well, carry on. I have work to do,” I said, and walked off, heading to my office.

      As it turned out, Cyril had a few other idiots with him to go through all our files. Emma was very keen to show them around, so that kept him busy for the next several hours. Finally when the whole party was moved to the storage on the next floor up, Ricky exhaled with relief, flopping on the chair in front of me. There were so many things that I needed to discuss, but I had no idea where I was supposed to start. Alexis wanted me to back off this case, claiming that she had direct orders from Lucifer and now we were accused of conspiring against the underworld.

      “Strange rumours are going around the streets, very concerning,” Ricky said, rubbing his forehead. I meant to talk to him about the case that he had taken on recently, but things got in the way.

      “What’s going on now?” I asked, thinking about my next step. There was no way I was going to drop looking for the prince, just because a demon told me so.

      “Demons are saying that the prince is in hell and that Lucifer has lost control,” he whispered, leaning over. “And this whole investigation. Someone wants to bury us. And the case.”

      I swallowed hard, seeing fear in Ricky’s eyes. I knew that he was right. Too many things had happened and now we had some investigator going through our files, telling us that we were conspiring against the master of the underworld. We were running out of time and I no longer knew who to trust. Ricky was right—someone was working very hard against me, hoping that I would drop the case and forget about missing Prince George. And I was ready to do just that.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Two

        

        “Fate's arrow, when expected, travels slow.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Paradiso

      

    
    
      “I saw the prince with Zach last night at the cemetery. He was with the missing hooker. These rumours aren’t right, Rick. George is still in London and whoever is spreading this story is hoping that we give up and forget about the case,” I pointed out, looking at the door. “We went to that hooker’s apartment and someone had set up a lab there. She couldn’t have known how to brew the Second Chance potion. The prince is the key to all that.”

      Ricky was worried about our future. He didn’t want to leave his life in London behind and start over somewhere else. We were both in the same boat.

      Normally Watchers dished out the punishment before they asked any questions. I was obligated to answer to Rodriguez, who wanted me to find George quietly, but I still didn’t trust him. Lucifer couldn’t afford to lose control over his own demons. There were most likely many that wanted things to change. Maybe that’s why the prince went missing in the first place, so he would be used as a bargaining tool in the upcoming election in hell.

      “What happened after that?”

      “Nothing. Things went tits up, and he disappeared,” I admitted and then stood up. “I need to shut myself in the office and make a few phone calls before Zach gets here.”

      “So you didn’t play poker last night?” Ricky asked.

      “Poker? No, I was working for a change, trying to get the faction off our backs,” I told him, thinking that it’d been long enough since I tasted tequila. Maybe tonight if I made any progress, but Ricky didn’t need to know that.

      I didn’t want him to leave Cyril alone for too long. He was still nosing around our cases on the other side of the building. I knew that my partner was anxious about our missing prince, his future, and the fact that I wasn’t stable enough to carry on with this work on my own. He wanted to keep his life away from faction business.

      My only other lead was the waitress that called the office yesterday, and I needed to track her down. She would most likely lead me to her friend and then to the prince. There was a reason that prince was in the cemetery last night. He was digging the grave, searching for someone that must have died recently, but why? I had a feeling that I was working against a very powerful and power hungry demon that had nothing to lose but a lot to gain.

      I went back to my own room and collected a protection elixir that I used sometimes when I was challenged by unknown powers, then locked the door.

      Months ago, when my mind wasn’t so screwed I brewed a few useful potions. Some of them were good for a fight, some were useful in situations like today’s, but I was running low on stock.

      It was time to start getting in touch with people that owed me favours. Zach was probably curing his own hangover today, just like I had been yesterday, so I had some time to figure out my next step.

      Eventually Cyril packed his stuff and left with his people. He slipped his card down on my desk and told me that he might be in touch again. Around five I had a phone call back from Rob. He lost quite a lot of money in a poker game with me a couple of months back and then tried to do a runner. He didn’t get far, and after a long night of bargaining, I eventually let him go. We started working together after that. I said that I could forget about his debt if he helped me out sometimes tracking people down that didn’t want to be found. My knowledge of technology was limited, and Rob was a computer hacker during the night.

      Rob checked Jessica’s background and told me she lived alone and she didn’t have any family. He managed to get me the address of a hotel in Shoreditch. Apparently that was where the waitress had called from the last time I spoke to her.

      When I left the office later on in the evening, the guilt settled in. Zach had gone through a lot and he was still searching for the truth. There was no doubt that he was guided by his own beliefs. We could never be in a relationship (not like I was counting on it) because of who I was, someone between a human and a demon.

      I took the tube to Shoreditch High Street station and then walked for about ten minutes to the hotel. My feet were sore from yesterday, but my head was clearer. Zach could have died in the cemetery. I exposed my world and risked a lot more than just my skin.

      The girl that asked me to check on her friend had called from a five-star hotel. The building went through an extensive renovation six months ago and now the new hotel attracted people from all over the world. Natasha was hiding, and she wouldn’t be stupid enough to go back to her home address. This was the only other place where she could have been staying, probably with someone that was covering her expenses.

      Inside the entire lobby was covered with white tiles, tall black desks and pretty receptionists. There was a fireplace along the wall that created an electric flame effect. All the staff were wearing matching uniforms. There was a large bar at the back, so I headed there first. It was still early, so many people were sitting alongside the window, reading their papers. There was nothing out of the ordinary going on, and these humans as usual were oblivious to the noise and busy road outside.

      I sat at the corner of the bar and looked around. Rob had given me the address of the club where she was last registered for work. Natasha hadn’t shown up for her shift for a good few days and her boss was ready to fire her. I got what I needed from him, which was her most recent photo. The trip across the city was eventful, and without Zach breathing down my neck everything was going more smoothly than usual.

      “Hey, handsome, can I ask you a question?” I asked the barman when he came to take my order. He was very young, possibly only nineteen or twenty. He was thinking about the older lady that flirted with him yesterday in the afternoon. I had to shut down my demonic abilities and concentrate on my tasks. The girl was somewhere in this hotel and she was the only other person that could lead me to missing Prince George.

      A blond with nice blue eyes smiled at me, glancing over my colourful highlights. I didn’t fit into the shiny surroundings, wearing my second-hand brown leather jacket that kind of made me look like a badass.

      “That’s depends on the question,” he said, leaning over.  I took the picture of the girl from my side pocket and put it on the bar, itching to order tequila. My taste buds could already imagine the sharp, woody taste moving down my throat, spreading over my system. God, there was really something wrong with me. I had made too many bad decisions whilst drunk. Maybe I had to stay away from the yellow liquid until this evening.

      “Have you seen this girl? I know that she is in this hotel, but I’m more interested in knowing who she is hanging around these days?” I asked, touching his hand and sending snips of electric power over the surface of his skin. The small dose of energy could make him talk more than usual, and I needed to know everything before I headed upstairs.

      Brandon (he had a name tag) stared at the picture for a long while with a frown. His thoughts started racing all of a sudden, and he scratched his head like he wasn’t sure if he had seen the girl here. I glanced around, thinking that someone was watching us, but all the humans were minding their own business. After a long moment, his face brightened up.

      “Yes, I have seen her around here. She is very pretty. Comes in late in the evening and orders a cocktail,” Brandon blurted out.

      “What room number? And was she alone?” I pressed.

      “She was in the company of a woman and an older man. They were staying in the penthouse suite on the top floor, in the most expensive part. Prince George stayed  there once a couple of months back,” he continued with a wink. I only encouraged him to talk, but it seemed that his tongue was already loose.

      “Thanks, handsome, you were helpful,” I said, smiling and leaving a five-pound tip on the bar. I wanted to order the damn shot, but a strong voice of reason shut the temptation down pretty quickly. The craving was loosening up my focus.

      Brandon was convinced that George had been here before, staying in the penthouse, and that was a good sign. On my way to the elevator I felt my phone buzz. Zachary was trying to get hold of me. He already left a couple voicemails on my mobile. The doors closed and I pressed the top floor, but the light indicated that I needed to insert a special key card. Right, so there was a problem; that floor was restricted and only accessible for the guests.

      I pressed floor sixteen and decided to improvise, possibly use the stairs. My demonic energy rose as I was moving up. The temperature of my body shot up as anticipation settled in. When the door finally opened, I realised why. Royal guards were scattered around the sixteenth floor. I recognised their matching suits and a couple of familiar faces. A bulky man that was part of hotel security stood in front of the main door that most likely led to a conference room.

      Someone from the royal family was staying on this floor, and I didn’t need this right now, renewing the old contacts. I turned to the left and started walking in the opposite direction, thinking about my options.

      “Max, hey, Max,” someone shouted after me. I cursed under my breath and stopped. A moment later Jonathan Blackwell caught up with me. He was personally responsible for the security of Prince George when I still worked in the palace. I had no idea what he was doing in a place like this.

      “Hi, Jon, how is it going?” I asked, pretending that this meeting was one huge coincidence.

      “I’m good, everything is fine. There is some sort of meeting going on here,” he said, looking relaxed. I exhaled with relief, knowing that the guards were here for completely ordinary reasons. I needed to stop worrying. “But what the heck are you doing here?”

      “Well … I need to investigate something on the top floor, but I can’t get—”

      “Jon, what’s going on?”

      I didn’t have to look up to see who was walking towards me a moment later. My senses registered him before I had a chance to even face him. I had no idea what the hell happened to my abilities. How could I have missed the fact that Arthur was staying in the hotel? We were connected and I was always able to tell if he was close. This wasn’t the time or a place for a friendly chat.

      “Maxine, what a pleasant surprise.” He beamed when he saw me. Jonathan didn’t know about our history, so he nodded and started backing away. Crap, seeing Arthur right now wasn’t on my list of priorities.

      “Hey, Arthur. It’s good to see you,” I greeted him. “I’m actually heading somewhere.”

      His whole entourage stared at us from the other side of the corridor. I needed to do something, either use my abilities to make him forget that I was here or knock him out for a bit. Both options were reasonable enough.

      “Well, let me go with you. I’m on my break. We aren’t due to come back to the room for another half an hour. We need to have a proper catch up,” he said and heat flared up my neck. Last night I had my first sober night in a while, so my mind was clear enough to know that I needed to leave. Arthur looked bloody handsome wearing a black most likely designer suit. When he stared at me like this I lost my breath and all sense of time.

      “I have to go. I’m on a case,” I said, quickly breaking our eye contact and turning around. My heart turned in my chest as I continued pushing my legs forward. He had his morning planned out, and I was hoping that this time he wouldn’t follow me around. The end of corridor was blocked off; the doors were only accessible with the special key card. I couldn’t  use my abilities; there were too many humans on this floor, all aware that I wasn’t supposed to be here.

      “Flower, I can help you with access to the top floor,” the voice behind me stated. Arthur leaned against the wall, holding a sliding key in his hand.

      “Then let me in. There is a girl upstairs that might know where George is,” I snapped at him.

      “Your wish is my command,” he whispered and slid the card in. The doors were unlocked and I went in heading upstairs. The only problem was that Arthur was right behind me, and his whole entourage followed through.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Three

        

        “If the present world go astray, the cause is in you, in you it is to be sought.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I turned around to tell him to get lost when we reached the top floor, but Arthur had something entirely different in mind. The doors to the room opposite were wide open and he pushed me inside, shutting them behind us with his left leg. A fresh dose of anger boiled my blood, but at the same time his presence was like an antidote for all my pains.

      “Two seconds,” he told me and then cracked the door open slightly. “Jon, make sure that no one enters or passes through this door. Am I making myself clear?”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” said Jonathan, and then Arthur shut the door in front of his face. I glanced around the room and scratched my head, slightly taken back by its size. This must have been one of the private suites. A four-poster wooden bed stood in the middle, there were a couple of leathers sofas by the window, a huge TV with other high-end gadgets.

      “Arthur, I really haven’t got time for this. We have nothing to talk about,” I said, placing my hands on my hips. Secretly I wished that I had the ability to change the past. I could have saved myself a lot of hassle if I had never accepted that job in Buckingham Palace. He clasped his hands together and approached me.

      “We are going to talk, here and now,” he said, sounding completely serious.

      “No, you’re not forcing me to talk. I have shit that I have to get on with, Your Highness,” I snapped, emphasising his royal title. He dragged his hand through his hair and started moving closer, so I took a couple of steps back until I hit the wall. I could easily wave my hand and stop this whole nonsense, but the line between doing what was right and wrong was thinning with every passing second.

      He lifted my arms above my head and pressed himself closer, deeper. God, I was losing complete control of myself so quickly.

      “You know how much it turns me on when you call me that, Flower,” he said, shifting his voice to that husky tone. My body pulsated with the rhythm of my heartbeat, and the energy started to circulate, this wild anticipation that was suddenly building deep inside me, a promise that this could go somewhere. “I looked for you everywhere after you disappeared, Maxine. Someone in the palace had discovered the truth and went to Queen Mother. All my choices were taken away from me twelve months ago. The guards were following me around almost twenty-four-seven nonstop. I felt suffocated.”

      Our last kiss nearly broke me to pieces, but right then I didn’t care about the rules. My heart beat loudly in my chest, telling me that things were different now and he needed me back. Warmth danced in my belly, reminding me about the euphoric times in his private study.

      A tiny voice in my head shut down these conflicted emotions and roared no and stop. I pushed him away. It hurt, it fucking tore apart my stupid heart, but I couldn’t let him cloud my judgment.

      “No, you have no right to me,” I snarled, and lifted his right hand, so he couldn’t deny anything. “You gave Natalie a ring and you’re going to marry her. There is nothing more between us. It ended when the Queen discovered the truth, when everything fell—”

      “Flower, I nearly lost it then. It fucking hurt so badly when you vanished. I wandered off to the wildest places in the city, hoping to find you. I drank and lost control. Everyone tried to lead me back to the straight and narrow, but I still loved you. Listen to my heart … listen, Maxine, it beats for you.”

      I wanted to laugh from his claims, but a messy lump formed in my chest. My throat was raw with emotions as I stared at this man that transformed my life for the better, then the worst. It was now or never. I needed to tell him, but after that there was no way out. He would hate me for the rest of my life.

      “She fired me. Your precious grandmother pushed me out as soon as I stepped into her quarters. I had five minutes to pick up my things and leave, Arthur,” I shouted, remembering the humiliation. He was pale and his hands were clenched into fists. The undying love that beamed from him was crushing. I remembered that day when I was thrown out of the palace with no way of coming back, like a pleb, someone that needed to rot in hell.

      “After I’d gotten myself into yet another fight, I was called to the base and within days I was being deployed to a combat mission. I searched for you, but Ricky didn’t want to tell me anything. When I beat him up, he called the palace, sold me out. I was sent to Iraq, Maxine, and got stuck there for months without any way of getting out.”

      I didn’t have to listen to that. I knew the truth, but he had no reason to lie to me. Frustration boiled through me. There were two broken hearts in this room, and I never thought, not in a million years believed that this whole affair would cause so much drama. I should have stopped myself when there was still a chance, when we were only playing with each other.

      When I came back to London, Prince Arthur was already engaged to Duchess Natalie Morgan. Somehow Ricky had convinced me that I needed to regain my focus and keep myself busy, so I went back to work. I was fully aware that Arthur had forgotten about me, about what we had.

      “What?” he yelled hoarsely when someone knocked at the door again. We’d both ignored it the first time.

      “Your Highness, a few other people are asking for you. The meeting is just about to start,” said Jonathan, who was standing outside the door. I needed to remember the reasons I was here, and even if Arthur was telling me the truth, nothing changed the fact that he was already taken.

      “They have to wait. I’m not finished here,” Arthur snapped back. I shook my head, wondering what the hell I was still doing here. He was determined to keep me here as long as necessary.

      “The past is no longer relevant. I’m putting my life back together and you have Natalie, your fiancée. The Queen Mother won’t let you break the engagement and the royals can’t afford another scandal,” I explained. We both knew that his future was set, and his family stood firmly with the Queen Mother’s decisions. He was in his early thirties, and he was expected to settle down, to start a family. This was something that he’d always dreamed of. “I’m no one, Arthur, just a woman that used to work for you, that grew up in an orphanage run by nuns. Come on, let’s get out of here. You have a meeting and people are waiting for you.”

      He was furious with the fact that I was right, that he had lost me a long time ago. There were too many people that wanted to keep us apart, too many responsibilities to make it all go away. Besides, he knew that I returned to London six months after we got separated and still he didn’t come to see me. I had no right to expect anything from him, but deep down I had hoped that he still cared.

      “No, Maxine, we are going to sort this out now, here. I’m not marrying her. When I came back from Iraq, I was lost and she was there, but I never loved her the way I used to love you. Please believe me, please let me make this right.”

      He was begging me now. The future king of Britain was begging me to take him back. The pain inside me felt too real, and I couldn’t imagine that it would ever ease. We couldn’t have that second chance; no member of his family would ever accept the fact that we were in love. Besides, Lucifer kept an eye on royals and the faction would make sure that we stayed separated.

      The knock persisted and I moved towards the door, passing Arthur on the way. I tried to open it, but he shut it with his body and then grabbed my wrists.

      “Go away, Jon, or I swear to God I will fire you,” he shouted and wrapped his arms around my waist. I considered fighting him off, but his fingers were touching my skin. The caress sent jolts of electricity through me, and the stream of power followed all the way to the tips of my toes. He pushed me down to the large bed and had me pinned underneath him within a heartbeat. Around him, I wasn’t even myself, my abilities shifted. It was easier to wait until he was done with me, than fight him.

      His hair fell sexily on his forehead and the warmth that travelled down between my legs was melting my biting anger into submission. Arthur was the only man in the world that had this kind of power over me. I could beat the shit out of other demons, creatures of the underworld, but when he pinned me down with his hard lean body I felt hopelessly lost to him.

      Thoughts about Zach entered my mind. I felt more in control around him, but my emotions around him were running wild. Arthur was a man that craved more and expected all. I shivered, hopelessly drawn into his pale eyes.

      “What are you trying to achieve, Arthur? This won’t change my mind. I’m moving on, leading a new life away from you. Nothing that you say will change things. Just let me go,” I whispered, pleading and thinking that we’d had our chance, that he was only hurting himself.

      When he didn’t answer and leaned down to kiss me, I moved my head to the side. His lips started tracing the skin on my neck, zipping away the hesitation, the determination of staying immune to his tortures. I moaned, suddenly aware how ready he was for me, parting my legs with his.

      The knock gave me a chance to flip him over onto his back and stop this nonsense. One kiss a couple of weeks back had nearly killed me, and I wasn’t going to sleep with him. Too many things went wrong the last time.

      “Your Highness, everyone is waiting for you.” Jonathan kept talking through the door. Arthur was holding my wrists, but now I was sitting on top of him, aware that he was hard, and  he was stripping me with his eyes.

      “You’re going to marry Natalie and live happy ever after. Don’t worry about me. I’m going to be fine. I’ll find George and then disappear—”

      “No, Flower,” he growled, fighting with me.

      “Yes, Your Highness, I’m not worth it to be chased, not worth it to lose, because I’m not even—”

      I couldn’t finish the sentence and risk the life of other demons. I also knew what happened to humans that found out about our world. Sometimes their twisted minds couldn’t be repaired.

      “What, Maxine? You’re not what?” he asked with anger and resentment, but then the door opened and Jonathan barged inside. He took in the scene in the bed and muttered  “fuck” under his breath.

      Behind him was a guy in a suit, a human that I hadn’t seen before.

      “Blackwell, you’re out of line and I’m going to fire your arse. I didn’t give you permission to enter,” Arthur shouted, looking like he was going to lose it and batter Jon to death. The guy behind Jon was a demon too. I scrambled away from him, gathering the energy that slipped inside the room. All of a sudden I was lucid and alert. Another member of my kind just saw me on the bed with the prince. This wasn’t going to end well.

      “Your Highness, Miss Morgan is downstairs. There was—”

      “I have to go,” I said, as the coldness settled in my chest. Natalie was on the way upstairs and she couldn’t see me here, especially like this. On top of that I had to find Natasha. She was somewhere on this floor.

      “Maxine, we are not done. I can tell her now.”

      “Your Highness, your fiancée. There is no time,” Jonathan said, more forcefully, staring at me, looking uncomfortable. He knew that Natalie could enter this floor at any time, and he wanted to spare us both embarrassment.

      “Arthur, your guard is only doing his job, so listen to him for once. Get it together. I’m leaving,” I snapped, and then left the room. My legs pushed forward even as my brain screamed at me to stop. I glanced back a few times, but only saw more guards. Arthur didn’t follow this time, so I exhaled with relief.

      I had lost my head, and it was a huge tactical error. We could have been caught again, and this time I didn’t think I could last on earth longer than a day.

      As I walked through the long corridor, I realised that there were only a couple of rooms on this floor. Around the corner I nearly bombed into two Chinese men that were talking rapidly in their native tongue. My skin still burned, demanding Arthur’s touch, asking for more of what I considered distraction. Zach was different, rougher and more demanding. Maybe I was deluding myself. None of them were ever going to be suitable for me. They were both humans with many flaws and they weren’t part of my world.

      I stopped in my tracks in front of Room 106. My heart kicked me in the ribcage as I sensed the painful struggle inside.

      My intuition had never let me down, even when it came to tracking down someone who didn’t want to be found. I cleared my throat and knocked, after I made sure that there was no one watching. The two Chinese men had left, and there was only silence—except for the heartbeat of the woman inside the room. It was pounding in my ears. There was something wrong. I hesitated, then entered the dark room.

      After I closed the doors behind me, I knew that it wasn’t a human anymore that I was facing, but a creature that came straight from hell.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        “This mountain is so formed that it is always wearisome when one begins the ascent, but becomes easier the higher one climbs.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio

      

    
    
      The silence of the room was broken by long raspy breaths. Someone was standing by the bed, watching me through the gloomy darkness. The large windows were shaded with thick red curtains, and it’d been an hour since the sun hid itself behind the horizon. The creature in this room most likely had taken Natasha’s body; I felt her human heart still beating wildly in her chest. Her face was hidden by the hood, somehow deformed, twisted at a strange angle. A wave of frigid air blasted me when I shut the door behind me. The creature that possessed this human’s body was desperate to tap into my demonic energy. I wondered how it escaped from the underworld. In theory the Watchers were meant to keep an eye on unofficial entrances to earth, but that didn’t quite work in practice.

      Suddenly her appearance shifted, and she turned into a pretty woman with long curly blond hair, a perfect small nose and long bare legs. The ugly hood disappeared, and was replaced by a silky pink dressing gown. The creature that now stood in front of me was an A’rea, a mythological being, a female demon of curses. Centuries ago these creatures were worshipped by Lucifer.

      They used to be in charge of dying humans, but things got out of control quickly enough. The A’reas had suddenly possessed too much freedom and began using their powers to feed on the human’s souls, playing with curses, and placing them randomly on innocent beings just because they could. They were doomed years later and sent to the pits when Lucifer discovered their insubordination. The funny thing was that I never believed that A’reas were real, well, not until now, which was ironic when you think most people don’t think I exist either.

      “I was waiting for you, hoping that you would take me to the boy,” said the A’rea, using Natasha’s body to communicate with me. I had a slim chance of saving her, but still a chance. The A’rea was feeding on Natasha’s soul, but her life essence was slowly fading. I should have gotten here quicker. Then things would have been different, if only I hadn’t been waylaid by Arthur.

      Bits of her flesh were damaged, and I could see the parts of her cells breaking down, in some places revealing bare bones. This creature must have been hiding here for days, using Natasha’s body to walk around London, to spy on humans. The Watchers must have been aware that there was an A’rea on the loose; they couldn’t miss her energy signature. They would already be tracking her down; at least I was hoping that this was the case.

      “Where is Prince George? Your human knows his location. Come on, we both know that you have no chance of escaping the pits again, but I can still save her,” I said, calmly, pushing any distractions away and mentally preparing to attack. I’d never fought a creature like an A’rea. They were the stuff of legend and I had no idea what to expect. They were strong and had been in residence of the pits for as long as I remembered.

      She picked up a cigarette from the table and lit it, lifting her lips in a creepy deformed smile. Now I could clearly see bits of the skin hanging all over her face. I needed to use an elixir to trap her; my strength would work too, but I didn’t want anything to go wrong. I had a feeling that I might lose this fight without magic.

      “My assignment was supposed to be simple. We both wanted the special boy… such a shame that he was gone long before I got here,” the A’rea whispered, and then shifted into her true form. I didn’t have time to reach out for my elixir hidden in my back pocket. Sudden pain exploded in my stomach, shooting through my limbs. I lost my balance, slamming my back to the floor, completely paralysed. I didn’t even feel any weird sensation or shiver that would tell me to react. The creature from the underworld was on me, and for a split second I was convinced that this was the end, especially when I saw her long, deformed claws in front of my face. One struck me, tearing the skin on my cheek and forehead to pieces as if my skin were nothing more than a sheet of a paper. The fresh raw pain tore through me. Once I let out a sharp gasp, my instincts of a fighter kicked in and I grabbed her arms, throwing her across the room. Blood oozed from the wound on my face and blinded me for a second.

      She slammed into the wall so hard that the vibration caused some bits of the ceiling to come down. She let go of a howling scream, releasing some of her curses. I bit down on my lips, as my pain escalated. Her deadly curses were sliding inside me quickly, damaging my nervous system, and draining some of my remaining energy. I felt like my head was going to explode, my ears popping with pressure. If I could just reach my elixir, this could be over already.

      I collapsed to my knees and saw her coming towards me. Her claw morphed into fists, and the bone in my jaw cracked when she punched me. I landed on my back, and hot pain started at my scalp and scorched down to my toes. Oxygen wasn’t getting into my lungs. The A’rea was standing over me laughing and licking her fingers that were covered with my blood.

      The pressure inside my skull was building, and I was struggling to see through the blinding pain. Chances were that I was going to die in this room. Every breath felt like I was inhaling fire, and my own power was lost, gone.

      “This human was a fighter. She is still fighting now, but she won’t win,” her demonic voice rang in my ears. “And I have eaten enough mongrels in my lifetime. You won’t take my freedom away from me.”

      I screamed, at least I attempted to, but the pain exploded, and tears of anger started dropping down my cheeks. Now I understood how it felt to be prisoner of my own body. The A’rea used her curse to turn my own abilities against me.

      She leaned over my face. The skin of the human girl smelled so bad, rotting so quickly, decomposing, it was unbearable. Natasha must have been dead for hours now, but I heard her beating heart; surely this was impossible. I wanted to close my eyes and just wait for it to be over, but then I remembered the elixir. Hearing her wheezing breath I reached out, using my left hand. The powder made from olive tree, cow tail, sand and pure gold spilled onto the floor when I pierced the bag with my nail. The homemade mixture injected some new energy into me, turning my heart in my chest. I absorbed it with my energy, inhaling the strong smell of each ingredient. I roared at the top of my lungs and used my right leg to kick the A’rea, hopefully cracking her skull.

      She landed on a chest of drawers, smashing it to pieces. For a moment she wasn’t moving, and I secretly hoped that the fight was over. I shot back to my feet, inhaling the air that burned my chest. The A’rea moved, wiped the blood from her face, but that moment of distraction gave me an advantage. I was on her, pounding my fists into her face, breaking through the charms. It was as if some evil force possessed me. I couldn’t stop even when my knuckles were bleeding.

      When she lay motionless on the floor, I poured the rest of the elixir all over her body. Her muffled screams began to fade, and the shadow of the creature that centuries ago was beautiful was drifting away from the body of dead Natasha. A shadow hovered over the room, and I clasped my hands over my ears, trying to block the howling screams. The window had opened itself, the curtains flapped wildly as the wind began sucking the shadow towards the world outside. I reached out and spread more dust, hoping to chain her up to the body for a bit longer, but her shadow was already fading into the darkness. The strong wind knocked me down on my knees, and the A’rea vanished, sucking all the air out of the room. A split second later the door slammed open and Zachary barged inside holding a gun.

      “Hands up and stay where you are,” he shouted. There were other humans outside and possibly half of the floor had heard the screams and banging.

      “It’s me, Zach, Max,” I snapped, attempting to lift my hands up, but my muscles refused to obey me. The last bits of my strength left me and I collapsed, losing  consciousness.

      “Max? What the fuck is going on here?”

      I must have passed out for only a split second, because a moment later Zach was leaning over my face. Every part of my body burned, the pain spreading everywhere. I had never felt weaker. A fight normally kicked my libido into action from all the excess adrenaline; it gave me strength, but I was drained of all my powers. I lay slumped on the floor, next to the rotten corpse of Natasha. Her face was barely recognisable and the smell was making me nauseous.

      Zachary was panicking; he was mumbling to get me help. People were pouring into the room. The sudden stream of human emotions scorched through me, waking me up with their excess energy. Now I began to understand why no one ever fought with A’reas. They were cold-blooded killers.

      “She attacked me, she wanted me dead, and I had to defend myself,” I blurted out, closing my eyes for a second. Natasha was dead because of me. If only I had gotten to the room earlier, maybe I could have prevented her from experiencing death in such a barbaric way.

      “Someone get the medic here now. This woman is injured!” Zach shouted. His own pulse was frantic. He squatted next to me and pressed something cold to my torn cheek. “God, Max, what the hell happened here? I’ve been trying to get hold of you all morning.”

      “Help me get to the bathroom. I should be fine in a sec,” I told him, trying to lift myself up, but he pushed me down. I needed to swallow some charms. The skin on my cheek was in pieces, bits were hanging off and I would probably need stitches. My jaw was aching like hell, and I knew that the real pain would come later.

      “Hold your horses, Flower, you’re barely breathing. The paramedics will be here at any second,” he told me, holding me on the floor. I didn’t want to turn my head and look at the corpse that lay a meter away from me. A woman lost her life, because I refused to say no to a man that used to love me. Two Watchers were already in the building, and they were looking for some sort of explanation.

      I grabbed Zachary’s hand and squeezed it hard.

      “Help me to the bathroom for fuck’s sake and don’t argue,” I snapped, feeling even shittier now as the adrenaline was fading away from my body. I hated the fact that my arse was nearly kicked and now I had to rely on a human.

      “Stubborn. Why do you always have to be so stubborn, Maxine?” he muttered when he helped me to get to the bathroom.

      Once the doors were locked the world around me started to spin. My demonic soul was defeated and I needed red elixir to gain my strength, to walk again. It was going to take me a few days of recovery, but at least I was still alive. Natasha was dead, and now I couldn’t question her about the prince. My main lead was lost. Someone was working really hard to cover all their tracks. I reached into my leather jacket back pocket and took a small bottle filled with red liquid.

      The elixir numbed the pain around my cheek and started to replenish some of my lost energy. I finally took a long deep breath. The torn skin needed to be stitched up and I most probably was going to have a scar. This wasn’t the usual magical injury so I knew that I wouldn’t heal on my own. I looked terrible—there was dry blood and skin in my hair, and my pupils were purple, and no one could miss the intensity of the colour.

      I managed to walk, so that was slight progress. Zachary was waiting for me outside the door; the forensics probably from his unit were already examining the body.

      “Wow that’s a nasty wound. Let me take care of that for you,” said one of the paramedics that pushed Zach away and dragged me to the bed.

      I let him take care of the bits of my skin since I was the only patient, after all. Natasha was lying dead on the floor and the A’rea had escaped. Suddenly the hotel suite was filled with people, mostly cops that were zooming around the crime scene. Once Zach was done with examining the body he stood by Rodney, the paramedic who was patching me up.

      “There are some flasks in the other part of the room, someone’s hair and nails,” Zach said, looking at me intensely. “What exactly happened here, Max?”

      Hair and nails were used in potions and elixirs. I was too busy trying not to die, so I didn’t have a chance to look at the odd stuff that Zach was talking about.

      I felt their presence even before they entered the room. Two Watchers showed some kind of identification to the policeman that was guarding the door and walked right passed him. I had always been wary of them, mainly because they had the authority to drag anyone they wanted to the underworld. These two looked like lawyers; both were slim, dressed in sharp black suits. The humans noticed that the atmosphere had shifted, that those two people inside were somehow important.

      The one with blue eyes stopped by the bed, eyeing me with interest.

      “Evidence, we need all of it,” he said, looking at me, but directing his request to Zach.

      “The table in the other room. Everything is there,” Zach replied, with a hazy look on his face. The humans just stared while the two Watchers scooped everything off the table, but no one dared to say anything. I could, but I didn’t want to risk being dragged down for interrogation. Once they were done, everything went back to normal and everyone continued to do whatever they had to as if no one had ever showed up.

      The Watchers always got what they wanted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        “Soon you will be where your own eyes will see the source and cause and give you their own answer to the mystery.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      “I have never seen a body in such a terrible state. She looked like she had been dead for weeks,” Zachary said when he was taking me to the Accident and Emergency Unit. Will, the second paramedic, had done what he could, but my face needed to be seen by a plastic surgeon to limit the scarring. I refused to go to the hospital in the ambulance. I couldn’t afford to lie in bed when there was an A’rea on the loose, and I still had her scent all over my skin. Besides, I had a few other useful elixirs at home, and getting doped on human medicine didn’t particularly appeal to me.

      My whole body was like one open giant wound, and I needed some time alone in my dark flat to recover. Ricky had already been on the phone; apparently two Watchers had paid him a visit at Doomed Cases. The cold chills crawled over my spine when I thought about meeting them alone in the dark alley. Apparently they passed the evidence from the hotel room to him and asked him to assess it. Someone must have spilled the beans about us, and now our business was on their radar. My name had been linked to the missing royal. I didn’t mind getting free exposure, but Ricky and I liked keeping out of hell’s business as much as we could. It was bad enough that Cyril had gone through our files and now we were being investigated for conspiring against Lucifer.

      “Yeah, she was pretty messed up when I got there. It all happened so fast,” I explained, sinking back to my seat. I didn’t know what to say. Zach didn’t want to believe that the girl was alive when I got to her hotel room.

      Arthur had been scheduled to be in the meeting probably way before I got there, and I hated the fact we’d bumped into each other yet again. Fate was a stone cold bitch and hated my guts for some reason. I stayed with him and listened to his story, but I didn’t want to believe in it. The tiny voice in my head kept whispering that he was telling the truth. The Queen Mother was capable of sending him away, destroying our happiness. He did look for me, but I wasn’t in London, and I didn’t tell anyone where I spent the last six months before I came back. That transition was necessary and I had to get away from the mess that I created.

      Zach scratched his head. I could see he was wondering why he didn’t insist that I stay in ambulance. My cheek was covered in bandages and the throbbing pain was slowly coming back.

      Zachary was swearing at the driver in front of us. We were stuck in traffic for about half an hour. The roads were busy and I wanted to lock myself between four walls and just sleep forever. I hadn’t ever had that kind of beating before. Surely it wouldn’t be the last time either.

      “What were you doing up there alone anyway? Weren’t we supposed to be working together on this case?” he questioned me. He was pissed off too. That was standard for him, but this time it was more with himself than with me. He was at the station when he got a call about a disturbance in the Shoreditch, dealing with some pointless robbery, and he was blaming himself for arriving too late. I was exhausted, too tired and my throat was burning. Tonight I wanted to hit the bottle hard, but I was reluctant to get wasted, especially after what happened with Natasha.

      “I managed to track Natasha down through a spurious source, and I didn’t think that you would approve. Anyway I thought that I could just talk to her, but things kind of got out of control pretty quickly. She attacked me with the knife,” I explained, hoping that he would believe me.

      “Did she say anything about Prince George? Give you any further leads?” Zachary asked. I arched my head back, breathing calmly. This wasn’t a very good time to analyse my failed relationship with Arthur or the steadily growing attraction towards Zach. When the car finally moved, he looked at me, waiting for my answer. We were working together, and I was lying to him. How could this ever work?

      “No, she was screaming most of the time, like she was in pain. We have nothing to go on,” I said, looking away. I needed to put all the previous leads together and figure out where to head next. It seemed to me that hell was panicking, and Lucifer was determined to get to the bottom of who was conspiring against him. If that theory was even true.

      For about twenty minutes after that, Zach didn’t ask any more questions. I could barely walk when we arrived at the Accident and Emergency room. My elixir was fading and I was losing strength. After filling in countless forms, I waited an hour to get my face sorted. The young human doctor applied some anaesthetic and got on with putting my cheek back together. My abilities were slowly recovering, but my energy level was low, and my body wasn’t coping with the injuries that I sustained. Ricky kept calling. He was concerned about my health and the unexpected visit from the Watchers.

      “I’m going to take you home, Flower. You had a tough night. We can pick up this whole mess tomorrow,” Zachary said when several hours passed and I had taken at least four tramadol. Yeah, I couldn’t stand the pain, and after getting loaded on some painkillers my good mood came back. Zach seemed calmer and I wanted to tell him that I was willing to give him a chance. Maybe he could help me forget about the prince. I couldn’t keep going, pretending that I was in control of my life.

      “I need a drink, but I’m going straight to bed after that,” I told him, feeling guilty even saying that.

      He narrowed his eyes at me, scratched his sexy beard and said, “You’re not supposed to drink when you’re high on painkillers.”

      I waved my hand dismissively. “Maybe, but I don’t think I can stay sane without one.”

      “I want to take you out this weekend and, before you say anything, yes, it’s a date,” he said unexpectedly once we were heading back to the car. Warmth rippled over my face, heading down between my breasts and then further and further. I stopped for a second, thinking that he must have read my mind earlier on.

      “Right, so let me get this straight. You want to go out with me, and am I supposed to just say yes?” I asked, just to make sure that I wasn’t hearing things. The human painkillers made me feel good, and the pain was muted. My life was fucked up, but that didn’t really matter—I had a date.

      He turned around, staring at me with those dark eyes, like he wanted to kiss me. My demonic soul sparked when he was around, and when he ran his fingers over my face my future looked brighter. This sudden intimate moment between us pumped me with hope that there was still a chance for me. I wasn’t completely lost.

      “Yes, Flower, I’m asking you out and for the record I don’t do this very often,” he stated.

      I rolled my eyes. “So what? Do they just jump into your bed?”

      “Most of the time.” He chuckled, leaning over like he was really going to kiss me. Ah, what the hell. I could blame the painkillers. “You adore me, Flower, and I can’t wait to get rough with you again.”

      When he started walking away, I was kind of disappointed. Lust was soaring down my abdomen. The sparks were still there.

      “Okay fine, I’ll give this … whatever this is a go, but you need to take me home. I don’t think I can handle anymore excitement today,” I told him, not even knowing what I was saying. This date was going to be a disaster, but I was looking forward to it.

      “Good, glad that we’re on the same page. Trust me, once I’m done with you, Prince Charming will never cross your mind again,” he said, with a wink. I was too drugged out to come back with anything witty, and my mind stopped thinking about what was right or wrong.

      Zachary dropped me outside my flat an hour later, saying that he would be in touch. I sensed that he wanted to go upstairs and tuck me into bed. I talked him out of it and when his car disappeared in the darkness, I decided to go out. My intuition told me that this wasn’t a very good idea, but the craving won— I was dependent on tequila.

      When Paul saw me, he came out around the bar, looking pissed off.

      “What the hell happened to your face?” he asked, and a few people at the bar looked at me. I looked like shit, but that was part of the job. The local pub was packed and there was a game of poker going on at the back.

      “Long story. I had an unpleasant experience meeting an A’rea,” I said, when he stopped examining me. He sucked in a breath, and lifted his eyebrow in surprise.

      “The A’reas are locked up in pits, Maxine.”

      “Tell that to the one that tried to use my face as a nail file. She took over the body of the girl that I was going to question in a hotel room. She was sent there to kill her and then she attacked me,” I said, flopping on the stool. Paul went back behind the bar, disappeared for a good few minutes and then came back with a brand new bottle of tequila. The craving intensified and I didn’t know if I should just take it or smash it against the wall.

      “So the Watchers showed up, I presume?” He unscrewed the bottle and poured some into a shot glass. The guy next to me was staring at my wounds. He was half drunk, but that was okay. People needed to satisfy their curiosity.

      “Two of them, they took some evidence and made everyone believe that they were supposed to be there. An hour later I had a phone call from Ricky. They asked him to analyse whatever they collected,” I added, staring at the shot and knowing that if I drank it there was no going back. Natasha was dead, her body rotten and this was all my fault. I couldn’t blame tequila or the fact that my free will was completely screwed.

      “Max, I think you should be more careful. I know that you can take care of yourself, but you don’t mess with A’reas, and that particular one could have killed you,” Paul said, leaning over and giving me one of his looks.

      I nodded, still staring at the damn shot glass. The overriding feeling inside me wanted to numb everything, numb Arthur, the fucking secret and everything else. The solution was simple: I had to drink until I couldn’t use my brain, then play. The cards were going to be good tonight. There was no doubt in my mind and I had a chance to turn my luck around.

      “What’s wrong? You don’t want it?” Paul asked, looking concerned at this stage.

      “If I have this now, then I won’t stop. Things got really fucked up the last time I drank,” I told him, thinking about the way Natasha had suffered, about Zachary’s past and my whole fucked up existence. Things needed to change and tonight was the start.

      Paul scratched his head, appearing to be slightly confused. I’d never said no to tequila. Two years ago, when I was still working for the royals, I had occasional drinks during poker games, sometimes things got out of control, but then I knew my limit.

      “Do you want something else?”

      “No, I need to get my shit together and stop drinking, stop blowing all my cash gambling,” I admitted. “Give me a glass of soda and some time to think.”

      I didn’t have to tell Paul twice. A minute later he took the shot away and put the soda in front of me. I drank it in one go. My jaw was aching, my cheek was on fire. Hell, if I really was going to get sober, then this was the best time to start.

      Prince George was in London and maybe he was already dead, drained of his blood and soul. I had no other leads, and Alexis had warned me to stay out of this case. I had to start changing my life for the better, for the people in my life that were still important. There were other ways to push this through, but I had to at least try. The burning guilt was never going to go away.

      I had made so many bad decisions, exposed the demonic world and pretended that everything was all right.

      As I sat at the bar watching other people, it was maybe only the second time since my breakup with Arthur that I hadn’t touched magical tequila.

      The burning sensation was still at the back of my throat, even after some random human asked me to join him for a poker game. Somehow I found the strength in me to say no. Paul was shocked too and was ready to call Ricky.

      I suffered knowing that I was the one to blame for Natasha and possibly Jessica’s death.

      Now Zachary was part of my curse, and tonight after I went back to my flat, I decided to shift my priorities. I would still look for the prince, but I had to take care of myself first, my life. On top of that I needed to clear my name. Cyril was still around. He was investigating Doomed Cases, and this was my business, my only way of earning a living.

      When I dropped on the bed several hours after midnight, stone cold sober and completely aware of my inner demons, I knew that from tomorrow I was going to be a different person.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        “Faith is the substance of the things we hope for,
        And evidence of those that are not seen...” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      The next day I was woken up by my alarm, and I felt worse than I could ever imagine. Every part of my body hurt, and every move was a struggle. I couldn’t imagine being stuck at home until I was back to being my normal self. The A’rea had bitch slapped me good and proper, and on top of that my whole face looked like the swollen arse of a baboon.

      After coffee that tasted like the swill they served in hospital, I looked through the book of potions that I kept hidden in my bedroom. The red elixir made from the feathers of an angel (yeah, they existed too) was supposed to numb the pain. Normally the bottle of tequila was my usual salve to fix the problem, but I reminded myself that I was trying to turn my life around. I had a little bit of red potion left, and no ingredients to brew another one. It was time to pay a visit to a certain old lady, but even the idea of walking to the tube station scared me.

      Arthur was still on my mind, now that my brain was working at full speed and my thoughts were clear. I was struggling to cope with the constant ebb and flow of unexpected emotions. The red elixir started kicking in when I showered. Most of the time it worked like Valium, but it was the magic with something extra boosting my immune system to advance my healing. Suddenly I could function, walk and do the usual nonstrenuous stuff.

      Fighting was out of the question, but at least I had some of my strength back. People, mostly humans, were staring at me as I made my way through the streets of Brixton. Mongrels and other demons could smell the charms on me, and the fact that the A’rea’s scent was still in my blood made me a bit of a target. Ricky wanted me to stay at home, but this wasn’t going to happen. I was bored out of my mind and I needed to stay busy.

      “Morning, Maxine, how are you in that…”

      Yep, Emma stopped talking in mid sentence when she saw me. She most likely had no idea that I got attacked last night. Humans weren’t aware of magical formulas, but I had taken enough elixirs to bring the attention of other mongrels and demons to myself. I always had to pay the price in the end and being called down to hell for using forbidden elixirs wasn’t on the list of my priorities. That’s why today I needed to stay out of any kind of trouble.

      “Chill. I’m fine. I was on the case last night and things got out of hand,” I explained, trying to calm her down. She was staring at me with her eyes wide and seemed very concerned.

      “Oh my God, but your face. Are you okay? You shouldn’t be here in that state. Go home and rest,” she said, leading me back to my desk. She was ready to walk with me back to my flat, which was sweet. No one ever fussed over me like this, even when I worked for the royals.

      “Emma, I’m fine, just get on with your work. Did Ricky say when he was going to be in?” I asked.

      “Maxine Brodeur, you’re not fine; you look terrible. Let me at least make you a cup of tea,” she said swiftly, never once considering that I didn’t need to be taken care of. “And Ricky is on his way. He was working late last night on some new evidence.”

      I rolled my eyes, and then my jaw started to hurt. Emma was talking to herself in the kitchen whilst she was making my tea. Then she announced that she had to go out for a bit. I just waved my hand, glad that the whole fuss was over. Growing up with nuns taught me that sometimes the best thing to do was to keep your mouth shut as a kid, and it was still true as an adult.

      Ricky showed up at eleven a.m. He looked tired and he stopped in his tracks when he saw me.

      “For shit’s sake, Max, you look dreadful. Your face—”

      “Yeah, yeah. I heard it from Emma already. I had to get to the hospital last night. An A’rea nearly ripped my face off, but don’t worry. I’m fucking fine, all right?”

      He was shaking his head, putting his stuff on the desk.

      “This whole case is becoming very complicated. One day you’re going to die for that fucker, Maxine, and then what?” he asked. By “that fucker” he meant Arthur. Ricky knew everything that happened to me. He was convinced that I was doing too much, risking my life to find the missing prince who was most likely in hell already.

      “Calm down. I won’t be going anywhere alone from now on. Zach wants to keep me on a short leash. You better tell me what you found out about the evidence that the Watcher brought in.”

      He wasn’t done with giving me a lecture just yet, but he nodded to me to go to his office. He’d created a spell to deter any intruders from getting inside his drawers. When I looked past the wards, I could see that he was in the process of analysing the potions and hair. The whole setup from the photographs looked a lot like the lab from Jessica’s apartment. There was obviously a connection between Natasha and a demon that kidnapped George.

      “You finally met someone that talks with some kind of sense. I’m scared, Maxine, petrified that one day you won’t make it. I know that we agreed that you should be out in the field and I’m taking care of the rest, but last night was a close call. You were risking too much.”

      “She could have killed me, but she didn’t, so stop going on about it. Tell me, what is it that you found?” I asked, fed up with talking about last night. I was going to be fine, and my friends didn’t need to worry.

      “Nothing yet. The hair is definitely a human’s, but it will take me a couple more days to extract and identify all the ingredients. I’m going to run some tests on all the liquids today.”

      “Cool, let me know if you find anything,” I told him. We discussed a few other possibilities, but I knew that he worked better alone, so after a few minutes I left him to it. He’d taught me a lot about potions and elixirs; the books were useful, but there was nothing better than learning this stuff directly from an expert.

      I went to my own room hoping to take my mind off recent events. I had some reading to catch up on and I had to take care of phone messages and reply to emails. Sometimes I also took care of the bills and other paperwork, only if Ricky was busy. My throat was dry and I really wanted to get my hands on some tequila. This wasn’t going to happen, because I was planning to stick to my resolution of sobriety. My irritation turned into a frustration just before lunch. I was trying to change my whole lifestyle, and the time was dragging, leaving me free to think of everything I shouldn’t.

      Emma knocked on my door and I told her to come in. The smell of freshly baked cake and coffee filled the room. Her hands were full, and she started putting various boxes on my table.

      “What is all this?” I asked, scratching my head when she placed a fancy coffee pot in front of me.

      “I brought in some homemade cakes… lots of them. They make a nice impression to visitors. I left some in Ricky’s room too,” she said shyly. “I thought that maybe you would like to talk?”

      My stomach was rumbling. I realised that I hadn’t eaten anything since yesterday. Most of the time I missed breakfast. Maybe this was the best time to start changing my routine. I needed to fuel my body with energy and the cakes looked delicious.

      “Talk about what?” I asked, and shoved the raspberry turnover into my mouth. Emma was unsure what to say, her thoughts slightly tangled. The work that I needed to do could wait.

      “About what happened to you last night. My mum says that if you’re feeling down, talk to someone and have a very naughty cake.” She smiled widely.

      I started spinning in my chair moving left and right very slowly staring at her, slightly taken back by the fact that she wanted to make me feel better. In my entire short, but eventful life I never had anyone that I could talk to. Most of my friends were guys and we spent time together drinking or playing cards. Getting together with a group of girls and sharing our emotional experiences wasn’t my kind of thing. I’d never been a sleepover-pillow-fight chick. Emma most probably had plenty of girlfriends, and today I didn’t want to hurt her feelings, so I decided to go with it. The craving for tequila wouldn’t just go away and these cakes looked really good. Maybe I could substitute tequila with sugar and get a really fat ass and then Arthur wouldn’t be hounding me and then that would be one problem solved!

      “Okay, I guess I can try, but I don’t think that I’m very good, you know, at talking about stuff in general,”  I told her.

      “Don’t beat yourself up over this, Maxine. You saved my life, and I’ll remember it forever. Tell me, what’s bothering you?”

      I thought about her question for a second. There was nothing that was bothering me specifically. I’d made certain decisions that impacted everyone around me whether they knew it or not. I couldn’t talk to her about my affair with Prince Arthur. My broken heart would heal eventually.

      “The investigation isn’t going anywhere. I’ve made so many mistakes with this case and I don’t know what to do. I feel stuck,” I confessed. Ricky had to have something in that room. George had disappeared down in the cemetery and the demon that took him had covered all their tracks. “But at the same time I’m not that worried. I know that I should be, but for some reason I’m not bothered.”

      “Why? Are you thinking about something else?” she asked, and took a bite of a chocolate eclair.

      I sighed, knowing that my head was clear. Last night I didn’t drink, so my judgment wasn’t clouded.

      “Zach asked me out on a date and I said yes,” I blurted out.

      Emma giggled and then started clapping. “OMG, that’s fantastic, he’s so handsome.”

      “Yep, that he is,” I admitted, feeling a little warmer all of a sudden, “But I don’t know if going out on a date with him is such a good idea.”

      “Why? Because of the case?”

      “Yes, we have been assigned to work together, but I don’t want to complicate things. My focus should be on George.”

      Emma was chewing her cake, mulling over what I said. Maybe I really needed to change the way I dealt with things in my life. Humans seemed to understand more; their problems were insignificant, but they had to deal with them on a daily basis.

      “In my opinion, you just have to get back to the basics,” she announced.

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “With the case, the investigation. Go over all the evidence once again, and think about what you would do in the very beginning. Maybe you’re just overthinking this,” she said. “Sometimes I do it too. Before I got this job I was struggling. I didn’t know how I was going to get through this month without any money. My ex-husband was supposed to send the maintenance payment, but I didn’t get a penny from him.”

      Only now I begin to realise that Emma used to be broken too, but she always remained positive. Her heart was healed. God, I didn’t even know that she was married before.

      “Why is he not paying you? Surely you have a child support agency on your side?”

      Maybe I wasn’t very domesticated, but I knew things like that. A while ago I had a mongrel that wanted to track down her ex-boyfriend. A demon that fathered her child and ran away with someone else. She still had to pay her bills and for that she needed money.

      Emma smiled weakly. Part of her soul darkened when I mentioned her ex-husband.

      “I had to run in the middle of the night with my daughter. He used to beat me up. Things were tight for a few years, but that’s all in the past now.”

      I clenched my fists. I hated men, humans that abused women. If I could get my hands on that prick I would kill him. Shit, Ricky was right. It was a good thing that I gave Emma a chance.

      “But you ran and he hasn’t bothered you since?”

      She took another bite of the cake and chewed slowly, thinking about her daughter’s dance lessons.

      “He came around a few times promising that he would change. I had to call the police on him. He couldn’t understand that I didn’t want to be with him anymore, and when I refused to take him back, he stopped paying me. Things were difficult for a few months, but I managed somehow,” she explained. “There is no point stressing over the past. There are some things you will never be able to control, so appreciate what you have. I’m not doubting that you can solve this case, but first you need to take a step back and relax. Go on that date. Zach is a good man for you.”

      I sat in my chair thinking about what she said for a moment. She finished her cake, got up and left the room. She’d been through a lot and still didn’t let this ruin her outlook on life. She picked herself up and carried on. I felt like an idiot, thinking that my addiction could get the better of me.

      I could erase Arthur out of my life, but I needed Zach to help me. George was still alive, and I would carry on doing whatever I could, but I needed to cut myself some slack and stop worrying about things that I couldn’t control. I picked up the last cake and leaned back consuming it slowly. For the first time in a while I was thinking about myself and felt excited about my upcoming date with Zachary Quinton.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        “The darkest places in hell are reserved for those who maintain their neutrality in times of moral crisis.”
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      The next week I was irritated and pissed off for no good reason. Maybe this had something to do with the fact that I stopped drinking or the fact that I was still recovering, trying to heal as quickly as I could. Tequila was out of reach. I didn’t have any more elixirs that would numb my achy muscles and help to heal me quicker. My thinking process was much sharper, but on the downside it was much more difficult to deal with overwhelming memories than before.

      I had to admit I had an addictive personality and pumping my body with more magic could cause more bad than good. My relationship with Emma improved over the next few days, and I started paying more attention to what was going on around me. I mentioned to Ricky that we needed to give her a raise. She had sorted out all the files and began advertising our services online. Also the new working phone was ringing off the hook. Most enquiries were related to missing people, things and pets. It was going to take a while before we could start getting more serious clients, but it was an improvement. The past couple of months weren’t great. I had been absent a lot, and Ricky had been struggling to run the business when I was skiving.

      On Saturday afternoon we decided to close the office earlier than usual. I wasn’t getting anywhere with any of my new contacts, and my sources weren’t much help either. Ricky had decided to take his work home. Sometimes he was determined to stretch the use of his brilliant mind with a glass of expensive scotch, away from any drama.

      When I got back to my flat around three p.m. I didn’t know what to do with myself. Zach was taking me out tonight and I still couldn’t believe that I’d said yes. My dating experience wasn’t very good. I didn’t even know what I was supposed to wear tonight. Most days I walked around in worn jeans with an old hoodie. Zach was obviously experienced and he knew what to expect from a woman like me. After staring at my wardrobe filled mostly with combat trousers, T-shirts and jackets, I decided to go shopping. Back in the days when I worked in the palace, I had to wear a livery uniform or a suit. I kept things casual whenever I was out and about. The restaurants, cinemas or whatever other normal people did on dates weren’t for us, because Arthur could never officially date me.

      My first real shopping trip didn’t go too well. I didn’t like any of the dresses that the blond sales assistant picked out for me in the huge department store. She kept telling me that I had great legs and I needed to show them off. Every time I put on something I felt underdressed. My aching body and lack of magical tequila was slowly making me lose my mind. Maybe one night of wild and adventurous sex could shift my perspective, but hooking up with the mouthy and arrogant Zach wasn’t something that I intended to do tonight. We were going out on a date, only because I needed to tear myself from obsessing over my assignment for at least a day.

      Eventually I managed to pick up a black dress with lace on the front. I even bought new makeup to cover the remaining signs of my fight with the A’rea. At seven p.m. I stood in front of a large mirror in my tiny hallway ready to cancel the date. Panic settled and nerves kicked in.

      For the first time since the breakup, I realised that I needed a girlfriend. Someone that I could talk to, a friendly soul that could pat me on the back and tell me that I was ready.

      I had been sober for over a week now and maybe I was seeing clearly for the first time in my life. Changes were on the way. My phone buzzed half an hour later. Zach was downstairs waiting for me and I was losing my shit, thinking that this date would be a disaster. After a few deep breaths, I opened the door and headed out to meet him. It was time to stop stressing and get on with it.

      He watched me as I walked towards him, his dark eyes drifting up and down my body, causing my pulse to jump. Yep, even after what he had been through he still wanted to get into my pants. I put my leather jacket on top of the dress, but deep inside I wished that I could slip back into my old jeans. It was cold outside, and my legs were bare, and it seemed that the dress was cut in a way to expose those parts of the body that weren’t for show. I was walking in an old pair of black heels that I bought a couple of years back.

      Zach smiled wolfishly when I approached him, not even trying to hide the fact that he was very turned on. Yes, I was much more aware of it now than before.

      “Flower, to tell you the truth, I didn’t expect to see you dressed like that tonight. You look gorgeous.”

      He even opened the door to the car for me, which was nice. In all my previous experiences with the opposite sex, there was never foreplay or sweet talk or any nonsense like that. We simply hooked up, but this evening everything was about to change.

      “So it’s true then, you totally want to screw me in this car?” I asked, and then wished that I bit my tongue. There was something really wrong with me. Hell, I’d never felt so awkward, even when I was sleeping with the most eligible bachelor in the country.

      Zach lifted his hands, looking down on my naked thighs.

      “Guilty as charged, Flower, but don’t worry. As much as I want to bury myself inside you, I want to enjoy you slowly and thoroughly. And a few hours won’t cut it,” he said, grinning. I felt warmth skittering over the nape of my neck.

      “I told you, stop calling me Flower or there won’t be any sex to speak of,” I said. I hated that nickname and if Zach wanted me to forget about the prince he needed to show me that he was willing to be on his best behaviour.

      He smirked but didn’t say anything else. This was crazy, my shoulder angel was screaming at me to stop messing with his life. My shoulder devil reminded me I was half demon and in Lucifer’s eyes only a second-class citizen, so the rules were less strict when it came to dating a human. This evening I was planning to enjoy myself and act like the past or the future didn’t really matter.

      Zachary started the car and joined the flow of traffic. After some time his fingers slipped down, brushing the skin on my thighs, gently, barely touching them. Electricity crawled across my body, and that smouldering sexual heat was back. He was thinking about sex, and I was trying to breathe steadily and not melt into a pile of sexually repressed goo. Somehow I managed to ignore his tortures throughout the whole drive and after an hour in traffic Zach parked the car in one of the back streets. My stomach growled loudly. I was starving and I was hoping that he planned to feed me before taking me back to his place. My diet was based on cereals, ready-made meals and frozen food. I thought that I took care of myself the best I could. I’d never had a very good example to follow though. I needed to look after myself better.

      “I won’t apologise for what I’m just about to do, gorgeous,” he said in a hushed tone. I shivered at the heat of his stare, suddenly aware of my own soaring desire. After that one night with the stranger from a couple of weeks back, my libido was on the rise again.

      I shook my head, confused, trying to will my heart to slow down.

      “Apologise for what?” I asked stupidly. He moved his arm so quickly and then pulled me towards him. The next thirty seconds were lost in sensations that were far from ordinary. Boiling heat rushed through my veins. He kissed me like no other human had before. His lips were tender and demanding at the same time, like he was desperate to lose himself in me. Zachary used both his palms to hold me gently and then devoured my mouth.

      I moaned, enjoying every part of him touching me, and my body was slowly turning into a fireball. The passion and sparks flew, zooming between us. By the time he pulled away from me, I was out of breath and flustered. Zachary’s breath was erratic too, but the inferno in his eyes told me that this was just the beginning.

      Crap, I was in a lot of trouble, acting like a normal human being for a change.

      “That’s just the pre-foreplay, baby. You have to wait a bit longer for the real deal.” He grinned, ran his thumb over my cheek, and got out of the car. I’d made out with Arthur in the limo a couple of times, but we always had to be so careful and in a hurry. This, whatever it was that was going on between Zach and me, was much more explosive.

      I smoothed my dress, feeling slightly off balance once I was back on my feet.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, looking around, knowing that I had never been in this area. The streets were vibrant, filled with people from around the world. I was too distracted in the car to wonder what he was planning to do this evening. He grabbed my hand and entwined his fingers around mine.

      “Part of my family is from Iran, so tonight we are having a Persian feast,” he said, leading me to the other side of the street. I felt oddly calm holding his hand, protected and like myself from my pre-palace life years ago.

      Zach took me to the corner restaurant, with colourful windows and a name that I couldn’t pronounce. After that kiss in the car, my whole body was charged with energy and I was having trouble blocking the human emotions around me. There was a cosmopolitan feel in this area, and I was feeling good being surrounded by people for a change.

      “Zachary, my boy, so good to see you. How the devil are you?” shouted a large man that raced towards us. He had dark hair, with salt and pepper streaks on the sides, and was most likely from Iran too. He started hugging the detective next to me, shouting greetings in a language that I didn’t understand.

      “I’m fine Uncle Azero. Let me introduce you to my date. This is Maxine, we are currently working together,” Zach said, once he was free. His uncle looked at me and beamed.

      “A date, that’s impossible… You don’t date, my boy, but this creature. She’s so beautiful,” Zach’s uncle shouted. Everyone in the restaurant was staring at us and I was trying to hold it together. The place was quite busy, but most of the customers were foreigners. He hugged me without warning, cuddling me into his large chest.  “Maxine, good strong name. She doesn’t like to be touched that one.”

      “I’m sorry?” I asked, baffled when he let go of me, and I could breathe normally.

      “Azero, be a gentleman. Maxine is having dinner with me tonight and she desperately needs to taste your khoresh,” Zachary said, pulling me closer to his body. “I presume that you have a table for us?”

      Azero narrowed his eyes on his nephew and took me by my elbow.

      “No need to ask. Tell you what: Zach doesn’t know how to treat women right. Let me show you around. The food is good, delicious here, and you look like you could put on a few pounds.”

      Over the next couple of minutes I was forced to listen to Azero going through his life in the UK, and telling me about his dead wife. After that he let me sit in front of Zach. We had a quiet table at the back. His uncle fussed over me a few more moments, asking about my work and Zach about his mother. He was very loud, outspoken and didn’t care that there were other people in the restaurant. He should have annoyed the crap out of me, but I could feel his pride and love for Zach and hoped that I could make him happy. His emotions were so genuine it was hard to be annoyed.

      “So you are half Iranian then? I should have guessed earlier on. I had a feeling that your family was from somewhere in the Middle East,” I said, once we were finally alone. The restaurant was cozy, keeping in tradition, painted in vibrant red-maroon, blue and sun-gold colours. His uncle had tried really hard to use the antiques, old copper lamps, rugs and carpets to bring out the atmosphere from his home country. It was nothing posh or extravagant, but it felt really warm and homey like you’d be happy to spend the night chilling here.

      “Yes, my mother married my father after six months of knowing him. They met in London in the British library. He was British, died of a heart attack when I was four,” Zachary explained, putting the napkin on his knees. A moment later, the waitress brought two beers to our table. “Cheers. All alcohol is banned in Iran, but my uncle is trying to adjust to the British culture.”

      I didn’t drink much beer. I always preferred something much stronger, but tonight I was detoxing. My throat burned, but I was planning to stick to my resolution and stay away from tequila.

      “So you have never brought any other ladies in here then?” I asked, thinking about the blonde woman from a couple of weeks ago. Zach gave me the impression that he was the kind of guy that always took what he wanted and hooking up with random women was something that he enjoyed doing.

      “I don’t do dates, prefer keep my ladies in the bedroom, Maxine. I like you, so I’m making an exception,” he said, smiling. His dirty mouth was a good distraction.

      I was just about to ask him about his mother, when his phone rang. He glanced at the screen and frowned. I guess the fun was over.

      “I have to take this,” he muttered obviously not too happy that we were interrupted. I nodded and drank some more beer. Zach got up and went outside to take the phone call. A second later Azero appeared back in front of me with a plate with something that looked like crackers and dip.

      “Try this, beautiful, it’s freshly made hummus,” he said, waving the plate in front of me. I reached out and then felt it. The new demonic energy that rippled through me suddenly. A full-blooded demon just walked in and when I looked up I realised that we were somehow connected. And that evening had been going so well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        “Through me the way into the suffering city,
        Through me the way into eternal pain,
        Through me the way that runs among the lost.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      He was tall, blond, and for a split second I thought that I recognised him from somewhere. He stared at me for longer than was necessary and then sat at the table in the back, joining a female human. I didn’t need to panic just yet. After all, I wasn’t that important in the underworld. Maybe he was here for other reasons and I just had to relax. Azero was holding the plate with snacks front of me, so I took a piece of a cracker with hummus, telling myself that everything was fine.

      “Any good? It’s the special recipe from my grandmother side,” Azero asked and his question distracted me from the supernatural creature that was now in the restaurant. My paranoia kicked in, rolling over my body like a cold shower. My life was complicated, but tonight was all about me.

      “Good, very good,” I muttered with my mouth full. As long as I didn’t have Watchers chasing after me, I was relatively safe. “So I’m the first girl that he’s brought here?”

      Okay, I didn’t need to be that nosey, but Zach wasn’t particularly forthcoming.

      “Yes, his poor mother has been telling him to settle for as long as I can remember, but he never listens. Our Zachary is a wild card.”

      “Yes, I have noticed,” I responded. “How long have you had the restaurant?”

      “Since his sister disappeared, over six years now. I treat him like my own boy, but he doesn’t come often. He is always busy with his police work,” Zach’s uncle said, shaking his head like he remembered something from the past. I frowned and leaned over just to make sure that Zach was still outside, talking on the phone.

      “His sister? I thought he didn’t have any siblings?” I asked. Azero lost his smile for a second and then sat down opposite me, still holding the menu in his hand.

      “I don’t like telling this story, but you’re the first that he brought in here, so I guess it’s okay. Zachary has a brother too, but it was his sister that had always been the black sheep in the family. She never used to listen to her mother, was a wild child and things spun out of control. She got pregnant when she was about twenty, very young then. She partied a lot and got herself into trouble with the police and some Turkish immigrant. I don’t blame Zafira for what happened to Zara. She brought up her children here, not in Iran, without a husband, so it wasn’t easy. Zara left the child with Zafira many times. At first it was a few hours, then days and once she vanished for over a week,” Azero said, giving me way more than I expected.

      I had no idea that Zach had such a big family. It looked like we both didn’t like sharing things about ourselves. Paul was right, he was troubled, even more than I expected. It was strange that he never mentioned his sister.

      “During one night Zafira sneaked out for a party and didn’t come back. Everyone was used to it, but this time it was different. Zach had just graduated and got into the police force,” his uncle continued. “And he had a lot that he had to deal with. Zara had vanished from the face of the earth, and after a couple of weeks Zafira had filed the missing person report. Zach started to look for her, but he wasn’t getting anywhere. No one had heard from her. Things were difficult at home too. Zafira was blaming herself and fell into depression. Cornelia, Zach’s niece was raised by Zafira, and after her mother’s disappearance she stayed with her grandmother for good. Zafira lifted herself up for the little girl. Cornelia is six now and Zach adores her, he helps out as much as he can. He looks after her whenever he can, but I don’t think he ever got over what happened with Zara.”

      I was completely and utterly speechless. This wasn’t something that I expected to hear. I thought Zach simply liked keeping his private life away from nosey people like me. His partner’s suicide was just the tip of the iceberg. He most likely believed that demons had abducted his sister too. My head was spinning, as I tried to take all this in. Now it didn’t surprise me that Zach was so sensitive and believed in supernatural forces.

      “I didn’t know about her. Zach hasn’t spoken about his family at all. Besides, we haven’t been working together long,” I admitted, feeling like an idiot.

      “Zach doesn’t like bringing this stuff up. It hurts too much, but he does love Cornelia. He’s a hard man, but soft like a cushion inside,” his uncle said fondly, thinking how much trouble Zara had brought into the family. I could see he believed that she was long dead.

      “Uncle, what are you telling, Max? I’ve only been gone for what… five minutes?” Zach asked, appearing by our table. His family was important to him, and maybe he just didn’t like broadcasting the fact that his sister had vanished from the face of the earth. I was certain that demons had something to do with it and I wanted to help, but I couldn’t ask him about her straight away. The date was going well, and I didn’t need to ruin it.

      “I was telling Maxine about my special dish, the khoresh, so hurry up and order it for her. She is just skin and bones,” Azero said, lifting my arm, like he wanted to prove his point. I had no idea what khoresh was, and I didn’t want to look like an idiot asking Zach to explain it to me. He chose the food in the end. I finished eating the hummus that Azero brought over earlier on. My stomach stopped growling, but I was still pretty hungry.

      I kept thinking about Zach’s niece. She was only six and now was growing up without a mother. Deep down I knew that at some point I would have to ask him about her. My own secret was burning my insides, but I’d made my choice. Zach on the other hand was no doubt hoping that Zara was still alive and well. We chatted about the investigation for the next half hour, until his uncle brought the food. It turned out that the khoresh was a stew, made from aubergines, lamb leg and other vegetables.

      “Dig in. The chef doesn’t prepare this every day, only on special occasions,” Zach said, and I did. Everything was delicious, fresh, and yeah, my mouth was on fire by the time I tasted all of the dishes that were brought in. Azero came over every few minutes to check on us. The candle was lit and we ate, talking about my time when I was growing up with nuns. Zach kept asking about my parents. I was having fun, but my phone kept vibrating constantly. I ignored it for as long as I could, until Zach heard it.

      “You should answer it. Whoever it is seems persistent,” he said, finishing some sort of rice dish that his uncle brought in a moment ago. It was Ricky. He left tons of messages. I didn’t want to talk to him right now. Besides, he was supposed to take a night off. At least I was hoping he would.

      “What’s up?” I asked, not wanting to leave the table.

      “Max, what the hell? What took you so long?” he snapped. “This is bloody important.”

      “What’s so important? I bet you’re just checking up on me. For your information I’m not in the bar mate, but on a date,” I hissed into the phone, wondering how long he was going to treat me like a child.

      There was a silence on the other side of the phone.

      “A date?”

      “What do you want, Ricky?” I asked, going slightly red, because Zach started touching my leg with his.

      “I might have found something in the evidence,” he said, his tone serious. I shook my head to let Zach know that he needed to stop. Ricky sounded like this was indeed important.

      “Tell me,” I said, not wanting to discuss the fact that two Watchers had stolen the evidence from the hotel room from the police. Zachary had no idea what could happen if the elixirs got into someone else’s hands.

      “I found Arthur’s hair in the elixirs in the hotel. The mixture was odd, looked like a failed first attempt, so that’s why it took me so long to figure it out. Some of the useless substances were filled with his and George’s blood too. I had to dig through a lot of books to get the gist of what was inside. Whoever is involved might be controlling the prince from the outside. ‘Cherry water’ that was the name of the potion. It’s a highly possessive elixir that serves only one purpose: to gain control of a human, in this case a very important human,” Ricky explained, talking faster than normal.

      My stomach contracted and I suddenly felt sick. For some reason Emma’s words rang in my head: just go back to the basics. What if someone was using George to get to Arthur? Everything was possible.

      “Anything else?”

      “Arthur might have helped whoever took control of George. The answer is in the palace, Maxine. The answer had always been there, but I backed away from there too quickly.”

      Zachary was watching me, as the panic settled inside my stomach. I didn’t want to believe that I didn’t sense that there was something wrong with Arthur. He would have never brought any harm to his brother. Maybe he wasn’t himself when he was in that hotel either; maybe the meeting was just an excuse. God, I didn’t want to believe that this was even possible.

      “Thanks, Ricky. I’m with Zach right now,” I told him. “I will check this straight away.”

      “Arthur might be under the influence of a demon. You should speak to Rodriquez. The demon most likely needed both brothers to create some kind of powerful potion.”

      I exhaled sharply, massaging my forehead.

      “Okay, we will drive there straight away. I’ll speak to you later,” I said, and then hung up.

      “What’s going on?” Zach asked suddenly alert.

      “We need to head to Buckingham Palace right away. The royals might be in danger, but I believe that most of them are in their usual residences,” I said, wondering if Arthur was with Natalie in Kensington.

      “My uncle will be disappointed if you leave before tasting a dessert,” he said, not taking me seriously. “And if you’re pulling any kind of stu—”

      “No, I’m perfectly serious, Zach. This lead is solid. There is an intruder in the palace and he might have something to do with Prince George’s abduction. We need to check this out now,” I pressed, annoyed that he thought that I was playing him. I stood up and picked up my clutch bag.

      “Are you coming with me or not?”

      “Yes, of course, I won’t let you go alone this time around,” he said.

      Sometimes I hated myself for being a mongrel, hated that I couldn’t tell him that the world he knew wasn’t what it seemed. We both apologised to Zach’s uncle, who didn’t seem that offended.

      My energy was crackling gently over my skin as we got to Zach’s car. Arthur was himself when he trapped me in that hotel room. I would have recognised if there were something wrong. Maybe Ricky was wrong; maybe he made a mistake.

      “Put your seat belt on,” Zach muttered and roared the engine back to life. The palace was on the other side of the city, but Zach wasn’t planning on driving slowly. He maneuvered the car into the flow of traffic and then stopped caring for road rules. He was speeding through the busy streets, overtaking other cars and running through the red lights. I held onto the ‘oh shit’ handle by the window, hoping to still be alive when we finally reached our destination. My heart was in my throat and I was so grateful that we were both safe by the time he reached the palace gates. My phone kept vibrating in my pocket. Ricky kept trying to get hold of me, but I didn’t have time to update him on what was going on.

      My abilities were sharpening and working at full speed. The A’rea attack had weakened me, but I was recovering and was able to sense the humans nearby. Even so, I wasn’t up to my usual form yet.

      The guards at the front gate were difficult. It was late and some young smart arse didn’t want to let us in, backing himself up with emergency protocol. Apparently the palace was empty. The Queen Mother and most of the family had left to some party. They didn’t know if Prince Arthur was in his quarters or if he was in a different part of the city, in his private residence with Natalie.

      We needed to speak to Rodriquez urgently, but the guards had no idea if he was in the palace or not. This whole thing was absurd and after a moment Zach lost his temper. He took out his gun, pointed it on one of the guys and told him to let us in; otherwise he was going to shoot him. Yeah, that worked, only just, but the guards were most likely on the phone to someone inside the palace as soon as we passed through the gates.

      We headed straight to the head of security who was based in the west wing. We expected to be greeted by guards, or at least Rodriguez himself, but the corridors were empty. The whole palace seemed deserted. Something wasn’t right, and the general sense of dread and pressure was building up in my chest.

      Zachary was nervous, suddenly anxious and my own power was going slightly berserk. We barged through the doors of the head of security, reaching abandoned posts. Computers were still on, and there was a fresh coffee on the desk. This didn’t look good—why would security leave in such a hurry?

      “What is going on in here? Where is everyone?” I asked, concentrating on the people inside the palace, but I wasn’t sensing anything. My energy was depleted, and I felt robbed. I was well enough to detect humans or demons nearby, so what the hell was going on?

      “Let’s split,” Zachary suggested, glancing around disoriented. There was only a handful of guards by the gate, and I didn’t see that we had any other option. I was truly hoping that Arthur wasn’t in the palace, along with other members of the royal family. Whoever was in charge of the security these days needed to be fired.

      “All right, I’ll go upstairs to the staff’s quarters. Call me if you manage to track down Rodriquez,” I said. Zachary nodded, loaded his gun and started walking away in the opposite direction. I ran upstairs, taking a couple of steps at a time. My energy began rolling through me faster as I was moving further inside the palace. By the time I reached the second floor I was out of breath and my body was aching; the latest injuries were slowing me down. Ricky’s words rang in my ears. Arthur was under the influence of a demon.

      I passed a few rooms and headed straight to the main ballroom that was set up for some sort of official banquet. All the lights were off, but there was someone inside. My heart started jackhammering in my chest as I searched for the source of power. The sound of footsteps neared and a deformed face came into a view, blocking whatever energy I was trying to gather.

      Every tiny hair on my body rose, air filled my lungs, and fear sunk its claws inside my stomach, freezing me in place. The A’rea was in the ballroom, standing very close, and she arrived straight from the pits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        “Until he shall have driven her back to Hell,” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      The muscles in my legs were starting to burn. Panic punched a hole in my chest as I struggled to breathe. The A’rea was in the ballroom, trying to tap into my demonic DNA. I still had a chance. I could turn around and run, but a second later all the doors were slammed shut, and the floor seemed to roll under my feet. Anticipating danger was part of my instinct, but I had a feeling that this time around, I was in real shit.

      She smelled of arsenic and rotten flesh. Her gaze dropped to my chest, and a fresh dose of excitement and anticipation drifted through her veins. Her eyes met mine again and she wasn’t moving, just standing several meters away. She wasn’t even trying to hide her true form, and her evil soul was filled with only one purpose: to kill. Warmth flared as the smell of metal wafted in the air. I swallowed hard wishing that I had a sword or at least a knife, something that could give me an advantage. I wasn’t ready for full fight mode, not yet, but I guess that choice was taken away from me the moment I stepped into the ballroom.

      Tonight was supposed to be my night when I didn’t have to worry about the case or any member of the royal family. I even went as far as putting a dress on and high heels. I clenched my fists, tormented with anger. At least Arthur wasn’t here, so this fight was going to be fair. The seconds rolled on, and the A’rea vanished. She disappeared from my sight for a good few seconds, and then I sensed her zooming around, flying above me.

      Then I felt someone else in the ballroom, a demon, and suddenly a high-pitched laugh broke the empty silence.

      “Look, Your Highness, look who has come to grace us with her presence,” said the voice. I gathered whatever strength and energy I could. Then from the far right corner a woman appeared, and alongside her stood Arthur. Shock held me immobile until the very last moment. The woman was a stranger to me—well, that’s what I thought at first, but as she got closer everything suddenly made perfect sense. Alexis Frasier, the demon that acted as judge and jury during my fabricated hearing was in the ballroom. She was in control of the A’rea that circled above me, hissing with desire to consume my heart—yeah, that was pretty much her plan.

      “Arthur? Are you all right?” I shouted towards the prince, ignoring Alexis. He seemed like he was out, filled with spells, staring blankly at the space ahead.

      “Oh, he’s just fine, for now at least. I’m afraid that you haven’t been invited to this party. It’s a private affair, Maxine,” Alexis said, smiling. Only now I noticed that she changed her appearance. Her hair wasn’t chestnut anymore, but crimson red. She must have used some kind of complicated potion to cover her demonic soul the first time we met. I had a feeling that she was the one that took George and tried to control Arthur when he was still himself. I should have put it all together sooner, even back at the wasteland. All this time she’d had full access to the palace.

      “I warned you to stay away from this case, and I even gave you a chance to leave, didn’t I?” she asked, standing tall and proud, like she belonged here, to this world.

      “What the hell do you want?” I shouted, thinking through my options. The elixirs and dead hooker in the hotel. Maybe she killed the demon down by the canals too.

      “Oh, nothing. I don’t need anything from you, my dear. Arthur and his brother George are here to heal me. You will be dead soon anyway. This A’rea is here to finish what the other failed to do,” Alexis said, sounding bored and staring back at her nails. I glanced around, sensing another human. Arthur walked past her and stopped in the middle of the ballroom, by the table. George appeared too, levelling his potions with his brother from the west side. They weren’t aware of what was going on; their minds were possessed, filled with controlling demonic charms.

      I heard a loud squawk and then the A’rea attacked, zooming through the air so quickly that I didn’t have time to react. The creature from the underworld wasn’t possessing anyone this time around. She was in her true eternal form. From the outside she looked like a human woman with a slightly deformed face and bones, but she had the soul of an evil being, only wanting to cause harm. She had large wings, spanning six feet on either side of her body, made from skin the colour of dark granite, like they were stolen from a dragon or the devil himself, dripping wet with a thick oil-like substance. Whenever she fluttered them around, the noxious liquid spilled down, burning holes in the rug and melting the floor. I dodged to the side, avoiding being splashed, trying to figure my defence strategy.

      “Come on, dear Prince, you must do what Auntie Alexis is asking for. I need blood from both you and your brother to repair my soul, to become whole again,” Alexis called out, laughing hysterically.

      I ran to the other side of the ballroom, swinging my body under the statue of some bearded historic figure. A few drops of a tarlike substance splashed next to me, and the burning smell wafted in the air. The A’rea was hissing underneath, unable to get to me, using her large claws to push the statue down on the floor. I looked over, seeing Arthur. He had a knife in his right hand and his wrists were exposed. George was standing opposite, but I could barely recognise him. His skin was pale, almost translucent. There were bald patches on his head, and his clothes were in pieces. There was a poison in his system that had damaged some of his organs. I could only hope that there was enough time to save him.

      I had at least a few minutes to pull my strength back together, when the tiny bit of a substance from the Area’s wings dropped on my leg, instantly burning my skin. I tried to get it off me, but my skin was already peeling off, creating a painful agonising wound.

      “When I took control of Arthur and asked him nicely to lead Georgie to me, I didn’t think that the royals would use a damned mongrel to help them. I thought that young George would be useful, but he became difficult. His blood failed to create the potion that I needed, and his soul wasn’t strong enough,” Alexis said, walking around Arthur, like she was waiting for something. The knife in Arthur’s hand was worrying me. I had no idea what Alexis intended to do.

      The A’rea was hissing and squawking underneath me, using her strong claws to destroy the statue, hoping to get to me from the outside. I was unprepared and achy. It was a night when I wasn’t expecting to get attacked, and the only elixirs that were now in my bag seemed completely useless.

      Alexis’s demonic soul was dying, and she was looking to use royal blood to repair herself. I had no idea if that would even work. Both brothers were special, easily manipulated by someone who was in the palace often. I was stupid not to have thoroughly investigated all the people that were fully connected to everyone in the royal family, foolish to think that the answer lay elsewhere.

      “Lucifer abandoned me when I wasn’t useful to him anymore. I had to pick myself up and start over. It took me years to climb through the ranks, to influence the royals,” she said and the A’rea stopped messing around with me. With a loud whizzing sound she pushed the statue off its plinth, the armour crushed into pieces, and the guy’s head missed me by about an inch.

      I dodged over to the side, got up and tried to run to the other direction, but she was on me within seconds. Her sharp claws ripped the skin on my back and I was thrown across the ballroom, landing on one of the tables. The deep pain sliced across my back, and something thick and warm poured down my spine.

      I wondered what happened to Zach, Rodriguez, and the guards. Alexis must have put them all under her control, but how?

      The A’rea was fluttering her long powerful wings above me, dropping the deadly poison everywhere. I couldn’t escape this time around. The substance was like tiny fire balls, burning deep wounds all over my body. Her deformed face was that of an angel, beautiful pale complexion, and large eyes filled with fire. Pain burst and rushed down everywhere; my skin felt like it was burning. I was trying to breathe, but oxygen wasn’t getting into my lungs. Darkness crept over the edge of my vision. The A’rea cocked her head to the side, suspended in the air above me, and smiled.

      I felt like I was back in the hotel room again, but this was so much worse. The shadows of my past blinded me for a moment. There wasn’t a part of me that didn’t scream with pain. My body spasmed uncontrollably; burning pain was splitting my cells, sharper and more intense with every passing moment. I was trying to gather my energy, draining the last bits of strength inside me, but the A’rea was tapping into my demonic abilities.

      She landed on the floor and used her leg to kick me. I gritted my teeth, wanting to lift myself up, but my muscles refused to comply. I was going to die in a moment.

      When she stood in front of me, staring and penetrating my cells, I prayed for this torture to end. Her poison was filling my body with painful blisters. I hissed for air, for something … anything that could bring me back. I couldn’t even get my lungs to function.

      The pain eased when she stepped away, lifting her claws, probably because she wanted to finish me off with the last final deadly blow. In a haze filled with agonising pain, I launched myself and rolled over in my last final attempt of escape. Then next to me, the A’rea’s claw hit the red rug. It was the exact place where I had lain down only a split second ago.

      “Oh yes, spill more blood, my Prince. I need to be like before, strong and powerful,” Alexis shouted, dancing around, like she was in some kind of trance. The A’rea was trying to pull her claw off the floor; she was stuck between the two wooden boards. Both brothers were immobile, holding their knives as blood dripped down their faces. I had no idea if they were injured, or where that blood was coming from, but their souls were weak, damaged.

      The A’rea squawked loudly, trying to free herself, easing the vibes of her control over me. The blazing fire on my skin faded and I finally could move.

      The smell of burning flesh drifted around, but I couldn’t just lie down, like I was defeated. I had to fight back. I jumped back to my feet, connecting with my demonic soul again and tapping into Alexis’s source of power. This was my only way to pull back, to gain enough strength.

      The whole floor began to shake, and the wind whizzed in my ears as I gathered energy from the outside, the earth, and the energy stored in the A’rea herself. Arthur was going to slash his own wrist; he was just about to do it, and George too. Both of them were being compelled to die, so Alexis’s demonic soul could be saved.

      Light shot across the room in a bolt, hitting the A’rea in her chest. The walls vibrated as a thunderstorm raged outside. She spread her large wings trying to protect herself, but another blast hit her again, straight in her heart. The impact threw her across the ballroom.

      The bright and violent energy rolled through me. I flopped on the floor dizzy and disoriented. The A’rea wasn’t important anymore, but I hoped that I disabled her for at least a moment.

      “It’s too late, mongrel. Both brothers’ blood is already flowing through me. My soul is being repaired.” Alexis laughed, using her hands to smear the blood on her face, like she did during the hearing. I let go of a ragged breath when she stopped and pointed at Arthur. “You, my boy, finish this. It’s time.”

      I let out a hoarse scream, launching myself towards Arthur, the man that loved me as a woman and taught me how to love. He began slashing his wrists, pushing the knife into his skin, releasing more blood. Alexis was laughing hysterically.

      Terror formed knots in my stomach, because I felt her demonic soul. It was transforming, filling with new power. I had no idea if it was too late or not, but I reached Arthur and knocked him off his feet. Then the air shifted, turning chilly.

      The floor underneath my feet began descending, and everything vibrated. The walls, the furniture in the ballroom, the paintings and statues around. Right in front of my eyes the large hole began to appear, pulling the table and chairs down. The heat sucked in the air from the room, knocking me off my feet. Suddenly there was an entrance to hell right in the middle of the Queen’s ballroom, the fiery pits. I felt something whip through the air, the sudden pull of energy that began dragging every living being down to the hole. In my last attempt, I held on to the metal bar that was attached to the wall.

      Alexis was now near Arthur, who was lying on the floor motionless only a meter away from me. The sudden shock registered in her features when she realised what was happening.

      “No, he can’t summon me, not without the prince,” her squeaky voice rang in my ears. My body was wrecked and my fingers were slipping away from the metal as the power of hell was pulling me down.

      The air whizzed, and smoke began filling the space. Arthur was unconscious and he was slipping away too, when Alexis grabbed his arm, determined to stay away from the pits. She was ready to sacrifice the future king to save herself from being dragged down.

      “Let go, you bitch! Let go of him and go back to hell!” I roared, and released my grip, sliding down the floor. I grabbed Arthur’s hand and let go of an inhuman roar, spilling the elixirs from my back pocket that I thought weren’t useful at first. The elixir made from unicorn tears lifted him above the floor, and he spun in the air on the other side of the ballroom, where the power of the pits couldn’t reach him.

      The demon inside me rose, and the evil power started dragging Alexis down to the hole.

      “Oh no, I’m taking you with me before I die,” she screamed. When I glanced down, I saw her creepy smile, her bloody teeth gritted in determination as her hand held my ankle and then pulled. I slammed on the ground, losing my balance. I was lost too. I could no longer fight with the power of hell.

      Then time stopped. I could still hear her curses, hear my raspy breath, but part of my demonic soul was connected with hers. My heart plummeted and a scream got stuck in my throat.

      Alexis stopped moving and opened her eyes wider. In that short moment, she was feeling and experiencing everything I had gone through in the past twelve months. She was seeing my memories, feeling the pain and the secret that I had been carrying inside me since last year. A dark craving swelled from deep within. I was fighting to untangle myself, but our energies were linked as long as her fingers were wrapped around me.

      The fresh burst of pain stunned me. I realised that Alexis was seeing everything that I was forced to give up. Her face twisted in shock. Blood was dripping down from my nose as I tried to conceal my memories from her, tear my soul away from hers.

      A moment later the time restarted, and the smell of sulfur nearly choked me. I couldn’t let her drag me down with her, so I shook my head, recovering and then kicked Alexis’s hand with my right foot. It was like a razor struck me, like I was suddenly aware that she had to be stopped. Her hand slipped and she began falling down to the pits. Her screams rang in my ears when the blistering heat hit me, causing tiny dots of sweat to break out across my arms and neck.

      A thunderstorm appeared in the sky. The sound followed. Then the wind howled, and the heat and burning smell receded. Everything disappeared, and the floor was in once piece again. The shattering noise of breaking glass broke the silence moments later. I couldn’t see what happened, but I presumed that the A’rea must have thrown herself out of the window in her last attempt to escape. She was weakened, and the Watchers were probably on their way to capture her.

      I collapsed to the floor. Arthur was covered with blood. He was strong, so he would pull through somehow. The space where the pits opened up was scorched, the floor charred through the red thick rug. I closed my eyes until I could feel the flow of oxygen through my lungs.

      Just before she was pulled down to the fiery pits Alexis had touched me and had connected with me. In that small space of time she learnt everything about me, discovered my deepest secret.

      I told myself that no one could survive in the underworld and Alexis was possibly dead. I had won. But that one question was burning me inside—what if she somehow survived the fall?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        “And I was told about this torture, that it was the Hell of carnal sins when reason gives way to desire.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I had no idea how long I lay motionless on the red rug in the ballroom, using whatever energy I had stored to rescue George. He was dying, and I was too broken to even lift my eyelids. I would survive, but the young prince was in bad shape. The warmth of healing power drifted down, causing my body to tremble. The pain was settling in my bones though I tried to ignore it, hanging on to the one last positive memory in my drenched mind.

      “Max… Max, is that you?” Arthur’s muffled voice asked. I kept breathing in and out, wondering if the agonising pain would ever ease. The fact that he was lying there next to me was calming. He was safe at last.

      “Yes, I’m here, so you don’t need to worry. George is here too,” I said, forcing my raw throat to work.

      I must have lost consciousness for a while because when I opened my eyes there were people all around me. I heard loud steps and sensed fearful thoughts. Rodriguez was leaning over me, narrowing his golden eyes with apparent concern. Arthur was mumbling, but Alexis was gone, so the charms in his system were fading away slowly. Rodriquez released some of his energy and used it to inject some strength into me. I was grateful, but right now I wasn’t the one that needed it the most.

      “How bad does it hurt?” he questioned me, as his eyes drifted down over my wounded flesh. The healing warmth rippled away, and I thought that I was still high on adrenaline, because I managed to roll on my side. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, and I didn’t need to look at my body to figure out that I was the source of the smell.

      “Physically it will take me a while to recover, but mentally I’m fine,” I said, struggling to lift myself up. Rodriguez helped me to sit up and for a split second my vision went slightly blurry. Two Watchers were healing young George. I sensed the deep, very complex charms thickening the air. He had lost a lot of blood, and his organs were poisoned, but I hoped that they were going to seal him back together.

      The dull pain in my head reminded me of the pits, and Alexis. I was truly hoping that she was dead, although it wasn’t as simple as that. I let Rodriguez’s healing warmth dance across my skin, sealing some of the worst wounds, but I had a long and very complicated recovery ahead of me.

      “What happened here? I was sent to the other side of the city to check on a lead for Prince George.”

      This wasn’t the best time for an explanation. The Watchers were still reviving George. I could talk, so instead of moving I did exactly that. Guards, medics and other royal staff were rushing around, Arthur was taken away, and I went through everything that happened over the past few days. For some reason I thought that it was important to include details from my meeting in the Shoreditch hotel, following Ricky’s discovery. Rodriguez paced around whilst I spoke. He was tormented and blissfully furious with the fact that Alexis had been under his nose this entire time.

      “She was one of Lucifer’s lovers, and when he exiled her out of hell, she started planning her revenge,” Rodriquez was saying, smoothing his long beard.

      “There was something wrong with her demonic soul. It was breaking, dying off. She was trying to use George’s and Arthur’s blood for some sort of healing transformation,” I blurted out, remembering the incident at the cemetery. Alexis needed a fresh corpse to extract some ingredients for the second chance elixir. She must have kept George in Jessica’s apartment.

      Alexis was one of Lucifer’s lovers, the person that he must have confided in on many different occasions, so why did he exile her from hell? He must have really gotten under her skin if it took her years to plan something so dramatic. There was no way that she could succeed, even if her transformation had gone through.

      “In the underworld, the blood of royals is worshipped. She must have used Arthur to get to George. The ritual that she was trying to recreate is very complicated and it required incredible skills. The humans were only there to help her with the planning and preparations,” Rodriquez stated. He must have known more about potions than he intended to share.

      It worried me that Alexis had gained controlled of the A’rea. She must have some sort of access to the underworld through other sources. She’d used Jessica to control George, to experiment with potions. She’d addicted him to charms in order to have full access to the palace.

      I suspected that in the early days, she changed her appearance and somehow befriended Princess Layla. This must have happened when I was absent, because I had never seen her around before. She tampered with Arthur’s mind to get control of his blood; she needed both brothers to succeed. I had made many mistakes in the past few weeks. Drowning my emotions  in tequila and forgetting about my priorities.

      Rodriguez needed to come up with a legitimate story for the Queen Mother and the rest of the family. Something that could explain the extent of the damage all around me.

      “The ritual was working. Then the gates opened up, but she wasn’t the one that was able to control it? Why is that?” I asked, trying to get some clarification on the source of power that nearly killed me. Alexis was the only other demon in the palace, and the only one capable of summoning the gates. This was the only thing that didn’t make much sense.

      “Another demon must have summoned the gates, Maxine. I don’t know,” he said, staring at me intensely. With every passing minute, I felt less and less sane. The pain was distracting me from thinking clearly. I wanted to close my eyes and sleep for as long as it was possible.

      “There wasn’t any other demon around,” I said.

      “She had no control over it, Maxine, and from your story, I believe that you might have been responsible for what went down after that,” he said.

      “I’m a mongrel, half demon. My abilities aren’t evolved enough to be able to do something like that,” I argued.

      He looked like he was ready to disagree with me, but changed his mind when Ricky’s face came into view. Princess Layla and Natalie were at the corridors, and I didn’t want them to see me in the state that I was in.

      Ricky leaned over, dragging his hand through his hair. He was pale and most likely ready to hit something. He handed me some potions without a word. I drank whatever I could straight away, hoping that they would numb the pain.

