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CHAPTER ONE




Vienna is famous for two things; music and coffee. 

I wonder who told me that—Turner perhaps? Whoever it was, they were right: violinists play on every street and a coffeehouse sits on every corner. The one we’ve chosen, Kaffeehaus Herzog, is upholstered in crimson fabric with chevrons embroidered in the cushions. Wooden beams alleviate plain white plaster and cheerful gas lamps compete with the early December sunlight. A glass counter in one corner holds a display of cakes, each one sliced to reveal layers of sponge and cream and chocolate.

The other guests in the coffeehouse eye us with barely concealed curiosity. “They’re probably wondering whether we’re Austrian,” I say, to break the uncomfortable silence.

“I know exactly what they’re wondering.” Eve levels a hard glare at them and they duck her gaze.

The waiter takes a while to come over and when he does, he greets Cassius, evidently deciding that the Phantom’s sneer and smug sprawl make him the most likely among us to be paying the bill. But Eve answers his query in clipped and near-flawless German, making him blink and bow and hurry to the counter. German hadn’t been one of Turner’s languages, so my understanding is limited, but I can glean enough to know she’s ordered the cheapest coffee they have. It effectively dismisses the interest of the other guests.

“If this is how agents travel, I’m surprised you made it this far,” Cassius says in light, drawling tones.

Steel, already wound up from spending the last couple of days in close proximity to the Phantom demon, bristles. “Whose fault is it that we were chased out of London with a handful of coppers in our pocket?” he says, in a hard undertone. “You and your partner were the ones who locked us up in the first place, remember?”

“I remember you killing my partner.”

“Quiet.”

“That’s enough.” Eve and I speak at the same time. We glance at each other ruefully.

“Some reunion this is turning out to be,” she mutters, leaning her elbows on the small table between us.

“If only Jacob and Max were here,” I add. “We’d be a complete set.”

“Monaghan sent them to Ireland.” Eve stares out the window, her brows pinched. “It’s just his new agents in London, now. And Khurana.”

“She’ll be all right.”

Eve nods. A month ago, I didn’t think I’d see her again. I can’t help but feel grateful that she’s here, even if it does mean I have to tolerate Cassius’ presence. She won’t stay for long, though. As soon as we’ve found Bellemeure, she’ll return to London to protect her mentor. And she’ll want me to go with her, to face Monaghan together.

I push that thought to the back of my head. Right now, Bellemeure is our enemy. I can’t afford to underestimate her by losing my focus. “Where should we start?”

Cassius waves a hand. “It’s obvious, isn’t it? This woman is going after House Asmodeus. We find them, we find her.”

Steel glares at the man. He’s sat next to me, as much distance as possible between him and the Phantom. “Asmodeus are Revenant demons. They can’t be trusted.”

“Von Tier was House Asmodeus.” The demon had been halfway to establishing his own demonic House in Paris before we helped stop him. I keep my voice low, adding, “His people aren’t going to look kindly on us for assisting in his murder, even if we weren’t the ones holding the blade.”

“They’d probably be grateful,” Cassius says, lounging in his seat. Eve scowls and something thuds under the table. The demon winces and straightens, glaring at her. “At least Rayne knew how to behave in polite society,” he hisses.

“Luckily there’s nothing polite about you,” she returns, without a blink.

Steel, whose gaze has strayed to the cake display, says, “Here’s our coffee,” diverting Eve from stabbing the Phantom with whatever weapon she has hidden on her person.

I pull my thick coat tighter around my shoulders and the revolver in its pocket thumps against my thigh