      “Where is the detective? I thought he was supposed to look after you?” Ricky asked through his gritted teeth when the red elixirs began flowing through my system, slowly making me feeling sane again. Some humans were staring at us, and I needed to remember to conceal the rush of power. I didn’t need to be questioned again by the head of Lucifer’s faction.

      “We got separated, but this isn’t the time for a full story. I have to explain everything on the way to the hospital,” I muttered, concerned about Zach. Alexis must have used some unknown powers to keep most guards and humans out of the palace. She was much stronger than I thought.

      I managed to walk out on my own, but then was transported back on the stretchers in the ambulance. Ricky was ready to use his own energy to get me to hospital, so in the end I had no choice, but to agree.

      I updated him on everything. We both suspected that Alexis had more cards up her sleeve. I couldn’t tell Ricky that we had connected and she knew what I had been trying to hide from the world. Deep down I was really hoping that she was chained somewhere in hell, with no way out.

      “That A’rea messed you up pretty badly, Maxine,” Ricky said, holding his head in his hands several hours later. I was in the hospital bed covered with bandages, and high on human painkillers again. My body felt like it didn’t belong to me anymore.

      I kept going over and over the events from last night, wondering if it was ever possible for me to summon the gates to hell. My abilities were developing, but I always thought it was normal.

      “I think you should go home. It’s late and you’re tired, mate. I’ll be fine,” I said, closing my eyes for a moment. The problem was that I couldn’t sleep; I was exhausted but unable to switch off my racing mind.

      He suddenly took my hand and wrapped his fingers around it. Great, he was getting all emotional on me.

      “You fucking scared the shit out of me, Max. I thought I’d bloody lost you,” he whispered.

      “God, Ricky, I’m fine. Go and change your tampon, you girl. You know that I’m not good at any of this emotional crap,” I mumbled, telling myself that he was right. I could have died today and that would have been the end of Doomed Cases.

      “You’re my partner, but also a friend and I know things have been shitty this last year. I just want you to know that I’m here for you.”

      Okay, this was getting weird. Ricky was one of the most important people in my life. Things were tough and my addiction hadn’t made things easy for either of us. The friendship—no matter what, we always had each other and that was never going to change.

      “I know, old man, I know … but this case is over, and hopefully we don’t have to get involved with the royal family ever again,” I said, relieved and yet slightly sad.

      “Maxine … shit, are you all right?”

      Zachary barged into the room and stopped in his tracks, seeing Ricky holding my hand. He had a black eye and a few scratches on his face, and was still wearing his clothes from earlier on. Ricky pulled away from me instantly and got up.

      “Yeah, I’m fine, battered but all right,” I said, discreetly wiping at the tear that sneaked out of my eye. “But it’s going to be a while before I can have sex again.”

      I was trying to be funny, but Ricky looked at me like I had lost the plot. Zach walked up to my bed and winked.

      “That can be arranged,” he said with an amused tone of voice. “The bomb. Rodriguez said that some crazy chick had an explosive and she was trying to blow up the palace with Prince George and Arthur in the ballroom.”

      I couldn’t help but smile. Rodriguez really had surprised me here, but I guess that kind of mess could have only been explained in one way. Zach was going through what happened to him and deep down I wished that for once in my life I could tell him the truth. It wasn’t easy being a mongrel, especially a mongrel filled with secrets that had to lie on a daily basis.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Several hours later Zach left my side convinced that Alexis had kidnapped young George out of spite. She was jealous, filled with a grudge over what happened earlier on with Princess Layla. Apparently she was excluded from any royal official parties, because the princess had caught her sleeping with the King of Monaco’s younger son. Somehow Rodriguez’s story held together, but I wasn’t sure if I was willing to keep up with my lies. Zach was seeking his own closure, and maybe he needed to know the truth.

      Alexis’s spell must have affected Zach too. At least a dozen of the other guards that remained in the palace had woken up several hours later, convinced that they were knocked out while searching for the intruder.

      I had third degree burns all over my body, a fractured arm and the stitches that were sealing my cheek together had been replaced. Ricky had to smuggle in a lot of elixirs to keep me inside of the hospital for as long as it was necessary.

      The next day I woke up feeling like someone had fired a shotgun at me. I told myself that this was the last time that I fought any mythological creatures.

      Being in hospital gave me some time to think about everything that had gone on in my life over the last few years. It was something I needed.

      When Ricky visited me later he mentioned that George was going to spend some time on the intensive care ward. He lost a lot of blood and needed surgery, so it was going to be a while before he would be back on his feet. I wasn’t worried about Arthur. He was in much better shape than his brother.

      The burns from the A’rea’s wings were healing slower than I expected. Ricky had to experiment with certain potions to patch me back together again, because I was slowly losing my shit. I just wasn’t used to lying in bed all day long. I checked out from the hospital after only a few days. Ricky insisted on me staying in his luxury apartment. He liked to keep an eye on me.

      I had spent too long sober, and eventually I called Paul. He brought magical tequila when Ricky was out. Yeah, I told myself that I would stop, but I was bored out of my mind and needed something extra to numb the pain. The ex-Watcher nearly broke down when he saw me. I wasn’t used to being around emotional men or demons. I promised him a game of poker soon and that kind of lifted him up.

      It took three painful weeks of being stuck at home, but I recovered. The only downside was that I was still hooked on magical tequila. It was the only thing that kept me sane during the entire time.

      When I settled back in my flat, I thought that things were fine, that I was alive, had a roof over my head and a job. No one could take that away from me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 31

        

        “On march the banners of the King of Hell.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      “Maxine, it’s so good to see you. How are you feeling?” Emma squealed as I walked into the office a couple of days later. I smiled, kind of glad that she was still with us. I heard that she wanted to visit me so many times, but Ricky didn’t want her to see me in the state that I was in. We both needed to spare her any further stress.

      “Fine, I’m good, healed and ready to rock the next case,” I said, sending a wink to Ricky, who was talking to a mongrel in his room. Emma came from behind her working station and hugged me. I was still stunned with her sudden affection.

      “I’m so glad. Ricky kept saying that you needed time to recover,” she mumbled. “My daughter and I made you biscuits. We were both really worried.”

      I smiled, happy that someone cared if I was dead or alive. In some ways, she reminded me of my mum. It was an odd nostalgic feeling, and I really needed to get a grip. The past was the past.

      “Cool, well, it’s all good. You don’t have to worry anymore. Have you got any files for me?” I asked, taking a bite of the chocolate biscuit that tasted awesome.

      “Of course, a few. Let me get them for you.”

      I went to my room and sat in my chair, closing my eyes for a second. I felt good, being back. Rodriguez hadn’t heard anything from hell. Apparently Alexis had never gotten down to the pits and I had no idea how that was even possible. A lot of demons were currently searching for her.

      Every day I hoped that she was securely locked up in the underworld. She knew what I was hiding and, since destroying her dream, I became her number one enemy. It’s not like I didn’t piss off people on a regular basis, but this was more serious than anything that I’d ever done. She could easily use her knowledge against me.

      “Flower?”

      I opened my eyes to see Arthur in front of me. I wanted to smile to myself. He wasn’t real. I was most likely hallucinating, but this time around I was completely sober. I glanced at Emma, who stood behind him, holding a pile of files in her arms. Her mouth was hanging open and she was staring at the prince, completely startled.

      “Your Highness!” I shouted, jumping off the chair, like I just realised that this wasn’t a mirage. “What are you doing here?”

      “It’s the prince… the real prince,” Emma kept whispering. Ricky walked out of his room and shot Arthur an unfriendly look. Yeah, he didn’t like the fact that Arthur was here. He started pushing Emma back to her desk.

      I rubbed my brow, thinking that he looked bloody gorgeous as usual, wearing a casual cream blazer. His hair was longer than a few weeks ago, just the way I liked it.

      “I needed to check on you, just to make sure you were all right. Can we talk, Flower? I don’t have much time,” he insisted and then shut the door behind him. The warmth drifted over my skin, reminding me of our times together. I fought hard with myself to keep away from any royal news and him. I thought a lot about the past, and I couldn’t let him ruin the fact that I put everything behind me.

      “There is nothing to talk about, Arthur. You’re okay, your brother is going to be fine and you shouldn’t be here,” I told him with my cold tone of voice.

      “You saved my life. I came here to thank you. Rodriguez told me everything, Maxine,” he said, squatting down on his knees in front of me. I backed away to the wall, panicking.

      “Arthur? What the hell are you doing? Get up!” I hissed, ready to use my abilities to tell him that he was making a big mistake. He smiled wolfishly.

      “Don’t worry, I’m not proposing. I’m only thanking you. Give me your hand, Maxine,” he said. I rolled my eyes, annoyed, but my heart was pounding in my chest. I did what he asked, and the warmth scorched over me like a sudden storm. This looked a lot like a marriage proposal. “You saved my skin and nearly died. That was brave and stupid. Now I want you to come back and work for me again.”

      I had to go over a few times what he said before his sentence made sense. His eyes turned into a mossy shade of green, drifting down to my lips. God, the images of both of us from two years ago were so real. He was asking me to come back and continue doing what I loved most. To protect others.

      It took me only five seconds to get it together and pull away from him.

      “We both know that’s not possible. I can’t work for royals. Nothing has changed,” I said firmly, trying to breathe at the same time.

      “Everything has changed, Flower. I want you back. I told Rodriquez that no one could replace you. This is going to work, trust me.”

      I sighed, pulling my hair away from my face.

      “I’m dating someone now, and I have a full-time business to run, Arthur. Even if I came back, things wouldn’t be the same,” I said, knowing that lies were only making everything worse, but who cared. Arthur was off limits, and I wasn’t going to drag myself down the same road of destruction again.

      He looked shocked, angry at first, but he smiled after a moment.

      “We both know that you don’t date,” he responded coldly.

      “Well, things have changed. I’m dating Zachary Quinton now and I’m happy, Arthur, so please don’t ruin this for me.”

      He took a sharp breath, staring at me in complete disbelief. He always  broadcasted his emotions so strongly, and I knew that he still loved me, but too much had happened between us. We were from different worlds and it was time for him to let me go.

      “You’re dating that arsehole—”

      “And you’re engaged to Natalie, Your Highness, so let’s leave it at that,” I cut him off, pissed off that he dared to mock my choices, insulting Zach. That whole thing was beneath him.

      “Flower, please. You don’t have any future with that guy. Come back to me.”

      “I don’t have any future with you either. This has to stop. Yes, I did save your life, but I was doing my job. Nothing has changed, Arthur, so stop tearing me apart. We are done,” I pressed, raising my voice.

      We were so far apart, like we had never been before. Even if I could turn into a human somehow, Arthur couldn’t change a thing. His future was already laid out for him.

      “So that’s it then, you’re just going to ignore how you feel?” he asked, when I turned my back to him. I took a deep breath, knowing that there was no point dwelling on our past feelings, or this absurd proposition.

      “Yes, I am, and we both know that I can’t come back. Go back to your palace, to your fiancée and forget about me, because I have forgotten about you.”

      My words hurt him, but he needed to hear this in order to move on, to forget. I didn’t need to turn around to know that he was gone a few seconds later. My heart pounded insanely fast, my soul filling with black dots of pain, but this was for the best. He couldn’t expect me to change my whole life for him.

      “A prince, a real prince? Was I dreaming?” Emma shouted, barging into my room a moment later, flustered and pounding with excitement. I smiled, wiping away the last and only tear that I would waste on him.

      “Yes, that was Arthur, the future king,” I muttered, flopping back on the chair and thinking that I needed a strong drink.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I was staring at my reflection in the mirror, telling myself that this time things were going to be different. My new and only dress was in the trash. After the confrontation with the A’rea, I had decided to stick to wearing jeans. The girly clothes weren’t for me.

      I looked good. My hair was styled nicely. Recently I’d paid a visit to the hairdresser. She used the foils to emphasise my colourful highlights a bit more. This time around I put on dark jeans and a navy top that showcased my cleavage. I threw a leather jacket over my shoulder and then went out.

      He was waiting for me outside, smoking in his car. Several hours earlier Ricky asked why Arthur had come over. He couldn’t believe that the prince had the nerve to ask me back, to actually think that I would say yes. We were both done with royals, so I told him that he didn’t need to worry. It took us a while to calm Emma down though. She was having some kind of asthma attack, and I told myself that in the future, she had to be kept away from any demonic business. I still needed an assistant.

      “Hmm, Maxine, you look good … so good that I’m thinking that we should skip this bullshit dinner and go straight to my place,” Zachary said when he saw me. He threw his cigarette out on the pavement, eyeing me from head to toe.

      I rolled my eyes, feeling extremely sexy. Zach was hot, mouthy and convinced that he could get me to bed in no time.

      There were other pending issues, but I didn’t want to think about what if. Life was too short.

      “Still so sure of yourself, huh?”

      “Always. We both know you want me, Flower.” He switched on the engine.

      “Maybe, but things have changed. I won’t jump into bed with you straight away. I’m not that kind of a girl.” I laughed, remembering our last steamy encounter.

      “Liar. That’s all you’ve been thinking about from the moment we met, Flower.”
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          Chapter 1

        

        “O human race, born to fly upward, wherefore at a little wind dost thou so fall?”
        ―Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio

      

    
    
      “Miss Brodeur, to be frank, you don’t have a strong case here. Emma Carter’s character has proven unstable. She’s classified as a high risk to the demonic world. The information that you will share with her is highly sensitive and we can’t risk that kind of exposure,” said Judge Michaelstone, looking at me with his sharp brown eyes.

      I shifted my body to the side, feeling suddenly very uncomfortable. This entire hearing reminded me a lot of a battle from the twelfth century between mongrels and other creatures in the underworld. I didn’t actually know if that battle ever took place, but I’d read about it in one of Ricky’s books. The small courtroom in central London was filled with demons that I didn’t recognise, demons that weren’t even supposed to be here. Ricky mentioned that there wasn’t going to be any problem, that we could secure the licence for Emma within a few minutes, but so far I was facing a lot of obstacles. Judge Michaelstone wasn’t planning to make this easy for me at all. He was the main head of Berith’s faction. The judge didn’t look like a typical demon; actually he looked nothing like I imagined. He had a long white beard that disappeared somewhere under the table, small pale eyes, and partly bald head. Yep, I couldn’t stop comparing him to the wizard from classic tales for children read to them by human adults before bedtime.

      I had discussed this case with Ricky over and over and we both agreed that Emma was ready to hear the truth about the demonic world. We didn’t want to tamper with her thoughts any longer, and since she had started working for us that became almost inevitable. She was strong enough to know that demons had been living amongst humans for as long as I could remember.

      “My business partner, Mr. Donovan, and I have worked with Emma for over two months now. She’s capable of dealing with any demonic exposure. I run a detective agency, Judge, and every case requires a certain level of knowledge from her, and we can’t carry on tampering with her mind. We don’t want to replace her. She’s an excellent assistant,” I said, acting like a parrot. I had been repeating myself over and over again, but it seemed to me that Judge Michaelstone wasn’t listening. “She’s a single mother that just got out of an abusive relationship and she needs this job. I understand that she might be a high risk, but I’m willing to take on full responsibility for anything that might happen after we share the truth with her. I can assure you that she is strong enough to understand the truth about our world.”

      There was another demon that stood behind Michaelstone, and he kept whispering stuff into his ear. I had a feeling that this arsehole was purposely trying to jeopardise my case. I hated the fact that I had an audience, but these were the rules of demonic court. Every case needed to be witnessed by selected demons from various factions. Besides, the word in the city had spread fast, and my previous connections weren’t working to my advantage after I left the security business. Prince George went missing a couple of months ago and I had brought him back, but no one knew how. I was willing to bet that during this hearing there would only be a handful of demons that were on my side. Somehow my success made others uncomfortable.

      Michaelstone was listening and nodding to the guy behind him and I was ready to hit him with one of my charms. I had no idea who he was, but clearly he was doing everything he could to prevent me from getting that damn licence. The old judge kept smoothing his long white beard, eyeing me intensely.

      “Humans are incapable of keeping things about us to themselves, Miss Brodeur. The court fully sympathises with the needs of your business, but there is no guarantee that Miss Carter won’t talk. Unless you have any other argument that you would like to put forward then I’m afraid that I’m unable to grant you a relief licence,” the judge stated, leaning over the bench. Okay, I was truly screwed then, but I wasn’t willing to give up just yet. Emma needed to know the truth, and that was the bottom line.

      The demon behind Judge Michaelstone curled his lips in a nasty smile, and I clenched my fists, thinking about the ways that I could hurt him. The head of Berith faction wouldn’t normally approve a relief licence unless the demon that presented the case provided strong supporting evidence. Now I needed to come up with something good, and fast.

      “Emma left her abusive husband, took her small daughter, and ran away in the middle of the night. During our first meeting I had to rescue her from the hands of two convicted demons that were planning to drain off her lust. She was nearly killed that night, but after using a very mild … let me repeat, very mild calming charm, she was absolutely fine, Judge Michaelstone,” I fired out, knowing that certain questions would follow through, but I didn’t care anymore. These bastards needed some motivation to grant me that damn licence. Maybe I was putting myself at risk. I had never reported that incident to Watchers, so the judge could easily order me to travel downstairs to report what exactly had happened that evening.

      After I blurted out such a thing, the guy behind the judge almost lost his glasses. Michaelstone frowned, and his energy circulated around the room.

      “Miss Emma Carter was attacked by two convicted demons? That’s impossible, the Watchers would have picked this up and brought it to our attention. This would have been in your case files, Miss Brodeur,” the judge stated, raising his voice. Okay, so I might have just opened a Pandora’s box, but deep down I wanted to piss off that demon that stood behind Michaelstone.

      “I believe Watchers purposely left the two convicted demons out of their sight … obviously following someone else’s orders. Emma could have died if it weren’t for me. I had to use my abilities that night in order to save her life. On top of that, a demon close by had opened the gates to the underworld, knowing that there was a human nearby,” I continued, throwing up accusations, and then added, “I had never been interested in politics, Judge Michaelstone, but it seemed that night someone was working against faction interest. God knows what would have happened to other humans if I hadn’t stopped those two convicts then.”

      Other witnessing demons that were standing behind me started whispering between themselves. The old judge used the wooden hammer, shouting “order” a few times. I simply pointed out that there was someone within Lucifer’s faction that was most likely conspiring against him. Most of the time this wasn’t the case, but I wanted to make them believe that something like that was a strong possibility.

      “So why haven’t you reported this to Berith’s faction, Miss Brodeur?” the judge asked, leaning so far forward that his beard was now falling over the bench. The guy behind was trying to break through my wards. His face was red and tense, but he wasn’t strong enough to challenge me like that.

      “I used my powers in front of a human in order to save her, being aware of the consequences. I was running late that day and I couldn’t afford to wait for Watchers,” I explained. “I’m certain that if I passed such valuable information to Lucifer himself he would vote in my favour. That licence is very important and it could really transform my business.”

      Michaelstone wasn’t going to report to Lucifer that his men failed to keep an eye on two convicted demons. This could ruin him and his career. It was an embarrassing flop that Michaelstone needed to keep tightly sealed. There were more snippets and whispers that spread around the room, and a moment later the door opened up. I was quite shocked seeing my old friend Cyril. He was wearing the same kimono-style outfit, with a long Japanese sword that hung over his hips.

      “Miss Brodeur, I presume that your assistant should be able to verify your story if the licence is granted?” the judge asked, looking at me like he wanted to toss me down to the underworld without any further questions. Maybe I was taking this too far, but I had nothing to lose. My name was already on the faction radar, and if they needed me downstairs then they would have to drag me down by force.

      “Yes, I can release the calming charm, but I’m reluctant to mess further with her mind. She has gone through a lot in the past few months,” I replied.

      “Right, Miss Brodeur, please give me five minutes. I need to consult with another representative on this matter,” Michaelstone said, sounding irritated, and suddenly got up. He disappeared behind the doors with the guy that stood behind him during the entire hearing. I nodded with a smile, sitting down on my bench. This either was going to shift in my favour or not. I just had to see.

      Rodriguez was aware that Alexis had initiated her movement against Lucifer and right now I was only pointing out the obvious, at the same time hoping to gain something out of it.

      Michaelstone didn’t need five minutes; he came back after two, this time without the glasses guy. He had that strange, concerned look on his face. Tension rippled through the room, and I wondered if I should have kept my mouth shut. That incident from two months ago could have gotten me into a lot of trouble.

      The judge shuffled some papers on top of his long desk and then looked at me. He was using his demonic energy to assess that I wasn’t making this whole thing up. I felt his powerful wave of magic deep in my bones. My hands started to tremble slightly as energy inside me vibrated.

      “Relief licence granted, Miss Brodeur. You’re responsible for the human in question. The faction will look into the possible breach of protocol with regards to the two convicted demons that had attacked Miss Carter back in February. The session is now closed,” Michaelstone stated, finishing with a loud bang of his wooden hammer.

      I flopped back on my seat feeling relief, still not quite believing that I had managed to secure the licence. A few of the witnessing demons started leaving the room, and some stopped by my bench congratulating me. Some time later, after I was holding the relief licence in my hand, Cyril approached me.

      “Great job, Maxine. You got what you wanted, but I thought that you needed to keep a low profile. Telling Michaelstone about two convicts wasn’t too wise,” he said, looking ahead. His overbearing energy was circulating, stinging my bare shoulders. I was sober enough to realise that we were the only two people left in the room.

      “I hate messing around with human minds. Emma is part of my business now and I need to protect her,” I explained, putting all my paperwork back into the white envelope. “We both know that someone is working against Lucifer, and I wanted to point this out to Michaelstone. Those two demons were out on the streets  for a reason. I know it and now you know it too.”

      He stared back at me, not convinced that I was telling him everything.

      “Maxine you’re putting yourself at risk. Your name has been on my radar for a while,” he said with a heavy voice, like he was hoping I would understand that he had to investigate me. “Try to stay away from any further trouble. I’d hate to pay you another visit. The agency is clean, but the factions won’t see it that way. You’re attracting too much attention to yourself.”

      His words froze me in place for a moment. We had only met once, but Cyril had struck me as the decent kind of demon. After all, he was doing his job, and now warning me that he was going to investigate my involvement in other incidents in the city. Crap, and I was really hoping that today would be an easy day.

      “I have done nothing wrong, only saved an innocent human from the hands of two convicts,” I told him, knowing that this wasn’t an issue. Someone had opened the gates of hell without following the protocol, and that was a huge no-no.

      “Yes, we can agree or disagree, but you need to remember that things are changing. Members of the faction want to push other orders and after today’s performance they might see you as a threat.”

      “So, what are you doing here? Why are you telling me this? Maybe you should take me down yourself. That way you’ll save me a lot of hassle,” I snapped, losing my cool. All right, so yeah, I had saved the young prince, but the faction didn’t care about my achievements. They only cared about power and politics.

      “I don’t really know why I’m warning you, but for some reason I like you to remain on earth. Other mongrels need someone like you,” he said. Cyril was right. Recently there had been more Watchers patrolling the streets and more demons had been disappearing from the face of the earth. Something big was going on downstairs.

      “Thanks for the warning. I’ll follow the protocol from now on, but I have to make a living somehow,” I said, thinking about all my unresolved cases.

      “Just be careful, keep your ears and eyes open. Think about the future,” Cyril said, got up, and headed towards the door. I scratched my head, wanting to ask him what he meant, but a moment later he disappeared. Dark clouds began filling my head and the voice of reason reminded me that my days on earth were somehow numbered.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        “Moving again, I tried the lonely slope-
        my firm foot was always the one below.”
        ―Dante Alighier, Inferno

      

    
    
      Cyril’s warning left me slightly on edge. He was right—my encounter with two demons back in February should have triggered a certain chain of events, but I’d failed to report that incident. Now the head of the faction had a valid reason to keep an eye on me. On top of that I was closely linked to royals. Everyone knew that Lucifer liked eliminating demons that were considered a threat, an unnecessary risk. Maybe Rodriguez was afraid that I was ready to influence Arthur and other royals against the faction order. Either way, from then on I really had to watch my back.

      I headed straight home after the hearing, thinking about the rest of the day. My stomach was rumbling and I had some leftovers from a roast lamb in the fridge. Emma’s mother had made a proper full-on roast dinner while she was visiting here from Scotland. Our new assistant had brought tonnes of small containers to work yesterday, so Ricky and I had a feast. Things had been settling back for a while now. I had been closing case after case, and the cash was rolling in.

      I was also glad that I didn’t have to deal with royals anymore. I rejected Arthur’s proposition and he hadn’t tried to contact me since our last conversation in my office. My trips to the pub were more frequent and recently I won a significant amount of money in a few poker games. My problem with magical tequila hadn’t been addressed. I was still addicted to magic, pretty much drinking almost every night. It was easier to numb the memories that way, pretend that the past didn’t matter. Deep down I knew that I was drowning myself further in the despair, attempting to forget about the one thing that was constantly on my mind.

      At home, I stuffed my face with the roast dinner leftovers, changed, and headed back out. The hearing had worn me out, and I needed to chill, maybe have a short game of poker in the pub. Ricky had been quite pleased with me lately, so I could get away with going in to work with a hangover tomorrow. My craving for tequila was strong tonight. Normally I got away with drinking later on in the day, but tonight was special. Emma would finally know the truth about me and Ricky. The relief licence meant a lot to the business.

      It was still light when I walked through the streets of Brixton and for a change the sun had been shining all day today. It was surprisingly warm for the end of April, and I much preferred the summers rather than bitter, cold winters. After my long and painful recovery I tried to stay off tequila. Slipping into the old ways wasn’t something that I’d intended to do, but my confidence was knocked. I’d gone through quite a shock when Arthur came over and asked me to work for him again. Then, my first official date with Zachary Quinton rolled in and I panicked. Our chemistry was off the rocker and we were both hoping that we could end the perfect evening in bed. Unfortunately things didn’t quite work out that way.

      Zach invited me over and I ran. After an amazing date and even better make-out session in the cinema, I made some lame excuse and told him that I had to go home, feeling like the biggest loser on earth. Maybe it was a panic attack or the fact that I still wasn’t over Arthur. Either way, Zach didn’t call me again after that and we lost touch. Yeah, he’d most likely had enough trying to push me in the right direction.

      “Hey, how did it go with the relief licence today?” Paul asked, when I walked into the bar twenty minutes later, still buried in my own thoughts. The Broken Shoe was busy for Thursday night, filled with more humans and demons.

      “That old-school Judge Michaelstone didn’t want to listen to my arguments, but we managed to work something out in the end,” I said, winking at Paul. He automatically grabbed the bottle of tequila and placed it on the bar. I liked the fact that Paul didn’t try to cure me. He was a bartender and I was a well-paying customer—we had an understanding.

      “I know for a fact that this old demon religiously follows the protocol, so what exactly did you do, Max?” Paul asked, looking at me with that concerned gleam in his eye. After all, he used to be a Watcher, so he knew the ins and outs of the faction’s business.

      “I had to play with him a little, put the right arguments forward. Don’t worry. I had it all under control,” I lied, drinking all three shots at once, pushing the unknown fears away. I didn’t want to think about Cyril and his warning.

      “This isn’t a joke, Maxine, and you don’t mess with Berith’s men. They will find a way to get to you,” Paul warned me, giving me a stern look. My knotted stomach reminded me that I was still vulnerable, exposed and on the Watchers radar. I had to remember that I wasn’t invisible anymore.

      “I get it, Paul. I promised to follow the protocol, so that should keep the faction off my back. The business is good these days and things finally are going smoothly. Trust me, everything will be fine,” I assured him, knowing that somehow I needed to remain positive. “Just keep filling my glass with tequila. I’ll be at the back, playing poker.”

      Paul was good to me and I hated lying to him. But I didn’t want him involved in any shady faction politics. After all, he retired from that old life. I didn’t want him making any assumption over my unstable future. Things were good for once. My shitty flat was filled with cash, Arthur had left me alone, and the business was growing. I couldn’t complain.

      “There she is, our star of the evening, Maxine Brodeur,” Devlin shouted when I passed through the tables and found myself in the company of a few demons. They hadn’t started playing yet, but I could see the stack of cards on the table, along with a few pints of beer. The female demonic twins were there too and I had a feeling this was going to be a good night. Finally my luck had begun turning around. Recently I had outplayed everyone around the table, which caused a slight irritation amongst the group.

      “Stop talking and toss the cards; tonight’s my lucky night,” I said, pushing the chair with my leg and trying to make myself comfortable.

      “You’ve been lucky for too long, Maxine. It’s time to give up your crown,” Devlin said.

      “No way. I will whoop your arse again tonight, so watch out,” I responded.

      “Damn, girl, you really are on fire. Jack, toss the cards.”

      That was the last thing that I remembered, because when I opened my eyes next someone was shaking me, telling me that it was time to go home. Surely I hadn’t lost the past several hours of the game after just a couple of shots.

      When I glanced at the clock, it was quarter to two in the morning and it was Paul that stood in front of me. My vision was blurry and my mouth tasted like garbage. I had no idea what happened or how I managed to pass out, but all my pockets were empty. Someone had robbed me.

      “Yo, Paul, I think you should call the police, someone took all my money,” I complained, stumbling on my feet. It was becoming almost too difficult to keep my balance while trying to concentrate on Paul’s deep frown. Yes, he was pissed like a fart, but someone had dared to steal from me. This wasn’t on.

      “I’m sorry, Max, but no one took your cash. You lost everything playing poker. Devlin kept pouring you drinks. I went to put some boxes down two hours ago and when I came back you were already fast asleep on the table.”

      I was ready to argue with him, but the problem was that I didn’t remember exactly what had happened. There was no way that I was outplayed; my cards in the past few weeks were brilliant. I shoved my hands into my pockets to check once more. No, they were empty.

      “Impossible,” I muttered to myself and then burped loudly, covering my mouth with my palm, slightly embarrassed. Paul wrapped his large arms around me and started pushing me towards the door.

      “It’s late, Max, just after two a.m. and I need to clean up. Stay away from that demon in the future. He just wants your cash and he knows that you have a soft spot for tequila,” he said. “Do you want me to walk you back to the house?”

      “No, I’m smashed but I can make it. You have other things that you need to take care of.” I patted him on the back and strolled away, wanting to get lost within the gloomy streets of Brixton. Paul watched me heading home until I disappeared around the corner, still trying to figure out how I had lost over two thousand pounds worth of cash. Maybe someone had slipped something into my drink, because I’d never fallen asleep on the table before during a game. The whole evening was blurry and my memory was in pieces.

      Strong currents of magic were rummaging through my system. I felt hot and cold at the same time. My hands were shaking and yet again I had lost control passing out on the table.

      The streets were mostly deserted. I sensed a few humans nearby, nothing unusual, just the odd individual probably walking home from work. I still had a hell of a way before I reached my shitty apartment. A couple of days ago I was hoping to start looking for a new place to live in, as I had saved enough money. After tonight this wasn’t going to happen.

      “So I see that you haven’t changed much, still wasting your sharp mind and spoiling it with magic,” said the voice somewhere in the darkness. I turned around abruptly, trying to locate whoever had managed to sneak up on me.

      Tequila affected my normally excellent vision, but I was certain that there was a demon on the other side of the road, watching me. His strong, rippling energy reminded me of someone from the past, but I wanted to quickly dismiss that thought. Ronan O’Connor couldn’t be in London. He hated people, hated the city after living here for a number of years. I slapped myself, just to be sure I wasn’t hallucinating. Like the night a couple of months ago when I got so wasted that I shagged a random human, thinking he was Prince Arthur.

      He widened his eyes at me when I massaged my cheek. That slap bloody hurt.

      “This isn’t any black demonic magic, right? You’re really here?” I asked, approaching him slowly. He was short, slightly overweight, dressed in a long black coat. It’d been eighteen months since we’d seen each other. Ronan hadn’t changed much, but there was something concerning in the way he was looking at me.

      “Yes, it’s me, Maxine. You aren’t hallucinating.”

      “Sorry, I just needed to be sure. Two months ago I got so wasted that I convinced myself that some random human was Arthur himself,” I said, dragging my hand through my hair. Ronan’s past was complicated like mine, and it was a hell of a surprise seeing him in the city. Maybe something had happened to …

      “She’s fine. Don’t worry. This isn’t the reason I’m here,” he told me, clearly reading my mind.

      I exhaled with relief, but gathered my energy. Living in London taught me that I could get stunned with an unpleasant surprise at any time. The secret that I left behind had been on my mind more than usual.

      “How are you, Maxine? Well, besides being drunk and high on magic?” he asked, placing his warm palm on my shoulder. His touch calmed me down instantly, and I felt slightly less intoxicated. Ronan’s abilities had evolved over the years and he was much more powerful than me. His energy scorched down my spine, pushing the toxic magic out, cleansing me.

      “I’m still a wreck, but I’m coping, much better than several months ago,” I said, feeling stupid that I let Devlin get to me like that.

      I didn’t want to think about this right now. Obviously Ronan had arrived in London for a reason. He hadn’t been back here since he left fifteen years ago.

      “You’re pushing yourself too hard. Healing takes time, more time than you think,” he said, scratching his jaw and glancing around. “We need to talk, Maxine. The news isn’t good. ”

      My stomach dropped and I was suddenly feeling very sober. My life used to be linked to Ronan’s in a very strange way.

      “We should walk to my flat. We can talk there,” I suggested.

      “I feel better being outside,” he said.

      I sighed, forcing myself not to roll my eyes. Ronan was serious.

      “Okay fine, so just tell me—what happened?” I asked, knowing that there was no one around and it was safer for us to talk on the street. Ronan could sense any human within a few hundred meters away. He used his energy to release me from the claws of tequila, which meant that this conversation was going to be serious.

      “My son stole something from me. In the past few years I had kept some significant letters at home,” he said.

      “A son? I didn’t know that you had any kids.”

      Right, clearly I had missed something over the years, but at the same time Ronan was a very private person. He hardly talked about himself or his family.

      “We were never close. His mother showed up when he turned eighteen. I have tried to make an effort, but as you know, my job prevented me from truly having a fully engaging relationship with him,” he explained, sounding tired and drained. The job, yeah, I knew exactly what he meant, working for royals had aged me too.

      “What was in those documents?”

      “It was a private collection of letters of dead Princess Catherine to her lover. She placed them in my possession before she died, so no one knew that they even existed,” he said. My heart began thumping faster, somehow I knew this wasn’t the reason he got back in touch with me.

      “Letters, right? Anything else?” I asked, feeling a little dizzy.

      Ronan’s eyes darkened. He cleared his throat, trying to send some calming vibes through my system. “Yes, Maxine, he also took the letter that you wrote to Arthur revealing why you had to run away.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        “These dwell among the blackest souls, loaded down deep by sins of differing types. If you sink far enough, you'll see them all.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      I wasn’t sure what Ronan was talking about. I didn’t remember writing any letter to Arthur, but that period of my life was very hazy, filled with overwhelming darkness. It was one of the most depressing times in my life. I had spent at least a month so hooked up on magic that I was hardly ever sober.

      “Ronan, I haven’t sent anything to Arthur,” I mumbled, feeling numb from head to toe. This was my worst nightmare, a bad joke. The world couldn’t be so cruel.

      “You didn’t send the letter, Maxine, but you did write it, revealing everything, the whole truth. Telling him about—”

      “All right, I get it, spare me the details,” I cut him off, rubbing my head so hard that I was going to have a bruise. “I guess I was so fucked up that I was ready to destroy my life and his?”

      I wanted to cut off my own ears so I didn’t have to listen to Ronan. In the past eighteen months I had tried hard to keep this secret hidden, telling myself that this was the only way. The future king was getting married and I didn’t want to jeopardise his happiness. My memories were in shreds.

      “You were quite emotional that day, so it’s understandable why you wouldn’t remember it,” he said. “I shouldn’t have kept it, but I thought about our future and thought that it was important to you. The letters were protected by magic, but Nameless somehow managed to break the wards.”

      I felt like someone suddenly dropped a bucket of cold water over me, then slapped me a couple of times. The letter, of course I bloody scribbled the letter to the love of my life, revealing everything, hoping that he would understand. Ronan was staring back at me with that heavy look on his face.

      “Nameless?” I questioned him, feeling numb everywhere.

      “That’s his nickname. He hasn’t used his real name for a very long time. Tom O’Connor. His mother had given him my surname when he was born, but everyone in London knows him as “Nameless, the thief,” Ronan explained. “I need to get these letters back, Maxine. The information there will ruin the royals, me, and everyone else involved. I’m obligated to protect the reputation of Princess Catherine.”

      I was pacing at that point, trying to gather what that meant for me. Well, for starters, I would start the biggest scandal if the content of the letter was made public. And of course the faction could launch an official investigation. Right now my situation amongst Watchers was complicated enough, but the letter would only add oil to the fire. No one would believe that we were in love, that we had something special going on.

      “Is he a full demon? Your son?” I asked, not recognising my own voice, regretting that I made such horrible choices in the past. I thought that my affairs with royals were behind me, that I could finally move on.

      “No, he’s a mongrel with quite a reputation on the streets of London. We had a disagreement earlier in the year and he left, furious, threatening to kill me. Maybe that’s what prompted him to take the letter, to break in,” Ronan explained. “I want to hire you, Max. You need to find him and get these letters back before he can hand them over to someone else.”

      There was no doubt that I had to get involved. I owed a lot to Ronan. He knew the truth of my situation could never reach the royal family, that it could destroy me and people that protected my secret.

      “What do you think he intends to do with these letters?”

      “I have no idea, but there is a possibility that someone else was involved, a third party. Someone that wanted to get hands on these letters. It’s nothing to be proud of, but my son is one of the most skilled thieves in London. He’s known on the streets and within demonic communities. On top of that he’s wanted by human police,” Ronan continued, drowning me in the dark waters. Now I truly understood the extent of my addiction to magic, the things that I had done in the past. It was time to get myself truly sorted. “You’re the only person capable of finding him, Max.”

      “Of course. This matter involves us both. I need to get that letter back or destroy it. You do realise that Arthur mustn’t know the truth, that this would kill him?”

      “Yes, Maxine, I know what you’re saying, and even if I don’t agree with the choices you have made, I’m afraid that the head of faction needs to be informed and possibly the prince himself.”

      Two months ago, I tried to burn a letter I received with the royal seal, because I couldn’t face Arthur, and now this was happening all over again. Ronan was right. Rodriguez needed to know what was happening, but Arthur? I wasn’t too sure if that was such a good idea.

      “Arthur? You want to talk to him?”

      “I had his mother’s letters in my possession for years, the letters that he has no idea about. He needs to know the truth,” Ronan admitted, looking uncomfortable.

      “Fine, whatever. We will do what needs to be done. Are you ready to get back to the palace after all these years?” I asked, knowing well enough that as an ex-employee Ronan didn’t want to be dragged into royal affairs again. He had spent his best years working as a butler, first to the Queen mother, then to Princess Catherine.

      “I don’t think that I have any choice,” he replied, with that tormented tone of voice, releasing me from the spell. “I’ll be in touch. Get some sleep, Maxine, you will need your energy tomorrow.”

      I shook my head, feeling smashed again. A moment later Ronan had walked away, leaving me alone, but this time with even heavier baggage on my shoulders.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The morning came and I woke up with another gloomy hangover. The sun was beaming into the room and my head was banging. Last night was brutal, and the main problem was my memory. Devlin obviously knew that I was willing to party, so he took advantage of me, the bastard. He must have sensed that I had shit loads of money in my pocket. I didn’t remember falling asleep on the table. Someone must have slipped something into my drink.

      I pushed the covers away and went to the bathroom. My reflection in the mirror told me that I needed to slow down, take a deep breath, and ditch tequila once and for all. Detox was on order. After I brushed my teeth and drank a whole pint of water, I wondered if Nameless was working alone or if he had a silent partner.

      Ronan wanted to talk to Arthur, so another trip to Buckingham Palace was unavoidable. Maybe it was the time to come clean and tell Arthur the whole truth.

      In the past few months after my confrontation with Alexis, I’d been functioning. Living my life and trying to be a new Maxine. Ricky had gotten used to the fact that I was showing up to work on time, that I was helpful and resourceful. Now this was just about to change yet again.

      I applied some makeup, trying to cover the fading scar. Two months ago a mythological A’rea had ripped my cheek to shreds. I was nearly killed, but that scar reminded me that there were other beings on this earth, and scars like that wouldn’t just fade away. I had to use magic, but nothing seemed to be working so far, most probably because the bitch’s tissue was still in the skin.

      The demon named Alexis was my enemy. I’d ruined her master plan and tossed her down to the hell pits. No one could ever get back from there, but I had a feeling that Alexis had other cards up her sleeve and would probably manage to do it. I had to have eyes on the back of my head. Deep down I knew that she wasn’t done with me yet.

      I left my flat at twelve, feeling weak, very much hungover and angry. I had no idea what had gotten into me all those months ago when I was staying with Ronan. Why did I have to write a love letter to Arthur?

      The overbearing guilt began rippling through me, making me want to throw everything away and just escape to the other side of the world. That  way I wouldn’t have to worry about anything;  I could simply start over somewhere else.

      I had ditched tequila before, took responsibility for my actions. This time my own life was threatened. Ricky knew a private rehab facility somewhere up north. I could commit myself, but at the same time I had to find Nameless before he ruined everything.

      No one interrupted my pleasant walk to the office this time around, but my head was hurting. I felt like I had taken part in a boxing match the night before and lost. When I checked my mobile, I realised that my hands were trembling. Lucky for me no one had left any messages, so presumably Ricky was in a good mood.

      Outside our building some human girl was having an argument with her boyfriend. She was trying to beat him up with her handbag. Some teenagers were standing behind the wall laughing their heads off. I shook my head, imagining myself and Arthur in such a simple, every day scene. Yeah, I needed to stop daydreaming. This wasn’t good, and Arthur was with Natalie.

      After climbing the stairs and turning up at the office out of breath, I collapsed on the chair in front of Emma, knowing that Ricky needed to know that we were taking on a new case—plus a new zooming trouble that suddenly hung over my head.

      “Hey, Ems, how is it going?” I asked, wondering why I couldn’t just stop shoving more and more tequila into my wrecked body. Maybe I was trying to hush the screams from my nightmares, that instinct that kept telling me I needed to go back and fix the past.

      “Hey, Maxine. Sorry. I was in my own world,” Emma replied, finally noticing me past the stack of papers on her desk. “Good … everything is fine. Have you retrieved that package for Mr. Louise?”

      I widened my eyes at her, realising that I was still supposed to be doing something important this afternoon.  One of the clients, a warlock, had lost his suitcase filled with magical formulas in one of the underground platforms. Apparently he’d fallen asleep and walked away without it. It was a small case, nothing serious, but the problem was that the same underground was vandalised by convicted mongrels that were causing havoc amongst humans, and I couldn’t go down there to retrieve it. The whole area was controlled by Watchers, and I had to wait for the right opportunity. It was a small, dirty job that could bring some needed cash into the business, but as usual I’d forgotten about it.

      Emma’s face dropped when I shook my head. She was great, being on my case constantly,  making sure that I was getting on with my tasks.

      Unfortunately, my failed evening in the Broken Shoe had thrown me off my game a little.

      “I’ll take care of it. Don’t worry,” I said, and rushed to Ricky, before she could give me something else to do.

      His room was even smaller than mine; it was almost like a cupboard. Recently I had really good days at poker, so I was hoping that maybe we could rent something much bigger, but after last night I didn’t think that I could afford it anyway.

      Rick was staring at his mobile phone, and he didn’t even sense me standing in front of him until I cleared my throat. His demonic energy was circulating in the room, stinging lightly, telling me to stay away from his head. Something was going on with him lately, and I suspected that he was seeing someone new.

      “What’s up, kitty cat? I hope you have the relief licence with you?” he asked, grinning. I flopped back on the chair opposite him, rubbing my face. I didn’t like ruining his good moods with bad news, but he needed to know what was going on.

      “Yes, that’s all sorted. We can talk to her about it today,” I said. “But that’s beside the point. I have bad news and very bad news. Which one do you want to hear first?”

      He lost his smile and narrowed his eyes at me.

      “Oh no, Max, you can’t do this to me. I had a very eventful evening last night with my new lady friend, so nothing will ruin my good mood. Not even the fact that I can smell tequila on you,” he said, putting his hands in the back of his head. My damn headache was distracting, and I was ready to run to the bathroom and throw up.

      “Ronan showed up when I was on my way back to the flat,” I blurted out, looking straight into his eyes. Ricky flinched, and nearly fell off the chair. He knew who Ronan was, so I just needed to carry on. “Apparently he had some documents from the time when Princess Catherine was alive, her private letters addressed to some lover.”

      “Letters? I thought he left that life behind?” Ricky asked, growing anxious.

      “I don’t know, the letters were given to him. He meant to look after them, but his son broke the protective wards and stole the letters.” I completed my tale, knowing that my next sentence was going to cause an explosion.

      “And the—”

      “Oh my God … Max … Ricky, you have to see this, quickly,” Emma shouted, barging into the office a second later. She had her laptop in her hands and when she turned the screen towards me, I thought this had to be some kind of joke. There was a huge red headline beaming at me.

      Prince Arthur breaks engagement with Duchess Morgan. The royal wedding is off!

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        “Being by such a noble lover kissed,
        This one, who ne'er from me shall be divided,
        Kissed me upon the mouth all palpitating.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Inferno

      

    
    
      My mind couldn’t quite grasp the fact that Arthur had broken off his engagement. Emma was holding the laptop in her hands, streaming live BBC news, and my head was suddenly spinning. I wanted to pick it up and toss it across the room so I didn’t have to hear the thrill of excitement in the reporter’s voice. Arthur couldn’t have been that stupid. He was committed to Natalie, and our affair was long forgotten. There was no way that the royals would let such significant news leak out. This whole thing was either a hoax or a shameful truth.

      This has nothing to do with you, Max. He just wasn’t ready to transform his whole life.

      “Ricky, please tell me this isn’t happening for real,” I said, sitting on the chair, completely paralysed. Emma walked into the room and placed the laptop on Ricky’s table, increasing the volume. For a long, uncomfortable moment the three of us listened to the reporter that stood outside Buckingham Palace, looking slightly flustered. Prince Arthur had called off the wedding. The source of BBC confirmed that the wedding was supposed to take place sometime in the end of the year. My demonic energy rose, and I felt warmth spreading through me, the fire in the pit of my stomach. Things were getting out of control. I couldn’t afford to lose my temper in front of Emma.

      “The prince, Maxine, do you think that this has something to do with us, with the agency?” Emma asked, looking directly at me. Of course she would have come to that conclusion. After all, Arthur paid me a visit, and Emma wasn’t stupid. I brushed my hair away from my face, as nausea rolled through me.

      “I think Maxine needs a strong cup of tea, Emma. Would you mind making one for her?” Ricky asked, looking like he was ready to explode himself. There were videos of Natalie getting to the car alone, then some images of Arthur in a restaurant, talking to his father. There were big questions on the screen too, like—What went wrong? Is there someone else behind the scenes?

      There was no doubt that this story was real. Arthur must have done this to get back at me, to let me know that he wasn’t done with me yet. The timing couldn’t be any worse. Now that I had to head over to the palace, to discuss Ronan’s case with him.

      Ricky was staring back at me, and I already knew what he was thinking. Things were going to get difficult for us. Sooner or later someone was going to leak my name.

      “This isn’t good, Max.”

      “That’s not it, Ricky. There is more to these damn letters, to Ronan’s son,” I said, my voice vibrating. I was falling apart, thinking hard about the consequences of my actions, about the innocent soul that I was forced to leave behind. This whole thing with Ronan and now news like that, the fates really must hate my guts for some reason. I took a deep breath and closed the laptop, knowing that I had to deal with one thing at the time.

      “All those months ago when I was away, staying with Ronan, I wrote a letter to Arthur, a letter that I had forgotten about,” I said, hanging on to Ricky’s energy to feel that my body was still in the room, to push away the numbness. Maxine Brodeur couldn’t break down now, not after what she had gone through in the past. She was too strong for this shit.

      Ricky frowned and exhaled sharply, like he knew where my story was heading.

      “That letter was stolen along with the others, and as far as I can recall, I told Arthur the truth, the whole truth. ”

      “So Ronan’s son has the letter that holds your future together?” Ricky asked, his jaw tight. “Did Ronan say what he’s planning to do with it?”

      I went through everything that Ronan had told me last night, about the fact that he wanted me to track Nameless down, to admit that he also made a mistake. Ricky knew that I had no other choice but to accept the assignment. I couldn’t risk Arthur getting his hands on the letter, learning that I betrayed him in the worst possible way. Emma walked in with the tea at some point, wondering loudly what happened and why the prince made such a hasty decision. After that, Ricky and I decided that we could tell her about the demonic world tomorrow. I wasn’t in the right frame of mind to tell someone that everything in her life wasn’t as straightforward as she’d always thought.

      My mind was fried, and when Ronan showed up in the office half an hour later I was ready to head home.

      “Have you heard?” I asked him, rubbing my sweaty palms over my thighs. Ricky was forced to take care of the lost luggage in the underground, so he’d left a few minutes earlier, telling me not to do anything rash.

      Ronan had aged. Now that I was seeing him in broad daylight he had a lot more wrinkles under his eyes and more grey hair, the old black suit only making him look older than he was. He’d retired a couple of years ago and left London for good. He started making money on potions, selling love elixirs and other stuff to humans. That was the choice that he made. After working for a decade for royals he felt burned out. I wasn’t surprised. Working in the palace had messed with my life too.

      “This story is all over London, Maxine, so yes, I did hear it,” he said. “Have you two spoken since you returned?”

      Emma was eavesdropping. There was a lot that I needed to tell her, but right now wasn’t the time. Ronan had no idea what happened between me and Arthur. I’d been back for over a year now. My raw emotions turned my stomach upside down when I thought about the fact that I had to face my old love again. The palace was going to be crammed with press, filled with hungry paps that most likely were waiting to get a glimpse of the heartbroken prince.

      “On several occasions,” I replied dismissively, grabbing my bag. “Come on, let’s go. The sooner we get this conversation over, the better. I really need to start tracking your son.”

      Ronan nodded but didn’t say anymore. I told Emma to keep all the messages, feeling slightly guilty leaving her alone again. She was thinking about inviting me to her friend’s hen party next week. We had been getting along, sort of growing closer since she started working here.

      “You have a human working for you?” Ronan asked when we were walking downstairs.

      “Yes, but it’s a long story,” I muttered. “She’s great, very sweet and will handle the truth about our world. A relief licence was granted yesterday, so now we need to just find the right time to tell her about us.”

      “Fair enough, Maxine. It looks like you have grown up a bit since the last time we saw each other,” Ronan said. I gave him a faint smile, aware that he had no idea that my life shifted a hundred eighty degrees since I came back.

      He didn’t press this subject and somehow I was glad. Besides, Ronan wasn’t the kind of demon that liked wasting time on talking. He was worried about the letters and the fact that we were going to face his old employer. At least he hadn’t been fired like I was, but getting back to that life, to all the memories after so many years was most likely difficult enough.

      Ronan, like me, much preferred public transport. He was a full-blooded demon, so he had no problem with blocking humans all around us. I was distracted, hungover and anxious, so for me the ride through the city felt like hell. Deep down, I knew that I should have stuck to my resolution. Zach was available and we could have been happy together, but I got scared. Intimacy was my biggest problem, and I wasn’t prepared to drag my wounded heart through another battlefield.

      “There is a new head of Lucifer faction inside the palace: Rodriquez. Just so you’re aware,” I said, when we were getting our passes to get on the palace grounds. My stomach was filled with heavy bricks. Two months ago I wouldn’t have had a problem avoiding Arthur. Now I had no choice but to face him. The timing was so bad. He called off his engagement and suddenly I was showing up in the palace without an appointment. I just didn’t want him to think that there was still something between us.

      Ronan nodded, not saying a word. There were crowds of reporters outside, snapping pictures, shouting at anyone that was walking through the gate. My energy became hypersensitive to the camera flashes, and the wild emotions that surrounded the gates. We were directed to Rodriguez’s office. Ronan needed to go through him first, tell him about the stolen letters.

      Once I sat down on the bench and started managing my head, an odd familiar sensation flickered through my body. Ronan was writing something on a thick notepad when the scent of very masculine cologne wafted in the air.

      “Hmm … Flower, what a surprise. Things are really beginning to turn around for me,” said the deep, gut-wrenching voice. I lifted my eyes and found myself face-to-face with Detective Zachary Quinton, the man that I turned down a couple of months ago.

      Heat scorched down my spine, reminding me that the spark between us hadn’t yet faded. Ronan glanced from his notes at the newcomer, but didn’t say anything. I was already drenched with sweat, but seeing him in such an unexpected circumstance only increased my anxiety.

      “Hi, Zach, it’s nice to see you too,” I blurted out, wondering what the hell he was doing in here. We needed to stop meeting like this. The timing couldn’t be any worse and he was obviously here for a reason.

      “You look fine, Maxine, much better with less clothes but still hot.” He chuckled, eyeing me up and down. He was probably thinking that I didn’t want to waste any time, showing up here straight after Arthur’s announcement.

      I got up and grabbed his elbow. Ronan most probably was already sensing that my emotions were running wild and it was better if he didn’t know about my last crush. Zach looked hot, and his dark eyes told me that he still wanted me. After all this time our attraction hadn’t fizzled out.

      “What are you doing here?” I asked.

      Maybe I would never again be ready to experience the rollercoaster of emotions with Zach, whose fantasies were wild and very explicit.

      “Police business, Maxine. Nothing that your pretty head should be worried about,” he muttered. “Who is the old dude that is eyeing me up?”

      “He’s an old friend that has urgent business with the prince,” I explained, and a moment later we both heard the whistling coming from the corridor. My heart did a happy dance in my chest. Arthur was heading towards us. For a moment he was lost in his own thoughts, looking around, but then he must have sensed my energy because his eyes found mine instantly.

      Zachary said something to me, but I ignored him. Suddenly the whole world didn’t matter anymore. My old feelings surfaced, rippling through me. Arthur stopped and looked back at me; his eyes flickered with excitement. Only two months had passed since he visited me in my office, but I knew that a lot of things must have changed. His love for me beamed like the sunrise. My heart ached for contact, pushing through the feelings from the past, remembering how much I regretted coming back to the city.

      A huge smile broke over his face and my heart fluttered again. I really needed to stop being affected by the way my body reacted to his. Somewhere in the background Zach cleared his throat.

      “Your Highness, it’s been a while. I heard that you wanted to see me urgently?” Zach said, with the hint of sarcasm in his voice, approaching the prince.

      “Maxine, wow … I wasn’t expecting to see you here today. Is everything okay?” Arthur asked, ignoring the detective like he wasn’t standing right in front of him. A moment later he touched my arm, and the heat shot over my face. Zach glared at me like a hawk, releasing very violent vibes of jealousy. I stepped away from the prince, taking a deep breath. God, this conversation wasn’t going to be easy.

      “My old friend Ronan needs to speak to you urgently. We are waiting for Rodriguez to give us clearance,” I said, thinking about goats on the trees. It was my method of distraction, which wasn’t working in this circumstance at all. “Sorry, Zach, we can wait. I think you were first anyway.”

      Zach approached us, pissed off, and I nodded to Ronan to come forward.

      “I have personally asked the detective to come over,” Arthur said, looking towards Zach. He had no idea that we weren’t really dating, well, not since we last went out, and the sudden tension between the two men escalated. “But Maxine’s business seems much more urgent.”

      “Of course, Your Highness, she’s obviously the most important party here,” Zach said, smiling. We both knew that he was referring to the news that broke only an hour ago.

      Arthur looked like he was ready to say something else, but then his eyes drifted to Ronan.

      “You used to work for my mother? I remember … it’s been years, but—”

      “Your Highness, it’s an honour to see you again, but my matter is quite pressing. Do you mind if we move to a more private setting?” Ronan asked, shaking Arthur’s hand.

      “Of course, let’s go to Rodriquez’s office. Detective, do you mind?” Arthur asked, but he wasn’t looking at Zach, his eyes were fixated on me.

      “No, not at all. You have other priorities to think about. I can wait,” Zach said, sounding irritated. A moment later I felt him beside me. He placed his hand gently on my back, invading my privacy. “I’m looking forward to our catch up a bit later on, Maxine.”

      He leaned over and whispered the words into my ear. He was winding Arthur up and with very good results. The prince narrowed his eyes at him. I quickly gathered myself, pushed him away and walked through Rodriguez’s room. A moment later I knew that I was more than screwed. Now the prince was available and Zach was ready to try his luck with me again. Either way I was back to square one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        “Through every city shall he hunt her down,
        Until he shall have driven her back to Hell,
        There from whence envy first did let her loose.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      Zach had decided to wait outside, but I knew he wouldn’t just leave me alone. He clearly thought that the two of us needed a proper catch up. I had a feeling that Arthur wasn’t just planning to hand me over to the detective after we were finished talking. He had his own agenda in mind. Zach and I weren’t connected anymore; we weren’t even friends. Just two people that messed around a little.

      Deep down I knew that we should have waited for Rodriguez. He needed to know about the letters. The faction liked keeping tabs on any new demons that had access to the royal family. I also promised Cyril to follow the protocol to the book. So far this had proven to be much more difficult than expected.

      On top of that, I could see Arthur was burning with desire to talk to me alone and Ronan was sensing everything. The atmosphere was riddled with tension and I couldn’t keep still, thinking that Nameless could release the letters to the press at any moment.

      Ronan began telling Arthur about his mother, about the letters, and about her secret affair. This conversation was not going to be easy. Arthur had no idea that his mother was capable of having someone on the side. Princess Catherine wasn’t the kind of person that would betray her loving husband, and Arthur was shocked learning that his mother hadn’t turned out to be the role model that he’d always thought she was.

      “No, this is impossible. My mother would never do something like that to my father. She was pure and—”

      “I know that this must be hard for you to understand, but we need to retrieve these letters before Tom realises what kind of value he has in his hands. Time isn’t on our side, Your Highness. I hired Max to track down my son, but you have to be aware that there is a possibility that this information might be leaked to the press sooner or later,” Ronan said, shaking his head. He should have destroyed the letters, but for him they were filled with sentimental value.

      Arthur dragged his hand through his hair and looked at me, like he was searching for confirmation of how to proceed. He was angry with himself, furious that no one told him about the affair earlier.

      I needed to get out of the palace as soon as possible. His presence suffocated me. I took this case because it involved me, but Arthur didn’t need to know that. The decisions, choices that I made in the past were going to hunt me down until I told him the truth.

      “Who was the man?” the prince asked, pacing around.

      “The man?” Ronan repeated.

      “The man that my mother chose to have an affair with?” he pressed, through the gritted teeth.

      “He was a foreigner, an official delegate from Morocco, and he had been visiting British monarchs regularly. Your mother had trusted me with these possessions; she gave me the letters before her tragic death,” Ronan explained, trying to be as diplomatic as possible. This whole story probably wasn’t easy for him to share.

      I had worked for royals for over two years and during that time I learnt that other members of the royal court had their own secrets. Now there was a strong possibility that some of them would be exposed too. Ronan should have just let me get on with my task of tracking Nameless down. He didn’t really need me here, making Arthur believe that we still had a chance to fix everything.

      “Who else knows about this?” Arthur asked me.

      “No one apart from me and Ricky. Ronan came straight to me. I’ll make this case my priority, make sure that I find Tom before he can make use of the letters,” I assured Arthur, hoping that he wouldn’t dwell on the ins and outs. In the past two months I’d been focused. I made money and solved a lot of difficult cases. Now I had to shift my priorities, because this was likely the most important assignment in my career. My whole future hung on that one letter, that Arthur didn’t even know about.

      “Maxine, do you know why Detective Quinton is here?” Arthur asked me all of a sudden. I opened my mouth to answer, but then changed my mind. Actually, I had no idea what Zach was doing in the palace. He mentioned that it was police business.

      “No.”

      “Someone broke into my residence in Kensington a couple of nights ago and stole my mother’s jewellery. Whoever it was left a golden feather—”

      “A gold feather?” Ronan repeated, cutting the prince off abruptly.

      “Yes, I thought that was unusual, that maybe the thief had dropped it or something,” Arthur continued, rubbing his neck.

      The sunlight beamed into the room and I noticed dark circles under his eyes. He looked tired, but I shouldn’t have been surprised. The news about his failed engagement had broken today, but he’d most likely been thinking about this for some time. Natalie was probably devastated.

      “No, it’s not a coincidence. It’s my son, Tom, he broke in to your residence, Your Highness. That’s his signature, the golden feather,” Ronan confirmed, scratching his head, probably trying to understand why his son took some old jewellery. I had no idea what to think anymore. Maybe Ronan’s son was motivated by someone else, by a person on the outside. I just needed to figure this out.

      Arthur walked towards the door and opened it.

      “Detective, can I have a word?” he asked. Zach strolled inside the room, looking slightly apprehensive, then shut the door.

      “Your Highness?” he asked, still adding that hint of sarcasm whenever he used Arthur’s full title. He was in a bad mood and that wasn’t a great sign. My own hormones were tormenting me, somehow trying to let me know that I made a mistake in the past. The truth was that I wasn’t ready to jump into another relationship.

      “I believe that you, Detective, and Maxine should be looking for the same person. The thief called Nameless, he stole my mother’s jewellery,” Arthur said, with a heavy voice.

      “Yes, I know who he is. I’ve been trying to catch him for years,”  Zach stated, not looking surprised at all.

      “His real name is Tom O’Connor, but everyone calls him Nameless Thief,” Ronan said. “He took very important letters from my private collection that used to belong to the tragically dead Princess Catherine. The prince just informed us about the jewellery that was taken from him a night before.”

      I needed to go outside, to get some air. My energy was going berserk, rippling through my system. I hated Nameless Thief already, and I’d never met him. I kept going, hoping that some day I would forget about the burning guilt, about the choices that I was forced to make.

      Yet again, I had to get involved with royals, but this time my own future was in jeopardy. Demons and humans were always somehow connected, and I so desperately wanted to stay out of trouble, out of faction business.

      Zach looked speechless and I had never seen him so caught off guard by sudden news. Arthur was worried about his mother’s reputation. He also seemed annoyed that he got Zach involved. He could have chosen any detective, but apparently Rodriguez insisted that Quinton was his best choice, that he was discreet and efficient.

      “I’m on this case, Zach. Ronan hired me to retrieve the letters,” I said, aware of the raving tension that zoomed between everyone.

      “You two should team up and start tracking him down together,” Arthur added, really not pleased with this idea, but he couldn’t deny that it made sense. I didn’t intend to read his mind, but I couldn’t help noticing that he started to doubt himself and his family. At the same time he didn’t want to lose his cool in front of the man that he was competing with.

      We started discussing the details, assuring one another that no one apart from people in the room and possibly Rodriguez needed to know about the stolen letters. This whole case had to be kept away from anyone, especially press.

      George had fully recovered. He’d nearly died from potion overdose, and Arthur wasn’t ready to tell him that his mother was never faithful to their beloved father.

      “All right, it looks like that’s all there is to discuss. I need to head out, go back to the office,” I said, hoping to leave without further problems. Arthur was immersed in conversation with Ronan. Zach was on his smartphone, not paying attention to me at all.

      “No, stay. I need to talk to you, Maxine,” Arthur said, suddenly aware of my presence again. A nasty smirk appeared on Zach’s face as he lifted his eyes off the phone to meet mine.

      “I really have to go, Your Highness, and catch up with evidence. Detective?” I said, nodding to Zach to move along.

      “Maxine, please, this won’t take long. I’m sure that Detective Quinton will be fine on his own for five,” Arthur pressed, pissed off that I was ready to rush off.

      “Of course, Your Highness, I have no doubts that your discussion with Maxine cannot wait,” Zach said, and headed towards the door, laughing. Arthur thanked Ronan, and a moment later I was left alone with Prince Charming, the man that would hate me for the rest of my existence if he knew what I’d done.

      The silence was unnerving, and I didn’t know what to do with my hands. Arthur stood by the window, lost in his own thoughts. His emotions were unsettling, and I felt his disappointment, his confusion about his beloved mother. There were so many things that we had to discuss, so much that happened.

      “Have you heard?” he suddenly asked. We both knew what he was asking me about.

      “The story is everywhere, so I don’t think I could have missed it,” I said, breathing in and out. Arthur wouldn’t dare to ruin his future because of me, because of something that happened in the past. I was turning the ring that he had given me on my finger, thinking about our promise.

      “She’s gone, and I don’t care what anybody thinks,” he said, turning to face me. His green eyes were taking me in, putting pieces of my soul back together. I rubbed my cheek, remembering the scar, and our last conversation.

      “I don’t understand why I’m here. It’s your decision. I have told you countless times—”

      “Shut up, Flower, you don’t need to say anything. I’m just letting you know that there isn’t anyone else in my life now. Natalie was someone that filled the time. I hurt her and I regret it,” he was saying, using words that meant a lot, but so little at the same time. “I don’t know what’s going on between you and that prick outside, but I’m going to fight for you.”

      I was counting in my head, distracting my thoughts, pushing the old emotions away, like this wasn’t the most hopeful thing that I’d heard in the past couple of weeks. Arthur was stubborn, even more now than before. Once he put his foot down, there was no going back.

      “I’m not dating Quinton. We went out once, but things got in the way,” I mumbled, not even knowing why I had to say that. This would have been so much easier if he believed that I was out of reach.

      “Good, that’s great, so we finally have a chance, a shot?”

      “No, Arthur. This won’t work. Your family would never accept it. I’m no one, just an ex-employee. It’s impossible with everything that’s already going on. You need to concentrate on your future,” I said, sounding more and more like a broken record. Arthur frowned and approached me but didn’t touch me this time around.

      “You’re overthinking this again, Flower, and I don’t care about what other people think. My family won’t dictate who I can or cannot love. We are meant to be, and I’ll make this work,” he assured me. “I know that you will be busy with the case. The press won’t leave me alone for a while, but after that I’ll make sure that we spend some time together. We can fix the past, fix us.”

      I bit on my lower lip in frustration. He didn’t understand that we didn’t have a future, that what happened between us was a one-time deal.

      “I have to go, Arthur. This conversation is over. I won’t let you ruin your reputation just because of a fling—”

      “Don’t you dare call yourself a fling,” he cut me off, grabbing my shoulders. “You were more than that, and every day that I spent with you was brighter. You can’t imagine what I went through when you vanished.”

      His words squeezed my heart in my chest hard, and when we were looking at each other like this I wanted to believe him. Maybe this could really work, maybe if I weren’t a mongrel, maybe …

      Stupid, stupid cow. He is the king and you’re half demon. This would never work. There will always be someone or something that will prevent you from being happy. There is always going to be an obstacle.

      I pushed him away, shook my head and then opened the door, leaving the man that I still loved behind, the man that promised we could be together again. There was nothing more that needed to be said. Arthur had cancelled the wedding because of me. His family knew that he wasn’t ready to let go of the past, that he was ready to do anything to bring me back. My life was turning around, but not for the better—for much worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        “And my Guide to me: “He will not wake again until the angel trumpet sounds the day on which the host shall come to judge all men.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      “So, how was the conversation with Prince Charming? Did he get your mojo going?” Zach asked, when I left Rodriquez’s office a bit later on. I stopped abruptly around the corner, sensing his rippling excitement nearby. I suspected that he was going to wait for me somewhere by the exit. I turned around, shutting down the tap of my stupid libido. Yes, he was still intimidating enough to make me lose my usual control, to make me think about stuff that didn’t matter.

      “Like you would want to know.” I laughed nervously. “Have you seen Ronan?”

      His cologne was strong, waking up desire that I’d buried deep inside me for a good two months. I hated to admit that I liked his cocky attitude and the fact that he still wanted to ravage me, so I couldn’t remember my own name. Sad, but true.

      “He asked me to tell you that he had to be somewhere. I don’t know, maybe he has another pressing meeting,” Zach explained, as we were walking towards the exit. “You’re flustered, Maxine. Did Prince Charming steal a kiss from you, after he ditched the fiancée?”

      I turned around, my hand was itching to slap him hard. Working together after our steamy date was going to be a challenge. Zach had no idea why I was forced to take on this case, and I couldn’t tell him about the letter.

      “There is nothing going on between me and Arthur,” I said through gritted teeth. “And now we are stuck on this case together, so you better tell me what you have or I’ll stop being nice. Let’s not forget that you’re the one with a soft spot for me, Detective.”

      He laughed, getting ahead of me, so I was forced to stop walking away from him.

      “Flower, don’t try to turn this around. We had a shot and you ran away. The prince is still in your mind. And now he’s finally free, so you have a chance to jump back to his bones,” Zach said, sounding completely serious and angry for some reason. I needed a strong drink, maybe not my usual tequila mix. Magic and alcohol was a bad combination right at this moment.

      I rolled my eyes, wondering what the hell his problem was. I never promised him anything. We went out for one date, and I panicked. He didn’t need to be so bitter about it.

      “I’m done talking to you, Zach. Call me when you’re ready to discuss Nameless Thief,” I snapped, pushed him away and turned around the corner, hoping he wouldn’t follow me.

      Oh boy, I was so wrong. That guy was stubborn and very determined to push my hot buttons. Moments later he twisted my arm, wrapped himself over my body, and then shoved me against the wall. The last time he surprised me like that was outside the pub when we ended up fighting. That night I ended up beating him in a poker game and winning a bet.

      When I opened my eyes, his mouth was inches away from mine, and I felt his erection pressed over my thigh. The world around me started spinning, and my old insecurities were back, zooming in front of my eyes. Everything had been going so well when we went out on a date two months ago. He’d kissed me in the car and left me drenched, enhanced with arousal and completely ready to take the next step. Then we had dinner, and when we got to his house I decided to run. It was the most pathetic thing that I’d ever done in my entire life, and now I was ready to do it again.

      “Flower, you’re so hot when you’re irritated. My proposition stands. Let me have my way with you,” he said, barely touching my lips, caressing them slightly. I sucked in a breath, feeling a fresh wave of desire brush over my hardened nipples. First Arthur, now bloody Zach. What was going on with these men?

      “Get off me. This isn’t a game anymore. We have a guy to catch,” I said, sensing his arousal and the craving at the back of my throat. Maybe tequila was a bad idea, but at least I didn’t have to deal with my tormented feelings while drunk.

      “Oh baby, it’s game on, because now it’s a real race. I’m going to beat Prince bloody Charming and have my way with you first,” he whispered and then kissed me. I wasn’t expecting him to do that, especially not in the palace, out in the royal corridors. Once his lips touched mine, I lost my ability to say no. He pressed himself against me harder, intensifying the kiss, as his hand traveled down to my butt cheek. I was ready to enjoy this moment for as long as it was humanly possible, but the tiny voice in my head told me that I was making a mistake. His lips felt as perfect as they looked, firm and wet.

      In that short moment of distraction my hands travelled down to the front of his crotch. He was so ready to take me home, but I wanted to teach him a little lesson. I grabbed his hard erection and, using my inhuman strength, I flipped him over a hundred eighty degrees. His body slammed on the floor, but then I lost my balance—and my dignity—and landed on top of him.

      This probably looked absolutely comical to anyone who was standing in the corridor, but I didn’t have time to play around. I grabbed the knife that I hid at my shin and pressed it over his throat. He was still hard, maybe a little surprised by this sudden hostile movement, but his eyes were filled with scorching lust.

      “I’m done messing around. We’re on this case together, so stop screwing around or I swear to god I’ll kill you,” I snarled, feeling damn moist in certain departments myself. I was only bluffing. I wasn’t planning to kill him. After all, I needed him.

      A moment later, we both heard steps in the corridor and soon Rodriguez and a couple of guards were standing in front of us. Yeah, we must have looked really weird, with me on top, pressing a knife to Zach’s neck, but I no longer cared what people thought about me. I thought that two months of not seeing him could cure me, but it seemed his domineering personality fit in perfectly with my own stubbornness.

      “All right, kitty cat, I get it. You and Prince Charming are taking things slow. I promise on scout’s honour that I’ll stop talking about him, if you sleep with me instead,” he joked. Rodriguez’s energy was moving through me, and I didn’t want him to know that my body temperature was reaching the boiling point. He needed to stop trying to read me, the old nosy bastard.

      I slid the knife back where it belonged and then punched Zach hard, like I really meant it.

      “That’s for winding me up,” I muttered, getting off him. The poor bastard was bleeding already, touching his nose, but that wiped the annoying smirk off his face once and for all. I was back on my feet in no time. Everything was suddenly clear. I needed to track the Nameless Thief with Zach’s help or without.

      “Miss Brodeur, can I have a word?” Rodriguez asked, blocking my way out. I was done talking at this point, but as a head of Lucifer’s faction he had certain advantages over me.

      “I’m sure Detective Quinton can fill you in on everything that’s happened in the past hour in here. I have somewhere that I need to be,” I said, not waiting for him to stop me. It was a really dumb thing to do, just walking away like that, but I couldn’t stay in the palace any longer.

      My past mistakes were now biting me back, and nothing was going the way I thought it would. I used one particular exit out of the palace that no one knew about, leaving Zach and Rodriguez behind. It was easier to avoid paps, as they most likely were ready to ask anyone to comment about the situation in the palace. Arthur’s failed engagement must have surprised a lot of people and anyone that was leaving the palace on foot would get dragged out in front of the camera.

      It was still light when I stepped on the roads of central London. I saw cameras, vans filled with all the gadgets, and at least fifty reporters that were rumbling outside the gate, trying to snap useless pictures. Arthur had chosen the worst time to end things with Natalie. He could have waited or reconsidered. Either way I was screwed, because he was willing to fight for me.

      The ride in the tube was atrocious. My head throbbed with pain, and I had trouble blocking the human emotions out. I was already planning to pop in to certain places in the city, to chat with individuals that must have at least heard about Nameless Thief. That was my priority, but first I had to get home, have a shower, and fuel my stomach with some food.

      When I reached my street I had to stop short, as my car park was suddenly filled with reporters, white vans with graphics from most TV stations in the city. I rubbed my face, deep down hoping that maybe something happened and these media weren’t here because of me. I was no one, but as soon as I cleared my mind, their burning thoughts hit me like an unexpected allergic reaction in the summer.

      They were here for me. Someone must have leaked my name out; there wasn’t any other explanation.

      After all, I used to have a significant position in the palace. They wanted to know if I would be willing to make a comment on recent events.

      I automatically thought about Alexis. The bitch held a grudge against me. Her demonic soul was dying and she had nothing to lose. Maybe it was time to reach out to a few Watchers and find out what happened to her. Her death would had been a relief, but life was never that simple.

      I stayed out on the street, contemplating what to do. The hyenas weren’t going to leave unless they got what they wanted. God, this day was going from bad to worse with each passing hour.

      “Funny how things turn out—one day you’re on the top and the next at very bottom,” said someone standing in the entrance to the building, right opposite me. I stumbled on my feet, nearly falling down, shocked that I hadn’t sensed him. There was something really wrong with me. My abilities yet again let me down.

      “Are you talking to me?” I asked, knowing that the man in front of me was a demon, part of Berith’s faction. He was short, stocky, overweight and pretty much ordinary, although his demonic soul was filled with dazzling power. Part of it was twisted, the other murky. I found him hard to read.

      “The prince posted a statement on social media. Apparently he is in love with someone else,” the stranger said, smoothing a very nice-looking walking stick. It was polished wood, with a gold top, beaming with powerful energy, a magical object that I had never seen before.

      The coldness that settled inside me quickly shifted into panic. No, Arthur wouldn’t have been that stupid; he wouldn’t risk telling the world that there was another woman in his life besides Natalie.

      I opened my mouth to tell him that he was wrong, when he dragged a mobile phone out of his pocket and approached me. For a long bizarre moment I was staring at his ordinary face, amazed that a demon looked exactly like a human. Wrinkles, patches of grey hair, deep lines in his cheek. He was just an old man, holding a very powerful source of energy. He lifted the screen and showed it to me. There was a statement from the prince. He clearly stated that he needed space to figure out his next move. He talked about this other woman that he was in love with, the woman that wasn’t ready to commit.

      My throat was suddenly dry, and dread crawled over my back as I looked up at the stranger. This whole thing was a joke, a bad nightmare.

      “I know that paps are here for me,” I said, pissed off with Arthur. He obviously had his new agenda in mind. “It’s not news.”

      “Yes, someone leaked your name to the press. Someone who wishes that you were dead.”

      I opened my mouth to say something, but then changed my mind. It occurred to me that the stranger was most likely working for Berith himself. And now I had the opportunity to ask him about the pits, about what happened to Alexis. It was one chance in a million, but my intuition told me that he was very highly situated in hell, that he might possess information that I needed.

      “Right, about that,” I began. “There was a female demon that had fallen down into the pits around two months ago. She was red-haired, and she called herself Alexis. I have a feeling that you might know what happened to her? I just want to make sure that she is dead?”

      The stranger looked at me with a creepy smile, and a cold shiver moved over my spine.

      “I was sent here to give you a message, not to talk about Berith’s business,” the demon said, putting his smart phone in his pocket. Okay, so he wasn’t willing to tell me anything about that bitch. I wasn’t surprised. Berith’s faction was always very secretive.

      “A message? From who?” I asked.

      “That doesn’t matter, Maxine. I was sent here to tell you that you should look into the death of your mother. That should shed more light into the part of your soul that you’ve still yet to understand,” he said, tapping the walking stick over the pavement. Sparks began to rattle from it and I stared, fascinated, feeling more and more confused.

      “A message?” I repeated. “Someone wants me to look into the death of my mother?” I repeated, knowing that she died of cancer, and it was a very human disease. I knew for a fact that her time simply came and she was taken away from me.

      “That was the message that I mean to deliver,” he added, like he was ready to leave, but then he stopped and turned to face me again. “That female demon is no longer in the pits. She made a deal with other demons and escaped. Berith himself punished those who allowed it. They all lost their heads. Be well, Maxine Brodeur.”

      A second later there was a loud bang, and some demonic source of power was thrown over the street. I landed on my arse painfully, seeing stars in front of my eyes. Great, so I was going to be achy tomorrow.

      The pain that slid over my back was quickly replaced by shock and trepidation. Alexis had managed to escape from the pits. She was alive and well, ready to turn my life upside down again. Or end it. I had no doubt that she was the person that leaked my name to the press.

      When I looked up, the stranger was gone, and in the spot where he stood there was a yellow powder. I heard voices: humans were asking each other if anyone heard the strange noise. It was time for me to get out of here.

      I got up reluctantly, massaging my backside and thinking that I had to be ready when Alexis decided to strike back. She was dying and that made her even more dangerous.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        “Three dispositions adverse to Heaven's still, - Incontinence, malice, and mad brutishness.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I ended up going to the Broken Shoe an hour later. I should have called Ricky, but he mentioned that he was going out with someone special tonight and I didn’t want to stick my nose in his business. My craving for tequila was burning the back of my throat. I would be putting it mildly if I said that my situation was complicated. Arthur had messed up everything. I had the faction on my head, the paps were outside my building hunting for any comments, and Nameless Thief had a letter that weighed on my future on earth.

      It was Wednesday night and the pub was empty for a change. Paul was cleaning the tables. I spotted one or two customers at the back. It was strange not to see any demons around, especially since the pub had been very busy in the past few days.

      This setup was good, because I could drink alone here, then hopefully crash somewhere upstairs on Paul’s sofa and get up early. Tomorrow I was planning to sink my teeth into my new case. I had to find that bastard before he realised what kind of value the letter truly possessed.

      Several minutes later Paul came back behind the bar.

      “What’s on your mind, Max?” he asked, with a deep frown.

      “My life is complicated again. Give me some magic and let me forget all about it,” I said, telling myself that everything was going to be all right once I tasted tequila. People made mistakes, they fell in love and had their hearts broken. This was nothing new. He nodded, reached under the bar and brought up the bottle of my favourite spirit infused with something more than alcohol. Zach had all the information about the Nameless Thief, but I didn’t need his help. I could find him on my own.

      The tiny voice in my head told me that this was bad idea. I was supposed to stick to my resolution after the last time I got drunk and lost all my money to Devlin. However, once the bottle was open, there was no going back. I drank, numbing the fact that I couldn’t move on, numbing the pain in my limbs. The guilt weighed heavy on my shoulders, and for a bit I considered smashing the bottle over the bar and just heading home. The problem was that I had nowhere to go, and the night was still young.

      Around ten o’clock the bar started filling up with more people. Devlin showed up and invited me into a game of poker. That demon had a nerve. I said no. Ha! If Ricky had been standing by my side, he would’ve patted me on the back and said that I’d done well, telling Devlin to get fucking lost. That part of me was strong, well, at least I thought that was the case, but the other weakness for tequila kept whipping me like a cowboy during a rodeo.

      Paul was a good guy; he understood me. There were demons inside everyone, but my past was so wrecked that I had to drink to keep living, to keep solving the cases that paid my bills.

      “Go and get some fresh air before you fall asleep on the bar again,” Paul said, shaking my shoulders when I closed my eyes for a few seconds. I lifted my head abruptly and then slapped myself to make sure I was fully alert.

      “Yes, yes, I’m going now. Have you got a cigarette?” I asked, remembering that I had promised myself countless times that I would stop smoking for good. That didn’t happen either. He nodded and placed one on the counter. My head was slightly less messed up than before. In the past eighteen months I learned how to live with the guilt. Tequila had hushed my memories of the most horrible and at the same time one of the most beautiful days in my entire life.

      I stepped outside, lighting the cigarette and dragging the toxins in. The night was beautiful, there were no clouds in the sky, and it hadn’t rained for a good few days now. I was enjoying myself, standing and looking at the dark sky when a moment later a human man appeared on the street. There was nothing striking about him, apart from the fact that he had his hands on a woman’s arse. I managed to sense that those two were a couple, but there was something not right about the way he was pushing her around, shouting in the middle of the street.

      “I told you not to embarrass me in front of my friends, you stupid bitch. Now they think that I’m a pussy,” he shouted, grabbing her elbow and turning her violently around. The girl was scared. I was drunk enough, but could still sense her fear, spiking so fast that my palms dotted with sweat. So many of her tangled feelings were shooting through me.

      “Stop it, James, you had too much to drink. Let’s just go home,” she pleaded, trying to get away from him.

      “And that dress, I told you not to wear it tonight. Everyone was staring at your arse.” He laughed, in the cruelest way possible. I didn’t like this guy. Correction, I instantly thought he was a prick. Is that what true love looked like these days?

      “You always liked it; you said that it makes me look really pretty.”

      “No, it makes you look more like a slut,” the man blurted out and then slapped her, and she stumbled to the ground. That was it for me. I couldn’t keep pretending I was all right with him abusing her like that. I dropped the cigarette, stomped on it and shouted, “Hey, you arsehole, this is not how you should treat the lady.”

      He turned around, frowning.

      “Stay away from my business, bitch. I’m showing my girl who is the fucking boss. The cow deserves to learn her lesson,” he snarled, laughing at his own pathetic joke.

      I was quick, maybe a bit too quick. In a split second I was standing in front of him, although the voices in my head were asking me to stay out of it. This was none of my business, but the guy was a complete prick and he needed to be reminded that women had to be treated with respect. He was drunk, but it was a lame excuse. Maybe I would end up like that one day, filled with bitter anger, violence, and unable to see what was right and wrong.

      I swung my arm and punched him. The whole thing happened so fast, the guy landed on the pavement, and the blood started pouring out of him within seconds. My knuckles burned and I shook my wrist, like I just realised that this would hurt.

      He started screaming, as blood filled his mouth and shirt. Suddenly the street wasn’t empty anymore. A couple of other humans stopped and stared. A guy in a cap took out his mobile phone and probably began recording the whole thing.

      The girl started yelling at me. She then launched herself at her boyfriend who was swearing loudly.

      “What the hell is wrong with you?” she shouted at me, trying to look for something in her bag. “I was fine. You didn’t have to punch him.”

      I was keeping my balance, wondering why she wasn’t thanking me instead. That arsehole obviously enjoyed hitting women. That wasn’t even acceptable within demonic circles.

      The girl then started saying that she was in love, and her beloved James had a bit too much to drink. Some of the humans got involved and the arguments evolved. I stood there scratching my head wondering if I had gone too far. After some time the girl launched herself at me, waving her pretty manicured nails in front of my face. The boyfriend was ready to get up and do a bit more than push me over. I was trying to keep cool, but several moments later I heard the police sirens. Paul was outside with me when the boyfriend sat on the ground, threatening to kick my arse yet again. He was much more sober now than when I hit him, but still pretty much a prick.

      “Maxine, have you been a bad girl again?” Zach asked appearing suddenly in front of me. He stood next to a uniformed policeman. I shook my head, wondering if this was a bad dream. This whole thing happened out of his district, and I really wasn’t in the mood for games.

      “That bitch broke my nose. I want to press charges,” James shouted, waving his fists at me. I rolled my eyes.

      Paul placed his hand on my shoulder. “The human boy slapped his girlfriend. Maxine was only trying to teach him some manners,” the retired Watcher explained.

      “Paul, it’s all right. I can take care of this,” I said, thinking that James needed much more than just a punch. The girl had obviously no brain, sticking up for him like that. My overbearing darkness overshadowed my vision, pulling me down into a depressed mood, the part of me that I normally hushed with magic. This world wasn’t for me.

      “Right, Robin, I’ll take care of her,” Zach said staring at the guy with a smashed nose, not me. Robin, the uniformed officer was going to argue, but the human started swearing again. More people started gathering around us and I hated that Zach was now involved in my pathetic rescue mission. “Come on, Flower, time for you to disappear.”

      He nodded to me to move, and I guess I had no other choice. I didn’t want to stay on the street and explain why I got myself tangled in yet another mess.

      Zach’s presence calmed me down. Paul was reminding me that I needed to be careful. Yeah, he was broadcasting his thoughts loud and clear.

      “Let’s take you home, shall we?” Zach said when we got to his car. I put my seat belt on, feeling tired and still pretty much zoomed out with tequila. At least I hadn’t lost any money tonight, that was a step forward, with a lot more steps backwards.

      “I can’t go home. There are paps all over my car park. They most likely haven’t left yet,” I said, rubbing my face. Okay, Zach was only trying to help after I nearly slashed his throat earlier on in the palace. I felt that my life was getting out of control again.

      He ran his hands over the steering wheel and exhaled.

      “In that case, you will sleep in mine, and before you say anything, we are not going to have sex,” he said, sounding completely serious. Then we were driving, getting out of Brixton, while I was trying to forget that I put myself at risk yet again. The streets were still busy, horns were going off, but Zach turned to the left, leading us through narrow back streets.

      “Okay.”

      That was it. I couldn’t come up with anything else. Tequila clouded my head and I felt so stupid, so damn silly that things didn’t work out between me and him two months ago. Neither of us said anything for a good half hour. Zach was calm and reserved, thinking about our case for a change. The air suddenly stuck in my throat, as I tried to force the turmoil and my vulnerability away from me. At the traffic light when the car stopped, Zach turned around to look at me.

      “I really wanted us to give it a go, Max, but you ran. Why?”

      I closed my eyes, knowing that there was no escape now. I had to come clean, explain myself. My heart was thumping loudly in my chest.

      “I’m a freak. I mean, look at me, I can’t even take care of myself,” I said, getting tired of pretending that I could fight my internal battles on my own. Zach had his own issues, but we could have made this work. He smoothed his chin, his eyes wary, deep.

      “You should just let me in, at least give it a try. We didn’t have to jump into a relationship; we could have taken things slowly.”

      The pain started spreading. I didn’t know why his words hurt me. I felt inadequate deep inside, scarred, trying to figure out if there was a way to change the past. I couldn’t offer him much. He would have to teach me how to function as a human.

      “I got scared, all right? All of a sudden I was petrified to have someone there for me, someone that wanted to take care of me,” I shouted, not even knowing why I was raising my voice. That weak, other Maxine was talking then.

      Zach’s eyes darkened and he pulled over to the side of the road. I should have kept my mouth shut.

      “Because of the prince? He fucked you up so badly that now you can’t put your full trust in another man?” he asked gently in a tone of voice that I completely didn’t recognise. I stared at my hands, chewing on my bottom lip, and thinking that I couldn’t cry in front of him.

      “Yes, we loved each other. I have never talked to anyone about this, but what we had was special. It was truly like a fairytale,” I said, struggling to keep my voice even. Once the first tear rolled down my cheek I couldn’t stop myself. I was a damaged woman that was too scared to cry  in front of a man.

      “Now you have a chance to get back together with him. He obviously caused such havoc. He wants you back, Flower.”

      “No, it’s over. This could never work. I’m moving forward and not jumping back to that old life. Arthur is going to be the future king and I’m no one,” I said, wiping the tears away. “I do like you, Zach, and I was ready then, but my life always spins out of control. I was afraid I’d screw it up.”

      He reached out and lifted my chin, his eyes filled with heat. He used his thumb to wipe the tears away, and my soul sparked back to life. It was okay to show him that vulnerable part of me hidden somewhere underneath.

      “You’re beautiful and you deserve someone that can give you everything. Now I understand, and if you let me in, I could smooth your sorrows and seal that frisky little heart of yours back together again. The choice is yours.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        “...but nature scants that light in all it makes, working in much the manner of a painter who knows the true art, but whose brush hand shakes.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      There was a buzzing in my ears. Zach’s genuine words were slowly turning my stone cold heart into a healthy muscle that beat loudly in my chest. I couldn’t give him an answer, but I understood what he was saying. He wanted to be there for me. I had only ever experienced something like that with Ricky, and now another man was reaching out, telling me that it was okay to feel vulnerable once in a while.

      When we reached Zach’s house and I waited downstairs while he sorted his spare room for me, I knew that he meant what he said in the car. I had to start appreciating that he had a huge heart, and he was willing to help me, even after I blew him off. He made me a strong cup of tea and stayed with me until I fell asleep.

      That night, I closed my eyes, aware that I had a man beside me, the man that was willing to take me as I was—damaged and lost in a world that I couldn’t fit in. Maybe I made a mistake not trusting him before. The conflict from the past didn’t matter. I was the problem and he showed me the solution. Now it was my decision, my choice that I had to make in order to move forward. My demonic soul was torn between the world on the outside and the one down below.

      The morning came and I woke up with a start, nearly falling on the floor. I didn’t recognise the space around me, and my heart beat frantically in my chest. I was dreaming that Alexis threw me down to the pits, and I was falling through darkness.

      The sheets were clean and smelled of lavender and some other flowery scent. Last night seemed kind of blurry, but the memories quickly came back and suddenly I remembered what happened. I pushed the covers away, ignoring the headache and the achy muscles. My knuckles were bruised and I had to remind myself that next time I should stay away from human business that didn’t concern me. The arsehole boyfriend wasn’t worth the hassle. Shaking my head, I started putting my clothes back on, knowing that it was a new day and I had to get on with finding Nameless.

      Zach was most likely downstairs or he had left for work in the early hours of the morning. The clock on the wall was showing me that it was just after eleven o’clock in the morning. There were a couple of missed calls from Ricky on my phone. He most likely had heard about the statement that Arthur had released to the press last night. Today wasn’t going to be easy; today I had to get back to work after acting like an emotional wreck last night.

      I brushed my hair with my hands, washed my face and took a deep breath, then headed downstairs to face reality and Zach. After countless nights, he probably accepted that I had many flaws.

      “Morning, sunshine, how are we feeling this morning or should I say afternoon?”

      Zach’s voice startled me and I jumped, nearly dropping my phone. He was standing in the kitchen, clean-shaven, dressed in a white shirt. Gorgeous, yeah, he looked really good in white. I asked myself, why the hell I didn’t jump his bones earlier on when I had a chance. He would definitely brighten my miserable future.

      “I’m good, hangover but nothing that I can’t handle,” I replied, looking around. Nothing much had changed in Zach’s house. I still remembered that painfully steamy encounter in the corner of his room.

      “Late breakfast is on the menu today. How would you like your eggs to be cooked?” he asked, with a wink. It looked like Zach was back to being his playful self after all. Maybe it was better that I opened up to him in the car, that I cried a little. He knew now that deep down I wasn’t made of steel.

      “Scrambled, please.”

      I went into his kitchen and sat down on the chair. The breakfast followed, then strong coffee. It was still early for me, but the food fuelled my body with  boosting energy. We had a long day ahead and I needed to get moving on tracking down Nameless Thief.

      We both ate in silence. Zach was staring at me the entire time, and his never-ending curiosity began shifting into a vibrant lust. Of course, how could I have forgotten about it?

      “Tell me about Nameless Thief, how he operates and where we can find him?” I asked, when I was done with my food.

      “I have been trying to catch that snake for years, but he always got away. He robbed The British Museum a few years back. We don’t have any photos in the files. He had been careful and none of his associates is willing to talk,” Zach explained, finishing his coffee. He was very tidy for a man and his kitchen was clean.

      “We have to track him down. He cannot release these letters,” I said, thinking about people that could help with this case. Nameless was a half demon; that’s why Zach couldn’t catch him. I had resources and necessary magic, the advantage. “The entire monarchy could be at stake.”

      “We have the same goal, Flower, and we did manage to solve the last case. We will find him.”

      “Good, because I don’t want to waste time. We have to work out a plan and get on with it straight away,” I told him, wondering if I had enough potions in my closet to protect myself and Zach.

      A mad gleam flickered in his eyes.

      “What did the prince want from you yesterday when he asked you to stay?” Zach asked the question, shifting the tension between us. I looked down at my empty coffee, wrapping my fingers around the cup.

      “He wants to rekindle whatever we had, regardless of what I think,” I replied, not sure if talking to Zach about me and Arthur was a good idea. After yesterday he knew that deep inside I was an insecure little girl, desiring someone who could never be truly mine.

      Zach smiled and ran his finger over my bare arm. Goose pimples broke out everywhere, and my energy soared.

      “I  have to give it to the guy—he has balls, calling off the wedding, but he won’t win with me here. Come on, let’s move it. We have things to do,” Zach said, giving me his look that sent shivers down my spine. Our story was pretty much open ended.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, thinking that I needed to get to the office and have a chat with Ricky. Emma was still waiting to hear about the truth and I promised that this was going to be today.

      “Underground. That’s where most thieves operate,” Zach said, glancing at the clock in the kitchen. “But first I need to pop into the station.”

      “Well, in that case, I think we should meet up in a few hours, because I need to be in the office. I have a meeting with Ricky,” I told him, hoping that everything would go according to plan, at least today.

      I shouldn’t have been drinking tequila last night. The magic had completely messed up my head. I kept wondering if I should have shared the truth with Arthur, but at the same time I wasn’t prepared to risk his life for the sake of my own happiness. He was a royal, after all, and needed to be protected. The rules of the demonic world were strict. Maybe most of them didn’t apply to me, but when it came to royal business, the faction wouldn’t care if half of my soul was demonic or not.

      “All right, whatever, Max, but I bet you Nameless Thief is hiding in the underground. I’ve been chasing after him for as long as I can remember. I got to know his connections. Meet me at Angel Station around two o’clock. That should give us enough time to sort out our affairs.”

      I nodded, thinking that it was kind of odd that we were a team again. My powers were dangerous and Zach was sensitive, so I had to be careful with using my abilities in front of him this time around. He gave me a lift to the city and then I took the tube back to Brixton.

      “Remember, Flower, I still want you, and whatever Arthur does, I’ll beat him to it,” Zach assured me before I jumped out of the car. His words made me feel better for some reason.

      I walked to the office with my stomach in knots. Since Emma started working with us things changed and I actually wanted to show up on time. Ricky was in a better mood and finally, after years, all the cases were in order. Who knew how Emma would react when I revealed that I was half demon and Ricky was born in hell? I somehow convinced the head of Berith faction that she was ready, so now I just needed to convince myself.

      The city was busy. The upcoming bank holiday weekend got everyone on the street. Emma was already in full mode when I got upstairs, working and talking to Ricky about her daughter’s school project. She was in a very good mood, cataloging some evidence from one of the crimes scenes.

      “Hey, Max, how are you? Isn’t this a bit early for you?” she asked, laughing. Ricky was on his feet the second he heard my voice. The case and the prince, yeah, we needed to talk. He had an expensive blue shirt on and a new haircut. Unlike me, Ricky had style and he enjoyed the life of luxury.

      “Detective Quinton gave me a ride here,” I said, not wanting to hide anything from those two.

      Emma started clapping and squeaking like a bird and I rolled my eyes.

      “That’s exciting. So you’re going to date him then?” she asked, after she was calm enough to speak.

      “I don’t do dating. We’re working together again,” I muttered and went to Ricky’s room, hoping that he wouldn’t dwell on what happened to me last night.

      “That son of a bitch put you in a difficult spot, Max,” my business partner said. “I went over to your place last night. The parking lot was filled with reporters.”

      “It’s a long story. I was in the Broken Shoe, then ended up at Zach’s, and before you ask, no, nothing happened,” I said, not wanting to tell Ricky that I was still considering hooking up with Zach. “Now can we call Emma in here and tell her what’s going on? We’ve waited long enough and Watchers might be over to see how she is adjusting.”

      “What happened in the palace yesterday and where is Ronan?”

      “Don’t know. He vanished after Arthur kept me in Rodriguez’s office for a bit longer,” I mumbled, pushing myself not to think about the future ahead. “He’s wants to date me, Rick, going behind his family and all that palaver.”

      Ricky dragged his hand through his hair and exhaled sharply. We both knew that Arthur was stubborn and ready for anything.

      “I’ll help you as much as possible, but if worse comes to worst, you might have to use your abilities to keep him away. We can’t afford to lose focus,” Ricky told me and I had to agree with him. He was worried for me, worried about my future. This man that I treated like a brother was never selfish and he often looked out for me more than he looked out for himself.

      “Yeah, about that. I need to call Emma here, right now. I need to go out soon. Zach has a lead for Nameless Thief.”

      Ricky nodded, got up, and a moment later Emma, Ricky and I were squeezed into his small room. Tension rolled through the space. At times humans were mentally stronger than demons, but equally as vulnerable.

      “So, guys, what’s going on? You aren’t going to fire me, right? Because it looks like this conversation is going to be serious,” Emma said, laughing nervously. I smoothed my palms over my trousers, gathering the courage to start talking.

      “There is something important that we want to tell you, something about the two of us,” Ricky said, beating me to it. “It might sound unbelievable, but we want you to listen very carefully.”

      Emma had nothing to say to that, but I could see deep down that she was thinking we were going to fire her. I felt like I had to say something. I reached out and touched her hand.

      “You remember the night we met in the alley, when you were attacked?” I asked, ready to return her real memories.

      “Of course. You saved me from those men that tried to rob me.”

      I nodded. “Yes, but these men weren’t real humans. You see, they were demons, convicted demons from hell that wanted your lust. I only did what was necessary, prevented you from being exposed to the other world that exists.”

      I didn’t want to say any more. My energy pulsated as streams of power flew from me to Emma. After a moment of silence her smile disappeared and she was staring at me completely startled, most likely ready to scream and run. Yeah, this wasn’t exactly going as planned.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        “Avarice, envy, pride, 
        The fatal sparks, have set the hearts of all 
        On Fire.”
        –Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Emma blinked a few times, then opened her mouth but didn’t say anything. The uncomfortable silence stretched for ages and I started to think that maybe she wasn’t ready to handle what the world had in store for her. I concentrated on her thoughts, and she seemed very confused. I didn’t know what to make of it. Ricky was born in hell, so he was slightly less receptive to a human’s way of living.

      “Demons?” Emma repeated, narrowing her eyes at me. “I remember it now—they were doing strange, unexplained things, and then you showed up. The light … they were struck with the lightning bolt.”

      She seemed nervous, her voice uneven. Ricky shifted on the chair and my pulse was speeding away. We both needed to take it easy, because we were freaking her out and that wasn’t supposed to happen.

      “There are some things that you might not understand, and we are here to explain everything,” I began. This wasn’t supposed to be difficult, but I had never told a human about hell or heaven. She needed to understand that not all demons on earth or in hell were evil. They had jobs down below like any ordinary humans, but with much better opportunities on earth they wanted to live amongst humans. Emma didn’t interrupt; she listened carefully when I went over our demonic faction system, and the fact that humans weren’t supposed to be aware of everything that was going on between hell and this earth. Humans were protected. Lucifer had worked out a plan with the archangels upstairs centuries ago. Maybe for anyone with a closed mind this story was unbelievable and overall too complicated, but Emma had already experienced certain things, and I was hoping that she would understand. I told her that demons and mongrels had certain magical abilities.

      “All right, let me get this straight: you’re a mongrel, a half demon and half human. And Ricky here was born in hell?” she repeated, slightly flustered. Her pulse was beating faster than it was supposed to, but that was normal. She had a lot to take in. I wasn’t expecting her to just accept the fact that demons and humans had co-existed in the past centuries.

      “Yes, Emma, Maxine saved you that day. She wasn’t supposed to expose herself like that, especially on the streets, but our Max doesn’t like following the rules, as you know. Then you showed up for an interview. I liked you and made an instant decision. We did make an exception. We didn’t plan to employ a human, but you settled well.”

      Emma got up and brought her hands to her face, then picked up some papers on Ricky’s desk. A moment later she was fanning herself with it, staring at both of us with some sort of twisted excitement.

      “I don’t know… This can’t be possible. I mean I believe in God, but Lucifer, the demons and mongrels. My head is telling me that you two are out of your minds, but my heart wants to agree with you.” She was talking very fast, like she was having trouble catching her breath. “But I remember that night clearly now. Before, my thoughts were all murky, but now everything is so vivid. You had done something, Maxine, and the earth started shaking. It opened up,  creating a large hole, sucking them both inside.”

      I got up then and placed my hands on her shoulders. I wasn’t using my energy this time around to calm her down. Her thoughts were erratic, but I wasn’t worried. She just needed time to adjust to this whole new world.

      “Don’t worry, it’s a lot to take in. You became a part of the team and we didn’t want to keep messing around with your mind. A couple of days ago, I applied for a relief licence. I had to present your case in a hearing, and the head of the factions granted it. Human safety is a priority to all the demons on earth. There are exceptions, like now with us. I went to the hearing to convince them that you could handle the truth, that you’re strong-minded and reliable,” I said, sounding like I was giving a lecture in front of a large number of students.

      “You know, that night in the alley wasn’t the first time that I saw some strange things,” Emma mumbled. “Once in a beauty salon a woman did something with nail varnish … and  once in my daughter’s school I saw this woman in the rest room, her eyes were glowing. I’m not making this up, but all this time I kept saying to myself that I was probably hallucinating.”

      “Sometimes demons are not careful,” I explained, not knowing what to else to say.

      “Oh my lord, Maxine, now everything makes sense. I’m so relieved. I thought I was getting crazy!”

      I exchanged a worried look with Ricky, telling myself that everything was going to be all right.

      “Good, because you need to take it easy. I started this business because I wanted to help mongrels and demons. Faction normally doesn’t interfere in those sort of things and mongrels can’t go to the police. From now on you will know all the ins and outs of the business. We won’t hide anything from you,” I continued, watching her carefully. “If any demons question your background you’re safe to say that you have a relief licence. Sometimes clients are reluctant to deal with humans, but you have excellent telephone manners, so you can handle everything.”

      “How are you feeling, Emma?” Ricky asked. “We both understand that it’s a lot to take in right now. You don’t have to worry about anything. Watchers are out there to keep an eye on the demonic community.”

      Ricky was right, Watchers were patrolling the streets and our agency was on their radar. I hated the fact that we were suddenly so exposed. Emma was still standing, fanning herself with a stack of papers, unsure what to do next. Her thoughts were racing; there were so many questions she wanted to ask.

      “It’s a lot to take in, but I’m excited and petrified at the same time. This other underworld sounds so fascinating. Have you been there, Maxine?” she asked me, taking my hand. I bit my lip, bringing the memories from the past. Emma didn’t get it that mongrels weren’t allowed to go down to hell, but they were dragged in against their will.

      “No, and it’s better if I stay on earth. It’s a different, scary and violent world down below,” I said, knowing that demons from earth wouldn’t simply adjust back to the life underneath. “Now, if you don’t have any other questions, I need to grab something out of my room and head out. I’m on the case with Zach.”

      “No, it’s fine … I’m fine, a bit overwhelmed but excited. This whole other world sounds awesome and so far you two are the best employers that I ever had,” she said, raising both her voice and her arms. “Group hug?”

      Ricky scratched his head and nodded to me to move my arse. This was the most bizarre and awkward experience in my life, but Emma surprised me yet again. She was taking this extremely well for a human. My body stiffened when the three of us embraced.

      After that I told myself that I needed to get used to listening to her  smooth humming voice. This unusual habit made her stop feeling anxious and worried. She seemed fine, but I knew that the old fear could resurface. In the next couple of days Ricky would keep an eye on her when I wasn’t around. Emma’s adjustment to her new knowledge would take time, and I could only hope that we didn’t accidentally damage her.

      “Well, that went better than I expected,” Ricky said, leaning over the chair and putting his hands behind his head when we all came back to our duties.

      “I don’t know … she seems fine, just keep an eye on her. Maybe the information hasn’t sunk in yet,” I sighed, thinking about the day ahead and Ronan. He hadn’t been in touch for some reason. Over the years I learnt that Ronan liked working at his own pace. He had given me the task. It was my job to track down his son without any questions.

      “Just go, Max. I know you’re itching to see the detective,” Ricky told me ten minutes later. “Just be careful. I’ve seen more Watchers on the streets than normally. Something must be going on downstairs.”

      Ricky and his constant worry made me feel a little bit more special today. I needed to start appreciating that I had him in my life.

      “Cool, I’ll try my best, but there was something else that I forgot to mention,” I said, suddenly remembering the stranger outside my flat last night. That was another reason why I needed to ditch tequila. I began telling Ricky about it. “A demon stopped me when I was just about to take off. He said that I should look into the death of mother, that it was a message he was supposed to deliver to me. And just before he disappeared he mentioned that Alexis had escaped from the pits, so I suspect that she was the one that leaked my name to the press last night.”

      Ricky knew everything about me there was to know. We’d never discussed my childhood or the fact that I had some distant memories about my mother. Now we both had to worry about Alexis too. I had a feeling that she was planning something big. Her timing couldn’t be any worse, because I really needed to concentrate on my new case.

      “Have you seen him before? What faction was he from?” Ricky asked.

      “No, I’ve never seen him before and he didn’t look like a demon at all,” I said, remembering his ordinary features, his odd energy. I still had no idea if my father was alive or not. Mum liked secrets too, and she kept a lot of things to herself. Some memories stuck to me; the others faded when I made a certain decision that affected me to this day. “He was from Berith’s faction. He came out of nowhere and showed me Arthur’s statement. This whole thing was very spooky.”

      “I don’t know, Max, you have to stay alert. Alexis is dangerous and she’s clearly after you. We’re running a business and I need you alive and well,” Ricky said, looking at me with that too-familiar concerned expression on his face. We were a team and we worked hard to keep the business going. I didn’t want to jeopardise it.

      I left shortly after that, assuring Emma that she could call me anytime if she felt that she had to talk to someone other than Ricky. The access to my flat was blocked and I still needed a change of clothes. Hopefully after a few days paps would get bored and leave, but for now I had to think about buying a new pair of jeans and some T-shirts. I hated the fact that after eighteen months I was still paying for my mistakes.

      Zach was waiting for me when I came out of the tube train at Angel Station. A stream of unexpected heat scorched though me at the sight of him. After last night I definitely needed to start thinking about investing some time into my love life.

      “Everything all right?” he asked, eyeing me up and down with that lusty look on his face.

      “I’m good,” I responded. “So what’s the plan? Where are we going now?”

      “We need to head north, leave at the last station on Metropolitan Line,” Zach responded. “I have no idea what to expect. We’re heading down to the underground unofficially, Maxine. It’s a different world out there. We need to stay together.”

      “It’s a good thing that you don’t look like a cop,” I muttered, wondering if he was trying to scare me.

      “I’m serious. Nameless has people down there, spread over the underground stations. People that hate government and police.”

      “In that case don’t mention that you’re a cop and I’ll just pretend that I’m looking for a mentor, someone that could take me under his wing. Men and their egos, this kind of thing always works,” I said, wondering if there were many demons that supported Nameless Thief.

      My demon senses told me that Zach was thinking about a woman he interrogated a couple of months ago. He believed that she was a close associate of Nameless. In the end he had to let her go due to lack of evidence.

      “Good plan, let’s see if we can pull this off,” Zach said, thinking that he was risking a lot if anything went wrong. He had been gathering information about Nameless over the space of a few months and he wanted to put him behind bars once and for all.

      Angel Station was busy and at least today I was successfully blocking the stream of human emotions in the carriages. Zach was now thinking about his missing sister, Zara. We never had a chance to discuss her and I needed to look into her disappearance in my spare time. People didn’t just vanish from the face of the earth, especially human women.

      We stepped out of the train in Watford Junction and used the entrance for the staff to get to the tunnel, most likely only accessible to rail workers. My eyes adjusted to the darkness quickly enough as Zach led me on. Waves of demonic energy got stronger as we moved deeper, leaving behind civilisation and the crowds of people on the outside. Zach’s mind was sharp and focused. We walked in pretty good speed for at least twenty minutes, not seeing anything other than railing tracks and tar-black darkness. Earlier on Zach assured me we were in an abandoned tunnel, not accessible to trains. He forced his way through the entrance blocked by a steel handle, using a strange-looking spanner. It was obvious that he wasn’t following his standard police rules this time around, and I was stunned that we weren’t even stopped by official underground workers at the platform.

      I was really hoping that today we could get somewhere, hopefully track a member of his crew or Nameless himself. The tunnels were the perfect hiding place, away from Watchers and nosey humans. The energy further down was strong, sizzling with diabolic power. It vibrated through me like invisible spider webs, tangling my thoughts, blocking full access to my abilities.

      “Whoever you are, this isn’t the place for ya. There is still a chance for you to turn around and go back to the world above,” said the voice, startling me and Zach all of a sudden. We both turned around abruptly. It took us only a couple of seconds to realise that we were cornered by several people. Most of them were armed with sharp machetes, knives, and some automatic weapons. I swallowed hard, knowing that I couldn’t have missed them on the way, that my senses would have registered people nearby. It seemed like they came out of nowhere, which could only mean one thing.

      We must have left the human world behind at the platform and crossed gates to the underworld, that forgotten part that no one controlled.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        “If the present world go astray, the cause is in you, in you it is to be sought.”
        –Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      I felt like a complete idiot, not realising that such a crossover even existed in London. I had read about it a couple of months back, in one of Ricky’s demonic books. Sometimes other creatures settled in the places on earth that Watchers couldn’t fully control. I suspected that this one particular tunnel became something in between, one lost dimension between the underworld and earth.

      Two females and a man stood in front of us, blocking the only way out to the ordinary world. Zach probably couldn’t see them clearly, but I instantly sensed that the people in front of us possessed some kind of foreign magic in them. Their skin was the colour of light chocolate and their vibes weren’t particularly friendly. I didn’t need to be a demon to realise that the semiautomatics and machetes meant I had to really think about my next move. Zach was completely calm and somehow glad that we were surrounded.

      “Take us to your boss, the Nameless Thief,” he requested, when one of the guys that stood at the far corner said something to the girl in a language that I neither recognised nor understood. It seemed like Romanian or some other Eastern European dialect. I allowed myself to presume that they had been living in the tunnels for some time, claiming it as their territory. The diabolic energy was strong, which meant that they must have made connections with other demonic beings or even Nameless Thief himself.

      The woman laughed and caressed her sharp blade with affection, assessing me with her deep brown eyes. An unexpected cold shiver crawled over my spine when our eyes met. This woman was challenging me to fight with her.

      “He ain’t my boss anymore, pretty boy, but that’s okay. Let’s move it. Ray will be pleased to see the fresh meat,” she said, loudly enough. For some reason Zach believed that Nameless wasn’t in charge of them any longer. He suspected that something had happened to him. I needed to find out why because my time was precious.

      Zach glanced at me quickly, like he silently wanted to confirm that I had another plan, another way out of here. He was eager to make use his gun, but as we were moving deeper into the obscure tunnels he changed his mind, thank God. The rail track ended and restarted in some spaces. I kept breathing in and out, but the air stirred around me. My demonic power vibrated. There were some other beings nearby. Creatures that slowly began filling me with dread.

      I tried to tell myself that we were on the outskirts of the city, in the place that humans wouldn’t be able to access. Nameless was smart. He most likely used the tunnels to hide his stolen possessions away from others, in the world where usual diabolical rules couldn’t be executed.

      The two females were dressed in tight pants and low cut tops, exposing their impressive cleavage. I didn’t doubt that they were probably skilled, ready to fight in order to survive. The three of them talked in their own language while we were walking in front of them. Zach was silent, and the further we moved, his thoughts became murky, confusing. We must have walked for about forty minutes before we seemed to reach some sort of abandoned station. Zachary still held on to his small flashlight, convincing himself that our new bunch was leading us straight to the nest of Nameless Thief.

      I couldn’t quite figure out if the men that followed behind the women were full-blooded demons or if they were just mongrels. Their power was wild, untamed and scary.

      Soon we started seeing some lights ahead of us. My stomach contracted as I tightened up my internal wards. The smell of fresh meat, herbs and fire wafted through the air. This wasn’t something that I expected in tunnels, miles away from any civilisation.

      “Go ahead, quickly, we are already late,” barked one of the females dressed in a navy top, swinging the machete in front of me. All right I get it; she was showing her dominance, but I didn’t want to lose my head just yet.

      Further down as the track continued, all of us ended up in some kind of abandoned station. The part of it that used to be a platform was gone. I spotted a tiled floor in some places, and there were some bits and pieces of torn posters on the walls. I wasn’t sensing other demons nearby, but other beings that were marked by hell. I had to stay focused and remember that we were the intruders, not the other way around. Other humans scattered on the platform, all staring at us. They all looked very similar to the people that led us here, dark skinned, all armed with machetes. I figured out that they were all part of the same group, possibly a gang.

      “Who are they?” asked the man who appeared on the edge of the platform, carrying a long handcrafted knife. He was large, obese, with a huge stomach hanging out from his trousers, and dressed in an old jeans jacket. I could tell he liked me; his thoughts and emotions were transparent enough. An old perv, that’s what came into my mind instantly.

      “We are looking for Nameless Thief,” Zach said, and a few people moved as that nickname echoed in the tunnel. I didn’t know what Zach expected that we would find in here. Surely he must have known there were people that chose to live like rats, hiding in the tunnels. Thomas O’Connor was wanted by the police all over London. If he hadn’t been caught by now, then there was a strong possibility that he was hiding somewhere unreachable. I just hoped we’d find the next lead or a witness that could lead us to Nameless himself. Not to mention getting out of here alive.

      The obese man narrowed his eyes at Zach for a second before he rested them on me. Sparks zoomed through my fingertips and some people noticed. I wasn’t ready to expose myself again, but the presence of other creatures disturbed me. I felt them close, watching and waiting for the right moment to show up. I had an odd sense of deja vu, like I had been here before, but it was impossible. Theses tunnels had been created by ancient magic, and that was never good.

      “A lot of people are searching for him, but he isn’t here. Nameless abandoned us, stole from me, and I want his head!” the man shouted, lifting his knife. Others cheered too and I backed slightly away, feeling overwhelmed with my own power. Zach was getting agitated. He should have brought backup, but we didn’t expect to be greeted by so many strangers.

      “He has something that we need. We are willing to pay generously for his location,” I said, knowing that his ex-companions wanted him as much as we did. They were ready for anything.

      The man nodded to the girl and a second later someone pushed me forward. Zach had his hands on his gun, but I hissed at him to take it easy. We didn’t want to anger these people. They outnumbered us and I needed to save my own abilities for later. The group on the platform weren’t the only people that wanted our blood.

      We were both pushed onto the platform, facing the obese man and his two females.

      “Nameless Thief is from the underworld. He doesn’t follow the rules,” sang one of the girls, smiling at Zach. “Take us there and we will help you.”

      Zach laughed, like someone had just told him a very good joke. I shifted my body weight, glancing around. This wasn’t good. I didn’t think that I could protect him from any kind of external factors, from getting exposed again to demonic magic.

      “The underworld?” he repeated.

      “The human doesn’t believe. His mind has been poisoned with other powers. Nameless Thief isn’t on earth anymore. He made a deal with a demon, and he is hiding in Gjöll,” said someone else, appearing on the corner. I looked up, seeing another man, a much younger one, possibly in his early twenties. He had pale white skin and a very strong London accent. His clothes were untidy with dirty marks and patches. My heartbeat spiked, as I tried to concentrate on my demonic abilities. Gjöll. I had heard that name before.

      Ronan had mentioned it once or twice. It was a river in the underworld that separated living from the dead. The river flowed straight to Lucifer’s quarters and rumour had it that anyone that was able to cross over was under the protection of ancient magic, not able to get prosecuted by demonic law. This was clever. I had to give it to Nameless Thief. He went to the place where no one could touch him.

      “Max, we are wasting time. Nameless isn’t here,” Zach muttered, as his anger escalated. I had tampered with his mind before, used strong charms just to keep his thoughts in line. Now I didn’t think I could weaken him like that again. It was unnecessary. The bottom line was that Nameless wasn’t here and I didn’t want to step into the gates of Gjöll. It was another world, another dimension, but at the same time he had my letter.

      There was a reason that he stole from Ronan, and it bothered me that I didn’t know what he intended to do with his valuable possessions.

      “We know about the underworld. Nameless promised to take us there. He was searching for another route,” one of the girls said with determination, stepping forward.

      “Yeah, he was working with Zara!” shouted someone else.

      Zach moved before anyone could predict what would happen. I felt his anger rippling through his pores, and within seconds he had the short guy who’d shouted his sister’s name pinned to the platform wall.

      “Zara! What do you know about her?” Zach snarled, lifting the guy off the floor, as if he weighed nothing. The obese guy and a few other females surrounded them holding their machetes, but Zach didn’t care anymore. Surely there were a lot of women named Zara in London, but Zach had lost it. He wasn’t thinking straight anymore.

      “Zach, what the hell are you doing? Calm down,” I tried to reason, but someone else stuck a machete in front of my face, ceasing my movements.

      “Tell me about Zara or I swear to God I’m going to smash your head to pieces against this wall!” Zach roared, like he was in some kind of trance, his gun suddenly pinned against the guy’s forehead.

      “She’s one of us, but she was special. Nameless picked her off the streets,  and he promised to take her down to the underworld,” the guy squeaked. Drops of sweat started breaking along the side of my neck. Fuck, I forgot that Zach was extremely sensitive to any extraordinary power and he hadn’t given up on finding his sister.

      “Did she look like me? Dark hair, dark skin with a scar over her neck?” Zach continued, ready to blow this guy into bits. I gathered my demonic energy, hoping that the waves would calm him down, but I couldn’t control the rage that suddenly took hold of him. One of the females that stood the closest was ready to stab him, but no one dared to move. Tension filled the air, and a strange white fog began drifting out of nowhere.

      “She had a scar,” breathed out the guy, completely pale, shaking like a leaf during a storm. Zach howled out his rage, letting go of him.

      Then we all heard the screams, long, petrifying screams that echoed through the tunnels, then another and another. One of the girls dropped her machete on the tiles and jumped off the platform, disappearing in the darkness. The obese guy moved past me, grabbing my elbow and squeezing it painfully. Heat shot over my spine like a fire when his hands made a contact with my skin.

      “Run, run away fast; otherwise they’ll steal your memories away from you,” he snarled into my ear and then let go of me. A moment later he jumped off the platform too. Others followed him, running away, disappearing as quickly as they appeared.

      Zach fired out a shot towards the guy that had spoken about his sister. He luckily missed him. Seconds, maybe moments later we were all alone, but the screams somewhere in the tunnel kept going on.

      “Zara. She’s alive and she was here,” Zach yelled, shaking me. I punched him, hoping maybe this way he’d get hold of himself. He went down, dropping his gun. Energies that I didn’t recognise began hitting me and I struggled to remain on my feet. Zach was on the ground, holding his nose and cursing me off.

      “Get it fucking together. You nearly killed that Romanian thief. Are you out of your fucking mind?” I shouted, using the last bits of energy I still controlled to calm him down. His dark eyes were wild, and his head filled with vivid memories of his sister. Finally the screams stopped, but no one came back, the silence stretched for long moment. We were suddenly alone on the platform.

      “She’s here, Maxine. Zara is somewhere in the tunnels. We need to split  up and search; she needs my help,” he said, squeezing my hands, cutting circulation to my fingers. I sensed another creature near, watching us, but it wasn’t a demon. Something was wrong; my own magic was blocking my abilities, locking my muscles in place. I felt paralysed, unable to stand on my feet. I kept thinking about my mother, not the Nameless Thief. It was like he didn’t matter anymore.

      “All right, all right, let’s check the tunnels and meet here in twenty minutes,” I said, losing him. Zach’s energy was slipping away and suddenly memories about my mother assaulted my mind. I had to find her, she was  somewhere here, in the tunnels.

      Zach was back on his feet within seconds. He picked up his gun, jumped off the platform, and was gone before I had a chance to gather myself or figure out what the hell was going on around me. I heard hissing sounds, somewhere close, and automatically thought about the flying A’rea. My cheek burned, but this couldn’t be it. This part of the world was controlled by another supernatural being that didn’t belong to any faction, a being that caused the hair on the back of my neck to rise.

      I ran after Zach, finally able to move. My head was pulsing with pain, as old memories about my mother moved in front of my eyes. There were just tunnels in front of me that split in different directions. Zach’s pulse was erratic and he kept calling Zara.

      Something flew over me, a dark being with gnashing teeth and claws. It landed somewhere close. I saw her before I sensed her. Her thirst for human blood alerted me that she wasn’t here on friendly terms. There was likely more than just one around, and I was afraid that Zach had already been captured and I was next. This time magic wouldn’t help me, because a Keres took full control of my mind—so she could feed on me until I was dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        “Give us this day the daily manna, without which, in this rough desert, he backward goes, who toils most to go on.”
        Canto XI, lines 13-15.

      

    
    
      I was scared, but more fed up with the fact that I was going to die in this dark underground tunnel where no one could find me. Keres were well known in the underworld, and I wasn’t surprised that one of them had chosen the old abandoned tunnels to feed on human blood in the cross worlds.

      I focused on my energy, as the waves of diabolical power collided inside me, rushing through my spine. My hands were sparkling and it soon became clear that my own source of power affected the supernatural being, pumping her with sources beyond my control. The Keres circulated near me. Her feet were a couple of inches above the ground. She took a long hissing breath and a moment later she was on me, attacking me with her long, sharp fangs. I was too overwhelmed with the darkness, and my reflexes were completely off. In the blink of an eye, she tossed me down on the tracks. My body slammed painfully and some of the sharp stones dug into the skin of the back. I must have lost consciousness for a good few seconds, because when I opened my eyes, the Keres had her sharp teeth sunk in my neck. The pain stretched for what seemed like hours. It stole everything, all my strength, feeding on my demonic soul. Then a foreign magic took over, paralysing every bit of my body. The Keres began to drink quickly and greedily, like she had been starving for years. I never considered that I could fight her. Zachary was somewhere in the tunnel, probably getting drained of his human blood too. God, I had to do something, but she had me trapped inside my own head.

      My vision blurred out, my pulse slowed down, and pain turned into a pleasant euphoria. Memories began floating in my head, things that I wasn’t supposed to remember, things from my past.

      

      I was watching my young, most likely two-year-old self from a distance. I was crying my eyes out, and it looked like my mum was in the other room. My belly was rumbling, and I was standing up in my brown cot, wanting to get someone’s attention.

      This wasn’t the scene that I was ready to see. I tried closing my eyes to get back to my body, but nothing happened. I was still in the room, trapped in my own memory. The Keres was using my past against me, as a distraction from the fact that she was draining the essence of life out of me.

      The room was dated; there were old carpets covering the floors, dirty windows, and the teddy bear with one eye that I remembered even into this day. My tiny hands were sparkling, and I stared at my small fingers as tears fell across my face. A second later my mother entered the room, and I stopped crying. Whatever magic I was able to produce at that young age faded as soon as another human walked into the room.

      My mother was a stocky woman with masses of curly dark hair and wide cheeks. My mini face brightened up instantly when my mother picked me up.

      “What’s wrong, little cherub? Are we hungry?” she asked, as I wrapped my little chubby fingers around her thumb.

      There was someone else in the house, a demon. I was sensing everything that my little two-year-old was, looking behind my mother’s shoulder, trying to get a glimpse of his face.

      “She wants attention, food too, but she doesn’t like being on her own,” a deep, unknown voice stated coming from the hallway. The demon approached and stopped at the door, like he was reluctant to come closer. His presence calmed me down. He was tall, broad in his shoulders, and handsome. Somehow I knew that he took on the body of a human man from upstairs so my mother wouldn’t be scared.

      “I’d prefer if you wouldn’t show up out of the blue. Things are complicated at the moment,” my mother said in a harsh, icy tone of voice.

      I didn’t remember this, but the Keres was using it to trap me further into this delusion, showing me something that I had forgotten about, something that had been at the back of my subconscious mind.

      The mini version of me reached out for the demon, hoping to be picked up, but he didn’t react. He kept staring at me with his spooky eyes. His pupils were black, and in the sunlight it reflected the burning red flames. There was something striking in his features. Underneath all that human facade, his demonic soul was somehow blazing with power, connecting with mine, like the air, water and fire.

      “You missed me, didn’t you? I heard that you cried in the night, calling my name,” the demon was saying, caressing my mother’s cheek. She smiled, looking at him with affection. I wanted to step into that memory and find out if he was my father.

      Mum lowered her eyes and brought me closer to her body. She shivered with excitement when he was touching her. I sensed every sparkle that rushed through her system. My mini me kept staring, forgetting about the hunger, just wanting to be touched by the enigmatic demon.

      “It doesn’t matter what I want. Maxine is scaring me. Her powers are getting out of control, Morpheus. She is reading me, my thoughts and emotions,” Mum was saying, shaking her head like she couldn’t believe something like that was even possible. I bet she had seen my sparkling fingers. I didn’t even know that it was possible to develop demonic powers at such a young age.

      “The child is special and she won’t be just anyone, the half-cast. You need to prepare her, because I might not always be around,” the demon said, his tone serious, waving his hand over my small head. I could have sworn that light beamed out of his hands, like he was sending his own energy through mine.

      “Prepare her? How? A few weeks ago I had no idea that this other world even existed. You must stay here to protect her, because I won’t let anyone take her away from me,” Mum argued, now with tears in her eyes.

      “Talk to her. She will remember that she was more than just an ordinary half demon. Her future is at stake. She might make the wrong and dangerous decision,” Morpheus muttered. “But she will learn from her mistakes, Madeleine. Eventually she will learn.”

      “You don’t understand. I’m a human and I feel like I have been living in a lie this entire time. This little girl needs a father and a mother, Morpheus. We both know how special she really is.”

      

      They kept talking between themselves, but I couldn’t hear them. The room was getting blurry, my image fading, and I was coming back to the reality of the dark abandoned tunnel. I desperately wanted to stay in the past and know what happened with my father. This was one of the closest memories from my childhood. It was strange seeing my mother like that, still healthy and loving. She was beautiful and I wished that we’d had a bit more time together.

      The darkness obscured my vision, and then the pain escalated, shooting through my limbs like a speeding rocket. Sucking in a short breath, I tried to reach out for the Keres and rip her away from me. The tiny voice in my head kept whispering that I wasn’t with my mother anymore, but in the tunnel. A creature from the underworld was drinking my blood, slowly draining my demonic soul, ripping it away from the human corpse.

      The dream faded away and it was just darkness, and sharp bursts of pain began popping up all over my body. Soon reality collided with delusion. I wished that I could call my mother and ask if Morpheus was my father.

      The Keres was denying my lungs oxygen. The pain resurfaced, slowly turning into agonising pleasure. I heard more screams somewhere in the background, and then I realised that I couldn’t just give up, couldn’t let her kill me. Reaching out, I grabbed onto her wing and squeezed it, releasing the flames. The Keres hissed and finally pulled her fangs away from my neck.

      I was dizzy from the blood loss, but I lifted my right foot and I kicked her as hard as I could, though the pain in my head nearly knocked me back down. A couple more wheezing breaths later, I was sitting on the ground, trying to gather the rest of my strength. When I looked up, her ugly mouth was covered with my blood. She looked bigger, shinier, and much scarier. Her skin was green, like it was made from latex. She had the face of a woman and was staring at me with those red gleaming eyes.

      The blood began pouring out of my neck. I pressed my numb fingers to the wound, attempting to move. I was back on my feet, still pretty much unbalanced, and with my other hand I searched for an elixir in my back pocket.

      It was a red liquid that I’d brewed very recently. I kept it on me for emergencies. The Keres was in the air already, wafting with her wings. I unscrewed the small bottle, pouring its contents into my throat. I realised that I still had the knife hidden in my boot. After that night in the palace when I nearly died, I wanted to be more prepared.

      My strength came back, but I had lost a lot of blood. The Keres had paralysed me with my own memories and the elixir wouldn’t restore my full strength. The bitch was much stronger, her body now fuelled with my blood, but when she came down on me in the darkness I was ready this time.

      “Have it, bitch, greed will only suck you down to hell!” I roared when she spread her wings. I had to make a fucking complaint. What the heck were the Watchers were doing, letting these creatures through the gates of the underworld down to earth? She must have been here for very long time, feeding on Nameless’s crew for as long as it was possible.

      She opened her oversized jaw and moved down, attacking, still suspended in the air. As she came toward me I reached out and stabbed her right in the chest, assuming that her heart was on the same side as mine.

      I felt the knife going inside her flesh. A moment later I twisted it a couple of times. She let go of a terrifying squeak, like a dying animal, and I pushed it harder. I was suddenly covered with something thick, and the Keres’s ancient body went still as her blood poured over my body. She wasn’t moving anymore by the time I pushed her off me. I jumped back on my feet, wiping the blood off my face so I could see more clearly, holding on to a gag reflex.

      Then I heard a giggle, a loud laugh somewhere in the tunnel. The Keres let go of her last few breaths. A second later she was dead and burning. I looked up to see a girl watching me. She had a knife in her hands and she was most definitely a human, dressed in leather pants and leather waistcoat.

      There was something familiar in her features, but I couldn’t quite pin down what it was exactly. Her dark tar hair was swirled in a ponytail, and she had striking dark eyes.

      “Good, I’m glad that someone finally killed this thing. The beast murdered a lot of my friends,” the girl said, staring at the burning corpse with a strange gleam in her eye.

      I lost my balance for a second, probably from the loss of blood or the fact that I drank that damn elixir too quickly. When I gathered myself, the tunnel ahead was empty, and the girl was gone. For a split second I wondered if maybe I was hallucinating. After all, the Keres nearly drained me. My head felt like it was split in two.

      I left the creature on the tracks, knowing that in a couple of minutes her body would turn to ash.

      My feet started moving. I hoped to get back to that abandoned platform and find Zach. The wound in my neck dried out and at least I wasn’t losing any more blood. The elixir must have sealed it off.

      I wiped the knife off on my trousers and put it back, wondering if there were any other ancient creatures hidden in the tunnels, ready to strike back.

      I was also thinking about my mother. That vision from earlier on was still fresh in my memory, and I desperately tried to hang on to it.

      The demon that was with my mother was someone important. None of this seemed like it happened for real, but I felt his power, his strength deep in my bones when the Keres was draining me.

      I slapped myself hard, and my legs nearly gave underneath me. This wasn’t the time or place to be nostalgic. Yes, Morpheus could have been my father. He told my mother that I was special, that I was going to make bad decisions in the future. God, this felt so surreal.

      I kept walking, telling myself that the Keres implanted those thoughts into me and they might not necessarily be real. Moments later I saw Zachary sitting on the edge of another platform. His face was scratched, smeared with blood.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, knowing how stupid I must have sounded. Zach flinched, took out his gun, and pointed it at me. When he finally recognised me, he lowered it.

      “I caught up with one, but the bastard had a stun gun. He hit me a few times after that,” Zach explained, shaking his head. His thoughts were murky, dark, he didn’t remember exactly what had happened to him.

      “I got attacked by something, a dog or, I don’t know, a wolf,” I lied, not even knowing if this story would hold together. A second later, Zach exhaled loudly and looked at me filled with pure joy and excitement.

      “My sister is alive. She was here, and I bet she’s been living here amongst others with Nameless,” he said, fully convinced that he was right, that this wasn’t any kind of coincidence. As I stared back at him, I finally realised what was so familiar about the girl in the tunnel. It was Zara, Zach’s missing sister.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        “The secret of getting things done is to act!”
        Dante Alighier

      

    
    
      I bit my tongue, knowing that I couldn’t tell Zach that I saw his sister just a second ago. Zach’s mind was in havoc. Part of me knew that it was definitely her; she was the spitting image of him. I began to wonder if she had been hidden in the underground tunnels all these years when everyone was looking for her. Was she part of Nameless’s gang? Was she his accomplice or his lover? I didn’t want to believe that she’d chosen magic over her family, that she chose to abandon her own daughter for a half demon.

      Our plan was suddenly worthless and the only other lead was Gjöll—the place filled with a lot of myths, to which the entrance was forbidden and most likely guarded by other supernatural beings.

      “Come on, we have to get out of here. Nameless Thief abandoned these people. They are stuck here without him,” I said, wondering if I should dwell on the subject of his missing sister. We never really had a chance to discuss what happened when she vanished and Zach had no idea that I knew her story.

      We needed to get outside to face reality, but I didn’t want to bring unnecessary attention to myself. My clothes were covered with blood and my cut face needed to be looked at. The tunnels were out of the Watchers jurisdiction, so I didn’t have to worry about exposure or being questioned for breaking the protocol yet again. Zach’s thoughts were filled with images of his sister, and he wasn’t in the right state of mind for me to ask any questions about what happened earlier.

      “No, I have to find that man. He knows where Zara is,” Zach said, still pumped with adrenaline and desire to go after Nameless’s ex-associates.

      I was drained, barely keeping myself in a standing position. The Keres had a feast on my blood, and I had to regenerate my strength. I didn’t have time to argue with him, and there was no way I would use my abilities to tamper with his already messed up head. I had to try to convince him in the most natural way.

      “Look at us, we need to get out of here and you need to get more officers down here. These people outnumbered us. Nameless isn’t here, Zach,” I said, more forcefully.

      Then Zach brought his hands to his face and let go of a painful roar. His emotions hit me like a bullet. Anger, pain and regret, he was blaming himself that he gave up on her, sobbing quietly. It was heartbreaking. He had lost hope and now she was here, hiding in the tunnels. I stood there, watching the man that had never shown any weakness, the man that had pushed me to get a grip, crying his heart out.

      No, this wasn’t happening. I couldn’t take it. He was tougher than that.

      “Zach, please stop. Get it together. We will find your sister,” I said, reaching out and squeezing his shoulder. I didn’t know how to act. I never had a man break down in front of me like this.

      “She was here, Max. I never told you about her, and I should have. The whole family is convinced that she’s dead,” he said, lifting his eyes to look at me. His pain affected me. I’d never seen anyone so torn with guilt, apart from me. We were affected with the same darkness, the same sorrow from the past. It slowly began to consume us both.

      “How are you so sure that these thieves were talking about her? There are thousands of other Zaras in London,” I said, knowing that I shouldn’t be taking the hope away from him. Zach wanted to reunite her with her daughter, but Zara wasn’t the same person anymore. She was influenced by magic, sucked into the demonic world.

      “I know her. She is my flesh and blood, Maxine,” he kept saying, looking around, ready to leave me and penetrate these tunnels by himself until he found her. I couldn’t bear his pain. We’d both lost someone that we cared for, but I couldn’t let Zach forget about our case and just look for her. I was certain that I saw her in the tunnel; it wasn’t an illusion created by the Keres. She spoke to me, standing in the middle of the tracks like she owned the tunnels.

      “Fine, I understand, but we can’t stay here right now. We need to get out and find Nameless. Remember what the others said: the girl is with him,” I said, placing my tired hands on Zach’s shoulders once again and sending tiny sparks of energy through his system. It was a simple calming vibe that would put his thoughts back in order. It wouldn’t harm him in any way.

      “She was here, Max,” he pressed, shaking his head. When he got up I exhaled with relief. We finally started walking together, heading to the way out. It took us over an hour to reach the exit tunnel. My head was banging, but this time it wasn’t because of tequila. I had lost so much blood that my energy was running on empty barrel.

      A few of the underground workers surrounded us once we showed up on one of the platforms. I wasn’t surprised. After all, I was covered with blood. Zach became unresponsive. He kept repeating that he had to go back to the tunnels, that his sister was still there. The rail staff insisted on calling the police and an ambulance.

      I used my own phone to call Ricky, hoping that he would show up before anyone else. This whole adventure taught me that creatures from the underworld were willing to fight in order to survive, and that they adapt to human surroundings. I couldn’t afford to wait and be questioned by Zach’s crew, but at the same time I didn’t want to leave him alone.

      Moments later when no one paid attention to me, I managed to sneak away from the platform and ask Ricky to meet me in one of the bathrooms. When he showed up, I’d washed most of the blood off my face and looked like a human being again. My reflection in the mirror told me that I needed a blood transfusion. I was pale, my skin almost translucent.

      “Let me guess, you were on the case risking your life and being selfish?” Ricky asked, walking into the ladies lou. A few of the women stared at him in shock. I’d asked him to bring a change of clothes from my flat. I hated that he had to see the state I currently lived in, but that was the least of things I needed to worry about right now. Ricky was judgmental, but he wasn’t my father.

      “Yeah, there were a couple of difficulties down in the tunnels. One of the underworld creatures, a Keres, nearly drained me of my all blood,” I explained, grabbing the bag with my clothes.

      He brought my usual jeans and a T-shirt, plus my favourite jacket. He ran his hands over his jaw, not believing that I had managed to escape unharmed.

      “Is Zach all right too?” he asked, when I was done changing. I still needed a shower, or maybe a bath, well, something that could get rid of that overwhelming smell of blood. I felt like the Keres had marked me.

      “I don’t know, something happened whilst we were down there. One of the people associated with the thief mentioned his missing sister and Zach went slightly ballistic,” I said, pulling my hair into a ponytail and hoping to put a hood on when we got outside. Sometimes I wished that I could go to the office in heels, wearing a nice blouse and skirt rather being battered on the streets, pretending to be tough and shit. “Then we got separated. I came across the Keres. She drained my blood, and she made me remember stuff, Ricky.”

      Ricky walked up to me and placed his hand on my shoulder. I felt the energy flowing through me. He was replacing my strength that the Keres took. He most likely sensed that I was barely standing, acting like I was totally fine. I got a glimpse of his thoughts and saw a red-haired woman. She was probably the one that he had mentioned a few times. His latest date. Sometimes it happened when we were connected.

      “None of this sounds good, Max, and how the hell come no one knew that Keres were flying freely through the tunnels of London?”

      “I don’t know, it’s some sort of crossover… These people down there, they didn’t seem a hundred percent human. Watchers don’t know about it. Nameless Thief created a tidy nest for himself down there. He must have exposed some of his abilities to his group, keeping it away from others,” I said. “Anyway, Zach was in bad shape when some of the underground workers got to us. He kept talking about his sister like she was alive.”

      “You didn’t mention that your lover had a sister,” Ricky muttered. I rolled my eyes.

      “It’s complicated, anyway  … for a split second I thought I saw her in the tunnel, but now I’m not a hundred percent sure.” I thought about this girl’s features. She did look like Zach, I didn’t doubt that, but my mind had been playing tricks on me ever since I could remember. “The Keres let me see a memory about my mother. I don’t know, I must have been around two when she was talking to a strange demon in my nursery.”

      “Max, it’s the past. Do you really want to dig up this stuff? Your mother died of cancer,” Ricky pointed out.

      “I know, but this was different. She made me remember every detail of that conversation, which is impossible. I was only two at the time. My mother was aware of our world. A demon named Morpheus was telling her that she had to look after me, that he couldn’t do it or something.”

      “That’s impossible. Your mother was human. She didn’t have any knowledge of who you were,” Ricky added, sighing loudly. He knew everything there was to know about me.

      “I have no idea what to think. I have a lead, a name. Morpheus. He was the demon that I saw in my memories,” I explained, feeling dejected about this whole thing. “Come on, let’s get back to the office. I think I look decent enough, so I can walk through the streets without attracting too much attention.”

      Ricky didn’t want to argue with me, but he didn’t believe that my memory was real. On the way back we chatted about what happened in the tunnels.

      It was just after six o’clock in the evening when we arrived back to the office and my head wouldn’t stop throbbing with dull pain. I went straight to my room and shut the door. In the bottom drawer I had a small bottle of vodka. Another thing I kept in case of emergency. Zach was still on my mind while I poured some of it into my throat, and I felt slightly guilty that I left him alone.

      He wanted to find his sister and I had to track Nameless Thief, who most likely wasn’t in London any longer. Getting back the letters was crucial, but Gjöll was the only place that I wouldn’t be able to access. For starters, I had no idea if such an entrance even existed on earth.

      I had no idea how Nameless managed to even find the way in. He must have realised that the letter gave him an advantage, that he was in possession of something that could save his future.

      Ricky was leaving work early tonight to take care of personal business, well, most likely to shag his new date. I didn’t ask any questions, as I had other things on my mind. Lucky for me Arthur hadn’t been in touch, and I was happy that he was giving me some breathing space. After today, I was glad to be alive, but worried about Zach and his state of mind. A moment later, Emma knocked on my door, so I quickly hid the bottle back in the drawer.

      “Hey, I just had a strange phone call,” she said. I forgot that she was still pretty fresh in the whole demonic department.

      “Who was it?”

      “The woman on the phone said that her name was Sister Mary and she was calling from Tyburn Convent in Hackney,” Emma explained, sounding confused. My pulse automatically spiked, and I stood up, still feeling slightly dizzy. Tyburn Convent. It was a name from my past, from years ago, when I was still a child.

      My throat was slightly dry, my hands sweaty. I had never visited the nuns after I left the orphanage. After my eighteenth birthday I had an opportunity to start my own life, and I never looked back. The nuns couldn’t have known that I was running a detective agency.

      “All right, tell me everything she said,” I asked Emma, acting like this wasn’t a big deal.

      Emma shifted her weight to the side.

      “Sister Mary first asked if you were working here, and when I said yes, she said to tell you that you need to visit them. Something happened in the monastery.”

      “Did she asked about me specifically?”

      “Yes, she knew your name,” Emma added. “But when I asked her if she wanted to talk to you, she said no.”

      I took a deep breath, wondering what this whole thing was about.

      “Max, I think you have to head over there. I heard someone talking in the background about a break-in. I don’t think it’s, you know … demonic business, but that nun was pretty freaked out on the phone.” Emma looked at me with concern. I was still amazed that she was taking this whole thing so calmly. Ricky and I were waiting for that moment when she’d run away and check herself into a mental institution.

      My knees felt like paper when I crossed the room to pick up my stuff. After eight years, I was going back to the place where I grew up. I was going back to visit the nuns who’d raised me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        “There is no greater sorrow. Than to be mindful of the happy time. In misery.”
        Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      Emma was curious about the phone call, but I wasn’t ready to reveal details about my past, so I told her that I had to leave early to take care of another case. There was dried blood in my hair, and my skin felt sticky and dirty. At first, I went back to my flat and had a shower, the thought of the Keres’s dead corpse making my stomach quiver. I didn’t want to show up in the monastery looking indecent. It’s not like I cared about people’s opinions these days, but going back to the place where I grew up made me a little nervous.

      Most of the paps had abandoned their post and left. I sneaked out upstairs using the back entrance. I’d had enough excitement for one day, and talking to whoever was left outside on the parking lot, hunting for their next breakthrough story, would only push me over the edge.

      A cold shiver passed over my spine when I sat in the tube station going over what happened in the tunnels. Ricky was wrong—that memory was real. It was vivid and Morpheus existed.

      My stomach was in knots, and after my visit in the monastery I was certain that I would head straight to the Broken Shoe. There was something unsettling about the phone call that Emma took earlier on. First some demon was advising me to look into the death of my mother, then the Keres used her abilities to bring back that lost memory, and now I was going to speak to the nuns. There were so many questions about the identity of my father, but I had no family, no one that I could ask about him. Deep down I knew that I was only a mongrel and there was nothing special about me.

      I reached Hackney forty minutes later. The old cathedral was still there. I’d read somewhere that a couple of years ago the nuns were forced to moved to the other side of Hyde Park. The old Gothic church became unstable and the monastery didn’t have money to take on extensive renovations. Shortly after I started my own life, the nuns stopped looking after orphanage kids. The British Council set up state-run homes and took over most of the duties from the church. Well, I had no idea if that meant kids would get a better upbringing, but a lot of mothers still chose to abandon mongrel babies. Most of them were lucky if they were raised in the foster system.

      Sometimes I dreamed about that large scary church and now as I was standing in front of it my knees felt like paper. I started to develop my demonic abilities from a very early age. Other children were cruel and I was often punished for speaking the truth. The nuns were strict, but fair.

      Fresh energy vibrated through me when I rang the bell. I felt weakened by the earlier encounter in the tunnels. Now I had to get it together and find out what this phone call was all about. The nuns made me wait a bit longer than expected, but eventually one of them opened the door.

      “God bless you, child,” said the older nun smiling at me. I wanted to roll my eyes, I really did, but my voice of reason advised me to behave. “Can I help you?”

      “I need to speak to Sister Mary. She called my place of work. My name is Maxine Brodeur,” I said, feeling tense. After all, my time in the monastery was lonely and at times difficult. I grew up feeling isolated and worried that I would hurt someone, not understanding what was happening to me. That’s why I hated hell, and the whole faction system. All the demons believed that we were beneath them. I didn’t belong anywhere.

      The nun widened her eyes at me, mumbled something incoherent under her breath and then told me to follow her. Once the door was shut, overwhelming anxiety rushed through my body. This place was filled with a lot of sorrowful emotions. I sensed some happiness, but most of the sisters that lived inside felt trapped and lost.

      I was lucky that I didn’t have to walk through the corridors in the old building. I hated how depressed these walls used to make me feel. No one was there and yet I was seeing nuns standing on the long corridors, staring back at me. The silence rang in my ears. I never thought I could live like that, sacrifice my life for God.

      We reached a large open-plan hallway with an old wooden staircase. I couldn’t sense any demons nearby, but someone with supernatural abilities had visited these walls recently. The energy was faint. I couldn’t figure out if it was a mongrel’s or a Watcher. Either way, demons wouldn’t voluntarily choose to be trapped inside a monastery. Being in hell had taught them that freedom was important.

      The old nun took me to the first floor. I couldn’t relax, and unexpected heat rushed down my spine, reminding me of the time when my energy was getting out of control and other kids called me a freak.

      “I just let Sister Mary know that you are here,” the nun mumbled, and disappeared behind the heavy white doors. My heart beat faster, pumping way too much blood into my veins. Part of my demonic abilities were slowly restored, but I needed a good night’s sleep to feel like myself again. I tried to stop thinking about that letter and Arthur, but I needed to spare him the pain. The truth would cost both of us a lot, more than we were prepared to pay.

      Several moments later, the older nun nodded to me to go inside. She shut the door behind me, leaving me alone with another nun, most likely Sister Mary.

      “Maxine? Are you Maxine Brodeur, the girl that used to be part of the old orphanage based in the monastery?” the nun asked. She was younger than the nun that let me inside, with a clear beautiful complexion and small brown eyes. She wore the same boring grey habit, but with a darker veil.

      “Yes, you called the agency. My assistant mentioned that you were asking about me,” I said, trying to remember if I ever met her before. Most of the nuns that dealt with me back in the day were either in a different monastery or they passed away.

      Sister Mary seemed nervous, but her thoughts were easy for me to read. She wasn’t sure if she was supposed to tell me anything. One of the nuns advised her to call the police straight away and not wait around with a matter that didn’t directly involve the convent.

      “Someone broke in to the attic room last night. I had searched your name online and your agency came up, so I decided to call you,” the nun explained shyly. Wow, Emma indeed knew what she was doing on that damn laptop, but it was a bit unsettling that anyone could find me on the internet these days. “You’re a grown woman now. You left that life behind and I wasn’t sure if I should get in touch.”

      “What exactly happened and why did you think this burglary had anything to do with me?”

      “Your files were in that attic room along with the files of other girls that were part of the orphanage years ago. Other sisters believe that I should just call the police, but I thought it was the right thing to do to call you first,” she said, and my energy stirred inside me. “Someone was specifically looking for something in these old files. It seemed like the other documents weren’t touched at all, only yours.”

      I swallowed hard, thinking about Nameless Thief. He was the first person that came into my mind. The bastard must have read the letter that I’d written to Arthur, and now he was hoping to find something that could backdate my claims. I tried to keep calm, but I felt like I was ready to blow up something.

      “Okay, so what do you want me to do about it?” I asked, getting straight to the point. Sister bit her lip and then folded her fingers on top of each other.

      “I wanted to give you a chance to see it for yourself. Most of the files had been locked up, and these are now inaccessible. The policies from a couple of years ago are still in place. I felt like the convent owes you to at least have a peek,” Sister Mary said.

      Part of me burned with curiosity, the other was reluctant. I didn’t know much about my mother, other than the bits and pieces that I managed to find myself. Even after I turned eighteen, I couldn’t access my own files. Apparently someone within the church believed that the past didn’t need to be scrapped out.

      “All right, let’s get on with it. Show me the attic,” I said, knowing that I probably wouldn’t get this kind of opportunity again. I should have called Ricky. Maybe that way I wouldn’t have to feel so vulnerable. Now when I was going back to my childhood I felt like a lot of people kept stuff from me. It never bothered me that I didn’t know my father, well, not until today.

      Sister Mary nodded, got up, and moments later we were out of the room, climbing the steps of the old staircase. I couldn’t figure out if Sister Mary was happy living within the convent, but at that point I stopped pretending that I should give a damn and started thinking about tequila and maybe a game of poker later on. It was a hell of a day that wasn’t even over yet. No one ever asked me if I was happy being dumped in orphanages when my mother died.

      Sister Mary had a bulk of keys with her. It took her a while to find the right one. The stairs to the attic room were narrow. I bumped my head a few times and then found myself in a very long and wide space that obviously had been vandalised, most likely several hours ago.

      “I’ll just leave you to it,” Sister Mary said. I really couldn’t figure out why the hell she let me inside. She was obviously breaking the rules set by the convent. There were files, papers lying on the dusty floor. The light was dim and it kept flashing. I sensed the energy of a demon, stinging with mine, scorching around the dead space. There was no doubt that a demon was here last night, searching for something specific. I didn’t want to assume that it was Nameless Thief; after all, I heard that he was quite particular about the mess.

      I started picking up papers with my name on it. I found my old birth certificate, the list of vaccinations, books with homework and my old grades. This whole thing seemed so surreal. It was like I was back being a child again, lost in the big world.

      My throat was tight with emotion when I picked up an old black-and-white photograph of my mother. She looked young on it, probably in her early teens. I never thought that nuns would keep this stuff so tightly hidden.

      My head started spinning, probably because my body still hadn’t regenerated from the blood loss. Besides, I hadn’t eaten anything since this morning and my stomach was rumbling. Moments like this made me appreciate the little that I remembered about my mother. A lot of boxes were untouched and when I found the bits and pieces that belonged to me, I was stunned by the diabolical energy that marked the edge of the box. I couldn’t explain it, but I recognised  demonic frustration, and it’s fury.  Someone was desperately trying to find valuable information about me.

      When I lifted old boxes and moved some rubbish lying around with my foot, I spotted another photograph. It was my mother again, with the man next to her. They were sitting in some obscure London bar. Someone had deliberately burned his face with a cigarette. He had his arms around her and he held her closely. She looked happy in that picture and when I flipped it around, I spotted the date too.

      “Seventeenth of June,” I muttered to myself, counting that it was a year before my birthday. The photograph was damaged and there was no way that I could tell who that man was next to the woman that gave birth to me.

      When I leaned down, hoping to find some more, I saw the knotted hair lying on the dusty floor. My pulse spiked, and sudden panic riddled through me. It was the colour that struck me—shiny crimson red.

      “The bitch,” I said, as the energy of my enemy crept down my spine. Alexis was here. She was the one that had burglarised this space, and the one that was searching for information about me. I stared at the hair for minutes, fuming with anger. I was certain that the hair belonged to her, but I could check that later on in the office.

      Who else would dare to rummage through the attic, tearing apart all my fucking files? Her determination was alarming. She was searching for confirmation, proof that would allow her to destroy me. God, I really needed to up my game and find her before it was too late.

      Ricky was right, we had a business that was our livelihood. Now I had to spread my energy, not only in order to find Nameless, but also to protect everything I ever worked for and more.

      I continued looking for more postcards or photos, Alexis in the back of my mind. I was zooming through anything else that would help me with the search for my father, but apart from that one picture I couldn’t find anything else in this mess. I also needed to be careful not to leave any fingerprints. The nuns would eventually call the police, and I needed to avoid being questioned.

      I had to keep the picture, it belonged to me, the state didn’t have any right to keep it hidden here. I should have searched for the identity of my father years ago, when I turned eighteen. After all, he was a demon that seduced my mother. Morpheus. So far that was the only thing that I had, his name and possibly part of that old photograph. In the memory that the Keres had voluntarily gifted to me, he stole the body of a human. Mum knew about his nature, but I still didn’t get why Morpheus didn’t want to reveal his true identity. At this point it looked like I was never going to find that out.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        “This miserable state is borne by the wretched souls of those who lived without disgrace and without praise.”
        Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      I didn’t go back to the office after my visit in the monastery. Emma was doing late shift today, taking care of all the phone calls. Ricky was out and I didn’t want to bother him. When I tried to get in touch with Zach, a woman answered the phone. She sounded like she could have been his mother, and that was a clear indication that maybe I should give him some space. I felt guilty that I left him alone when the other officers showed up and seriously considered telling him the truth about me.

      It was in both our interest to track down Nameless Thief, but I didn’t think that Zach was in a position to focus on our investigation right away. He went through a lot and maybe he had to take time out, to restore his strength. I took the tube in Hackney and then decided that I could do with a weak drink of tequila. There was a possibility that one of reporters could eventually get their hands on the story about dead Princess Catherine and the fact that she had a steamy affair just before she died. Nameless Thief knew that he had a gold mine in his hand, and I hated that I didn’t know what he was planning.

      The Broken Shoe was quiet tonight, and it was completely dark when I entered the pub. Paul was sorting his stock downstairs and some new barmaid was filing her nails, looking bored. This wasn’t what I expected. Devlin normally played on Tuesdays, but there was no one at the back. I headed down to the cellar to have a chat with Paul.

      “Hi,” I greeted him as he sorted the empty bottles of beer. “Where is everyone? The whole place is deserted.”

      “It’s quiet, Maxine, it’s before payday, just one of those days,” Paul replied with a shrug. My craving for tequila had to be satisfied, but I didn’t like drinking alone. I was sort of lucky Arthur hadn’t officially named me as a woman that had stolen his heart.

      “All right, in that case I’m going home. Have you got any magical liquid for me?” I asked, fluttering my eyelashes. This never worked, but it was worth trying. Paul exhaled sharply, then went to the back. A moment later he came back with two bottles of tequila. My mood automatically brightened, but guilt scorched through my lungs. Yeah, I didn’t stick to my earlier resolution. Gambling away my money was one thing, but getting wasted so I could just forget was foolish.

      “Don’t do anything stupid and be careful on the way home. Watchers are patrolling the streets and I don’t need to be investigated by those fuckers,” Paul muttered when I took the bottles and tried to hide them in my bag.

      “Why? Is there something going on?” I enquired, still worried that Alexis was planning something serious. She wouldn’t attack me on streets that were filled with Watchers. I didn’t believe she was that stupid, but I couldn’t be sure.

      Paul scratched his chin.

      “I don’t know, but there are more of them on the streets than normally. I don’t like this, and they seemed to be watching the pub. A mongrel saw them on the streets last night,” Paul said, obviously not happy that he couldn’t get away from his past.

      “Right, I’ll let you know if I find out anything specific. Just chill. You’re running a legitimate business and no one apart from me knows about the tequila,” I assured him, knowing that this wasn’t the whole truth. Ricky knew that I had been drinking alcohol infused with magic. Getting high on demonic energy wasn’t illegal, but using it to produce tequila was something that hell definitely didn’t approve.

      “Just be careful, it’s a new formula, so don’t drink it all at once,” he reminded me when I was heading out.

      “All right, Daddy,” I said, shaking my head. Paul was a good guy, but he didn’t know how much I needed this shit just so I could sleep at night.

      On the way back to the flat I tried to call some guys to see if they were up for a game of poker at my place. No one answered their phone, even Devlin, and that was not something that I expected from him.

      I stripped out of my clothes, locked the door, and poured myself a highly anticipated shot. It was just after eleven o’clock, and after another near death experience I was allowed to have a little chill out moment.

      Ricky had left me a note on the table.

      You should clean up, Maxine. You have rotten food in your fridge!

      The nagger was pushing me to change my lifestyle, knowing well that I wasn’t ready to move on and act like any normal human being. I ignored the note and indulged myself in my own misery.

      I didn’t know how much time had passed. Maybe half an hour or maybe three, but by the time I got up, my legs were wobbly and I was truly wasted. My insides didn’t burn like usual and for some reason I didn’t feel any better about Zach, Arthur or my past. I was still a pathetic mongrel that couldn’t say no and stop drinking. I couldn’t keep telling myself that I had reason, that my darkness was shading every bit of my stupid soul.

      I must have fallen asleep in my underwear on the floor while watching trashy TV, but a strange noise woke me up. When I glanced at the clock it was quarter to three in the morning and someone was knocking at my door.

      I stumbled over my clothes and some spell books that lay everywhere. I cursed the fact that I was too lazy to clean up, cursed the fact that someone was ready to pay me a visit at that time in the morning. Maybe Ricky was right. I had to get a grip, save some money and move to a nice, proper apartment.

      The knocking persisted, and I swore one more time and then opened the door. For a split second I thought I was hallucinating. There was no way that the prince had decided to pay me a visit in the middle of the night. He must have found my address  through the press. After I vanished I made sure that my name wasn’t listed under any specific address, and Mrs. Patel had promised to keep my details confidential, but I didn’t think she respected my wish. I was still pretty much drunk, under a strong  influence of magic.

      “Hey, Maxine, you look rather delicious,” Arthur chuckled eyeing me up and down. Behind him was Jonathan along with some other guards. It took me a moment to actually grasp that a) Arthur was very real and b) I was only in my underwear.

      On top of that Jonathan was pretending that I didn’t exist, that I wasn’t standing in front of him half naked. Classic Maxine, this is just the way to do it.

      I wasn’t modest, and Arthur had already seen everything that there was to see. Yeah, that was my tequila mind talking.

      “What the hell do you want? It’s three o’clock in the morning,” I said, forgetting that I was supposed to say “Your Highness” in front of his guards. There were a few more outside, one a demon.

      Arthur turned around, ignoring my question.

      “I’ll be here for a while, just blend it. I don’t want any paps on my back,” Arthur said, ignoring my question. Then he just walked inside like he owned the place, and shut the door behind him. An instant dose of heat swallowed me down like I was underwater, unable to get back up. Now my plan failed, because he was inside my flat, staring at me totally aroused.

      “Arthur, how did you find me?” I asked, folding my arms over my chest. “You need to leave now. What if someone sees you?”

      I stopped myself from compelling him with my energy, although Arthur had proven on a number of occasions that he was immune to my abilities. I hated tampering with any human’s thoughts anyway.

      His eyes were zooming over my body, gleaming with lust and excitement. I told myself that tequila was letting me see what wasn’t really there. Arthur couldn’t expect that I would let him stay with me tonight.

      “Well, I was fed up with waiting around, so here I am. I want to take you out,” he said, glancing around with curiosity.

      “No, no. This is my flat, my shithole, and you’re not taking me anywhere,” I said, when he passed by me and made himself comfortable on the sofa. There were other things that I needed to consider, like for example the fact that I was standing in front of him wearing a thong and very sexy bra. A set that he gave me when we were sleeping together. Why the hell did I have to be so aroused all of the sudden? Yesterday I was ready to jump into a relationship with Zach. He wanted to take care of me, to smooth my pain with his domineering personality.

      Arthur put his hands behind his head and smiled wolfishly. My usual sharp judgment was clouded. I’d drunk way too much earlier on. Tequila weakened me, and suddenly all I could think about was sex, nothing else.

      “Oh, Maxine, you can’t even imagine how sexy you look right now,” he pointed out. “All I can think about is fucking you here.”

      “This isn’t the place for you, so please don’t embarrass me like that. I know that my flat is a shithole,” I said, scratching my head, trying to distract myself from the way he was staring at me right now. I wished that I’d cleaned up a bit. I’d never had anyone over. Ricky only came in because he had to get me some clothes.

      Arthur got up and then he was beside me. I was streaming with liquid heat. He pushed the strap from my bra down, his eyes filled with so much lust that I was scared it might burst.

      “I came here because I wanted to take you out, but now you’re looking so delicious that I instantly changed my mind. I need to be inside you like before. There is nothing stopping us from enjoying ourselves. And as to your flat, we both know that I don’t care if you’re poor or rich, if you live in the palace or in the shed. All I want is you right in this moment,” he said.

      “Okay, let me put some clothes on and then we will talk.”

      My response was pathetic and I knew it. The problem was that I felt the music of love drifting between us, and those unresolved feelings were tangling my head, whispering that it was okay to forget about the rules for one night. I was drunk enough to tell him the truth, to reveal why I didn’t want him to find out where I lived.

      He caught me, just before I took a step forward, and his other hand moved up my thigh. When his fingers pushed through the hem of my knickers, the fire deep inside my stomach was hot and burning. All of a sudden I wanted to forget that there was something in the air, that my damn secret separated us.

      Deep down I knew that there was no one here, nothing that could stop me from enjoying this moment. He was Arthur, the future king that didn’t care about the rules or the fact that I was no one.

      “No, Flower, you don’t need to put any clothes on. You’re the most beautiful woman that I ever laid eyes on,” he whispered, leaning down, caressing my ear gently with his hot mouth. The shivers broke out all over my body, shooting sparks down between my legs.

      This was tequila leading me on now, pushing boundaries. My own sober self would never let him stay or touch me, but that other person wasn’t in the room. I was intoxicated enough to forget that I was supposed to behave, follow strict demonic protocol. My head swam when he pulled me to his body abruptly, holding me gently at the same time. Heavy lust settled and washed me down like the rain on a summer day.

      “Oh, Arthur  … we can’t, this is—”

      “Shhhh, Flower, just enjoy the moment,” he said, and then he grabbed me. The gentle, loving Arthur was gone. The man that I had in front of me was rough. He lifted me up and ordered me to move my legs around his waist.

      Then he kissed me and once his lips touched mine, I forgot about the world around us.

      Everything about this moment was right, and once he intensified the pressure of his mouth on mine I lost control of my body and soul. His hands were squeezing me hard, his erection pressing against my burning sex.

      That was all I needed to lose whatever reservations I had. It was all or nothing, and I chose all.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        “Remember tonight … for it is the beginning of always.”
        Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      We were like a sudden storm that came unexpectedly, trashing everything in its way, bumping into things, rubbing against each other. I pulled his belt, hoping to get rid of his jeans, lost in the wave of passionate and drunken surge. His kisses were warm and arousing. In the end I ripped his shirt off, all the buttons fell on the floor and then our long-lasting hunger took over. I felt his desire pumping in my veins, running down as his hands zoomed over my stomach, moving further, deeper. My energy rippled down to my neck and arms, bursting through me like a firecracker.

      Arthur unhooked my bra and pushed me down to the bed, grinning in the darkness. I didn’t even know how we got into my bedroom. For a moment I was worried that he would notice my dirty laundry lying around, but his full attention was on me. His eyes were gleaming with fiery heat, and once his mouth started caressing my naked flesh, the old insecurities stopped being important. His lips took my nipple, his hand moulded my breast and I moaned loudly, tangling my fingers in his soft hair, remembering our past moments together.

      He sucked it hard and the liquid heat flooded through me like a waterfall. His other hand smoothed my chest, then stomach, moving under the hem of my knickers. My breathing sped up, my heart began jackhammering loudly in my chest once his fingers reached my drenched sex. It was a sweet torture, the zing of adrenaline sweeping me out of this atmosphere. Arthur’s fingers sunk over my clit and he caressed it roughly until sweat started breaking out all over my body.

      My demonic energy was buzzing all around me and I kept telling myself not to lose my shit just yet. We’d never had this kind of foreplay. Our sex was always spontaneous and wild. Now we were enjoying each other more than we ever had in the past.

      “You smell incredible, Flower,” he rasped, pushing me down to the bed, and covering me with his hard chest. I inhaled his scent, trying to actually think about what I was doing. My head was still swimming from tequila, and I giggled to myself, then grabbed his arms, flopping us around. Once I was sitting on top of him, I knew that there was no going back. We both could sense the anticipation, the smell of our naked bodies and the thrill of what was about to happen.

      I didn’t remember ever being that turned on. My mind buzzed, body shaking as he got rid of my knickers. A moment later he slid himself inside me and I groaned loudly.

      I had to shut my eyes for a second, as my mind slowly convinced me that this wasn’t happening for real. Yet again, my head filled with magical tequila had created that mirage for me. Arthur couldn’t have known where I lived. Magic had protected me and my wards were strong, but I wanted to enjoy this moment even if it wasn’t real.

      Then he started moving on top of me, pumping into me. I was breathing and living with fire that consumed me. I started laughing hysterically, pushing him into me, so our flesh became one. My breath was laboured as he started pounding into me fast, then slow, then fast again. It was bliss.

      “You’re incredible. I can’t believe you let me deny your heart for so long,” he said, lifting me up so we could get even closer. His lips were on my neck, caressing and nibbling the sensitive skin. I lifted my heavy lids, seeing sparks around his head, in his gleaming eyes. Demonic magic kept moving through my body, filling me with Arthur’s energy.

      He felt better than I remembered, stronger and rougher. He grabbed my arse cheeks again and then pounded into me until I was screaming how much I enjoyed his tortures. A moment later I was coming, digging my nails into his back, releasing part of my demonic power into him.

      Then it was nothing else but his warm human body embracing me, his hand caressing my naked back. He whispered words to me that were touching and meaningful. My heartbeat pounded in my ears as I lay on top of him, listening and imaging a better future. It was a dream, but it felt too real.

      “I love you, Flower. I have never stopped loving you.”

      Slowly, after some time passed, I fell asleep on top of him with a smile on my face, still drunk and still very much in love.

      [image: ]
* * *

      My body was pleasantly numb, sticking to another skin, another human being. I didn’t want to open my eyes, but I was feeling too hot. Strange heat cushioned me and I exhaled loudly, suddenly feeling the soft kisses on my cheek.

      It was a good, pleasant dream and I didn’t want to wake up just yet. That scent, the cologne, the soft vanilla soap. God, Arthur always used to drive me insane whenever he sprayed himself with that scent in the morning. We had an agreement: it was the cologne that he wore especially for me. I liked to think that I had a man in my life that cared more about me than anyone else. Yeah, maybe this whole thing was pathetic, but in the end it made me feel special.

      “Hmmm, I need to be inside you again, Flower,” said the voice that sent a shiver down my spine. I was suddenly awake and ready to scream. The sunlight was beaming into the room and Prince fucking Arthur was in my bed, his arms around my body. We were both naked, tangled together between the white sheets. I retraced my thoughts to several hours before and then gasped.

      A sharp unexpected pain shot over my limbs, and my head felt like someone had slit it in half.

      No, no, no, this didn’t just happen. I haven’t slept with him. This was supposed to be a dream, like the last time.

      As it turned out, Arthur didn’t magically turn himself into another man. He must have shown up in my apartment late at night when I was still under the influence of magical tequila. How could I not remember this?

      My heart was suddenly pounding in my ears. This was a mistake, a fatal error that I didn’t want to think about right now.

      “Sunshine, you don’t have to pretend that you’re sleeping. I’m not prepared to leave just yet,” he whispered, pushing my hair away, so my neck was exposed and ready to be caressed by his lips. I had no idea what was happening to me right now, but I let him torture me further. Soon doomed realisation filled my stomach. His thoughts were very transparent. Arthur wanted to have me again, he wanted to make sweet tender love to me like last night.

      I had completely lost my brain or maybe it had been carved away. Either way I was in so much trouble right now. In the past few months there was only Zachary, and I let him down. Now Arthur was fully convinced that we had just rekindled our lost relationship.

      “I was wasted last night and you should go before anyone notices your guards outside,” I said, getting up and rubbing my forehead. I was very much hungover, but that wasn’t an issue. Arthur had spent the night with me and I couldn’t let him jump to bad conclusions just yet. This was so wrong on many different levels, and that incredible guilt hung over me. Our past was raw and nothing would ever change the fact that I betrayed him.

      He frowned and popped himself over his elbow.

      “Don’t start, Maxine. We fucked each other’s brains out last night and you loved every second of it,” he pointed out, trying to pull me down to him, but I backed away. The effects of heavy drinking and magical withdrawal symptoms hadn’t started hitting me hard just yet, because I was probably in shock. My heart pounded loudly, reminding me that I was still in love with him. He wasn’t damaged or broken. In the past he was just himself.

      “If I had been sober last night then this would never have happened,” I said more firmly, jumping off the bed. His eyes gleamed with a fresh dose of lust. Yeah, yeah, I was still naked, completely exposed, and my skin had this familiar demonic glow. Arthur had always had this strange effect on my magic and soul. He fuelled me with his humanity, increasing the strength of my protecting charms.

      “Stop fighting with me. If you want me too. Then I can announce it today. People would want to know that you are the one that I lost my head for.” He chuckled.

      I was beside him before he could take another breath, panic grasping me tightly. There was no way on this earth that I would let him do this.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. It was one night. We have never been together and we never will be. This whole thing ends now,” I shouted, pulling my long, stinky T-shirt over my body. I knew that my flat was a mess, but now I was even more embarrassed looking around and noticing the empty take-away containers, my dirty underwear, bits of newspaper and piles of books everywhere.

      “Whatever, I love you, and I don’t get why this is so hard for you to understand.”

      I laughed, shaking my head, knowing truly that I felt the same way, but that was not relevant. Arthur’s future was already planned for him and mine was uncertain. We were never a good match.

      “Love has nothing to do with it. Besides, you’re not listening to what I’m telling you. You‘re going to leave my flat and go back to Natalie. You will tell her that you made a mistake,” I said, letting my energy flow through the room, hoping that these words would stick into his thick skull somehow. “I’m working with Zach, trying to track down the damn letters. We both know that your mother’s reputation will be trashed once they get published.”

      Arthur shook his head, but didn’t say anything. For a long moment he kept staring at me, and I was wondering if my magic was finally beginning to work on him. I never dared to tamper with his mind before. Our connection was too strong and I was risking too much. There was a study in one of the elixir books; the scholar believed that if a demon shared a deep connection with another human being, the magic wouldn’t necessarily work.

      “I told you in the palace. I don’t want anyone else. I don’t want Natalie. We are meant to be, Maxine,” he insisted, sounding more and more like a broken record. I couldn’t let him in again. We might’ve had the most incredible sex in my past history, but still. His and my future was at stake.

      “Oh, just shut up and listen to yourself. We are done. I’m done. It’s been over a year and there is nothing that is going to change the fact that you’re a royal. Right now you need to put your clothes on and leave. I have a job to do and you can’t afford to lose your head.”

      Maybe it was a shot below the belt, but Arthur was stubborn and he lived in kukuland. I had been drinking myself to death, trying to forget, erase him from my memory, and he was bulldogging his way back in, messing everything up again.

      He narrowed his blue eyes at me, and got out of bed, while I attempted to forget about that nagging pain, trying to push old feelings away, like it didn’t matter.

      “You told me you loved me, Maxine,” he said, sounding angry. I had to force myself not to roll my eyes. I hurt him, he felt that he owed me something, but running after me wasn’t going to change the fact that I shouldn’t have slept with him in the first place.

      “Arthur, you can’t ruin your family for me. I have a business, people that rely on me, and your case on my head. We both know that this would never work and I don’t want you to risk sneaking down here every day. Just go back to Natalie and apologise. She will understand,” I said, swallowing the tears and the fresh dose of pain that kept stabbing me in my chest. I had to hold on.

      “Why, because of the detective? He will never make you happy. I told you before, I don’t care about the crown or my reputation. I want to be happy with you. This doesn’t have to be complicated.”

      I started pacing around, feeling lost and shattered at the same time. The damn tequila again; this wouldn’t have happened if I hadn’t gone to see Paul yesterday.

      “I don’t need to explain myself to you. Don’t come here again. Think about your mother. She wouldn’t have wanted this for you, this other life. Our lives are too different, and you’re risking too much for the sake of something that happened in the past.”

      He walked up to me and grabbed my face. Arthur forced me to look at him.  He had no idea what I’d done in order to protect him, in order to keep myself on this world.

      “I’m not giving up on us, and I’ll ruin every opportunity that you have with that arsehole. My proposition still stands. Come and work for me. The relationship will fix itself once we we’re close again.”

      I opened my mouth to disagree, but he was leaving. He grabbed all his clothes and marched away. A moment later I heard the door. Luckily the neighbour next door had moved out a couple of weeks ago and Mrs. Patel hadn’t brought in any new tenant yet. I tangled my hair, wondering why I was so stupid, so weak.

      A couple of months ago I slept with a complete stranger, convinced that he was the prince. I had tried to stay sober, to keep away from tequila, but so far with miserable results. It was like I didn’t want to move forward. Zach was there for me and I promised to give him a chance. Now I didn’t think this was such a good idea.

      I couldn’t look him in the eye and pretend that I was over the prince. Every day I was burying myself further and further, unable to stand up to my own misery. It was time to get it together and tell Arthur the truth, but deep down I knew that the truth would only ruin him and I couldn’t let that happen.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Four

        

      

    
    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        “O human race, born to fly upward, wherefore at a little wind dost thou so fall?” 
        Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      My day from then on didn’t improve in any way. There was no sign of Arthur’s entourage outside on the car park, so I let go a sigh of relief. After I made sure that all the doors were locked, I went back to bed. I shut my eyes, hoping to get some sleep, but old memories flooded my head. It was like I was experiencing the past all over again, hearing the same screams, experiencing the same exaggerated emotions. I covered my face with the pillow and kept breathing until those images faded away. Arthur would hate me once he knew the truth and it wasn’t easy to digest the fact that his undying love could easily turn into hatred. People used to say that there was a thin line between love and hate, and I completely agreed with that statement.

      I slowly fell back into sleep. Tequila was a bitch, and I had to find the strength to fight off the craving. I woke up an hour later and started watching some trashy morning shows. I kept thinking about my night with Arthur and about other ways that I could track down Nameless Thief. In the end I decided to have a shower and not waste any time going over stuff that didn’t matter. As I washed away Arthur’s scent, tears welled in my eyes. We never had a chance to patch things up between us. It was only when his brother went missing. That was our first opportunity to see each other after my long absence. Now I was fighting to get my hands on the letter that was in someone else’s possession, the letter that could change my life and his forever.

      Ricky had been right all along. I should have signed myself into a rehab programme, played along and try to start over again. He couldn’t understand that this whole thing wasn’t as simple as that. We both had to deal with our own inner demons.

      After I put some clean clothes on and sorted out my stinking laundry, I headed out, knowing that I needed to get in touch with Zach. His sister was alive and was somehow connected to Nameless Thief; on top of that, Alexis was stepping on my toes, searching for information about me and my past. I bet that she wanted a confirmation, something that could lead her straight to the one thing that I intended to protect with my life.

      Outside the sky was cloudy, but it was relatively warm. I took some human painkillers that I found in the cupboard, hoping that my head would eventually stop hurting. Yesterday the Keres nearly drained me of my blood and if it wasn’t for elixirs I didn’t think I could function properly today. And Arthur had injected me with his human energy. That man was very determined to be in my life again. I was surprised that I didn’t see any paps around my house anymore. Maybe my position in the palace wasn’t as important as I thought. His entourage would definitely bring up a lot of attention on the street. I had a feeling that this wasn’t the last time that I would hear from him.

      Someone grabbed my elbow when I was walking through the quiet alley, pushing me to the empty corner at the back. Moments later, torn away from my own thoughts I found myself face-to-face with Ronan. I didn’t know why he kept dragging me into these strange places just to talk to me. I really could have done without the smell of Chinese take-away food today, especially after the  explosive night with Arthur.

      “Hey, watch out. The last person that tried to manhandle me like that ended up with a black eye,” I said, pulling away from his grip. I was in a bad mood, and I needed to remember that Ronan had helped me out when I was desperate, and right now Ronan was only trying to be discreet. My old friend looked tired today. He had large dark circles under his eyes. Maybe he didn’t get much sleep last night either.

      “You had a visitor last night, Maxine,” he said, looking at me with those clever brown eyes. I started chewing my lip, wondering if he had read my thoughts. Ronan wasn’t judgmental, but he knew that I was risking a lot attempting to rekindle my old love affair with Arthur. Last night wasn’t planned, but it was my fault. I shouldn’t have touched tequila.

      “I was drunk and I let him in, yes,” I muttered, feeling embarrassed with the fact that I was dependent on magic. “This won’t happen again. There is no future for us anyway.”

      Ronan frowned, looking around. He was vigilant and wanted to make sure that no one was listening in.

      “My son left me a message,” he said unexpectedly. “He asked me not to look for him, said that he is going to trade the letters for his freedom.”

      A heavy brick dropped in my stomach. I exhaled sharply, thinking about the worst. That bastard most likely knew what he had in his hands and he was ready to play with my life.

      “A message?”

      “It was delivered through someone, a dark-skinned girl. She didn’t say anything else,” Ronan explained, looking worried. The girl was probably Zach’s sister. I couldn’t be sure, but no one else was that close to Nameless.

      “This is a disaster. One of the people that were connected to your son mentioned that he escaped to Gjöll, to the silent part of the underworld,” I hissed, knowing that there wasn’t any legitimate entrance that could allow me to follow him. I was running out of time, and I needed a solid lead, or a way in to Gjöll. If my options on earth were limited, I was ready to risk my life and walk through the gates of hell in order to track Nameless down.

      “Gjöll?” Ronan repeated. “He can’t be protected there.”

      “Well, maybe we aren’t the only people that are looking for him. He abandoned his people, his post. Something must have happened or else he pissed off someone important in hell.”

      Ronan nodded, and smiled. It was an odd sort of smile, like suddenly he remembered something from the past. It amazed me that he had this ability of blocking concerning thoughts. That was the main difference between me and other demons. I couldn’t make the right decision. I loved the man that wasn’t right for me, the man that was unreachable, and I kept pushing the other one away.

      “You remind me a lot of your mother. She was always so determined,” he said unexpectedly. I widened my eyes at him, taking a few steps back.

      “Hold on a minute. You never told me you knew my mother,” I said, panicking slightly. We spent a couple of months together and Ronan never said anything about my childhood. My mother was a human woman, and there was no way that Ronan would’ve ever had anything to do with her.

      “You never asked, Maxine. Besides, I didn’t know her very well. I met her briefly” he responded vaguely. I dragged my hand through my hair with a slight frustration. Ronan didn’t talk if it wasn’t necessary. I was stunned that he asked for my help in the first place. Over the years I learnt that he liked working on his own. “She worked on a few catering events that involved  the royal family.”

      I was shocked more than he realised, because I never thought that my mother would be connected in any way to my previous life in the royal court. There wasn’t anyone from her past that I could have asked about her life before she had me. That odd bitter, nostalgic feeling poured into my gut. I should have made more of an effort and looked for her family or friends. After leaving the royal court Ronan lived in isolation and this kind of revelation was unexpected.

      From that moment I knew that I had to tell Ronan about my encounter with the Keres in the tunnels. I mentioned the memory that she had implanted in my head and the fact that someone had searched through my files in the old monastery where I grew up as a child. I needed to know if he ever had heard about the demon called Morpheus. A man that could have been my father.

      Ronan listened, scratching his head, like he had his own theory about my complicated past. I needed to speak to Ricky, because this whole thing was slowly freaking me out. On top of that my brother from another mother (Ricky) didn’t know that Alexis knew about that one thing that I was hiding from the world.

      “The Keres showed you a real memory. That’s why their abilities are so unique, Maxine. They can dive into your subconscious and release something that you wouldn’t normally remember,” he said. “And before you ask, no is the answer. I have never heard of Morpheus or about a demon that could have taken a body of another human. I never thought this was even possible.”

      “Well, I think he could have been my father,” I told him, thinking about the man that had given me my demonic DNA.

      “Your father was a very powerful demon. I’m certain that he must have been part of Lucifer’s faction,” Ronan said, scratching his chin. “You’re more than just an ordinary mongrel, Maxine. Your energy is very powerful.”

      “Well, special or not I need to get on with the task of finding Nameless. We are running out of time,” I said, not wanting to dwell on this subject. I didn’t mention the stranger that told me to look into my mother’s death. Suddenly my life was a mystery. Random people were popping out of nowhere telling me that my past wasn’t as straightforward as I expected. For now I was still only a mongrel, doing her own thing and trying to stay away from demonic faction business. “I’m heading down to the office. Is there anything else you wanted?”

      “No, I just wanted to pass on that message,” he said, still looking at me like there was something else he wanted to say.

      “Fine, but I’ll take care of it. There are other ways to find a demon. Just leave it to me.”

      “I do trust you, Maxine, I really do, but time isn’t on our side and your prince is getting impatient.”

      I rubbed my forehead, not surprised that Ronan was worried about what was about to happen. We said our goodbyes and I headed out towards the tube station. Ronan only showed up if he needed something; otherwise he stayed away from London, hidden in a small village up north. He was scarred after working for royals all his life. His demonic soul was still young, but the human soul was slowly dying.

      Ricky phoned when I was getting out of the tube. Emma was sick at home with the flu and she asked to get some files delivered to her, so she could work from home. This girl really amazed me; her work ethic was excellent. I arrived at the office earlier than planned. Ricky volunteered to take all the paperwork to her house. He was thinking about the redheaded human when he left an hour earlier, so I wasn’t worried that he would hook up with Emma. I couldn’t think about losing her.

      I locked myself in the office after eating a sandwich. Work was a good distraction. Thoughts about Arthur were floating in my head and I couldn’t stop thinking about everything he said.

      “I just had a tip-off from one of the Astaroth’s men,” Ricky said, entering my room when he returned. “You need to head over to Camden market.  A few demons organised a poker event. Someone there knows about the illegal entrance to Gjöll and I wouldn’t be surprised if they would trade money for it.” He had been out most of the afternoon and I felt a little guilty that Ricky was doing my job for me.  I lifted my head. Okay, so yeah, I fell asleep on my desk for like half an hour. Pathetic, I know.

      “Are you sure that your info is legit?” I asked, yawning.

      “Yes. Demons at the market are playing a poker game to earn significant  amounts of money, trading certain sensitive information, and pretending that they have authorisation from Lucifer. No mongrels are allowed in, only pure-blooded demons,” Ricky explained. “Besides, you really need to think about that letter. You have to get it back before Nameless decides to make it public.”

      “Yes, I’m aware of it,” I muttered, annoyed that he thought I wasn’t taking this case seriously. “But Gjöll is part of the underworld, maybe without Lucifer’s influence, but it’s still down below.”

      Ricky was wondering what was wrong with me today. I never questioned my own abilities, my ways of getting to the bottom of a case. He didn’t like that I was taking all the risks, but he also didn’t want me to end up in hell. He knew that I had to do anything to stop Nameless Thief from releasing that damn letter.

      “Maybe this time I should go with you?” he suggested, looking at me with concern.

      “No, no offence, but you’re not ready for a combat mission like that,” I said, knowing that Ricky had his own powerful demonic energy, but he wasn’t cut out to be in the field. He used to be a lawyer and I needed his brain more than him risking his life out on the streets.

      “Fine, do whatever you think is right, but be careful. It’s a restricted party, for demons only. I don’t know what might happen if they catch you, so take certain elixirs with you,” he reminded me, suddenly looking uncertain about this whole thing. My head was banging now. I wanted to forget about the fact that I slept with Arthur behind Zach’s back and the fact that Alexis was a serious threat. Two months ago I was supposed to be done with royals, done with being exploited.

      “I’ll be careful, don’t worry. Everything will be fine,” I said, knowing that Zach had to stay out of it tonight. After that incident in the cemetery and yesterday in the underground I knew I was putting his life at risk. I stood up and started packing my bag, wondering why all of a sudden my life was so complicated.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        “Love, that exempts no one beloved from loving, seized me with pleasure of this man so strongly, that, as thou seest, it doth not yet desert me.”
        Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      I took the tube to the Camden Market thinking about Gjöll and hell in general. I always liked keeping myself to myself; however right now I had to forget about all the risks and concentrate on getting back the letters. During my ride I put together a plan, just in case something went wrong tonight. The station was very busy. Normally I struggled being in the crowd for too long, but today I felt completely suffocated and overwhelmed by humans. I had to escape to the bathroom just so I could catch my breath. Earlier on Ricky had given me the elixir that was supposed to cover the fact that part of my genetic DNA was human. Deep down I told myself that I needed to stay positive.

      I drank the elixir in the lou at the station. My T-shirt was drenched and my pulse was pounding loudly in my ears, which could only mean that the elixir started working. It slowly turned me into a full-blooded demon. The answer was at the market. I hoped that Ricky was right and I would be able to gamble money for information down there. Sometimes demons that left hell were looking to earn money selling a faction’s deepest secrets. That way they had more chances surviving on earth and creating a new life for themselves amongst humans

      The demonic community around Camden Market was densely populated. I could only hope that everything was fine and the elixir had worked, because I was passing demons right, left, and centre. Deep down all the demons were alerted if there was a complete stranger hanging around their district. That’s why they were staring when I was passing by. I also spotted a few Watchers patrolling the streets, and  that automatically made me feel uncomfortable.

      Ricky had told me about a secret entrance somewhere in the Camden market meant to lead me down to the other place where demons traded whatever they could get their hands on. I never really hung around that part of London. Mongrels weren’t welcomed on the market and I liked sticking to places that I knew. Right now I was willing to do anything to track down Nameless Thief. On top of that I kept thinking about Zach’s missing sister. She was alive and well, somehow working with a demon that took her away from her family. Maybe this wasn’t my business, but Zara needed to be reminded that she had a life elsewhere. She was human after all. At least I hoped that this was still the case.

      I kept walking through the streets, passing the bars, restaurants, tattoo studios, small stores filled with all sort of human crap. I could feel other demons reach out, hoping to break through my wards. It was unnerving and nerve wracking. The elixir must have been doing its job, because none dared to stop me. There were some small side effects. I kept getting cramps in my left leg and slightly blurry vision.

      I used the entrance by the canals and headed inside the market filled with small stores, and even more humans. No one had followed me there. I kept looking behind me, having this odd tickling at the back of my neck. Maybe it was my paranoia or maybe the fact that I didn’t get much sleep last night.

      After walking for about ten minutes, I found the tiny store with the jewellery situated all the way at the back that Ricky had described to me earlier on. The owner was a demon. He had a long silver beard and green tunic that was made from snake skin and feathers. I walked around, pretending that I was interested in his collection. He seemed immersed in an article in The Times. A sudden wind nearly tripped me off my feet. It was terribly powerful, robbing my lungs of the ability to draw in a breath. He was only marking his territory with his demonic power. Some of the stores were slowly closing down, it was the end of the day. It was time to get on with the real task.

      “Do you have a password?” he asked, barely opening his mouth. I saw something moving inside his long beard and suddenly backed away. This was freaky and his magic was filled with darkness. I made a mental note in my head to avoid this place in the future.

      “Blue laguna,” I said, remembering that Ricky had to pay a bit of money to get me inside the market. Sometimes his efficiency surprised me, but we were a team after all. The weird demon nodded, gave me a creepy smile and opened the door to a large wardrobe filled with clothes. Several seconds passed, and then the clothes were pushed aside and I saw an open space to the other side. A cold shiver rolled over my spine as the strong energy beamed inside the shop.

      “Just hurry up, I’m losing business, girl,” he barked at me, when I hesitated to go through. Fear of the unknown gripped me for a second, and I wasn’t sure what was wrong. A moment later I pushed myself to climb through the wardrobe, caressed by a thick and colourful collection of vintage dresses.

      The entrance opened up to a dark alley. The old wardrobe and the shop had vanished when I turned around. Several steps in I found myself in the busy market street filled with pure-blooded demons. Many of them were from different factions. As I suspected, there was a sign set up in the middle of the road that stated No mongrels or humans allowed.

      I clenched my fists, trying to gain control of my anger, remembering that I came here for a reason. Mongrels had always been treated like trash and the sign only confirmed that nothing had changed.  My hair was crimson red now, and my human DNA wouldn’t get me into trouble as long as I stayed calm. Demons were aware that sometimes other creatures slipped through the cracks of the underworld. That’s why I hated the faction system and the way Lucifer  encouraged the prejudice towards half demons.

      I started walking through the stores, seeing all sorts of weird and wonderful shit. Someone on the right-hand side was selling old chewing gum, vivid dreams, live alligators and chickens. I was amazed with what demons could get in this part of the city. The market was in the underground, probably close to the tube tunnels as now and again I could hear the train somewhere close. The whole ground shook and vibrated. The energies mixed.

      I smelled spices, dust, and sensed magic everywhere entwining with my own powers. Demons were glaring at me as I passed through the stands with food, but when I saw what had been served I kept on walking. Someone was roasting what looked like a small tiger on the barbecue. I held on to the gag reflex and kept moving.

      The tents were set in the large open square of a large split tunnel. The tracks had been covered with concrete.  I changed my route when I saw two Watchers checking the permits of other demons. I kept rubbing my neck, feeling slightly out of breath, wondering what would happen to me if I got caught by anyone. Part of me wished that I had company, someone that could direct me over to the right tent.

      I stopped by the fountain, trying to figure out where to head next. There was a demon standing close that reminded me a lot of Zachary. He was dark haired, dressed in cowboy boots and a long trench coat. He was smoking a cigarette and seemed lost in his own thoughts. There was something intriguing about his energy, and I knew that I was supposed to quit that nasty habit a while back, but I thought that he could direct me to the right place. Besides, this wasn’t the best time to worry about my addiction.

      “Hey, have you got a cigarette?” I asked. He turned to look at me, dragging more smoke into his lungs. He had nice wide hazel eyes and a wide square jaw. My stomach made a funny jolt because I was thinking about Zach. I had been thinking a lot about him lately. I felt tormented between what was right and wrong, and also with the fact that I let myself down by sleeping with Arthur.

      He eyed me up and down without a word, then picked up the pack of Marlboro Light and handed it to me.

      “New in here? Are you looking for anything specific?” he questioned with a smile when he lit the cigarette for me. He was part of Astaroth faction, a higher-level demon, and he smelled like old furniture. This wasn’t a particularly bad thing, and I felt good being around him.

      “Sort of. I’m a good gambler, so I thought that I would come here to try my luck,” I said, innocently, trying not to cough.

      “There are plenty of opportunities here. You just need to know where to look, beautiful,” he smirked, moving closer. Okay, so this was getting interesting. My menstrual cycle indicated that I was far off the wagon, so this couldn’t be it. I normally didn’t attract male attention. Maybe that was another side effect of the elixir.  An unexpected wave of lust swirled through me.

      “Cool, so what are you doing here?”

      “Just hanging out, searching for opportunities, making connections,” he explained mysteriously, winking at me, and then eyeing my boobs. All right, this was definitely the elixir. Even Zach was never that forward; besides, my reputation normally preceded me. Male demons knew that I didn’t mess around and I hated being picked on. I needed to remember that around here I was in a completely different world.

      “Connections and opportunities?” I asked.

      “Yeah, I connect demons with other demons, create opportunities, like now I’m going to lead you on,” he said, dragging more smoke into his lungs. His energy changed, it started flicking all around, like it tried to escape.

      “I want to play tonight, maybe have a bit to drink too. I’m looking for someone … well, or I’m looking for a particular place,” I explained, stubbing out the half of the cigarette that I didn’t finish smoking. Okay, I realised that tequila wasn’t supposed to be on the menu today, but if I was going to play then I needed it for luck.

      “See, that’s why I’m here, to send you on your way … well, for a small fee,” he said, and winked at me again. I frowned, wondering what the hell that was about.

      “Fee? What do you want?” I questioned him, thinking that maybe I could ask someone else. This guy was slowly beginning to creep me out and I really didn’t want to bother with my power.

      “A bit of your innocence or maybe a kiss?” he asked, and a mad gleam danced in his eyes.

      “You want to fucking kiss me? For information, are you high or something?”

      “I never deny myself the pleasures of earth, darling, and you’re sexuality is very appealing,” he chuckled, then smiled foolishly, moving closer. Maybe this wasn’t going to be that bad. After all it was just a kiss. I felt a spark between us, but he wasn’t thinking about sex. Overall he was hard to read, filled with striking gloominess. I glanced around, making sure this wasn’t any kind of trick. I would have sensed if he was something else, some other being.

      “I kiss you and you’re going to tell me where I can gamble money for information?” I asked, just to be sure that we were on the same page.

      “Yes, love, that’s exactly what will happen,” he assured me with a flirtatious wink. He moved closer and I got suddenly nervous. It was either that or I could keep wandering around the market for God knew how much longer.

      He didn’t give me any indication if he was ready or not, so I made the first move. His lips were surprisingly cold, but firm. He pushed his body over mine unexpectedly and kissed me hard, rough like a hungry man, starved for long-lost affection. His tongue swirled in my mouth, sending warmth through me. When he pulled away I was out of breath and most likely turned on. This was embarrassing, because this guy was a complete stranger, and yet I felt attracted to him. He could forget about taking my innocence, this wasn’t something that I was willing to trade in.

      His eyes were gleaming, like the eyes of other demons when they were suddenly filled with twisted, dangerous power. My head felt fizzy as I tried to remember the reasons that I came here.

      “You tasted better than I imagined, princess, more human,” he whispered. “Are you sure that you’re supposed to be at the market today?”

      He had seen through my charms, but I wasn’t particularly worried. Somehow I felt like I belonged here.

      “Of course. Don’t try to mislead me now. We had a deal. I let you fiddle around with me, and you were supposed to direct me. Come on chop, chop. I don’t have all day.”

      He stared at me for longer that was necessary, with an odd smirk on his face. His arousal was distracting, and I was trying to focus on some other part of his body than his lips. Other demons were passing by and they were greeting him like he was well known around here. A cold shiver moved over my spine. My tiny voice of reason kept telling me that this guy knew that I had taken the special elixir that covered my human genes. I shouldn’t have kissed him. Now I was exposed.

      “Walk until the end of this alley, until you see the pink tent, then turn right. It’s the last tent by the entrance to the tunnels. The burning smell and tobacco should indicate that you reached the right place,” he explained.

      I nodded and then started walking away, still feeling pretty confused about what happened.

      “You’re not a demon. I could see beyond the spell. Don’t worry, behave and your secret is safe with me,” he whispered getting closer again. I turned around abruptly, but then he was gone. I looked around, thinking that maybe I was being played with or it was some dark magic. No one could just evaporate into thin air. For a split second I was thinking that this was a hallucination, the side effect of the elixir that I consumed earlier on, but I could still feel that cold kiss on my lips. It was strange but I liked it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        “Three sparks—pride, envy, and avarice—have been kindled in all hearts.”
        Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      I was shaking slightly when I walked away, leaving behind the demon that knew about my identity, the demon that might have not even been real. I sensed his presence nearby, felt his demonic energy rippling through me, but I couldn’t see him. Suddenly my head was clear and I knew exactly what I needed to do. He distracted me with that kiss, maybe even used some sort of charm to make me more lenient, so he would have his way with me. The market was filled with demons, and possibly other creatures that sneaked through the cracks, entrances that faction didn’t fully control. I just couldn’t put my finger on what was wrong with the demons around this place. They seemed much more powerful and skilled. I kept walking, anxious and wary of my surroundings, moving through the thick crowd, passing other various stores. One of the stores had a rich selection of potion ingredients; it looked like the demon was selling stuff from all over the world. Some of the ingredients were rare and they would inject my stock with serious power. I really wanted to stop and explore, but time was running out and I didn’t want to get distracted again.

      I kept going, following the instruction of a demon that stole my kiss earlier on, and several minutes later I managed to locate the black tent. The thrill of excitement spread down through my limbs, but I stopped walking when I saw a Watcher standing outside. He was tall, large-framed and had a long scar running down the side of his neck. I took a few deep breaths wondering if he would stop me. Either way I had to get inside, and taking a risk was part of the plan.

      “I heard that this is the place where I can play some poker, gamble money in exchange for information,” I said, walking up to him. My voice vibrated a little and he most probably sensed that I was nervous. He had dark, almost tar-black eyes that flickered with magical charms. He glanced down on me, folding his arms over his enormous chest, and my anxiety spiked up. I tossed my hair behind me, telling myself that everything was all right, that no one suspected a thing. Playing a confident me was the way forward, even if I was scared shitless deep inside.

      “Have you got enough cash with you, little girl?” he asked, with a nasty smirk on his face. He was using his Watcher energy to break through my wards, whatever, he wasn’t powerful enough to challenge me like that. I had no idea why every demon in this market was such a nosy fucker. My pockets were filled with cash. I had to use my last emergency draw to make sure that I had enough for tonight. This cash was supposed to get me a new apartment, but now my priorities were completely different.

      As soon as the Watcher saw the stack of cash, he nodded to me to walk inside. I exhaled with relief that he didn’t ask any more uncomfortable questions. Foreign energy rolled over my back, and my skin felt like it was burning. I took a few deep breaths to give myself some encouragement to keep going. The tent was quite large. There was a bar set up at the front, which lifted my mood almost instantly. I was hoping that whoever was running this show served tequila down there.

      A couple of obscure demons were hanging out in the middle, talking amongst themselves. There was a broad table set probably for the poker game. This was what the whole thing was all about. I already felt like I belonged here. I couldn’t believe that demonic society treated mongrels like they didn’t matter, like they weren’t part of the underworld. Most full-blooded demons compared us to humans (not like I was prejudice or something), but that sounded so wrong.

      “What kind of prize do you require to play for tonight, miss?” asked a stranger appearing right in front of me all of a sudden. He wore a suit and was part of Lucifer’s faction. His bleached blond hair would attract attention in the human world, but probably not around here. I scratched my head, tossed my red hair behind me and said, “Thomson, I’m Alicia Thomson from Mammon’s faction. I need to find the entrance to Gjöll.”

      The guy took out the notepad and wrote down “entrance to Gjöll” along with my name next to it. He had other notes there, but when I tried to get a glimpse at the names of other demons inside he shuffled it away from me. It looked like a lot of demons were hoping to earn some money tonight. From a very early age I learnt that the demonic community was filled with secrets, demons that knew ways of gaining what they needed in order to survive on earth. I knew that Lucifer brought in the faction system in order to gain more control over humans and anyone that would challenge him. I presumed that places like the market were set up to flex up the rules, although the Watchers were still present. I needed to ask Ricky about this later on.

      “Please have a drink at the bar. The game will start in about ten minutes. We are just waiting for a couple more people,” the same demon said, and then headed over to the two females that just entered the tent.

      Ricky had mentioned that the elixir should keep me concealed for at least twenty-four hours, so I had enough time to get what I needed and then get the hell out. I walked to the bar, glancing around and making sure I wouldn’t miss anyone important. After all, I just needed one person that would be willing to earn some cash.

      “Tequila, please, three shots,” I said to the barman. The liquid that he presented wasn’t magical, but it would keep me going for at least a few hours. I was slightly anxious playing in such a new setting, but the cards were in my blood. I was good and tonight it was time to prove it.

      “Are you playing for cash or information?” asked someone that approached me from behind. When I turned around I found myself standing in front of a higher-faction demon. The scent of expensive whiskey and burnt wood wafted through the air. This guy was important and I had a feeling that he arrived straight from hell.

      “Information. Cash is not on my list of priorities at the moment,” I replied with a smile, eyeing his black hat and white shiny shoes. He wore a white waistcoat and looked like someone that mixed up the centuries with his nineteen twenties suit. His demonic blue eyes were gleaming. In the upper world he couldn’t have just passed the streets unnoticed.

      “And what kind of information do you require?” he asked, smoothing his clean-shaven jaw.  I tensed my shoulders, moving closer, having a good feeling about this. The upper-level demons were more knowledgeable and there was a strong possibility that he knew about Gjöll and that damn river. I poured another shot of tequila into my mouth and smiled.

      “I’m looking for someone, the demon called Nameless Thief, I have information that he is hiding in Gjöll, the river in the underworld,” I said, getting straight to the point. I wasn’t going to waste my time and start talking in a code. The demon in front of me wanted cash and I needed information.

      He narrowed his eyes at me and looked around, sipping his own drink.

      “Gjöll … interesting,” he muttered. “Only a few demons know about the way in to Gjöll. I can certainly tell you all about it. When it comes to the thief you’re referring to, I’m afraid that I can’t help you. I don’t leave hell often anyway, and I haven’t heard about anyone that might be hiding in Gjöll.”

      “But would you be able to connect me with someone that might know more?” I asked, feeling slightly tipsy already. I wasn’t sure if I wanted to wander off to Gjöll without being certain that Nameless was down there.

      “Possibly, but you just need to play and see if luck comes your way,” he added with a creepy smile. A moment later he grabbed his drink and walked away. I wasn’t sure if he was the person that I needed. Okay, so he knew how to get to Gjöll, but he never heard about Nameless. Well, that wasn’t very encouraging.

      A moment later the young demon that I met earlier on called everyone to the table. It was time to play some poker. I was confident that I could win, but many of the demons that sat at the tables were professionals too. They most likely played here regularly, so I had to take it easy.

      Right opposite me three demonic females were talking amongst themselves. Two of them were from Lucifer’s and one of them was part of Beelzebub’s faction. I couldn’t take my eyes off their expensive jewelry and clothes. There were getting a lot of attention, smiles and nods from all the men that joined in to watch. The demon that approached me earlier at the bar sat next to me. We all had been given nametags. An older demon from Asmodeus faction situated himself on my left side, and every small hair at the back of my neck shot straight up. Yep, his energy indicated that he had recently visited Lucifer himself. I didn’t need to be a full-blooded demon to sense it. The dark lord had the tendency to leave  a mark on the soul, a sign that everyone recognised.

      The poker dealer, the demon that greeted me at the door, explained the rules. There were six of us and it looked like there was a lot of money to be won. In any other circumstances I would have dived straight in, but right then I arrived here with only one purpose. I needed to find the way to Gjöll or get the location of Nameless Thief himself. The cash wasn’t relevant at this stage. Ronan would pay all the expenses once I located his son.

      A few hostesses started walking around, taking orders for drinks. They were dressed in tight shorts and very revealing white tops. My stomach was growling and I realised that I didn’t eat much before I left London above, so I ordered some canapés and even more tequila. One of them took particular interest in me, coming up to me at least three times and asking if I wanted to order another drink. This made me feel slightly uncomfortable.

      Once everyone was done with their orders, the poker dealers shuffled the cards and the pre-flop round began. I received good cards, so I was betting whatever it was my turn. The time was moving slowly and whenever I glanced back at the clock behind me, it seemed that the pointer hadn’t moved at all. Small dots of sweat appeared on my forehead. Most of the other demons at the table looked relaxed. I didn’t know what was wrong with me. I was never that tense during a game.

      “So, Miss Thomson, why haven’t I seen you around here before?” asked a blond female demon, swirling a lock of her hair around her finger. There was at least ten thousand pounds in the stash now. I had never played for that kind of money before. Devlin was rich, but he had never gone overboard like that.

      “I’m new in the city, staying in for a short while,” I explained, pretty much aware that everyone was listening.

      We were slowly moving into the second round, Ruby and Donna were folding, and I kept raising the stash. I was taking a risk, feeling on edge. The guy on my left, Joshua, wasn’t drinking, and he started calling every time I bet.

      “And what is it that you do, Miss Thomson?” Joshua asked, when we were done with the second round of betting. The dealer flipped the fourth community card on the table. It was time for the turn. Why the hell was everyone so interested in me all of a sudden? I wasn’t even playing for their money.

      “I have a business. I find people that go missing,” I muttered, waiting for others to either bet, call or raise. The two female demons had lost a lot, so they backed away and kept watching the others. I didn’t even drink that much, but I felt wasted. The cards were on my side, and I believed in my luck. The last round was between me, Frederic, and Joshua.

      “Well, if you win, then I can help you find the Nameless. I have particular connections in hell,” Joshua stated, leaning over to me. I felt his warm breath on my cheek and sensed his energy rippling down over my legs. Part of me wanted to ignore him, the other felt connected.

      I attempted to regain my focus when the turn round began. It took us a while to get to showdown round and by that time the whole tent was filled with other demons. I even spotted the stranger that kissed me earlier on. I had a feeling that Frederick had better cards. Sweat was running down my back and I couldn’t quite focus. It was like I had been charmed. I had to win at least once, they would most likely continue playing until dawn, betting more and more money. The cash was tempting, but I couldn’t fool myself. Ricky’s words kept ringing in my head.  I kept ordering tequila and hours later when I glanced back at the clock I realised that it was already two a.m. This was impossible, the time had flown by and only a moment ago it seemed that the minutes were dragging by. I had no idea where the past several hours had gone, but my head was buzzing. I kept biting my nails until it was time to reveal what everyone had.

      When Frederic revealed straight flush, I was ready to toss some spells around and scream. The guy wasn’t bluffing, he really did have great cards. Then several suspenseful moments later Joshua showed me full house, winning the whole stash. My jaw dropped, pulse skyrocketing, when I realised that I had lost. Both demons had beaten me in a fair game. I sat there, staring blankly at their cards, going over and over my game.

      “You were good, and you put out a lot of cash,” Joshua said, looking at me with that mysterious smile. My magic boiled in my system. The cards had let me down at times, even when I played with Devlin, but I had never lost it the way I had this evening. I ignored Joshua, got up, feeling like my legs were shaking and went to the bar. I asked the barman to give me the whole bottle of tequila and he did without any question. My head was pounding when I thought about Ricky. Now I had to go back to him empty-handed and humiliated. I had lost all his and my money tonight, and gained nothing in return.

      “I know how to get to Gjöll, Miss Thomson, and I’m willing to share it with you. You were the only one here tonight that played for information, and you impressed me, so I’ll give you what you want,” said Frederick sitting next to me. I looked at him, knowing that he probably sensed my desperation.

      My knees nearly gave up on me when I realised that my failure turned me into a winner.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        “Love, which pardons no beloved from loving,
        took me so strongly with delight in him
        That, as you see, it still abandons me not...” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      Frederick was explaining to me how to get to Gjöll and I wasn’t sure if this was happening for real or not. I felt his demonic breath on my neck and his energy colliding with mine, stinging me lightly at my chest. He was standing behind me and probably from the outside this must have looked odd, but I didn’t care. As long as I had the information I needed it didn’t matter if someone thought that I was cheap. Somewhere in the background I kept hearing giggles of the female demons and flirtatious conversations. The other members of the party were getting ready for another game of poker. Obviously all of them were going to play for cash in this round. I was tempted to stay, to show them that I was more than just a sore loser, that I was a skilled player, but I had to get back before the elixir stopped working. When Frederick was done with telling me about Gjöll, he ordered a red wine and then went back to the table. He didn’t even look back at me once. I finished my last shot of tequila as a fresh dose of excitement filled my veins.

      Everything he said made sense. I finally knew how I would get to that part of the underworld where Nameless Thief was hiding. I needed to prepare first before I attempted to cross over. Ricky needed to help me out with getting the right elixirs in place, from what Frederick had said there were going to be obstacles waiting for me out there.

      Moments later the demon that originally greeted me at the door announced that the second game was just about to start. I grabbed my precious bottle of alcohol and headed out.

      Once I took a few generous gulps of tequila I felt invincible. The market was getting less busy now. There were only a few demons walking around and most of the stores had closed down. After all, it was late at night. This market would disappear, and I wasn’t sure if there was any other way out of here than through the store in Camden Market.

      I had trouble walking straight, and I wasn’t even high on magic. The human alcohol seemed to be hitting me hard tonight. Deep down I was angry with myself that I had lost so much money. My luck had turned and suddenly other demons that hadn’t been on earth for that long outplayed me. This was embarrassing.

      “Hey, pretty girl, have a drink with us,” shouted someone after me when I crossed the road, heading towards the way out. Stupidly I kept thinking about Zach and his proposition. He deserved to know the truth about our world, like Emma did. He deserved to know that his sister was still alive. I had been lying to him for too long.

      “Nah, I’m good, heading out, mate,” I said, turning around, eyeing two casual-looking demons from Astaroth faction that were suddenly very interested in me. They approached me from behind and one of them grabbed my elbow. I was too drunk to think rationally and I sensed that one of them was aroused, filled with filthy thoughts that had nothing to do with him being helpful. My head was slightly dizzy, my thoughts were all over the place, and I couldn’t figure out if they were just random demons looking for some fun or typical first timers causing trouble. I hated that any full-blooded demons were able to attend events like this, even the scumbags that were now standing in front of me.

      “You’re sweet and pretty. I’ve been stuck in the darkness for too long gorgeous. Why don’t we have some fun?” he asked, eyeing me up and down with that mad gleam in his eye. I tried to pull away from him, but he held me tightly, digging his long nails into my skin. It was time to consider getting violent.

      “Do you think that shitty line will work on me?” I laughed, feeling that my fingertips had slowly begun burning, my mongrel’s power was skimming above the surface of my skin, trying to pass through the protective elixir. There was no doubt that the demon in front of me was ready to have me even against my will. He was about my height with shaggy hair and thick black moustache.

      We struggled for a bit, and eventually he had me pinned down under his body. His mate laughed, wondering loudly if he would have his turn with me too, later on.

      “Oh yes, my little birdie, I want to ravage you, come back with me to the underworld,” he whispered, seriously getting on my nerves. He was high on something, possibly magic or some other herbal elixir. Either way I would need to teach him some manners. I pushed him away, fighting with myself to keep my balance, but he tightened his grip around my wrist, grinning like this was the best night of his life.

      “Get the fuck away from me or you will regret that you ever stopped me,” I snarled, wondering if kicking his arse in front of other demons was a wise move. He clearly thought that he scored, surrounding a lonely female demon in the dark street. He had no idea who he was messing with.

      “Wow, pretty girl, the feistiness is only turning me on. The market will stay open until early hours; you won’t regret coming with us,” he said, trying to picture me naked. What the fuck was wrong with demons these days? Humans had better manners than those fuckers.

      I had enough when I saw his right hand intended dive to my cleavage. I gathered my demonic energy, so I hit him with a dose of purple fire ball. I wasn’t in control of my wrecked body, and I stumbled a little when he  slammed back on the concrete. Sparks shot over my arms, igniting the craving for a fight in my belly. The earth trembled under my feet as the fresh energy flew through me. I started taking long pulls of air, attempting to calm the hell down.

      The demon on the ground was trying to lift himself up. The other stared at me with a mixture of fear and excitement. The tiny voice of reason reminded me that I wasn’t supposed to use my demonic energy around the market, that I meant to disable my powers.

      “You aren’t from hell,” mumbled the shaggy idiot, waving his fists, like he wanted to scare me. I burped loudly and then saw that my precious bottle of tequila was smashed to pieces on the ground. Other demons must have heard my argument because a few of them appeared outside their tents, staring back at me.

      I looked around and froze for a second. There was a female demon standing on the other side of the street watching me. For a split second I was certain that she was one of the hostesses from the tent, the one that took my order a few times. I nearly lost my balance when I noticed that her face began changing. Her blond hair turned into red, her shape shifted, and her skimpy top   shifted into a long dress. A moment later Alexis appeared in the same spot that the hostess was just standing. I told myself that tequila from the tent was causing this sudden hallucination. There was no way that Alexis had followed me all the way to the market.

      “Mongrel! She’s here illegally,” she shouted towards two Watchers that stopped on the other side of the market. Okay, so she was a hundred percent real, most likely ready to execute her master revenge plan. She must have followed me all the way here, but right then I didn’t have time to dwell on her sudden appearance on the street. The Watchers must have sensed that I used magic in order to defend myself. Even completely drunk I knew that I had to get the fuck out of here.

      A second later I was running, pushing my achy legs to move. I heard voices behind me, and hard steps. I had to cross several alleys with the tents to get back to Camden Market, but now I didn’t think that I could remember the way out. That bitch got under my skin and for a moment I lost my usual focus. The Watchers were after me. I didn’t even want to turn around to find out if that was the case. My heart was pounding loudly in my chest when I found myself in an unknown alley.

      When I heard someone shouting at me to stop, I started running again. One of the Watchers was using his energy to trap my demonic abilities, but he was too slow. I use the elixir that I still had on me, ripping the bag open and spilling  its content behind me.

      My lungs were burning and I was too afraid to turn around, reaching the corner of a tunnel. I was disorientated, and my legs were trembling, because I had no idea which way to go. After several moments I started to panic, but eventually I recognised the dark alley that would lead me back to the London above. A bolt of white light shot through, hitting the brick wall an inch from my ear. One of the Watchers was getting close. I turned around noticing his face twisted in rage, his energy rippling down his arms.

      I stood in front of a tall brick wall and shouted the password, desperately hoping that I didn’t mix up the streets. I spilled some more elixir on the pavement. The entrance gave out and I slid through it, falling into the empty shop, making it to the other side, totally amazed with myself. I didn’t wait around to be captured, so I shot back on my feet, smashed the door with my boot and started running through empty stores. The two Watchers were most likely ready to cross over to go after me.

      I managed to get out on the streets, blending in with other humans, mainly fans of heavy metal music that seemed to be everywhere. I kept moving through the crowds that stood outside, queuing to the clubs on the right and left side. I had no idea what time it was on the other side, but the Watchers were most likely aware that I wasn’t supposed to enter the market in the first place. Who knew what the punishment was for entering it illegally? Maybe the demon that had stolen my kiss was somehow influenced by Alexis. I had no idea what to think anymore. Suddenly she was one step ahead of me.

      The alcohol slowed me down, and I had a long way back to Brixton.  Alexis must have used some kind of spell to turn herself into a hostess. This whole thing was getting out of control and I had to come up with some sort of plan. After some time, when I made sure that no one was following me, I stopped in a local convenience store and grabbed some water. My head was spinning, and my feet were most likely covered with blisters. I wore new trainers; I wasn’t anticipating being on the run today. Somewhere in Regent Park or King’s Cross I decided to get a cab rather than going on foot.

      I was still pretty drunk, but somehow I convinced the older taxi driver to get me home with the cash that I had left in my pocket. Sitting in the back, pumped with foreign energy that wasn’t mine, I felt completely drained. By the time I walked through my front door and stripped, I felt like someone had hit me with a hammer. I had a splitting headache.

      I collapsed on the bed convinced that I had gotten away, barely. Ricky would have me killed if he knew that I got drunk again and nearly got caught.

      I shut my eyes just for a second, hoping to get up and wash the energy away. I ended up falling asleep, thinking that I got lucky maybe for the last and final time.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Something was buzzing next to me, possibly my phone. I must have set up an alarm yesterday and now it was time to move my sorry arse. I lifted my head up an inch and automatically regretted that I moved at all. The dull pain in my head and the achy muscles were a reminder that my trip to the market didn’t go the way I’d planned. There was some magical liquid left in my fridge. Paul once told me that non-alcoholic magic could numb some of the symptoms of a hangover, but right then I felt like a complete train wreck. I wasn’t prepared to experiment with my own health today. My system was filled with a lot of crap as it was.

      The buzzing didn’t stop and soon I realised that someone was trying to get through to me. Cursing my inability to actually say no to alcohol, I found my mobile under the covers. My head pounded hard, and my vision was blurry. I tried to swallow, but the dryness of my throat only intensified the pain.

      “Yeah,” I answered, not recognising the number.

      “Max, what the hell has been going on with you?” a voice that I recognised barked at me, causing a vibration of energy in the room. I wanted to close my eyes, but this actually made me feel worse. Zach was talking to me.

      “Nothing, I’m fine,” I mumbled, wondering what the hell he meant.

      “I tried to get hold of you yesterday, but the number was constantly engaged,” he said. Why did he need to talk so loudly? “I need to speak to you. There is another possible lead on Nameless Thief.”

      Right, I remembered now. The damn letter and Arthur. Also his mother’s affair that no one was supposed to know about. Some things came back to me, along with overwhelming guilt. I had one bloody task yesterday, and I managed to nearly screw it up.

      “Meet me in the office in a couple of hours. I haven’t woken up yet,” I told him, rubbing my forehead. At least I still remembered what that demon had said about the entrance to Gjöll. Maybe he felt sorry for me and thought it was the best way to make up for all the dosh I put on the table. Demons were greedy, and human money gave them some advantage, but they didn’t like to use it in the underworld.

      “Have you been partying without me again?” he asked, with his flirtatious tone of voice. It looked like the domineering Zach was back. He must have pulled himself back together after his breakdown in the tunnels.

      “Sort of, just the usual,” I muttered, dreaming about a warm bath. It was just a shame that I had to get to the other side of town to Ricky’s. Today’s hangover was going to zoom over me for the next several hours. The gloomy reality should kick me in the arse and make me get it together. Why did I have to do this to myself all the fucking time?

      “Okay, let’s say three p.m. I’m looking forward to seeing you, Flower,” he added and then hung up.

      I kept rubbing my face, hoping that somehow the pain would go away. Last night the Watchers nearly caught me, and Alexis made an appearance. It was just a matter of time before she would find a way to screw me over completely.

      I didn’t want to think what would happen if the Watchers got their hands on me. I had to stop thinking about what if. In the end I managed to escape unharmed, only just. It was time to stop draining my sorrows in bloody tequila and track Alexis down. I had quit drinking once, so I could do it again, but in my head I felt like I was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Arthur had seeded a hope in me, pulling me back to the world that I so desperately wanted to run away from—the human world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        “In that book which is my memory,
        On the first page of the chapter that is the day when I first met you,
        Appear the words, ‘Here begins a new life’.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Vita Nuova

      

    
    
      The office was busy when I got there this afternoon. I was an hour late and most likely looked like shit; I certainly felt that way. Emma was laughing while trying to talk to a client over the phone, Ricky was talking to some mongrel who had arrived all the way from Scotland, and Zach was sitting behind my desk, looking through my files, nosey fucker. I was wary of my surroundings when I left the house a couple of hours earlier. Lucky for me Watchers weren’t waiting for me outside the flat like I expected. Despite that, I still had this unsettling feeling in my gut when I was on the way to work.

      “Of course, Mrs. Pillars, we will take care of it. No, there isn’t any extra charge for use of extreme violence,” Emma was saying, pushing the phone away from her face probably because she was trying not to laugh. I had no idea what this whole thing was about and why Emma was so amused. As far as I remembered, Mrs. Pillars had hired us a while back to track down her daughter that she abandoned ten years ago when she found out that her baby girl wasn’t quite human. She knew about the demonic world when she decided to stay in a relationship with the father. It was quite a story until we found out that her daughter was a high-class hooker with addiction problems. Ricky was involved in her case, while I was chasing after Nameless Thief, running around London and pretending that I had everything under control.

      “Finally! I thought you weren’t going to show,” Zach said when he saw me, taking his boots off my desk. This guy really needed to stop acting like I was working for him.

      “Late night,” I muttered. “So what’s up? What kind of lead have you got?” I asked, knowing that I had to talk to Ricky about last night and about my dramatic encounter with Watchers and that bitch Alexis. Time wasn’t on my side and I was worried that somehow Nameless would get my letter straight to Arthur. My paranoia had reached a new level. I had to start him using whatever resources I had. I couldn’t waste anymore time dealing with people that would only slow me down.

      “We are going to a party tonight, a posh party filled with royals,” Zach said, standing up so he was facing me. I looked at him wondering if he took something this morning.

      “Party? Are you having a laugh?” I repeated, thinking about Arthur and our night together. Yep, those kinds of thoughts still flooded my mind from time to time.

      “Oh, I love parties. I wish I could join you guys,” Emma said unexpectedly from behind me. I wanted to roll my eyes. I wasn’t planning to attend any party tonight. Zach scratched his head. I didn’t know why he seemed surprised. He knew me well enough already to know that I hated any official parties.

      “And I think I can make it happen, Emma,” Ricky stated, poking his head into my room. “I received an invitation, but I have other plans. I don’t think there would be any harm if you join Zach and Max?”

      “Hold on a minute, guys. I’m not going to any party. Zach has come here to talk to me about our investigation,” I said, annoyed that no one was listening to me. I wasn’t planning to move my arse from the office today, and on top of that I was still very much hungover. My drawer was filled with human painkillers. They normally didn’t work, but today I was ready to swallow a dozen pills so I could get some relief.

      “Oh yes, you’re going, Max. One of the big designers is presenting jewellery from his newest collection and I have information that Nameless is planning to make an appearance there,” Zach explained, staring at me intensely. I wanted to roll my eyes, not believing that the most wanted burglar in London would show up at a party that was riddled with security and police. Zach couldn’t be stupid enough to believe that.

      I turned to Ricky, rubbing my forehead.

      “So, how come you got an invite too?”

      “It’s an opportunity to network to gain new business contacts. I used to pay lots of money for access to events like that. There are always plenty of clients there that might be interested in our services,” Ricky said, thinking rationally again. His thoughts were quite explicit today: he still didn’t trust Zach, even after all this time.

      “Oh gee, Ricky, that is so cool. But I have nothing to wear and I need to think about getting a babysitter,” Emma said, jumping up and down.

      “Zach, you cannot be serious. Is this really necessary?” I asked, not wanting to break Emma’s heart and tell her that maybe it would be safer if she stayed home tonight.

      “Yes, my intel informed me that Nameless might have the letters with him tonight. Your Prince Charming sent someone to my boss. He wants results and he thinks that I’m not doing enough to catch Nameless,” Zach said, shaking his head, like he couldn’t believe that Arthur dared to question his abilities.

      “All right … fine. I get it. I have to wear a bloody dress then?”

      “It appears that way, Flower, but we both know that you will rock whatever you will wear,” he added, saying the other part of the sentence in that hushed tone of voice. Ricky heard him anyway and he cleared his throat, reminding me that my heart was still fragile. Zach and I hadn’t spoken since I left him on the platform and his presence was already causing an emotional turmoil inside my chest. I needed to make a decision. “I’ll pick up you ladies at eight.”

      Emma giggled again like a schoolgirl, and I sat down at my desk, thinking that maybe tonight was the final opportunity to nail down Ronan’s son for good. Deep down I wasn’t quite sure if he would show. Zach said his goodbyes and left shortly after. Emma went back to work when Ricky’s new client needed to be registered. I was slightly relieved when the detective was out of my sight for now.

      “I assume that you didn’t get information about Gjöll last night?” Ricky asked, wondering if I went overboard with tequila again. God, I really had a problem; now even my business partner thought that I wasn’t capable enough to complete a simple task.

      “Actually, after I lost over three grand in hard cash one of the demons must have taken pity on me, because he shared with me the way that I could get to Gjöll,” I told him. The Nameless wasn’t most likely hiding in the underworld if he was planning to highjack the royal party. This just didn’t make much sense.

      “Great. I don’t get it, so why are you so down?” he asked, sitting on the edge of my desk.

      “I had too much too drink, ended up losing control when some moron demons tried to molest me on the street on my way back,” I explained. “I got tricked by Alexis. She knew that I would be at the market last night. On top of that I was also forced to use my power and attracted attention of two Watchers. They started chasing after me, so I had to run most of the night. I shouldn’t have worn the new trainers, now my feet are covered with painful blisters.”

      Ricky rubbed his jaw, already alert. I could only hope that no one had recognised me from the streets.

      “Alexis is a problem, Maxine.”

      “I’m aware of it, and I’m planning to do something about it. Just give me some time,” I explained, regretting every bit of drink that passed through my throat last night. Deep down I really had no idea how to deal with Alexis, but Ricky needed to be assured that everything was under control.

      I wanted to discuss with him details about my mother, but a moment later Emma interrupted us again. She started telling me all about the dress that she wanted to me to try on before the party, so I decided that the conversation about Alexis needed to wait. I popped some pills in my mouth, hoping to silence my headache. It sounded like Emma knew what she was talking about, and I had absolutely no experience in planning a night out. In the end we agreed to meet at her house. After my last official date with Zach I needed someone that could help me choose a dress that was appropriate for tonight.

      I had the headache all day, while studying the map of London and analysing the information that Frederick had given me last night. The entrance to Gjöll seemed tricky, and I had to use my abilities to gain access in the first place. Watchers were always looking to catch mongrels that didn’t obey the rules, so I had to make sure that everything went to plan.

      My phone rang when I decided to head home later on in the afternoon. It was a restricted number and past experience taught me that it was better to ignore these calls. However after almost ten missed calls I gave up and answered it.

      “Hello.”

      “Flower, I have a proposition for you,” said the voice that sent chills down my spine. Of course it was Arthur. It appeared that he had already forgotten about our last conversation. He was still openly pursuing me. “Party tonight. I’m taking you as my date?”

      I automatically regretted that I picked up. Arthur was slowly turning into a stalker. He knew where I lived and now he also had my number.

      “Arthur, how hard is it for you to understand no?”

      He laughed, of course, he thought this was funny. We were playing a cat and mouse game, but this was my fault for letting him into my bed a couple of days ago.

      “I’ll be picking you up, be ready around eight,” he insisted. All right, I had a feeling that he was talking about the same party that I was going to attend anyway.

      “I had an invitation for some jewellery party tonight from Zach, and I’m taking my co-worker Emma with us, so I’m afraid that I have to decline, Your Highness,” I said, closing my eyes for a second, so I could erase the image of  him on top of me. Yep, this was still happening.

      There was silence on the other side of the phone for a good few moments. Maybe he finally started to understand that this wasn’t going to work.

      “The detective. He is taking you to Bridskirt Manor?” Arthur asked in disbelief.

      “Yeah, it’s a work thing,” I said, and automatically wanted to bite my tongue. Arthur was a competitive guy, and he wanted to beat Zach. I had a really bad feeling about this. Maybe I should get on the phone to Zach and cancel.

      “Fine, go with that arsehole, but I’m not pulling away. I love you, so he can piss off,” Arthur said, then hung up the phone.

      I chewed on my bottom lip, thinking that I should have made up some other lie. Arthur didn’t need to know that I was going out with Zach. I left the office at five and then went home. I picked up whatever elixirs I had left, knowing that my stash was running on empty again, and headed over to Emma to try on the dress she’d mentioned.

      She opened the door nearly screaming my head off, asking me about all the officials that were going to be at the party. Her daughter seemed excited too. It looked like Emma had told her about a visit from the prince. I really needed to start appreciating more the fact that I had met most of the royals.

      “So I have red, navy and gold dresses for you. I know that you’re much smaller than me, but I wore these dresses before I got pregnant with Suzi,” Emma was saying, after she dragged me upstairs and handed me a glass of white wine.

      Alcohol, great. I wasn’t really sure if that was appropriate, but I took it. Some time after that she asked me to try everything on, and it turned out that I looked good in red. Emma was talking the whole time, complementing me on my legs, boobs that I didn’t have, and my hair. She matched accessories with my outfit and I was extremely grateful. After that her daughter arrived from downstairs and it looked like she approved too. When I checked myself in the mirror several moments later, I had to admit, I looked hot.

      Emma had sorted herself much quicker than me. She chose a lemon long silky dress paired with a black clutch and heels. I couldn’t say anything bad. She looked astonishingly refreshing and pretty. Somehow this short bonding time kind of put me in a good mood. I felt like I finally had a friend, a girlfriend that I could ask about fashion advice. My head couldn’t deal with the emotional aspect of this new relationship, but maybe there was hope for me. I wasn’t going to die alone after all.

      By seven Suzi was running around the house and shouting that there was someone waiting for us outside. The babysitter was there when we were leaving. She looked like a teenager, but I didn’t dare say a word.

      “Ready, oh my, I’m so excited I could burst,” Emma said, looking flustered. “Come on, let’s go, the detective is waiting.”

      I nodded, finished the glass of wine in one go, and headed towards the door. I had a feeling that we would have a very eventful evening tonight. That earlier phone call from Arthur worried me, but I told myself that I could do this, that I was strong enough to push him away. In theory that was easy, but in practise this had proven a real challenge.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        “The heavens, that their beauty not be lessened,
        have cast them out, nor will deep Hell receive them —
        even the wicked cannot glory in them.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      Zach was staring at me intensely when I walked towards him, his burning gaze followed down my face, and then lower, causing havoc inside my whole body. I didn’t have to read him to know that he was planning to take me to his bed tonight, as soon as he locked up Nameless in the police cell. I wished that I could share his optimism. Nameless was a half demon and he could easily use illegal spells to escape and he wasn’t working alone either. On top of that I doubted that he would have been lured by expensive jewellery. This whole operation seemed tricky, but I had to stay open-minded. Zach had his own sources and Nameless had proven on a number of occasions that he liked stealing from humans.

      Between his thoughts about having me on top of him, Zach kept wondering if he brought in enough people to the party. Men were odd creatures. Even at twenty-six years old I still couldn’t tell if he was more interested in shagging me or being in a relationship with me.

      Zach opened the door for me and Emma. He chose a black tuxedo for tonight. Emma whispered to me when we were walking down that he looked really handsome and yummy, whatever that meant. She was right, Zach was very good looking and as soon as our eyes locked, a strange kind of heat pooled deep in my body. My hormones were letting me know that tonight I could head home with a man, a human man that didn’t necessarily have to be royal.

      “You look gorgeous, Maxine, so stunning that I don’t think I can control myself around you this evening,” Zach said, almost in a whisper when he opened the passenger door for me. Emma was already inside, blabbing about her expectations for this evening. I had on very high and uncomfortable heels that my bestie had picked up for me.

      Deep down I was a nervous. Zach was obviously convinced that I was over the prince and he had a chance to make me his tonight. Earlier on I had promised myself that I would stay away from the bar. This whole operation was important and I didn’t want to screw up anything again. Thomas was risking a lot by showing up in the manor filled with police. This evening he could easily slip my letter to Arthur somehow and that made me feel nauseous all of a sudden. My thoughts drifted off to my father and that stranger from outside my flat that asked me to look into the death of my mother. Then my thoughts drifted away to Alexis. That bitch was really getting on my nerves, because now I had to divide my focus and deal with her too. After her visit in the monastery she’d no doubt gained a lot of interesting information about my past, about my dead human mother.

      “Hey, Flower, are you still with us?”

      Zach’s voice brought me back to the car. Everything seemed complicated again. I had to fight to protect my secret but at what cost? Alexis had turned  into my enemy and she was determined to prove her theory. Maybe this wasn’t worth it, maybe I should have told Arthur the truth.

      I pushed away these thoughts and looked back at Zach. Thinking about fluff wasn’t going to help, so I needed to get it together.

      “I’m fine, I have a lot on my mind,” I explained. I didn’t even realise that we reached the manor. Emma was most likely keeping Zach entertained for the whole journey while I was lost in my own busy head. We were somewhere on the outskirts of London. There were other people walking inside. The large residence was beaming, with colourful lights set up outside. Butlers were directing people to the showrooms in the manor. My stomach was in knots when I recognised a few royal guards. Arthur wouldn’t dare to cause a scene in from of his family. He wouldn’t be that stupid, but he had proven to me on a number of occasions that he didn’t care about the opinion of other people. He wasn’t even afraid to upset his grandmother, the Queen.

      “Oh lord, this is really beautiful. Do you think we will have a chance to meet any royals this evening?” Emma asked, shaking with excitement.

      “Probably, it’s their party. Just watch the space. I’m sure that Prince Arthur will show up,” I said, being already aware of his presence. Emma squeaked even louder. For her this whole thing was a novelty. She was a single mother, and probably she had never met anyone famous before.

      “Max, what’s wrong? You’ve been distracted from the moment you got into the car,” Zach asked, pulling me to the side, while Emma continued on her own towards the manor. I bit my lip, wondering if there was any point warning him about Arthur. We weren’t even together, but I wasn’t planning to tell him that a couple of days ago I slept with my royal ex whilst drunk.

      “Nothing, I’m just nervous. Arthur is going to be here and he had already warned me that he would be difficult.”

      Zach dragged his hand through his hair, not taking his dark eyes off me.

      “I can handle your Prince Charming, Flower,” he chuckled. I grabbed his elbow, wondering if he realised that any incident with the prince would harm his blooming career.

      “Well, it’s not as simple as that,” I said. “What about your missing sister?”

      His frown deepened, and I felt his stinging pain. He was obviously still thinking about her. I felt guilty that I didn’t stay with him that day on the platform, that I didn’t comfort him.

      “She’s still alive and once this case is over, I’ll go back down to the tunnels and look for her,” Zach said, and I sensed that he didn’t like talking about it.

      “Hey, you guys, come on, we can’t be late,” Emma shouted after us. Zach didn’t say anything else, and I didn’t press on that subject. A moment later we joined her. Zach showed the invitations to the butler and we were through.

      “A few of my guys are already inside. The guards are aware of this operation. Everything should go smoothly,” Zach said as we walked through to the large banquet room filled with glamorous people, great decor and a few reporters that were snapping pictures on the other side. When I still worked for the royal family I always remained in the shadows, never engaged in any official events. Tonight I was out of my comfort zone, being in the crowd and knowing that people could easily recognise me. This was unnerving.

      “So what is the plan?” I asked, feeling tense and on edge. There were too many familiar faces around, people that stared at me. I even saw a glimpse of George laughing somewhere close, which meant that his brother was inside already.

      “There is no plan. Just keep your eyes open to anything suspicious,” Zach muttered, running his fingers over my naked back. He was distracting me, and my body reacted every time his finger connected with my skin.

      “Madame Brodeur, may I have a word?”

      Rodriguez showed up right in front of me. Of course, Lucifer had his people everywhere. I’d forgotten that the demonic world liked keeping tabs on the royal family.

      Zach narrowed his eyes but didn’t say anything when I walked away from him. This was going to be awkward, because I had been working with Zach, trying to find a man that wanted to ruin the royal family, behind Rodriguez’s back.

      “Arthur has informed me that someone is in possession of sensitive letters that used to belong to his mother,” Rodriquez said, sounding pissed off. Okay, he most likely didn’t like that he wasn’t informed about this earlier on. He was also aware that Watchers were keeping a close eye on me.

      “Yes, a demonic thief apparently had stolen them from his own father who used to work for the royal family. Detective Zachary believes that there is going to be a movement here tonight, that the thief is planning to make an appearance,” I explained, not sure if I was supposed to talk to him about this case. Arthur didn’t want anyone else to know, even Rodriguez. The old demon must have pressured him to reveal why I was suddenly brought in to the palace. He must have figured out that there was something going on.

      Rodriguez was moving his hand over his shiny beard, trying to break through my wards again. Nosey old git.

      “Miss Brodeur, may I remind you that you’re obligated to answer to me and any—”

      “Mr Rodriguez, I’m fully aware of the protocol, but the prince himself  asked me to keep this information to myself. We are working hard to retrieve these letters. I’m not able to discuss any other details,” I stated, bloody angry that Arthur had put me in this position. He should have told Rodriguez everything in the very beginning. That’s why I hated hell’s business. Lucifer wanted to control everyone and everything. His rules were slowly beginning to piss me off.

      “Maxine, there you are. I have been wondering when you were going to show up.” A vibrant voice caught me by surprise. Arthur approached before I had a chance to disappear.

      “Your Highness,” I muttered, aware that Rodriguez wasn’t done with me yet. On top of that I’d disobeyed him.

      “Bill, I’m going to kidnap Miss Brodeur for a moment if you don’t mind,” the prince said, wrapping his warm, human fingers around my arm. Rodriguez smoothed his demonic beard, and his eyes told me that soon enough we were going to have long and very interesting conversation.

      “No. Your Highness, I don’t mind at all,” Rodriguez replied, turned around and walked away, stinging me with his energy.

      “Come on, Flower, let’s find a more private spot.” Arthur nudged me and then proceeded to drag me down through the entire room. People were staring, and his aunt was somewhere on the other side of the room, next to Natalie. Where the hell was Zach all of a sudden? I needed him to tell Arthur that there was something going on upstairs.

      We passed through the main corridor and headed towards the room filled with different pieces of jewellery.

      “What do you want? I’m not here for a party. I don’t have time for your games. Besides, everyone is staring at us,” I hissed at him when he found a cosy spot behind the pillar. I was getting a familiar sense of deja vu. The room was filled with a few elderly elegant ladies that were admiring gold chains behind the thick, probably bulletproof glass.

      “I have planned a special dinner for us on the roof terrace,” he said, running his fingers over my arm. The goosebumps broke over the surface of my skin. “And I wanted to tell you that you look bloody amazing in red. I wish we could get away from here, get to your flat or a hotel.”

      “I told you that night in my flat was one off. Now walk away and let me work,” I told him, thinking about Ricky without clothes on. This was supposed to distract me from the fact that I was drowning again. Arthur brought back that looming guilt. The screams from the past would keep coming back every time I stared at Arthur’s blue eyes. “This has to stop, you chasing after me. Your ex-fiancée is in another room. Don’t you care about her feelings?”

      “Is everything all right, Maxine?” Zach asked, appearing in front of us all of a sudden. I had no idea how he managed to find me so quickly. Arthur’s energy shifted as he narrowed his eyes at his rival.

      “She’s fine, Detective, and this is a private conversation, so I would like you to leave,” Arthur snapped, angry that Zach had dared to interrupt us. I had never seen him being so hostile towards anyone.  I was hoping that we all could act like adults. In the end I was single, and what I had with Arthur was now in the past. Even though his thick skull couldn’t understand it. That night in my flat shouldn’t have happened in the first place.

      “I asked her, not you, mate,” Zach snarled back, releasing a lot of anger towards the future king. Yep, this wasn’t going to end well.

      “Right, Arthur, I think we are done here. I’m here because of the case and because you asked me to work with Zach,” I said, using my demonic energy to calm the situation down. Zach was now standing so close to Arthur that their chests were nearly touching. The atmosphere shifted and the air turned icy. My energy wasn’t doing what it supposed to. Zach couldn’t afford to lose control just because Arthur was stubborn.

      “I think we should get something straight, Detective. Maxine and I had an understanding. She’s currently romantically involved with me, so I suggest you to back off,” Arthur barked, pushing Zach away from him. Zach stumbled on his feet. Now the ladies that were admiring the jewellery earlier on were looking at us. It was obvious that the prince and Zach were ready to fight over me.

      “Arthur, stop this nonsense. You can’t claim me and this isn’t the time or  place to discuss it,” I said, worried that those two were about to get into each other’s throats. Zach was on the verge of losing his temper, but I couldn’t let him ruin his career just because he wanted to prove to me he was ready to kick Arthur’s arse. This evening was too important, and I felt an odd energy nudging me over the nape of my neck. Someone was inside the palace, a demon or maybe another creature. The energy felt hostile, almost foreign to me.

      “You broke her heart, you arsehole, and I don’t give a flying fuck if you’re the prince or Mother Teresa. She’s dating me, and if she didn’t tell you then that’s too bad,” Zachary snarled and then two things happened all at once. Arthur lost it, he grabbed the detective by the collar, and then Zach swung his arm ready to throw a punch.

      I roared at top of my lungs and let go of my energy, ceasing the time. It wasn’t something that I controlled, and right then I felt like it was the only solution. The two men became frozen statues. I felt hopeless, not knowing what to do and how to split them up apart. On top of that there was a demon inside the manor, a demon that had something that belonged to me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        “For she doth make my veins and pulses tremble.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      My head pounded, I felt like my veins were going to explode at any second. The magic riddled through me, zooming around the humans inside the room, burning the surface of my skin. The strong wind nearly knocked me off my feet. There wasn’t any good way out of this situation. I waved my hand, hoping to release pressure in my skull, but instead I accidentally resumed the time again. Either way the blood would have been spilled. Zach was determined to hurt Arthur. Suddenly I wasn’t controlling anyone in the room.

      Zach’s fist landed on Arthur’s mouth before I could do anything and the prince went down, slamming his back over the wooden floor. One of the old ladies screamed when Arthur started to bleed, swearing loudly and instantly trying to get back on his feet. On top of that he was ready to beat the shit out of Zach. I threw myself between them before either one of them could do something really stupid. I heard loud voices out on the corridors. God, this was embarrassing.

      “Stop it, both of you,” I shouted. “You’re not teenagers, but two adults!”

      Jonathan was the first one in; he cornered Zach before I could say anything else. Zach was fuming. I had never seen him that angry. He was ready to come back with more and teach Arthur a real life lesson.

      “Get out of my way,” Arthur shouted, but I placed my hands on his chest, knowing that I should have dealt with it outside the manor, away from any witnesses. Jonathan was glancing at me, a few more guards barged inside too.

      “Maxine doesn’t belong to you, pretty boy, so stop treating her like a commodity,” Zach snarled, trying to push through Jonathan.

      “Zach and Arthur, please, stop this nonsense. We need to stay focused. We are all under a threat and Zach can’t get distracted,” I insisted, using my energy to influence both of them. Then Arthur looked at me, and shook his head. Jonathan was ready to escort the detective away, to avoid further conflict. This wasn’t good. I still felt the foreign magic in the manor. Was it possible that Nameless was already inside?

      “Fine, but we are not done. I’ll have a chat with him once this thing is over,” Arthur snarled, trying to stop the bleeding. I was certain that my energy must have influenced at least a little, because he seemed much calmer now. Just a moment ago he was ready to throw himself at Zach. This whole incident was really stupid. I wasn’t worth fighting over. I was an addict filled with insecurities and flaws. Those two needed to get their act together and stop acting like bloody children.

      Jonathan nodded to his men to move back to the corridor. I blamed tequila again. If I hadn’t got drunk and slept with Arthur, this whole thing could have been avoided.

      “This is ridiculous. I’m going to check if everything is all right upstairs. And for the record I don’t belong to anyone, so cut this whole bullshit with fighting,” I snapped at them, ready to forget getting romantically involved with either of them. I was too fucked up to make the right decisions and stick to my own resolutions. Humans could never be part of my world. It was time to move on.

      Neither Zach nor Arthur stopped me when I walked past them and left the room. The elderly ladies were outside, talking loudly, probably about what just happened. I bet this story would spread through the manor really quickly. People were going to talk. I headed straight upstairs, breathing hard. There was a demonic creature somewhere on the third floor without an official invitation, and I wanted to look at this further.

      Emma was somewhere downstairs and I felt really guilty leaving her on her own, but my sixth sense had never let me down. Zach should be here with me, but right now he was a distraction, a burden on my shoulders. A few guests were walking around. There was some more jewellery exhibited on this floor. I was certain that I was being paranoid, but at least this way I didn’t have to deal with the mess downstairs. Arthur had crossed the line this time.

      I kept rubbing my forehead, hoping the pressure around my skull would ease off a little. My demonic energy was suddenly vibrating inside my chest. I kept checking every room all the way until the end of the corridor. The last bedroom looked bigger than my entire flat. I smelled ammoniac and some other odour that I didn’t recognise. I had no idea, maybe for the first time in years my sixth sense had misled me.

      “Finally, you’re alone,” said the voice. I turned around abruptly, facing Natalie. She walked out of the bathroom. She couldn’t have been the person that I sensed all the way from downstairs. I scratched my head, wondering what the hell was going on here. This wasn’t the best time to discuss her emotional well-being.

      “Natalie, it’s not safe for you being here. I think we should have this conversation another time,” I said, making sure that she understood that she was in danger. Where the hell was Rodriguez when I needed him? Everyone was expecting that Nameless would show up, so why wasn’t one of Zach’s people patrolling this floor too? Natalie looked miserable. She had dark circles under her eyes. She probably hadn’t slept too well since Arthur had broken off the engagement.

      “Maxine, I always liked you. I thought that we could have become friends,” Natalie said, giving me a faint smile. I had no idea how to respond. Natalie was a good person and I always wished her well. It wasn’t fair that Arthur had played with her heart. “But you have to talk to Arthur. He doesn’t want to listen. I don’t know what is going on with him.”

      “I have tried talking to him, but he doesn’t listen to me, Natalie,” I said, feeling like I was betraying myself by sleeping with him a couple of days ago.

      “I do love him very much, Maxine. You must know this. Arthur’s family is hoping that he will change his mind, that he will realise that he made a mistake,” she continued. She was very beautiful. She was the complete opposite of me, and yet Arthur didn’t want her. God, I really fucked everything up two years ago and now I had to push Arthur back to Natalie. He didn’t have any future with me. There was also the letter, that one piece of information that could ruin not only me, but also Arthur.

      “I don’t have any influence over him. I do believe that you guys should be together. I’m no one, after all,” I admitted, knowing that she always wanted him.

      “Do you love him? I know that this isn’t my place to ask, but I want to know—what is going on between you two?”

      There was no point lying to her. It was just the two of us in the room and she needed to understand that my feelings didn’t matter.

      “Yes, I do love him, but that doesn’t change anything. We were never supposed to happen and I’m doing what I can to bring him back to you,” I said, wanting to get the hell out of this room. I couldn’t do this. Natalie was going to cry and I hated myself that I brought in her tears. Then we both heard giggles somewhere in the room. Suddenly every tiny hair on the back of my neck rose, and my energy punched the air out of my lungs.

      A woman appeared right behind Natalie. She’d most likely been hidden behind the bathroom door. She grabbed the girl and wrapped her elbow around Natalie’s neck before I could make a move. I was frozen, rooted to the floor, any movement had been ceased by some unknown power. It was Zara, Zach’s missing sister.

      “Shhh, pretty girl. You need to be quiet now; otherwise I’ll slash your beautiful throat and the blood will spill,” Zara said, suddenly waving her machete in front of Natalie. Her human soul was intact, but I wasn’t sensing it. All I could feel was her demonic energy swirling around the room, but that was impossible. No one could turn a human into a demon. I couldn’t figure out how I hadn’t sensed her behind the bathroom door.

      Natalie went pale, but she didn’t dare to scream. She was staring at me with desperation while I was trying to think fast about my options.

      “Zara, let go of her. She isn’t important. I can help you,” I said, taking a step towards her. Zara giggled again and used her free hand to dig something out of the pocket. I widened my eyes with disbelief, seeing that she was holding the gold chains in her hand. She had stolen the bracelets from the room downstairs. Her eyes were gleaming with light, as her foreign power fizzled around me. She was able to manipulate my energy, keeping her magic sealed tightly.

      “The Nameless is sending his regards” Zara stated. “He wants you to stop looking for him; otherwise he will be forced to reveal your dirty secret, Maxine Brodeur.”

      “I get it, you’re working with him, but why?” I asked. “Your brother has been searching for you for so long. Have you even thought about your little daughter?”

      She was holding on to her humanity, and I just needed to reach for it, to make her realise what she had left behind.

      “I’m not that Zara anymore and that child isn’t mine. My master is in danger and he is sending you a message. He needs the letter to cross over, and you’re ruining everything,” she growled, widening her eyes, all of a sudden pressing the machete to Natalie’s neck. A bead of sweat ran down my face, as I fought with my own energy that wasn’t obeying me any longer. Zara must have taken another demon’s abilities. She wasn’t skilled enough to trap me like that.

      “Arthur will get your letter if you don’t stop looking for Nameless, mark my words, Maxine,” she said.

      I didn’t want to waste anymore time. I lifted my left foot, murmuring the words that released the elixirs hidden inside my thin heel. Purple fog started filling the room and Natalie screamed. I panicked, as I had no idea if she was hurt or not. I dodged my body to the side, hoping to trap Zara inside the room for a bit longer. The giggle echoed in my head, and a strong wind ruffled my hair. Something was wrong. My elixir wasn’t working the way it was supposed to.

      On top of that I was coughing, and the elixir was suddenly hurting my eyes. I managed to open the door. There was a fire alarm going outside on the corridors, people were running, someone was screaming. Once I took more oxygen into my lungs I went back to the room. Natalie was unconscious, but she didn’t seem hurt. Zach barged inside a moment later, holding a gun Rodriguez was right behind him.

      “What the hell happened here?” the old demon asked.

      “A girl was hidden in the room; she managed to grab Natalie. She said that she was working with Nameless. She stole the jewellery from the room downstairs,” I said, wiping the sweat off my face, finally gaining control of my energy. Natalie wasn’t even supposed to be following me, and now she heard that I was hiding something from Arthur. Zach started checking the bathroom, and all the wardrobes. My head was spinning, while Rodriguez called guards. Natalie had to be taken to the hospital. I didn’t think there was anything wrong with her, but she was unconscious.

      “Why didn’t you use your energy, Maxine? The duchess could have been hurt,” Rodriguez asked, staring at me with disbelief, while Zach continued to check every single corner in the large bedroom. “That demon stole jewellery worth at least a half million. She must have entered the manor as one of the guests.”

      “She wasn’t a demon, she was a human,” I said, wondering why my elixir didn’t work, and why I couldn’t use my energy with Zara in the room. This kind of transformation wasn’t possible, unless … unless Lucifer himself was involved. I felt like my head was just about to explode. Rodriguez narrowed his eyes and exhaled sharply.

      “A human? And you let her get away?” he asked, fuming.

      “She disabled me and threatened Natalie with a machete. I used an elixir, but something went wrong,” I said, angry with myself and the fact that he thought that I purposely let her escape. “Get the hell away from me. I need to get downstairs.”

      The alarm was still going on and I didn’t care that Rodriguez wasn’t done with me yet. I had to find Zara. She could easily lead me to Nameless, who warned me to stop looking for him; otherwise my secret would be out. I had given my word to Ronan that I would retrieve the damn letters. There was no sign of Zara anywhere. All the guests were evacuated and the whole event had been postponed until further notice. More police officers were on their way.

      After an hour I found Emma outside. She was on the phone to someone, most likely Ricky. I was glad that she was all right. Now I needed to get in touch with Ronan. I had never given up on any case, but right now my hands were tied. Natalie had heard Zara, but she was in shock and most likely didn’t even understand what Zara meant. Either way I couldn’t let Arthur find out the truth. Over eighteen months ago I made a difficult decision that impacted not only my life, but also the life of others.

      “Max, thank God you’re all right. I was so worried. Ricky told me to stay where I was,” Emma said, hugging me tightly when I approached her. I didn’t think that I could ever get used to her unexpected moments of affection. More undercover officers began to arriving now. The party was over; Nameless had succeeded in tricking Zach again.

      “Yeah, I think we should call ourselves a cab. Zach is going to be busy for the rest of the night. I’ll make a statement about what happened later on at the station,” I said, craving a drink of tequila. The sudden exhaustion hit me hard. This case was supposed to be simple, but it was starting to piss me off that I wasn’t making any progress.

      “Okay, cool, but what happened out there? I was chatting with this nice man that met the Queen once and then the alarms started going off,” Emma was saying, brushing the purple dust off my dress. I felt nauseous, sick all of a sudden. Nothing was going according to plan and I still had this one piece of important information. Frederick had revealed how to enter Gjöll using magic, but Nameless had sent me a warning message about releasing my secret. Was I ready to risk it all for the royals again?

      “A woman that works for Nameless Thief stole bracelets worth half a million, and she attacked Arthur’s ex, Natalie Morgan,” I explained, wondering if I was able to get home without throwing up somewhere on the way.

      “A demon?” Emma asked in a hushed tone of voice, looking slightly frightened. “I thought they were under control?”

      “I thought that too, darling, but the woman that took the jewellery wasn’t a demon or a human for that matter.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        “…as a wheel turns smoothly, free from jars, my will and my desire were turned by love, The love that moves the sun and the other stars.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Paradiso

      

    
    
      We did eventually manage to get a taxi home. I should have stayed and helped Zach, but I was pissed off with everything that went on this evening. Zach was most likely looking for me. I saw him on the top of the stairs at the entrance to the manor. There was no sign of Arthur and I was hoping that he had decided to take care of Natalie rather than running after me. Zach’s own sister had managed to sneak inside and stole bracelets worth a lot of money. Zach had no idea that she was behind this whole thing. This wasn’t the right time to discuss this complicated matter with him, but I felt obligated to do something, to reunite them again, for the sake of her only daughter. The old memories began filling my head. After tonight, I very much doubted that I could ever have a normal relationship with another human being or even a demon.

      Emma asked me to go inside and have a quick drink with her, but I declined the offer. She wasn’t aware that my battle with alcohol was still going on. I considered her a friend, but I was afraid to reveal stuff about myself, in case she judged me. My apartment was dark and cold when I got in. It was still early for me. The burning craving for tequila was slowly paralysing me. I sat down on my sofa thinking about what to do and how to fix everything that went wrong in the past few weeks. Ronan had to track down Nameless without me. It was too much of a risk to leave the letters in his possession.

      Ricky had left a couple of messages on my phone. It was nice that someone still cared about me. Maybe his date didn’t go according to plan if he was trying to get through to me at this hour. Ricky wasn’t the relationship kind of guy, but he seemed to have changed his tune lately. Suddenly I wanted to meet the lucky lady that managed to steal his demonic soul.

      I decided to call him back, and once he was assured that I was all right, he stopped shouting. It was a long and exhausting conversation. When I finally threw the phone back on the sofa, my headache came back. This wasn’t even fair, because tonight I only had one glass of wine. Liquid magic kept the darkness at bay, made my gloomy shattered world more colourful, but I kept away from alcohol all day. It was an easy solution. I thought that when I was intoxicated I could get my life back on track, but in the end the darkness only pulled me down.

      My career was over after I came back to London two years ago. I had a great reputation, but I couldn’t get back into the security business. Everyone knew that I must have pissed off the royals and they’d let me go.

      Tonight I sat on my shitty sofa in my beautiful dress, barefoot, watching some stupid show on TV. Arthur and Zach could go to hell. The prince had lost his mind. He was harming not only himself but also other people around him, behaving so irrationally.

      An hour later, after I polished off some frozen pizza someone was knocking at my door. I frowned, knowing that I wasn’t expecting anyone. Ricky didn’t say that he was coming over. I told myself that if Arthur had decided to pay me another visit, I was ready to throw him out and use some illegal charms. Chasing after Nameless wasn’t an option anymore. My whole life revolved around work. Maybe I had to change that and start paying more attention to the opposite sex.

      Zach was standing on the other side of my door, looking sharp, still in his tuxedo that was now a little dirty. My heart skipped a beat, then danced in my chest. Wow, the lust was supposed to go away.

      “What do you want?” I asked. God, I didn’t have to be such a bitch to him. After all he only wanted to protect me from Arthur.

      “That’s a warm welcome, Flower. I was concerned, so I came to check on you,” he said and then just walked inside. I needed to change the locks. Besides, he should have been concerned. I still had the red dress on and that revealed a lot of cleavage.

      When I locked the door and went back to the living room he was sitting on my spot, eyeing me up and down. I knew that I shouldn’t have told him about my feelings the last time. Now I was no longer tough and stubborn, but vulnerable. The Maxine he wasn’t supposed to even know existed.

      “Cigarette?” he asked, smiling, taking out his Marlboro Lights.

      I took it. Oh well, it looked like I wasn’t going to quit anytime soon. Zach’s thoughts were making me feel a little better about myself. He kept thinking that I was beautiful and he was slowly losing his mind for me. Suddenly I forgot that I had the splitting headache and I had told myself that Zach wasn’t right for me. As I inhaled the toxins into my lungs, a new opportunity opened up for me, and I wanted to grab it. We sat in silence for a while, just enjoying this moment.

      “I’m not good at this. I’m still a wreck. Screwing everything up. You can’t want me,” I finally threw this out there to stew. He laughed and moved closer so our bodies were touching. The heat shifted down below, telling me that I had nothing to lose. Arthur was never going to stop. I had to commit to another man to let him know that he couldn’t have me.

      Zach placed his hands on my shoulders and started giving me a massage. I was so tense, and this felt good. My magic had gone out of control earlier on and now was flowing in the room. There were so many things that I needed to consider, but Zach’s fingers felt soothing on my skin, just right. The relationship, even the thoughts about being with someone and sharing things petrified me.

      “Flower, I told you already that I don’t care. The prince has been handled. He won’t come near you if I’m around,” Zach whispered, brushing his lips over my ear and caressing his fingers over my back, gently, softly. He was turned on, and I was confused, trying to get hold of myself.

      “He won’t stop. There is too much history between us and he told me that he broke off the engagement because of me,” I whispered back.

      “There is something between us, a spark, and incredible attraction. I’m done waiting around for the opportunity, so I’m grabbing it, Maxine,” he said, turning my chin around, and then his lips were on mine.

      This wasn’t happen …

      This couldn’t have  …

      This was happening, and he felt bloody amazing.

      He kissed me hard, and my blood ran hot. He tasted so good and by the time I managed to take another breath I was broken, stripped of whatever resistance was left inside me. Zach didn’t mess around; he bit my bottom lip, then lifted me up, so I sat on top of him. The soaring sparks were flying everywhere, running down my thighs, as his hard as rock erection pressed into me. The sofa was dirty, worn out, but we were making out on it anyway.

      His skin was smooth as I grabbed his face and pressed my lips harder, while my hands found his bare chest.

      “I fucking want you, Flower, and I’m going to have you,” he rasped somewhere between kissing me and getting rid of my dress. My breath was laboured, and I was completely overwhelmed by desire. Zach was putting my heart back together, he was taking this make-out session to the next level. We needed to move to the bedroom so I could rip off his clothes.

      His tongue was in my cleavage then, his mouth kissing and caressing my breasts. I moaned loudly, as the images of me and Arthur the other night slipped in. This wasn’t good and Zach needed to know what he was getting himself into. Nothing was going to happen unless he knew the truth.

      “Hold on … stop, before this goes any further,” I said, grabbing his face and trying to breathe, but the air wasn’t getting in. My body trembled with overwhelming lust.

      “Fuck, don’t tell me to stop. I need to rock your world, being inside you is the only thing I want,” he said, looking at me with his dark, smoky eyes. “Trust me, once you taste me, you won’t be able to think about anyone else.”

      This was awkward. How was I going to tell him that a couple of days ago I got drunk, let Arthur in and we had sex? Zach wouldn’t want to touch me after that. He didn’t believe that I was easy.

      “There is something that I have to say.”

      “Nothing that you say will change the fact that I want to make you come, now, later, the next day, Maxine,” he smirked, not letting me act like an adult for once. I really had to get this off my chest. Building a relationship based on lies wouldn’t work.

      “I want this too, but I need to get it out first. I have to tell you something very important.”

      I sounded more and more pathetic, pushing away the only other person that truly wanted to be with me. Maybe I was scarred for life and there was nothing that could change that.

      “A couple of days ago, I got wasted, drank too much tequila,” I began, rubbing my face. “And Arthur came over.”

      Zach’s arrogant smirk faded away, but his eyes stayed on me.

      “You fucked, right? That’s why he is keeps thinking that there is something going on?” he asked, with his voice flat. I hated myself for being so weak, for being such a worthless person. This wasn’t how I imagined this whole moment. Sex with Zach was supposed to be explosive and now I was turning into this other Maxine that I didn’t even recognise anymore.

      “Yes, I slept with him, when I was hammered. He showed up in my flat and I had no idea how he found me. Not many people know where I live,” I said. “It’s as simple as that. I got drunk and let him in.”

      He touched my cheek, burning me with his gaze, and I could tell he still wanted to get acquainted with my body on many different levels.

      “And do you think that’s going to turn me off, Maxine, the fact that you slept with the future king?” he asked, shaking his head.

      “I don’t know … maybe, but there won’t be a next time. We are done. I want to move on. This was just one mistake,” I insisted, trying to get up, but he kept me on top of him. His shirt was torn, his suit jacket somewhere on the floor and half of my dress was down by my waist.

      “I told you before, I can handle the prince. You don’t belong to him and he is too weak to do anything against his own family.” Zach sighed and then pulled me closer and kissed me again, as if the moment ago didn’t matter at all. His fingers moved down underneath the dress, caressing my stomach. I needed to close my eyes and stop acting like I didn’t want him. We had that one chance, but I got scared, now it was time to show him that I made a mistake pushing him away two months ago.

      When his fingertips moved further and further underneath the hem of my underwear, I let go of a gasp, and Zach laughed.

      “Hmmm, you smell so enticing. The night is young and I have several hours to show you that we can pleasure each other,” he whispered, and stuck two fingers inside me. My blood boiled in my ears, as the heat disabled all my muscles. He rocked me with his hand, fucking me with his hand and kissing me at the same time.

      Was this a dream?

      I was lost in sensations, and my blood raged with heat shooting down my arms and legs. His fingers caressed me hard and fast. I grabbed his head and pulled him down to my cleavage while my hips kept moving.

      “Oh yes, baby, let it out. You look so sexy, so bloody ready to break for me,” he rasped, sucking on my nipples.

      When I came, my lungs exploded, my body went rigid as the demonic energy flew through the room, linking with Zach’s human soul, breaking me into a thousand different pieces. I pulled away and he kissed me, pressing himself closer. We were tangled with each other, both breathing hard. After all, I was sober, but this time around subconsciously ready to jump into bed with another human being.

      Zach smiled and pushed me off him.

      “That’s just a taste of what you get, Flower, if you agree to fully commit to me.”

      I stood up, feeling slightly dizzy and walked over to the kitchen. My dress hung over my body loosely.

      I took a few deep breaths. He needed to tell me about his missing sister. aybe the timing wasn’t right, but I wanted to help him, to bring her back, so they could be a family again.

      “Tell me about Zara,” I said, turning around to face him.

      He lifted his eyebrows and stared at me for more than few moments. His emotions told me that Zach didn’t like bringing her up, that talking about her caused him a lot of pain. He came here for me and I was ripping him apart. There was something between us and I wanted to break my own rules for him.

      Zach sighed and reached out for his jacket. He dug something out of the side pocket and stood up.

      “This is her daughter, my niece Cornelia,” he said, sounding proud. “Giving birth to Cornelia was the best thing that Zara had ever done. She’s my everything.”

      I smiled, taking the picture of a small dark-haired girl. Now I had proof that Zara was alive, because I was looking at the image of her face in her daughter. Deep down I knew that I had to find Nameless. He would lead me to Zara, to the girl that was still human, and that she needed someone to remind her of what she had left behind.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Five

        

        “To get back up to the shining world from there
        My guide and I went into that hidden tunnel,”
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      “She is very beautiful,” I said, not even knowing why my voice was breaking. Zach was fighting with himself to remain calm and I knew exactly what he was going through. Hot air rushed in and out of my nose as I tried to hold back my tears. My own insecurities and secrets were sealed deep inside my heart. This little girl had lost her mother. Zara had abandoned her, for what? Just so she could experience the other world, experience demonic power? I didn’t want to believe that she was such a coward.

      “Zara went missing one day after a night out. She always liked partying and having fun. My mother was too strict with her. That day she didn’t come back, that was six years ago,” Zach said with a heavy voice, walking up to me. He grabbed my wrists, then pulled me closer, placing a demanding kiss on my lips. He was filled with affection, but I could read the pain he still felt from that day when he realised that she was gone for good. He detested talking about her, he hated being pitied.

      “Your uncle told me about her that day in the restaurant. He didn’t believe that she was still alive, but he was wrong,” I said, knowing that Nameless had something to do with Zara’s transformation, like one of the Watchers had something to do with the death of his partner. A higher-level demon must have interfered too. I didn’t want to jump to any conclusions until I could investigate this further. It wasn’t fair for me to get Zach involved in my world. Emma was handling it, but he’d gone through a lot. There were other factors that I needed to consider.

      “I think you should meet her, that way I can show you that I’m serious about us. Whatever this is … whatever is going to develop between us in the future might involve her, so I want you to be aware of the fact that she is part of me.”

      I was so bloody stupid to even consider being with him. I was so damaged, but he wanted me anyway, despite everything that happened between us. Getting myself involved meant that I had to reveal what happened to me in the past, but this was impossible. Zach wouldn’t understand me, he wouldn’t get the fact that I sacrificed part of my life in order to protect Arthur.

      I sighed loudly, still embraced in his arms.

      “I appreciate what you’re saying and I would love to meet her, but I have issues. What if I screw everything up?”

      “Then we will deal with it together,” he said, putting the picture back into the back pocket of his trousers.

      I leaned over and kissed him, knowing that he was waiting for me to make that first move. We were both in the gloom, but for different reasons. I had made some progress, before ruining everything again. It was good to know that finally I had someone in my life that gave a fuck. I didn’t count Ricky, he was always there, but Zach was that other guy that I needed to let in.

      Then his phone rang and our moment was ruined. Zach sighed loudly and pulled away from me. I went back to the kitchen and put the kettle on, giving him some space. I craved a drink mixed with magic, one that could smooth the stinging pain in my chest, but I was hoping to stay on top of my game.

      “I have to go. A girl that matched the description from the manor house was spotted in King’s Cross,” he informed me a long moment later, sounding disappointed. His sister. I didn’t want to hide anything from him, but at the same time Zara wasn’t the same person anymore. I had to figure out what happened with her before it was too late.

      “Do you want me to go with you?” I asked. Zach was determined to catch the thief, but Zara wouldn’t risk getting caught. She was probably hiding somewhere in the tunnels, separated from Nameless.

      “No, it’s nothing that you can do. I’ll give you a call if I need your help, Flower,” he said, and then kissed me. A moment later he told me to be careful and disappeared.

      I shut the door, wondering if I was doing the right thing, letting another human being into my fucked up world. My relationship with Arthur had been rocky, based mainly on passion and sex. There was an intimacy between us, but we were always rushing, always afraid that we would get caught. This whole thing with Zach felt different. He wanted to protect me, to take care of me like we were a team.

      When he was gone, I took Emma’s dress off and put on jeans and T-shirt. Nameless Thief had warned me to stop looking for him, but I was risking too much just sitting around and waiting for him to make the next move. He was hiding in Gjöll, sending Zach’s sister to do all the dirty work for him, so he wouldn’t suspect anything tonight. I could pay him a visit when he wasn’t expecting me. Zach was out in the field, chasing after someone that wasn’t even human. Things were slow tonight and it was just after midnight.

      I picked up some elixirs and re-read the instruction provided by Frederick during that disastrous night at the market. I had promised Ricky to run my ideas by him, but it was late. Nameless had pushed me to this and that kind of opportunity wouldn’t present itself again. Zach pumped me back into action, and I was willing to do what was necessary to protect my secret. Tonight was my chance to straighten things out.

      The voice of reason told me not to bother, that attempting to cross over to Gjöll was a bad idea. I needed an experienced demon, someone that had been in the underworld already. I considered calling Paul, the retired Watcher, but getting him involved in this kind of stunt was a shot below the belt.

      I had no doubt that he would want to help me, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if anything went wrong. I left my flat half an hour later, convinced that I was doing the right thing.

      The streets were quiet, there were a few humans walking home from a night out, a couple of teenagers hanging around the off licence shop. I needed to get close to the river, possibly somewhere close to the bridge. Frederic had specifically told me how to use the energy of the water to open up the gate. It was a very rare and complicated spell.

      The ride in the tube was unnerving. I was getting paranoid, thinking people were staring at me. An hour later I left the station near Hackney and decided to walk until I reached the wasteland near the river Thames.

      It was the part of the city where homeless humans hung out most of the time. I walked further down, hours later locating the right spot near the edge of the water. There was a bridge too. The whole place was like a junkyard. Rubbish lay everywhere, some old bikes, metal, and empty beer cans. My legs were aching like hell; some of the blisters must have opened up. It was pitch black all around, so I was certain that I was well hidden. My excellent vision gave me an advantage. It was too dark for any human to spot me unless someone decided to get close.

      On the other side of the river there were some abandoned buildings, and I detected a few humans. This wasn’t the most conventional way of entering Gjöll, but I had no other way of finding out how to get there, so this was my only option.

      Using my abilities I created protective wards around me, hoping that this would keep away demons that might get lured by strong demonic energy. I’d lived in London most of my life, and the city was filled with unexpected, sometimes nasty surprises.

      I had the formula, so the rest didn’t really matter.  I was skilled enough to make this work, at least I kept telling myself that. Now I had to get into the cold water and get on with it. Once my feet sunk deep in the edge of the river I was already shaking with anticipation. I concentrated and started spilling the dragon’s saliva around me. My demonic energy slowly connected with the surroundings. My heart rate skyrocketed instantly, and tiny waves of electricity began raising my hair. A thick white fog appeared, covering the entire space.

      I spread my arms wide and shook the small bag filled with golden powder into the river. For a split second I expected the ground to descend like in the past, but instead the water in front of me started swirling, creating some kind of whirlpool. I kept steady on my feet, pulling the power from the enormous threads of source, nature and the river. My whole body trembled as I mumbled the words of the formula that I had memorised a couple of days ago. It was some kind of old Latin spell.

      I had to shut my eyes when the steps appeared, the water splashing. After a few minutes the entrance was formed. The water was kept on the edge of the steps by a magical binding spell. The steps down below were made of brick, and all I could see was darkness. The burning smell wafted through air, chilling my skin. An uneasy feeling settled deep in my stomach. I couldn’t turn back now. I had to get down there.

      Once the energy faded away from my system, the wind stopped blowing, I hesitated for a few seconds, then started walking down slowly. I had no idea what to expect. This part of the underworld wasn’t under the control of any faction. I needed to cross the freezing cold river that separated the living from the dead.

      Nameless wasn’t expecting me, and I truly hoped that he wasn’t prepared. The letter was somewhere in Gjöll; I just needed to get my hands on it.

      It took me a while to hit the bottom. I was moving down through darkness. After several long minutes I found myself in a long cave-like tunnel, the water dripping down on me. My chest was tight, my muscles tense as I breathed in crispy air. Part of me wanted to back away, but the other part insisted I keep going.

      I continued walking, and the cave began to narrow after some time. I had tried to read as much as I could about Gjöll, but it seemed that demons didn’t like talking about that part of the underworld. They believed that it was somehow cursed.

      My thoughts were steady, and I kept telling myself that everything would be all right as long as I stayed on the path. The temperature started to drop as I moved further.

      In the distance, a saw a flicker of light, and a moment later I stepped into the water. There was a wide stream running right in front of me. This couldn’t have been the legendary river. I had to dive in; otherwise I wouldn’t be able to cross to the other side. The water was freezing cold and I needed an injection of magic in order to cross it without getting hypothermia.

      Luckily I had taken the right elixirs with me, the potions that could protect me from whatever was in the water. I unscrewed the bottle, popping its contents into my mouth. As it turned out, the stream was deep. I kept moving further and at first the water reached to my knees, then thighs. My breath became laboured, and my heart started jackhammering in my chest. I kept walking as the cold water moved up to my waist. My teeth were chattering with cold and for a split second I thought I saw something floating in the water.

      I moved an inch and then I thought I was hallucinating, seeing the corpses of humans drifting on the surface. I stopped, completely frozen, unable to move. The sudden punch of fear in my gut rocked me, but I told myself that this wasn’t real. The water was supposed to distract me from reaching my goal. These corpses weren’t really there. I told myself nothing like that was possible—until someone grabbed my hand. A woman with half of her face pulled off was moving her mouth, but no sound came out of her.

      I tried to pull away, but it was like her grip was made of steel. The coldness was slowly spreading through my body, numbing my limbs. My mind was confused. Someone was telling me that I needed to submerse myself in the water, go deeper, further.

      “Help me, please help me,” whispered a voice at my side. This was a man wearing a suit. His corpse drifted around me. I could see his bones sticking out of his face and a large wound on his neck.

      I splashed the water, trying to push away the dark images that suddenly filled my head. The sorrow that hit me was like nothing I’d ever experienced. My whole body went numb. The water reached up to my waist now and more corpses flowed around me.

      I stumbled back, shocked out of my trance. Blood raced through my ears and I couldn’t catch my breath all of a sudden. The water was everywhere and I couldn’t see the way out. The tunnels vanished, and I was so cold.

      “Maxine, darling … please take me away from here,” said a voice that I recognised. A second later I turned around, seeing the corpse of a woman. It was the body of my dead mother skimming above the surface, and her mouth was moving. She was speaking to me.

      “Mum, what can I do, tell me?” I asked, trying to reach to her, but some other force held me in place, pulling me down. My mother looked so desperate to touch me. Her skin was sullen, grey and deformed. She was reaching out to me with her hand, but then I started splashing the water, screaming.

      She drifted away and suddenly invisible forces were pulling me down under the surface. I didn’t have time to catch my breath. The water was quickly filling my lungs. A strong hand pulled me all the way down and I couldn’t get back up. It was clear, but a second too late, that I was going to die in the river of Gjöll, the river that didn’t care if you were from the living or the dying world.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Six

        

        “… a bitter place! Death could scarce be bitterer.
        But if I would show the good that came of it
        I must talk about things other than the good.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      It didn’t take long to realise that I had to fight for my life.

      The water was getting into my mouth and lungs, and I tried to use my upper body strength to get back up. Suddenly my feet weren’t reaching the bottom and something or someone was pulling me down. In a last moment of desperation I pushed my arms, searching for my energy, but there was none. It was like my magic had been wiped out, taken away from me. My mother was out there, and she needed me. This odd, tangling force kept pulling me down, invisible fingers wrapping around my ankles and legs. I jerked my head, trying to gain a bit of oxygen above the surface, but the coldness began spreading over my entire body, moving through my bloodstream. I couldn’t feel my legs any longer; the current was winning, the darkness swallowing me. My mother was calling for me. I heard her voice in the background, slowly fading away. For a moment I saw her smiling face, also lost underneath the dark waters.

      I closed my eyes and let these unknown forces pull me right down. I was numb from head to toe, unable to fight with something that I couldn’t see. There were other corpses around me, submerging me in death and despair. My end was inevitable. I started having flashes of my life—Ricky, Arthur, the nuns. Everyone was there, even people that I had left behind, the secret that I was taking with me to the grave. After some time I stopped feeling the coldness, stopped experiencing the pain. It was like I accepted what was happening.

      Then, I felt a strong grip, and someone was pulling me out, dragging me upwards. Several moments later, after hearing another person’s laboured breathing, I was slammed on the ground. Wet fingers were touching my face, my throat. I started coughing, spitting up the water, feeling drowsy and disoriented. Mum was still in the water and I had to rescue her, but there was no time. It was so cold, and my limbs felt like they were frozen solid. Strong hands held me and I recognised that familiar aftershave. My lungs felt tight, but I kept breathing in and out, trembling with cold.

      “There you go, let it all out,” Zach said, holding me steady. I was surprised that I recognised his deep voice, felt his warm skin on my face. This was a dream; he couldn’t be here, standing by my side, wet and staring at me with those scary dark eyes. We were in Gjöll.

      I pushed my wet hair away from my face and glanced back at the stream. The water seemed calm again and there were no corpses anywhere. I must have hallucinated, but something had pulled me down, I felt it. An unknown being that probably lived under the surface. A moment ago I thought this was the end, and now I was lying on the cold ground, trying to calm my erratic breathing. Zach stared at me in disbelief, the colour slowly returning to his features.

      “How … how did you get in here?” I managed to choke out, wrapping my arms around his body. I had no idea why, but I just needed to know that he was real, that this wasn’t a dream. The elixir must have stopped working when I decided to get into the stream. The water must have been filled with a magical trap. Maybe the corpses weren’t really there, and it was the effect of magic.

      “I followed you all the way here. I saw what you were doing down the river. There is no one around here, Maxine, and it’s time explain to me what’s going on. I want to hear the whole truth,” he said, bringing me closer to him, and wrapping his hand around the back of my neck. He didn’t seem angry, but shocked. He must have followed me down to the river, but I used a protection spell, so this was impossible. Zach couldn’t have seen what I was doing.

      I tried to pull myself together, bring back my energy, but the stream was blocking my demonic power. Zach’s thoughts were chaotic, and he couldn’t understand how he didn’t see the real me before, how he didn’t notice that I wasn’t just an ordinary human. It was too late to try tampering with his mind; he had seen too much. Besides, he saved my life. I couldn’t live with myself, knowing that I damaged him. The water probably didn’t affect him the way it affected me. I couldn’t get my head around the fact that he was able to see my spell down the river, that the magic let him enter Gjöll too.

      “Zach, I can’t explain this… You shouldn’t be here. It’s too dangerous!”

      “Whatever, Maxine, this is bullshit,” he shouted, suddenly shaking me. I felt weak. My muscles didn’t want to obey me for some reason. The water had drained me and I kept thinking about Mum. Was it possible that she wasn’t dead, but stuck here, between life and death? “You’re a witch. It’s pure evil magic. You have been leading me on for so long and now I finally know that you’re not human.”

      Then I felt them. It seemed to me they came out of nowhere, the strong source of magic connected with my demonic stream of energy, locking it in place. Zach was staring at me, talking to me, but I couldn’t hear him anymore. I saw a light, a fire, then two dark figures emerged from the darkness. The Watchers were here and I realised that Frederick had tricked me. This wasn’t the real entrance to Gjöll, but the corpses…

      Both of the Watchers were in their true forms, both of them had enormous white wings. They were holding fiery torches. I instantly knew that this was going to end badly for me. I was a mongrel that led a human straight to the underworld. I might as well get ready to never see the light again, because those two Watchers were going to drag me down to hell.

      “A human man and a mongrel, caught using an illegal spell. I think we are in for a treat this evening, Azezel,” said one of them in a deep striking voice that sent chills down my spine. He had beautiful wings, white, shiny covered with snowy feathers. One of them had blond hair, the other brown. Both of them seemed young, probably in their mid-twenties. I was shaking, hoping that Zach would get it together, but he was completely paralysed, staring at the two creatures, stunned.

      “You’re right, Daniel, the mongrel will be punished severely,” said the blond Watcher with mesmerising blue eyes.

      “Hold on, please. I was misled. I was trying to get to Gjöll, not to the underworld. My name is Max—”

      “Stop talking, mongrel. You’ll have a chance to explain yourself soon. You’re in violation of protocol, and this human has been exposed to our world,” Azezel stated, looking at Zach with wide curiosity. They both went for me before I could decide if it was worth running or not. I had silver chains on my hands. Their energy disabled mine and I knew that from then on all my explanations were useless. My destiny had already been decided.

      Zach reached for his gun, springing back to his feet, like he realised what was going on. His attempt was heroic, but stupid. His gun melted in his hand and he roared with pain, dropping it on the ground.

      “You won’t be punished, human. You’re not at fault here, but you will follow us down to the chamber. We will decide there what to do with you,” the blond Watcher said, staring at Zach with a mixture of wariness and curiosity. Zach was holding his wrist, looking from me to the Watcher with a crazy expression on his face. He wanted to throw himself at the blond Watcher, and I wanted to erase this whole thing from his memory. “Start walking along with the mongrel. You can still survive this.”

      Zach didn’t move. He wanted to argue, but then he noticed his deformed gun and thought better of it. Millions of questions rushed through his mind. I trembled with cold. My clothes were soaked and water was still dripping from me. We started moving, the silver chains digging into my wrists.

      Zach was walking behind me, and the two Watchers joined us on each side. There wasn’t any good way out of it, this was my end. I was going down to the pits. There was no point wasting any tears, at least I spent the last few hours with Zach, who now believed that I was a charlatan, some kind of doomed witch that took his sister. He wasn’t too wrong in that respect. A half demon had taken away his sister and turned her into some other being.

      Somehow we found ourselves in another tunnel. I could barely walk, still thinking about my options and anyone that could help me. The magic had tricked me, made me believe that my mother was alive. Now I was paying the price.

      After at least half an hour, the tunnel dropped and the Watchers asked us to stop in front of the entrance to the cave. I was pushed inside. I felt pressure in my skull, the kind of dread that someone feels when they see death standing in the middle of the room, ready to take them down to hell. I didn’t believe in old stories, but I was thinking about the worst, about the pain that I was going to cause to someone far away, someone that meant the world to me.

      Zachary looked around, knowing that he couldn’t fight with the real evil. Azezel used the heavy magical chains to make sure I wouldn’t escape. I knew that there was no point trying to explain what was happening, that I didn’t mean to break any laws. I was caught in what I thought was the entrance to Gjöll, instead I must have opened up an illegal entrance to the underworld, fully controlled by Lucifer. At the same time I had seen the corpses. They weren’t my imagination. I had touched them, spoken to them, but this was psychically impossible. Maybe I believed so hard that I was in Gjöll that I started hallucinating.

      I couldn’t move now, being chained up to the cave wall. Zach was asked to stay inside with me and the two Watchers had left the cave. Their magic was powerful, interfering and tangling with my own. It was just a matter of time before they would start torturing me, demanding answers, connecting me with other mongrels. Zach started pacing around, then stopped to look at me. He was very pissed off.

      “Who are these creatures? What are they going to do with us?” he asked, shaking his head. “I trusted you and all this time you were leading me on, using me in your magical rituals.”

      He still wasn’t getting what was going on and he stared at me with that disturbing look on his face. Watchers didn’t need Zach, he was just a human after all, and I had to convince them to let him go. I was done. The Watchers had me and there was nothing anyone could do to change my fate.

      “There is another world beyond the one you know and see everyday. I’m a half demon; my mother was a human. Nameless Thief is a half demon too. That’s why he kept getting away, that’s why you couldn’t catch him, Zach. Demons follow certain rules and tonight I broke them and I’m going to be punished for it,” I said, fed up with lies and deceit. Zach narrowed his eyes at me, then dragged his hand through his hair. He was attempting to wrap his mind around this whole thing, but with miserable results. The Watchers were outside, probably debating what to do with me.

      There was a lot more that I needed to explain to him, but I had no idea where to start.

      “I knew that there was something wrong. There are demons walking on the streets? What about these men with wings? Who are they?” he asked, somehow relieved and somehow furious. We both knew that I lied to him, but only because I wanted to protect him.

      “They are Watchers, demons that are supposed to protect humans from knowing about the demonic world. There is an underworld, ruled by Lucifer. All the demons are divided by factions, and because I trespassed it here, using illegal magic, I’m going to be punished. Don’t worry, they will let you go,” I said, wondering if it was even worth it to pass the message to Ricky through Zach. Tomorrow the detective wouldn’t remember a thing. There was no doubt that Watchers would erase the night from his memory.

      Zach took a few deep breaths, staring at me and shaking his head. He was still thinking about his sister.

      “This isn’t right. We have been lied to; you’re lying to me now. There is no hell,” he shouted, tangling his hair. I sighed, knowing that maybe I had made a mistake. Zach could never handle the truth about the demonic world. He was beside me before I could blink, grabbing my neck. “Tell me what happened to my sister. The demons have taken her, and you had something to do with it, didn’t you?”

      He wanted to kill me. There was no more lust, no attraction. He was ready to end it all.

      “She’s alive. I have no idea what happened to her, but I know that she is alive. Nameless was involved with her disappearance years ago. I came here tonight to find him, to solve it all, Zach … I’m sorry,” I said, but his eyes were mad and he didn’t believe anything that I said.

      “Step away from the mongrel, human. This isn’t the way. She’s going to be sent down for exposure of our world and violation of protocol,” said Daniel, entering the cave along with his companion. Both Watchers ditched their enormous wings, so they looked like humans.

      “Wait, I was only doing what I had to. I’m involved with royal affairs with Rodriguez, the head of Lucifer’s faction,” I said, hoping that maybe that name meant something amongst them, that maybe at least they would reach out to him.

      “Mongrels are supposed to obey all the rules, and there are no exceptions,” Azezel said. He walked up to me, releasing the magical chains. He smelled of freshly cut wood and herbs. His touch burned my skin, and when he pushed me forward towards the other side of the cave I felt the magic rushing through my veins.

      Then the ground underneath my feet began to shake, the air got thicker. The warmth began filling up the cave. Goose pimples broke over my skin and sweat ran down my face. Zach was standing behind the Watchers. He didn’t know what was happening, but he didn’t feel sorry for me at all.

      It was like in the wasteland, like in the alley when I saved Emma, but this time this was happening to me. The earth extended, and a giant hole opened up in front of me. I looked down seeing the fire and only fire. The pits were in front of me, and the Watchers were planning to throw me down, without a hearing or an order. This was it, this was the end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Seven

        

        “Thus every nature moves across the tide
        of the great sea of being to its own port,
        each with its given instinct as its guide.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Paradiso

      

    
    
      The heat stung my skin. I felt it in the marrow of my bones, spreading quickly everywhere. Unknown voices were calling me down to hell, and I wished that I’d made different decisions a couple hours ago. The large hole filled with fire spread in front of me. The Watchers had won. They couldn’t wait to report to Berith that they caught a mongrel trying to illegally enter the underworld. Daniel was hoping that he would rise in the ranks, and his mate only wanted to see me dead.

      “No, you can’t!” Zach shouted, suddenly growing a conscience. “This is inhuman. Let her go.”

      I looked back at him, smiling possibly for the last time in my lifetime. Zach didn’t hate me after all. He couldn’t let them kill me, his humanity made him look beyond the lies, the deceit, and the pain that I had caused him. I only wanted to preserve his humanity. The demonic world was cruel and he’d suffered enough at the hands of creatures that he didn’t even know existed.

      “There are too many mongrels in the demonic community, and we are going to make a good example of her. Trespassing to the underworld is illegal. She must be punished severely,” roared Daniel, pumped with hate. Deep down he was an arsehole. This had nothing to do with breaking the rules. I was a mongrel and that’s why they wanted to kill me. My clothes were sticking to my skin, sweat running down my body. The heat was becoming unbearable, and I felt my skin burning raw.

      Zach went suddenly ballistic. He was trying to tear past the Watchers that stood behind me, screaming at them to let me go, but it was hopeless. They were stronger, filled with inhuman energy.

      I felt nauseous, trying to move back, but the heat was forcing me forward.

      A step further and my feet would slip; with every passing second I was losing more oxygen, taking long raspy breaths. I thought about my mother when Zach was fighting for me. I thought about the demon that fathered me. After all, I would never have a chance to find out who he was.

      I clenched my fists, trying not to scream, but my skin was flaming alive. Small blisters appeared on my arms and legs. Then—all the warmth from the cave was sucked out. The earth moved underneath my feet. I lost my balance, knowing that I was going down. A strong cold wind ruffled my hair. It came out of nowhere, cooling me off a little. A moment later I found myself on the ground. I tried to inhale, but my lungs felt like they were on fire. Something was wrong. My vision was blurry when I lifted my head, but I realised that the hole had disappeared. The heat remained, but now I could breathe again. The Watchers looked disoriented, staring at each other in confusion.

      “The letter, it’s sealed with hell’s mark, Azezel,” Daniel rasped somewhere in the background.

      Beads of sweat ran down my face. A moment later, I saw a thick brown envelope lying on the ground by Daniel’s feet. It reminded me a lot of the one that I received a couple of months ago from the royals, but the seal was in the shape of a skull. The two Watchers stared at it for a long while; neither of them dared to move.

      Finally Azezel reached out and picked up the letter. He glanced at his companion like he was searching for a confirmation of whether he was supposed to open it or not. I held my breath, thinking that they were hesitating for a reason, that this message came directly from downstairs.

      He finally broke the seal and unfolded the brown paper. His pupils dilated as his eyes moved over the text slowly. After a moment of silence Daniel passed the letter to his companion and looked at me with utter disgust.

      The Watchers had no respect for mongrels or humans. Azezel stared at me like I was nothing but an insignificant insect that he intended to squash. I had blisters all over my body, but I didn’t feel any pain. I was high on adrenaline pumping through my system. Maybe I was going to be saved. Maybe there was hope for me after all.

      “You may leave with the human now, mongrel. The punishment won’t be carried out. You have been spared,” Daniel stated bitterly, moving aside. He looked displeased, angry. I couldn’t believe what I was hearing.

      “Who is the letter from? What do you mean that I have been spared?” I asked, wondering why the hell I was even questioning them. A second ago they wanted to toss me down to the pits, burn me alive and torture me, and instead of getting up and leaving I was demanding answers.

      “Leave now and take the human with you. He’s your responsibility now, the hell decision has been made,” Daniel said, and then spat on the ground with disgust. It was obvious that he didn’t agree with whoever sent the letter.

      Maybe this was stupid, but I didn’t want to move. I had to know who had sent the letter, who knew that I had entered the underworld. Ricky had no idea what was going on, and Zach wouldn’t have had time to get back up. The letter must have been from someone important, someone that knew what I was doing all along.

      The two Watchers glared at me like they were ready to carry on the execution anyway. I pushed my feet forward, telling myself that I better get out of here as soon as I could. Zach was staring with mixture of wariness and shock. He still didn’t believe in anything that happened in the cave.

      It was clear that the two Watchers weren’t prepared to talk. A moment later Zach grabbed my hand and physically dragged me out of the cave. His grip was so tight that it was cutting circulation to my fingers. I was unable to say anything, moving through darkness, not looking back, not understanding what was actually going on.

      I had no idea how much time had passed, but then we were in the water again. The coldness soothed my burning skin a little, and I searched for corpses, but the water was calm, and there was nothing in it.

      “Maxine, what the hell are you doing? We need to get out of here,” Zach said when I immersed myself in the icy flowing stream. The water was only to my knees now, but I had to lie flat, it was such a relief not to feel the burning anymore. I wanted to close my eyes and stay there forever.

      I didn’t remember much of what happened after that. Everything was blurry, but Zach must have dragged me out of the water, and then we walked for what seemed like forever. My feet were aching, my thoughts racing. I knew that Frederick must have purposely misled me. He must have seen through my magic; he must have known that I was a mongrel. There wasn’t any other explanation.

      Once I inhaled the fresh air on the outside I collapsed on the ground, drained of my powers, drained of magic and energy. I couldn’t move, I didn’t feel my limbs, and my breathing became laboured. We were back on earth, to the world that I knew.

      Zach was talking to me, but I couldn’t understand what he was saying. My skin began burning again and then the darkness shattered me.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Eight

        

        “Here we will drag them, and through the sad
        wood our corpses will hang, each on the thornbrush
        of the soul that harmed it.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      Somehow I had to carry on talking and show him that I was ready to reveal everything. There was no point lying anymore or even attempting to tamper with his fragile mind. The Watchers had let him go, so Zach was my responsibility now. Part of me knew that now there was nothing stopping me from being with him, but romance was clearly the last thing on his mind right now.

      There was so much that I wanted to share with him. Maybe then he would understand why I was forced to make certain decisions in the past. When Arthur and I were together we had to conceal our relationship from everyone around us, but with Zach things were much more complicated. He was suffering, he felt betrayed and cheated. All this time he had been right: there was magic and other creatures in his world, but he wasn’t allowed to share this new knowledge with anyone.

      I pulled away the covers and sat on the bed, staring at the man that was breaking apart. My legs were covered with bandages, but the pain was bearable. I had gone through worse things in life, but this wasn’t the time to worry about my wounds. There was a man in the room that needed me. I filled his head with memories that were fabricated, just because I was trying to protect myself. The image of the pits floated in front of my eyes, but I pushed it away. My fears could wait. I had to tell Zach that I cared about him a lot.

      I walked up to him and sat down, still wearing my hospital gown. I wanted to use my energy to take away his pain, for at least a moment, but my body hadn’t recovered yet. My muscles were sore, my skin still stinging in various places. Zach stopped sobbing now; he was immobile, broadcasting only anger and resentment. He didn’t want to believe that he’d lived in deceit for such a long time.

      “Your partner, Cora, she was a demon too and she took a risk. She knew that faction discourages any romantic involvement with humans, but she chose to ignore it. Someone must have reported her. There isn’t any other explanation of why she died. The Watcher from her past came back and killed her,” I said, still touching him. Zach didn’t understand how demons shaped humanity, but he deserved the truth. I didn’t agree with hell’s rules, but I wasn’t able to change a thing. I was only a mongrel, and half demons meant nothing in hell.

      “What happened to my sister? Did your people take Zara?” he asked, and lifted his head up. There weren’t any more tears, just anger and it was directed at me.

      “I don’t know, but she’s alive and well. Somehow she’s gotten involved with Nameless Thief, with his people,” I said, trying to keep my emotions at bay. Zach needed my help to track down his sister, and I already had a plan. There was no doubt that I still had to retrieve the letter, but my priorities changed.

      “Nameless? What does he have to with her?” he asked, narrowing his eyes at me.

      “She was the one that stole the jewellery at the party and the one that warned me to stay away from him. I saw her down the tunnels, but I wasn’t certain it was her until that party in the manor. ”

      “No, Zara wouldn’t be that stupid. She wouldn’t have left us for some demon, a monster,” he said, shaking his head. I was surprised that the nurse hadn’t checked on me yet. Zach was quite loud earlier on, and I had to make sure that he would keep his mouth shut. No one would save me if he started telling other people that there were demons walking on the streets of London.

      “I can’t explain what exactly happened to her, Zach. I think Nameless has done something to her, changed her, made her forget about her humanity. I’ll help you find her, I promise, Zach, but you need to understand that you mustn’t tell other people about what you know. This is very important.”

      He lifted himself up and looked at me like he still didn’t believe that I wasn’t human.

      “So you want me to lie to everyone that I know?” he asked.

      “If you want to live, then yes, humans can’t know. They aren’t ready for the truth. I don’t make the rules,” I stated, thinking about that letter last night, and wondering who else knew about my attempt to enter Gjöll.

      “Fine, but how are we going to track Nameless now?”

      “I have a plan. A few weeks ago his father came to me and asked me to find him. You met him in the palace. As it turned out he chose the only place in the underworld that the factions can’t control: Gjöll. I guess that he made a lot of enemies over the years, and we aren’t the only people that are trying to find him,” I said, knowing that for now I needed to forget about the letter. Right now Zach’s sister was my priority. Nameless had her, and I owed it to Zach to find out what happened.

      “You should have told me that she was the one that stole the jewellery at the party,” he told me, looking out the window. I wished that I’d had enough courage in me to go to him and kiss him.

      “There is a way to get to Gjöll, to cross the river that separates the living from the dead. It’s the only place which Lucifer doesn’t control, where Nameless is protected,” I said, knowing that Zach wasn’t ready to join me, but it was still going to be hard to convince him not to come with me.

      For a long moment he debated over what to do, if he could trust me once again. I was still on the floor, struggling to find a comfortable position when he reached out with his hand.

      “Fine, Maxine, I’ll follow your lead one more time, but this time we are playing by my rules,” he said, helping me back on my feet. I could have sworn that I saw that flirtatious gleam in his eyes when part of my thighs got exposed.

      “I’m sorry for lying, for deceiving you, but I really had no choice. After all, I’m just a mongrel, half demon. We don’t have much say in the demonic world; our voices don’t matter,” I explained, getting back to bed. Zach did understand, but he was still wary of everything that was coming out of my mouth.

      A moment later his phone interrupted our conversation. Zach answered it, and I knew that he had to leave.

      We didn’t make any promises to each other, but somehow I wasn’t afraid that he was going to start talking. He must have understood that the life of his missing sister depended on it.

      I lay on the hospital bed for some time after he left, thinking about Ronan. I knew that if I found Nameless and Zara, I could trade something for my letter, for all the letters.

      After I got lunch, Emma came back to check on me. Apparently Ricky had to go back to the office. He had an appointment with a new client. When the doctor did his rounds, I was ready to go home. My burns would heal eventually, and I couldn’t lose another day just lying around. Emma didn’t want to hear about my new ideas; she wanted me to stay in bed. It took a bit of convincing  and maybe a few lies to let her know that I was healed, that I had to get on with things. She agreed to bring me some elixirs back from my apartment.

      She came back after a few hours, with a new pair of jeans, some T-shirts and magical potions. I sneaked out of the hospital in the late afternoon, pumped with magic. My skin needed to be soaked in a cold bath, probably with some added extras. Two months ago after the attack of the A’rea and my confrontation with Alexis, it took me weeks to get back to normal. Emma had taken care of the paperwork, but the nurses weren’t happy that I demanded to be released.

      Luckily for me Ricky asked Emma to go back to the office. After assuring her that I was going to be fine, she eventually left me alone. I took some of the bandages off, brewed the elixirs from the dead raccoon that was supposed to sort me out. I forced some food into me and just before ten o’clock in the night I felt well enough to go out. I’d failed yesterday and I had to rectify that mistake as soon as possible, so I headed straight for the Broken Shoe. Paul didn’t look happy when he saw me.

      “What the hell happened to you, Maxine?” he asked, staring down at my red face. Most of the swelling went down earlier on, but I still looked pretty battered. I had to find another way to Gjöll, but at the same time my hands were tied. The market wasn’t happening for another couple of weeks, and I couldn’t wait that long.

      “It’s a very long and complicated story. You’d make me feel so much better if I had some tequila,” I said, feeling queasy. I was supposed to quit, sort myself out, but tonight the voices in my head were unbearable. Besides, I was hoping to pick Paul’s brain out about Gjöll. He had worked for Berith for years. He must have heard about an illegal entrance to the only part of the underworld that wasn’t controlled by Watchers. It was just a case of asking the right questions.

      Paul glared at me, shook his head and eventually placed a shiny new bottle on the bar.

      “Let me guess, you had an unpleasant encounter with Watchers?” he asked, like he just read my mind.

      “Sort of. Have you ever heard of Azezel or Daniel? Those two were ready to throw me into the pits last night.”

      Paul unscrewed the bottle and poured some into a shot glass.

      “You shouldn’t be talking about them right here,” he pointed out, and I suddenly felt very warm and slightly lightheaded. I had a feeling that Paul’s demonic energy wasn’t exactly lost like he claimed. I looked around, spotting a drunken human on the other side of the bar. Paul was exaggerating, the bar was quiet and I wasn’t sensing any demons nearby. His previous profession left him paranoid.

      “I managed to get an old formula, the entrance to Gjöll. I used my magic down by the river, but the formula was wrong. I entered the underworld instead and got caught. On top of that, Zach followed me down and saw everything,” I said, and then drank some liquid magic. It was refreshing, and my skin felt less strained. I wanted to play poker, maybe network with demons that could help me, but another month of rent was due soon. My stash was empty, and I couldn’t afford to be late again.

      Paul widened his eyes and cleared his throat.

      “That’s impossible. How are you even alive? Those two have never spared anyone, and they definitely wouldn’t spare a mongrel.”

      “They received a letter just before I was supposed to be thrown down to the pits, and they told me that I had been spared,” I explained, popping another shot into my throat. “Don’t ask me. I have no idea what happened, but it looks like someone must really like me down below.”

      Paul was shocked, so much so that he stopped polishing the glasses and stared, placing one on the bar.

      “Unbelievable, you’re one lucky mongrel,” Paul said, and then poured himself a pint of beer. Okay, so he was planning to be my drinking companion for a night? “Maxine, tell me what is going on. Why are you sticking your nose where you’re not supposed to? Besides, the entrance to Gjöll is just an old myth. Stop wasting your time with this nonsense. ”

      I was shocked that he said that and admitted that he knew about Gjöll. He wasn’t right. The entrance did exist, because Nameless was hiding there.

      “I have everything under control, Paul. You don’t have to worry,” I said, which was a complete lie. Everything was slowly falling apart. The stolen letters, my secret, my half-started romance with Arthur, and now Zach. Paul  didn’t have to read my mind to know that I was selling him the biggest bullshit in the history. I was far away from closing off this case.

      “I know what you’re thinking, but you’re going the wrong way about it. You won’t find the way to enter Gjöll. Someone must lead you to it,” Paul said, with a serious expression on his face. I stared at him in confusion.

      “What exactly do you mean by that?” I pressed, knowing that I couldn’t drink anymore. Paul knew something, but it was going to take me a few more hours to break him. He smoothed his fat neck and then noticed a customer on the other side of the bar.

      “Hold on, I’ll be right back,” he muttered and then went to serve a newcomer. Sometimes Paul was frustrating. He possessed an incredible knowledge, but he was still loyal to Berith. I was surprised he was even allowed to leave.  After all, he was one of them.

      Soon after, Paul immersed himself in conversation with the new customer and I was suddenly bored. I decided to go outside for a cigarette, to stay away from drinking more tequila. Paul was a good person, but tonight he had to forget about his morals and tell me what he knew. He didn’t understand that my life was falling apart, that I had to find Nameless.

      I arched my head backwards, resting it on the back door, then dragged smoke into my lungs. A moment later I spotted a figure on the street and I started coughing. It took me a moment to pull myself together and figure out that I saw someone that I recognised. My eyes couldn’t have misled me, but I was a hundred percent sure that Zara had just passed through the alley, carrying a rucksack on her shoulders. I shook my head, telling myself that she couldn’t be here, that this was impossible. I quickly dumped the cigarette on the ground, stepped on it, and decided to see for myself if that was really her. Tequila could wait, but Zara couldn’t.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Twenty-Nine

        

        “I felt a breeze strike soft upon my brow:
        I felt a wing caress it, I am sure,
        I sensed the sweetness of ambrosia.” 
        ― Dante Alighieri, Purgatorio

      

    
    
      I looked back at the entrance to the pub, hesitating for a split second, thinking that Paul needed to know where I was going this time around. In the end I didn’t want to waste my time and started running towards the alley where I saw Zara last. I didn’t want to lose her, but at the same time I wasn’t certain that it was actually her. The woman ahead had dark hair in a ponytail, leather jacket, and there was something sticking out of her back pocket. It was possibly the famous machete, but that annoying question kept popping in my head. Why would she let herself be exposed like that? What was she doing in this area so late at night?

      I kept my distance. She was walking fast, almost running, and it was difficult to see her face. Just a moment ago Paul advised me that I needed to slow down and stop sticking my nose where I wasn’t supposed to, and right now I was doing exactly that.

      After half an hour the alleged Zara had reached the main high street of Brixton. I had to remind myself a couple of times that I was still in recovery, and my burns weren’t fully healed. Last night’s encounter with Watchers had weakened me, and maybe it was time to call Zach. After all, I was following his missing sister.

      A moment later Zara sped up. She was obviously in a hurry. A couple of drunk humans that were smoking outside the pub, whistled at her, shouting some sexual remarks, but she kept going, ignoring them. My demonic power began rolling down my back, but it was going to take me a while to recoup the strength from a couple of days ago.

      When she finally stopped on the corner by the traffic lights and looked around, I backed away to the empty building behind me, afraid that she would notice me. I took out my mobile and dialled Zach’s number quickly. When the voicemail picked up, I was ready to toss the phone on the street, burning with frustration. Zach wasn’t available when I needed him the most, typical.

      She crossed the street and carried on towards the north side of the city. It was just after midnight when she stopped by the entrance to the underground station. A moment later she disappeared inside. I ran then, knowing that she was most likely aware that I was close and she was hoping to lose me in the crowd. The station was busy, and I managed to follow her trace down to the platform, using the elixir that I had on me. I used the last bit of my demonic sense to locate her getting into the tube that headed towards central London. She changed the station a couple of times, confusing me ever more. She was playing a very twisted game, and I had to force myself to stay still, and just wait.

      It was late, probably before one in the morning when I followed her all the way to Aldgate East station, keeping a safe distance between us. My fingertips started to sparkle as I hid myself behind a group of Asian students and watched her approaching the man in a trench coat.

      I would have been very pissed off with myself if it turned out that I had followed some random woman that looked like Zara. As it turned out, my gut feeling didn’t disappoint, because she finally turned around revealing her face. Moments later the guy with a trench coat shook her hand and I recognised him too. The colour drained from my face when I realised that it was Ronan. She passed some kind of package to him and they both smiled at each other.

      Shock rippled through me. Something was very wrong here. Why on earth was Ronan meeting with Zara in the middle of the night, the woman that was a close accomplice of his son? I kept watching them wondering what the hell was going on here. Ronan was an old friend, and he would have never betrayed me. The letters from the dead princess were priceless to him, but his meeting seemed like it was planned.

      A burning hot anger was filling my stomach, because none of this made sense. He pointed at the package and said something else to her. I tried Zach’s mobile again, but it was going straight to voicemail. I didn’t know what to do, staring at my old friend that was supposed to be on my side.

      It took another ten minutes for them to disappear behind the barrier that led towards rail tracks. The train passed, people got in and no one noticed that a man and a woman vanished off the platform.

      I reached the same spot a couple of moments later and sensed the magical potion. It was one of those elixirs that strengthened the specific magical formula. I presumed that Ronan had just managed to open the entrance to another tunnel. He must have made some kind of agreement with Zara. Maybe they were working together against Nameless. Maybe he got fed up waiting around, so he decided to take matters into his own hands. The possibilities were endless.

      There were steps down that led towards the underground tunnel. I was slammed with strong demonic energy that circulated around the space. It was just a matter of time before they sensed my presence, but I was willing to follow them down. I wanted answers, and I wanted to know what they were doing. After years of friendship I didn’t want to believe that he would betray me in such a way, teaming up with an alleged enemy.

      Zara and Ronan were somewhere ahead of me. Now and again I heard trains crossing, the whole tunnel was shaking, and air pressure filled my ears.

      After some time I must have lost them, following through the endless rail tracks, moving further into the doomed darkness. I could no longer sense them. Despite that, I kept walking, following the tracks and remembering the cross over and the Keres that implanted the memory from my early childhood a while back now.

      The tracks began to narrow and soon the tunnel started dropping down. The oxygen level decreased too and I found myself struggling to catch my breath. The tunnel narrowed further and further, making me feel slightly suffocated.

      Deep down I knew that I had left the London underground behind. Ronan used his ancient magic to let Zara inside this part of the underground or cross world.

      After what seemed like hours, I reached the end. Right in front of me there was another entrance to a cave. Alarm bells started going in my head. It was time for me to stop and reconsider what I was doing. The energy that scorched over me didn’t feel right. There were two human skeletons lying on the side of the cave.

      The air was punched out of my lungs when I lifted my eyes, noticing a sign on the right side that was engraved in the stone.  I had finally found the place that I had been so desperate to get to, the legendary Gjöll. Ronan must have found the way, and this time around I was a hundred percent sure the entrance was real. Every tiny hair on the back of my neck rose, as I tried to breathe in, aware of the heat that wafted through the air.

      I could still go back and get in touch with Zach, but I had no idea if the entrance would still be here later on. Ronan had lied to me, but I didn’t want to believe that he knew how to get to Gjöll in the past few weeks. He wouldn’t have let me struggle over finding the way in.

      I walked through the cave a moment later, knowing that I couldn’t turn back. My anxiety increased, because the entrance reminded me a lot of the one from two days ago. If this was the real deal, then the icy river of Gjöll would appear spread in front of me at any moment. I was stepping into unknown territory, not knowing what was waiting for me on the other side.

      My breathing became laboured. I sensed demons close by, heard muted voices and screams. The long corridor widened, and after some time it started to level up. A few minutes later I reached the end, and on my right I noticed concrete stairs. I climbed up, breathing hard until I squeezed through to the large open space. It was another cave, but this was stretched for at least half a mile. A cold shiver traveled down my spine when I rubbed my tired eyes, seeing a lake that covered almost the entire square footage. There was a small island in the middle and the only way to get there was through the lake.

      The tiny voice in my head reminded me that this wasn’t exactly what I expected. Everyone always talked about the river, not a lake. I also suspected that the mythological Gjöll was filled with nasty surprises. Nameless was hiding here, and now so were Zara and Ronan.

      The water looked calm, and it was difficult to judge if the lake was deep or not. I took a few deep breaths, telling myself that I was in control of this situation, that I still had my magic inside me. I walked up to the edge, looking around, and a moment later a boat appeared from underneath the surface. It was made of wood and it vibrated with demonic magic. I stared at it for a while, contemplating what to do. This whole thing seemed easy, almost too easy. Someone wanted me to get to the other side. Maybe it was just a dream, maybe this whole thing was a hallucination. After all, I had magical tequila in my system.

      I took my leather jacket off and tossed it on the ground, bracing myself as I climbed on the boat. There were two oars inside. I was clumsy, but eventually I figured out how to use them, and the boat started moving slowly through the dark waters. Swimming wasn’t something that I enjoyed, and after last night I didn’t want to even consider getting into that lake.

      The silence rang in my ears, and after several minutes my arms started to ache, but at least I was halfway through. I knew that I arrived here completely unprepared, still experiencing the side effects of elixirs that I pumped into myself earlier on. If Nameless was somewhere here, then I had made the right decision, but I was also worried about Ronan. He opened the tunnel for a reason and he did that behind my back.

      By the time I reached the rocky island in the middle of the lake, my skin became hypersensitive to unknown magic circulating around me. I started to sweat and struggled to breathe. The boat disappeared as quickly as it appeared. The island was rocky. There were some brushes and stones scattered around. I spotted someone tied up to a tree, a mongrel.

      He was covered with blood, his eyes were swollen, and he had cuts all over his chest. A moment later, probably after hearing my heavy breathing, he lifted his head up.

      “I knew you would come. My father was right all along. You wouldn’t just give up,” he said. I assumed that I was facing Nameless Thief. He was injured, covered with cuts and bits of dried blood. He had dark brownish hair, deep hazel eyes and wide jaw. He muscles were poking out of his green, now- torn-apart T-shirt.

      “Where is Ronan and what is going on here? Why are you tied up?” I asked, creating a fire ball that I balanced on my hand. It was a precaution in case this was some kind of trap. My energy was suddenly alive, rising in my system, igniting my protecting wards.

      Nameless laughed and shook his head, staring at me with a mixture of anger and amusement.

      “The letter has gone. Your prince has it now and he knows the truth,” Thomas replied, and I felt like my knees were just about to give up on me. No, this was impossible. Arthur couldn’t have gotten the letter already. Nameless was bluffing, trying to scare me.

      I got to him before I realised what I was doing and started shaking him, screaming.

      “No, you’re lying, you son of a bitch. Where the hell is Ronan and what have you done to Zara!”

      My deepest secret, something that I had been protecting for so long had been revealed. I didn’t want to believe any words that were coming out of his mouth. My lungs constricted with panic, my heart beat loudly in my chest. Nameless Thief laughed again, ignoring the fact that I was slowly falling apart.

      “I’m sorry, but I don’t have your letter any longer. When I stole those letters from my father everything turned against me. It was supposed to be a revenge for all the forgotten years, for what he had done to my family, but then she tracked me down. I had no idea how, but she knew that I had something that belonged to you,” Nameless whispered, looking at me with his crazy red eyes. I had to get out of here, get back on the boat and then walk all the way back to the platform. Maybe it wasn’t too late yet, maybe I could get to the palace on time and prevent Arthur from reading that letter, twist his memory.

      I took a few steps away, losing the last bits of oxygen. I felt pressure in my chest, then flames appeared all around me. Nameless roared on top of his lungs, like he was in agonising pain.

      “Maxine, I’m sorry … I’m really sorry, but she made me do this!” Ronan shouted, appearing on the other side of the flames. He was on his knees, and Zara stood beside him, holding her machete under his head. She was grinning at me, filled with very disturbing power, energy that didn’t belong to her. I waved my hand, trying to get my magic under control, but nothing happened.

      “Ronan, what the hell is going on here? What did Zara did to you?” I shouted, thinking about the quickest way to the palace. I had to fix this, make it to Arthur.

      “She was ready to kill my son, so I had to entice you here for her,” Ronan said, begging me with his eyes not to do anything rash. I didn’t get why he wouldn’t just use his magic, was this part of his master plan to get himself captured? The girl was still a human and he could easily disable her.

      “What the hell is going on here? What do you want, Zara? What did I ever do to you?” I shouted, concentrating on my demonic source of power, hoping to toss some fireballs right at her, but my fingertips only sparkled. Nothing happened, the burning energy died. I panicked, thinking about other ways of killing her. Maybe Zach would hate me for it, but I had to get out of here now. She was the enemy, a toxic soul that hated me for no reason.

      “This whole thing was never about her, Maxine, but me, the one that burned alive,” said the voice that turned my blood to ice. I blinked rapidly, seeing that Alexis suddenly appeared next to Zara through the thick white fog. She smiled widely at me and then her laugh echoed around the massive cave. I should have known that she was behind this whole thing. I should have suspected it from the very beginning.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty

        

        “Death could scarce be more bitter than that place! But since it came to good, I will recount all that I found revealed there by God’s grace.”
        ― Dante Alighieri, Inferno

      

    
    
      I instantly noticed that there was something wrong with Alexis’s face. It was burned, melted and deformed. My mind spun out of control, and the whole thing became suddenly very clear. Of course she was behind this whole thing. I couldn’t believe that I didn’t figure this out sooner. She certainly looked like she had been to hell and back, thanks to me.

      She had escaped the pits. I guessed that from the very beginning, but I never thought that she would trick me and make me look like a complete fool. She knew about Nameless, and she must have caught him when he was trying to escape with the letters, but how?

      I had been very careful two years ago. No one knew that Ronan was a demon that helped me disappear. Alexis somehow figured out everything, and I followed Zara all the way to Gjöll—exactly where she wanted me. Of course, this was the perfect plan and I was dismissive enough to fall for it.

      “Maxine, I’m sorry. She was ready to kill him. You know that he’s my only—”

      “Shut up, old man, we don’t have time for your melodrama.” Alexis cut Ronan off, looking truly overjoyed. “Maxine is finally here, so the party can really begin.”

      The fire surrounded me and Nameless. We had nowhere to escape and my magic seemed useless, disabled by mythological forces. I couldn’t fully concentrate. Alexis was the answer to everything that went wrong in my life in the past couple of weeks. My self-beatings over lost love had blinded me, made me sloppy and useless.

      Suddenly I felt angry. I’d made my choice and should have accepted the consequences. It was my sacrifice and deep down I was extremely proud of everything that I had achieved. I was at the bottom of the barrel, but I’d managed to lift myself up. Coming back to London was the best decision that I ever made. I was trying to run away from Arthur, but instead I should have shared my secret with him much sooner. Maybe then he would have understood that I made this huge sacrifice for him because I wanted to protect him, so he could preserve his dignity and reputation. During our affair he kept saying that I wasn’t just his mistress but his partner. I should have insisted that I would never work for him again, because I loved having my own business and not answering to people like the Queen or Rodriguez.

      “You kidnapped Prince George, and you paid your price, Alexis. This is between you and me, so let them go,” I said, trying to pick up energy from the air, the earth, but it was like someone or something was blocking it. Alexis had broken into the old monastery and must have found something there that directed her to Nameless or Ronan. Now she had Zara under her control too.

      She tossed her crimson hair away from her face and smiled at Zara. Ronan opened his mouth probably to apologise, to let me know that he’d been tricked too, but there was no need. During my investigating with Zach she had been giving me signs. I had hints that I ignored, because I was too proud to admit that she could get to me.

      “Oh no, your friends are a good motivating factor for you, dear. I had underestimated you, didn’t think that you could be any value to me, but I was wrong. A couple of months ago after years of research I finally found the spell that could heal me, but I needed royal blood for it to work. My soul was falling apart, and I was so close … and then you ruined everything,” she said, while Nameless was mumbling incoherent words to himself. His energy was fading. I had no idea how long he had been on the island, in Gjöll. Alexis must have planned this for ages, bringing me here, away from the earth, away from anyone that could help me. She could truly do whatever she wanted here where  Watchers had no control. “I was so damn close until I was sent down to the pits. Luckily for me I learnt something about you, something that changed everything.”

      “What the hell do you want?” I asked, pacing around the fire wall, imagining what could I do if I could get my hands on her. This time around I wouldn’t hesitate to kill her, making sure that she turned to ash. The burning fire was swallowing the oxygen, weakening me. Sweat started dripping down my face. Panic began settling in, and memories of my last encounter with the Watchers flooded my head.

      Alexis laughed, stroking Zara’s hair, revealing part of her face that was slightly deformed too. Zach’s sister must have been badly burned in the past or that twisted bitch had harmed her. I hadn’t noticed it before, but now her scar was visible, covering the left side of her cheek and neck.

      “Oh, this is very simple. I want her, I need her to heal my dying soul, Maxine,” she stated, cocking her head to the side.

      I went over what she said in my head and for a second I thought that I didn’t understand her. But her thoughts were so transparent and clear. She wanted me to give up what I loved the most, something that I was willing to die for—so she could use her blood to prolong her demonic soul. I roared with anger, creating another lightning ball, and threw it towards her. The ball bounced back, coming back, nearly hitting me in the chest. Alexis laughed loudly, and Nameless screamed like someone was tearing him apart. I had no idea what just happened, and why my magic wasn’t working the way it supposed to.

      “I will never give her up, bitch. You can keep me here till the end of time, but this secret is going down with me to the grave,” I shouted, losing control, ready to use all my power to get the fuck away from here, to destroy her forever.

      She shook her head, then took something out of her pocket, a knife. It used to belong to me. I remembered it, because it was a gift from Ronan.

      “Well, maybe I was wrong after all, the old man won’t get your juices going. You guys don’t have that emotional connection. Besides, I have already tried torturing his beloved son and that didn’t get me anywhere,” Alexis said, not looking too pleased with herself. Ronan had protected my secret with the spell, even if he wanted to reveal the location to Alexis, he couldn’t.

      “Just tell me where she is and I’ll let go of your friends. She’s going to heal me, so I can challenge Lucifer, get back what belongs to me.”

      I laughed nervously and shoved my hands into my pockets. My mind raced as I thought about any spell that could work in this situation. I had to send a message to Matilda, to warn her that she was in danger. Alexis had nothing to lose. She was dying and she didn’t care about anyone’s life other than her own.

      “You will never get your hands on her,” I said, pacing around, trying to find the crack in her charms. Her smile faded, then she leaned over to Zara and whispered something into her ear. There was that challenging gleam in her eyes. Alexis waved her hands, stealing more demonic energy from Nameless and Ronan, draining them of everything they had. Suddenly I felt pain at the back of my head. The white fog reappeared, stealing my own energy too, with no effort. I tried blocking her, but the fire had weakened me. None of my spells were working around here. Alexis was taking it all.

      A moment later when I looked back, another person appeared next to Alexis as the white fog resurfaced. A bucket of ice cascaded into my stomach, and I stopped breathing for a good few moments. Alexis had Ricky.

      His apartment was protected by strong magical wards and there was no way that she could have known how to disable them. I screamed and started throwing lighting balls at the fire, but every one bounced back. I threw myself on the ground to avoid them, while Alexis laughed. Ricky was on the outside and I was still trapped.

      “Let him go or I swear on Lucifer that I will hunt you down and rip your heart out of your chest with my bare hands,” I shouted, staring at my business partner and friend. His eyes were moving back and forth from me to Nameless. Overall he seemed fine, but my time was running out. Alexis brought Ricky here for a reason.

      “Just give her what she wants. She won’t stop, Maxine, please; otherwise she’s going to kill us all,” Nameless said, fighting to free himself.

      “I think you should listen to the thief. Ricky is such a handsome demon and you don’t want to lose him. He’s like your family. You see, Maxine, I did look into your background, your past. You never tried to get attached to anyone, well, apart from the prince,” Alexis said, stroking Ricky’s hair gently.

      I still couldn’t figure out how Alexis was controlling Ronan. I was on my own, and she had all the advantage.

      “My mother was a human,” I barked.

      “That she was, but a human that attracted a very special demon,” she muttered, walking around Ricky. “I bet you really want to know who your father is, Maxine?”

      “Fuck you!”

      She shook her head, and I wished that I’d killed her when I had a chance.

      “You know, I have been trying to find him too, just so I could satisfy my own curiosity. That name Morpheus must ring a bell, right? Unfortunately I ran out of time. Other demons were taking their time getting back to me. I had that precious letter, after all, the letter that you wrote to your lover.”

      Maybe I just had to keep talking, make her believe that she had won. Surely Ricky had a plan; he was stronger than me.

      “I don’t care about my father. He never meant anything to me. Now get rid of that fire, so we can sort this between ourselves,” I said, hoping that if I provoked her she might stop being a coward and fight me.

      “Oh, I’m sure that you do, that deep down you want to know his identity,” she muttered. “Young Zara here had chosen love, but she wasn’t ready for what came after. I took advantage of her fragile mind. ”

      “How could you use this girl like that?” I shouted, all of a sudden grabbing him by his collar and shaking him. That man ripped a family apart, separated a mother from her child. He was worse than Alexis.

      “I’m in love with Zara, and Alexis had promised to turned her into a demon if I helped her,” Nameless said, telling me the truth. I despised him, standing up again. This wasn’t a real love, Zara had Zach, had her daughter.

      “Oh yes, I could be very convincing,” the bitch stated. “And I’ll make this very easy for you, Maxine. You either give me the location of the precious little secret or I’ll slash Ricky’s throat.”

      She wasn’t bluffing this time. The machete was in her hands and she grabbed Ricky, pressing its blade to his throat. I saw blood and panic. My entire body went numb, the world started spinning. Everyone was staring at me, and I didn’t know what to do. I couldn’t let her kill him.

      “I don’t know where she is. The woman that cares for her moves around a lot,” I lied, staring with desperation at Ricky, whose eyes were forbidding me to say anymore. I couldn’t sacrifice one life for another, but Alexis had me cornered.

      “I’m done playing with you, Maxine. I have given up too much, lost too much time. I need to be healed. You need to decide if you’re willing to sacrifice Ricky for someone else that you don’t even love.”

      I walked up closer to the fire, and the heat licked my skin. Alexis was desperate, and she wouldn’t hesitate. Her demonic soul was in shreds and she was slowly turning into a human. Life for another life, that’s what she wanted. How could I do this? How could I choose?

      “Let him go first and I’ll tell you where she is,” I said, calmly, not looking at Ricky who was trying to get my attention. Matilda wouldn’t let anything happen to the child; she was a strong demon and she could protect her. Alexis looked down on Ricky, lifted the machete to her lips and licked some of his blood.

      “Oh, he tastes good. You see, my dear friends, Maxine is capable of love after all. She wants to protect you, demon, even when she can’t,” she said, and then pushed Ricky on his knees. Ronan was trying to pick up his energy, but he was trapped like me. She used the old ancient spell to lock him in his own body.

      Ricky was screaming through his taped mouth, while Alexis was pressing the machete closer, the blood dripping from his neck.

      “Give me her location and I promise that I will let everyone go, gift it to me using magic,” she said, sending the streaming wave of her own memories towards me. The bubble passed the fire and then stopped right in front of me. Now I had to make a decision, knowing that I couldn’t lose either of them. The sweat rolled down my face. Alexis’s patience was running out.

      I closed my eyes, knowing that I could still save her, that even with this memory Alexis wouldn’t get to her. I finally released it, roaring on top of my lungs.

      It was devastating, but this was the only way to protect Ricky and to save everyone else. The bubble flew back to Alexis, disappearing in her head a second later. I didn’t know how much time had passed, but eventually the fiery wall had disappeared. Alexis dropped her weapon to the ground.

      Then, two things happened all at once. Nameless roared at top of his lungs, ripping the chains and standing up, and I heard Alexis’s voice in my head.

      “Finish the job Zara, we need to make sure she won’t follow us.”

      In slow motion I saw Zara picking up her precious machete. She got to Ricky, grabbed him by his hair and then slashed his throat. Alexis was long gone, but that didn’t matter anymore. I was lost in my own scream that echoed through entire island.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter Thirty-One

        

        "Follow your star and you will never fail 
        to find your glorious port," he said to me” 
        ― Dante Alighieri

      

    
    
      Blood poured out of Ricky’s neck and I saw him going down, all in slow motion. I screamed and got to him when the fire vanished, lost in complete havoc and despair. Zara stood up, dropping her deadly weapon, squeezing her eyes shut. A second later she screamed, tangling her hair in some sort of unexplained rage, rolling herself on the ground.

      No, no, this couldn’t have happened. Ricky is too strong to die in here.

      I was beside him, trying to stop the bleeding while he rasped for oxygen. For the first time since I’d known him, I also saw pure electrifying fear in his eyes. Ricky must have just realised that he wasn’t going to make it back to earth in one piece.

      “Ronan! Ronan, do something, for God’s sake. I can’t let him die in here,” I shouted, thinking about all the elixirs and spells that could have sealed his wound straight away. My hands were shaking, and blood was everywhere, spilling through my fingers, my T-shirt was soaked.

      Zara was still screaming, banging her head over the ground. The moment Alexis was gone, Nameless was freed. He crawled towards her, talking in the language that I didn’t recognise, trying to push her nails away from her face. Suddenly all my senses came back to me and I felt Ricky’s pain, Zara’s confusion and her realisation of what she had done. Ricky’s demonic soul was fading away and I had no other way of helping him. We were far away from the outside world, stuck in the middle of the magical island.

      Ronan was searching in his pockets for spells, talking frantically. He was injured too, but his demonic power returned like mine.

      “We have to stop the bleeding now, use the healing charms, Maxine, this is his only way of making it through,” he shouted at me, placing his own hands on Ricky’s wound. There was so much blood pouring down my clothes.

      He was trying to say something to me, but I shook my head, telling him to be quiet, that he needed to save his energy for later. When he broadcasted his thoughts to me, tears welled in my eyes. I shook my head, refusing to listen to him.

      “No, Ricky, don’t you even dare think that this is it. We will take care of you,” I said, using the warmth of my hands to ease his pain, but nothing was working. My energy wasn’t fully restored. Maybe the dark waters of Gjöll were still blocking it.

      “Thomas, give me everything you have; otherwise this demon is going to die in here!” Ronan shouted at his son, who was still trying to revive Zara.

      Ricky went suddenly pale, his eyes were half open. I knew that I had to keeping him conscious.

      “Zara needs help, that red-headed bitch poisoned her mind,” Thomas answered back, holding Zara’s head. She stopped screaming and was now lying on the ground with her eyes wide open, not moving.

      I lost my shit and threw myself at Nameless.

      “Ricky is dying, you clown, use your magic to help him or I swear to God I’ll kill you!” I screamed in desperation and anger. Then dragged him away from his beloved Zara. She wasn’t dying, she still had time.

      He wasn’t in the best of shape, but he knelt next to Ricky and his father. A moment later he was searching through his pockets, glaring at me. My heart was pounding, because I didn’t know what to do.

      “The green leaves on the island. Collect as much as you can and put it around his wound. Zara’s machete was charmed, and he won’t stop bleeding until we use the appropriate spell,” Nameless barked, thinking that he shouldn’t have taken that letter in the first place. Maybe then he would have avoided all the pain.

      I shot back on my feet and started moving around the island, searching for the cure that he mentioned. I ripped the leaves that grew around the stones as fast as I could, my fingers bled but I kept going, telling myself that Ricky was going to survive this, that there was still time.

      Several minutes later I collapsed in front of Nameless and his father. Ricky’s energy was almost nonexistent, his skin almost translucent, and he wasn’t moving anymore. Ronan had his hands on the wound, the blood still flowing through his fingers.

      Nameless started taking the leaves and patching them on Ricky’s wound, whispering words that I didn’t understand. It was some Latin spell, charms. From then on for the first time in my life I started praying to God. I never believed that there was someone out there that was supposed to take care of humans, but in this moment of desperation I was ready to try anything. Ronan stared at me, telling me that Ricky’s pulse was faint, that he had lost too much blood.

      I felt warmth under my hands, and the green leaves began beaming with bright red light around Ricky’s throat.

      I didn’t know how long we stayed there, minutes or hours, trying to revive the person that I had always loved unconditionally, that became the only family I had. Ricky didn’t open his eyes again. He remained on the ground, unconscious, probably half dead and half alive.

      “What’s happening? What is going on?” I asked, tears streaming down my cheeks, still praying to God for a miracle.

      “He is in a coma, Maxine, the Gjöll is keeping him alive, the river won’t let him die. There is nothing that we can do. You need to get outside and get help,” Ronan told me. I had to pull myself together, and get someone from the outside here, someone that could save him.

      “Alexis knows Matilda’s location. She’s heading for her and I’m running out of time,” I said, realising that I had put in danger someone that I loved as much as Ricky. In that moment of despair, I felt oddly calm. I had done everything I could in order to save Ricky.

      “You don’t have to worry about this right now. Matilda can take care of herself. You have to get help for Ricky and then head to the palace,” Ronan shouted, telling me what I already knew. I finally nodded. Ricky needed magic, elixirs and potions. I had no idea what kind of charm Alexis used, and I didn’t know if Ricky was ever going to be all right.

      He had to be transported to the hospital, the wound was very deep and I didn’t think that just herbs would get him back on his feet. Besides, I hated that Nameless kept thinking that he was already as good as dead.

      “Fine, I’ll get someone down here as soon as I can, just please don’t let him die, Ronan. I’m counting on you,” I said, looking at Ricky and not wanting to leave his side. At the same time I was completely lost, knowing that Arthur might already know the truth.

      Moments later I was sitting in the boat, rowing back to the other side of the island. I was  planning to go after Alexis, once I knew that Ricky was going to be all right. She was aware of the location of the most precious thing in my entire life, and that made me even more anxious.

      After I got to the other side of the lake I ran through the tunnels as fast as I could, tossing away the blame. Anyone in my position would have given up a long time ago, but I kept going. I had to accept the fact that I wasn’t perfect. Zara had run away with a demon, and she was no longer a human. I should have accepted what I’d done for Arthur a long time ago, even before Alexis came into the picture. I sacrificed my life, so he could have it all. It was something that filled me with pride and determination that I could keep going.

      I had to use magic to get back on the platform, and by the time I was out, back on the streets of London, my legs nearly gave out on me. Alexis took everything, and I was still trying to recoup my demonic energy. Outside I managed to get a phone signal. Ricky didn’t speak to his own sister for various reasons, but she needed to know that she might never see him again. I also called a few of my old contacts that would know what to do.

      I waited for all of them to show up and then took them down to the tunnel. I was speaking so fast that after five minutes I had to start again.

      By the time Ricky’s sister and mongrels that I hired left the platform, I knew that I had to head over to the palace. Leaving my best friend out in Gjöll, and not knowing if he was going to survive nearly killed me, but everything else weighed on the letter that was probably now in Arthur’s possession. I was shaking heading over there, thinking that I could make Arthur understand that I had lied to him in order to protect him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was dark when I got to the palace gates, anxiously hoping that everything would work out somehow. Someone from Rodriguez’s office was trying to get through to me, but I wasn’t in the right state of mind to talk to anyone. I was too scared to hear Arthur’s voice, knowing that he already knew the truth about my disappearance from two years ago. I needed to look in his eyes and make him understand that I didn’t regret what happened in the past.

      My hands were shaking, heart still pounding. There was only so much that I could have done for Ricky, now he had to rely on magic.

      The guards at the gate kept me for a good ten minutes, going through my clearance for longer than was necessary. Eventually I demanded to speak to Rodriguez and five minutes later I was let in. I wasn’t surprised that Rodriguez  himself waited for me outside on the courtyard. I didn’t have time to fill him in with everything that went on. I was exhausted, and scared.

      “The prince is expecting me. I need to speak to him urgently,” I said, restraining myself from shouting. The old demon wanted answers and when my eyes wandered off to the windows upstairs my stomach tightened. A long time ago, I had made a promise to myself. I was willing to protect my secret at all costs, now I had to break that promise and face Arthur.

      “He’s waiting for you in his quarters, Miss Brodeur. The prince is furious, care to explain why?” Rodriguez asked, trying to get to my head again. My concentration was off, but I was still able to conceal my thoughts away from him.

      “I haven’t got the time to explain anything right now. We can talk after. I must see the prince,” I said, involuntarily raising my voice.

      Rodriguez scratched his beard, staring at me with resentment and suspicion. Maybe later on in different circumstances, I could show him the real me, the strong woman that stumbled a few times, but eventually she picked herself up. In the end I didn’t wait for his response and ran inside. Rodriguez was shouting after me, telling me that I couldn’t keep running away from him forever.

      My heart was jackhammering in my chest when I reached the fourth floor. The door to Arthur’s quarters was slightly ajar. I hesitated, aware that this was it, my end and my new beginning.

      “Hello … Arthur, are you there?” I asked, breaking myself in gently and walking into his private quarters. I didn’t think he would stay in the palace tonight, but he always was sentimental about his room, about the place were we first met.

      I passed the large hallway and entered the conference room at the back. Arthur was sitting at the table, staring at something in front of him. There were envelopes on the table, old yellowish letters, some of them were torn, some in decent condition. I swallowed hard, slowly approaching him.

      “I was wondering if you were going to show up. I didn’t think that you had the guts to see me,” Arthur said with a flat, resentful tone of voice. He knew, he already knew what I had hidden from him.

      “Ricky is dying, and I don’t know if he is going to make it. I got here as fast as I could,” I said, knowing that right in that moment the prince didn’t care about Ricky at all. He was filled with bitter disappointment and anger.

      “How could you do this, Maxine? How could you not tell me?” he asked, cutting to the chase. I took a few steps towards him and saw the brown envelope that I recognised. My letter was on top of the rest of them. God, I had to remain strong. Arthur didn’t need to see Maxine riddled with guilt, he needed to see the new me. The person that could stand up for herself, for choices that she had to make in the past.

      “Have you read it? Have you read all of them?” I asked, in a small voice, dodging the answer to his question. I owed him an explanation, something, anything. He looked at me, clenching his fists on the table, until his knuckles went white.

      “No one has ever betrayed me like that. I thought you loved me, but in the end you had only been using me!”

      I shook my head. He couldn’t see beyond the lies, beyond the fact that I had given up everything, so he could be happy. I reached out, wanting to touch him, but he got up abruptly and the chair fell on the floor. He was breathing hard, and he was staring at me like he didn’t know me, like I was never his lover.

      “You ran, vanished from the face of this earth just because you didn’t want to tell me?”

      “It was my choice Arthur…  I want—”

      “Bullshit, it was my choice too! You’re real evil, Maxine. I thought that we understood each other, that we had a future,” he shouted and pressed my letter to my chest. “Read it, read it aloud. I want to hear all these words again, but this time from you.”

      With shaky fingers I opened the letter, running my eyes over its content. He wanted to hurt me, fine. I could do this, go over what happened in the past once again for his sake. After that everything would be different, better.

      

      Dear Arthur

      

      You probably wonder where I am, you probably wonder why you can’t find me. It’s easier this way. You grandmother found out about our affair. She told me to disappear. She told me to leave London and never come back.

      It wasn’t an easy decision, but it was a necessary one. Your whole family had cursed me off, and I have been fired from my post. My boss had every right to carry this through, because I broke all the rules, used you and took advantage of my position.

      Please don’t hate them. It was entirely my fault. I let you cloud my judgment; I let myself forget that I was there to protect you.

      I have been in this place, this village for a few months now, staying with old friends and trying to pull myself back together.

      Things haven’t been easy and I never thought that I could sit down and start writing this letter to you.

      Arthur, a couple of weeks ago I found out that I was pregnant. Everything had been all over the place, and I haven’t been feeling well in myself.

      So now, I’m excited to bring the child into this world, to be a mother.

      I nearly choked on these last words, but I kept going, telling myself that I was strong enough.

      At first I was shocked, completely and utterly unprepared, and I thought that this child wasn’t yours.

      After I left London, I had a couple of one-night stands with other men. It was a coping mechanism, something that I had to do, hoping this would help me with forgetting about what happened between us.

      I don’t know why I’m telling you this, but after some time I was certain that I was carrying your child, the royal baby from a relationship that was never supposed to happen.

      It did and that’s why I have decided to keep it, but never tell you about it. I wanted to spare you pain and resentment, because I always knew that your family would never accept this child. I was no one, an ex-employee, an orphan.

      I’m going to give the baby out for adoption, disappear straight after the birth. I never planned to send this letter out and I know that you probably would never understand or agree with my decision, but it’s for the best.

      I already love this tiny creature with all my heart, but I don’t want to destroy your life. Mine is already lost, because this is going to be the most difficult decision that I ever had to make.

      I love you Arthur, and I will never stop loving you, but this child cannot be part of us, cannot be part of you.

      We both know that people would rip us to shreds, and I want to give her the best start in life that there is. I want to make her happy, that’s why I’m saying I’m sorry.

      I never meant to hurt you.

      

      With love

      

      Maxine
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          Chapter 1

        

        “I alone, I was the only one preparing, as in war, to onward-march and bear the agony that thought will now unfailingly relate.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Devine Comedy

      

    
    
      I heard voices, whispers all around me, but my head felt so heavy. Slightly disoriented at first, I forced myself to sit up. It took me a few moments to realise that I wasn’t in my own flat. My thoughts were spinning too fast. I shut my eyes again and eased onto my back, trying to steady my breathing as panic sliced through my belly.

      The space around me looked a lot like a prison cell, and that could only mean one thing. The magic I attempted to use against the prince failed and I got myself in a hell of a lot of trouble.

      I remembered walking straight into Arthur’s private quarters. That horrible conversation with the prince himself invaded my sleep-hazed consciousness once again.

      

      Arthur stood in front of me overwhelmed with emotions. His skin was slowly turning sallow. A vein bulged along his throat.

      I kept reminding myself that whatever happened I had to stay calm. The future king had no idea that his only daughter was a mongrel, that her DNA had an imprint of demonic abilities. And if I wanted to stay on earth, I had to keep my mouth shut. Rodriguez would have the power to execute me on the spot if he knew that I gave birth to a royal child in secret, putting the prince and the whole of hell at risk of full exposure.

      The letter revealing the birth of our child had fallen from Arthur’s hands and lay on the floor between us. I stood in front of the man that I loved, unable to form a proper sentence. I had sacrificed everything for him so he could go on and have his perfect life with Natalie. It was the most difficult and complicated decision that I ever had to make, and yet he thought that I was the one without a heart.

      “Where is my child, Max? Do I have a son or a daughter? I swear to God I’ll destroy you if you won’t tell me what the hell happened two years ago,” he demanded, clenching his fists and taking a step towards me.

      I swallowed hard, and my stomach twisted deep inside me, filling up with heavy bricks. It was too late to try covering this whole thing up. Alexis was already out there, probably going after Matilda. On top of that, Ricky was dying, and he was still in Gjöll. I felt torn between what was right and wrong, guilty that I left him there and chose to come here instead.

      “It’s a girl, and her name is Summer,” I blurted out, experiencing the events from two years ago all over again. It was like a thousand small razors were stabbing me in the gut. Matilda had written to me regularly, telling me how things were going and that Summer was developing well. Yes, I came back to London to attempt to start over, but I’d thought about her every single day since then.

      His face fell, but his eyes flickered with excitement, slowly turning into  disappointment. I could see Arthur felt wounded so badly that he couldn’t even tell me what he was expecting from me. His lashing emotions were weakening my energy. I couldn’t keep standing in front of him and pretending that Summer was safe. Alexis had an advantage and I needed to leave urgently to send a message to Matilda.

      “A baby girl. I have a daughter?” he whispered, the tears in his eyes breaking me to tiny pieces. There were so many things I wanted to tell him.

      I nodded, waving off the anger. Every minute was precious, but I couldn’t just leave him in that state. Sooner or later the news would spread, and I didn’t need to guess what would happen to me once the head of the faction learned the truth. Arthur had to be protected.

      “Yes, Arthur, we have a child together, but you need to understand that no one can know. There would be a scandal, the royals—”

      “Stop talking, Maxine. You have no idea what I’m going through right now. You lied to me for almost two years. Were you ever planning on telling me the truth?”

      Then he was beside me, his hands on my arms and shaking me. “Tell me that you didn’t give her away for adoption, that you didn’t make such an important decision behind my back.”

      I pushed him away, trying to get some space to think. There was no point lying to him, but what other choice did I have? There was so much at stake. Summer was a precious little creature who had done nothing wrong. And it was I that put her in danger.

      “It doesn’t matter what’s happened to her, Arthur,” I shouted back.

      “Maxine, tell me right now where she is or you’ll see what I’m capable of. She’s my daughter and I have every right to see her,” he roared, completely losing control. He was ready to fight with me. I hadn’t realised that he would take this so hard. Arthur had always wanted to have a family, but royals would have never accepted a bastard child.

      My body pulsed with magical energy. I had to make him forget that this conversation had ever taken place. I had no other choice.

      “And then what? Have you even thought about it? You can’t claim her. It’s the same as it was with our relationship,” I said, louder than I intended, thinking about the spell that could take care of this situation. I didn’t have time to stand here and explain myself. I had to let Matilda know that she had to relocate quickly. “She’s gone, Arthur. I gave her up for adoption and you could never find her.”

      It was cruel and maybe I was killing whatever feelings he ever had for me, but this was necessary. Arthur would fall in love with her instantly, and then he would claim her as his. Then the faction would step in, and we would lose her forever.

      His face went pale in an instant and I prepared myself for the worst.

      “No, no…impossible. She’s my daughter. I’ll get my lawyers involved, hire the best people in order to get her back. You won’t win!”

      I took a few steps back and concentrated on my power. Maybe in the past compulsion had never worked on Arthur, but I had to try. Everything had turned against me. Arthur was delusional; this child could put him into an early grave. Lucifer would think that I’d been conspiring against the faction, trying to turn royals against him.

      The waves of energy soared through me. I lifted my arms while Arthur was still talking. The air changed its consistency, and the smell of burning coal wafted through the air all of a sudden.

      I closed my eyes releasing the energy through my skin. The moment I stepped into the palace I told myself that I would never tamper with Arthur’s mind. Now I was breaking that promise.

      He was still talking and it pained me that I was forced to do this. Alexis wanted to see me suffer. She’d made Nameless post the letter to Arthur. She was breaking me slowly, going after my daughter.

      The waves of energy shifted through the air as my magic slipped inside his head. My whole body went rigid with overbearing emotions. Arthur’s mind was in despair. In the past two years I had to tell so many lies and now it came to this.

      “I loved you for so long. I believed in you. If I had known, maybe everything would have been different,” he said, slurring his words. The energy was working as my magic was absorbed in his cells. A second later he had this absent look on his face. The guilt shattered me. I detested myself for making it happen. His thoughts were devastating, and I knew that he was telling me the truth. Every hair on my body rose, as my magic flew over, connecting with his nervous system, shifting his memories and feelings.

      I could permanently damage him, and he would never be the same. It was a risk that I was willing to take.

      “No, you don’t!” another voice shouted, and a split second later my head exploded with pain.

      

      “You’re awake. Good. Now we can talk.”

      The voice brought me back to reality. I looked around, dazed, still sitting on the bunk bed in my dark prison cell. The vivid images from Arthur’s quarters began fading away quickly. I rubbed my eyes and saw Zach sanding in front of the bars, with his hands in his pockets. He was wearing casual clothes and looked as handsome as always. His expression was serious and my demonic senses told me his thoughts were calm. I attempted to smooth my tangled hair, probably looking like someone had dragged me through the hedge backwards.

      “How did I get in here?” I asked, aware that my magic was turning me into a real monster. Arthur was immune to my demonic magic—that was the only logical explanation. I failed to make him forget, failed to protect my daughter too.

      “Your Prince Charming’s entourage brought you in here. I overheard Rodriguez. Apparently you were trying to use magic to play with Arthur’s head or something like that,” Zach explained, folding his strong arms over his chest.

      I started pacing around the cell, thinking about my options. I didn’t remember passing out, and I was certain that I was alone with Arthur in his quarters. Rodriguez had probably set up protective wards around the prince and when I used my magic the old demon must have sensed my power.

      “When did they bring me in here?” I asked. I’d left Ricky behind and who knew what kind of condition he was in? I shouldn’t have run to the palace when he was fighting for his life. Arthur would never have forgiven me anyway.

      “Twenty-four hours,” Zach said, sounding annoyed. “Rodriguez must have hit you with some strong spells because you were out for a day. Anyway, don’t ask me how. I’m not supposed to know anything, right?”

      Of course. How could I be so stupid?

      I was trying to use my magic in the palace against the prince, with the head of the faction downstairs. How could I have thought this would work? Rodriguez had always thought I couldn’t be trusted. Now he had a perfect opportunity to punish me accordingly.

      “What’s happened to Arthur?” I asked, knowing that Zach was most likely going to joke about it, but he stared at me with mixture of admiration and shock.

      “He told me everything, Max. I know about the kid,” he said.

      Shock rendered me speechless for a moment. I got up and moved closer to the metal bars, staring at him in utter disbelief. No, this was impossible. Arthur hated Zach, so why on earth would he reveal such a secret to him? This didn’t make any sense.

      For about a minute we stared at each other in complete silence. My pulse was speeding and I had no idea what I was supposed to say next. My secret was out, and I could only hope that Zach was the only other person that knew about it.

      “He told you everything? I don’t understand,” I said.

      “You had a child with him and you hid her away from him,” he said, but in his tone of voice there wasn’t even a hint of accusation. He simply stated the fact. A bunch of ice cubes cascaded into my stomach. I hoped that Rodriguez didn’t know, that Arthur had some sense of decency and kept this secret to himself.

      “Save it, Detective. I don’t need a lecture. It was my choice. I was only trying to protect him. Right now, I need to get out of here. Ricky is dying thanks to me, and my enemy is chasing my daughter. I don’t have time to explain anything,” I said bitterly, grabbing the cold metal bars of the cell. I sensed that Zach was feeling sorry for me, but he didn’t need to. I made that decision two years ago, so now it was time to face the consequences.

      “Fine, whatever, but you don’t have to deal with this on your own. Despite your lies, I want to help you, Flower. Your Prince Charming wants to track down the baby. He asked for my help, probably thinking that I would pity him,” Zach said, scratching his head, like he was questioning the prince’s sanity. Zach should have been the last person Arthur asked for help.

      I shook the bars, losing control for a second. The energy filled the space, and the warmth of my hands indicated that I hadn’t fully recovered from my encounter with Rodriguez. Arthur must have insisted on bringing me here. If so, Rodriguez’s hands were tied—he couldn’t punish me like he wanted to; he needed to obey the prince. Arthur knew the truth and I didn’t expect him to just sit around waiting for something to happen.

      “If you want to help me, then get me out of here,” I said, worried that I wasted a full twenty-four hours. Alexis was out there, ready for anything just to save her demonic soul.

      “I would love to, but Rodriguez’s people are waiting for you outside. A few of my guys saw them watching the doors. You’re screwed, dear, so you should accept that you need my help.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 2

        

        “This multitude, their wounds so various, had made my eyes (the lights I look by) drunk. So now they wished to stand there, and just gaze”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Arthur had revealed our secret to Zachary, but luckily Rodriguez had no idea what really happened between the two of us. Arthur had always said that he didn’t trust people that worked in the palace. He must have realised that I was close to Zachary, and he possibly wanted to use our relationship against me.

      I had used demonic magic to influence a royal. It was a serious violation of protocol, and now Rodriguez had every right to summon me for questioning. He always suspected that I was hiding stuff from him, things that as far as he was concerned could harm the royal family. I knew that the old nosey bastard set his people outside the station to make sure I would stay where I was.

      Zach had given me a heads up, but why?

      After all, I lied to him about who I was, about his partner and missing sister. He was supposed to hate me, but maybe I had been wrong about him all this time.

      “Why do you want to help me? Since we met I have done nothing but lie to you.”

      “I don’t know. You got knocked up by a prince, then had that kid in secret. It’s admirable, Flower,” he said, touching my fingers through the bars. There it was, the same look. The electricity moved between us and I told myself this wasn’t the time to think about our failed romance.

      “And Arthur himself asked you to track down our daughter?” I asked, wondering if this was some kind of trick. In the past couple of weeks, Zach couldn’t stand the fact that the world he had been brought up in was filled with demonic creatures and magic. Alexis took control of his sister and he wanted to avenge her, possibly by working against me. I doubted Zach was capable of something like that, but I had to have my ears and eyes open.

      I needed to reveal to him that his sister was alive, that she was with his enemy, Nameless thief.

      “He instructed Rodriguez to lock you up, then told me everything behind closed doors. I have never see him so furious,” Zach said. “So whether you like it or not, you need my help.”

      He wasn’t joking, and I was stunned that he was so committed. Maybe I had missed something in the past day when I was lying in the cell unconscious. Arthur didn’t care that the adoption was irreversible. He was determined to track down our daughter.

      “I need to find Ronan. Your sister stabbed Ricky in Gjöll,” I said and in a speedy rush I went over what happened when I followed Zara to the tunnels in the underground. We didn’t talk about my daughter—for me it was a sensitive subject and I still couldn’t get over the fact that Arthur found out about her. Alexis was planning to use dark magic just so she could control Summer. I still had my bond with Matilda. She had created a spell that connected us together after I came back to London. This way I could always tell if she was all right. But I had a feeling that Alexis wasn’t planning to waste any time.

      “Where is Zara now?” he asked, after I was done.

      “I had to leave Gjöll to come back to the palace. I believe she might be still with Nameless.”

      Zach punched the wall then and gave me a furious look. I felt for him, I really did, but at the same time Ricky was dying in the hospital and we couldn’t waste time talking about this.

      Zach’s fist was bleeding, but he didn’t seem to care. “You’re going to take me to them. I’ll help you to get out of here and this is the way it’s going to work between us,” he said, staring at me with electrifying anger. “Once I get my hands on Nameless, I’m going to kill him.”

      “He was doing whatever he could to save Zara. She was under the influence of Alexis. You can’t blame him for everything that went wrong,” I told him, aware that he was right: we both needed each other.

      “Alexis—is she like you?”

      “She’s a full-blooded demon, but her soul is dying. Two months ago, she kidnapped George in order to heal herself, but because of me she was tossed down to the pits of hell,” I explained, bringing up events from the past few months. I should have killed her when I had a chance. Somehow the royals became part of my life. I brought Summer into this world, because I couldn’t go through an abortion, but in the end I chose to abandon her for the greater good. I was just a stranger to her now, but I loved her with everything I had inside.

      “So this whole story about the bomb in the palace was made up?” he asked.

      “Yes. Rodriguez had made a decision to fabricate the truth. I told you already—humans aren’t supposed to know anything about demons. That world is completely shut down for anyone on earth.”

      “So where is your daughter now, Max?” Zach asked. “We both know that the prince won’t stop until he finds her.” He was obviously thinking about his niece Cornelia. She hadn’t seen her own mother for years and she was already six years old.

      “She’s with her guardian, safe for now. You need to get me out of here, Zach. I’ve already wasted a day. Alexis knows Matilda’s location and I know she is heading over there. My daughter has royal blood in her veins and that crazy bitch believes she can heal her soul with it,” I continued, knowing that Zach was on my side. “She’s going to murder my little girl.”

      His sister had nearly killed Ricky, but that wasn’t her fault. Alexis had poisoned her mind and used dark magic to do unspeakable things. Zach was pacing around. We had one moment together that could have developed into something deeper, but lies overshadowed the past. Now we needed to unite and stop that crazy bitch.

      “Zara couldn’t have fallen for the thief, but she was never like me,” Zach muttered. Maybe he had never connected with his sister. I opened my mouth to tell him that deep down she was still herself, but then we heard some noise outside. Zach swiftly took the bunch of keys and opened the cell, no doubt worried we were running out of time.

      The strong demonic energy reminded me that there were other demons at the station and some of them were possibly connected to the royal guards. It was forbidden for Rodriguez to even attempt to tamper with a royal’s mind, so he had to get to me first to find out what happened between me and Arthur. It was one of the rules set by Lucifer.

      Zach opened the cell and winked at me. A different energy was circulating around the whole station, and I told myself that it was nothing. The head of Lucifer’s faction wasn’t necessarily loyal. He gave me the impression that he was hungry for power, that he didn’t like answering to anyone.

      Zach nodded to me to follow him. Arthur believed that I gave Summer out for adoption. Maybe that gave me a bit of time, but I had to work out a new plan. He was willing to do anything to get her back and no longer felt that he could trust me.

      “Where are we going?” I asked, when we passed through a few empty corridors. “Alexis had someone that was helping her. We need to get in touch with Ronan.”

      My old friend had fallen into Alexis’s trap, and I was certain that he wanted to get his dignity back.

      “Yes, Flower, I know that there are bad, scary demons out there. We are going to use the old tunnel underneath the station. The commissioner had it renovated a couple of weeks ago,” he explained, without the usual sarcasm. I had no idea if I was supposed to be worried or not.

      Things between us were slightly tense, and he obviously was blaming me for everything that happened to his sister. I couldn’t think about her right then. She had run away from home, then stabbed Ricky while under the influence of Alexis. I just didn’t think that Zach realised that Zara wanted to be helped. For six straight years she’d lived away from her family.

      “Good plan, but I can’t go back to my apartment. Rodriguez will be looking for me there,” I said, realising that I didn’t have any place to sleep tonight. Rodriguez’s pit bulls would be watching my place.

      “I’m supposed to report to the prince when you wake up. He won’t be pleased that I let you go,” he informed me. A couple of other police officers passed us on the stairs. There was a mongrel with them that stared at me suspiciously. My stomach clenched and I hoped he had nothing to do with Rodriguez.

      We moved three floors down. Zach’s thoughts were distracting, and there was still a slight tension between us, but he was acting cool, not giving me an indication that he was planning to pursue me romantically.

      Apparently the tunnel under the station had been restored. They were built just before the war, but until very recently remained blocked. Zach used a small flashlight to get through the narrow metal door. The tunnel ran under the busy street and must have been somehow connected to the underground. I tried to ignore the smell of sewage and rats running around. We didn’t talk for a long half an hour until we reached the end. I felt butterflies in my stomach when I thought about my freedom all of a sudden. At the same time I was petrified, knowing that so many people were relying on me.

      “You will come out a couple of streets down from the station. I have to get back to the palace, give Arthur the bad news,” Zach informed me. “Tomorrow morning you’re going to take me to my sister.”

      “I need to locate Ronan first, find out what happened to Ricky and Nameless. Keep your phone on. I’ll be in touch.” I really had no idea what to expect. This whole plan was very uncertain, but I needed to remember that Zach was on my side. Arthur was going to be furious with him.

      “Good luck. I think you’re going to need it, Flower,” he said with a wink.

      “Well, you too, good luck with Arthur. He’s going to make my life difficult,” I said, still thinking about Summer and Matilda.

      Zach gave me a strange look without a comment and then turned around and started walking back through the darkness, my senses picking up that he hoped he could still reach his sister.

      The metal doors gave way after a couple of pushes. My head spun a bit when I inhaled the fresh air, finding myself on the streets of London. I had to stay hidden from now on, avoid crowded places and keep out of the Watcher’s jurisdiction. Rodriguez needed to question me about the prince, and it was going to be clear to him that since I disappeared from the station I was on the run.

      I put my hood up over my head and started walking through the streets, heading straight to Ricky’s apartment. My heart was breaking when I thought about him for a few moments. We had been working together for so long, and now I didn’t even know if he was going to live.

      He had given me a spare key a while back. Things were really messed up for me right then, but I needed a room I could use in order to send the message to Matilda. I had been stupid thinking that Alexis would spare Ricky. She was planning to hurt him the moment she had him.

      Ricky lived in Chelsea in a very posh apartment. The doorman looked at me strangely when I let myself in and waited for the lift. I kept tapping my foot until it arrived, sensing that he suspected I wasn’t one of the residents. I had the key, so he could go to hell.

      Hot guilt soared through me when I unlocked the door and saw all his things everywhere, the perfectly polished shoes, colourful ties and his elegant coat. I ran my hand over it, clenching my teeth. What happened in Gjöll shouldn’t have happened in the first place.

      A few minutes later I walked into the spacious living room. Ricky had some herbs, mixtures and books in the spare room, and I had to hurry. Matilda didn’t have much time. She would have sensed the danger, but I needed to give her a heads up.

      I dropped my jacket on the sofa and was just about to head to the spare room when I saw an envelope with my name on the table.

      I instantly recognised Ronan’s writing, so I tore it open and started reading it.

      

      Maxine,

      

      Ricky’s wound was infected. Your friend’s sister helped me transport him out when we didn’t hear from you.

      There is a demon that I know in one of the private clinics outside London, so we transported him there straight away.

      Right now he is under the supervision of a mongrel. It’s a private hospital in Reading, but I have been told that he hasn’t got much time. His wound is serious and he is dying. Sid, a friend of mine that’s looking after him, advised the girl that Ricky needs a reversal spell.

      The blade of the machete was stolen from Lucifer’s quarters. You understand how sensitive this matter is, but no one can do anything else for him, until someone gets the reversal spell directly from hell.

      My son has refused to come with me. The human girl who was under Alexis’s spell stopped talking. My son is looking after her, but some of his followers want him dead. Apparently he promised them immortality.

      You know what to do. You must get that spell and Ricky will be saved. Alexis is going after your child. She knows where she  is and she won’t stop until she gets what she wants.

      I know this isn’t what you want to hear, but Summer’s future was doomed the moment you gave birth to her.

      

      Forget about her and save yourself.

      

      Yours

      

      Ronan.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 3

        

        “Through me you go to the grief-wrecked city. 
        Through me to everlasting pain you go. 
        Through me you go and pass among lost souls.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I refused to believe that Ronan had advised me to forget about my baby girl. He always believed that I’d made a mistake keeping her, but Maxine Brodeur wasn’t the kind of person that could simply give up. I didn’t know how, but Alexis had disabled Ronan, and that must have left a permanent mark on his magic.

      He was scared, aware that if he continued helping me he could be summoned down to hell too. I didn’t blame him that he was ready to wash his hands of this. After all, Summer was my problem, and she was no longer a secret. I thought about Ricky—his time was running out too. There was no way I would let him die alone. I was going to get that spell, no matter what.

      I picked up the letter and tossed it away in the bin, then took a few deep breaths. My stomach was empty and I couldn’t even remember the last time I ate. Food was supposed to distract me from the decision I had to make and Ricky’s fridge was full. I took some chicken and pickles, then sat at the table and tried to eat.

      After my body was fuelled with necessary energy, I went to Ricky’s office and started moving books and potions back to the living room. I boiled water and set up flasks and herbs on the table. Soon the brewing mixture of a demonic elixir was bubbling in a small pot that I found in the kitchen, releasing a pleasant smell around the property. I added sage, rosemary, blood from a healthy human and whispered the formula that Matilda had taught me during the couple of weeks that she’d stayed with me in the cottage.

      The strong power stirred inside me, spreading deep down into the core of my demonic soul. I shut my eyes, aware that the floorboards underneath my feet started to shake. I needed to calm down and concentrate on the connection. It was impossible for me to get in touch with Matilda through letters or phone calls. As soon as she realised that Summer was in danger, she became unreachable. She would be aware that she needed to be on the move.

      Sweat dripped down my face, and on my fingertips small flames began to appear. The warmth filled the room, and the crackling sound coming from the pot indicated that my potion was ready. I stared at the red liquid, aware that my throat was burning. I hadn’t had magical tequila since that night in the pub, before I entered Gjöll. This wasn’t going to taste anywhere near as good, but that was not the point. My child was in danger and I was willing to do anything to save her, even if that meant I had to poison myself to see her again. My addiction would probably hunt me down each day, but I wasn’t going to worry about it now.

      I counted to five and then drank the contents of the pot. As soon as the liquid touched my lips the temperature adjusted itself, so it wouldn’t burn me. I waited, ten, twenty seconds, hoping that the connection would somehow get established. Normally Matilda’s echo would show up in front of me, but this time nothing happened. This could mean only one thing.

      Alexis must have gotten to her already or something happened and she had purposely disconnected her magic. As a Warlock, she would have sensed that something was off. I used the same formula once in a while to make sure that Summer was all right and it always worked. Minutes of silence passed, and I was growing anxious and worried about people that meant so much to me. Matilda was too skilled to fall for Alexis’s trap.

      Then a moment later I heard a knock on the door that startled me. I dropped the elixir and its contents spilled on Ricky’s fancy carpet.

      My heart gave me a kick, as I sensed there was a demon outside the apartment, a very powerful upper level demon. I scratched my head, wondering what to do. No one apart from Zach knew that I was staying here. The connection between me and Matilda was gone. My mind started racing and I knew that I should have tried to find Matilda straight away. Now, my child’s safety was compromised.

      I paced around the room, rubbing my face as the knocking persisted. I was too scared to check who was so eager to see me so late at night. I didn’t care if it was Rodriguez or a tooth fairy, because I wasn’t planning to answer the door anyway. The image of bloodied Ricky passed through my mind. I shook my head, trying to pull myself together. It wasn’t too late. I could still save them both.

      Eventually whoever was behind that door was gone. I didn’t sense anyone anymore. I sat on the floor and hid my face in my palms, trying to think if there was anything else that I could do. Moments passed and the hair on the back of my neck rose. I sensed the vibrating energy of another being. Suddenly I felt someone standing beside me.

      I should have reacted, but right then my body refused to obey me. My limbs felt heavy, and my head throbbed with pain. Something must have happened after I drank that potion, something that changed my magic. My emotions felt suppressed. I didn’t feel like there was any point in carrying on. Matilda was willing to protect Summer, but at what cost? What if Alexis had already captured them both?

      Slowly I forced myself to lift my head. There was a demon in Ricky’s living room. I recognised him vaguely. He was part of my memory that Keres imprinted in my head a couple of weeks ago. His name was Morpheus.

      “How did you get in here?” I asked, getting up abruptly and backing away from him. He looked exactly as he did in the dream—those dark eyes were mesmerising, stunning, and staring at me with gripping curiosity. He looked slightly older. He must have adjusted himself to years that passed, so I would recognise him.

      “We both want the same thing,” he stated, shoving his large hands inside his pockets. There were patches of grey hair at his temples, but I refused to believe in his illusion. Demons didn’t age in hell. Maybe I added the wrong ingredients to the potion that I had drunk earlier, and now I was simply hallucinating. “Lucifer has sent me here to take care of Alexis, a dying demon. She has caused too much trouble for him on earth and in hell.”

      I blinked rapidly, wondering if I should punch myself. My mind was so screwed that I couldn’t tell if this was happening for real or was a dream. Ricky’s apartment was protected by wards, and only I could get inside.

      “You were with my mother when I was a baby. I saw you in a dream,” I whispered, certain that I was starting to lose it.

      He smiled, and mischief flickered in his eyes. He seemed pleased that I recognised him. “Let’s not talk about that. I’m here because Lucifer himself asked me to interfere in this matter. Alexis had escaped from the hell pits; someone betrayed the order and helped her avoid execution. I’m here to make a deal with you because we both want the same thing.”

      His energy collided with mine, but I wasn’t going to be fooled by him. Lucifer would go through the head of the faction. He wouldn’t send a demon to deal with me. This wasn’t how things worked in hell.

      “How did you find me?” I asked, making sure there was a safe distance between us.

      “We’ve been keeping an eye on you for years, Maxine Brodeur. After your last encounter with Alexis, we thought it was time to get involved,” he said, like this would explain everything.

      “We? Who is ‘we’?”

      “Your questions aren’t relevant at the moment. The time will come when everything will be clear. Right now we have to concentrate on Alexis. I’m here to make a deal with you in exchange for your soul.”

      I wanted to laugh, but Morpheus didn’t look amused. On the contrary, he was perfectly serious. This demon couldn’t have been sent by Lucifer himself. The lord of the underworld wouldn’t care about me. Why would he?

      I was just a mongrel. A second later, the tiny voice in my head reminded me that I was also the mother of an illegitimate royal baby. A special creature that meant a great deal to Lucifer himself.

      “And why would I give up my soul willingly?” I asked him, folding my hands over my chest.

      “The dark lord has learnt the truth about your child, but he’s willing to spare her soul in exchange for yours. Alexis needs to be stopped and your business partner has been poisoned. I’m here to offer you a deal, Maxine Brodeur. You can save them all if you’re willing to work with me.”

      His words paralysed me for a split second. Lucifer wanted to help someone so insignificant as me, even though I broke his rules. The dark lord was protective of his own interests. Summer meant everything to me, and I had no idea how the hell he found out about her. The reversal spell could only come directly from Lucifer. This was my chance; I could save Ricky if I agreed to Morpheus’s terms.

      I swallowed hard, thinking about his proposition. This was it, the moment when I realised that I’d fought so hard to keep the secret that had never been a secret to begin with.

      “How long has he known?” I asked, in barely a whisper.

      “From the beginning,” Morpheus replied with that strange, softer tone of voice.

      I opened my mouth, but no sound came out. I had so many questions. I didn’t understand how I was still alive if Lucifer knew about Summer from the very beginning.

      “So I was being watched? But why? What is your connection to my mother?”

      “Your mother was special. After our paths crossed. She had done me a favour, and I’ll always remember what she sacrificed for me,” he explained, still not giving me anything concrete. Mum was an amazing human, but she knew about demons. I remembered everything from that dream. I knew that she was in love with the demon that now stood in front of me, ready to bargain over my soul.

      I ran my hand through my messy hair, pacing around the room. This was it, my very end, but I still didn’t understand why Lucifer himself wanted me.

      Hell wouldn’t let Arthur go public with the fact that he fathered a child. None of this made any sense, but regardless, I was willing to do anything to stop that crazy bitch from getting to my daughter.

      “Hell is willing to spare the child in exchange for my soul? That’s all Lucifer is willing to take?”

      “Yes, it’s the offer that I have been asked to present to you,” Morpheus stated, moving closer. His energy hit me hard, and it stayed inside me, bonding us closer. I couldn’t explain what was happening, but I didn’t want to break the connection. My thoughts were frantic, and there were so many questions.

      I didn’t want to believe in anything he was saying. Hell couldn’t have known. No one apart from Ricky, Ronan and then Matilda knew that I was pregnant.

      “And what if I refuse your offer?”

      “Then I have to take you with me downstairs,” he announced with a blank expression on his face. “But we both know that you can’t refuse it. You need to protect your mongrel child and you need to save your friend.”

      He was implying that my future was already doomed, that there was a place for me downstairs regardless. I didn’t want to believe that my sacrifice didn’t matter at all.

      “I want answers. I want to know what happened to my mother before I agree to anything,” I said, refusing to believe his lies.

      There was no doubt that this demon was from hell, that he was somehow connected to Lucifer.

      “You will understand everything when the time comes, but right now I need to know—are you agreeing to the terms of this deal?” he asked, and his eyes gleamed.

      His energy was powerful, spreading around like a wildfire. I thought for a split second I saw beyond his charm. It seemed like his eyes weren’t really grey, but green. My vision went slightly blurry, and spots of magic were vibrating around me. I had to blink and that illusion quickly went away. Maybe this was how Morpheus looked, and I was failing to recognise the past.

      I had no choice. Ronan had given up; he was too scared to go after Alexis. Ricky was dying and I was on my own.

      “The dark lord may take my soul,” I finally said, aware that some day I would have to face the consequence of my actions. Summer could live, but not with me.

      Morpheus smiled and placed his large hand on my arm. The magic flew through me and my doubts went away in an instant.

      “The Forgotten Street, that’s where you have to head next in order to find the Warlock. Alexis will be hunting for her there too. Your friend Matilda is seeking allies with her own kind,” Morpheus explained. I nodded, reasoning with my choice. I wished that I could go back to Gjöll and change the past, make sure that Alexis hadn’t gotten in Ricky in the first place.

      “The Forgotten Street? How do I get there? Can’t you give me more than that?” I asked, unaware that something like that even existed. Matilda had explained many times that Lucifer had slaughtered Warlocks and there weren’t many of them left on earth. On top of that she would have tried to get in touch with me if she thought that others would fail her.  Maybe that’s what happened. She sensed Alexis and hid somewhere no one would find her.

      “You will find the way, but first you need to prepare yourself to face your enemy,” Morpheus explained.

      Great, so as usual, that cunning old bastard was willing to help me, but I had to figure out the rest myself. It looked like my life didn’t mean much to the dark lord. All he wanted was the results.

      “Anything else that I should know?”

      “Don’t trust other Warlocks. They will try to stop you from reaching your goal. Pay attention to people around you and don’t be afraid to ask for help.”

      I sighed loudly, thinking that finding Alexis would be much more difficult than I expected. Warlock’s magic was powerful, and I certainly wasn’t prepared to test its consequences on me or my daughter. My eyelids became heavy, and I felt very tired. I walked to Ricky’s sofa and sat down, yawning. A second later, I opened my eyes and Morpheus was gone. I noticed a black business card in the palm of my hand.

      I, Maxine Brodeur, give my soul away to the dark lord freely and willingly.

      I stared at the beautiful writing, and reality hit me like a brick wall. My future was already painted for me. I could save my child, Ricky, and stop Alexis, but there was always a price for magic.

      I had made a deal with the devil himself, knowing that this might have never happened if I’d made a different decision two years ago.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 4

        

        “Deceit, though, is specifically a human wrong, and hence displeases God the more. Liars are therefore deeper down, and tortured worse.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I didn’t know how long I stayed on Ricky’s sofa, going over and over what happened just a moment ago. Morpheus was most likely a real demon that arrived straight from hell, although I wished that I had imagined him.

      When I finally got up, my balance was off. My thoughts were racing and more questions were tangling in my head. Once the dizziness passed and I was standing steadily on my feet, I went back to check the content of my elixir.

      I needed to make sure that I hadn’t mixed up any vital ingredients. Many elixirs that were brewed incorrectly could have caused hallucinations. Morpheus was an upper level demon, and right then I wasn’t sure what to make of him. He couldn’t have been my father. Maybe Ricky was right after all. Keres must have implanted that memory inside my head for a reason. The past few weeks were tough, because I had been convincing myself that I’d finally learnt the identity of my real father. But now I wasn’t so sure.

      It was around midnight when I sat down in front of Ricky’s computer. I found it funny that he actually owned one. As a full-blooded demon he didn’t get on with technology, but his apartment was filled with all sorts of gadgets. Tears welled in my eyes. I missed him like crazy, missed the fact that he wasn’t here to tell me off again as usual.

      After I figured out how to switch his super fancy machine on, I managed to connect to the network. I started researching stuff about the Forgotten Street and Warlocks. Ricky had a few books based on the demonic world, but there was hardly any information there about Warlocks.

      My throat was burning with a sudden craving for magical tequila that left me a little numb and shaky. Last time that damn liquid broke me apart. This wasn’t the time to even consider getting drunk again. Nothing good ever came out of it and now it was time to admit that I had a problem. Deep down I felt for Arthur, because I knew he would never be able to meet his daughter. No demon would ever allow me to tell him the truth.

      The information online indicated that the demonic community owned some of the magical portals around the underworld. It took a while to find something that actually made sense. The online portal informed me that there were other Warlocks in London too, living away from any demons. The entrance to the Forgotten Street that Morpheus had mentioned appeared only after midnight and no demons were allowed to cross it. Matilda would do anything to keep Summer safe, so she wouldn’t risk creating another connection between us.

      Ricky had a small bottle of vodka in the bottom drawer. I took one shot and poured the rest down the sink. After that I went to bed. My emotions took over and I cried myself to sleep, maybe for the first time in my life. I cried because it suddenly hit me that I would never have any time with my own daughter. I was going to remain a stranger to her forever. When I returned to London, I thought that maybe some day we could be reunited, but now I knew that this never was going to happen. Hell had me and my future was doomed forever.

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was strange not to wake up in my own bed. Ricky’s bedding smelled clean and fresh. I still could sense his energy everywhere even though he was miles away. I didn’t think that he would mind me staying in his place, but still it felt odd not having him around.

      I called Zach and asked him to meet me outside Ricky’s apartment in an hour. It wasn’t safe for me to go back to my own flat.  Apparently Rodriguez was getting his orders directly from hell, but I knew that he was only using Lucifer’s authority to get what he wanted. The order in hell was complicated: there were demons out there that were willing to lie, cheat and steal in order to survive. The bottom line was that I needed to remain hidden.

      My head hurt slightly once I stepped outside. The sun was shining for a change, and London was going through a heat wave. It was the end of summer, but the temperatures soared since yesterday.

      “Max, hey, Max!”

      I heard someone shouting after me and I stopped in my tracks, freezing on the spot. A second later Emma came rushing through the people on the street. She dropped her arms around me and hugged me unexpectedly.

      “Emma, what the hell are you doing here?” I asked her, once I was free. Instantly I looked around to make sure no one followed her here. Ordinary people kept passing by, not paying attention to us at all.

      “I have been looking for you, Maxine. Ricky’s sister showed up in the office yesterday. She told me everything. I thought that maybe you were here last night,” she started saying. “Ricky…oh poor Ricky. Do you think that he is going to be all right?”

      I felt so incredibly guilty. I didn’t even try to get in touch with her and, since she started working for me, we were all friends. Ricky’s sister probably had nothing good to say about me. We never actually liked each other. Emma was truly worried.

      “He hasn’t got much time. The blade that wounded him was charmed and the reversal spell could only be brought back from hell,” I explained, thinking about last night. Emma’s face fell, and I felt like someone sent a punch through my stomach.

      “I need to see him. Do you know where he is?” she asked and her eyes flickered with hope. I scratched my head and then felt someone standing behind me. “Oh hello, Detective.”

      Zach appeared out of nowhere. I’d forgotten that I asked him to meet me here.

      “Emma,” Zach muttered. “What’s going on?”

      After everything that happened Emma deserved to see Ricky. We all had a job to do, but I wasn’t sure if I was ready to reveal that things in my life were out of control. Emma and Zach were ready to stand by me, but they didn’t realise that this whole mission was filled with dangerous traps along the way.

      “We could all go to see Ricky. Last night I had a letter from Ronan. He must have known that I would be heading over to Ricky’s apartment,” I said, reminding myself that my old friend was washing his hands of this. And Zach had to understand that Zara wasn’t going to be herself. I actually had no idea what to expect.

      “Then what are we waiting for?” the detective asked.

      “You must know that your sister has stopped talking. Alexis’s spell damaged her, but I believe that there is a chance she could be completely healed. I’m willing to take you to her, but you have to promise me that you will behave. The fact that you have been hunting Nameless for years cannot cloud your judgment.”

      Zach scowled at me, but deep down he knew that he had to rely on me.

      “Fine, I can promise that I won’t kill him,” he muttered. That was good enough for me, but I wasn’t certain that Zach had accepted that his sister had chosen not to go back six years ago.

      “All right, let’s start moving,” I said, and we all headed towards the tube station. The Doomed Cases office hadn’t been open in the past few days. The cases that I had taken before my trip to Gjöll had to wait. I was most likely going to lose a few clients, and there was nothing that I could do to prevent it. People that I loved and cared for were in danger.

      “I was going to the office when I didn’t hear from you, just to make sure that everything was in order. I diverted the number to my mobile, so I can take any phone calls,” Emma started saying. It was a relief to hear that, but I couldn’t expect Emma to keep on working.

      Shortly after that, we all went down to the underground and took the tube to Victoria. I kept thinking about last night, about the deal that I had made with Morpheus. I was going to end up in hell either way, but it was a small price that I was willing to pay for my daughter’s and Ricky’s life.

      Ronan had left me the address of the clinic in the letter. I was planning to track down Matilda after the visit, ideally tonight. I had some information about the Forgotten Street, so now I just needed to figure out how to get there. Zach was staring blankly at the window. The chemistry that was there before between us was gone. Right now we were just two people that were forced to work with each other. I didn’t care if this was going to change anytime soon.

      Emma was trying very hard to lift up our moods, especially when we got the train to Reading. I was dreaming about a bottle of tequila infused with magic. I hadn’t touched this stuff for days now, and it was going to stay that way. I couldn’t lose my focus.

      “How is it going at work, Detective?” Emma asked, with an uneven tone of voice, while I was trying to read the paper that I found in the seat opposite me. My demonic energy was on alert. So far, no one had been following us. After the visit from Morpheus I was certain that Rodriguez had his own agenda in mind. He knew that something happened between me and Arthur when I tried to use my magic against him, and he would do anything to track me down.

      “Complicated. Now after I failed to keep Max in prison, the prince is on my back,” Zach said. Crap, I forgot to ask him about his conversation with Arthur. I knew that after that statement the other questions would follow. Maybe it was time to break the news to Emma too and explain that I had an illegitimate child with Prince Arthur two years ago. After all, she knew everything about me. “He wants me to stay away from this case.”

      “Stay away, but I don’t un—”

      “Give me your hand, Emma,” I said to her, knowing that she needed to learn the truth. We were in the moving train, in public, and I couldn’t afford to be overheard. On top of that I had to use my demonic abilities to calm her down, in case she got a bit over excited about my news.

      She obeyed me, slightly confused. Her skin was warm and soft. For a split second I thought about my mother. She too had beautiful hands and soft skin. A sharp pain shot over my chest.

      Get it together, you stupid girl. This is not the time or a place.

      “What are you going to do, Maxine?” Emma asked, looking slightly apprehensive. Zach averted his dark eyes, as my energy started to flow through me, connecting with Emma’s nervous system. It was time to share my biggest secret with her. This experience was intimidating but necessary.

      A few seconds passed, and Emma’s eyes began to grow. She brought her hands to her lips and for the first time since I’d known her she was absolutely speechless. Zachary was running his hand through his hair awkwardly. Within a day I went from being his potential girlfriend to someone he couldn’t possibly stand. His body was telling me otherwise, but that was not the point.

      I tried to connect with Emma’s thoughts, but her emotions were chaotic, and finally after a few minutes of silence she spoke.

      “Holly demons, now this whole thing finally makes sense to me,” she whispered, not breathing, probably trying to deal with the shock. My heart vibrated when tears swelled in Emma’s eyes.

      “As you can see, Arthur found out. Everything has fallen apart and I just can’t keep this away from you,” I muttered. She then glanced at Zach, who was trying to keep this stone-cold expression.

      “You have a daughter with the future king. This is completely blowing my mind, Maxine. And that other demon, Alexis, she knows about Summer’s location. What are you going to do?”

      Emma was asking too many questions already and I reminded myself that I had to keep on breathing. Luckily for me there weren’t any demons around, but my paranoia reached a new level.

      “I have a plan and you need to remember to keep quiet about it. Arthur is willing to do anything to get her back,” I sighed.

      Emma’s mouth was still pretty much open, and she was staring at me in utter disbelief. Zach moved slightly and his thigh touched mine, sending a spark of electricity through our bodies. He narrowed his eyes and licked his lips. God, even after such a mess he was getting turned on, and he couldn’t help himself.

      “A child, a royal baby. When I gave birth to Suzi I was so scared. I can’t imagine what you had to go through. Where is she now?” Emma continued. I should have been used to it by now. She considered me as a friend, and I felt stupid that I didn’t reveal anything earlier on.

      I tried to assure her for the rest of the journey that I had this under control. Zach did add a few things on, but he wasn’t very much linked to the conversation. He was thinking about his little niece Cornelia and his sister. We left the station in Reading around midday. My stomach made a funny jolt. There was a demon from Lucifer’s faction close, but I wasn’t quite sure if he was still following us.

      Ricky’s sister never liked me. She thought that I used her brother and my business was only wasting his time. We avoided each other as much as we could in the past few years. I had no idea how she was going to react when she saw me.

      “I want some time alone with Zara,” Zach announced when we started walking towards the town. “Once this whole thing is over, I’m planning to put Nameless behind bars.”

      “Great, good for you, but for now I think we have a bit of a problem,” I stated, glancing around, sensing that someone was definitely following us. “We are being followed. Come on, let’s keep on moving. Maybe we’ll lose them.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 5

        

        “Beauty awakens the soul to act.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I had a feeling that we were going to have a tail. I suspected Rodriguez first or someone from Arthur’s entourage, but for a long time I wasn’t sensing any demons nearby. Only when we left the crowded street another person’s emotions hit me hard and I figured that we were being followed. My sixth sense indicated that someone had been tailing us since we left the train station in Reading. Something was definitely off, but I was willing to let it go for now. Emma was getting anxious and Zach was thinking about his missing sister.

      I thought about Arthur for a moment, remembering the way he stared at me when he discovered that he had a daughter. Regret and anger resurfaced, and a hot boiling guilt poured inside my stomach. I wished that I had done more in the past. Now it seemed like I was chasing my own tail, trying to put together broken pieces from my life.

      It was my sacrifice, but maybe I should have done more. Things would have been different if I’d come clean at the start.

      “Who is following us? And how … okay, never mind,” Zach said, realising pretty quickly that I wasn’t functioning like any other human being. My demonic abilities often warned me about upcoming danger.

      “Do you think it might be someone from the royal guard? You said that Arthur was determined to find his daughter no matter what?” Emma asked, worrying that I could get arrested again.

      The private hospital that Ronan had told me about wasn’t far from the main high street. Ricky’s sister was probably footing the bill. I should have never left him in Gjöll. Now he was in the hospital, alone and vulnerable. Alexis had been searching for my weak spot; she knew that I had no family. Ricky had always been like a brother to me.

      “I don’t know, but we have to keep on moving. Demon or not, Ricky is fighting for his life in the hospital,” I hissed, feeling weakened by another demon nearby. In the past few hours my energy had been rippling through, electrifying everything that I touched.

      The moment that I decided to follow Zara everything began spinning out of control. I should have figured out that Alexis was behind this whole thing. She had learnt about Summer, then escaped the pits. It was clear that she was planning to find a way to get to her.

      Emma was talking to me about her ways of coping when she had decided to leave Suzi’s father. Zach was strolling behind us, and deep down I was wishing that I could be dealing with this whole mess alone. Dragging two humans through an unknown path wasn’t wise. My soul didn’t matter much to hell, but I didn’t want to ruin Zach’s or Emma’s future. They deserved to be away from any demonic mess.

      Half an hour later we managed to locate the clinic. Whoever was following us must have backed away a little. My energy subsided, but the uneasiness remained, drilling holes in my stomach. Morpheus had promised to guide me, and so far he’d done nothing but provide me with useless information. I should have thought twice about the deal that I made with him.

      The clinic Savvy Health was run entirely by demons, but the funds came from human sponsors. I didn’t dwell on logistics, wondering if my best friend was ever going to wake up. It wasn’t fair that he had to suffer because of my poor choices from the past. As soon as we stepped inside, my anxiety shot through the roof. I hated hospitals in general, hated the fact that I put Ricky in danger, and he was dying, but I needed to be here.

      Inside, the sterile smell hit me instantly and I did everything I could to keep it together. A pretty demonic nurse was sitting behind the large reception desk appearing busy when we approached. She was part of Mammon’s faction.

      “We are here to see Ricky Donovan,” I said, pushing myself to keep it together. In the past two years magical tequila was my companion, and in situations like this I would normally be drunk, but not this time. Too many people got hurt because of me and my inability to deal with the past. Now it was time to grow a thick skin and fight. My addiction didn’t matter right at this moment.

      The nurse glanced over me, raised her eyebrows at Zach and Emma, sending unfriendly vibes throughout the room.

      Are you aware that humans aren’t supposed to be here?

      “They know about us, and we are in a hurry. Ricky Donovan is my business partner,” I explained, knowing that she was most likely planning to report me later on.

      “The last room on the left,” she said with a fake smile. Emma was muttering to herself as we passed through the long corridor. There were demons behind each door, I sensed them. Sick demons, filled with twisted curses and dreaded injuries.

      The temperature inside my body rose when I stopped in front of Ricky’s room. The door was ajar, and there was a demon checking something on a clipboard.

      “Oh my Lord,” Emma gasped and I felt like my knees turned into paper. He looked worse than I expected, and even Zach stopped frozen behind me. The wound wasn’t covered, spreading from one side of his neck to the other. I didn’t understand why the hospital staff didn’t even attempt to conceal it, at least for his relatives. Half of his left side was black, and the skin looked like it had been rotting for a while. The foul smell was unbearable. Despite all that, I couldn’t look away, sensing that his demonic soul was in pieces. On the contrary, I wanted to go to him, squeeze his hand and tell him that everything was going to be all right, but deep down I realised that improvement of his condition depended entirely on magical energy that was in hell.

      “Rick, I’m sorry,” I whispered, sending the stream of thoughts directly to him.

      “We are keeping up his vitals, but we need a reversal spell to get him back on his feet,” said the nurse that stood by the window with the clipboard.

      Emma started to sob and her tears numbed me even more. This man was my family, even though we had only known each other for a few years. He always kept me on my toes. I had to do something to help him.

      “Max … he’s dying … oh God, please tell me that you will find a way to get that spell,” Emma said, moving closer to me. All of a sudden I couldn’t talk. I felt like someone had cut off my tongue. My hands were shaking as an incredibly cold shiver crept over my spine. Morpheus had promised to help me. There was still a chance, even if the price seemed too high.

      “There is a way. I have a plan, Emma, but it’s dangerous and I can’t get you involved,” I stuttered, glancing at Zach.

      “You are a demon with powers and magic. Heal him, do something,” Zach said, looking lost himself, squeezing my arm. I fought away the tears. I had to stay strong for both of them. Things in the demonic world were complicated enough.

      “This isn’t that simple. Zara’s machete was taken from the underworld. The reversal spell would need to come from there too,” I explained, telling myself that I could make everything work. My soul didn’t matter, as long as Summer and Ricky lived.

      Zach’s dark eyes flickered at the corners, and he ran his hand through his hair. I was supposed to keep this quiet from him.

      “She really did that to him?” he finally asked, not believing that his sister could have changed so much. I nodded, realising that I couldn’t hate her for what happened. Alexis had poisoned her mind and taken her humanity.

      “Who is Zara?” Emma asked.

      “Zach’s sister. She had been missing for quite some time. It’s a really long story, Emma,” I explained.

      “What the hell are you and those humans doing in here? It’s a private room and you have no right being here,” said a voice that I recognised. Judith Donavon stepped into the room, glaring at me with fury, her energy rising fast. Ricky had introduced me to his sister a while ago, once during dinner in a restaurant. I left before the main course was served. We ended up arguing, both refusing to let it go. Since that day we hadn’t been on the best of terms. Maybe it was a clash of personalities or maybe the fact that Judith was jealous over the fact that I had such a good relationship with her brother. Ricky had tried to reason with both of us, but I never wanted to have anything to do with her.

      “We both know that I have every right to be here and have these two humans with me,” I  snarled, ignoring the fact that Zach wasn’t supposed to know about demons at all. Judith was a full-blooded demon with crazy red hair and a long face. I had no idea what she did for a living, and I didn’t really care. For as long as I could remember she had never been much involved in Ricky’s life.

      “Oh hi, it’s really nice to meet you. I’ve been worrying about Ricky so much in the past few days and Maxine hasn’t been in touch, so I thought that I’d visit him and …”

      “Emma, you can spare Judith the details,” I said, cutting Emma off, before Judith lost it with her too. “Ricky is going to be all right. I have a plan.”

      Judith laughed out loud, shaking her head in total ignorance. She obviously didn’t believe that I could help her brother.

      “He’s dying thanks to you, and the doctors are saying that no one can help him,” she snapped. “So I suggest you get the hell out of here. And take those humans away with you. That one has a relief license, but the man doesn’t. I bet the faction would love to investigate this further.”

      I knew that Judith wouldn’t hesitate to report me. She must have heard that my name was on the Watchers’ radar already.

      “Yeah, like they would also love to know that you’re copulating with a human man,” I snapped, unable to help myself. Her face fell and I automatically regretted that I mentioned her relationship. She’d escaped hell, and for years she had been trying to create a new life on earth. Despite the fact that we didn’t get on, Ricky had talked about Judith often. I knew that she had been dating a human man for a few years now, ignoring the protocol from hell. “Emma will stay here for a moment. She’s our co-worker and she is very worried about your brother. Zach, come on, I have to show you something.”

      Judith shot me a vicious look, but didn’t say anything else. Deep down, she must have realised that I was the only person that could help her brother. She wasn’t stupid. Emma nodded and sat on the chair next to Ricky’s bed.

      A sharp pain shot through my chest when I left the room. Ricky had suffered a great deal and he wasn’t going to get better unless Lucifer delivered the spell. I had found the way to get him back on his feet, but first I had to deal with Alexis. Lucifer himself wanted me to take care of her.

      Outside on the corridor, I turned around to face Zach. It was time to break the news to him too.

      “Zara is in this hospital, Zach. She was brought in along with Ricky,” I said. He exhaled sharply, obviously not ready for news like that. “I didn’t want to say anything more about her condition. You have to see for yourself.”

      “Where is she? What do you think happened to her?”

      “I have no idea. The charm that she was under must have been broken when Alexis disappeared. She must have gone into a shock.”

      Zach clenched his fists as anger embraced his sharp features. In the end of the day he was her brother, but Zara wasn’t the same girl that he knew all those years ago. Earlier on he promised that he would behave.

      “I want to see her,” he demanded.

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. Demonic doctors are trying to put her back together. No one knows what is really wrong with her,” I warned him, thinking about his past.

      “Don’t worry. I won’t do anything to that son of a bitch, just take me to her,” he said. I could sense that he was telling the truth. One of the other nurses directed us to the second floor. Nameless had stayed with Zara. He didn’t escape down to the tunnels as I was expecting. He must really love her.

      Zach was tense and conflicted. It’d been six years since he’d last seen his sister. He’d thought that she was dead. Until a month ago he also thought that humans were the only creatures living on earth. Maybe I should have waited for the right moment. It was a hell of a shock, even for a tough guy like him.

      “Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked when we approached another room at the end of the corridor. Zach nodded, not even hesitating.

      I took a deep breath, knocked lightly and then entered. The room was small, and with a large bed and two extra people inside, it felt even smaller. Zara was lying in bed, staring directly at the ceiling. To anyone from outside she would have looked perfectly fine, but I knew straight away that she’d been hit with a strong curse.

      “Max, right?” asked the man that sat next to her. It was Nameless Thief, a man that Zach had been trying to track down for years. He looked better than the last time I saw him. The scratches and cuts on his face were still apparent, but he was mostly healed. After all this time I needed to find out how Alexis had managed to disarm him.

      Zara was slightly pale, dressed in a hospital gown, staring blankly at the ceiling. Zach moved towards her, determination in his eyes. He needed to understand that it had been six years. A lot of things changed since the last time he saw her.

      “She won’t recognise you … she don’t recognise anyone,” Nameless said, standing up. Zach reacted instinctively. He grabbed Nameless and pushed him against the wall. His eyes gleamed with fury.

      “It’s all your fault, fucker!” he hissed, taking his gun out and pressing it to Nameless’s head. I should have suspected that Zach was never even planning to stick to our deal. On top of that I had sensed Arthur outside the building. This day wasn’t even over yet, and it was already screwed. I sighed and released some magic, hoping that Zach would get back to his senses and Arthur would disappear. Of course, even I didn’t have that kind of power. I just needed to deal with one thing at a time.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 6

        

        “Look closely at the steps I’ll take from here to reach the truth that you so much desire, so you’ll know how to cross this on your own.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Nameless was staring at Zach with that detached look on his face. He wasn’t even  attempting to use his energy against the man that was ready to blow his head off. Zach had always played by his own rules and I knew that there was no point reasoning with him. It’d been six long years, and a lot of things changed. The sooner he realised that Nameless was on his side, the easier it would be to track down Alexis. After all, she was the reason that he was now reunited with Zara.

      “She has only me left now. She doesn’t remember you,” Nameless stated with no emotion in his voice. Zach bared his teeth in anger; then a second later he punched the wall, his fist landing inches away from Nameless’s head. I had to get him away from Nameless and somehow calm him down. He needed to be reminded that he made a deal with me.

      A second later, a sudden dose of anxiety kicked me right in my chest. Arthur was around, and I needed to deal with him too as soon as possible.

      “Zach, come on, this won’t change anything and Nameless is on our side. There is no point fighting,” I said, waving my demonic power towards the detective. I could feel his anger in my pores. I wasn’t planning to be kicked out of the hospital, just because these two couldn’t control themselves.

      “That son of a bitch ripped Zara away from her family!” Zach snarled, pressing the trigger. I didn’t want to believe he was ready to shoot Nameless in front of his sister.

      “She was on the street, high on human drugs. I took her in and cleaned her up. I had no idea that she had another life, a family,” Nameless shouted, not fazed by the fact that Zach was ready to shoot him.

      “Zachary, calm down and put that gun down,” I requested calmly. Zach’s chest was rising and falling in rapid movement. His eyes moved over Zara’s blank expression. A moment later he lowered his gun. His pain and anger was too much for me too bear.

      “What’s wrong with her?” Zach asked with softer tone of voice.

      “The demonic doctor believed that she’s been paralysed by a very strong curse. Alexis had her under her control for so long that now Zara had stopped connecting with the real world,” Nameless explained.

      I glanced at the poor girl, wondering how Alexis managed to summon this kind of power and disable Zach’s sister. Zara seemed completely zoned out, lost to this world. The dark twisted energy kept her alive, but barely. She was in the same situation as Ricky. I thought that if I could save one soul, then I could help Zara too.

      The detective pressed his lips in a hard line. He was struggling to keep his emotions together. He approached the bed once again and knelt next to her.

      “Hey, bumble bee, it’s me, your old annoying brother. Please talk to me,” he whispered, touching her hand.

      I couldn’t physically look at them and pretend that somehow she would wake up. I still had to deal with Arthur, who had been stalking me probably from the moment I got into the train in Victoria station.

      “I need to go outside for a moment. Try not to kill each other for at least a minute,” I said, knowing that it wasn’t a good idea to leave them alone, but right then I had no other choice. Besides, Zach’s emotions were affecting me even more than usual. I needed to take a break from his mind.

      Outside on the corridor, I breathed in and out until my heartbeat was steady. Arthur was alone, without his entourage. He never left the palace without them, unless he wanted to be completely isolated. When I stood in his quarters, the lies came out easily, but now I realised that my own words were going to bite me back. Something was wrong. I didn’t like that cruel determination I sensed in him all of a sudden.

      I stood on the corridor for a few moments gathering my energy and telling myself that I could deal with Arthur, the man that I still loved. Maybe my demonic magic wouldn’t affect him, but our emotional connection remained untouched. There was no point putting it off, so I headed over through the corridor and left the building a moment later. Arthur was standing by the street lamp staring down at his phone. He tried to conceal his true identity with an old baseball cap and some over-the-top clothes. To anyone on the street, he looked like a rapper, with oversized pants that hung low on his hips. Surprisingly no one was paying attention to him.

      The stream of heat showered me instantly, but I kept my expression neutral. I needed to remind myself that I’d hurt him, and he hated me. This conversation was going to be difficult, and it pained me to see him suffering like that. He was confused and felt betrayed, but he had no idea what I had to go through just to keep that secret hidden, after abandoning Summer like that.

      “Are you following me?” I asked, once I approached him. He looked at me startled, tensing his broad shoulders. The lust and love that I saw was long gone. Now he was staring at me with a startling envious look on his face.

      “I want to find my daughter, Maxine,” he barked. I didn’t expect him to follow me all the way here.

      “I don’t know where she is. I gave her up for adoption almost two years ago,” I lied once again, feeling like a complete piece of shit. We were going around in a circle, but I couldn’t let him believe that he had even a slight chance to get her back.

      Before I knew it, he grabbed and shook me with uncontrollable rage. I noticed his bloodshot, tired eyes, and smelled alcohol on his breath. So far, I was the one with the problem. Arthur was always in control.

      “Bullshit, do you think that I don’t know what you’re doing?” he snarled. “I’ll find her, Max, no matter what. That piece of shit of a detective might be on your side, but not for long.”

      A few humans glanced in our direction. I needed to calm him down; otherwise he would get recognised.

      “Arthur, think about—”

      “I’ll go public with this, and I’ll expose you. Do you think I’m not capable of something like that?”

      His words were hitting me like flying bullets. He was telling the truth, ready for anything. The love that was once there between us turned into hatred. He wanted to ruin me. The faction would never let him go public with something like that.

      “Are you ready to destroy yourself and your family? This child was our curse, and she has a much better life now than she would have if I had kept her. Just accept it, please. I’m begging you, Arthur,” I said, reading that my skin was heating up, flaring up with electrifying energy.

      Summer wasn’t a cursed child, but I had to make him believe that she was his downfall. A few weeks ago he was in my apartment, telling me how much he loved me. Now we were more apart that ever before. His emotions were shadowed by grief.

      “All this time I thought that there was something between us, but you only used me.  Do you think I’m stupid and didn’t see what you were doing? You became  head of security because you knew you could get close to me. Your motives had always been clear, Max, I finally understand,” he said and his lips curled in a nasty smile. Arthur’s decent soul had shifted. He wasn’t the man I’d fallen for, but had become a stranger. He of all the people should have known that this was never about his position or wealth. The man that stood in front of me had just called me a gold digging whore. I couldn’t accept that.

      It took me a moment to make a decision. A second later I slapped him hard. My palm left a red mark on his cheek. He was immune to my magic, but not to pain. The impact made him lose his balance slightly. Anger was boiling my blood, but I didn’t want to show it. The slap was enough, and I automatically felt guilty. I began walking away, knowing that I didn’t really defuse this situation. I probably made it worse.

      “Watch out, Maxine. I’m not giving up. Never will,” he shouted, bringing more attention to himself. Some of the humans thought they recognised him from somewhere; others thought that he was crazy.

      I ignored him and carried on walking. My hands were shaking when I entered the clinic again. Arthur’s determination was worrying, but I couldn’t keep running after him, trying to make him understand that I had no other choice. Summer was in danger and I had to stop Alexis before it was too late.

      When I passed the corridor that led to Ricky’s room, Emma and Judith were still there. Sudden guilt stabbed me at the back again, so I headed to the second floor to see if Zachary had managed to restrain himself from killing Nameless. I spotted him outside on the bench, his face in his palms. My stomach made a funny jolt, reminding me about that day in the tunnels. Zach had easily fallen apart then, and now he was going through the same trauma.

      I sat beside him, rubbing the nape of my neck. Small talk, I had never been good at it. Zachary had finally found his sister, but she was unrecognisable. I couldn’t bear to know what he was going through.

      “How are you doing?” I asked softly.

      “I have tried telling her about Cornelia, and Mum. She isn’t responding and I don’t know how to help her. What’s wrong with her?” he asked. I took his palm into mine, aware of the heat that licked my chest. The spark between us was still there, but in a situation like that I was barely able to acknowledge it.

      “She has been spellbound by Alexis, and I don’t think anyone in the clinic can help her,” I said.

      He lifted himself up and looked at me like he didn’t understand the words that came out of my mouth.

      “So we need that witch in order to save my sister?”

      “She is the answer to our problems,” I sighed, telling myself that I needed to forget about my deal. Summer, Ricky and now Zara were more important. My soul had been doomed from the moment I stepped into the palace. “We have to find her, before she kills again.”

      “Then what are we waiting for? I’m willing to do anything for Zara.”

      “I have a plan, but it’s complex and dangerous,” I said, aware that I had to do this on my own. Zach couldn’t get involved. The Forgotten Street, Warlock magic and demons were my problem, not his.

      “Count me in, I want to help.”

      “Me too, wherever you are going, you must take me with you,” Emma said, appearing in front of me all of a sudden. That look of determination on her face was concerning. Morpheus mentioned that I shouldn’t be afraid to ask for help, but my friends were only humans. I couldn’t put them in danger.

      I smoothed my tangled hair and smiled at Emma.

      “Don’t worry about it, Emma. I’m not going anywhere. How is Ricky?”

      Emma placed her hands on her hips and gave me that look, which said she was done with my bullshit.

      “Max, your child is in grave danger, Ricky is dying, and you’re pretending that you have everything under control. I want to be involved. I think you’re forgetting that I’m a mother too, and Ricky is my friend,” she blurted out.

      Of course, she felt obligated to help me.

      “Guys, think about this. I’m just a mongrel. My own magic fails to protect me. Besides, Suzi needs a mother. My whole plan is shaky. Zach I don’t want to—”

      “No, Flower, no offence, but you can’t decide for us. We are in this together,” Zach barked, rising. “If Emma wants to help us, then you should accept it and be grateful.”

      His words shook me a little. I wasn’t expecting him to defend Emma. The truth was that my time was running out. My connection with Matilda was gone. Alexis was out there, tracking my daughter. I had to stop her.

      “Fine, I have warned you both. You’re getting involved at your own risk,” I said with anger. They didn’t realise that demons wouldn’t hesitated to hurt them and their loved ones.

      Emma looked relieved, and Zach only nodded. We headed out, and on the way, I spotted Judith. She was talking to the receptionist. She gave me a death stare and I was glad that we avoided yet another confrontation. Zach had to go back to the station; he still had his job and Emma was still taking care of the clients in the office.

      I didn’t have time to worry about my business, but I was somehow glad that Emma took time to reassure clients that we hadn’t abandoned them completely.

      In the end the three of us agreed to meet in Hackney Station just after dark. We were planning to work out the details later on. Getting back to my own shitty flat wasn’t something that I wanted to do. Rodriguez wasn’t going to give up. He wanted to question me. As far as I was concerned, he and the royals could go to hell. Summer was my daughter and I didn’t want to waste my time on answering irrelevant questions.

      Heaviness settled on my heart when I entered Ricky’s apartment an hour later. I missed him telling me off, missed the fact that maybe he could never again push me to do what was right or lift my spirits up.

      I went straight to his small bar and poured myself a shot of vodka. I was just about to drink it when I noticed a red sheet of paper in front of me with my name on it. When I  lifted it up I already knew that Morpheus had left this message here for me. I would recognise the symbol of hell anywhere.

      

      Follow the mongrel in a red coat. She is rushing through the crowded bridge. No one is paying attention to her and she uses the ignorance of humans to her advantage. Follow her and you will find the way to the Forgotten Street. Use your chance tonight, after the sunset.

      

      M.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 7

        

        “When any soul abandons savagely its body, rending self by self away, 
        Minos consigns it to the seventh gulf”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      These instructions weren’t clear. There were hundreds of crowded bridges in London. I had no idea why Morpheus didn’t just tell me where I was supposed to find that mongrel in the red coat. Lucifer was intent on making this test difficult for me. I had a few ideas about the location of the Forgotten Street, but nothing concrete. I remembered that a couple of weeks ago Ricky mentioned an upcoming election in hell. Maybe the dark lord was ready to shift things around downstairs in case of an uprising. I didn’t think that there was a demon out there that could challenge him, but everything was possible during these shaky times. Either way, I had to figure this puzzle quickly.

      After some time, I started tidying up Ricky’s apartment to take my mind off pressing matters. Ricky was very proud of his space and he hated mess. I looked at some of his photo collections of miniature classic cars, regretting that I never asked Matilda for a photo of Summer. Until this moment I hadn’t realized I had no idea what she looked like. I was too afraid to keep her photos in my flat and now, after everything that happened, it was a good idea. Matilda had written to me often, giving me updates about Summer’s development. We had a mutual understanding and, until Alexis got involved, this worked out well for both of us. As far as Summer was concerned, Matilda was her only mother.

      By the time the apartment was clean, I was slightly tipsy. The small bottle of vodka was half empty. Paul hadn’t seen me in Broken Shoe since that unfortunate night when I followed Zara all the way to Gjöll. The craving for magical tequila had left me shaky, but with all that was going on I didn’t want to start drinking magic again. I had to be completely focused if I was planning to go after Alexis.

      The human alcohol numbed the guilt a little, but it didn’t get rid of it completely. After doing some more research I decided to change the location of my meeting with Emma and Zach. Arthur wouldn’t just leave me alone and I needed to make sure he wouldn’t follow me around this evening. I rubbed my sweaty palms, wondering how I was going to get in touch with Matilda in the area ruled only by Warlocks without getting myself killed first. This whole task seemed almost impossible.

      Brixton seemed quiet on a Tuesday night. Not many people were out and about. I told Zach and Emma to meet me in my local pub. I wanted to believe that Arthur wouldn’t look for me there. As I walked through the busy streets, my energy became more sensitive, tingling over my whole body. I had to be vigilant, as Watchers were patrolling the streets. Most of them were connected to Rodriguez and I had to avoid getting caught.

      I entered the Broken Shoe just before eight, feeling nervous about tonight. Ricky’s demonic books indicated that Warlocks were banished from earth several years ago, and that there weren’t many of them left. A crazy thought had been circulating in my head from the moment I walked outside. Morpheus’s message seemed complicated, but the more I thought about it, the answer was right in front of me.

      The pub was almost empty. Devlin greeted me by one of the tables asking if I’d play cards tonight.

      “No, I’m busy,” I told him, knowing that I might never have this opportunity again. That was okay, I didn’t have any more money to throw away. I wasn’t going to earn any cash anytime soon, so this was a good time to stop playing altogether.

      “What’s going on with Maxine these days?” Paul asked, looking surprised to see me. The word on the street must have spread, and I bet that many demons believed Ricky was already dead.

      “I have fucked up big time, Paul,” I responded, thinking about my partner. “And tonight I’m going to try to fix everything.”

      A second later Zachary walked through the door, and a dose of unexpected lust curled up my toes.

      “Trouble, Maxine, that man is trouble. No matter what, just keep your head above the water,” Paul muttered and went back to polishing his glasses. I had no idea what that was supposed to mean. Paul had always been mysterious.

      Zach looked delicious in a leather jacket and cowboy boots. He must have stopped shaving for a little while, and I only just noticed how good he looked in his dark facial hair. My heart danced in my chest, sending me to another dimension. A second later I shook my head, telling myself there was no point even thinking about hooking up with him. My future was very much doomed. I’d hurt one man enough already, and Zach deserved someone better than me.

      Emma was right behind him. I was so glad that she wore jeans and T-shirt and not one of her colourful dresses. She smiled at almost every customer and greeted Paul like he was her long-lost friend.

      “Right, I hope there is a reason why you decided to meet up in here?” Zach questioned me.

      “Oh, I love places like this. This pub has so much character,” Emma said, walking around and smiling at a group of demons. “This whole thing is so exciting.”

      “No particular reason. I just wanted to make sure that we wouldn’t be interrupted. Arthur has been stalking me lately.” I grabbed Emma before one of Devlin’s buddies had a chance to pick her up. “Let’s move. We have to be at London Bridge in forty minutes.”

      The craving for tequila was slowly paralysing me. Paul was still staring back at me with that concerned look on his face. I could ask him to give me a small bottle of liquid magic, just so I could take the edge off the stress. I thought that a strong drink would mask the fact that I was scared. Failing wasn’t an option, but so far nothing was going according to plan. Entering the Forgotten Street wasn’t going to be easy, and Alexis had the advantage over me. I had to stay sober and focused. Besides, I felt better knowing that I could rely on my own magic.

      “That sounds about right. Arthur has cut me off,” Zach said as we got outside. “He told my boss to keep me out of the royals’ business. I wouldn’t be surprised if I get demoted.”

      “He is planning to announce it to the world that he has a bastard child,” I muttered, knowing that Rodriguez would have to eliminate him if he knew about Summer.

      “Sorry, Flower, but I don’t think he has the guts to go through with something like that. On a positive note, my boss seemed relieved that we don’t have to deal with royal drama anymore,” Zach chuckled. He didn’t seem to worry that his career was in jeopardy.

      Arthur was trying to make my life difficult and so far he was succeeding. Right then, I had too much on my mind to worry about him. He didn’t get it that I was trying to protect him.

      We started walking through Brixton, heading to the tube station. My gut feeling told me that Morpheus wanted me to head over to the London Bridge. Maybe this theory was completely crazy, but there were always crowds of people on that bridge. The place seemed significant. I remembered reading somewhere that one of the demons had managed to expand his own abilities during some crazy ritual by standing right in the middle of it. His theory was that the bridge was situated above the central point of one of the entrances to hell.

      “We need to focus on this task. We are looking for a mongrel in a red coat. She is going to lead us straight to the Forgotten Street,” I said, convinced that I had managed to de-code Morpheus’s message correctly. Zach nodded, but didn’t say anything. Emma started asking me all sorts of questions. I was glad that we didn’t have to talk once we left the underground. The central station was very busy, and as usual I had to block human emotions out just so I could keep on going. We were back in central London just after sunset.

      “Is that your plan? I thought we were going after that bitch Alexis,” Zach asked, sounding uncertain.

      “I had a tip-off that she’s heading over there. She is aware that Matilda is hiding Summer amongst her kind. The mongrel in a red coat is going to lead us to the Forgotten Street.”

      “Gotcha. We have to locate a half demon with a red coat. This is pretty simple, but do we  know what will happen after that?” Emma asked, rubbing her long fingers. “I mean, how do we enter this gate?”

      “I have no idea, Emma. I have a limited amount of information,” I explained, only now realising that my plan was very shaky. I had no idea where I was heading and on top of that I was dragging two humans with me, straight into a possible danger. “Maybe you should reconsider. Think about Suzi. Have you thought about what would happen to her if you get hurt?”

      “I want to help, Maxine, so please stop making me feel guilty,” Emma said. Well, she was right. I had been trying to make her feel guilty. She was risking her life for me.

      It didn’t take us long to get to the bridge. As I suspected, the pathway was heaving with people. There was congestion, and some drivers were screaming at each other. We passed a lot of men with suits and briefcases. Sudden unease settled in my stomach. I was taking a gamble, maybe reading too much into Morpheus’s instructions.

      “All right, I’m sorry, but I’m worried,” I said stopping just by the bridge, looking around and waiting for something to happen. My head was tangled with the human emotions around me. Everyone was rushing somewhere. I felt suffocated, surrounded by tourists and ordinary Londoners.

      Minutes passed, and a few humans glanced at us when I reached out for my demonic power. We most likely looked odd standing in this crowded spot and not doing anything.

      The wind picked up, ruffling my hair. Suddenly I felt like someone had squeezed my lungs, punching all the oxygen out of me. Scorching heat swam through me, the energy rolled over my back. I felt like my chest cracked open. I couldn’t breathe, hearing how my heart pounded in my ears. I wanted to say something, but I couldn’t make a sound. A split second later a mongrel with a long elegant red coat passed by, heading towards the bridge. She had shiny blond hair and a purple umbrella in her hand. It looked like Zach was telling Emma a joke, because she was laughing out loud. No one noticed my distress. The odd sensation left me as quickly as it appeared. Confusion filled my head as I tried to calm down.

      Sudden lightning broke over the sky, and the sound of thunder followed several seconds later. It seemed like all of a sudden the sky cracked open and rain poured down. People on the bridge started running, men with suits covered their heads with briefcases, trying to escape the heavy downpour. Tourists began heading towards opposite directions. Some children were crying as their mothers hurried them away.

      Once the oxygen began flowing through my system again I grabbed Zach’s arm and shouted.

      “I see her. Come on, let’s start moving!”

      I kept staring at the woman in the red coat. She was moving quickly between people that were trying to escape from the rain. A moment later, she stopped, opened her umbrella and then carried on walking.

      Zach looked at me in confusion. “What? I can’t see anyone. What are you talking about, Maxine? We are getting soaked.” He tried to stop me when I walked to the bridge, but he didn’t understand anything. The woman in a red coat kept walking. She was right there in front of me, almost dancing in the rain. Zach and Emma were shouting after me to stop.

      More and more humans were running as the rain intensified. The mongrel girl didn’t seem bothered about the rain. She reached the middle of the bridge and then stopped, looking around. Humans were too busy trying to escape the pouring rain. She closed her umbrella and spread something that looked like a white powder around her. Horns were going off, someone was blocking the road. The cars weren’t moving.

      “Maxine, where are you going? Let’s find some shelter,” Emma shouted after me, grabbing my elbow.

      “No, we can’t leave now. She is there, right in front of us.” I pointed at the mongrel girl. She had turned around and was staring straight at me. Her energy connected with mine. I felt a burning deep in my chest and then time stopped. The world around me ceased. I glanced back at Emma and Zach. They stopped moving, like most of the people on the bridge, completely oblivious to magic that circulated around them. The drops of rain were suspended all around me. I watched how the circle from the white powder suddenly beamed with light. I had no idea who was responsible for this magic. Mongrels’ abilities were limited. I could cease the time sometimes, but that kind of energy shifted and expanded in the human world.

      The light exploded upwards from the circle, creating some sort of portal. A second later the mongrel girl giggled and jumped through the hole created by the light, disappearing in front of my eyes. Energy rolled down my arms, and my fingertips sparkled. I had no idea what I was doing, but my instinct took over. I ran to Emma and Zach, spreading my energy over at them. They woke up from the spell, glancing around, disoriented at the world that had been ceased in one of the busiest places.

      “Come on, let’s move. We have to follow her,” I shouted, soaked from head to toe.

      The light was still beaming from the hole that had been created in the middle of  London Bridge. I didn’t know how long this spell would hold the portal. The mongrel girl was connected to Warlocks. I had to follow her, with or without Zach and Emma.

      “What the hell is going on here? Why is no one is moving?” Zach asked.

      “I don’t have time to explain. We have to jump through that portal, now!” I roared back. Emma seemed the only one that could still think straight. She nodded to me and then  grabbed Zach’s hand. I kept whispering the formula under my breath, trying to remember the spell that allowed me to cease the time. A split second later the circle began closing up on us. The rainwater showered us like a river, we heard the horns. We passed one or two humans that looked disoriented for a moment.

      I reached the magical portal, and without hesitation I jumped straight into the unknown. I had no idea if Emma or Zach would follow. The darkness obscured my vision and I was still falling. My screams died, and a moment later I crashed onto the wet ground painfully.

      Then two more bodies fell on top of me, knocking the air out of my lungs. I saw stars, as pain left me numb. I lay on the wet ground for several seconds until I was able to feel my limbs again. My head hurt, so did my knee and elbow.

      “Oh my God, Maxine, we are alive. This is amazing.” Emma’s squeaky voice reached me. Zach was back on his feet, massaging his back.

      “Are you all right?” he asked me, with a deep frown. I shook my head and rubbed my eyes. It looked like the portal worked. We were transported into a dark quiet street. There was a round of terrace houses along the road and everything looked ordinary. My clothes were soaking wet, and water was dripping down my face. This whole experience felt surreal.

      “Sort of, just give me a minute. I need to rest,” I said, breathing in and out until the pain eased.

      “What the hell happened on that bridge?” he asked.

      “It looked like the mongrel girl created a portal. She ceased the time. I saw her instantly,” I explained, looking around. I didn’t understand how Zach and the rest of the humans couldn’t see her. Even demons weren’t invisible. The mist was spreading quickly, covering everything around us. There was no time to ask questions. We needed to get the hell out of here.

      “I didn’t see any girl,” Emma said, sounding disappointed. “But that’s okay as long as we are here, right? Is this the Forgotten Street?”

      “I hope so. We followed her through the portal, so this must be it,” I said, squeezing the water out of my jacket. A mist was covering the streets. I could barely see the streetlamps in front of me.

      “I have no signal in here, wherever we are. So what now?” Zach asked.

      “We should get off the main road and find a place to hide,” I suggested, trying to locate any sources of energy. My fingertips stopped sparkling. The street seemed completely deserted. Morpheus must have been right about the mongrel in the red coat, and my gamble paid off. He wanted me to head to the London Bridge.

      “All right, let’s follow the road. This can’t be any different than our world, right?” Emma asked smiling widely.

      “Well, this is where you are wrong, little girl, because this is nothing like your world, dear,” said the voice that emerged from the dark corner.

      Shortly after that we realised we were surrounded by not only one but at least a dozen Warlocks. They started emerging from the mist, blocking all the ways to escape.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 8

        

        “But here we came across a band of souls who milled around the ditch and met our tread.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I counted at least fifteen Warlocks around us, all staring at us suspiciously. Emma moved behind me and Zach swore under his breath. I was still pretty much in shock after what happened on the bridge, trying to rebound my demonic powers, but nothing was working. The creatures around us were all Warlocks; their magic felt complex and strong. A wave of their power riddled through me, disabling my own magic. The mist covered the entire street now and it was difficult to see anything beyond it.

      I had a feeling that we were going to have to stay here for a bit longer than I originally anticipated.  Alexis was coming to this dimension and I had to find Matilda before she got here.

      “How did you get in here? No demons or humans are able to pass through the gate. The Forgotten Street belongs to Warlocks,” asked a male Warlock who stood close to my right. He was tall, muscular and dressed in a dark cloak, similar to the one that Matilda had worn when we first met. Zach was thinking about his gun, and I was hoping that he wouldn’t do anything stupid. Warlocks weren’t our enemy.

      “We jumped through the magical portal on the London Bridge. We followed the mongrel in the red coat,” I said, realising that there was no point lying to them. Morpheus mentioned that Warlocks couldn’t be trusted, but I didn’t see why they wouldn’t help us. They had been oppressed by demons for centuries and I had experienced that kind of prejudice myself. Maybe I could use this to my advantage and convince them that Matilda was my friend.

      I felt movement behind me; Zach was trying to reach for his gun. I kicked him in the shin, indicating that this wasn’t necessary. A shiver of snippets passed through the group and they all looked at each other with disbelief. Emma whispered something to me, but I couldn’t understand what she said. Zach calmed down a little, now pissed off more with me than anyone else.

      “You followed a mongrel girl in a red coat?” asked the older one with a long silver beard. He had kind eyes and looked much friendlier than the rest of them.

      “Yes, that’s how we got here,” I responded.

      “We don’t want any drama. We are here for someone. Let us pass,” Zach interrupted, and I wished that I’d kicked him harder earlier. Matilda showered me with kindness. I never had any problems with Warlocks, but right now we were in their territory. I bet that Berith had no idea that the Forgotten Street even existed.

      “You’re not safe here. Warlocks’ territory is filled with twisted traps. Tell me, mongrel girl, how did you know about a woman in a red coat?” asked the same elder Warlock.

      I hesitated then, thinking about my deal with Morpheus. No one was supposed to know about him.

      “Does it matter? I just knew that I had to be here tonight,” I said, dismissing the question. “We won’t cause you any trouble. We just need to find someone in this dimension.”

      “You could pass, but first you must tell us—how did you know about the gate? We tolerate mongrels, they are harmless. But demons have been killing us for as long as we remember and we hate them,” stated the elder Warlock.

      I scratched my head and glanced at Zachary. He nodded, like he was telling me to just get on with it. These Warlocks were living here peacefully. I didn’t want to use unnecessary violence. Emma moved a bit closer and whispered again.

      “Come on, tell them. We can’t stay here. We need to find Alexis.”

      All right, so my friends didn’t understand that I had made a deal with Lucifer himself. There was no way that I could reveal any details from my conversation with Morpheus. I bit my lip, calling up my power. Morpheus had specified that no one within the demonic community should know about Summer or about my affair with Arthur. Lucifer wanted to take care of Alexis quietly, probably because he didn’t trust his own demons. It was a tactical move, but I had a feeling that Morpheus was more than just his right hand.

      “I’m sorry, but I can’t tell you how I knew about the girl. We aren’t doing you any harm. Let us go about our business,” I requested as diplomatically as I could, but the Warlocks didn’t look like they were ready to let me go.

      “Someone betrayed our kind. We won’t let you leave unless you tell us what we want to know,” announced the Warlock in the middle with slightly blondish hair. The clock was ticking, the fire in my stomach rising slowly and steadily. Alexis had left a mark on me. We were somehow connected with each other after Gjöll. There was no doubt that dark magic was floating through her veins, and I could sense it instantly.

      “Then we have a bit of a problem. A letter had been delivered to me with the instructions of how to get here. I don’t know who wrote it,” I lied. I couldn’t lose Ricky or put my daughter in danger. Warlocks were here because they wanted to protect themselves. We were the intruders and they didn’t trust us.

      “James, take them to the Canary. The streets are dangerous at this time in the night,” ordered the older Warlock. Zach grabbed my shoulder and squeezed it.

      “Max, what the hell? Tell them about Ronan, so we can be on our way,” he hissed with a sharp whisper.

      “Ronan didn’t tell me about the Forgotten Street, someone else did,” I whispered back, angry with myself that I couldn’t explain anything to him.

      Two Warlocks standing behind me pushed me forward and I had no other choice but to start moving. My friends were slowly losing faith in me. The mist was poisonous, drowning my magic and focus away. The Warlocks were right, there was an unknown creature watching us from the distance. A few elders glanced around. I noticed fear in their eyes. They hadn’t created the mist.

      Five Warlocks with magic beyond my control led us to an abandoned building at a back street. We all went calmly together, vanishing inside the dark space. Before I disappeared inside, I noticed how quiet the whole area was. The immense, hollow silence rang in my ears and a cold shiver crept over my spine. My inner demon reminded me that Zachary and Emma needed to be protected. They weren’t able to see so well in the dark, so it was important that we stuck together.

      We walked for about five minutes, finally going inside a large open space lit with torches. We were brought in front of a long wooden table with chairs. A moment later someone grabbed my elbow and moved me to the side. It looked like each one of us had a separate guard. I counted three chairs, not having a good feeling about whatever was about to happen.

      Minutes later, three Warlock females entered, and each one sat on the empty chair in front of the table. All of them had the same black cloaks with long pointed hats. Dim light partly revealed that they were older, possibly in their fifties or sixties.

      “The high chair hearing begins,” announced the voice from the corner of the building. He was wearing the same dark cloak and his face was covered. Emma jumped, looking around startled. Then we all heard ringing bells somewhere outside. I sensed that it was a warning of some sort, but it was difficult to figure out from what. I struggled to connect with my demonic energy, struggled to recognise the danger.

      The sound of bells was getting louder. More Warlocks appeared in the building. My guard was a female, tall and lean, holding a long sword in her right hand. The Warlocks obviously wanted to question us officially. I had never heard about high chair hearings. Several minutes passed and the Warlock female sitting behind the wooden table smiled at me. Her small brown eyes moved over Zach and Emma.

      “The purpose of this hearing is to find out who betrayed our kind. The Warlock community is small, and we are trying to survive in this world. Demons feel threatened by us. That’s why we are forced to hide in here,” she began. “My name is Eve.”

      “As I said before, we don’t want any trouble. We are loo—”

      “Silence, mongrel, you haven’t been given permission to speak,” Eve shouted, slamming something that looked like a stone over the table until sparks of electricity began erupting all around her. Emma gasped and I stopped talking. This wasn’t good. We didn’t have time to stand here. Morpheus insisted that I had to be here tonight. He must have known that Alexis would try to enter the Forgotten Street sometime tonight.

      “Human girl, tell us everything you know,” ordered the female, the same Warlock directing her question to Emma.

      “Me?” Emma asked, pointing at her herself. “Well, I didn’t know at first that Maxine was a demon … and Ricky. You see I had seen strange things happening all around me before, but I thought that maybe my eyes were misleading me. Then, a couple of weeks ago Max and Ricky called me in to the office and started—”

      “No, we don’t need to know your life story,” stated Eve, looking amused. “How did you know about the Forgotten Street?”

      I smiled and shook my head. Emma didn’t know anything.

      “Maxine told me about this street. I asked her if I could help. You see our friend Ricky is dying. He’s in the hospital and we need a reversal spell,” Emma explained like she truly believed that Eve did give a damn about our problems. The Warlocks just wanted to find out who betrayed them.

      A moment later the bells stopped ringing, and my demonic abilities came back. There was a full-blooded demon nearby. Electricity jolted through me, and my pulse sped up. I felt that familiar burning sensation inside my chest. Zachary said something to me, but I couldn’t hear him.  My vision went blurry and I saw a flashback from the past.

      

      The little girl couldn’t be more than two years old. She was playing in the stream. She had short blond curls and she was splashing water all over her pink dress. Tall wide trees surrounded the space; the birds were singing in the trees.

      I stood somewhere on the other side, staring and wondering what happened to the Warlocks and the hearing. The little girl looked so happy, smiling wildly and screaming with joy.

      “Summer, come on, I made something delicious,” shouted a woman with wavy ebony hair. She had dark enigmatic eyes and her smile was filled with warmth. It was Matilda. I was seeing a moment from the past, possibly another flashback or a mirage.

      Last time, back in the tunnels, the Keres implanted that one lost memory about my mother. Right now I was experiencing something similar.

      I was staring at my own daughter and I couldn’t comprehend how this was possible. She was so beautiful. I hadn’t seen her since birth, since that moment when I handed her to Matilda. Her little chubby face and those large green eyes. The emotions that scorched over me were overwhelming. I felt sunshine on my skin, sending her joy and happiness. It was bliss.

      Summer was a spitting image of her father, the Prince. There was no doubt that she was his daughter.

      I forced my feet to move, but nothing happened. This mirage was more painful than I could ever have imagined. I wished that I could disappear, and not see how beautiful she really was. Guilt was tearing me apart, and pain spread like a wildfire to every nook and cranny of my body.

      “No, Summer is not hungry, Auntie. Summer wants to play,” she shouted and continued to splash the water.

      Matilda went up to her and kneeled down so she was at the same level, taking her small hands.

      “You’re right, but you can play all you like after. Come on, you need some energy so you will grow up to be a tall woman, like your mother,” Matilda said.

      Then the image started fading slowly and I was losing her. I screamed, but then the darkness overshadowed my senses.

      

      I took a sharp deep breath, realising that I was back in the room. Alexis was at the Forgotten Street. I sensed her energy nearby. The connection was strong, but it was fading. That vision must’ve had something to do with her. Tears welled in my eyes when I thought about my daughter.

      “Right, you can stay here until you reveal what we need to know,” Eve said, now staring directly at me.

      Sweat rolled over my back, and I looked up towards the way out. More Warlocks began to arrive, blocking us from escaping.

      “Max, for God’s sake tell them. We are running out of time,” Zachary said, like he wanted to shake me. I heard snippets and whispers around us. The Warlocks were getting impatient. Alexis was slowly moving away, and she seemed delighted about something. I needed to get the hell out of here.

      “I told you, I don’t know who sent the letter. My friend here seems to think that it was my old mentor Ronan, but the letter wasn’t signed,” I shouted, losing control. Sparks erupted through my fingertips as I tried tapping into my energy.

      I had to do something, Matilda was in danger and I couldn’t let Alexis take Summer. I glanced back at my guard and then a crazy idea came to me. A couple of months ago I wouldn’t have risked the lives of my friends, but this whole trip wasn’t about protecting them, it was about stopping Alexis. I had a task, a responsibility.

      Using my inhuman speed I grabbed the knife hidden in my boot. I didn’t think that I would ever need to use it. After all, I always relied on my magic. This was crazy, but my desperation had reached a new level. The Warlock guard most likely didn’t expect that I would try anything. She was much stronger than me, and easily could use her complex magic to tie me down, but I no longer cared.

      I grabbed her by the collar of her cloak and pushed her down, wrapping my elbow over her neck. My movements were quick, unexpected. A moment later I had a knife pressed over the side of her neck. This was most likely the stupidest and most desperate move, but I was done with bullshit. Alexis was going to die tonight whether she liked it or not.

      “Hey you fuckers, you let us all out or this Warlock here is going to die. I’m done with wasting time!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 9

        

        “My gaze was trained already into his, 
        while he, brow raised, was thrusting out his chest, 
        As though he held all Hell in high disdain.” 
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Eve and one of the other Warlocks shot up on their feet. I swallowed hard, dragging my guard away with me. Her pulse was speeding. Zach was quickly disabled by one of the Warlocks, Emma was arguing with another. Eve and two others were suddenly holding long, thin wooden sticks in their hands. I started moving towards the exit, gripping my knife tighter.

      Zach was pinned down to the ground by one of the guards. He didn’t even have a chance to reach for his gun. I didn’t want him to shoot anyone. We just needed to get the hell out of here.

      “Tell your guards to get away from my friends now!” I roared, losing my obedient girl attitude. That bitch couldn’t get away, she had no advantage in this world, in this dimension.

      “You won’t get far. Demons were always less receptive to our magic. We could co-exist peacefully. We do work well with mongrels,” said the muscular tall Warlock that stepped out in front from the group at the back. My pulse spiked, and I pressed the knife harder. I wasn’t planning to hurt my guard, but these people weren’t listening.

      “We are here to stop a demon from committing a crime. I told you that we didn’t want any trouble. Now you left me no other choice,” I shouted again, feeling like I had made too many mistakes already. “You get away from my friend or this Warlock dies!”

      The guard that held Zachary pulled away, taking a few steps back. Emma was already free; a second later she was beside Zach. He wasn’t hurt, but he was shot by Warlock’s magic that weakened him.

      Zach was struggling to breathe, but he was going to be all right. His eyes gleamed with twisted excitement. He was ready for anything just to get out of here. I thought about the potions that I had on me. Suddenly my whole crazy idea could work, but Emma and Zach needed to be close.

      “Lori, stay calm, this mongrel girl won’t hurt you,” James said. He was the Warlock that spoke to me the first time. The female guard must have been his lover or relative, because he seemed very concerned about her.

      “The hell I won’t. Trust me, I’m desperate and my time is limited. Let us leave and no one will get hurt,” I said, knowing that they were pointing at me with what looked like magic wands. If one of their spells struck me, I was as good as dead. Either way I had to act quickly. Alexis was moving faster than I anticipated.

      “Maxine, what the hell are you doing? Who are you trying to protect?” Zach hissed in my ear.

      “No one, that bitch is nearby and she is going to escape again if I stay here and keep chatting away,” I spoke brusquely. “Get ready. I’m getting us out of here, using magic.”

      He was just about to ask me what I meant, but there was no time. I reached into my pocket and held a small brown bag in my hands. Jinxed powder could transport me anywhere I wanted, but it was useless without a specific formula. It was a Latin phrase that  I memorised a couple of years ago. It was a hell of a gamble. The formula could take me straight back to London, but right then I was willing to take that risk.

      Within a heartbeat, I made a decision. I pushed the female Warlock and tore apart the bag. The powder shined in the darkness and I whispered the formula concentrating on the Forgotten Street. My pulse sped up instantly. I heard screams around me. With no time at all, I grabbed Zach and Emma. There was a loud bang, more screams, and a split second later we crashed on the wet pavement somewhere outside. Disoriented and achy, I shot back on my feet, the adrenaline still moving through my system. Zach was massaging his head. I looked around, praying for us to be in the Forgotten Street. The area was too quiet for one of the streets of London. The mist was gone, and I had a feeling that the powder took us away from the Warlocks.

      “What the fuck happened? Where are we?” Zach asked, brushing off ash from his jacket and trousers.

      “I used my magic to get us out of that circus,” I replied. “Emma, are you all right? We need to move, before those Warlocks decide to send the search party after us.”

      “I’m fine, it’s just my ears are popped,” Emma giggled, and I seriously needed to figure out later on if part of her brain got damaged during my spell.

      “Alexis is here. We need to move. Zach, take out your gun. You might need it,” I said and started jogging towards the empty street. Zach was complaining about the fact that he couldn’t see anything, but we didn’t have time to stop. The street lamps were off, and it was hard to get a sense of direction. I suspected that the time worked differently around here. Goose pimples appeared on my arms when I sensed the magical current all around us. Only several meters later we crossed another street, and on the corner we stopped abruptly. It seemed like we entered yet another dimension, in this part the streets were lit, cars were parked on the road, and we saw humans there.

      My heart began thumping loudly in my chest. I could only hope that my spell took me to the right place. The wind picked up and small dots of rain began falling from the sky.

      “What are they doing in here? I thought this territory was only inhabited by Warlocks?”  Emma asked when I stopped, wondering what to do next.

      “I have no idea, but let’s keep going,” I muttered, aware that everyone was going about their business. The further we moved towards more inhabited territories, the stranger things became. Some of the houses disappeared, others seemed burned down and abandoned. Humans were walking up and down, chatting to each other like everything was perfectly normal. The streets were bright with lights that were suddenly everywhere.

      “Do you hear this, guys?”  Emma asked. “The music seems familiar. What is going on?”

      Indeed, I heard the music coming from the other side of the road. It seemed that humans were heading there with their children.

      “I think we should follow them,” Zach suggested, pointing at the light that was beaming in the darkness on the south side of this mysterious place.

      “Daddy, let’s go quickly; otherwise the circus will disappear,” screamed a little boy that stepped out of the terrace house on our right. His ginger father glanced at us for a brief moment, then turned his attention to the boy.

      “Let’s hurry then, we don’t want to miss all the fun,” the father responded. I thought about my vision back when I was with the Warlocks. Summer was so happy back then. I had lost track of Alexis, so maybe it was wise to follow to the circus. Slowly I began suspecting that people that lived in this dimension couldn’t be fully human, but they weren’t demons either. I shook my head, reminding myself that this wasn’t important.

      “Zach is right. Alexis must be heading there,” I said. Matilda must have vanished once she realised Summer was in danger, but Alexis somehow found out about this place. Someone must have been helping her.

      “Oh my Lord, I love the circus. Suzi always tells me that she wants to go and see clowns,” Emma said, rushing behind me. Warlocks were supposed to be wiped out, demons ruled in hell and on earth, and I didn’t understand how this whole dimension even existed.

      We kept following the humans for about fifteen minutes until the road opened up to a large square. The colourful tent had been built right in the middle, attracting humans with their children. People were queuing to get inside.

      It was a typical fun fair event with rides, screaming children, food stands and other attractions. I was certain that we weren’t in London, and I was tempted to grab someone and ask for the name of this little town. A tiny voice in my head told me to stay back and just watch the crowd.

      “This whole thing is amazing,” Emma announced with her eyes wide. Then between a girl in the yellow dress and some older couple who were drinking lemonade, I thought I saw a glimpse of a green silky dress. The woman that wore it had her back to me, but I could have sworn that it was Alexis. She was moving through the crowd of people.

      “There. I see someone. Let’s keep moving!” I shouted, knowing that I couldn’t waste anymore time. Suddenly everyone was blocking my way, pushing me and screaming. My energy rose and I kept moving, passing people, keeping an eye on her back.

      Zach and Emma were shouting after me, but I couldn’t stop. Images of Summer and Matilda were vivid, rolling in front of my eyes. She was quick, circulating between people while I struggled. Kids, there were so many kids jumping in front of me. One of them nearly knocked me off my feet.

      “Hot dogs, burgers all for a pound,” someone yelled right in my ear. It seemed to me the people were purposely walking into me. My fingertips were sparkling, my excellent vision couldn’t have misled me. All I could think of was the green silky dress and the red hair. She was right there, a few meters ahead of me. Shortly after that she disappeared behind the large tent, away from the crowd.

      My heart stuttered in my chest, the energy pulsating deep in my bones. Finally when I was away from the crowd, I found myself at the back of the circus. Right in front of me there were hundreds of old gypsy caravans.

      A wave of strong magic wafted through the air, and Alexis’s energy hit me like a cold summer rain in the middle of the day. I couldn’t waste time waiting around for Zach and Emma. They were going to be fine.

      The caravan site seemed deserted, but most of the artists were inside, performing. I started moving around, trying to locate her. My muscles were tense, throat dry, as I walked passing colourful caravans. I could sense that bitch near me, she must have been a couple of meters ahead.

      I created a fireball and kept balancing it on the centre of my palm. I walked slowly, concentrating on all my power. The last spell weakened me slightly, but not enough to become a victim again.

      “Well, well, well, who do we have here?” asked the voice that I mildly recognised.  I lost my balance and my fiery ball vanished, leaving burning marks on my hand.

      A split second later, I turned around facing a demon that I had met before. He was the stranger that stood by the fountain in the night market, connecting people to opportunities. We’d shared a kiss, a very intimate and erotic kiss that nearly cost me a life. I shook my head, trying to block his energy, focusing harder on my task, but I was losing my head again. I was here to kill Alexis.

      “Hey, listen, I would love to stay and chat, but I have to go,” I snapped, ready to sneak to the next corner, but the stranger grabbed me quickly and pulled me towards his body. Somehow he managed to tackle me, pinning me to the wall of an old blue caravan. His cologne was sexy as hell and his eyes were staring directly into my demonic soul. His magic began causing havoc inside my overheated body.

      No, no, no, I couldn’t let him in. That guy was using his demonic abilities to steal one more kiss from me, so he could keep me with him forever. Dark eyes, olive skin and that cologne. Suddenly I was melting, feeling like I was in the palace with Arthur.

      “No, you have been naughty. You will stay here with me,” he muttered, placing a small kiss on my neck. I had to close my eyes not knowing what was happening to me. Suddenly my pulse began speeding. The excitement rose and all I could think about was him making love to me. There was something that I had to do, something important.

      Then he kissed me and the fire burned through me, spreading quickly. Suddenly he was touching my thighs, running his fingers over my cleavage.

      “No, please, let go of me,” I begged, but my body responded to his touch, wanting and needing more. That hot demon in front of me was everything I ever desired.

      “Sweet mongrel girl, did you think that I wouldn’t see through that spell on the market? I had a feeling that we would meet again,” he said, wrapping his moist lips around mine. His kiss was mind-blowing, but the tiny voice in my head kept telling me that I had to get away from him before his spell enchanted me completely.

      When he kissed me again, I suddenly remembered. Alexis. I was after Alexis. I used my electric magic to push him away from me. Then glancing back, I saw my enemy several meters away, hiding between two caravans. I screamed, but no sound came out of my mouth. Every part of my body seemed paralysed. I couldn’t move. The stranger’s energy embraced mine, locking me in the spot.

      “You’re mine to keep, Maxine Brodeur. You can’t escape now,” he was saying, running his finger down my arms.

      My head was turned and I was looking directly at Alexis. She couldn’t see me from there. The stranger demon had done something to my abilities. Alexis’s face was deformed, some parts of her skin were hanging off, but she hid it under the charm. The colour drained from my face when I saw Summer standing several meters away from her. The sudden shock punched the air out of my lungs. She couldn’t be there. She was supposed to be with Matilda.

      No, no, this wasn’t happening right now. It was a dream, a cruel part of my subconscious mind. Alexis wasn’t going to get my daughter.

      “Just a few more steps, darling, and it’s going to be all right,” Alexis was saying, spreading her arms wide.

      The child looked so vulnerable and hesitant. The stranger demon was talking to me, but I wasn’t paying attention to him.

      Then we both heard a scream.

      “Summer, get away from her!”

      Matilda was running towards her, paled and hurt. She was bleeding, slowing down, then running again. I fought with myself, fought with my magic to get it working again.

      Summer smiled—it was stunning joyful smile—and then she grasped Alexis’s hand. I screamed silently, breaking apart. Then Matilda screamed, “Nooo.”

      But it was too late.  There was a loud bang and all of them vanished in front of my eyes. I was left behind. It was over. My daughter was gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 10

        

        “What we hold here by faith, shall there be seen,
        not demonstrated but directly known,
        even as the first truth that man believes.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      As soon as Alexis was gone, my power exploded. Emotional pain radiated through my body, injecting my heart with venom. The stranger had me pinned down to the wooden door of a caravan, but that didn’t matter. Seeing my daughter gone shattered my energy. I was broken, screaming at the top of my lungs, and kicking the demon that prevented me from rescuing her as hard as I could. His charm was broken and his body went flying upwards. A moment later he slammed through the wooden walls of another caravan, landing on his back. Somewhere at the back of my head, I realised that Alexis had won. She got to Summer before me.

      “You son of a bitch, I’m going to kill you right now!” I roared and with every strength I had I launched myself on him. I started throwing punches when he tried to get up, losing complete control of my energy. His magic stung me a couple of times, but I turned into a grieving monster. If it weren’t for him I probably would have killed that bitch.

      His attempts at blocking me were pathetic. Soon my fists were bloody and he stopped fighting me. I couldn’t stop hitting him, the anger was riddling through me like a wildfire. All I wanted was to kill him.

      I had no idea how long I kept punching him, but eventually someone must have pulled me away. Then the same person slapped me hard, shaking my arms until I could pull myself together.

      “Max, you have to calm down!” Zach shouted. I looked at his dark eyes and felt drained, exhausted all of a sudden. My knees couldn’t hold my body any longer and I went down on the ground. There was blood everywhere. I could smell it on me, feel its metallic taste on my tongue. I glanced at Emma. She was staring at me in shock, standing behind Zach.

      “Alexis took Summer. She was here when that arsehole locked my abilities. I couldn’t do anything. I was paralysed. I have no idea how she found her. We arrived here too late,” I said, not able to hold my tears any longer.

      A few of the artists came back. They were staring at me and the beaten-up demon that lay motionless in the broken caravan’s doors. Emma exhaled sharply and I started screaming hard, louder than I ever had. Minutes or maybe hours passed, and then it poured down with rain. I kept screaming in agony, feeling like Mother Nature was crying over me. She knew too that Summer was gone, and I didn’t save her.

      [image: ]
* * *

      At some point Zach told me to get up and get myself together. The circus artists dragged the injured demon out. He was still alive, barely, but they told me that he was going to make it. Zachary dragged me back on my feet and told me that we needed to go. He seemed scared, and the performance inside the circus was coming to the end.

      I was numb when we started walking back. No one was saying anything. I kept telling myself that Matilda was with Summer and she wouldn’t allow anything to happen to her. It was time to find the way out from the Forgotten Street. I also had to speak to Morpheus again. He lied to me.

      “Matilda was hiding in here, amongst her kind. She realised very early on that Summer was in danger.” I kept saying the same sentence over and over. Somehow Zachary had managed to lead us back to the street where we’d fallen through the magical portal on the London Bridge. Emma was anxious; we didn’t want to bump into the same bunch of Warlocks again. We needed to get back to our world. I had to figure out a new plan.

      No one wanted to believe me when I said that it’s easier to find the way out than in. Drained and exhausted I led my friends through the narrow back streets of this mysterious world. I still had a bit of jinx powder left on me. Zachary yet again questioned my sanity when I took out the small bag and spread the shiny powder all over the brick wall.

      I’d thought that I had time, I’d thought that I could protect her.

      I whispered the formula and told everyone that they needed to get themselves ready. Emma looked uncertain and Zach wasn’t sure if this was safe. The earth underneath our feet began to shake and Emma’s fear radiated through my pores. In any other circumstance I would have tried to comfort her, but that old Maxine was gone. The new one was lost and was grieving.

      Moments later a door appeared in the wall. It was time to go back. My friends had so many questions, and I couldn’t give them answers. Ricky was dying, Zara was lost in her own world. They wanted to know what was going to happen to them.

      The door led us through a narrow tunnel that spread for at least a mile. As we walked back into the real world, I realised that some part of my journey was over. I did give up on Summer when she was born, stupidly thinking that I could keep her away from the ordinary world, from Arthur.

      In the end we found ourselves in one of the underground tube stations, underneath the Oxford Circus. I couldn’t talk, I couldn’t reassure my friends that everything was going to be all right, because my head was messed up. Dead or not, I had to have a drink. It took us another hour to get back to Brixton and walk through familiar streets around my own neighbourhood.

      “Maxine, I’m sorry. Is there anything I can do for you?” Emma asked, taking my hands and thinking about her own daughter. I didn’t want to break apart in front of them, but the pain was slowly tearing me apart. Alexis would use my daughter in order to heal her soul, and she would need her blood for it, a lot of it. I hoped that Matilda was willing to fight to keep Summer alive.

      “There is nothing that you can do. Go home to Suzi. You shouldn’t have gotten involved in this mess. I have made my choice, but that doesn’t mean that you have to make yours too,” I said, knowing that this wasn’t fair. Emma wanted to help me all along.

      She hugged me and reminded me that she was a friend, after all, not just my co-worker. I couldn’t ask her for more. She was already taking care of the clients in the agency. She had her own problems too.

      When I was left alone with Zachary I was ready to head straight to the pub, knowing that magical tequila wouldn’t solve anything anyway. I promised myself that I would be responsible for my daughter’s sake.

      “We will get that bitch, even if I have to enter hell,” Zach said, obviously trying to lift my doomed spirit. I couldn’t deal with the emotional baggage that hung on my shoulders. I had to track Alexis, help Ricky, and my only other hope was Morpheus. He had to do more than give me empty instructions.

      “Save your speech. I screwed up my life to the full and there is nothing anyone can do to fix it,” I said, wiping the rainwater from my forehead. Zach grabbed my hand and kissed my knuckles and I glanced at him, astonished. Last time I checked he was ready to toss me into the cell and forget about me. I’d never suspected that he would team up with Arthur.

      “There is something about you, Maxine Brodeur, a spark that doesn’t want to leave your side,” he said. I wanted to laugh, knowing that he was trying to make me feel better.

      “I’m useless. I don’t regret giving birth to her, but I regret everything else.”

      “We regret many things. I wish my mother had been less strict with Zara. Maybe she never would have run away,” he sighed.

      Our past several hours were intense and my energy was almost nonexistent. Part of me wished that I had planned ahead. I took a few potions with me, thinking that this would be enough.

      “I’m sorry about Zara. I should have killed Alexis when I had a chance,” I said, bitterly disappointed with myself. I blamed royals for my misfortune. I should have never accepted that job in the palace, but deep down my own voice of reason reminded me that my life had always centred around work.

      In the dim night light Zach looked tired, possibly exhausted by everything that happened today. I looked at my damp clothes, dreaming about Ricky’s luxurious bath. In moments like this I wished I were human. A woman that finished a hard day of work and was going to home to her man.

      “Come on, let me buy you a drink,” he suggested, then glanced at his watch looking slightly shocked. “It’s still only nine o’clock here. Is it possible that the time works a different way out there, well, whatever place we travelled to?”

      I had to double-check that myself, and yes, indeed, it seemed like I was just meeting them in the Broken Shoe.

      “It seems that’s quite a theory,” I muttered. “Drink, yeah, I need one.”

      “My car is parked close by, come on,” Zach encouraged me.

      The awkward silence descended between us when we got to the car. We were both lost in our thoughts. I kept telling myself that Alexis’s plan to use Summer in a healing ritual wasn’t going to be easy. That bitch would have to keep my daughter alive for as long as physically possible.

      Arthur hated me and for a split second I wanted to lose myself in Zach’s ripped body. I closed my eyes for a second, resting my head on the window, and then dozed off. Later on the engine of the car woke me up. I rubbed my eyes and rolled my hair in a ponytail, not recognising the streets around me. Then I remembered that Zach was driving and I’d agreed to go for a drink with him.

      “Where are we?” I asked, staring at the round of nicely finished old Victorian houses. The streets were clean, gardens well maintained.

      “It’s the street where I grew up. My mother called when you were sleeping and asked me to come over,” he said, smiling.

      “All right, I’ll walk from here. Ricky’s apartment isn’t far,” I said, unsure why he didn’t wake me earlier. I needed to head home.

      “No, you’re coming with me. My mother insisted I bring you. Besides, I have to check on Cornelia,” Zachary said switching off the car engine. Gambling and drinking were my forte, not socialising with the mother of my potential boyfriend.

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea. We are both tired and I won’t be good company this evening,” I said.

      “Nonsense, Flower, you need a warm meal and some encouraging words of wisdom from my ma. We both know that your demonic brain will soon figure out how to capture Alexis, but for now you need to relax a little. It’s been a hell of a day, trust me.”

      There was no point arguing, besides, I was starving. I hadn’t eaten anything since this morning. Maybe Zach was right, I needed some time out.

      He jumped out of the car and opened the door for me like a gentleman. His mother lived at the end of the Victorian terrace. It was a large house, undoubtedly with a lot of character. When we walked towards the door I saw a little girl waving at us. I waved back, seeing that it was Zach’s little niece, Cornelia. He obviously brought me here for a reason, maybe believing that his niece could lift my spirit somehow. I had no idea how I felt about this family gathering so far. Zachary smiled and blew a kiss to her, which she caught. Cornelia was a spitting image of her mother.

      Zach walked in without knocking and I followed. Inside, as I suspected, the decor was set in the colours from Zach’s heritage. Obviously his mother had truly embraced her culture.

      “Oh my dear boy, you finally decided to visit. Work, work, always work these days,” said the woman that greeted us in the large open plan kitchen. Seconds later a mass of black hair was climbing into Zachary’s arms, giggling loudly.

      “Uncle, Uncle, look what I made for you!”

      “All right, I would love to see it, but I have to put you down first. You weigh  a tonne now. What have you been eating lately?” Zachary chuckled winking at me.

      Cornelia laughed, dancing around him.

      “Oh, Uncle, I only eat a little. You know that,” she admitted.

      “We will see at dinner,” Zach responded. “Darling, I want you to meet someone.  Mum, Cornelia, this is Maxine, my partner.”

      Only Ricky had called me a partner before; for Zach I was just someone that helped  him solve cases. His words warmed my heart, and I smiled maybe for the first time since we left the Forgotten Street.

      It took me a moment to realise that I wasn’t the only one suffering. Zachary’s world had turned upside down: his sister wasn’t even human anymore and everything that he ever believed in was gone.

      “Oh so nice to meet you. Come, come, I made some lamb koftas with special dip. You have to try it,” his mother told me, grabbing my elbow and rushing me to the table.

      “Maxine, that’s a strange name. So are you on the street, killing bad guys like Uncle Zach?” Cornelia asked, situating herself next to me when I sat down and staring at me with her large dark eyes.

      “You could say so, but I do have my own detective agency,” I explained, smiling. Cornelia got excited and started telling me about the time when she visited Zach at the station. Her words stopped reaching me after some time. I felt myself drifting away, experiencing the most bizarre daydream in my life. My demonic abilities had taken me back to my daughter. I blinked a few times, finding myself standing in a large open plan room. Alexis was standing in the other corner staring straight at me. It was the new reality, maybe another dream, but this time I couldn’t say how it would end.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 11

        

        “My guide, my dearest master. Seven times– or more by now – you’ve brought me safely through. You’ve drawn me from the face of towering doom.
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I acted instinctually again and went for her, but yet again I couldn’t move. It was a dream or yet another vision. Cornelia must have triggered the connection that I had with Alexis and now I was seeing everything from her perspective.

      “Wake her up, witch! I need her. She has the magic inside her, the only thing that can heal me,” Alexis shouted in my direction, but she wasn’t looking at me. I glanced back, seeing Matilda.

      My Warlock friend stood on the other side of the room, with her hands raised. Her energy circulated around, and the strong smell of herbs wafted through the air. A bunch of heavy bricks cascaded down to my stomach when I saw Summer lying on the blankets in the corner. She was asleep. I couldn’t see any injuries on her body, and she looked peaceful.

      “You may have her, but she will never truly belong to you. I cursed her to protect her from your rotten soul!” Matilda screamed, laughing, and in that moment she looked like she had lost her mind. Alexis narrowed her eyes and her red flames appeared in the centre of her palm. Her eyes were gleaming with demonic rage. Panic struck me like a sharp razor. Matilda couldn’t have hurt Summer. She was supposed to protect her.

      “Wake her up or you will die in hell. Lucifer would love to add a Warlock like you to his collection of skeletons,” Alexis roared, trying to break Matilda’s wards, so far unsuccessfully. I could sense the way her dark energy was rising fast. Although her spells were broken, someone was feeding her with power.

      “I do not care for my life. Kill me and the girl remains useless to you,” Matilda responded and looked at Summer with determination and pure love. Only then I understood what happened. She’d put a sleeping charm on Summer in order to protect her from Alexis. Summer was only valuable to her when she was awake and alert. Alexis needed her precious soul and blood in order to go through with her twisted healing ritual.

      A shot of light disarmed Matilda, a piece of wood landed inches away from where she stood. Summer was fast asleep. Alexis wouldn’t hesitate to kill her, but Matilda was right. Warlocks magic was strong and the child was useless to her unless awakened.

      

      “Max, hey, Max, are you all right?”

      The room disappeared and I was sitting at the table with Zach and his family. I must have looked so zoned out for a moment, sitting there and not saying anything. I smiled weakly, realising that Matilda must have used her abilities to reassure me that she was still protecting Summer. Warlocks’ magic was powerful, and unpredictable. I had no idea what Matilda was planning. I couldn’t give up just yet, there was still a chance and I knew that I could defeat Alexis and end her for all. Matilda’s magic was protecting Summer, but for how long? I had no idea.

      “Yes, sorry. What have we been talking about? I got distracted,” I said, feeling silly.

      “Don’t worry, dear. Zach mentioned that you had a tough day,” Zach’s mum said smiling.

      I shoved some food into my mouth, while Cornelia showed me her colouring books. I was aware that Zach kept glancing back at me. He probably wondered if I was going to lose it soon. Somehow I managed to carry on with normal conversation for the rest of the evening. In the end Zach’s mother made me a strong coffee and Cornelia brought me her favourite blanket, just in case I got scared in the night. The girl was caring and sweet, and I felt so incredibly guilty that I didn’t tell Zach about Zara earlier. We both believed that finding Alexis was the solution to all our problems.

      “See, there are decent women out there, son. You should hang on to that one,” Zafira muttered to Zachary when he was helping her clean up. I was playing with Cornelia on the floor. I smiled to myself, aware of the tension that kept boiling between Zach and me since we met in Brixton. I didn’t want to think about the future. Zach wanted a relationship, even after everything that happened.

      “I’m working on it. Maxine has her own demons, but we both know that no one has ever resisted my charms,” he said, probably aware that I was eavesdropping.

      “You’re way too arrogant about it, darling. You will have to work hard for this one. Maxine’s heart is sealed very tightly,” his mother pointed out, giving him a stern look. Well, she was spot on. I always had problems with commitment.

      I could see Zach was a family man, but to anyone else he appeared to be a tough cop with a problematic attitude. I had seen his softer side, the one that he didn’t expose so much. He was extremely patient with Cornelia and showered her with a million kisses when we were leaving. I knew he would bring up my odd moment at the table when we left.

      “You went pale all of a sudden…what was that about?”

      “Matilda had sent me a vision. Don’t ask how or why, but I saw Summer. Matilda has cursed the child, to make sure that Alexis can’t touch her,” I explained, feeling uneasy about this whole thing.

      “That should give us a bit more time to track her down,” Zach said when we reached his car. “That drink, I’m going to drop you at Broken Shoe.”

      “All right, I think I do need one after all,” I muttered. The craving for magical tequila was most likely going to keep me up all night. I wasn’t planning to drink at all tonight, but I wouldn’t mind having at least a sip of vodka. I didn’t argue with him when he opened the car door for me, playing the gentleman. Apparently he was off duty for the next couple of days.

      Everything was absolutely fine until he stopped the car in the alley behind the train station. Suddenly the atmosphere between us shifted. Heat pooled low in my belly. My thoughts were racing back to Arthur, the father of my child. He was still looking for Summer, and he was threatening to expose me.

      I didn’t dare to move. Zach desired me, but there were so many other things to consider.  I promised myself that I wouldn’t hurt another man after Arthur.

      “Flower, I want to kiss you and I don’t want you to stop me,” he said in that deep seductive voice that was covering me with smouldering heat. My body had been dreaming about this moment, but my head reminded me that there was no point giving myself away. After all, Maxine’s soul now belonged to hell.

      I opened my mouth to tell him this wasn’t a very good idea, that the whole world was against us, but he moved so quickly that I lost my bearings. His cologne made me weak. He kissed me hard, until I was out of breath, breaking me up into small different pieces. The sensation of his mouth against mine suddenly came back to me. His lips were intense, nerve wrecking. For a short moment I forgot about my responsibilities and let my body dictate. His tongue caressed mine, sending snippets of blazing heat right through me. I became wet and needy. This sudden affection awakened something in me, a craving for true human closeness. Zachary’s finger caressed my bare stomach, finding its way to my cleavage, creeping up until he reached my nipple. Then he rolled it around his thumb and I gasped.

      I arched my head backwards allowing him access to my neck. His lips were divine, biting me gently. I remembered our steamy moment in my flat, our fights and flirtatious looks.

      I moaned, listening to my own voice, but soon enough the image of Summer flashed in front of my eyes, shutting down the flaming heat of desire. Nothing could prepare me for was about to come, but I didn’t want to blind myself with hope that I could experience real happiness in the future.

      I pushed him away quickly, breathing hard.

      “No, I’m not worth it, Zach. This whole thing is too complicated,” I said, fighting to keep my head above the surface. Zach dragged his hand through his hair, filled with bitter disappointment. That man wanted me, I never doubted it.

      “Worth it? Flower, you’re driving me insane. I need a moment with you, to forget that I have a sister that might never be the same again,” he said harshly, squeezing my arm. “I told my mother that you wouldn’t resist me, and you shouldn’t be resisting me.”

      “Zach, I can’t. I’m sorry,” I said and then opened the door of his car and stepped outside. I still had a fair walking distance to the pub. He was going to follow me, tell me that he was falling for me. His emotions were out in the open, and I connected with every single one. My voice of reason told me to jump into this opportunity. I glanced at the darkness, feeling like someone was watching me, but there was no one there. Maybe it was my paranoia reaching a new level.

      “We are both available, Flower, and we both know that you want me,” he called out, but I refused to turn around. He didn’t get it that one time wouldn’t have been enough.

      Half an hour later I was standing outside the Broken Shoe, my heart thumping like crazy. Once I entered the bar I realised that I should have turned around and run back to Zach, because I bumped straight into Rodriguez’s wide arms.

      “Finally we can have a chat, Miss Brodeur,” he said, leaning over the bar and caressing his thick beard. Fuck, of course he knew that I liked spending time in my local pub. Someone must have mentioned to him that I had been drinking here for as long as I could remember.

      I rolled my eyes, so he knew that I wasn’t scared of him. I had a feeling that this night was never going to end.

      The bar was empty. Paul stood behind the counter with his arms crossed. Royal guards were scattered around. Jon glanced at me with a stoic expression on his face. Most of them used to work for me.

      “Have a seat, Miss Brodeur,” Rodriguez said in a demanding tone of voice. I guessed that I had no choice but to obey him. My demonic energy had been weakened back in the Forgotten Street. I was vulnerable.

      As I suspected, Rodriguez took a white envelope from his side pocket and placed it on the table. Morpheus had warned me that might happen. Hell and its politics. This was getting out of control.

      “You have been summoned to answer questions about the night in the palace by Lucifer himself. We might need to take a short trip to hell. You violated demonic rules,” Rodriguez announced.

      “And what rules might that be?” I snarled, itching to shut him up with one of my spells. The old bastard never liked me anyway and now he had a legitimate reason to disarm my wards.

      “You were trying to use illegal magic against a member of the royal family. Hell considers it as treason, mongrel,” he stated, sitting next to me. I glanced at Paul, who seemed pissed off. I counted at least ten guards. Hmm, something was wrong here. Why was there so many of them in here?

      “It was a schoolboy or rather a girl error. The prince broke my personal space,” I muttered, knowing that I had no chance to run away. Rodriguez was itching to get to my head.

      “You were clear on the protocol. A mongrel or a demon isn’t allowed to mess with any royal’s head,” Rodriguez stated. “Now let’s start the interrogation.”

      I was ready to jump the hoop and use my power against that old bastard, but I was weak. Rodriguez was an experienced demon and he wasn’t in a hurry to take me down to hell. He wanted to find out what I was hiding right here and right now.

      On top of that Paul was storing illegal magic in his basement and I didn’t want to get him involved in this mess. I exhaled, gathering my energy. A second later, a guard appeared from the other entrance. It was Roger, and he looked flustered.

      “Sir, we have found something in the basement,” Roger said with a nervous tone of voice. The colour drained from my face and I glanced at Paul. Whatever was going on, he wasn’t giving much away.

      Rodriguez looked annoyed. He hated wasting time. My throat burned. Paul didn’t hide the magical tequila, and now he was going to get in trouble because of me. His business might even get shut down.

      “What is it? Can you not see that I’m in the middle of something important?” Rodriguez asked.

      Wow, this guy really had a problem with me.

      “Sir, you have to see it for yourself. I insist, sir,” the guard pushed, looking very uncomfortable.

      Rodriguez approached me and then grabbed my hand. A sharp agonising shot went through my left eye.

      “It’s a mark, Miss Brodeur, a taste of what might happen if you decide to run,” he muttered and then he walked away with the guard. The pain was gone as soon as he stopped touching me. I imagined scratching his face with my sharp nails. A long moment passed before they returned. I really had a bad feeling about this. All this time Paul had kept away from any demonic business. I didn’t want him to get arrested.

      “Well, we just caught two birds with one stone. There is something very interesting in the basement,” Rodriguez stated, smiling widely.

      This time Paul frowned. He obviously had no idea what that old bastard was talking about or else he was a very good actor.

      “Hold on? What the hell is in the basement?” I shouted, losing my shit.

      “Wings,” the guard replied, almost stuttering. “The retired Watcher has murdered an angel.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 12

        

        “This place is free from every kind of change. 
        Only what Heaven, of itself, receives can act here as a cause, and nothing else.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I gasped out of shock and looked directly at Paul. His expression was unreadable, but I suspected that he knew something about these mysterious wings in the basement. I didn’t believe for one second that he was capable of killing an angel, but other questions began rolling through my mind. What exactly did I know about Paul, other than the fact that he used to be a Watcher?

      Other demons had talked about angels, but no one had actually seen one. Angels were God’s creatures and Lucifer hated them with a vengeance. Some called them white demons and claimed that they had seen them walking through hell. The silence stretched for a while and tension filled the pub.

      Paul started laughing and the guards flinched. I wanted to run, get the hell out of Rodriguez’s sight. I knew that if he broke my wards I was more than screwed. There were many things that I didn’t want him to know about me.

      “Rodriguez, I think there’s been some mistake,” I said, thinking that these days the faction was trying to find any excuse to summon mongrels down to hell. “Paul is just a barman. He wouldn’t be capable of killing an angel. He’s running a pub and doesn’t care about faction business.”

      I didn’t need to say anything, but I owed it to Paul. Right now he was in trouble because of me. A moment later one of the guards jumped over the bar, smashing the glasses and pushing Paul outside in front of Rodriguez. Paul didn’t even try to fight him. I panicked, wondering what other surprises this evening might bring. Rodriguez was the head of the faction, but any violation of protocol was taken care of by Watchers. He was supposed to be taking care of royal business.

      I suspected that Rodriguez would question Paul first, but the old demon got to me again. Just like before I was pinned down to the table, unable to move. Fire rose within me, but it faded quickly when he lowered his face closer, so I couldn’t avoid his liquid golden eyes.

      “There is something about you, Miss Brodeur, that always concerned me. I wasn’t planning to get you involved in that case with missing prince George a couple of months ago, but others had claimed that you were the expert, so I went along with it,” he snarled, and his energy sank into mine, trying to break my protective wards. All right, so I got under his skin, but I still had no idea why. “Although royals didn’t want you in the palace, they trusted that you could bring the prince back. On top of that, Arthur had this suspicious relationship with you.”

      “He had his … reasons,” I mumbled, feeling like my head was going to get squashed. Rodriguez was using his demonic abilities to break me slowly with the most amount of pain. This guy seemed to be getting high on my fear.

      “You have been hiding things away and tonight I’ll finally learn all your secrets,” he whispered, and I truly hoped that he would get on with it. Rodriguez would strike gold if he found out about Summer. I waited for him to ask more questions, but nothing happened. I heard the movement somewhere at the bar. Some tables and chairs were being pushed aside.

      “Leave her alone, she has nothing to do with this,” Paul said, sounding like he was ready to fight for me. He changed his mind quickly enough. Rodriguez put more pressure over my neck and I fought with myself to keep it together. The old demon was trying to provoke Paul.

      A moment later he let me go and I lifted myself back on my feet, massaging the nape of my neck. I glanced around the pub and my eyes stopped on the wings that one of the other guards brought in from the basement. My breath caught in my throat as I stared at the enormous gold wings with shimmering feathers. Everyone in the pub were mesmerised by the piece of holiness that wasn’t supposed to exist. I instantly wanted to run my fingers over them, experience the pureness of the angel that the wings once belonged to. Silence descended in the pub, and I wondered if Paul was hiding more secrets than I could ever imagine.

      “I have enough evidence to conduct an official investigation,” Rodriguez stated after some time.

      Paul shook his head and I shot him a questioning look. I was worried that Rodriguez’s guards would start rummaging through the whole basement. If the wings really belonged to Paul then the fact that he was brewing magical tequila was just the tip of the iceberg.

      “For years I haven’t bothered with faction and its politics. And you’re a moron if you believe that Maxine might be conspiring against Lucifer. She is only trying to protect all of us,” Paul said, losing his cool. I’d never seen him so angry. He didn’t seem concerned about the wings, not even one bit. I had no idea who to believe anymore.

      “I’m done with wasting time. I’m taking the mongrel girl to the underworld. Guards, open the gates,” Rodriguez ordered. “We can take up the issue of the wings downstairs. Our time is overdue here.” He tried to grab me again, but this time I was ready. I swung away from him, releasing my demonic vibes. I had my last emergency potion on me, and I wasn’t afraid to use it. His brewing fiery energy reached my senses before I could make use of my magic. I was slammed back on the floor by Rodriguez’s energy, most likely dislocating a shoulder.

      “Now, now, Miss Brodeur. We both know that you’re not strong enough to fight me. The secrets, let’s find out what is going on inside that head of yours.” I heard him chuckle. The whole bar started shaking, the glasses, floor, chair and tables. I had no idea who was summoning the gates of hell, but icy fear settled in the pit of my stomach. This was it—my end.

      I worried about Paul. He had been keeping away from the supernatural world, doing his own thing for as long as I remembered. Now he was getting involved in stuff that wasn’t even concerning him. I already sensed Rodriguez’s power breaking my wards apart. The floor kept vibrating, and suddenly I smelled the smouldering heat all around me. A silent scream escaped me and then everything stopped. Another demon was in the pub; a strong striking energy rolled down my spine. I was breathing hard, sweat dripping down my face.

      “Rodriguez, you old git. What the hell are you doing in here causing such havoc in the human neighbourhood at this time of night?” said the strange voice that I recognised. Taking a deep breath, I lifted my head about an inch, but struggled to remain on my feet. Everyone in the bar, including Rodriguez, was staring back at the stranger who must have walked through the door several moments earlier.

      It was Morpheus, the demon that showed up in my apartment with a deal that I couldn’t turn down. I had no idea what he was doing in here. If he wanted to rescue me, then he was already too late. As far as I remembered he was supposed to be invisible in the demonic community.

      “Morpheus?” Rodriguez asked, but it was more a statement than a question. His expression shifted, from elation to irritation. “This is a private matter that shouldn’t concern you.”

      I blinked rapidly, remembering that I was supposed to keep breathing. Many questions were tangling in my head. My soul belonged to Lucifer. No one should care if I was summoned down to hell now or ever.

      “Really? I thought that you only take care of royal matters?” Morpheus questioned Rodriguez with an odd smile. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was, but his energy was alive, coursing around. His enigma was affecting everyone in the bar.

      Rodriguez smoothed his lion beard. For a split second he seemed like he was lost for words.

      “This is a royal matter. Lucifer himself provided a full authorisation to deal with this situation,” the old demon stated, puffing up his chest. Morpheus went over to the bar and grabbed a bottle of whiskey like this was a perfectly normal thing to do. A moment later he poured some into a glass.

      “Hmm…really? It seems to me that you’re taking care of a Watcher’s job. Tell me, what is this mongrel girl doing here? Are you trying to bypass Berith and take all the credit?”

      My lungs were burning, and even after their exchange I still believed that I was missing something. Politics weren’t my forte, but I had a feeling that Morpheus was trying to save my butt. Arthur or someone else must have said something to Rodriguez. The old demon wouldn’t have just showed up here otherwise. He had never trusted me, and now he found a reason to bring me up for legal interrogation.

      The old git narrowed his golden eyes at the newcomer, then glanced back at me. His eyes shimmered with raging fire.

      “It’s a matter of palace security and that mongrel is my business. I’m doing Berith a favour. He will be thanking me later,” Rodriguez stated, marking me with his energy. Morpheus seemed completely relaxed. He drank some of the whiskey and he glanced at the wings that supposedly belong to an angel.

      “Well, as far as I’m concerned you’re questioning a witness without following a protocol. Watchers should be here, taking care of those stunning wings and a mongrel girl,” he stated. “Are you trying pick up some points for the upcoming election?”

      It looked like Morpheus had hit the spot, because suddenly Rodriguez’s expression turned into a twisted rage.

      My shoulder was hurting, and I seriously was craving a drink. That old bastard wasn’t planning to let me go easily. Ricky did say that there was going to be a vote, but demons didn’t talk about it much. Morpheus must have outranked Rodriguez.

      “Election? I believe that my position is untouchable. The dark lord knows how valuable I am to him,” Rodriguez barked, and wiped the sweat off his forehead.

      I had no idea what kind of game those two were playing, but I had a feeling that I could get off lightly. No doubt, someone was going to get punished for killing an angel, but I refused to believe that Paul had anything to do with it.

      “Maybe he does, maybe he doesn’t. Do me a favour and leave. I’ll take care of the wings,” Morpheus said, and that chilly cold voice did something to my insides. His power touched everyone; even the guards had backed off.

      “The girl is coming with me to the palace. She needs to be interrogated,” Rodriguez snarled.

      “The mongrel is staying here. Don’t force me to report that you’re abusing your position on earth. This isn’t hell, Master Rodriguez,” Morpheus stated in a cold tone of voice. The silence stretched for ages after that statement and I was waiting for Rodriguez to challenge him.

      He seemed like he was weighing his options, aware of his own position in hell. My heart skipped a beat, then danced a triple time.

      “Guards, clear out. We are leaving,” Rodriguez said.

      I couldn’t believe it—he was letting me off the hook. He didn’t look at me again, but I knew that he wasn’t going to give up so easily. Morpheus had bought me some time. That memory from the past, surely it meant something. I relaxed and tried to stretch my right shoulder. I was relieved when I felt that it wasn’t dislocated. Paul shot Morpheus a sharp look, and I could have sworn that there was some kind of acknowledgment in his eyes.

      “Thank you for saving my butt. It was a hell of a day,” I said, walking up to the bar.

      “Rodriguez had no right to question you. The upcoming election is making him nervous. He is afraid he could lose his position,” Morpheus explained, taking another sip of whiskey.

      I didn’t get what the election had to do with me. Paul still wasn’t saying anything, staring back at Morpheus with an unreadable expression on his face.

      “What about the wings? Do they really belong to an angel and what are they doing in Paul’s basement?”

      “That’s a good question,” Morpheus said, smiling. “Paul, maybe you will answer for me?”

      Paul exhaled sharply and scratched his head.

      “These are my old wings. I was planning to move them tonight. It’s a reminder that I was once someone else,” Paul said and I was convinced that he was pulling my leg.

      “Your wings?” I repeated. “Hold on a minute, let me retrace that. Rodriguez had clearly stated the wings belonged to an angel?”

      “Technically, yes. The wings belong to an angel. Several years ago a God’s messenger  came down from heaven. He was supposed to protect a young human girl, but there were so many temptations on earth that he soon forgot about his task,” Morpheus was saying, sounding amused.

      “I don’t follow,” I said, looking at Paul who seemed awfully quiet. This whole thing was blowing my mind. Paul was a retired Watcher, not an angel. The wings couldn’t have belonged to him.

      “I lied to you a little, Max. I became a Watcher after I failed to complete my task on earth. These were my messenger wings that were cut away when I swore my loyalty to Berith instead,” Paul explained, like this wouldn’t shock me. “I used to be an angel. The wings used to belong to me.”

      I laughed, staring at him with utter disbelief. Paul was pulling my leg; this whole story sounded completely absurd.

      “I don’t think she believes you, my friend,” Morpheus pointed out. Paul shrugged his shoulder and sat on the stool.

      “Maxine, meet my old friend Morpheus. I owe him my life. It’s been years since we’ve seen each other.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 13

        

        “And I was therefore drawn from Hell’s wide throat to show him–and I’ve still to show him more –  as much as my own schooling will allow.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Over the years I got used to the fact that Paul’s life was a mystery, but this whole bullshit about him being sent from heaven was really too much for me to handle on the same night that I lost my daughter. I decided to leave and head over to Ricky’s apartment and not ask any more questions.

      It appeared that Paul had been lying to me for the entire time that I’d known him. He obviously had some connections in hell. I wouldn’t have been surprised if all his previous stories were fabricated. Did he know about the deal that I made with Morpheus? Had he been supplying me with magical tequila this entire time just so he could keep an eye on me?

      I was exhausted, drained and emotionally pissed off with everything that happened. In any other circumstance I would have stayed and asked Paul a million questions, but that evening I was done.

      “We still need to talk, Maxine. Expect me tomorrow,” Morpheus said when I was leaving. I simply nodded and then I was out the door, walking through my familiar neighbourhood. The streets were quiet and I thought about Zach. Earlier on I chickened out and ran away. I should have told him the truth, and he would have backed away.

      I took the tube to Chelsea. It was too risky to go back to my own flat. Rodriguez  most likely left his people outside in case I went back there tonight. Morpheus’s interference in the pub only made my situation worse.

      Once I walked through the door, I felt like I had been up twenty-four hours straight. Suddenly bed was the only place I wanted to end up. Alexis had Summer; Matilda had bought me a bit of time to figure out my next step. Tomorrow was a new day and I had to gather my energy to get my daughter back. Even though I was doomed, and Paul wasn’t the person that I thought he was, I fell asleep remaining positive—and sober for the longest time that I could remember.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up late, and when I glanced outside the world seemed greyer and more depressing than usual. I rubbed my face, thinking about Summer and Ricky again. My world collapsed last night, but I wasn’t ready to give up yet. My little girl was struck with a sleeping charm. She was still alive, so there was hope.

      Sitting tight on my arse and waiting for Morpheus to show up wasn’t an option. I had to find the way to track Alexis down on my own, without getting him involved. Five minutes later I rolled myself out of bed and went to look for my phone. I located it on the floor in the living room. The screen was slightly cracked. I must have smashed it somewhere in the Forgotten Street. Zach and Emma had tried to call me a few times.

      Vivid memories from last night assaulted my mind. Paul and his angel wings, Rodriguez and his discussion with Morpheus. The retired Watcher had been hiding so many secrets from me in the past decade. He was supposed to be my friend. Now I couldn’t even trust him.

      I had to admit that I missed Arthur. The roles had turned. Two months ago he was the one chasing after me, promising the world. Now he couldn’t even stand to look at me.

      There was no alcohol in the apartment apart from whiskey in Ricky’s fancy minibar. I wanted to give myself a high five. Magical tequila hadn’t passed through my mouth since my disastrous night in Gjöll. Maybe I had finally conquered my addiction or at least changed for the better.

      I puttered around the apartment constantly thinking about the small chubby face and those eyes that were the spitting image of Arthur. I kept telling myself that Summer was the most beautiful little girl that I’d ever seen, and I would fight for her until the end.

      Around midday my stomach and fridge were both empty, so I decided to go out and grab something to eat. I was planning to press Morpheus tonight about Alexis. He did save my arse last night, but so far his instructions were worth a lot of nothing. On top of that, Emma and Zachary were ready to follow me all the way to hell if that was necessary.

      The food in the local coffee shop was tasteless, but I kept telling myself that I needed to recoup my energy for later. All my potions were left in storage in my old flat. Ricky didn’t have enough ingredients to brew more, and I needed to get my hands on magical potions. Things like that were very useful when I was battling dark forces.

      A customer had left a gossip magazine on the table, so I picked it up and started turning the pages. There was an article about Prince Arthur. I automatically pushed it away. I didn’t want to read it at first, but soon curiosity won and I found out that the prince appeared to be depressed. According to the reporter, Arthur stopped going out and had been locking himself in his residence, away from his family. Everyone was worried about him.

      I knew that most of the tabloids were full of crap, but this one was actually telling the truth. Arthur was down because of Summer. I’d betrayed him and I had to make this right. Soaring guilt reminded me that I wasn’t the only parent out there that was suffering. It was time to face reality and see him. In the end of the day Summer was his child too. I paid for the food and the headed to the tube station.

      The food fuelled my demonic energy, although I was still tired when I walked through the wet streets of London. In the tube people seemed more depressed than usual or I wasn’t able to block their doomed thoughts as well as I wanted. The weather was to blame; it was a grey and rainy day.

      I didn’t head to Buckingham Palace. Rodriguez wouldn’t hesitate to arrest me if I showed up there, especially after what happened last night. I needed to catch Arthur in one of his private residences. From the past I knew that Kensington Palace was one of the places where he had a bit of freedom, so I was pretty sure he would’ve gone there today.

      The rain was pouring down from the sky heavily, and I got soaked by the time I got to my destination. I didn’t want to try my chances with the guards and I had a feeling that after everything that happened Arthur would refuse to see me.

      So far I had burned my bridges with all the men that showed me any affection. Last night I ran away from Zach. It was pathetic but necessary. Zach needed to understand that we didn’t have any future together. I was broken and he deserved to experience real love.

      Arthur’s private residence was riddled with security, so I went around the building and used my demonic abilities to get inside. I knew the ins and out of its surroundings; the protocol hadn’t changed much since the last time I had been here. My clothes were soaked by the time I got into the gardens. One of the guards spotted me, and I tampered with his head. I hated myself for it, but I couldn’t afford to get caught.

      It took me a while to find the way inside. I used the staff entrance at the back. Once I started walking through the rooms, I nearly walked into one full of maids. They were having a meeting in a room that led to the other side of the prince’s residence. I was forced to hide in an old massive wardrobe until they were done. I retraced my steps when I heard one of the maids still standing outside. She was talking to one of the guards.

      “And that mistress? He had been talking about this other woman in the papers? Maybe she broke his heart and that’s why he is so depressed,” she contemplated, leaning over the pillar on the second floor.

      “There has never been a mistress. I once heard a rumour that he was having an affair with his head of security. I don’t remember her name now. Anyhow … she was too tough for him,” the guard pointed out. I wanted to roll my eyes, expecting that some staff knew about what went on in the palace.

      I waited until they disappeared in one of the rooms. When the stairs were clear I ran to the second floor, thinking about our intense moments together. That was almost two years ago.

      The prince had the whole second floor at his disposal. I figured that some things changed when he got engaged to Natalie. I stood outside his room for a few seconds. Strong nostalgic emotions began sailing through me. We had so many plans, things that we wanted to do together. Nowadays we were like two strangers that passed each other on the streets. Both wounded and lost.

      I took a deep breath and opened the door.

      “Arthur? Are you there?” I asked, peering inside his open plan living room. Everything looked the same, all the furniture, pictures on the wall and his clothes that lay around the sofa. I inhaled his cologne, closing my eyes for a brief moment and picturing myself in his arms. I remembered standing in the exact same room two years ago when he revealed his true feelings for the first time since I started working for him.

      The prince wasn’t home, so I started checking all the rooms just to make sure that I hadn’t missed anything. When I opened the door to his office and glanced at the wall by his desk, the blood rushed to my ears.

      Arthur had created a board with pieces of paper, letters pinned with various colours, shape and seizes. There were several pictures of me pinned down in the centre of the board with Summer’s name attached in the middle.

      It was obvious that Arthur hadn’t given up and he was still looking for her. The board represented his pain. Something about this whole thing was very unsettling. I felt like I had destroyed whatever was left between us.

      Arthur had listed a number of possible locations all around the board. He wasn’t stupid; we both knew that he couldn’t go public with this. At least not straight away. He had the list of adoption agencies, and some other unknown names and addresses. I stared at it for at least ten minutes before the guilt pricked under my skin. Raw emotions circulated and I wished that I had done more than just lie to him.

      My eyes filled with tears against the violent tide of pain that I was experiencing in that moment. Okay, I had sacrificed myself, but I’d never considered his feelings.

      Seconds passed, maybe minutes. I had no idea how long I stood there, crying over something that I would never be able to fix, when I heard the steps. Panicking, I glanced around, looking for a place to hide. I came here to tell Arthur that I was sorry, but now after seeing what was going on in his head I couldn’t go through with it.

      There was a small library that Arthur had rarely used, so I hid in there, trying to understand what the hell was wrong with me. I sensed him even before he walked into the room. The door was not completely closed, leaving a small slit which allowed me to see what was going on in the office. My chest cracked open. Even Zachary couldn’t shut down these emotions that I experienced when Arthur was near me.

      “Arthur, you know that what you’re asking me to do is almost impossible.”

      Natalie was there with him and she had her palm on his arm. Of course, he was heartbroken and she had always been there for him.

      “I don’t know what else to do. I’m the father. Do you realise how much it hurts knowing that she never even considered telling me?”

      He told her—Arthur had told Natalie that I gave birth to our child. Suddenly I felt lightheaded and sick. Through that small opening I could clearly see her face. She wasn’t smiling; she felt genuinely sorry for him. Well, I couldn’t be angry. After all, she was in love with him.

      “She still has feelings for you, but I think she is only trying to protect you. Imagine what would happen if your grandmother found out,” Natalie said.

      “Fuck her, this is my life and it’s now ruined!” Arthur shouted, then stormed out of the room. Natalie sighed and looked after him. The emotions on her face were staggering. That girl loved him so much, unconditionally, even when it turned out that he had a child with some other random woman.

      This wasn’t something that she was supposed to just accept. I didn’t have to worry about her spilling my dirty secret. Natalie had a pure soul. Arthur must have gone out, wanting to be away from her. She stared at the board for a bit longer, with the saddest expression on her face that I’d ever seen. Her emotions were hitting me hard, stabbing me in the gut. I hated myself, hated that I caused so much pain to other people.

      When she finally left I was drained. It took me a while to crawl out of the hiding spot. By the time I sneaked back downstairs, I knew that I had to share with Arthur the whole truth.

      I owed him at least that much. He needed to understand what I was, even if that was against faction order or rules. Either way, I wasn’t going to stay on this earth for long and Arthur deserved to know the truth.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 14

        

        “Then, broadening out, we found an empty road. A thousand paces bore us on (and more), each of us silent, each contemplative.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      My phone was buzzing in my pocket as I walked back to Ricky’s apartment in the middle of the afternoon. I wanted to tell Arthur everything, but I had no idea where to start.

      “Gee, Arthur, I meant to tell you that I was half demon, but you know this never came up. Oh and our daughter has been taken by a psychopathic bitch that wants to slice her body in order to heal herself.”

      Yeah right, he would most probably throw me straight into a mental hospital if I came up with lines like that. I needed to find some kind of balance between the truth and the lies that I had been filling him with in the past few months. Arthur was a good man, and he cared about people, like his tragically dead mother. Our relationship had never gotten off to a good start, but that was not the point. What mattered the most was the life of our daughter.

      I put my hoody up and carried on walking through the gloomy streets, pushing myself to stay positive.

      Somewhere outside the underground station I stopped and looked up the sky, watching the dark clouds gathering over the city. I let the rain slap down on my face. Guilt returned, building inside my chest again, thumping in my ears me like a loud orchestra.

      The moment I got to the tube station I felt worse. Somewhere in Chelsea, I walked inside a convenience store and bought a bottle of vodka. Paul had more liquid magic in his basement, but after what happened in the pub yesterday, I couldn’t bring myself to go to him again.

      There was a reason he kept giving me this stuff. That way he knew that I would always come back for more. I didn’t want to believe that Paul could take advantage of my addiction, but in some ways he controlled me. After so many years he was still just Paul, the owner of my local pub. The fact that he’d been a messenger sent by God from heaven blew me away.

      Getting high on liquid magic was out of the question; besides, I was so broken magic couldn’t numb my pain this time. I squeezed the bottle of vodka right down near my chest when I entered the lift, getting back to Ricky’s place.

      My partner in crime would have known what to do. He would have given me great advice, but the truth was that he wasn’t here. He and my daughter both needed me and I felt like I was going backwards, not making any progress.

      I didn’t get to his apartment; instead I rode on to the top floor. There I sneaked through the maintenance door to the rooftop that overlooked the city. As soon as my lungs inhaled the fresh air, I felt slightly better.

      It was still raining heavily, but I was hurting so it didn’t matter. That guilt wouldn’t go away, couldn’t be washed away by the cold rain. I hadn’t gotten drunk for a very long time and now I just had to numb myself for at least few hours. Morpheus would show up later, and we would be talking about the task, but now I couldn’t stand the burning guilt that was spreading through me like a virus.

      I unscrewed the top and poured the fiery liquid into my throat. It tasted disgusting, but I kept going. Any other person would probably think that I had lost it, sitting on the rooftop and getting drunk in the pouring rain, but it was what I needed.

      Minutes went by, maybe even hours—I didn’t care about the time. I was so shattered that I finally hit the rock bottom of my misery, and nothing else mattered. Summer, my daughter. She was somewhere out there and I didn’t know how to help her.

      Numbness didn’t come like I expected. I was drunk, completely zoned off but still felt everything I had been feeling before. I smashed the bottle and picked up a piece of glass from the floor. I stared at it for ages, not able figure out it if I needed one or two pieces to end this all.

      I’d thought that I would never love this child, but I was wrong. She was perfect and I loved her more than I could imagine.

      “How long are you planning to do this to yourself?” asked the voice nearby. I lifted my eyes, seeing Morpheus. He was standing close, watching as the sun was slowly disappearing behind the horizon. I hadn’t even realised that it stopped raining sometime ago. Morpheus looked good, wearing an elegant black suit. His dark eyes were shimmering with red sparks, or my mind let me see things that weren’t there.

      “Go away, you can’t help me. Everything is falling apart,” I mumbled, sounding and feeling pathetic. Even when I finished with Arthur I was functioning. Right now the numbness was taking my oxygen, my last hope of being me.

      “You’re a daughter of a demon and you want to give up so easily?”

      “Arthur hates me, and that bitch has my daughter. I have failed,” I said, trying to get up, but I was going to be sick at any second. His statement about my father wasn’t going to lift me up. He abandoned me, left me alone, so why would I care?

      Morpheus shook his head, and for a brief moment I thought that I saw warmth and understanding in his always concealed expression, but then it was gone. A second later he took a few steps backwards and I hoped that he would leave. Even he thought that I didn’t deserve any sympathy.

      The sunset was beautiful: red and orange flames appeared in the sky, masking the grey landscape. I didn’t want to get up and deal with being an adult. A second later Morpheus created a large bucket of water right in front of me. He grabbed my neck and pushed me right into it. My voice died when my head dived deep into ice-cold water. I tried to pull away but he was holding me tightly, slowly drowning me. I had no energy to fight back, to stop this nightmare. My mind shut down, and I waited for darkness to summon me forever. Seconds rolled in, and I felt that my heartbeat was slowing down.

      When moments later I inhaled the oxygen I realised that he pulled me away. Taking long pulls of air reminded me that I had reasons to be alive. Giving up wasn’t an option, but I nearly had tossed it all away.

      “Are you feeling sober now?” Morpheus asked, standing next to me. The water was dripping down my face, and my teeth were chattering. I noticed a bucket right in front of me, filled with yellow water. It took me a long moment to realise that I wasn’t intoxicated anymore. There was probably a zero trace of alcohol in my body.

      “Ronan used a spell to make me lucid. You didn’t have to soak me like that,” I snapped, feeling annoyed that I couldn’t even get drunk these days without being judged. “And what’s with the suit? Are you going to a party or something?”

      “No, Maxine, we are going to a party in hell together. I thought that you were strong enough to deal with Alexis, but it looks like I made a mistake,” he said, and I exhaled sharply, forcing myself not to lose my temper. Of course I was strong enough to deal with evil, but that bitch had an advantage over me. Someone else was helping her.

      There was something familiar in the way he carried himself, in the way he stared into the distance. I couldn’t put my finger on what it was that I was seeing in him. The bottom line was that he worked for the dark lord himself and he was going to take away my soul.

      “Party in hell? This is a joke, right?” I asked. “This isn’t the deal that I agreed to. I don’t have time for a party. I have to rescue Summer before Alexis murders her.”

      “That’s why I’m here. Our deal is still on. We both need to head down to hell. Alexis’s sister Bianca will be at the party. Alexis herself is trying to recreate a complex ritual, but she isn’t capable of producing so much power. Besides, she is running out of time too. Her soul is falling apart quicker than she anticipated,” he said, penetrating me with those grey eyes. I rubbed the back of my neck, knowing that I had no other lead. Zachary and Emma weren’t going to help me with this.

      “She has Summer, and I know she won’t hesitate to kill her just to save herself.”

      “The Warlock put a sleeping spell on the child. Alexis is useless and she is seeking help,” Morpheus insisted. I had no idea how he knew about Matilda’s spell. I was the only one that  had seen her vision.

      “And Paul? What does he have to do with you and those wings? I need answers. I feel like everyone has been lying to me in the past decade.” I threw it out there, pissed off that Paul had managed to hide such an important fact from me for so long.

      “He was a messenger, he broke his code and then went to work for Berith. Paul never had a great track record, so he stayed on earth. Trust me, running that pub suits him. There is nothing else to this story.”

      I shook my head, and forced myself not to roll my eyes. Yeah, right. Paul was God’s messenger, and I just had to accept it. On top of that, Morpheus expected me to just leave with him.

      “I’m not sure if this party is such a good idea,” I said. “Maybe there is another way?”

      “Alexis trusts her sister. Besides, Bianca is a big deal in hell. She’s looking for followers,” Morpheus said, lost in his own thoughts. What he said made sense, but I thought it was a long way. I wanted to find Alexis before it was too late. Morpheus walked back with me to Ricky’s apartment.  My phone kept buzzing. I didn’t have to look at my phone to figure out that it was Zach or Emma. It’d been over twenty-four hours and I hadn’t updated them on what was happening.

      In the living room, on the sofa I found a package with my name on it. Morpheus was staring at Ricky’s photographs, humming under his breath. There was something unsettling about the fact that he was helping me. In the end he was here to bring me down to his master. For a moment I had forgotten that Mum knew him too. In that memory from the past she loved him. He owed me the real truth.

      “It’s a dress that I want you to wear, Maxine. Bianca has particular taste. You need to be convincing,” he said, so I tore the package. Well, the dress was beautiful, crimson red, silky and long. I had so many questions about my past. Mum had died and I had no other family. Morpheus knew who my father was, but he insisted on keeping me in the dark.

      “And how are you proposing that we get there?” I asked.

      “It’s simple. You’re going to open the gates to hell,” he advised and I laughed.

      “Me? You must realise that I’m just a mongrel … I can’t just open the gates of hell. Only Watchers are authorised to do it,” I pointed out, feeling uneasy about this whole thing.

      “You did it when you met Emma, by saving her from two convicts.”

      My jaw dropped. He knew about that, but how?

      The hearing was done and dusted. Michaelstone wouldn’t have revealed such a guff.

      “I didn’t open any gates. Someone else must have done it. My demonic abilities aren’t that advanced,” I argued, knowing that it was a lie. I had produced magic that other demons could only dream of.

      “You opened the gates with your demonic energy, Maxine, so don’t deny it. The anger, exhaustion, sadness. All those emotions contributed. The gates listen to you because you summoned them.”

      Ha, he sounded like he believed that the gates of hell were a living being. This was ridiculous, and I refused to believe that my abilities were somehow special. I took the package and walked into to Ricky’s spare bedroom. I massaged my temple thinking rationally about Morpheus’s opposition. Party in hell, it was a risk, but I was willing to do anything in order to find Summer. I put on the dress and high heels that came with it. When I stood in front of the mirror I was amazed with myself. Everything matched perfectly and for the first time in a while I looked decent.

      My mind was in havoc when I finally went back to the living room. Morpheus only glanced at me, but his look told me that he was happy with my outfit.  We didn’t talk when we left the building around nine o’clock. I was surprised that Zach wasn’t waiting for me outside.

      There was a car waiting for us, and the old demon (well, I considered him old, the grey hair, sharp lines under his forehead) opened the door for me. He was the driver and I felt slightly odd sitting at the back. On top of that we were going down to hell, so I was probably getting a taste of what was going to happen to me later on.

      “So how is it there? You know, downstairs?” I asked. I met his eyes in the rearview mirror.

      “It’s the place of joy for those who deserve it and the place of anguish to those who sinned.”

      That didn’t make any sense, but I chose to keep my opinions to myself this time around.

      “And why does Lucifer want my soul so much?” I pressed, because I knew that question about my mother would follow through later on. He could dodge the answer as long as he could, but there was something odd that he didn’t want to discuss my mother.

      “I don’t question the dark lord. He requested your soul, and I’m obeying.”

      “So he asked for my soul personally?” I repeated, wanting to laugh, but this wasn’t funny anymore. Demons in hell were so stuck up, but maybe it was because  of my power.

      “He did, and he mentioned that he wants to meet you in person.”

      I sunk back into my seat, knowing that this could mean only one thing. Lucifer was planning to keep me in hell forever.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 15

        

        “So once again, along the outward brow of Circle Seven I progressed alone to where there sat these souls in misery.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      The dark lord wanted to meet me in person? I went over this statement a few more times, thinking that Morpheus was distorting the truth. Lucifer had no reason to ask for me. I was no one.

      My throat felt dry and painful. I told myself that these were the effects of hell’s influence and vodka. I sat at the back of the car, as he drove in silence. I kept staring at him, wanting to ask him why I kept seeing him in my memories, but I knew that he wouldn’t answer me anyway. He obviously wasn’t prepared to tell me anything about my past.

      When I came back to London without Summer two years ago I tried to get on with normality but found it almost impossible. I got hooked on magical tequila, gambled away all my money masking the pain that had become my second skin. Then one evening when I was very much hungover and on my way to the office, I bumped into Emma. She was in trouble with two convicted demons that were ready to take away her innocence. Morpheus was right, someone had opened the gates of hell then, but I couldn’t have been that person. I was so weak and inexperienced, but the tiny voice in my head reminded me that there wasn’t anyone else around this area that night.

      I shook my head, telling myself to stop thinking about shit like that. Morpheus glanced at me from his front mirror. I figured that he must have spent some time on earth, because he seemed to know his way around the city. We stared at each other for a few seconds in silence until he broke the eye contact.

      Forty minutes later he stopped the car on the street. I recognised the area. We were back in Brixton. It seemed like only yesterday I was walking this way to the office, hungover and broke. We walked to one of the back alleys where the two convicts were sucked right in to the pits. Now I had to do this all over again.

      “We both know that I can’t summon the gates of hell,” I said, admitting that I was ready to fail.

      “I thought you wanted to save your daughter, Max?”

      “Of course I want to save her, but I’m not a demon. As you know, my mother was a human,” I snapped, annoyed that he was using my pain against me. Maybe I wanted to keep on lying to myself. There were other incidents in the past that indicated that my mongrel abilities had evolved.

      “The traces of your energy are still here. Stop denying that you’re capable. You don’t need any formulas or potion. Everything is in your head, just concentrate on our destination,” he ordered, probably pushing me to believe in myself. I had, but in the past. Right now, I wasn’t sure what to think anymore.

      “What about my partner? You said that you could help him too,” I reminded him.  “He needs a reversal spell from hell. Ricky is fighting for his life in the hospital.” Ricky’s situation was much more complicated. He was dying because of me, because I failed to protect him.

      “Get to Alexis and you will get the reversal spell. Right now we are running out of time, dear,” he said, gently telling me to get on with it.

      I nodded, exhaling sharply and then closed my eyes. No one had ever taught me how to do this, but as he said, the spell was in me. I had to just concentrate on my power.

      Minutes passed, and nothing was happening. The temperature was dropping and goose pimples shot over my arms. Part of me wished that there was another way. For the next several minutes I breathed in the energy from the earth, connecting with the sky and the cold air.

      Maybe for this spell to work I had to be hungover. Those fuckers were ready to attack an innocent human being and that’s what pissed me off the most then. The rippling sound of enormous energy wafted around me, glass on the windows began vibrating. I thought that this was it, but for a long time nothing happened. I had no idea how long I stood there wearing that silly cocktail dress and shivering with cold. Ricky would agree with me that my situation was catastrophic. The earth didn’t start shaking and I didn’t feel the usual warmth like it happened on number of other occasions. A drop of sweat rolled over my face and I swore silently, failing yet again.

      “You’re not trying hard enough. The gates are summoned in by a strong demonic energy,” Morpheus reminded me.

      “But you’re not telling me what to do. I have never done this before. I can’t just say ‘Open Sesame,’ right?”

      He groaned with frustration, obviously failing to see the funny side of my joke. We stood in the same alley for another half an hour. Anger was boiling in my veins. I was ready to walk away and tell him to go to hell when suddenly the earth shook underneath my feet. I felt the heat, licking my body gently.

      “Anger, that’s what triggers the spell. I should have known,” Morpheus chuckled and I frowned with confusion. The pavement split and a large hole formed a few meters from where we stood.

      Maybe there was something in this. I was bloody pissed, furious that I had wasted so much time.

      “It’s not the usual way of getting to the underworld, but we need to make sure that we look believable,” he added, like he was reading my mind. Yeah, all I could think about was the large fiery hole, and the energy that was sucking in demons that were anywhere near it. The pits were meant to be deadly, but Alexis still managed to escape from them.

      The Watchers were nearby and I thought that we had to hurry up. Also we didn’t want to be discovered by any humans. The alley wasn’t fully closed off, and it was a busy evening. Morpheus went down first, and I swear to God, I thought I was going yet through another deja vu. The formula and Gjöll by the river Thames. It was all so familiar, even then I thought it was the end, but for some reason I was spared.

      Once I started moving down, the entrance behind us closed and we found ourselves in a long narrow corridor leading down. I wasn’t used to walking in high heels, so this was torture.

      I felt comfortable kicking someone else’s arse, but walking into the posh party and pretending that I was a high-class demon wasn’t on my list of priorities. Several minutes later, or maybe hours, the tunnel became wider and brighter. I was imagining fiery pits, sharp rocks and hanging corpses everywhere, but so far the image of hell seemed disappointing.

      “We are close. In a few minutes you will see doors right in front of you. Once we enter the party you have to pretend that you’re in favour of the uprising. Demons around have been battling with each other for centuries. They want Lucifer to stand down,” Morpheus explained, with a hint of amusement in his tone. He obviously didn’t believe that something like that was possible.

      “I’m still a mongrel in a pretty dress. They will know as soon as I enter,” I pointed out.

      “I have already taken care of that, so they won’t know. And we won’t enter together.”

      “Fine, but what am I supposed to do in there? You haven’t told me anything,” I said, losing my usual confidence.

      “Get Bianca to trust you. She likes new faces and personalities. After that everything will work itself out,” he said and gestured for me to carry on. This wasn’t the best time to have second thoughts. Morpheus was my guide, and I had to accept his terms.

      After five minutes he retraced his steps, disappearing in the darkness. I kept walking until I reached the red door; the colour matched my dress exceptionally. I knocked a few times, plastering a smile on my face and waiting to see what was on the other side. Ricky would have never believed me if I said that I was walking into hell. It was something that he and I never even considered.

      The door opened up and I was greeted by a handsome demon from Mammon faction, with a  glass of champagne in his hand. He was blond, tall, but had Nordic features.

      “Come on in, Bianca is delighted that you could make it. The dark lord must fail,” he said, inviting me inside. I gave him a weak smile, walking straight into a decent size room filled with other demons. Morpheus was right: demons in hell were having a full-on party. He made me open the gates to the underworld, but instead I was taken back in time, to a luxurious home filled with brand new shiny furniture and even more fabulous-looking demons.

      “Drinks are over there, and oh, Bianca should make her appearance soon enough. Just enjoy yourself, darling,” the blond demon added, showing me around. A few minutes later, he excused himself heading to the door again.

      I counted at least thirty demons. They were all scattered around the space, talking, drinking and having the best time. Beyond the other door, I saw a bright corridor and a staircase. I assumed that I was in someone else’s home, right in the centre of underground. I couldn’t think about logistics, but I presumed that other parts of hell weren’t so clean and luxurious. Beats of energies were swirling around. Demons here were powerful and they weren’t afraid to show that. I went to grab a drink, not because I needed to take the edge of my mood, but because I had no idea what to do with myself.

      I couldn’t imagine that Alexis cared much about her sister. She was ready to kill an innocent child rather than seek alternative options.

      I located the tray with champagne and stuffed my face with some canapés. A moment later Morpheus walked in, greeting a few demons in the group.

      Bianca must own a lot of gold, and she enjoyed expensive art. She was somehow touched by human ways of life. I had to admit she had excellent taste in fabrics and colours, even though I had never been much of a decorator. I could not find any faults in the space around me.

      I felt Morpheus’s eyes on me while I stood by the fireplace, trying to get my head around this party. I had to get into a conversation. I wasn’t going to save my daughter hanging out alone.

      “The current faction system hasn’t been working for years. Mammon is using gold to bribe Watchers to his side. Bianca is brave, but she needs more supporters,” the male demon was saying when I approached the group that surrounded him. He was broad in his shoulders with a thick brown beard.

      This was the first time that I was hearing about the election or the fact that someone was trying to challenge Lucifer’s order. Politics had never interested me, but I doubted that my life would change for the better if the dark lord was pushed out of power. Mongrels were in a minority.

      “You’re right, but who else is she going to convince? Warlocks?” another demon laughed, and everyone suddenly joined her.

      “We can’t be prejudice. Everyone is trying hard to stay above, but let’s be honest with each other—Lucifer allowed too many mongrels to come into this world. If Berith could get into power, he would clear them all like Hitler did with Jews during World War II,” added another demon that stood by me.

      “Alister, you’re always making these silly jokes. Mongrels are like annoying insects. If you allow them to breed then you’ll have a colony before you know it,” said very high-pitched voice. A few people moved aside and a demon with platinum blond hair walked in. She had a crimson red dress that exposed her long skinny legs. Her heels were higher than mine, but she seemed comfortable.

      It was difficult to say if she was pretty or not, because her long square face was covered with a thick layer of make up. Her perfume could easily knock someone dead, it was that strong. I had the impression I was staring  back at a real-life Barbie doll.

      So the demons here were seriously against Lucifer and most mongrels.

      “Bianca, it’s a pleasure. I’m only reasserting my position. You have my full support and your sister’s too,” Alister added, smiling widely. I looked at the woman that was related to my true enemy. They were nothing alike.

      Morpheus was talking to another group that stood by the fireplace.

      “My sister has been having some troubles lately,” Bianca explained, glancing at her red manicured nails. “But I might receive some news this evening.”

      I moved closer, trying not to miss anything.

      “Tell us about your plans. There have been rumours that Master Rodriguez won’t be reelected,” said a short stocky demon that was on his third glass of Scotch. This whole party was some sort of gathering place. Bianca looked like a blond bimbo with boobs. I didn’t believe that she would be strong enough to even scratch Lucifer, but everyone here seemed mesmerised by her.

      “Plans … there are so many of them, but let’s not talk about that. My friends, you have spread the word about Lucifer’s weakness, now let’s hear what the newbies have to say. Demon in a red dress, speak up!” Bianca said, and then pointed straight at me.

      I nearly choked on my champagne that I just took a sip of. Suddenly everyone was staring at me. I thought about something worth saying. Either way, I had to turn into a mongrel hater, because I wasn’t ready to die in here.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 16

        

        “Knights gallop out at times from charging troops, intending, as they leave the rest behind to claim the honours of an opening duel.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Everyone’s attention was on me and I had to come up with something meaningful to say. Bianca’s power enchanted me faster than I expected, the flaming sparks heating up my blood. Now wasn’t a good time to have a drink, but I finished my glass of champagne anyway. Bianca was assessing my power; her perfect eyes hovered up and down my body. I felt Morpheus’s eyes on me too, but I didn’t dare to look at him. This could work. I just needed to come up with a random witty line that cherished the uprising.

      Everyone was waiting and silence stretched out for minutes. A bead of sweat gathered on the nape of my neck and ran over my spine. I was tough, but not with words.

      “Lucifer seems weak, and he is losing his followers quickly. Mongrels might be doomed, but they can be useful,” I said, wanting to sound like I knew what I was talking about. Bianca’s blank expression told me that this wasn’t going well. Maybe she wasn’t just a blond bimbo with expensive taste. Still, I doubted that her magic was advanced enough to challenge one of the most powerful demons in hell.

      The tension was palpable. The demons here could easily turn into a pack of vicious wolves if I wasn’t careful with my next choice of words.

      “What’s your name, demon?” Bianca asked, raising her left eyebrow.

      “My name isn’t important. Mongrels aren’t intelligent enough to figure out what they want and if you promise them something better than the current order offers they will follow you,” I snapped, acting like a proud, pure demon.

      “I don’t think that mongrels can be of any use, but do continue,” Bianca said, sounding curious. “The dark lord is powerful, and he influences many. My sister tried to distract him with her power, but she failed miserably.”

      Right, I thought that it was a good start. At least she was talking about Alexis. A bit of energy burst through me; Bianca was caressing my wards. She was suspicious but Morpheus’s charm tightly sealed my abilities.

      “There is an epidemic of mongrels on earth. Imagine what would happen if you could control them,” I mused with a cheeky smile. I figured that I just had to add a bit more oil to the fire. Bianca was a fool if she believed in anything I said. There was a beat of silence. Her expression didn’t change and I was starting to worry.

      “Epidemic, ha. Finally someone has pointed out the obvious. Lucifer could have sorted this out centuries ago, but he’s busy with the mess in the underworld,” Bianca shouted, shaking her head.

      Everyone was nodding, agreeing enthusiastically. Someone handed her a glass of wine. I figured that it was the end of my discussion with her for now. She continued sipping the wine and told everyone to enjoy the party. Whatever I said seemed to make an impact on her because she didn’t ask anyone else in the room to express their opinion. I wrapped my fingers tighter around the glass knowing that Bianca was most likely aware that Alexis was in trouble. I kept sipping my champagne, walking around and watching her from a distance. She was enigmatic and probably a born leader, although to me she was a fake Barbie doll.

      Over the years I’d heard many rumours about Lucifer. Some demons gossiped that he kept slaves in his quarters and had over a hundred lovers on earth. He resided in the farthest and deepest parts of hell that other demons could rarely access. Alexis was lucky that she’d gotten close to him.

      Morpheus was busy talking to a group of demons in elegant tuxedos. I had no idea how long he wanted me to stay here, but I didn’t want to drink. Alcohol was slowly affecting me and after my meltdown on the terrace I had to be careful. My feet were bloody aching, and Zach was most likely pissed off that I hadn’t been in touch since yesterday.

      Once Bianca disappeared, a few other demons were eager to have a conversation about their delighted host.

      “So what do you think about Bianca? She is amazing, isn’t she?” asked a female demon with blue hair and purple lipstick.

      “Of course. It amazes me that she doesn’t care about the protocol and isn’t afraid to speak up. As far as I knew Lucifer has people everywhere,” I said, hoping to find out how Bianca managed to attract so many demons that were sharing her views. She must have inherited a lot of gold in order to finance such a lifestyle.

      “She has connections and uses her attractiveness to influence a few important demons. I have never known anyone so charismatic,” the girl with the blue hair said, and her eyes gleamed with admiration. Right, so now everything was clear. Bianca had slept around  in order to get to this position. I didn’t know why I was even surprised. Demons and humans were very much alike.

      “What about her sister?” I pressed, hoping that maybe I could get some useful information after all.

      “I heard that Alexis was Lucifer’s right-hand lover. She assisted him with all his plans and aspirations. I have no idea what happened, but then she got banished to the pits, and somehow ended up with demons that were plotting an uprising against him. Rumour has it that he scarred her demonic soul, and that’s why Alexis hates him so much,” the blue demon whispered, glancing around like she was afraid that someone would hear her. “Alexis’s and Bianca’s father took care of lost souls. He was campaigning to be a head of Lucifer’s faction not long ago. ”

      I nodded, trying to process everything I was hearing. I presumed that it hadn’t been easy leaving the side of one of the most powerful demons in hell. It wasn’t the first time that a woman had her heart broken, but I guess Alexis took it badly and now she was trying to avenge herself.

      “Does she know where Alexis is?” I asked. Suddenly I was overloaded with information. I had to do something, rather than stand here and wait for the blond bimbo to reveal her plans.

      “You heard her, she might know something today. Isn’t this exciting? Alexis is much more powerful than Bianca, but her soul has been damaged and she is going to be dead soon.”

      The blue demon made a face and I felt energy rushing through me. It belonged to Bianca, who showed up in the living room once again. Her crystal blue eyes moved around the crowd, and the tension escalated. Something was just about to happen. Other demons stopped talking and waited.

      “You … you and maybe you too, come with me,” Bianca ordered, pointing at the tall demon with broad shoulders, the woman with the blue hair and then me. Obviously Bianca liked what I said and was ready to share with me her next secrets, whatever they were.

      I glanced at Morpheus who looked pleased that I had been selected. He stood with a group of male demons. Most of them were disappointed that they weren’t picked. My skin itched with soaring power. Too many demons were trying to use their abilities in such a tightly concealed space. Bianca gestured to us to follow her.

      A moment later, our group left the swanky living room and entered the long hall. As we were moving through the corridor I spotted personal photos on the walls. I saw Alexis in a few with the man that looked very much like her father. In one of the photos there was Bianca with a dark-haired demon that also looked familiar.

      “Oh my Lord, I’m so excited that we’ve been chosen. Now Bianca will reveal her master plan to us. We’ll become her close associates,” the girl with blue hair whispered behind me. I had no clue what that meant, but I didn’t care. As long as I was getting closer to catching that rotten bitch, the circumstance didn’t matter.

      Bianca was humming under her breath until we reached the black metal door in the end. She unlocked it and  gestured for us to go inside. The next room was a dark chamber. A tall demon with broad shoulders shuddered with excitement. The room looked like it was a prison cell. It had tiny windows that couldn’t have been reached from any standing position, secured with metal bars. The odour of sweat, blood and urine circulated around and I had to keep on breathing, hoping that my nausea would pass eventually.

      In the far corner of the room I spotted a creature, a mongrel. His clothes were ripped, and his face and arms were covered with fresh open wounds. He was unconscious, his head lay flat on his chest, and for a split second I wondered if he was alive at all. A Watcher in his true form stood by him, obviously playing the role of his guard.

      There was something very disturbing about this scene. Bianca licked her manicured fingers and laughed. Obviously some things stayed in the family.

      “Marvic, wake him up. I see you have been busy with our guest. Have you been trying to entertain the poor man?” Bianca asked the Watcher. He smiled, but there was no warmth in that smile. I bet he enjoyed torturing the poor mongrel and was glad that his mistress approved it.

      The Watcher spread his enormous wings, strained his muscles and kicked the mongrel in his stomach. I was forcing myself to keep it together, knowing that this was my chance to finally locate Alexis.

      A loud agonising scream spread throughout the chamber, and the mongrel finally lifted his head. His hair was soaked with blood, and his eyes were swollen. I could barely sense his energy in the room. The Watchers must have broken this poor bugger’s wards.

      For a moment he looked around the room, until his eyes set on Bianca.

      “What do you want, witch?” he snarled.

      “Oh, Conrad, that wasn’t very nice,” Bianca stated, caressing her chin. “I was hoping that you’ve been enjoying your stay in my humble palace. Tell me, have you been useful enough?”

      Conrad spit on the floor and glared at her with pure disgust.

      “You set me up for a failure, mistress. The demons on earth aren’t keen on sharing information,” the mongrel rasped, but then his eyes focused on me for longer than was necessary. My energy spiked, and my blood pressure rose. He must have sensed something, but I didn’t believe that he could see through the spell.

      Bianca looking down at her nails, yawning.

      “I need to remind you that I have your lovely human wife and babies down in the pits. Marvic here needs only one word from me, so stop acting out and start talking,” Bianca stated and gestured towards us. “My demon friends, this is why mongrels are useless creatures, and that’s why their population has to be reduced to minimum. Conrad meant to find my dear sister. I sent him to earth to track her down, but it looks like he has failed yet again.”

      “You stupid bitch, I have what you need, but I want to see my family first!” Conrad shouted spitting blood everywhere. Okay, I couldn’t take this anymore. This was one example of how unjust the whole faction system really was. Bianca nodded to the muscular Watcher smiling widely and a second later Conrad was burnt with hot metal. His screams were terrifying and I wished that I could do something, anything to ease his suffering.

      “Talk, dear, or Marvic will start torturing your son in front you. Where is Alexis? What’s happened to her?” Bianca screamed, losing that sweet tone of voice all at once. Her eyes gleamed with dark, twisted power.

      “She has the child, and she has the Warlock witch,” Conrad said, breathing hard. He was in pain, the chains digging into his skin. I waited, not breathing at all, hoping that he could tell me that my daughter was all right.

      “Have you given her the message? Have you told her that I’m ready to help her?”

      “My task wasn’t easy. I had to go hungry for days. The human world is tough. People don’t care if you’re on the street. You sent me there with nothing!” Conrad shouted, exposing some of his infected wounds. Snippets of excitement moved around the group. Two demons along with Bianca wanted to see his blood being spilled. I was shaking deep inside, ready to reach out for an invisible sword and cut off their heads.

      “You asked for it, Conrad. I guess I have no other choice,” Bianca said, calmly and then snapped her fingers. A second later a little mongrel boy appeared in front of us. He couldn’t be more than five.

      “No … Nicolas … You twisted evil bitch!” Conrad roared, staring with desperation at his petrified son. The boy lifted his eyes and screamed.

      “Papa!”

      I couldn’t look at this and I knew if Bianca tried to do anything to the child I wouldn’t hesitate to kill her. Her cruelty made me sick.

      Bianca went up to the boy and wrapped her well-manicured hands around his tiny neck. The child squeaked and Conrad shook violently.

      “One last chance, after him there will be a few more children left. I’m glad that you have such a big family. After I’m done with this one I could just pick and choose which one of your children I can torture next.” Bianca giggled, slowly suffocating the little boy. I tapped into my power, ready to wipe that smile off her face.

      “Your sister has the child, but the Warlock protects her with magic. Alexis is going to her home up north. She wants to break the sleeping spell. Please let him go, I’ll do anything for you.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 17

        

        “Tremors strike here when any soul feels pure and rises, newly cleansed, to start its climb. And that cry follows as the soul ascends.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I took a step forward ready to release my vibrating power towards Bianca. Her well-manicured fingers were squeezing the boy’s neck and I was already picturing what I could do to her. She was going to kill him and I couldn’t just stand here. The Watcher glared at me and at the same time she released the boy, snapped her fingers, and Conrad’s son disappeared from the chamber.

      I kept on breathing, tapping into my energy again and forcing myself to stay calm. The Watcher kept staring, and I wondered if he suspected something.

      Matilda wouldn’t let Alexis anywhere near the antidote to her spell. I kept on breathing, taking small tiny breaths and pushing my energy down to my core. The Watcher had noticed my distress, so I needed to control myself better.  Now I had all the information that I needed, and it was time to disappear.

      “Warlock? Why is my sister teaming up with a Warlock and who is that child?” Bianca asked. A Watcher handed her a white handkerchief, so she could wipe her hands. I wished that Conrad wouldn’t have to say anymore. Bianca was stuck downstairs, but she had enough gold to send people to do any dirty job for her.

      “The child is under the Warlock’s care. Alexis needed its blood for a ritual, but something went wrong and the child was charmed and now it’s useless to her. Alexis is frustrated, because her immunity has been severely weakened,” Conrad continued, giving her all the information she needed in order to help her sister.

      “That child must be important. I wish that I could leave and offer her my assistance. She’s probably so scared and alone,” Bianca said, and her voice vibrated with emotion. “She’s going to travel up north to some sort of forest, you say?”

      “Yes, she will be travelling to the Warlock’s home. Your sister is running out of time. She’s seeking an alliance amongst other demons. She doesn’t want to fail.”

      Now, this whole thing made sense. Alexis was hoping that she could awaken Summer from the sleeping spell, and of course the answer was in Matilda’s remote cottage.  Morpheus was right this time and I shouldn’t have doubted him.

      “What else?”

      “Nothing, there is nothing else. Your sister’s soul is dying, her soul is lost, but she thinks that child can save her,” Conrad squeaked glancing around like he was searching for his son. “Now, release my family. You promised. They have done nothing wrong.”

      Bianca made a promise and she would be a coward if she didn’t hold to her word. An unpredictable smile spread over her face. A second later she walked over to him and ran her fingers over his sweaty arms. He hissed when she touched a long deep cut by his collarbone. Then she turned around, facing the three of us. The silence was unnerving, the escalated tension affecting everyone in the room.

      “You see, my dear friends, mongrels can be useful sometimes. My dear sister is in danger. The dark lord scarred her soul. Made her rot from inside out,” she said, staring at the blood on her fingers. “Lucifer favours mongrels like Conrad. He wants to give them rights!”

      Bianca was starting to lose her plot. Lucifer had been oppressing mongrels for years; he had never given them any rights. Conrad was a perfect example of someone who lost everything because he was half demon. Even his freedom was just a bargaining tool.

      Marvic spread his wings and passed something shiny to his mistress. Conrad looked at me then, his mouth parted. He must have recognised me from somewhere, because he was pleading with me to help him.

      I was already thinking about my next steps. Ronan had washed his hands, but right now I needed to find him. Everything began in that small remote village, in the forest where I met Matilda for the first time. Alexis was heading over there. Watchers were complex creatures, but I was afraid that Alexis had disabled Matilda’s magic somehow. Someone else was helping her.

      “Let them out, I have given you everything you wanted,” Conrad pleaded.

      “True, but with great difficulty,” she muttered still standing close to him. “This one is for you, Daddy. I hope you will enjoy torturing his soul.”

      A second later she grabbed Conrad’s hair, pulled his head up and slashed his throat. Blood sprayed everywhere, covering her hands and her beautiful dress. I wanted to react, but it was too late. Conrad was dead. Anger overwhelmed me for a second. I couldn’t have saved him. Bianca was planning to kill him anyway. Conrad’s body slid down on the floor, his head hanging on his chest. Bianca licked her bloodied fingers and smiled. She was disturbingly joyful.

      “Marvic, execute his family. We can’t have any witnesses,” Bianca ordered with an icy tone of voice, and her obedient Watcher nodded. A second later he left the chamber. I clenched my fists, digging my fingers into my skin, wishing that I could follow him. A tear slipped down my cheek, but I wiped it off quickly. I couldn’t help them without being exposed. I had no idea where Bianca was keeping Conrad’s family.

      “She is amazingly cruel, and so intelligent,” squeaked the demon with blue hair. I wanted to slap her, shake her and ask her what the hell was wrong with her. Bianca had demons around her that could be easily manipulated. She was luring them with luxury, gold and her charisma. This was sick and I couldn’t stay here any second longer.

      “Now, my dear friends. I’m unable to leave the underworld and head over to the human world. I’m looking for a volunteer, someone that is willing to help my dear sister,” Bianca asked, looking around. Fury tightened my chest, but I fought with myself to keep this act going. I didn’t want to compromise my daughter’s life. Conrad was dead, killed by a crazy demon in hell.

      Bianca looked around, her eyes wandering over the group.

      “I can help you. I have certain connections in the outside world. Your sister is a truly brave demon,” I stated, coming forward and pretending that my excitement was genuine. Ricky would have called me a moron, but I had to take advantage of being here. Alexis was determined to use my daughter as a shield. Bianca could gather as many supporters as she wished, but Lucifer was one and only. His power was unreachable; no one could push him out.

      Her eyes narrowed, and for a brief second I thought that my cover was blown. Morpheus’s spell should hold for a few hours, like Ricky’s when I arrived at the market.

      “Oh excellent. Your faction will allow it, I’m sure. Besides, I’m much needed here. You must find her and let her know that I support her entirely,” Bianca said approaching me. “I wish you to leave right away. You mustn’t waste anytime.”

      “Of course,” I assured her and then we all left the bloodied chamber. I was going to remember the death of Conrad and somehow I was going to avenge him. Bianca owned a piece of hell. She was most likely responsible for more deaths. Ricky had never spoken about his life downstairs and now I understood why.

      Upstairs the party was still going and other demons were oblivious to the fact that the hostess had just executed a presumably innocent mongrel and his family. Morpheus watched me from a distance, a glass of champagne in his hand.

      I left through the same door and started walking through the long narrow tunnel. Morpheus caught up with me half an hour later.

      “I assume that everything went according to plan?” he asked, startling me. My skin was burning, my eyes were aching, and my hands were bleeding because I had been squeezing my fists so hard. Morpheus didn’t know what went on inside the chamber. Shock was blinding me, and I felt guilty that I hadn’t done more to help Conrad’s family. The rules downstairs overshadowed everything on earth. Death didn’t mean the end for others. I had only seen a fraction of hell, but the tiny bit that I’d seen didn’t mean much at all.

      “Bianca is even crazier than her sick sister,” I said, wanting to see the sunlight again, experience the harsh wind on my skin. For the first time in my life I was regretting that I accepted Morpheus’s deal.

      “She has her quirks, but yes she is deluded,” he agreed. “But did you get what you wanted?

      “Alexis needs my daughter awake and alive. I know what I have to do,” I told him, wondering if that crazy bitch had taken control of Matilda’s magic too. I was struggling to keep on walking; my feet were covered with blisters. It was a small price to pay for the information that I got.

      “Good, I’m glad that I could be of assistance,” Morpheus said. “And just so you know, there won’t be any uprising. Bianca has her cult, but she has no idea with whom she is dealing. There are upper level demons in hell that support Lucifer.”

      “She killed a mongrel, treated him worse than an animal,” I muttered, wishing that the pits could swallow her once and for all.

      “She has extreme views, but she doesn’t concern me. There is an election coming up and some demons are still unsure of who they should support. Some of them strongly believe that after the centuries hell might evolve, that maybe Lucifer will hand over his power,” Morpheus admitted.

      “Mongrels are Lucifer’s creatures too. We all should be treated equally,” I said, knowing that this would never happen.

      “Who knows what can be achieved if the priorities in hell are shifted?”

      I didn’t understand what Morpheus meant by that, and I didn’t want to discuss this anymore. He bowed to me and vanished on the corner of the street moments later. It was a hell of an experience, but he must have realised that I didn’t want him to hold my hand any longer.

      By the time I returned back to Ricky’s swanky place it was after two in the morning. I always thought that I knew what to expect in hell, but I had been wrong. Maybe it was unlimited death, suffering and pain. Now I couldn’t change what I promised to Morpheus. Lucifer wanted to have me down there, but for what purpose? That was still unknown.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I woke up early in the morning and went straight away to Ricky’s cupboard with magical potions. I tried to renew my connection with Matilda. Her magic would allow me to see what was happening with Summer, but yet again the spell failed to work. Filled with disappointment, I used the rest of the ingredients that I had left over to brew a few simple potions.

      I had a lot of planning to do before I could head up north.

      There were some leftovers in the fridge, so I stuffed my face thinking about my next move. After yesterday and my adventure with vodka on the rooftop, I was going to avoid alcohol for a while. When I drank I turned into a different person. Being sober meant being more focused.

      I put some clothes on, fuelled my body with some potions, and went out. I had to show my face in the office. Emma was still going into work and Ricky had his pending cases that needed to be taken care of. The business was important, and I had to make sure that everything was in order before I set off on my trip up north.

      I was scared to go back to Doomed Cases. The thought of empty rooms without Ricky turned my stomach upside down and I had to keep it together today. I couldn’t afford to break apart before my trip up north.

      The ride in the tube was difficult. After last night my energy was more receptive to human emotions. The images of Conrad’s family were still pretty vivid. That little mongrel boy was innocent, and I wished that I could have done more—rather than standing around and accepting Bianca’s cruelty.

      I didn’t spot any suspicious-looking demons near the building, so I went inside. The door to the agency was ajar, so I tapped into my energy. I was ready to strike someone with a spell, when strong arms embraced me from behind. I didn’t think this time, and using my strength I flipped the body down to the ground, wrapping my fingers around the man’s throat.

      “Hm, Flower, such powerful foreplay. Maybe we should kiss first,” Zach said, winking at me.

      “What are you doing here and why the hell are you sneaking up on me like that?” I asked, pissed off that he caught me off guard. I helped him get up, ignoring my sparkling fingers. This had been happening a lot lately.

      He didn’t answer. He simply walked up to me, grabbed my face and then kissed me. A moment passed, and I considered pulling away, but the heat was staggering. Desire fuelled my body, riding through me like a storm. Zach was intense, hot, and he was turning the blood into my veins into boiling lava.

      “Well, well, well. Maxine and her lover,” said a voice we both recognised.

      I pulled away from Zach and noticed Arthur in the doorway, staring at us with a stoic look on his face.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 18

        

        “My eyes were now so fixedly intent to free themselves from that decade-long thirst that every sense but sight had been eclipsed.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      “Hi, Arthur,” I said, and pulled away from Zach’s strong chest. Gee, that was awkward. Zach took me by surprise and now I had Arthur here, looking uncomfortable and apprehensive. Zach wasn’t too happy either that we had been interrupted yet again. The prince was jealous, but he refused to show any emotions. He didn’t have to. I sensed everything that was going on inside his heart. I couldn’t keep playing this game with him. The last twenty-four hours convinced me that he deserved to know at least some of the truth.

      “I see that you have your priorities straightened out, Max,” Arthur said coldly, and then walked through the door. I had no idea where Emma was. She was supposed to be guarding the desks.

      The two men glared at each other for several seconds. I hated that things between us were so messed up and now Zach was here complicating my situation even more.

      “Zach, would you mind giving us some space?” I asked, knowing that I owed Arthur at least an apology. Zach was marking his territory again, claiming me as his girlfriend. He obviously wasn’t going to give up, even after what happened between us the other day. At first I thought he was sticking with me because of his sister, but there was also that scorching attraction between us.

      “Oh, don’t bother. The detective can stay. I’m planning to make it short,” Arthur barked, looking around. He was angry and hurt. I hadn’t even considered his help when it came to Summer. Yesterday I promised myself that I would at least tell him part of the truth. Now he was standing in front of me, and I wasn’t sure what exactly I was able to reveal.

      “I’ll be outside,” Zach told me, and quickly disappeared behind the doors. Arthur most likely had already figured out that the detective had developed feelings for me. He ought to understand that none of this was planned.

      I took a deep breath, and met Arthur’s eyes. He wanted to hate me, but he couldn’t. His pain was unbearable, drifting inside me like a parasite. Over time his anger must have shifted into depression. Someone from the staff must have leaked information about the prince to the press. I regretted for months that I lied, but there was no point beating myself over it right now. I could keep going, but not after what I saw in his residence.

      “Before you say anything, I need to say something first,” I began, putting aside my own feelings. The love between us was burned out, but that didn’t matter anymore.

      “Fine, go ahead,” he snapped.

      “I get that you want to find her, Arthur, and you do have every right to her, but you have to give me some time. This whole thing is very complicated.”

      Arthur lifted his eyebrows, looking surprised probably because I finally said something other than lies. There were some aspects of the truth that needed to stay hidden. Rodriguez was stepping on my toes and provoking him could get me into even more trouble.

      “What are you saying, Maxine?”

      I dragged my hand through my hair, thinking about an explanation that he could understand.

      “Summer is your daughter too and I want you to meet her, but she isn’t in London.”

      Maybe I was giving him false promises, but once I disappeared down in hell, Matilda could take Summer to him. Arthur could never admit that she was his, but it was some sort of start.

      “You lied to me about adoption. I know that you wouldn’t have given her away,” he said.

      “Please don’t ask for anymore information. Right now I’m making you a promise that you will see her, but you have to let me do this my way,” I explained, probably not making myself clear. We both knew that my word was unbreakable. Arthur knew from the past that I always kept my word, no matter what.

      He dragged his hand through his hair, like he wasn’t quite believing my words. He was conflicted about me, about what happened between us in the past.

      “I wish you would have told me sooner. You made this decision for me,” he said, shaking his head. Even after so many days, he didn’t want to believe that I kept such a secret for two long years.

      “I can’t change the past. It was tough and I was convinced that I was doing the right thing. I’m sorry,” I said. I should have apologised to him sooner, maybe asked him to put himself in my shoes.

      He wanted to shout and scream that he hated me, but deep down he was still in love with me.

      “Fine, I came here to tell you that I had enough of waiting,” he admitted. “But I respect your wish. I will give you time.”

      There was nothing else to say. This issue was settled for now. I kept wishing that I could reveal more, but I was worried that he wouldn’t be able to handle more obscure facts.

      Arthur nodded and then left without another word.

      Several minutes later I looked out the window, seeing him getting into the car. Jon was in front, and so was the rest of his entourage. My heart skipped a beat, when Zachary walked into the room.

      “You gave him a false promise,” he pointed out.

      “No, I didn’t. My word is good. Now, he understands that he has to sit tight and wait,” I said, hoping that Arthur would be able to keep his word too and stop getting in my way. Zachary must have realised that the truth was always limited. I had made a deal with the devil and now I needed to live with the consequences. “But I have some news.”

      “News?”

      “Alexis is heading up north. She’s after something that’s located in Matilda’s home,” I explained. “You can head over there with me. I’m planning to surprise her.”

      “You don’t even have to ask, Flower,” he said, with that cheeky smile. “And we are not done with that kiss. We both know that you want me, so maybe we should just get it over and done with already.”

      I laughed, knowing that he was serious. Sex, yeah, one of the eternal luxuries that people enjoyed on earth. I wanted to jump to his bones, but we had other pressing matters that we had to take care of first.

      “Zach I’m sorry about the oth—”

      “Save it, Flower, I get it,” he replied. “You are under pressure, so it’s understandable.”

      “So do you think that Arthur will believe me?”

      “He should, and now I do understand why you did it. You hid a kid from the future king. You sacrificed yourself because you wanted to protect him.”

      “I wouldn’t have done it again. Now everything has fallen apart,” I admitted, thinking about Arthur’s pain.

      “Maybe, but that was a hell of a thing, Flower. I admire you,” he told me, and he meant that. After all that, he still wanted to have a relationship with me. Things had gotten out of control many times before, and even though I’d fallen for him, committing to him would be a mistake.

      “Thank you, but you don’t have to come. It’s my issue. I get it that you want to help me, but Alexis is dangerous. She nearly killed Ricky. Maybe you should consider staying in London this time around.”

      “Don’t try to talk me out of it. I’m coming with you whether you like it or not. Actually I took some time off work to concentrate fully on helping Zara. My mother doesn’t know, but I want to bring Cornelia to her.”

      “Hey, guys, it’s good to see you here. So is there a new plan? I have to admit that I enjoyed our trip to that strange street the other day,” Emma suddenly interrupted us, walking into the office. She was very cheerful and happy. Well, normally she liked talking a lot, but today she seemed overjoyed about something.

      “No plan at all. Zach and I are going away up north. You should stay here and take care of the clients that might want to speak to me,” I said, hoping that she would get the hint that this whole trip was too dangerous for her. She was a mother and a human.

      As her thoughts reached me I finally got why she appeared so happy. She went to visit Ricky yet again in the hospital. For a brief second I thought that he had woken up, but it was a wishful thinking.

      “No, I want to help. Ricky must make some progress. You have to take me with you, Maxine. I’m part of the team and the detective here only wants to get in your pants,” she exclaimed, sounding quite serious. Zach started laughing really loudly, and I rolled my eyes.

      “Someone has to stay in the agency and keep an eye on Ricky, darling. Apart from that, no one is getting into anyone else’s pants,” I mumbled, shaking my head.

      Emma had liked Ricky from the beginning, but I must have missed something in the past few days. I told myself that she couldn’t have fallen for him, but her emotions were overwhelming. I wasn’t planning to say anything in front of Zach, but the two of us were going to have a chat. Emma was sweet and kind. She deserved the best man that was out there, but Ricky was a demon. He wasn’t a guy that could commit and I didn’t want to see her heartbroken. How was I going to tell her that the relationship between a human and a demon could never work?

      “You just want me to stay out of trouble, that’s okay. I’ll visit Ricky and tell him about my day. He would appreciate it, and I think it will be better if someone keeps an eye on him here,” she chuckled, thinking about his body. God, I really needed to stop getting into her head like that.

      Zach raised his eyebrows, signalling to me that he had noticed Emma’s good mood too. This wasn’t the time to bring this up. We were going for a trip and I didn’t know how long we would be away. Well, I wasn’t planning to show up in London until Summer was with me. The plan was shaky at best, but it had to do for now.

      “All right, yes. You should stay here and deal with any clients. If they ask, tell them that the owner is fighting for his life in the hospital,” I told her, and then went to my own room to check for anything that could be useful there. Potion ingredients, herbs, some knives and a fresh bottle of liquid magic. I had to retract that, and opened the drawer again. Yeah, someone had left it in there, and it wasn’t me. There was a note too.

      

      I have to apologise. Don’t cross me off yet.

      Paul.

      

      So the retired Watcher, or angel—who the hell knew who he was now—broke into my office and that wasn’t cool. I couldn’t believe that he dared to leave this shit in my personal drawer. Didn’t he realise that I was an addict?

      I stared at the golden liquid and my throat began to burn. I wanted to taste it, knowing that everything would suddenly be better, but as far as I was concerned, Paul couldn’t be trusted anymore.

      I had too many other things on my mind to worry about and I couldn’t afford to become the drunk, unpredictable Maxine again.

      I picked out what I could and charmed the lock, making sure that this bottle wouldn’t temp me another time. The tiny voice in my head reminded me that I was done being an addict.

      “Right, let’s get going. I have to pop over to my flat and pick up a few things,” I announced. Zach was standing by the window. He was lost in his own thoughts. The striking heat rolled over my stomach, letting me know that he was still available. That night in the car, he stripped me down and looked into my soul.

      “Where are we going?” he asked, folding his arms over his chest.

      “North of England. Meet me in Victoria in two hours,” I requested, telling myself that I had to get it together. In any other circumstances I would have gone with the flow, but my priorities had shifted.

      He nodded and then left. Emma sat on her usual spot, sorting out her stationary. I placed my hand on her arm, sensing that she was unsure about what the future held for her and all of us.

      “Don’t worry, he’s going to make it,” I said, thinking about hugging her, but then I changed my mind. She jumped off her seat and a second later she was squeezing me hard.

      “Oh, I hope so. I just want everything to go back to the way it was,” she cried, with her sweet tone of voice. My body stiffened, but I kept breathing, telling myself that friends showed each other affection.

      Several minutes later when I left the agency and started walking through the streets, I wiped the tears away. I never cried, well, I kept telling myself that I was too tough for this shit, but friends meant everything to me. Ricky had to get better, but his vitals were decreasing each day. That curse was deadly and his time was running out. This trip had to be successful, and with magic or without, I was planning to kill Alexis with my bare hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 19

        

        “These beings, full of happiness to see the face of God from which there is none who hide, at no point turned their eyes away from that.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I hadn’t been up in my flat for a little while, well, since things went wrong in Gjöll. Rodriguez was looking for me, using his position to get me under his control. He knew that I lived around here since he caught me by surprise in my local pub. I had a feeling that Lucifer himself was on my side and Rodriguez was going to abuse his position for as long as that was possible.

      After relying on Ricky’s demonic books I needed to stock up my collection of potions. Fighting with Alexis wasn’t going to be easy and in the past several days my stocks had been running on empty.

      I walked towards my street, staying vigilant and using my demonic energy to detect if there were any suspicious-looking demons nearby. I dared to wonder what was happening with Mrs. Patel. She liked checking on her tenants from time to time, and I had been late with my rent for several weeks now. My savings from the office were mostly gone, and I had kept some cash in the floorboards. It wasn’t much, but this money would have to tide me over for the next few months.

      Ten minutes later after I made sure that it was safe for me to enter the car park, I sneaked into the building. I suspected that Rodriguez had someone watching my place, but it’d been weeks since I had been here.

      When I got to the second floor and approached my door, my senses indicated that my flat had been broken into. The door was ajar, and I felt burning magic in the air. Walking in on my tiptoes, I discovered the whole place trashed—furniture was either broken or upside down, drawers had been emptied out, my dishes had been smashed to pieces. The contents of almost every item in the kitchen cupboard were spread on the floor. The burning smell of magic wafted around. I stood in the threshold, clenching my fists and cursing the old demon. He was the only one that could have done this. Rodriguez most likely sent his pit-bull Watchers to make sure that I wasn’t hiding anything. There was no point crying over my clothes or collection of DVDs, so I went straight to the bedroom.

      It wasn’t any better there, and it pissed me off that whoever was here had dared to tear my demonic books apart. The pieces of paper were spread over my bed, and there was blood too, but I refused to touch it. I started looking for valuable potions instead. I had no idea what Rodriguez was hoping to find in here. Any correspondence, things that Arthur had given to me I hadn’t kept in the flat. Sometimes being paranoid paid off.

      I started picking out whatever I needed to take with me up north. Luckily no one had found my old stash of cash in the floorboard. The money itself wasn’t important, but the business wasn’t generating me anymore income at the moment, so every penny counted. I found the old rucksack that still hung on the door, packed whatever I could, and ten minutes later I was walking back to the tube station. Mrs. Patel was going to go mental when she discovered the mess. I suspected that she had already seen the flat and was waiting to evict me. I could say goodbye to my deposit, but I couldn’t worry about it now. My housing situation was always complicated, but soon hell would take care of this problem.

      It took me another half hour to get to Victoria station. I arrived ten minutes late, but managed to locate Zach quickly enough. My pulse sped up when I saw him standing alone with that stoic expression on his face. Things like that worried me; my hormones were willing to have a party at my expense. No, no, no. I couldn’t keep thinking that this was perfectly okay. Our relationship had gotten very complicated; he wanted to take things further where I was holding on thinking that my future was too uncertain to commit to no-strings-attached sex.

      “Hey, sorry I’m late,” I said, hushing down whatever emotions were crawling up my spine. “Are you ready?”

      “Pretty much. Where are we going?”

      “Up north, to the small fishing village called Langston. The name is insignificant, but it’s the place where I gave birth to Summer,” I explained, feeling odd talking to him about something so personal.

      “All right, Flower, let’s get on with this,” he agreed, already thinking about sleeping arrangements. I rolled my eyes behind his back. This was going to be difficult, keeping my hormones on a leash and Zach away from me.

      We bought the tickets in the most human way possible and headed to the platform. I sensed demons nearby; it was obvious that there were going to be a few of them in such a busy place.

      “What’s wrong?” Zach asked when I turned around the third time, scanning the surroundings.

      “Nothing. I think I’m paranoid,” I muttered, certain that we were being watched. “My flat was vandalised, and I bet that my landlady is going to evict me. I saw it coming a long time ago.”

      “You have to report it, Flower. Maybe the station will give the case to a good- looking detective that will find the bastard that did it,” Zachary said, winking at me. Only Zach could find something positive in the fact that I was homeless. There was no way that Mrs. Patel would let me back after I had been late with my rent a few times. On top of that the place was trashed.

      “Forget it, besides, I know it was Rodriguez and his people. The old bastard wants to bring me down for questioning,” I said, wishing that Rodriguez would stay in hell once and for all.

      “I never asked, but now I’m kind of curious. What is hell like? What happens to humans when they die?”

      I blinked a few times, wondering if Zach was serious. There was nothing attractive about hell, and I wished that I hadn’t experienced my last trip with Morpheus. It was better that he stuck to things that he knew.

      “I have never been truly inside, so I don’t know. Most of the mongrels that are summoned are treated like dogs downstairs,” I explained. Even the new election wouldn’t change a thing. Mongrels were always going to be second-class citizens.

      “That sucks,” he muttered.

      He didn’t dwell on the subject and I was glad that we didn’t have to carry on with that conversation. We squeezed ourselves into the train seats and I was suddenly aware of that familiar heat that flooded ever inch of me when he was close. For a short period of time I kept telling myself that I had to stay focused—Alexis had my daughter—but Zach’s advances were getting challenging.

      Eventually I fell asleep somewhere in York. Lately I hadn’t been sleeping well, so it was a bliss finally getting two hours of kip. The dreams were conflicted and I woke up when it was dark outside. The train was just approaching the station. Zach was snoozing too. I thought about Ronan. I hadn’t heard from him since he left the letter in Ricky’s apartment. He left Nameless behind. Their relationship had been complicated from the start, but Ronan must have left some kind of instructions to Nameless. I should have questioned him in the hospital.

      I woke Zach and then we departed the train on a small platform in the middle of the English countryside.

      “I hope that you know where we’re going?” Zachary asked, as we found ourselves outside the station on a pitch-black road. I failed to see any taxis around and instantly regretted that we didn’t take the car. We were several miles from the coast and Ronan’s place.

      “We have to walk for a few miles. There is a B&B in the village or we could sleep in Ronan’s cottage,” I said, feeling silly that I hadn’t actually thought this through. Ronan had abandoned me, but I was certain that he could help us out by giving us a bed for a night. There was part of me that believed that Ronan wanted to reunite with his son, but after years of living alone he wasn’t sure how to resume the dialog.

      “So Ronan helped you when you left the job in the palace?”

      “Yes, he did,” I replied, and explained what happened to me once I was done with Arthur. My story was difficult to tell, but Zach was willing to listen. He didn’t judge me straight away like others had.

      Zach opted for us to head straight to Ronan’s place. We started walking through the gloomy country road that eventually would lead us to the village where I spent nine months of my life.

      In the distance I smelled the salty air. We were near the coast and I remembered how uncertain I was when I showed up here for the first time two years ago. Nostalgic feelings came back, and now I was returning to the place where everything began.

      The temperature was dropping slightly, but we kept going. After at least a mile, I was certain that someone was following us. I hadn’t sensed any demons in the train. There were masses of them in Victoria station, but not in such a remote village like Langston. Sometimes I thought that I was too paranoid, but my instinct felt another half human approximately a hundred meters away from us. Energy shifted around me, changing the consistency of the air and my fingertips inflamed. We were passing a forest on our right, so I grabbed Zach’s elbow and started dragging him towards the bushes. Whoever was tailing us couldn’t have had any professional training.

      “I really enjoy having sex in wild places, Flower, but I’m kind of knackered,” Zach said, with a flirtatious tone of voice. I had to roll my eyes this time, looking out at the empty road.

      “I haven’t dragged you here to have sex. Someone is following us. It’s probably another mongrel,” I hissed, and took a potion from my bag and quickly spread it around us. “This should mislead whoever it is a little.”

      Ten minutes passed and I started getting agitated, knowing that my demonic senses had never let me down. The magic vibrated through me, linking itself to the soil. I was just about to tell Zach to start moving again when a demon appeared on the road. He looked towards us, then glanced around with confusion. Zach had noticed him, but he couldn’t see as well as me in the pitch-black darkness.

      The male demon was short with shaggy dark hair and beard. He wasn’t anyone that I knew or even recognised. He could have been one of Rodriguez’s men, but he didn’t fit to anyone from the palace.

      “Stay here. I’ll be right back,” I whispered to the detective. He grabbed my hand, sending a jolt of heat wave down my spine.

      “You’re not going anywhere alone,” he hissed.

      “Chill, I’m not a baby. Let me take care of him with magic and don’t stress. I’ll be all right,” I replied. It seemed that Zach wanted to argue, but I was already walking away, holding a potion in my hand. The energy flew down my arms, as I sneaked right behind him. Obviously he wasn’t trained. My potions were weak and any other demon would have used his protective wards. He was just standing in the middle of the road, waiting to be attacked.

      I reached out for my small knife, licked my lips and jumped on him before my charm faded away.

      “Hello, darling. What ya doing here following me around? You have one chance to tell me who sent you or I’ll cut your fat throat,” I snarled, locking my arm around his head, and using my left leg to get him on the ground. The knife was in front of his eyes. He tried to conjure some energy to defend himself, but he was too clumsy and ended up burning his jacket with flames.

      “Let me go and I’ll tell you who I am, Maxine Brodeur,” he hissed, trying to push me away.

      “I had a hell of a day and really want to go to bed,” I snapped, sitting on him and balancing a fire ball on my hand, ready to give him a taste of my power. I didn’t give a fuck anymore about demonic rules. We were far away from any city and the faction could kiss my arse. “Tell me who sent you or I’ll fucking kill you.”

      His eyes gleamed with green light and I flinched, shocked at seeing this kind of ability.  I was a hundred percent sure that I hadn’t met him before. His boring, plain clothes and inability to defend himself would have made Mammon very angry. I was cold, tired and pissed off that he was hiding shit from me.

      A second later Zachary joined me, holding a gun in his hand.

      “I’ll just blow out his head, Maxine. It will save us some trouble.” He grinned, pointing straight at the stranger’s head. All right, I had to give it to him, he wanted to act tough too.

      “The dark lord, he’s part of all this. You have to tell him that I have done nothing wrong,” the demon mumbled making no sense whatsoever.

      “Who the fuck are you?” I roared, grabbing his chubby face. I was on the verge of losing my shit with him. I was fed up with lies, deceit, and the fact that people were keeping stuff from me.

      “My name is Dimitri. I’ve escaped hell. They are after me. You’re the only person that can help me,” he hissed and widened his eyes further. I noticed tiny blood vessels in his irises.

      Okay, maybe my anger was unnecessary, but still, the past few days weren’t particularly relaxing. Zach glanced at me in confusion and lowered his gun.

      “Help you? How? Start making sense, Dimitri, and stop wasting my time,” I ordered, loosening my grip.

      “The dark lord values your opinion. There is a connection between you two. The demon that guides you—he knows, he always knew,” the demon continued his mumbling and I was itching to kick his arse.

      “Listen, I think you’ve made a mistake. I have nothing to do with hell. I’m a mongrel girl. There is nothing special about me,” I insisted.

      “Please, I’m begging you. My family is still there, my children. The city was busy and I couldn’t approach you. Other demons would have noticed. Please tell your father that I have done nothing wrong!”

      I pulled away from him like his skin suddenly burned me. The demon was talking about my father, but how? And why?

      “I don’t know who my father is.”

      Then, there was a large snapping sound and the demon froze. In one split second he was staring at me, and the next, his eyes rolled to the back of his head. He was dead before I took a second breath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 20

        

        “The flesh of mortals runs to yielding flab. 
        So good beginnings aren’t enough to last to acorn time from when the oak is born.
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      “Max, what the hell? What’s wrong with him?” Zach asked, putting his gun away.  I stood there, my hands suddenly shaking, as questions mounted inside my head. Was it me? Did I kill him?

      No, it was impossible. His energy went dark and it began hurting him. Dread filled my lungs.

      “He’s dead,” I rasped, feeling suddenly numb. I heard him correctly—he said that my father could save him and then he dropped dead. Did he mean Lucifer or someone that stood beneath him? There were so many possibilities.

      Flames started covering the body and Zachary cursed a few times, backing away.  I stared at the demon’s body, paralysed, wondering what was happening. The flames burned the corpse for a good minute, before the demon vanished completely. Someone could see us in the darkness, but we were literally in the middle of nowhere, still a good mile away from the village.

      I tapped into my source, considering calling Morpheus. Maybe he was the one that sent the demon to give me this odd message, but he was with me only yesterday. No, I discounted that.

      “Did I mishear him or did he really say something about your father?” Zach asked me, finally calming down.

      “Come on, we have to keep moving before any human notices us,” I said, kind of limp, not knowing what to say. That demon must have followed us all the way here from London Victoria. I had years to find the demon that got my mother pregnant. Talking about a man that had never even tried to find me made me uneasy.

      “What? Are you serious? There must be a demon in hell that can answer for what’s happened here. This guy was perfectly fine just a second ago, then he started burning. What the fuck is going on here?” Zach was throwing questions at me, but I had no answers. I was green just like him.

      “I have no idea. I have never seen or spoken to him before,” I said, again thinking of getting in touch with Morpheus. He showed up in my life out of the blue, and he expected me to get on with things without any questions. I just couldn’t do this anymore.

      “Seriously? Is that all you have to say?”

      “I’m in shock, exactly like you are. I have no answers. We should be going before we both freeze to death,” I said, thinking that I was too exhausted to speculate on why this demon had followed us all the way here. The answers were in hell, and it seemed to me that my father was a high-ranking demon. Whatever, that didn’t matter right now. Summer was waiting for me, and I couldn’t get distracted by stuff that I couldn’t control. Two months ago, someone had hinted that I should have looked into the death of my mother. I had and I found nothing.

      Zach only shook his head, secured his gun and went ahead of me convinced that I was hiding stuff from him. He had no idea what was really going on, and maybe it was better that way. My primary concern was Alexis.

      By the time we reached the village it was midnight. The local pub was still open, but we didn’t go inside. There were hardly any humans around, so we decided to head straight to Ronan’s cottage. We stood outside for a while. All the lights were off and I suspected that he wasn’t home. I walked around and got inside through the back door. It turned out that Ronan hadn’t been in his home for months. Dust covered the old furniture and I could hardly sense his energy.

      “He didn’t come back,” I said, standing in the room where I’d revealed to him that I was pregnant.

      “Come back from where?” Zach questioned.

      “From London. I thought he left the capital after Gjöll and came straight here, but it looks like I was wrong.” I scratched my head in confusion. I could only hope that he was all right and safe. “There is a guest room on the first floor. I’ll be in my old room. We can talk about strategy tomorrow.”

      Zach looked around slightly apprehensive about staying here, but we had nowhere else to go. My heartbeat was unsteady when I went upstairs to my old bedroom. Nothing had changed in there; Ronan hadn’t removed any of my stuff. Everything remained as it was two years ago. My connection with Alexis allowed me to sense her if she was nearby. I would have a pretty good idea when she would decide to make her appearance.

      Tears welled in my eyes as memories about my time in the cottage resurfaced. Zach was moving around in his room, still confused about the demon that died in front of me without a reason. I took off all my clothes, covered the bed with a blanket and fell asleep instantly, not even realising when.

      I woke up earlier than planned. It was around eight o’clock in the morning. After tossing and turning for some time I went down to the kitchen, searching for coffee. My head was banging and I hadn’t even drunk the night before. For a minute I stood in the window contemplating everything that happened. How long was Morpheus planning to hide stuff from me? A deal was a deal, but I deserved to know the truth.

      The fridge stunk, and the food in the cupboards was outdated by months, although I managed to find the coffee that smelled all right. Matilda lived a few miles away from here, and I had to let Zach know that we needed to be ready anytime.

      After my coffee I went to Ronan’s storage to see if he had left any useful elixirs behind or at least ingredients to brew them. In the basement, I quickly realised that someone else had been in here. Most of the shelves were empty. The flasks and small bottles were on the floor. I went down on my knees, seeing a tiny blue liquid in a small bottle that someone must have missed. Maybe it was time to call Nameless and find out what the hell happened to his father. When he left me a letter he didn’t mention anything about leaving Langston.

      “That’s a view I could wake up to every morning,” said the familiar voice behind me. I turned around, seeing Zach in the door. From that angle he had a perfect view of my arse. I was wearing a short sleeve top and black knickers. I only just noticed him, but I bet he stood here watching me bending over for a while now.

      “You shouldn’t be focusing on me. Someone has broken in here a few weeks back. Half of his elixirs and potions are gone,” I pointed out, smoothing the long shirt. Heat rushed into my veins, converting my energy into a raw lust. It happened instantly, and the soaring heat that I’d always felt in his presence turned on full force. And then that moment when we stared at each other felt like hours. Hell, I had no idea why, but I just couldn’t turn around this time and pretend that I didn’t want him. Maybe it was the stupidest decision that I ever made, but after so many disappointments I was done overthinking this.

      I ran to him and there was no time for hesitation. Our mouths connected in a deep, passionate kiss that left me drenched. His hands began exploring my almost naked body, his firm lips driving the tempo, stealing my breath and sending a buzz to my sex. Zachary tasted like a wild forest and single malt whiskey. His scent went right through me, soaking me like pouring rain.

      I pulled away from him just for a second, just so I could catch my breath and he smiled, holding me close.

      “Oh no, miss, not this time,” he growled, sounding like a real wolf. When he picked me up, I wrapped my legs around his waist and felt his hard erection pressing over my abdomen. The wild, untamed fire began spreading everywhere. I couldn’t fight him and gave myself away to him in every way he desired.

      He was kissing me, biting my neck gently as we climbed up the stairs of the basement. His hands were on my arse, digging inside my skin. The sparks showered both of us and I moaned loudly, wanting more. We barged through the basement door, until we were on the floor, tangled and lost in overwhelming sensations of lust.

      Before I knew it, Zach had gotten rid of his clothes, and his T-shirt went flying across the room. I giggled running my hands over his muscular, hairy chest. I sucked in a breath as his eyes penetrated me.

      “Let’s get rid of that, Flower, shall we?” he asked, but his question was rhetorical. I had nothing underneath the long blousy shirt, and his eyes almost popped open.

      He kissed me, moving his skilled finger down my thigh, slowly touching my drenched sex, rolling his thumb over it. I arched my head backwards, closing my eyes and letting go of the tension that rode me for so long. My body was charged with rippling power, the spark; purple flames appeared on the surface of my skin. I tried to undo his jeans, stroking his hard erection with my fingers.

      His breathing sped up as he got me naked, exploring the parts of my body that hadn’t been in use for some time. His fingers were driving me insane and I moaned, thinking that he had to be inside me now. The smart mouth, the soaring tension, then desire. Maybe I was going to regret this later on, but it didn’t matter. I had to satisfy the pulsing fire that rushed through my veins.

      “Oh, don’t stop for Lucifer,” I hissed, when his fingers were rolling over my sex. He did stop, flipped me over on my knees and said, “Lucifer won’t fuck with your brain the way I will.”

      I laughed, suddenly filled with anticipation. My legs began to tremble. I was on the edge, ready when he thrust himself inside me. I screamed, holding my breath for a good few seconds.

      “Are you all right in there?” he asked, and I laughed.

      “Just keep going and don’t dare stop.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Zach wrapped his fingers over my hips, moving inside me faster. He rocked through me, and everything intensified, bringing me to the edge of orgasm. My demonic energy connected with his humanity, and he rasped some incoherent words. He kept thrusting his erection in and out, faster, and I was coming before I realised what was happening.

      This quick injection of ecstasy left me paralysed. Blood rushed into my ears as I collapsed on the floor. Zach brought me to his chest, breathing hard. For a moment we just lay on top of each other, listening to nature outside. The birds were singing and this moment felt perfect.

      I didn’t want to think about the consequences. My affair with the prince was behind me. Arthur loved me, but he wouldn’t touch me again. This short intense moment between me and Zach was one off. There wasn’t going to be a repeat, not today, tomorrow or ever.

      “I think we should get dressed. I’m dreading Ronan seeing us like this,” I said, breaking the silence. My future was doomed. Zach was hoping that we became an item one day, but I hated to disappoint him.

      “I’m perfectly happy the way I am, Flower, and you’re hot,” he chuckled when I got up and rolled my eyes. He was a fine human, and of course, there was no doubt that I wished that we could have sex again and again. What happened between us was spur of the moment.

      “We have to head to Matilda’s home. Alexis won’t be wasting any time.” I quickly changed the subject, not wanting to discuss the logistics of our relationship from here on. We jumped each other’s bones, it was great. Well, more than great, but that didn’t mean that anything would change.

      Zach’s eyes were filled with heat. I had to look away when he put his T-shirt on.

      “Are we going to talk about this? Or are you going to pretend that this was an impulsive, good plain fucking.”

      “We will at some point, Detective, but right now I’m going to get changed,” I said, disappearing upstairs quicker than I intended. The burning guilt reminded me that I should have known better. Zachary was already disappointed. His sister wasn’t talking, she didn’t even recognise him and now, assuming everything went according to plan, he would never see me again.

      I hid my knife in my boots, picked up some potions that I had on me and ran downstairs. Zachary was smoking outside, dragging the toxins into his lungs. My energy settled all around me, my demonic scent was all over him. Yeah, I wanted him; my emotions spoke louder than words. The sun was coming out, but I knew that I had to focus now.

      “Give me one, I think I’m going to need it,” I asked, and he handed me the pack.

      “I want to make love to you, Flower. Fucking is good, but I want to take my time with you,” he said unexpectedly, throwing me completely off guard. I started coughing, like I was suffocating.

      “This isn’t the time. We need to go,” I said, when my lungs began working again. He laughed, eyeing me like we were back in the basement.

      “Fine, I’ll cut the crap and stop pretending that you’re not sexy,” he said, winking at me. Was I going to get used to it? Probably not. We set off, hoping that this time around I would capture that rotten bitch and get my child back.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 21

        

        “The next flame blazes out from Gratian’s smile. He’s loved in Paradise for having served both civil and ecclesial courts so well.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      We left the cottage and started moving through the forest. The sun was gently caressing my cheeks, beaming through the trees. We walked in silence, but Zach’s dirty thoughts were very distracting. He kept thinking about our steamy morning together, already planning to seduce me in his house once we were back in London. Two years ago I handed Matilda the baby and went back home with a heavy burden on my shoulders. My Warlock friend owned a small pottery business, away from nosey humans. It was protected by magical wards that Alexis would have tried to break.

      Guilt hit me again, and I licked my lips, imagining that I was in Broken Shoe, drinking Paul’s liquid magic. That image helped a little.

      There was a strong possibility that today I would be holding my child in my arms. Alexis wouldn’t show up here without her. She wanted to remove Matilda’s spell as soon as she could.

      “It seems to me that you have no idea where you’re going,” Zach pointed out, probably because we had been walking for at least forty minutes, reaching the same spot yet again. The weather was good; it was the end of summer. Last night the temperature dropped significantly, but today it was sunny and warm.

      “I’m trying to connect with her wards. The cottage is protected by complicated spells. She had given me directions when I was still in contact with her,” I explained, trying to focus on the striking source of power that I had been aware since we left Ronan’s place. Sometimes my abilities connected with energy that surfaced in the soil, around the trees and in the air. I refused to believe that we were going around in a circle.

      Zach didn’t say anything. Besides, he was too distracted with what happened earlier on and he was currently thinking about the shape of my arse. I continued moving between the trees, feeling slightly more relaxed than yesterday.

      Half an hour later, we stopped and I created a magical fire. I used elixirs that I brought with me and threw some green powder into the flames. It was an old school spell, and after a few minutes the smoke that rose from the fire showed me the direction I had to take. Zach folded his arms over his chest and kept staring at me in total ignorance. He didn’t think using magic and exposing ourselves like that was necessary.

      We stood listening to the crackling flames. I shut my eyes for a second tapping into my source.

      “What the hell is going on, Max? It’s suddenly gone dark?” his panicked voice stirred me back to being alert. The sudden raw, demonic energy began vibrating around us. My breath became shallow and I felt tingling in my hands. Zach was right: thick dark clouds covered the sun. It had suddenly gone very dark. That could mean only one thing—Alexis was close.

      I stood up, sensing discomfort in my left eye. Someone else was here too. Another demon. I took a few deep breaths and nodded to Zach to start walking again. After moving around the circle for another twenty minutes, in the distance I saw a cottage built from grey brick. I smiled to myself glad that my elixirs had worked better than I expected. Morpheus was right: my abilities were pretty special.

      “She lived here for years,” I said when Zach noticed the cottage. He followed me, still unsure about the magic. My throat tightened as I sensed my daughter’s scent everywhere. Alexis wasn’t going to waste anytime. She was heading here and I had to be ready.

      Zach placed his palm on my arm sending a warmth instantly to every cell in my body. Yep, we were already connected.

      “Are you ready to go in there? Maybe I shou—”

      “No, she’s my child and I want to see if she has a good home,” I said, cutting him off. We approached the front porch. Surprisingly, the door was unlocked. Matilda’s magic could mislead humans, and I knew that there weren’t any demons in the village. Matilda must have left her home charmed because she didn’t care about the locks. The forest was always was relatively safe, but she had been moving around a lot in the past year. She wanted to make sure that the girl was always safe.

      All the windows were shaded with shutters, the smell of rosemary and other herbs drifted around. Zach found the light switch and I relaxed a little. A moment later I saw some photographs on the fireplace.

      My chest cracked open and my knees turned to jelly as I approached it. There she was, my little girl smiling at the photograph, waving and making silly faces. She had a mass of blond curly hair and large blue eyes. Matilda must have taken some pictures when Summer was only a few months old, then a year and so on. Grief numbed me and I swallowed the tears, not wanting to break apart in front of Zachary.

      I sensed him behind me when I touched the photographs, running my finger over the dusty frames. I spotted her toys on the sofa, and there were small jars of baby food in the kitchen. Summer was a living soul in this home. She seemed happy with the life that Matilda had created for her. I should have been more involved. Arthur was a royal so he couldn’t make his own choices, but I had a real chance to start over somewhere else.

      “She’s stunning and you will get her back today,” Zachary said. The tears came anyway, and I dropped my head on my chest, telling myself that I had to be strong for her. It was my choice to keep her a secret.

      “I know that bitch is already nearby. We are somehow connected. In Gjöll, I gave her part of my memory,” I said, my voice trembling.

      “Have you thought about your life after you get her back?” he asked. I sighed, and used my hands to wipe the tears away. My life ended the moment she was free. There was nothing beyond that.

      “No, I haven’t thought about that. Let’s check the rest of the rooms. There is a pottery workshop at the back,” I responded, not wanting to get into this subject. Zach sighed, aware that I was avoiding eye contact. He couldn’t know that I had made a deal that pushed all my dreams and aspirations away. It was difficult to see what was beyond the afterlife.

      I found the nursery upstairs and then more tears came. I was touching her things, her tiny clothes. It was surreal knowing that she’d been living here the entire time. After some time we went outside and I inhaled the fresh air. Seeing her things around was much harder than I’d anticipated.

      “We have company,” I said, aware that there was a demon very close by, walking through the forest.

      Zach took out his weapon and lowered it down. He ought to realise that this kind of thing wouldn’t work when there were supernatural beings involved.

      “I’m going to check the pottery shed,” he announced.

      “All right, just be quick. I have a feeling that we are being watched,” I said, smelling sulphur in the air, then smoke. It was getting darker and gloomier as the minutes went by. I walked with him until he disappeared inside. It was going to start raining soon. I felt the moisture in the air.

      The silence was unnerving. I noticed that the birds stopped tweeting too.

      “Are you all right in there?” I shouted, as goose pimples broke on the surface of my skin. There was no answer for a long time and I wondered what the hell he was doing inside the pottery for so long.

      The tension broke, like a cord pulled too tight, and then Zach’s fear whipped through me. Suddenly I covered my ears, attempting to ease the draining discomfort. Breathing in and out, I barged inside the pottery and I found Zach squeezed in the corner with his gun in his hand. In the middle of the floor stood a huge hairy wolf, snarling and bearing his teeth at him. He was ready for attack. Magic was soaking the space. His fur shined with crystal powder. Someone must have injected this creature with spells.

      “The bastard appeared out of nowhere,” Zachary shouted and the wolf suddenly turned to look at me. He bent his legs and then arched his back. His yellow eyes focused on me.

      I needed to make a split second decision, either stay inside or save Zach. The detective could try shooting the beast, but the wolf was enormous and probably he could bite his head off before Zach could even attempt to use his gun.

      I snarled and ran back outside, dropping whatever potion I had in my hands. My plan was to lure the wolf deeper into the forest. I had no idea what I was going to do after that, but it was a start. Unfortunately the wolf got to me before I reached the trees, ruining my plan.

      Then I felt Alexis near the cottage, her energy hit me hard, ceasing the air in my lungs all of a sudden. I didn’t have time to react, everything else happened so fast. The wolf snarled loudly and ripped my back to shreds with his claws when I turned around trying to run in the opposite direction. I went down like a bag of potatoes, experiencing the most agonising pain in my life.

      A split second later I heard the shot and released some magic. The wolf was about three meters long and it was at least twice as big as any normal animal. I doubted very much that a small bullet could change my fate. Blood poured out of my back and I wished that I could be immune to this excruciating pain. Somehow the power scattered around me shifted and the wolf was lifted several inches above the ground. The beast went flying across the yard, slamming on the ground several meters away from me.

      I panted for some air, and almost immediately a fiery pain exploded along my whole body. I was lying face down, dizzy and drained of any strength. Zach was nowhere to be seen, but when I lifted my head slightly right I saw Alexis. She must have set the wolf on us; she must have known that we would be waiting for her. Matilda stood beside her, but she seemed zoned out. There was something seriously wrong with her.

      The wolf growled loudly and was back on his feet. I thought that this was the end of me. I had no more strength to fight. I was losing my vision, blood dripping over me as I tried to crawl away from the danger. Lucifer was going to get my soul after all, earlier than he planned.

      I closed my eyes, seeing in slow motion as the animal jumped towards me. I saw his fangs and I was ready, when the sound of another shot echoed in my head.

      “Maxine, fuck. Get it together,” someone was saying to me, shaking me. The magic came back, warming my insides. I blinked rapidly not feeling any pain at all. Zach was standing next to me, still holding his gun. The wolf was on the ground, lying in a pool of blood.  This was impossible, the beast had me.

      “What the hell happened?” I asked, trying to touch my back, but then I felt no pain. I didn’t understand. The wolf’s claws had ripped my skin to pieces. My clothes were smeared with thick liquid, but that blood wasn’t mine. Suddenly I could get back on my feet. Someone or something must have healed me.

      “You dropped the bag and when I picked it up the contents spilled everywhere, doing some magic shit!” Zach yelled, but we didn’t have time to think about logistics.  Alexis had appeared, but when I looked up, she was gone.

      “Come on, let’s split. I saw Alexis by the cottage just before you fired your gun, and Matilda was with her,” I said, feeling better than I expected.

      Zachary nodded and reloaded the gun, helping me up. I couldn’t blame him for wanting to use it. He saved my life.

      A second later, we barged inside the pottery shed, but the space was empty. Alexis’s energy was popping out everywhere. I could feel her racing pulse and her rising magic.

      “The potions, Warlock, where are they?” I heard a loud squeaking voice, somewhere. I smashed the door of the wooden shack, stepping around the back.

      I saw her standing by a small pond. I didn’t even know it was there. The energy crawled down my skin and I tapped into my source of demonic power. The fire ball that I balanced on my hand should have taken care of her, but then Zach appeared from behind her. He tried to tackle her, but the fire ball hit him instead and he went flying and slammed over the nearest tree. He didn’t move again.

      “No, not this time!” I roared, releasing yet another ball of energy, but then I realised what Alexis was doing. Horror went through me when I saw bubbles coming out of the water. Alexis was pushing Matilda’s head down in the water, trying to drown her.

      I started running, not even thinking about my magic. Suddenly the light appeared, exploding around. It came from the centre of the pond, and the impact knocked me off my feet.

      I quickly understood that it was Matilda’s magic. Somehow she managed to pull herself out of the water. I lifted my head and saw Alexis. She was now sprinting across the yard. I knew that if she could get to the trees I might lose her. The problem was that she didn’t get to the forest, the stream of light appeared right in front of her, sucking her straight inside some kind of magical portal. She vanished in an instant.

      “Go after her. It’s my spell. It will lead you straight through to the maze labyrinth,” Matilda shouted, soaking wet, still trying to get some air. I didn’t hesitate, got up and started sprinting straight ahead. A second later I was sucked right into the Warlock’s spell, landing on my arse in the middle of a tall green wall.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 22

        

        “Yet those who live within your boundaries stand nowhere free of war.
        Each gnaws the next, all locked together by one wall and moat.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I rolled on the grass, gasping for air, touching my arms and legs, hoping that I ended up in the maze in one piece. After I assured myself that everything was in order, I closed my eyes for several seconds, tapping into my power. The waves of energy flew through me and I instantly felt relief. Moments later I was on my feet, still hurting, but ready to nail Alexis straight to the coffin. The sky above me was dark, filled with stars. In Matilda’s world the day shifted into night. All around me I could see the green walls. I had no other choice but to start walking, using my abilities to figure my way out of here.

      My eyes hurt and my ears were popped. I brushed the magical dust off my clothes, took the knife that I hid in my boot, and glanced around ready to tear this whole place apart in order to find my enemy.

      “Alexis, you rotten bitch. I’m coming for you, so watch out!” I roared and started running, ignoring the searing pain in my left foot. It was dark, pitch black, but even in this magical place my vision was excellent. I ran across, then turned left, right, hoping that the damaged demon would respond to my threat. The tiny voices in my head kept reminding me that Zach was on the other side, probably lying in the bushes injured. Matilda was there too, but what happened to Summer? Alexis couldn’t have left her alone. I was planning to rip her face if she did anything to my little girl.

      My breathing became laboured, but I kept going, sensing the bitch right in front of me. I took another sharp left and I ended up in a blind spot. Panic settled in, the adrenaline rushing through my veins. There was a way out of here, so I started backtracking my steps, connecting with the energy of the soil. The Warlock’s magic was weakening me with every step. Matilda had worked hard to trap someone in the maze. The waves of energy began to vanish, but I still had an advantage. Alexis’s condition had worsened and she was an easy target.

      Sparks rushed over my skin, burning some leaves on the way. I stopped, listening in, until the silence rang in my ears. I heard a movement on the other side of the green wall.

      “Open!” I roared, throwing the fireball right across from where I stood. My heart made a happy dance in my chest that my abilities were still intact. My magic lashed out, burning a hole in the bushes. A second later I was staring straight into Alexis’s deformed face. It’d only been a couple of weeks, but now most of her skin was black,  and it seemed burned out. It was difficult to tell if she was dying or she was rotting alive. She’d lost a lot of weight too, her green dress nearly hanging off her.

      The pain in my left foot soared, but I kept a straight face.

      “How did you find me? You stink of hell, which means you went down,” she asked, not appearing even slightly worried that I was planning to kill her. My lips curved in a nasty smile, and I called out the power again, but something was suddenly blocking it. Alexis tried to create a ball of light inside the centre of her palm, but she was in trouble too.

      “Where is she? Where is my daughter, you coward?” I screamed, being inches away from launching myself at her.

      She tossed her hair behind her, glancing around with a strained expression on her face.

      “Safe for now. You won’t find her. She belongs to me now. She’s a royal baby that will give me unlimited power.” Alexis laughed, sounding like she had lost her mind, touching her black cheek.

      I didn’t wait any longer. I jumped through the hole, supercharged and ready to use my bare hands to fight with her if that was necessary. Alexis started backing away as I bared my teeth.

      She threw a red powder on me when I tried to grab her. Whatever magic it was, it fucked my eyes, and I suddenly couldn’t see a thing. My face was burning and I screamed in frustration. There was a knife in my hand, so I started waving it, hoping to stab the bitch. She laughed loudly, as I spun around.

      The powder was burning my skin, and I screamed. Moments later I was in a different place. Alexis was gone and I could see again. She couldn’t have escaped. Suddenly I wasn’t standing inside the flawless maze but in an obscure square room with moulded walls. In the far corner I spotted a bed, and on it my daughter, Summer. I looked around, trying to find out where that stupid bitch was keeping her. There was a sofa in the middle with some blankets, chairs and old dining table. I wanted to rush to her and hold her, if only for a second, but it was another vision. My movements were limited. She didn’t seem to be in any distress, but she was flustered and the bedding was dirty. There was a view from the window, so I figured out that this was either the second or third floor. A moment later I was standing in the dim darkness looking from the roof terrace down on the water that surrounded the square black building, a sort of tower. Then I was on the edge of the cliff, looking at the steps that led down to the bottom of the hill.

      The wind ruffled my hair and I concentrated, trying to focus on all the details. Then  my vision went blurry again, and darkness sucked me in. Moments later I was back standing face-to-face with Alexis. She seemed confused herself, staring down at her skeleton hands. The time went back to normal, so I jabbed her arm with my knife. She hissed, and some blood dripped down on the grass. I was just about to stab her chest, but a split second later the bitch vanished. I lost my balance, as the earth underneath my feet started moving. I fell through the cracks, going down, until everything went dark.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I regained my consciousness sometime later, waking up with a dull headache. My body refused to obey me, so for a long moment I sat on the ground, trying to remember how to breathe. A young deer looked at me for a couple of suspenseful seconds, then disappeared behind the trees. Silence fell between me and nature, as my chest began rising and falling quickly.

      Memories came back and I lifted myself off the wet ground. Confusion and disappointment washed over me. I almost had her, and then she was gone. I had no idea how she managed to use her magic inside the maze. Nothing was supposed to go wrong today, but in the end everything had.

      “Matilda … Zach,” I whispered, tapping into my energy. Yes, it was back, floating through the surface of my skin. My eyes slowly began recognising the surroundings, the pond and cottage. I tried to sense Alexis or Matilda, but I was on my own. Zachary was somewhere here lying on the ground, unconscious. I had no idea how long I was stuck in the maze, but I had to find him. To me it was only a few minutes, but here several hours must have passed, because the sun had disappeared behind the horizon. It was getting dark. Every part of my body hurt like hell, but my foot looked the worst. It was swollen and I could hardly walk on it. The wolf that Zach killed was still there lying in the pool of blood. The animal was dead and its body began rotting away already.

      With shaky legs and an even shakier head I walked around him, trying to figure out the magic that was used to enhance his abilities.

      In moments like that I hated being only half demon. With fully developed abilities I could have reversed the spell and discovered the identity of the demon that sent the wolf after me. Alexis was involved, no doubt, but I really wanted to know who was helping her.

      My strength was going to regenerate slowly, but I had never been so pissed off in my entire life. That bitch had gotten away again. I was so damn close to ending her. Our connection allowed me to see through her. Maybe she escaped without getting what she wanted, but now I roughly knew where she was keeping Summer.

      I used my sparkling fingers to navigate around the trees. My heart began jackhammering in my chest when I couldn’t sense Zach anywhere. He went flying just before I vanished in the maze. Maybe he woke up and panicked when he couldn’t find me.

      “Zach, hey Zach! This isn’t funny, mate. You need to show yourself,” I shouted, trying to connect with his emotions, but he wasn’t responding.

      Minutes were passing by, and it was getting darker. There was no way I was going to find him when it was completely dark and cold. I started walking around on my swollen foot, trying to stay positive. Alexis wouldn’t have taken him. Zach was useless to her, and besides, she had Matilda now too. The Warlock must have set traps around her house for demons or nosey Watchers. That could have easily explained the spells in the maze.

      I was forced to rest on the trunk of a tree for a bit. Moments later I realised that someone was coming towards me. I saw flashlights first, then sensed three humans.

      “Max, is that you?” asked the voice that automatically made me feel better. I got up  slowly, seeing Zach with two strangers. They were all flashing their lights at me. Zach looked terrible; he had scratches all over and he was limping. His two companions were humans. I recognised one of them from the pub in the village.

      The pain made me dizzy for a split second, but I jumped straight into his arms and started hugging him like there was no tomorrow. Everything was suddenly better when his scent overwhelmed me and I was nudging my nose into the crook of his neck.

      I had never been very good with displays of affection, but I was so happy that he was all right.

      “Wow, Max, are you all right? I have been looking for you for hours,” Zach said, wrapping his strong hands around my waist, sending small shivers over my body.

      “I’m fine. Something happened and I woke up here,” I explained, finally realising that the humans were staring at us. The older guy grinned at me. Of course, even after two years he remembered me.

      “This is Gerald and Mathew,” Zach introduced us, scratching his head. “I’m glad that you’re all right. We have been walking around the forest for hours, trying to find you.”

      I assured him that I was fine and then spoke to Mat for a bit. He asked about Ronan. Apparently no one in the village had seen him for weeks. Locals were worried that something happened to him. I didn’t know what to say, so I explained that I hadn’t been in touch with him since I went back to London

      They wanted to walk with us to the train station, but Zachary assured them that this was unnecessary. We chatted for a bit longer and finally they went back towards the village.

      It took me a little while to tell Zach what happened after he was hit with my spell that was intended for Alexis. This could have been so much worse, but it seemed that besides some scratches and bruises Zach was okay. He didn’t let me to see his leg.

      “This is fucked up. Someone must have known that we were going to be here. Alexis was warned. Do you think that she set that wolf on us?” Zach asked, pacing around.

      “Probably, but someone definitely enhanced its abilities. We can’t dwell on it. We need to go back to the cottage. Alexis was searching for something there,” I told him, feeling overwhelmed with emotions. Summer was all alone in that tower, and my time was running out.

      “I’m sorry that she escaped,” Zach said, when we entered the house. “I knew that you were hoping to see your daughter.”

      I nodded, swallowing the tears. I couldn’t cry, the tears wouldn’t change anything. Morpheus had given me the right information, but I kept failing. Alexis couldn’t have known that I tricked her own sister. She had no connection with hell. There was another demon that was helping her.

      “So what exactly are we looking for?” Zach asked, when we went inside the cottage again.

      “Matilda was hiding something in here. Alexis vanished, even in the maze that was supposed to block her abilities. Just look around, go through drawers in the rooms. There must be something here that we missed,” I explained. Zach had most likely no idea what I was talking about, so I asked him to look for any books or potions that Matilda had left behind.

      Her storage was almost empty, and I presumed that she must have emptied it out before she left. My hands were shaking when I searched through her bedroom. It was a violation of her privacy, but Alexis came here for a reason. The wolf was a distraction; she must have used a complicated spell to charm the wolf in order to keep us busy.

      I threw all Matilda’s clothes on the bed, biting my lip and wondering what else there was for me to find. Frustration was taking its toll. I went to the smallest room and started rummaging through the drawers until my foot stood on a box.

      I picked it up and opened it. The box was empty. On the top was the symbol of a snake with some Latin writing. My heart skipped a beat, then began racing again. I stood in Matilda’s spare bedroom realising very fast that Alexis had gotten what she needed. A special present from Lucifer himself. A Rubella necklace that allowed her to travel to different parts of the underworld. That only meant one thing. She was more out of reach than I ever thought.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 23

        

        “In all of Hell, through every murky ring, 
        I saw no spirit facing God so proud,
        even that king flung down from Theban walls.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I tossed the box away, angry that Alexis had tricked me. The wolf was supposed to keep us away from the cottage. I should have looked through Matilda’s things as soon I got there, then all the drama could have been avoided. Summer was alone. Alexis still had no idea how to wake her up, but she had a Rubella necklace and that changed everything. Her demonic soul was falling apart, which meant that she was desperate enough to arrange the healing ritual quicker than she planned.

      By the time I got downstairs my head was banging loudly. Zach was standing by the window. There was stack of demonic books on the table.

      “We have to go back to London. Alexis has a Rubella necklace, which means she can travel down to hell without being noticed,” I said, rushing outside and taking a deep breath in order to calm my nerves. I had to keep going no matter what. Zachary needed to find the way to bring Zara back and reunite her with Cornelia. It couldn’t end like this. There were still other options worth pursuing.

      “We won’t stay here, that’s for sure, but maybe we should head out in the morning?”

      “No, the last train leaves soon. I don’t want to waste any more time.”

      “Whatever, Flower, I’m with you a hundred percent, but maybe it’s time to get help,” he advised, thinking that we were slowly losing this battle. Alexis hadn’t won yet. She was still dying.

      “No, I’ll have a new plan by the time we get back to Victoria,” I said. Zach didn’t know that I was already getting help from the demon that would take my soul in the end. There was also Arthur. I made him a promise that I couldn’t even keep. The question remained—how much time would he be willing to give me to bring Summer to him?

      In the end we agreed to head out in the morning. We were both exhausted and walking through the dark forest in the middle of the night wasn’t the wisest of choices. Zachary slept, but I kept tossing and turning, unable to sleep, going over what happened earlier. In the morning we walked back to the train station. The detective had damaged the muscle in his leg. He was in pain, but refused the trip to the hospital. I treated my injuries with potions.

      “Please save it, Flower. I’ll recover at home,” he told me as we boarded the train.

      The trip back was exhausting. The train was filled with too many humans and I was overloaded with their emotions. A few demons were staring bluntly at me when we approached London Victoria station. Ricky’s situation was still pretty much unresolved too and I had no news for Emma. I kept rubbing my head, considering other options, pushing myself not to give up just yet. Morpheus had to stick to his word and help me. I needed to get in touch with him again.

      “Max, I think we have a problem,” Zach said when we were approaching the exit gate on the platform. I was too distracted to worry about demons around me. I felt under pressure, unable to understand why I kept failing.

      “They keep staring, they always do,” I sighed, knowing that Zach was referring to humans that were probably noticing us more than usual. Sometimes after an outburst of my power, I brought a lot more attention to myself than anyone else.

      “Maxine Brodeur?” asked someone blocking my path. I finally lifted my eyes and realised that at least three Watchers were blocking my way off the platform. Zach was quickly surrounded by others too. A tall Watcher with long dark hair shoved a badge into his face. I looked around, considering running, but there were too many humans standing in the way. To them Watchers appeared to be part of the police task force, so no one would dare to interfere with them. After all the time that Zach had spent with me, he knew that it was just a cover. That’s why he was making so much noise. Internally they dealt with demons that were in violation of protocol and as far as I was concerned I had done nothing wrong.

      “Yes, what the fuck do you want?” I asked, wondering if maybe Ricky’s condition had worsened and they showed up here acting as the messengers of bad news. Watchers didn’t normally arrest demons in public places. They were very vigilant about security, so this seemed very strange.

      The three Watchers looked very believable: they all were very muscular, hairy and their extensive magic told me that I wouldn’t stand a chance fighting them. Besides, I would have been silly even attempting to use my energy in such a busy place filled with hundreds of humans.

      “You’re arrested on suspicion of conspiring against Lucifer,” one of them said, locking me with the binding spell, so I couldn’t even tap into my source. My jaw dropped. Zach was trying to get to me, but two other Watchers were blocking him. He was shouting, threatening that they had no right touching me. I admired him, but this deal was done.

      I didn’t even have a chance to find out what the charges were, because they began dragging me across the station. Members of the public were staring, Zach was shouting at me that he would take care of it, but I knew that they were taking me somewhere where no one would be able to find me. My demonic magic was blocked and my hands were handcuffed shortly after we left the platform. I glanced around and spotted a familiar face looking at me from a distance. I could recognise that nasty smile anywhere.

      “You bastard,” I whispered, looking back at Rodriguez, who was staring back at me with complete composure. I should have suspected that he might make such a move. After his humiliation in the pub, he needed to re-assert himself. Coward.

      “Where the hell are you taking me? I have a right to know,” I shouted, trying to stop, but the taller Watcher kept pushing me forward towards the exit. His energy was weakening my already damaged wards.

      “Somewhere to carry out the judgement. Don’t make this difficult for yourself,” the Watcher snarled and twisted my arm so painfully that I thought he broke my bones.

      I had no clue what the hell happened to Zachary and how Rodriguez had convinced Watchers from the higher department to pin me down for something that wasn’t under the jurisdiction of the palace. Mentally I urged Morpheus to show his face and get me out of here. He was supposed to be everywhere.

      A second later, a van pulled up on the street, next to group of Asian students. I was shoved inside, a pair of large hands pulled a seat belt over me, and off we went to the place where no one could ever find me. I sat between two Watchers, feeling numb. All the windows were shaded, so I had no idea where they were taking me. My ankle was still a bit swollen from yesterday. I was ready to scream with frustration, but that wouldn’t change a thing. Those fuckers had me and they weren’t going to let me go now.

      “You have no right, you morons. I have done nothing wrong!” I started, but then a black bag was shoved over my face and someone hit me. Everything faded away in an instant, my mind turned into a sponge, and I rolled over to the side, passing out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      This was the third time in the past twenty-four hours that I woke up in an unknown place, almost frozen to death, with achy muscles and completely alone. I sat up on something that was meant to imitate a bed, cursing the entire faction off, filled with bitter anger. In the past several days I had been pulled into a world of deceit, a world where the rules meant nothing anymore.

      Rubbing my eyes and trying to figure out where I was, I discovered a large lump on the back of my head. Once my eyesight began working, a cold shiver moved down my spine. All around me were metal bars, and I was in a cage. I suspected that Rodriguez wanted to keep me away, probably somewhere on the outskirts of London, but I could have been anywhere. The Watchers were guarding the way out, and I sensed one or two outside. My abilities were still blocked by the binding spell, and I had a feeling that I had been stuck here for hours.

      Rodriguez wanted to nail me the moment I stepped into the palace causing trouble with Arthur. He wanted to reassert his position of power, letting me know that I wasn’t going to get away with anything. No one apart from Emma and Morpheus knew that I was heading to Langston, but his pit bulls were waiting on the platform. I had no idea who had betrayed me.

      I got up and paced around the cage for a bit, waiting for someone to show up. After half an hour I started screaming, knowing that they had to get their lazy arses in here and tell me what they intended to do with me.

      I attempted to tamper with the binding spell, calling up my source. Morpheus assured me that my energy could break even the toughest of spells, but not this time. I suspected that the cage had been charmed too. Rodriguez needed me; he was hoping to use me as a bargaining tool for his election campaign. My arrest was political, but with everything that was currently going on I couldn’t be sure. My connection to the prince had always made him uneasy and he knew that in some ways I was valuable.

      Finally after about an hour of banging my bed against the metal bars, screaming my head off and swearing, two Watchers showed up.

      “Hey, aresholes, call your boss or read me the list of charges. You have no right locking me in here,” I shouted, knowing that if I provoked them enough, maybe they’d get their boss over here.

      I doubted very much that Morpheus could interfere. Lucifer sent him over to me with a deal. Our agreement was strictly confidential, but Rodriguez kept pushing his authority. I had no idea what to expect this time.

      One of the Watchers was blond, with crazy blue eyes and sharp features, the other dark skinned.

      None of them said anything to me. The blond one took out the bunch of keys and opened the cage.

      “Right, finally. I was getting—”

      He gagged me before I could finish the sentence, then violently pushed me over to the other side of the cage. I went down, my back slammed hard, hitting the bars. He started pushing his large body over me, squashing me slowly. Suddenly the air wasn’t getting into my lungs. The Watcher quickly wrapped his fat fingers around my neck and began suffocating me.

      “Stupid mongrel girl, do you think you will be alive in the morning? You’re here to die, so do us a favour and stop disturbing our peace!” he snarled, spraying me with spit. My vision had gone slightly blurry, and I tried to grab him, but couldn’t reach far enough with my fingers.

      I tapped into my power, releasing some useless sparks. That bastard couldn’t kill me yet. I wanted to believe that I was too valuable. His grip was getting tighter and tighter and my pulse began to slow down. The world around me was slowly disappearing. I tried to hold on to my hope that this wasn’t my end yet, but I was already drifting away. Life beyond death. I always wondered what happened to people after they die. Would hell claim them or heaven?

      “Now listen to us very carefully—stay quiet or I’ll end your miserable life here in the cage,” the Watcher snarled again, finally releasing his grip. I hit the floor, straining for air, and didn’t get up again. The Watcher kicked me a few times in my stomach and I cried out with agonising pain. I didn’t know what happened later. They must have left me there, injured and barely conscious, locking the cage behind them.

      I couldn’t move for some time, but I kept hearing their laughs and snippets of conversation. I must have passed out again, this time for some time, because when I flickered my eyes it was already dark outside.

      My breathing sped up when I attempted to lift myself. My muscles refused to obey me, and I was dehydrated and hungry. I hadn’t eaten anything since this morning. There wasn’t any other way to say this, but I was fucked, mentally and physically. It took me another half hour to get back on the bed. Maybe the Watchers wanted to starve me to death. Either way they would come back to finish me off at some point.

      “Hey, Max, how are you holding up?” asked someone. I lifted my head, suddenly  startled by the familiar voice.

      A second later I saw Paul and Cyril. They were both standing by the cage, staring back at me. I told myself that I was hallucinating. The Watchers had battered me pretty hard. No one was supposed to know where I was.

      “Are you for real?” I asked.

      Paul exchanged a concerned look with Cyril.

      “I can assure you, Maxine, we are very real,” Cyril answered, walking around the cage, looking up and down with a determined expression on his face.

      “All right, so tell me—how did you get in here?” I asked, partly relieved and partly on the verge of breaking down. I thought that I would die in here. Paul’s energy was back, and I was suddenly sensing it everywhere. I had no idea which question I was supposed to ask first. Cyril was wearing the usual kimono, still assessing the binding spell that kept me disabled since I arrived here.

      “Don’t trouble yourself with questions right now. We need to know if you’re okay to walk, Maxine, because you look like hell,” Paul said, and then I was suddenly blinded by the gold sword that he carried with him. He couldn’t have gotten his Watcher sword back. I was imagining stuff now.

      “I have a couple of broken ribs, some cuts, broken ankle and probably arm too, but I  guess I could try walking,” I said, knowing that they would have to carry me from here to the car.

      “Well, that complicates matters, because we’ve come to get you out of here,” Paul said, giving me a smile. “Move aside, I haven’t tried this spell in years.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 24

        

        “Our paths had brought us, turning to the right, to reach the final twist of punishment, and we were now intent on new concerns.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I was baffled but also grateful that they were risking their lives to get me out of here. The problem was that Watchers were guarding the exit and I wasn’t going to be much use to Paul and Cyril.

      Maybe Paul was hoping that I would forget about his lies. These two were the last people that I expected to come to my rescue. Besides, Cyril was part of faction security, so he was compromising his own position.

      “I wasn’t supposed to be alive in the morning,” I told them, lifting myself on my feet. The sharp pain made me instantly dizzy, but I tried to act like my disability didn’t faze me. Elixirs or potions could take care of my injuries later on. Now all I wanted was to get the hell out of here.

      “Rodriguez paid Watchers to snap you up from Victoria. He brainwashed Emma. He must have realised that she was aware of your plans,” Cyril explained, sounding concerned that someone like Rodriguez was still in power.

      “Is she all right? Please tell me that the bastard didn’t damage her in any way?” I asked,  panicking that my friend would never be the same again. I was suddenly done with playing by the rules, and Lucifer could kiss my arse. As far as I was concerned the deal that I had made with Morpheus was off.

      “She doesn’t remember much of what happened, but she should be all right,” Paul explained, giving me a warm smile. I hoped he wasn’t lying to me. I could never forgive myself if something happened to Emma. She had gone through enough in her life as it was.

      I exhaled sharply, telling myself that I could destroy Rodriguez. I had to report him, that was all. Lucifer hated demons that went over his head. The old demon was doing everything that he could to eliminate me. Maybe he believed that I knew too much. It was a valid reason, but there were other possibilities too. I remember meeting him for the first time; even then he was using his abilities to break through my wards. Morpheus could back me up, but getting tangled up with politics wasn’t something that I intended to do. Ricky was dying and Alexis had my daughter. These were my priorities for now. It looked like everyone around me had been playing by their own rules. The faction system was shaky, but I had only just begun seeing it.

      “The Watchers, they are guarding the exit. How are we going to pass them?” I asked, thinking that the blond one was a nasty piece of work.

      “Don’t worry about them. We’ve already taken care of them,” Paul said unexpectedly. “Move away.”

      I opened my mouth to ask him what he was planning to do, but a bright green light blinded me. Several seconds later the warmth licked my wounds and the pain in my foot eased off.

      “Good job, messenger,” Cyril muttered, sounding amused.

      I stopped rubbing my eyes and noticed that some of the bars vanished completely. Paul was standing in the cell now, looking pleased with himself. The light freaked me out a little. He was supposed to be my friend, not the ex-angel that was sent from heaven.

      “How the hell did you do this?” I asked him, tapping into my own source. The binding spell had been broken and I felt sudden relief. Paul put my arm around his and gave me a cheeky smile.

      “There’s a lot that you don’t know about me,” he muttered, helping me to get out.

      “Hold on a minute, you guys said that the Watchers were eliminated, but how? You can’t kill a Watcher, that’s punishable by death,” I said, remembering the protocol in detail.

      “No one is going to die, trust me. Those two were corrupted, and I’m glad that they were eliminated,” Cyril assured me and I could have sworn that he winked at me at the same time. Last time I remembered he wanted me to back away from working on certain cases. He even warned me that the faction was keeping a close eye on me. I wondered what or who changed his mind.

      “Rodriguez is behind all this,” I said through gritted teeth, thinking that I really needed to get some potions into my system. Even though Paul’s spell helped my foot, my ribs were shattered and every move was agony, although I was masking it as well as I could.

      “That old demon is corrupt. He was told to take care of any scandals or skeletons that might involve royals. Apparently the dark lord wasn’t too happy with the way he was running things in the palace,” Cyril explained. We were moving through the old warehouse. The Watchers were either silent or they were truly dead. I had a feeling that Paul had something to do with it.

      I needed to get in touch with Zach. He was most likely going crazy over the fact that I was arrested in a public place by people that impersonated police officers. I could only hope that the Watchers didn’t dare to mess around with his head. Apart from me, no one knew that he didn’t have a relief licence. That could have got him in a lot of more trouble. Michaelstone only granted one relief licence two months ago, and Zach wasn’t even in the system.

      There was a van waiting outside for us and I was grateful how smoothly things went. Rodriguez had chosen some obscure location near the shipping yard, and the building that I was kept in was abandoned. Paul and Cyril had to almost carry me when I nearly passed out by the van. I felt embarrassed that Watchers had battered me so badly. I was going to destroy Rodriguez, but first I had to cross Alexis off that list.

      I never asked any people close to me for help, and Paul’s rescue mission was very touching. Cyril was driving. I had a feeling that he and Paul knew each other from the past. Yet again, it seemed that I hardly knew anything about the retired Watcher.

      I arched my head backwards and kept on breathing for several minutes until the pain was tolerable. An awkward silence settled between me and Paul. I always considered him a friend. I accepted that he had a complicated past and never pushed him. After that night in the pub, I didn’t know what to believe anymore.

      “How are you doing back there?” he finally asked, when Cyril turned and found the main road. I was free, in a lot of pain, but free.

      “I’ll be all right once I get some potions into me,” I answered. “I hope he’s driving back to London?”

      “We are going back to the Broken Shoe; the business is running as normal. I have set up wards in case someone wanted to come in and sniff around,” Paul said. “Max, I owe you an apology, about the wings and everything else.”

      Okay, there it was, the overdue awkward conversation that we had to have. I sighed, thinking that there was a lot that we needed to talk about, but I didn’t think that I was ready. A lot of things happened in the past twenty-four hours and listening to Paul’s story might have been a bit too much for me then.

      “Save it. I have my own set of problems,” I said, knowing that I was probably hurting Paul’s feelings, but all I could think about was Summer.

      I couldn’t go after Alexis in the state that I was in. It was killing me not knowing if Summer was all right, but I needed to regenerate my strength. That bitch had all the advantage, but she was falling apart. The next seventy-two hours were crucial. I didn’t believe that she would wait any longer, but I wasn’t sure if she was ready to go through the ritual. “But how did you guys know where to find me?”

      “Cyril had an anonymous message from someone. He showed up in the pub, after demons in the city told him that you like drinking in Broken Shoe.”

      Anonymous message—what the hell was that supposed to mean?

      “I’m glad that you did rescue me. I would have been dead by morning, that’s what the blond one said,” I muttered.

      I drifted off for a bit and didn’t wake up until Paul carried me upstairs to his flat that was above the pub. Cyril must have left when I was still asleep. Maybe tomorrow when I was a hundred percent I could thank him.

      “Why are you doing this, Paul? For years I believed that you were retired, that your magic was gone. Why did you have to lie to me?”

      “I swore to a demon that visited me after my sentence to keep an eye on you. It was a deal that I couldn’t turn down. My past doesn’t matter, my angel wings are only a sentiment,” he explained in a serious tone of voice.

      He kicked his door open and we got inside. Once I was sitting on the sofa covered with blankets my mind started working again. Shortly after that I was holding a red potion in my hands, slowly sipping it. The magic would take care of my injuries and tomorrow I’d wake up feeling all right. It hit me then—Paul was an angel, a fucking real biblical creature sent from heaven. Many demons had claimed that they met an angel once in their lifetime, and now I was sitting face-to-face with one.

      “A demon? Who was he and why did he ask you to keep an eye on me?” I asked, thinking about my father. There were too many pieces of the puzzle missing in my story. First some old demon told me to look into the death of my mother and then Morpheus barges into my life, claiming that Lucifer himself was interested in my soul.

      “I never learnt his name. He helped me when I was down on the bottom and in exchange he asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      I shook my head, not knowing what to think anymore. Paul was reluctant to talk about the liquid magic. I was the one that showed up in the pub and asked for it. A few months went by and I became an addict and he turned into my supplier. Was he giving me the magic in order to keep an eye on me? Overall this whole thing was messed up.

      “What about the wings? Have you always kept them in the basement?”

      “That night when you showed up, I was going to move them upstairs. A few minutes later Rodriguez surprised me with his guard,” he said, sounding angry. Well, that made sense, but I still had no idea why Paul was so attached to his past.

      Something started vibrating all of a sudden. Paul handed me my mobile. He’d found it on one of the Watchers, so he brought it with him. Zach was trying to get through to me and I was glad that everything turned out the way it had.

      “Hello,” I answered.

      “Fuck, Maxine, are you all right?” he asked, sounding out of breath.

      “Overall all right, now I just need a few hours sleep to regenerate my strength,” I said, then explained what went on after they took me from the station. Zachary was with Zara in Reading; he was hoping that Nameless could tell him what happened to me. Eventually my battery went dead and we were cut off.

      Paul left me a glass of wine on the table, silently letting me know that he wasn’t planning to give me magical tequila anymore.

      The last thing I remembered from that night was sitting on his sofa, thinking about the vision from the maze.

      I must have fallen asleep on the sofa, because when I opened my eyes later it was a bright morning. Paul was sleeping on the floor in a sleeping bag. I was glad that he came for me, but still confused about his past. I rubbed my sleepy eyes, realising that my ribs must have healed. It was going to take me a few days to fully recover, but my energy was back.

      Paul must have gone back to work last night, after I’d fallen asleep. I didn’t want to wake him. I grabbed what I could and wrote him a short thank you note. Several minutes later I left and an hour later I was heading back to Ricky’s apartment in Chelsea. Once I had a bath and changed into clean clothes, I started doing research about any place that resembled the one from my vision. Matilda was keeping Summer in the charm, so the child was unaware of what was happening to her.

      It was an island in the middle of the sea, like Gjöll. The tower seemed familiar, and I had this strange sensation in my gut, like I had been there before. Maybe she was keeping her somewhere in the underworld, or in the crossroads.

      The books didn’t give me any indication of where to go from here. I took a break for a coffee and some food. Ricky’s fridge was empty, but I found a can of beans in the cupboard.

      I had been so absorbed with the hunt for Alexis that I almost forgot about Ricky. He was in the hospital, fighting for his life. I really had to get that reversal spell and for that I needed Morpheus. Suddenly I had this crazy idea. I needed to get close to a demon that could take me directly to Lucifer. Morpheus wasn’t going to be much help. Besides, I needed to figure this out on my own.

      I started sifting through the bills, wondering how Ricky managed to keep everything so organised. It was one way to take my mind off mounting thoughts. A black shiny envelope with an odd symbol of a gargoyle caught my attention. There was no return address.

      Inside I found an invitation to Vortex, an exclusive nightclub in east London. Tonight there was a party going on there that supposedly attracted a lot of important demons, some even from hell. It was a one in a million shot, but I guess that my plans for this evening were sorted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 25

        

        “Their tears first cluster into frozen buds, and then –as though a crystal visor
        – fill the socket of the eye beneath each brow.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Zach had left a couple of voicemails and I didn’t call him back. I wanted to, but dragging him with me to the party filled mainly with demons didn’t sound like a very good idea after all. I was surprised that he wasn’t waiting outside already. That sensual night connected us emotionally, but for now I felt that we needed a break from each other. I messed everything up with Arthur and I was scared to hurt Zach too.

      Alexis had to die. She caused so much pain to everyone that I love and the dark lord himself considered her a threat. There wasn’t any other way around this, but first I needed to figure out where she was hiding.

      All my clothes were still in my flat. I took a few bits and bobs when I left up north, but I needed something appropriate for this evening. Ricky had built a lot of useful contacts over the years. He attended parties to spread word about our business. I dealt with the more practical approach. Vortex was considered the creme de la creme of demonic society. I was hoping that at least one person at the party could take me down to the boss himself. It was a hell of a risk, but I needed to get Ricky back. I owed him for everything good that happened in my life.

      It was time to take matters into my own hands and if necessary make another deal with the master of the underworld. I didn’t have much money, but the shopping trip was necessary. An hour later I was back in the apartment with some black trousers and a low-cut top.

      I could barely walk in the heels that Morpheus had picked up for me earlier. Now I was doing this my way. Too many things went wrong in the past. I had to nail Alexis and find that damn spell that could save Ricky’s life. Those two things were possible, but only if I was standing face-to-face with Lucifer. There was a reason that he asked for me and I was ready to offer myself to him on a silver platter.

      Close to eight, I put on the new trousers, added my old boots and I was ready to face the dark lord himself. There was no point worrying and calculating what I could have done. I’d lived a good life on earth, but I was ready to give it all up, knowing that my daughter would be safe.

      The streets were busy, men rushing to get home on time, mothers pushing prams with children. Humans had such a simple life, and I wished that I had fully embraced it when it was still possible. My mother had died and my abilities started to get out of control, so I’d asked for help.

      I switched off my phone leaving the Kingsland station, then headed on foot towards the street filled with clubs. Vortex was amongst a few on the same street. The mixed clientele attracted a lot of demons, and the main thing was that I had an invitation. Part of me was unsure if any of the seven leading demons would show up today. Only Berith, Mammon, Asmodeus, Leviathan, Beelzebub or Astaroth could take me to Lucifer. I just had to be convincing enough.

      My stomach was in knots as I walked through the busy road, passing humans that were heading over to the party. I hadn’t stopped since Gjöll. Action spoke louder than words, as someone once said.

      I spotted a few Watchers patrolling the streets. I crossed the street and vanished inside a shop just so I could avoid them. After the incident in Victoria I wanted to stay off their radar. Rodriguez was most likely looking for me again. He’d crossed me too many times and I’d had enough when he locked me up in the cage. He was going to pay for everything. I was going to make sure of it.

      Waves of my energy slid down my body, alerting me that in this area every second person was a demon. I waited on the other side of the road for a bit, observing the entrance. It was a very important event to anyone that wanted to matter in the upcoming election in hell. I had no doubt that at least one of the seven demons would show. Ricky had once told me that he met Berith himself in one of the events. I just needed to believe that tonight was going to be my lucky day.

      Part of me knew that Berith was Lucifer’s second-hand guy, so it was going to be pretty tough for me to get an opportunity to talk to him. Either way I had to give it a go.

      I stood outside for at least twenty minutes. A few cars stopped and a few elegant demons walked inside. I saw beautiful human women strolling inside with their demon companions.

      I glanced at my watch: the party was just about to start. Finally after some time I spotted a head of Mammon’s faction, who greeted demons standing outside. Rodriguez had made up accusations against me. He didn’t have any evidence and that one incident with Arthur wasn’t going to change anything. Everyone was nervous about the election, and I had a feeling that some demons would want to see Rodriguez go down. Mongrel or not, I had information that they all could use.

      A few deep breaths later I crossed the road and handed my invitation to the bouncer at the door. He was human and he didn’t care for the fact that it was Ricky’s invitation and I wasn’t even supposed to be at the party. Inside, the elegant waiter told me to follow the stairs up to the first floor. Nerves were getting to me when a stream of energy began dancing around me. A waitress smiled at me when I entered the large room on the first floor. It was busy and I had already counted at least a dozen demons in small groups that spread around this big space. The band on stage played a soft jazz music.

      I grabbed a glass of champagne that I wasn’t intending to drink and began looking for a demon that was considered the most powerful. Demons were staring, and some didn’t look happy seeing me strolling around like I fit in. Obviously they weren’t expecting to see any mongrels at such a significant event. There were some snippets and whispers from the group by the bar. I wasn’t welcome in here, but I didn’t give a fuck. My invite was legit.

      “Do you know if Berith is going to make an appearance tonight?” I asked one of the demons from Leviathan’s faction. He was wearing an expensive suit, and his watched cost more than I paid in rent for a year.

      “Not sure. There were rumours that he’s too busy preparing his candidate for the upcoming election,” the demon said. “Besides, he wouldn’t waste his time with you, mongrel girl.”

      “We will see about that,” I snapped, ignoring his obnoxious attitude.

      “Disgraceful. I think that I might have to make a formal complaint to the organisers,” he added, summoning his power. “Scum like you shouldn’t be let into places like this.”

      I laughed, pretending that I didn’t care about his comment. Yeah, that pissed him off even more, but I was already walking away. My confidence was shrinking, but I wasn’t planning to leave until I got what I wanted.

      “Beelzebub intends to put forward someone from the parliament. He was instructed by Lucifer to prep the guy for a debate. I believe that John has a huge chance to become the new head of Beelzebub faction,” said one of the demons proudly standing in a small group with others. I kept wondering why the current head of Beelzebub faction wasn’t involved in this conversation. He was standing by the bar, talking to a human waitress. That’s why I kept away from politics.

      I drank my champagne in one go, masking my nerves. I was feeling lost. The alcohol wasn’t relaxing me anymore, and my energy was pounding in my ears.

      “Hey, my name is Maxine Brodeur,” I said, approaching the current head of Beelzebub faction, cutting to the chase. He was a handsome demon, with gracious green eyes and a clean-shaven jaw. He glanced at me in surprise, measuring my colourful highlights.

      “A mongrel? I believe there has been some mistake. This party is—”

      “I have an invitation, so no, this isn’t a mistake,” I cut him off, feeling drunk. Okay, maybe I wasn’t supposed to drink, but it was too late. “Can we talk somewhere more private? I have certain information that might be useful to you.”

      The demon stared at me for more than a minute without a word. I presumed that Lucifer was trying to sift through the entire faction and pick up new leaders. Rodriguez was going down and so was the demon in front of me.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Brodeur, I don’t think that I want to waste my time with someone insignificant like you,” the demon stated, and his lips curled into a nasty smile. “I suggested you to leave, before you get thrown out. This party is for demons only.”

      I didn’t let him see that he got to me, so I simply smiled and walked away. Well, what was I expecting? No one was going to take me seriously around here. Demons were too fucking arrogant to see beyond their own over-the-top egos. I went to the bar and asked for a double tequila, thinking that this should boost my confidence.

      It didn’t help that the barman was a mongrel too. He gave me the drink and the look that said:

      “Go back where you came from. This bunch is too upscale to even consider listening to a mongrel girl.”

      I didn’t need him to feel sorry for me, but I was slowly losing my patience. None of the seven demons had showed up yet. Ricky didn’t have much time left and I was determined not to let him die.

      I glanced at my sparkling fingers and cursed, aware that I wasn’t controlling myself so well around so many demons. A bead of sweat rolled over my face and I exhaled sharply.

      Then I saw him. It was Berith himself, walking across the room, several meters away from me. He must have only just arrived. So far I had only seen him on the illustration of books. He was over six foot, tanned with a wide chest and looked a lot like a Greek god. The tiny voice in my head reminded me that he wouldn’t be here without guards. A few demons glanced over, and a wave of excitement circulated around the room. I’d heard rumours that he was one of Lucifer’s favourites.

      Demons liked spreading rumours about the head of Watchers. Some believed that he had horns on his forehead, others that he could change water into any potion. The energy that radiated from him was like nothing that I’d ever seen. My pores released the heat, and I struggled to remain on my feet for a split second. I couldn’t have been wrong. It was Berith.

      Magic circulated around me, heating up and increasing the temperature of my body. Demons were still staring at me, but I was too drunk to even care. I fixed my eyes on him and waited for an opportunity to talk to him.

      He obviously liked surrounding himself with beautiful female demons. He laughed, talked and drank his wine. It seemed that others just wanted to be around him. A second later a very tall female demon with tar-black hair and tiny waist placed her palm on his shoulder. She was the head of Astaroth faction. Paul had mentioned her once or twice. Apparently she liked torturing sinister humans for fun, and was very creative. Berith glanced over to her and gave her a mischievous smile. Soon a few other demons joined him.

      It was time for me to make a move, but at the same time I knew that others wouldn’t let me anywhere near him. Watchers from the other side of the room were eyeing me up. There was an answer to my earlier question. Berith had his people with him, but he probably told them to stay back.

      “Have you heard about Rodriguez? He’s losing his supporters,” said a female demon  that came up to the bar. She was with a very good-looking human man. She wore a peach-coloured dress, and I guessed that she was part of Lucifer’s faction. I was standing close enough to hear everything she was saying.

      “The royals are very precious to the dark lord, but Rodriguez has made mistakes. The disappearance of Prince George weakened his position,” the human pointed out. The man was aware of everything that was going on around him, so he must have had the relief licence from Michaelstone. He was the only one that could grant papers like that in London. I didn’t dare to move anywhere, knowing that soon this conversation might get interesting.

      “Surely he is going to  pick himself up. There were other—”

      I wasn’t listening anymore, because I saw Berith leaving his tight group and heading towards the back corridor on his own. My heart skipped a beat, and I knew that this was my opportunity. He vanished behind the door, and no own went after him. The Watchers didn’t move; they continued to scan other demons around the room. I grabbed one more glass of champagne, drank it in one go and then decided to try my luck following him. He was going to listen to me, because no matter what, tonight I would stand in front of the dark lord.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 26

        

        “Don’t dwell upon the form their sufferings take.
        Think of what follows, and that, come the worst
        it can’t go on beyond the Judgment Day.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I was drunk, well, maybe not as much as when I was on liquid magic, but this was a close call. Scorching energy pumped in my blood, like a volcano that was just about to explode. Demons were staring at me when I crossed the room. They were all asking themselves how I dared to stand by them and act like I belonged here. I vanished shortly after that behind the same door that Berith had. I waited outside for several moments, but no one followed me.

      My head was screwed and I had lost hope that my daughter could be reunited with me. Despite all, now I had a chance to face Berith and beg him for help. I started following the stairs, all the way to the ground floor.

      I heard voices outside and presumed that the door led to one of the club’s back entrances. Berith’s energy was overwhelming, crackling around the entire space and speeding up my pulse. I never thought that I would have a chance to face one of the legends, a demon that was feared by many and dismissed by others. Although something wasn’t adding up, because Berith would have never appeared on earth without his guards. I didn’t understand why the Watchers didn’t keep a closer eye on him. Maybe he wanted to have some fun at humans’ expense tonight and he asked them to stay back.

      “You have to admit, it’s such a dull party. Demonic sisters are clinging to you, trying to use you,” the voice was saying. The door was ajar, and I sensed two individuals outside. Berith was there, talking to a human or another demon. It was difficult to tell. Then I heard his deep, joyful laugh.

      “Don’t be so harsh, Dante. They are all only trying to survive,” Berith responded with a positive chuckle.

      I couldn’t hear what the other demon or human said. He either whispered or lowered his voice. I waited, clenching my fists and contemplating going back upstairs.

      “No, the position is open. I need to get back up there. Speak soon, old bastard.”

      The other demon must have finally walked away, because his energy was slowly fading. They were done with their conversation.

      A few deep breaths later and with a large amount of alcohol in my system, I stepped outside. The harsh wind ruffled my hair when I glanced around the back entrance. To my right I saw bins and several empty beer barrels. The smell was horrendous and I wondered what the hell Berith was doing here alone. I spotted him leaning over the wall. He was smoking a cigarette and reading a leaflet that he must have picked up earlier on. I was stunned, seeing him in such a common pose, away from everyone at the party. Maybe I had made some mistake, maybe it wasn’t Berith, but everything else about him fit. Even his famous tan was real.

      He noticed me before I had a chance to say anything. Sudden power hit me hard, and I struggled to keep my balance.

      “What do you want? Everyone knows that I like to disappear sometimes and the instructions are always clear,” he asked, not even lifting his head, but dragging more smoke into his lungs. I glanced around to make sure that he was talking to me. Yeah, we were the only people standing here.

      “Are you Berith? The upper level demon in charge of all the Watchers?” I asked, sounding like a complete idiot, but who cared? No one else heard me and I wanted to make sure that I wasn’t wasting my time.

      The demon (hopefully Berith) lifted his head and narrowed his eyes on me. Damn, from that close he looked even handsomer. Dark beard, dark hair and those penetrating sapphire eyes. My heartbeat skyrocketed, driving the weakness from my limbs and filling my body with rapid fire.

      “I’m being questioned by a mongrel. That’s funny even by human standards,” he chuckled, shaking his head. I approached him, aware that my stomach was pitched with nausea. Every inch of my skin burned, and I was struggling to breathe. Something odd was happening to my demonic power.

      “Listen, I know that you’re very important in hell, but I had to come here tonight. I need to speak to you urgently,” I blurted out, now standing at least a meter away from him. The concrete underneath my feet vibrated. The demon felt it, but chose to ignore it. Maybe I finally hit the rock bottom of my addiction and started hallucinating. Man, that was pathetic.

      “Walk away, girl, before I send you down to the pits. Everyone around here knows not to interrupt me during my cigarette time,” he snarled out, then laughed out loud at something on his screen.

      “I’m not leaving until you take me down to Lucifer. My partner is dying and my daughter is being kept by a crazy bitch somewhere in the underworld!” I shouted, losing my patience. Then the earth really shook and I was certain I felt it. The demon lifted his eyes and exhaled sharply, looking disturbed and alerted. We both sensed the rising energy, and neither of us had any idea where was it coming from.

      He threw the cigarette, then stepped on it. His eyes gleamed with light and I could tell he didn’t care one bit that I was trying to save people that I loved.

      A second later he burst out laughing. My head spun around and I gritted my teeth.  He was humiliating me, having fun at my expense, and I slowly began to lose control. I came here willing to beg him to help me; instead he wasn’t even taking me seriously.

      “Lucifer?” he repeated, wiping his tears away and straightening his posture. “This is one of the most hilarious jokes that I ever heard on earth. Who sent you? Mammon?”

      My ears were red, and probably my face too, because I was so pissed off. The air was vibrating with sizzling power, and I wasn’t imagining things anymore. I dropped a few flames from my palm, the heat licked my face. Something was happening, although I didn’t think I was the cause.

      “I’m not joking. My name is Maxine Brodeur and I’m a mongrel. My daughter was taken by a crazy demon. She wants to rip her heart out in order to heal herself in some satanic ritual. Please, you’re my only hope,” I begged, thinking that maybe this would change his mind. I felt humans nearby, but that didn’t matter. Berith was going to take me down to hell and then Lucifer would listen to what I had to say.

      “And you thought that you could come here and harass a demon like me without any consequences? The one and only great Berith?” he asked, moving closer. His power suddenly began suffocating me and I couldn’t take another breath. The ground underneath my feet was shaking. It was getting unbearably hot.

      All of a sudden I was seeing flames right in front of my eyes. The back of the club shifted into a cave, maybe the legendary pits. Berith was playing with me, trying to scare me. Tears forced their way to my eyes. He stared at me in silence, tracing my tears with his gleaming eyes. There was something in his expression, possibly fear, annoyance or apprehension, I didn’t know what I was seeing. The bottom line was that he didn’t care about my problems.

      I roared in frustration, and a storm of wildfire nearly knocked both of us from our feet. Berith’s expression shifted into irritation and he took a few steps back. I had never begged anyone for anything, but right then I was ready to fall down on my knees and plead for him to help me.

      “Lucifer is your boss and I’m a living being. Take me down to him and I’ll do anything for you,” I said.

      This was hell, and I knew that he could end me with one word. I weighed the risks, thinking about Summer and knowing that I could see her again very soon.

      The great Berith finally snapped. He dropped his phone and fury flickered in his   wide blue eyes. I shifted my weight to the side, swallowing hard. The silence was broken by a crackling sound of fire.

      Suddenly the earth that had been shaking in the past several minutes began to split right underneath Berith’s feet. He glared at me, then waved his hand.

      “Stop preying on my power, mongrel,” he snarled, losing his balance. The pressure in my skull was mounting, and my voice of reason kept telling me to start running. The problem was that I couldn’t move. The ground was split between me and Berith. I glanced down seeing rocks and lava. It was exactly like the time when I saved Emma, and the time when I knocked Alexis all the way down to meet her destiny. The air was dry and warm, the energy began spreading between us equally. A ball of light appeared, heading in my direction. I clapped my hands and it stopped, breaking itself to a million different pieces.

      A moment later Berith was on his knees, his eyes went wide and he was staring at me with an intense and consuming look.

      “I’m the greatest. A mongrel can’t possess such a power! Stop it or you will die in here,” he roared, but then the blood drained from his handsome face. A second later the ground ascended further, pulling Berith down. Everything happened so fast that he didn’t even have a chance to react. The streaming light blinded me, then a strong wind knocked me back and I landed on my arse several meters away, passing out.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Max! Hey, Max, are you all right?”

      That voice, I recognised it somehow, but didn’t want to open my eyes just yet. My body hurt, and I had a feeling that I cracked a bone somewhere around my hip. Someone was leaning over me. First I saw a pair of blue eyes, then blond hair.

      A second later everything came back to me and I lifted myself up abruptly. I was on the ground, outside the exit to the Vortex. There was a large burned circle in the space where just a moment ago Berith was standing. Arthur was leaning over me; his eyes were wild and completely unrecognisable.

      “What are you doing in here?” I asked, realising that he was pale and his heart was jackhammering in his chest. Something must have happened to him, because I never saw him looking so disturbed.

      Arthur stood up and then backed away from me like he was suddenly petrified to be close to me. There was a look of pure terror in his eyes. He opened his mouth like he wanted to say something, but no sound came out.

      I lifted myself to my feet, and a sharp pain passed through my hip.

      “You… You’re not human.”

      I blinked rapidly, feeling very sober all of a sudden. Where the fuck was Berith? He’d been standing in front of me just before this sudden energy embraced both of us. I told myself that I couldn’t have just sent one of the greatest demons in hell straight down to the pits. No, even I didn’t have that kind of power.

      On top that, Arthur had witnessed it.

      “Arthur, calm down. Let me explain,” I began, trying to get close to him, but he was pacing around, shaking his head and muttering incoherent words to himself.

      “I saw everything…the flames. That man stood over there and then he disappeared,” Arthur shouted, and before I knew it he grabbed me and pushed me over the wall.

      Shit, stupid Arthur must have followed me all the way to the club. There wasn’t any other explanation. He managed to get into the party. I didn’t sense him, I couldn’t have, and now he was standing in front of me well aware of the fact that I wasn’t human.

      “I will explain everything, but first you have to calm down. Security might hear us and that might not end well for either of us,” I pointed out, aware that there were a bunch of demons on the first floor, demons that worshipped Berith that was now gone because of me. I couldn’t comprehend how I had done that. My energy was in pieces and my abilities had let me down many times. Then I remembered what Morpheus had said. He made me open the gates before. The party and Alexis’s sister Bianca. He’d said the anger triggered it, and earlier on Berith had made me furious.

      “Our daughter—I heard everything. You were begging that man to help you. She was kidnapped. You lied to me! You have been lying from the very beginning.”

      “All right, I have lied to you, but I had no other choice,” I shouted back, losing my self-control. “We can discuss this somewhere else. It’s not safe. There are other demons upstairs.”

      Arthur was reacting exactly how I’d expected. He wasn’t coping with what he just saw.

      “Leave? I’m not moving from here. You’re a monster. How could I not see it before?” He tangled his hair with rage. The demons were alerted that something was going on downstairs. They could show up here at any minute and I had to get Arthur out of here fast.

      “I’m begging you. I’ll explain everything, but we need to leave now,” I said, but he was having none of it. He started shouting even louder, so I did something that I was probably going to regret later. I knocked him out with the stream red light. I needed to get the hell out of here before Watchers found the future king unconscious and their boss down in the pits.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 27

        

        “Through brute swine, firstly, who far more deserve acorns for food than any human dish, it points the channel of its meagre path.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      I quickly moved unconscious Arthur behind the bins, franticly searching for my mobile phone. My heart was speeding away, and with shaky hands I finally managed to dial Zach’s number.

      “What? I have been trying—”

      “Zach, shut your mouth for a second and listen to me carefully. I had to knock Arthur unconscious. He knows everything. I need you here now,” I said, cutting him off. First Zach asked me to calm down, then asked for my location.

      A moment later I sensed Watchers outside and hung up the phone, praying that Zach would hurry. I quickly whispered the formula that masked my abilities. My heart raced like crazy. The smell of burning coal was wafting through the air and those bastards most likely already knew that someone had opened the gates of hell. Berith’s energy was strong, but he wasn’t around anymore and that must have stirred their suspicion. My spell worked only for a minute or so, and I waited for them to walk away; otherwise I was going to be very screwed.

      “The boss was here, but I haven’t seen him coming back upstairs. Should I alert his partner?” asked one with a deep raspy voice. Arthur was slowly stirring back to consciousness, so I covered his mouth with my palm. A bead of sweat ran down my face as I kept the masking spell active. They were hesitating and in about thirty seconds they would discover that I was hiding behind these bins. They would easily recognise Arthur—the man’s face was plastered all over the media in the city. Rodriguez would rip me to shreds this time around.

      “That mongrel girl at the party. She was watching Berith. Maybe she is still upstairs,” suggested the other. My spell stopped working a couple of seconds before they vanished behind the back doors. I rubbed my face and exhaled with relief.

      Arthur started to move and I had no idea what else to do, so I treated him with another spell. He had witnessed everything and called me a monster. Well, that was to be expected. I kept lying to him, thinking that he could understand that my options had always been limited. Now I realised that this would never happen.

      I needed to transport him outside the building unnoticed. Zach assured me that he was going to get here in half an hour. After my outburst with Berith I began to understand that I was much more powerful than the whole bunch of demons upstairs.

      Zach indeed showed up within forty minutes. He had to play around with the lock at the back gate before he found me. My stomach was in knots, and my fingertips were sparkling like crazy when I saw him approaching. This wasn’t going to end well, unless we got the hell out of here right away.

      The issue was that Arthur was immune to any memory spell that I’d tried to cast on him in the past. Now he knew the whole truth and he was going to be problematic. I had no idea how I was going to fix this.

      “What the fuck happened to him?” Zach asked, when he approached staring down at the unconscious prince. The party upstairs was slowly coming to the end. Some demons were leaving and Watchers were probably still searching for Berith. Part of me didn’t believe that I summoned the gates again, tossing Berith down. He was one of the greatest demons in hell and I was just a mongrel girl.

      “I had to knock him out with magic. He was going crazy. He saw me when I threw a demon down to the pits. It all happened so fast and I kind of lost it,” I explained as quickly as I could, conscious of the fact that we had to transport Arthur to the car without being noticed.

      Zach dragged his hand through his hair. There was no time to ask question. We had to move.

      “What do you want me to do?”

      “We can’t carry him outside. Too many humans could recognise him. Can you bring your car around?”

      “Fine, but we have to do this swiftly, this place is riddled with bouncers,” Zach pointed out and I nodded, pulling my hair in a ponytail. Ten minutes later I splashed some black potion over Arthur’s face, so he looked like he’d been in a serious fight. Then we carried the poor bugger to the car. Luckily no one on the street paid attention to us. I started to breathe again when Zach put his foot down on the accelerator and we were moving through the stream of traffic. My heart was still pounding uncontrollably in my chest.

      “What the hell were you doing here in the first place? I have been calling you for the past several hours. It would have been nice to know that you were still alive,” Zach said shaking his head, glaring at me from the front mirror.

      “I was doing my own thing tonight, but nothing went according to plan. Arthur must have followed me all the way here. He saw me sending someone down to hell. And as you can see, he freaked out,” I said, not even knowing how I didn’t sense him earlier on. I was in so much trouble. Arthur had heard me talking about Summer. He realised that I had been lying to him.

      “Someone? Who?”

      “Berith, one of the most powerful demons in hell. I thought that he could help me, but in the end he laughed at me. I went crazy and accidentally opened the pits.”

      Zach shook his head, barely comprehending what I said. Part of him was glad that I was still alive. Arthur was not going to stay calm once he woke up. Things were never going to go back to how they were in the past.

      “So have you figured out where we are going to take him?” he asked, after a moment.

      “Ricky’s apartment. I have to be there when he wakes up,” I said, not really sure if Arthur would be willing to listen. I had to reveal to him that Summer was locked up somewhere out there with Alexis. I didn’t want to think what that stupid bitch had done to Matilda.

      “I’m disappointed, Flower. We were supposed to be a team,” Zach said, after some time.

      I rubbed my hands over my thighs aware that I had made a mistake. I should have realised that no one at that party would take me seriously. I caused too much damage to even consider applying for a relief license. Besides, no demon in the right state of mind would grant it to a royal anyway.

      “I panicked when things didn’t go to plan after Langston,” I admitted, not knowing how to apologise to him. Zach glanced at me again, but didn’t say anything else. He was angry that I dismissed him so easily. We were stuck in traffic for a bit and I kept wondering how was I going to explain to Arthur that his beloved daughter was unreachable, that he may never see her. Earlier on I made him a promise that according to him I never intended to keep.

      Zach drove inside Ricky’s underground car park. Arthur was heavy, and we had to carry him to the lift aware that humans would ask questions. Arthur’s entourage was going to look for him. He rarely got out without them.

      “I need a drink. Please tell me that Ricky has some alcohol in his place,” Zach said, once we were in the apartment. Luckily Ricky’s neighbours weren’t in and no one had seen us. We placed Arthur on the bed. We were both breathing heavily, staring down at the unconscious prince.

      “There is a small bottle of whiskey in the kitchen,” I said, trying to keep it together. Arthur was waking up.

      “What are you going to do with him?” Zach asked still standing by the door and not moving.

      “I have to tell him everything. I have been lying to him for too long,” I said, feeling on edge.

      Zach disappeared in the kitchen to get a drink and I was left alone with Arthur. My hair was getting in the way and I was sweaty. Arthur opened his eyes after a few minutes  and noticed me. His thoughts were murky, and his pulse was racing away. There was no point pretending that he didn’t see me using my abilities. It was time to reveal the whole truth to him. He was going to be the first royal to learn the truth about the demonic world.

      “Arthur, are you all right?” I asked. Zach came back, holding a glass, he gestured for me to take a sip, but I refused.

      “You.” He pointed and moved to the other side of the bed, as far away as he could. “I remember everything. Where the hell did you take me?”

      “We had to bring you to Ricky’s place. I have been staying here for a bit,” I mumbled, releasing some calming vibes, although I had no idea if that could help at all.

      “What are you? Some kind of witch?” he asked, widening his eyes, moving slowly to the other side of the room.

      I took a deep breath, wanting to share with him everything that happened in the past several months. That could save us time, but Arthur refused to touch me. Zach was watching both of us in silence.

      In the end I had no other choice and started telling him about the world beyond the one that he knew so well for over twenty-six years. He kept interrupting me through the story, and when Zach added his five cents he was ready to punch him. I had a feeling that it was going to be a long night.

      Both Zach and I knew that Arthur couldn’t just leave. His new knowledge came with responsibilities.

      “Unbelievable. So this demon has our daughter?” Arthur asked. “How could you let her kidnap her in the first place?”

      “Hey, pretty boy, be careful. Maxine did everything she could to protect her. That crazy bitch kidnapped your brother too. Thanks to Maxine, he’s still alive,” Zach said, and came closer, like he wanted to shield me with his body.

      “And you knew about her? You knew that these demons are controlling us?” Arthur shouted towards Zach. Now after seeing what Arthur was going through I suspected that Zach was glad that he found out the way he had. Our relationship had taken a turn, but then we came back stronger. I was glad that he was willing to protect me, but this was my own battle.

      “Trust me, man, I was in shock too. My sister had run away from home with a demon. I haven’t seen her in six years. You need to understand that Maxine has a soul  and she is trying hard to save her child,” Zach shouted, and the vein on his neck pulsated dangerously fast.

      Arthur looked away, clenching his fists, not saying anything for a while. I was done with my part of the story.

      “Lies, so many lies. I loved you … so much that you can’t even imagine,” Arthur said finally with that bitter and sad tone of voice. My heart was shattered, because I understood how much I hurt him. “And then I read that damn letter and discovered that I was a parent, that I had a daughter.”

      “Arthur, I made many mistakes, but I had good intentions. Summer was precious and I made these decisions to keep her happy,” I said, pushing the tears away. “Alexis has her, but I’ll find her. This isn’t over.”

      Arthur laughed, and he sounded like he still didn’t believe me.

      “So that demon Alexis, she’s dying and she thinks that our daughter can help save her?”

      “Yes, that’s pretty much it. She is fixated on royal blood and believes that Summer could heal her. That’s why she kidnapped your brother,” I explained.

      “And you think you can stop her, Maxine? Have you got a plan?” he demanded, taking a step towards me. I swallowed hard, knowing that I couldn’t keep lying to him any longer. Everything that I had done in the past weeks failed, and I didn’t know what else to do.

      “I’m working on a new plan, Arthur,” I whispered, not believing in myself anymore. Arthur had heard me outside the club, when I was begging Berith to help me. We both knew that I didn’t know what else to do, that I was lost.

      The silence stretched for minutes.

      “I need to go. I can’t be here pretending that you will get our daughter back. I’m planning to find her myself,” Arthur finally said.

      I blocked his way, worried that he was going to go out with this new knowledge and do something very stupid. He didn’t realise that he couldn’t trust anyone anymore.

      “Please, Arthur, I’m begging you, leave it to me. Alexis is dangerous. You will get yourself killed,” I said, not wanting to use violence against him, but maybe this was the only way. He smiled, but it was a dark smile, one that I had never seen before.

      “You’re a demon that has supernatural powers and you don’t know what to do. That speaks for itself, Maxine. I’m leaving, so don’t try to stop me,” he stated, and he passed through the door.

      We were done. I couldn’t keep him here against his will. He was right—I was a demon that kept failing every step of the way. I learnt that there was always a price for magic and now I was paying mine.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 28

        

        “Light rays that enter amber, crystal, glass, 
        display such a luminescence that, from when they reach, 
        than are there wholly, there’s no pause.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      Zach walked up to me and sat beside me. Neither of us said a word; we let the silence speak for us. Arthur was gone and he wasn’t coming back. I was responsible for his misery. Time was running out and I had no idea what else to do. Summer was alive, so there was still a chance to bring her back.

      “Your Prince Charming is scared. Trust me, he won’t say a word. Besides, people will think that he’s lost his mind,” Zach assured me, but his statement didn’t make me feel better.

      I had to get up and pull myself together. There were people that cared about me and it was time to reach out for help. Zach was here for me, and I couldn’t pretend that I could keep going alone.

      “I need to speak to Paul,” I said.

      “I’m with you a hundred percent, but maybe we should sit down and think about what’s next,” Zach said, taking my hand and squeezing it.

      I was stubborn and I hadn’t been willing to take any advice on board. It was time to change that and listen to others. Matilda had offered her help, and then Paul and Cyril came to my rescue. I wasn’t alone, and I needed to stop acting like I knew it all.

      I stood up and went to Ricky’s bedroom, not responding to Zach’s suggestion. Ricky had his old rucksack under the bed, so I pulled it out and started putting all my potions inside it. After a while Zach joined me. He was apprehensive about my plan of action. My magic had failed me, causing more damage than good. Maybe it was time to let it go and use my head instead.

      “There is no time. I have to find Summer before Alexis strips her down from her sleeping charm,” I insisted, knowing that it might be too late already. Alexis must have found the way to remove the sleeping curse. I used to sense Matilda’s presence, and there were hints now and again, but lately I felt nothing. That meant only one thing. She was either dead or locked up in a place unreachable by any magic.

      “Where do you want to go?”

      “To Paul’s. He must know something. I can’t keep sitting here and pretending that I know what I’m doing,” I said, thinking about Morpheus. He hadn’t shown up and I had no idea if he still wanted to help me.

      I grabbed the rucksack and then crossed Ricky’s hall. Zach was walking behind me. I hoped he had his gun.

      “Flower, wait, let’s talk about this.”

      “Zach, please, I need to get to him. Everything—” I stopped in midsentence opening the front door. There, with the keys in his hand stood Ricky, and behind him was Emma, Zara, Nameless and Paul. My heart exploded with joy. I gasped out of shock as Ricky pulled me against his chest, squeezing me as hard as was possible. For a split second I thought that I was hallucinating, that this was too good to be true.

      “Motherfucker,” Zach whispered behind me.

      Ricky was real, his arms, his body and even his cologne. It was a miracle.

      “Max, fuck. I’m so glad that you’re here. Paul showed up with the reversal spell  and then woke me up in the hospital. Things were a little foggy at first, but then I remembered everything, and I had to see you right away,” he was saying to me. Oh god, it was so good to have him close again.

      After a moment I pulled away from him and grabbed his face. Tears were streaming down my cheeks. Everyone else was watching us. I suddenly couldn’t stop the flood of emotions running through me. I had always said that I would never break in front of Ricky, but I was so shocked that I couldn’t stop crying.

      “Are you real? Please tell me that this is real, that this isn’t some kind of fucked up dream.”

      “Zach,” whispered Zara, standing behind Ricky. She was staring at her brother and she seemed healed.

      “It’s not a dream, Max, so get yourself fucking together,” Ricky said and a second later Zach grabbed Zara and began hugging her tightly. I read her emotions. There was nothing wrong, her thoughts and memories were working in order.

      “But how? You were in the clinic in Reading, and that wound—”

      “I had a visitor last night, Max,” Paul explained, unexpectedly. “Someone left me a message. Inside the envelope was a spell that came directly from Lucifer’s quarters. I didn’t want to waste time, so I went to Reading, hoping that this wasn’t any kind of hoax.”

      Emma was clapping happily and Zach was still holding Zara close. I didn’t understand any of it. Only yesterday everything was falling apart and now I had my friends in front of me.

      “Ricky’s curse must have been somehow connected to Zara’s, because she was all right as soon as he was healed,” Nameless pointed out, looking at me. “Do you have any idea who sent the spell to Paul?”

      I thought about this for a second. Morpheus, he was the only person that could have visited Paul in the middle of the night.

      Did he help me, just so he could have my soul? I had no idea what to think. Ricky was looking at me expecting answers, so was everyone else.

      “I don’t know,” I said, feeling suddenly like a coward, but these were my friends. People that cared for me, so it was better that they didn’t know that I had a made a deal with the devil in order to save them. “But that’s not important. Zach and I were just heading over to see you, Paul. I’ve lost my connection with Matilda, and Alexis is keeping Summer locked up in a tower, somewhere in the underworld. I saw her in a vision, on an island. ”

      “Max, we are all here for you. You won’t be going anywhere alone. We are in this together,”  Ricky said, and everyone around him nodded in agreement. I glanced at Zara and Zach.

      “Together, Flower,” he reminded me, squeezing his sister’s arm. Even Nameless seemed happy to be part of this gang. Whatever, I couldn’t let them follow me to the underworld. It was a suicide mission.

      “I appreciate it, but she’s my daughter and you all have done enough,” I argued, going against what I admitted to myself earlier, that I didn’t have to do this alone.

      “Really? You’re still going to argue with us, even after everything that’s happened?” Ricky asked, consequently letting me know that he was going anyway.

      “Listen to him, Maxine. We are here to help,” Emma added, determination in her voice.

      “Last time you nearly died, Ricky, and Zara was affected too. Besides, I don’t have a plan. I don’t really know what I’m doing,” I said, feeling like the biggest fool on this planet. My friends were willing to risk their lives for me, but in the end I was useless. Everything that I’d done so far had gotten me nowhere.

      “The island that you speak of, it’s in the underworld,” Paul said, and everyone looked at him, stunned.

      “Underworld?” I repeated, already knowing that Alexis was capable of taking my daughter downstairs.

      “It’s part of Purgatory, an island in the middle of the death lake. The Dark Lord uses it sometimes for tortures and hearings,” he explained, and I was suddenly seeing the light in the end of the tunnel.

      “There, Maxine, now we have a plan,” Zach said. “But now we have to figure out how to get there.”

      I started thinking about my options, aware that it was a huge risk. Ricky had nearly died, and now Paul, Emma, Zach, Nameless, and even Zara were willing to join me, regardless of how dangerous this whole mission was.

      “They all want to help you, Max, and you can’t stop them,” Ricky said, placing his palm on my shoulder. Emma beamed like this was the best day of her life.

      I clenched my fists, as frustration showed its claws. I only just got Ricky back and now I wasn’t willing to lose him again. The tiny voice in my head reminded me that I had to accept the true value of friendship and love. These people wanted to help me and they didn’t care about any danger. Morpheus had sent me a silent message. He must have delivered the reversal spell to Paul. He fulfilled part of our deal by giving me Ricky back. Now, I had to save my daughter with the help of my friends, who had no idea that in the end I had to sacrifice myself too.

      “Fine,” I agreed, knowing that I needed to open the gates to the underworld. It was the only way to get Summer back. “But we have to go back to the alley where I saved Emma for the first time.”

      “Good call, Max,” Paul nodded, and Ricky patted me at the back.

      Ten minutes later we were all outside, heading towards the city. I wondered why I hadn’t thought about Purgatory before. I’d read about it and knew that Alexis could complete her transformation in a remote part of the underworld.

      We couldn’t all squeeze into Zach’s car, so we took the tube to Brixton. People were staring at us in the underground. Ricky was standing close, while I went through everything that happened in the past several weeks when he was absent. I felt a little guilty that I didn’t focus more on the business. We probably had lost a number potential  clients, but I knew that Ricky could get us back on track.

      “We will get her back, and then Arthur will consider forgiving you,” Ricky assured me. I smiled weakly, knowing that this wasn’t going to happen. Rodriguez was just waiting for the moment when he could end me completely and Arthur could easily expose me.

      “Maybe or maybe not. He has a right to see her, you know, after all this,” I said, thinking about the future, contemplating all my choices that I was forced to make.

      We arrived at Brixton when it was already dark and all headed to the alley that I recently visited with Morpheus. There was no doubt that my mongrel abilities had somehow evolved. Even that incident with Berith made me realise that my father must have been one of the upper level demons.

      “Think about Purgatory, Max,” Paul whispered in my ear when we all gathered in the circle. I knew that my anger triggered my abilities, but right then I was happy, surrounded by friends. It was my last chance to change my path. I looked up at the sky, realising that maybe this was my last time on earth, that maybe I could never see the beautiful stars scattered on the navy sky, and hear the cars on the road.

      My energy rolled over me, reaching the soil. I thought about the black tower, the wild water, and my enemy. I was going to enjoy piercing Alexis’s heart with the knife. The silence stretched for long moments and I concentrated, remembering how other demons had humiliated me at the party, how I was treated in the palace when the queen had discovered my affair with the prince. Minutes passed, and I reminded myself that I had used my energy today, throwing Berith himself down to the fiery pits.

      The earth underneath my feet began shaking and vibrating. I smelled Emma’s fear, connected with Ricky’s demonic power. The bitter anger began pouring down over my shoulders.

      The pavement began splitting and buildings were shaking and I arched my head backwards, releasing some more waves of energy. It took a lot of willpower not to break the connection, but the entrance with the stairs leading down appeared a meter away from where I stood. This time I knew that this was it, and I’d summoned it without any magical formulas. My mongrel abilities allowed me to create a passage, the road to my doomed destiny.

      The smell of smoke wafted in the air and Zara shivered. I was still conscious that I was leading humans into the unknown. Emma, Zach and Zara were blessed that they were humans. This wasn’t their battle, but they had made their choice. Now I just needed to accept that.

      “All right, it’s time to say goodbye to earth,” I muttered and went down first, heading to the darkness. My friends followed me down and a moment later we were all thrown into the gloom, as we left the human world behind. Slowly with every small step down I took, torches began lighting the way. The silence buzzed in my ears, and time stretched. We kept going down until the temperature went below zero, and we were all shaking with cold. I kept on going. My feet were aching until I stepped into the water.

      “Lord, it’s Purgatory. I never thought that I would come here willingly,” Paul said behind me, sounding excited and petrified at the same time.

      Shortly after that the tunnel opened itself to another world. Emma gasped, bringing her hands to her mouth. Right in front of us there was a death lake, and further up, the island. I felt its energy moving through me; it smelled heavy and sensual. Others probably couldn’t see the tower hidden in the mist, but my vision even in hell didn’t disappoint. It seemed that we were still on earth, because when I lifted my eyes I was seeing navy sky and clouds, but the vibration of energies reminded me that it was probably a mirage. Purgatory allowed us to see what was easy to explain. Something close to what we all saw day by day, the human world.

      Summer was here, lying in the tower, waiting for her mama. I was coming for her and I was ready to kill anyone who stepped in my way.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 29

        

        “For all those lights, so vividly alive, shining more brightly still, 
        began a song that glides like falling leaves from memory.
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      “What if this is a repeat of Gjöll? What if something happens to one of you?” I asked, turning around and staring at my friends that were ready to follow me all the way to the island. Everything about this set-up looked just like another trap. Ricky had spent weeks in the hospital fighting for his life and now I was dragging him into yet another dangerous mission.

      “Max, we have gone over this, it’s seven of us. Together we are much stronger,” Zachary insisted, and glanced towards the dark waters. So far Alexis knew about my every step, but she couldn’t have known that I connected with her in the maze, that I knew she was keeping Summer in that tower.

      “This is hell, Zach, not the street that you know so well. Demons here will burn you alive and then toss your body to biblical beings, so they can consume your bones,” I said, trying to scare the crap out of him, but I knew that it wouldn’t work. They were already walking towards the rocky shore.

      I clenched my teeth, even thinking about locking them in a charm so they wouldn’t follow me. Paul was useful, but Zara and Emma couldn’t defend themselves with magic and charms. In the end I had no other choice but to get inside the boat. Everyone that was here with me made their choices. My energy shifted inside me, starting in my core and radiating out to the tips of my toes. A cold shiver crawled over my spine. The dark lord must have realised that humans crossed down to Purgatory; there couldn’t have been any other explanation as to why my energy was suddenly so disturbed.

      Ricky and Zachary took hold of the oars. The boat was small, but it fit all of us. I had never trusted the water around here, and I had a feeling that there were creatures underneath swimming nearby, waiting for any of us to make a mistake.

      “So is this really hell?” Emma whispered as we started moving through the shaky waves.

      “It’s Purgatory, a part of hell where Lucifer tortures sinister souls,” I explained, conscious of my surroundings. Emma didn’t need to know any more and for the first time she didn’t ask me anymore questions.

      The water looked disturbed, the waves were rising, but there was no wind. I shut my nagging voices down and told myself to focus on positives, on the fact that soon Summer was going to be safe.

      We reached the island without any nasty surprises, although I would have never entered this water willingly. Paul had noticed that the air pressure began to rise, and there was a possibility that our skills wouldn’t work so well around here. He was sensing it like I had, but chose not to say anything. There was no point scaring the others.

      My heart stopped in my chest when a tall, square black tower was revealed to us, standing on the hill. Its walls were surrounded by thick white fog that began drifting around the island. It was freezing cold here and everyone was aware that the temperature had dropped significantly since we left the human world behind. Alexis wasn’t around; I couldn’t sense her anywhere. This was concerning, knowing that possibly she left Summer unattended.

      “What now? What do you want to do?” Ricky asked, releasing his own demonic magic. He hadn’t fully recovered yet, and he struggled to be a fully functioning demon. He swore to me once before that he would never enter hell voluntarily, and now here he was, risking his neck for me.

      “Maybe we should split and start looking around. You said that your daughter is being kept in that tower, over there?” Paul asked.

      “That’s what I saw in my vision,” I replied, remembering every detail from the maze.

      “All right, I’ll stay with Emma. Zach, Nameless and Zara are safer together,” Ricky suggested, pointing out that Nameless could offer demonic protection to Zara and Zach. They were both vulnerable around here. I wasn’t quite sure if we should split, but at the same time it was easier to move around the island in small groups.

      Everyone agreed and fear stirred my insides when I watched Ricky and Emma disappearing around the hill several minutes later. I needed to stop worrying and focus. Zach, his sister, and Nameless went to the opposite direction, rounding the tower to the other side. Paul and I took the steep steps that were leading directly up the hill. My fingers became numb with cold, and I couldn’t feel my legs after some time. Paul was struggling to climb the stairs. After working in the pub for years he was unfit and only slowed me down.

      My energy kept shifting. The atmosphere near the tower was unsettled, keeping me on edge, twisting my gut with unease. I was getting concerned that I couldn’t sense anyone else besides my friends around the island. Alexis was here. I couldn’t have been wrong.

      “Paul, whatever happens, I want you to get them back to London safely,” I said, just to make sure that we understood each other.

      “Don’t worry, Max, I won’t let you down,” he replied.

      We reached the last step and we were forced to rest for a bit. The tower was built from shiny black stones. It reached at least several hundred meters upwards. The construction was impressive, embracing me with sizzling powerful energy. Now we just needed to locate the entrance. Alexis wouldn’t have known that I discovered her hiding place; she wasn’t prepared like the last time, so I had to make my advantage count.

      “Here,” Paul shouted somewhere from the other side. I found him standing outside a heavy metal door. My heart skipped a beat. I was so close to seeing her, so close to touching her beautiful face. I looked out, but it was difficult to see the island now; the thick mist stretched down all the way to the water and it began drifting on its surface. I could only hope that the rest of the group was safe. Paul muttered some formula under his breath and a second later he kicked the door with his leg. There it was—the entrance with a narrow metal staircase that led up.

      I started climbing, floor after floor, not waiting for Paul while the adrenaline surged through my veins. It seemed that the metal stairs were never going to end, but I kept going. My breathing became laboured, my clothes sticking to my back, until I reached the first door.

      I stopped, embracing my power, then sent a strong wave of my magic right through the lock. The door gave way and I stepped inside. The room was exactly like I had seen in my vision: the sofa, the dining table and the small bed in the corner. Summer wasn’t there. The smell of blood made me nauseous and I spat on the floor with disgust. Summer’s energy was circulating around, so she must have still been here at least an hour ago. A second later, the door shut behind me and I felt a sharp pain in my skull. The discomfort eased off and a moment later I noticed another set of stairs leading up.

      “Maxine, what’s going on? Open that damn door!” Paul shouted, banging his fists into the metal. We both tried using magic, but the door remained locked. It was a trap, someone intended to keep me here for a bit.

      “A spell holds the lock. There is another floor above this one. I’m going to check it out.”

      Paul told me to wait, he was trying to break the spell, but I wanted to make sure that my child wasn’t being kept elsewhere. Panic seized my insides, sinking bitter claws into my skin. Alexis couldn’t have moved Summer to another location. She was still spellbound by the sleeping curse.

      I started climbing to the higher level, moving further and higher until there was an  attic-type entrance at the end. I used magic until I was able to squeeze myself through it, stepping on the open rooftop. A sharp burst of wind almost knocked me down, contracting my lungs with freezing cold air.

      I tapped into my source, concentrating, but a sudden wave of power hit me from behind. I went flying over the shiny floor, hitting the barriers and nearly passing out. Every inch of my body burned, as another demon squeezed my power, launching a full-on attack. I cursed loudly, trying to get back on my feet.

      Then I saw her—she stood opposite, balancing a ball of red light in her hand. I was struggling to stay on my feet, the cold wind crystallising my energy into something still and fragile.

      “Bianca?” I asked stupidly, recognising her platinum blond hair and her excellent manicured nails.

      “Yes, that’s me, you little mongrel whore. I have been waiting for you. My sister mentioned that you may pop in,” she snarled, lifting the light and playing with it like it was a toy. She was wearing a thick crimson coat around her shoulders. I had no idea how she figured out that I was the enemy. Alexis wasn’t that smart; she couldn’t have known that I would come here today. Unless someone had betrayed me.

      “Where is she? Where the hell is that bitch who is keeping my daughter?” I shouted, shaking with fury, embracing my demonic powers. It didn’t matter that the demon in front of me was stronger. I was ready to kill her just so I could get to Alexis.

      A pain exploded in my skull, and I roared, losing my balance and going down. My breath wheezed when I tried to get up again. A split second later Bianca kicked me in my stomach and I clenched my teeth, pushing myself to keep fighting. There was no time, the bitch was sitting on me, laughing out loud. The wind whizzed in my ears, and Bianca was trying to rip the skin on my cheek with her sharp nails.

      “She’s far away, squeaking with pain and misery just like her mummy,” Bianca laughed, slicing my skin. The rage that started building within me was nothing that I  ever experienced before. The blood got into my eyes, but I squinted, and tapped deep into my source, slapping her with a fresh wave of power.

      I spit into her face and used that short moment of distraction to smash her face with my free fist. My pain was severe, but adrenaline was already kicking in. I was on my feet, breathing in the harsh air and wiping the blood away from my face. Bianca’s eyes gleamed with fire as she started circling around me. She was bleeding from her nose.

      I wasn’t able to tap into my demonic abilities in full. Someone was blocking my extensive energy. After all, I tossed the great Berith down to the pits and now I could barely stand on my feet. Bianca must have used a spell that controlled my anger and now she was using it to her advantage. I roared with frustration, thinking about the charm that could break that blockage. I really wanted to see her back in hell, in her own torturing chamber.

      “You will die in here, along with your foolish plan. You will never bring Lucifer down!” I shouted, focusing on every beat of power that was left in me. She was blocking the exit, looking very confident. My cheek was burning with raw fire, skin hanging off it. Paul’s confused mind was screaming at me to open the door.

      “Once Alexis rises from the dead, Lucifer will be forgotten,” she roared, releasing a wave of black foggy light that hit my arm when I dodged to the side.

      I landed on my bruised hip, and seconds later I was struggling to lift myself up. The pain was unbelievable, tripling with every heartbeat. Bianca darted and then launched forwards, grabbing a huge handful of my hair. She pushed me and wrapped her skinny fingers around my neck. I shrieked as fire spread across my entire body. I grabbed her hand. I was struggling to hold it together. My vision went blurry, pain distracted me from breathing and fighting back. I couldn’t die in hell, my time hadn’t arrived yet. My precious daughter was somewhere out there.

      I put pressure on her wrist, until I was burning her skin with the flames that spread down my arms. A thunderstorm lightened the sky. She glanced up and in that split second I bounced the flames off my hand, so it began spreading over her body too. I really wanted to burn her alive. She finally released me and I landed on my back, gasping for air. She was screaming, trying to use her demonic abilities to stop the flames. Not wasting any time and energy, I scrambled back on my feet and kicked her as hard as I could.

      Rain poured down from the sky. Bianca’s hair was still burning and she was going crazy, running up and down the tower. Blinded with pain and exhaustion, I launched myself on her and then we both went down. Once I was sitting on her, I started punching her over and over. The blood began spraying all over my face. I had no idea how long I kept beating the shit out of her, but eventually I collapsed on the floor exhausted and covered with her blood.

      Bianca wasn’t breathing, her demonic energy was slowly drifting away. I didn’t give a damn if she died here or not. My fists were cracked and as the rainwater began dripping down my face, I realised that the skin on my cheek was torn. I didn’t feel any pain anymore. I was numb from head to toe.

      I heard screams around the island, so I ran to the edge of the tower and looked down through the long barriers. I wiped the water off my eyes and scanned the space. The misty fog faded away and now I could see the rocky shore right in front of me. Horror rose within me, robbing me from ability to speak, to even think when I saw Alexis on the edge of the cliff.

      She had Summer with her. The child was crying. That bitch must have found the way to break Matilda’s sleeping curse. I parted my lips, realising that my daughter was fully alert and awake. Zachary, his sister and Nameless were running towards her shouting. I knew that they weren’t going to get there. Alexis lifted something in the air and Zach, along with others, fell in the hole that appeared out of nowhere. My friends were locked in a spell, several meters underground.

      I sent a lightning ball down, but I was too far away and my light faded. Alexis noticed me, and smiled widely, stroking Summer’s blond locks.

      “Look over there, child, your mummy is staring down at us. She’s going to watch how I use your precious blood to be reborn!” the bitch said, using our connection so she could talk to me through my head. I ran down to the exit, pushed Bianca’s body out of the way and tried to lift the flap, so I could get down.

      The flap wouldn’t budge, and I roared in desperation releasing fiery sparks of energy. Bianca must have locked me in here from the outside, so I would get stranded here if anything went wrong.

      I went back to the barriers and looked around, searching for Matilda. My heart pounded loudly in my chest, seconds were rolling and all I heard was my daughter’s high-pitched cries. Ricky and Emma were still outside the tower, but I couldn’t see them anywhere.

      “No, please, spare her. She’s done nothing wrong,” I said in my head, hoping that Alexis had some decency left in her, and that maybe she would listen. Terror rose swiftly when I saw her holding a knife. She brought the child closer to her chest and looked at me.

      “Your mummy is begging me to spare you,” Alexis said, using our connection. “I won’t. She’s my only hope to live. My soul is damaged and she’s the healer.”

      Time was running out. I clenched my fists in frustration, concentrating on every ounce of energy that rose inside me. My fingers released some light, but I was too far away.

      “I won’t let you kill her, witch!”

      I blinked and saw Arthur speeding up the hill moments later. He appeared out of nowhere, then launched himself on Alexis. She was completely caught off guard. She didn’t even have the time to react. Neither of us saw him.

      I gasped when she pushed Summer away. The prince fought like a knight. He pinned her down to the ground. I was pacing around the edge of the barrier, watching in horror how Alexis used her magic to pull Arthur off her. She tossed him away to the ground, screaming and launching her energy at him. Her body rose a couple of inches away from the ground. Now I began to understand how she was so powerful. She had been feeding on Matilda’s power since very beginning. That’s why she never let the Warlock witch go, that’s why she needed her all this time.

      “Daddy’s come to rescue his child. Very well, he will do just fine,” she said, then picked up the knife off the grass and approached Arthur, who was struggling to lift himself up. Summer was crying. I tangled my hair, screaming for Arthur to get the hell away from there.

      Then everything slowed down. Alexis lifted the knife again and then whispered a Latin formula. I heard her in my own thoughts. Thunder boomed and lightning broke through the sky, showering her with new fulfilling energy. A split second later she stabbed the prince and lifted her knife above her head. The blood dripped down her body, and Arthur lay underneath her feet—dead.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Chapter 30

        

        “For the Emperor of that high Imperium wills not that I, 
        once rebel to His crown, into that city of His should lead men home.”
        ―Dante Alighieri, The Divine Comedy

      

    
    
      “Noooo!” I roared, desperate, falling down on my knees when I realised what Arthur had done. He was gone, saving his only child from a psychotic demon. I failed to protect him from getting into Purgatory, failed myself when Alexis stabbed him.

      A storm was seconds away, and electricity buzzed through the air lifting tiny hairs on the back of my neck. Another crack of thunder and lightning appeared in the sky, then the electricity soared right through Alexis’s body. She went rigid, lighting up like a thousands stars. Then she rose above the ground spreading her arms wide.

      In that moment I knew that her twisted spell began to work. The royal blood was healing her damaged soul. Tears streamed down my cheeks and I screamed at the top of my lungs.

      Arthur was dead. Alexis had fulfilled her prophecy.

      I picked myself up and ran back to the exit. The stream of fire spread down my arms and moments later the ground underneath my feet exploded with a loud bang. I jumped down to the small room, charged with so much power that I could barely hold myself in one piece. The building was shaking, but that didn’t concern me. I used my power to pull the doors away from hinges. Paul was lying on the stairs in a pool of blood. Fear shot right through my bones when I saw him.

      “Hey, wake up, please wake up,” I said, turning him slowly around and praying to God that he was all right. He began stirring back to a conscious state and I exhaled with relief.

      “A demon got to me from behind. I lost my bearings,” Paul said. I helped him to stand up. He probably had a mild concussion, but insisted on walking all the way downstairs on his own.

      We didn’t talk, there was no time. The rain was pouring down from the sky, and once outside, I started running towards the edge of the cliff where Arthur’s body lay in the grass. Alexis was gone, her soul had been healed completely. She was a newborn demon.

      Summer was curled up in a ball. She wasn’t crying. With shaky hands and trembling legs I got to her first. She was soaking wet, but she was breathing okay. Instinctively I wanted to run with her, as far as was physically possible. I tried to warm her up with my magic, afraid that she might be ill. She was still so tiny, so small.

      Paul noticed Arthur shortly after he joined me. He stood there, pale and confused. Someone placed a palm on my arm. I started crying, squeezing my daughter tightly in my arms. My anger and pain were shifting into something else,  something heavier, numbing me all over.

      “She’s all right, Max, she’s just cold and scared.”

      Matilda was talking to me. I lifted my head seeing her standing next to me, bruised with cuts and scratches all over her face. Even her clothes were torn. In the distance I saw Zach, Zara and Nameless coming towards us. Paul kept staring at Arthur’s body in silence.

      “Arthur?” I asked, shaking with cold, like I still couldn’t comprehend that he was gone.

      Moments later Zach wrapped his coat around me. Summer’s little heart was beating franticly. All I wanted was to take her back to the world above and plant a billion kisses on her cheeks.

      A storm of conflicted emotions overwhelmed me. Fear began forming in my stomach, settling like a heavy knot. I needed to push darkness away, I needed to take care of Summer now. The tiny voice in my head reminded me that I got what I wanted. Summer was safe, but someone else paid the price.

      “He’s gone, darling. He saved her,” Matilda stated, looking tired.

      “No, this is impossible. He couldn’t have gotten here. The entrance was sealed. I didn’t have time to explain to him that I had made a mistake,” I mumbled, and my daughter opened her large eyes and looked at me. For a moment the time stopped, and nothing else mattered. We were staring at each other, forming a connection that was once broken. She lifted her little, tired hand and touched my cheek. It was the most amazing feeling that I had ever experienced. She was pure and beautiful.

      “Max, we have to get out of here. Ricky and Emma were taken by men with wings,” Zachary said.

      “Watchers, they appeared on the island when we separated,” Nameless explained, holding Zara’s hand.

      Alexis had won. She took a life in order to regenerate her soul. She killed the prince. I had never expected this kind of outcome, didn’t understand it. Maybe I didn’t want to.

      “Ricky is gone too?” I asked.

      “He will be all right, Max, but the cop is right. We need to leave,” Paul said, looking around.

      “Max, you will have many moments like this, but we have to leave now. This place isn’t safe at all,” Matilda told me. “Alexis trapped me in my own spell. I’m sorry that I failed you.”

      “What about Arthur’s body? We can’t leave him here.” I felt numb from head to toe. Shock riddled my body. I kept asking myself if it was possible that he followed us down through the entrance to the alley. I should have closed it behind me, then maybe this would have never happened.

      “I’ll carry him, but the woman is right,” Paul said. “We need to leave now. We have entered Purgatory, Max, and as long as we are here, your little one is still in danger.”

      I couldn’t look when Paul and Zach lifted Arthur’s lifeless body and started carrying him down. Matilda took Summer from me and I felt empty. The pain was greater than ever, breaking me from inside. I wanted to shut it down, but couldn’t.

      The future king was dead, and he wasn’t coming back. Ricky and Emma were trapped and it was all my fault. On top of that, Alexis’s power had been restored completely.

      We all had to get off this island and then go back to our world. The royals would never know what happened to the prince. Arthur had died the most noble death, saving his own daughter.

      We left the dark tower behind us and made our way through the stairs in silence. The water was wild. The storm passed moments later and it finally stopped raining. I tried to call Ricky. I only had him back a few hours and now he was gone again.

      I refused to believe it, refused to think that my life was never going to be the same again. Summer was asleep, wrapped in Matilda’s arms. She was precious, the most beautiful child that I’d ever seen. Now without a father, without a man that would have made her so proud.

      At the bottom of the stairs by the boat I spotted a few demons and at least two  Watchers in their true form. Now after the space was cleared of fog the landscape was beautiful.

      “Who are they? What should we do?” Nameless asked.

      No one stopped, but as we got closer I recognised the demon that stood in front of the two Watchers. Anger flushed hotly as my eyes met his.

      “What the hell do you want?” I shouted at Morpheus, with bitter disappointment. I couldn’t believe that he dared to show up here, now when everyone was filled with so much grief.

      “It’s time, Maxine, it’s time to fulfill your part of the deal. The child and your partner were saved,” Morpheus stated with no emotion. I frowned, not understanding what the hell he meant. There was no deal, he didn’t help me. Arthur was still dead and Alexis had won.

      “Maxine, what is he talking about?” Paul demanded, looking from me to Morpheus.

      “You can go to hell with your deal. Alexis was healed with Arthur’s blood. This wasn’t the outcome that we both agreed on,” I said, feeling that this was going to turn against me. I wanted to hug my daughter again, wanted to hold her for a bit longer.

      Morpheus shook his head, staring at me with great sadness.

      “I have healed your partner and guided you in the past few weeks. You had promised your soul to the dark lord, so I’m sorry but you cannot return to the world above. It’s time to say goodbye to your friends,” Morpheus said.

      Zachary and Paul laid Arthur on the ground.

      “She ain’t going anywhere, not over my dead body!” Zachary shouted, suddenly face-to-face with Morpheus. Two Watchers took a step towards him.

      “True, I made a deal with you, but your part of the bargain hasn’t been fulfilled,” I argued, deep down knowing that this wasn’t fair. Arthur wasn’t supposed to die in here.

      “I’m sorry that you feel that way, but your child is now safe, which means that your soul belongs to the dark lord. Tell your friends to stand down. They won’t be able to fight me. Paul, you should know that Maxine had given me her word.”

      Paul looked at me with shock and sadness, then shook his head in desperation. Morpheus couldn’t take me now. Not after everything that happened. I needed time with my daughter.

      “No… she isn’t going anywhere. Max, what is this bullshit?” “What deal is he talking about?”

      “I was desperate. Ricky was in the hospital dying and Alexis was after my daughter. He promised to help me bring Summer back, and agreed to save Ricky, but only if I agreed to give up my soul,” I said, ready to scream with frustration. How could Lucifer be so cruel? He had taken Arthur away from his family.

      “No… Bullshit. I won’t let you take her!” Zach roared, reaching for his gun, but I got to him before he had a chance to do something very stupid.

      “Let it go. Morpheus is a demon, Lucifer’s right hand. I gave him my word, so there is nothing you can do about it,” I said, accepting my fate, accepting the fact that this was over.

      Summer was safe now and Matilda would take care of her. Zach refused to believe that this was my destiny.

      “Make an appeal, Flower, please. He’s the devil for Christ sake. This can’t end like that!” he said, touching my arms.

      “Zach, let go of her,” Paul said. “There is nothing that you can do. She needs to meet her destiny.”

      “Your partner, Ricky, and his human friend are back in London. I gave the Watchers orders to let them go,” Morpheus said.

      I walked over to Matilda and placed a kiss on my daughter’s forehead. She was beautiful, stunning, and I was going to miss her forever.

      “Please take care of her. All of you take care of her for me,” I said, my voice slowly breaking. Zara dropped her head, losing herself in the chest of Nameless. Zach was ready to fight for me. He didn’t want to believe that this was happening for real.

      Matilda touched my hand. She understood that I had no other choice.

      Morpheus nodded to the two Watchers to take care of me. A second later the gold chains were placed on my hands. I could no longer feel anything, I was numb everywhere.

      “Do something … for the lord do something. They can’t take her!” Zach roared, but no one reacted. Everyone understood what was going on.

      “It’s time,” Morpheus said with some sadness in his voice. Then the two Watchers pushed me forward.

      There were no more words. Everything was done. I was going down to meet my destiny, to die so my daughter could live.

      This was the beginning of my end.

      

      The end of book 3
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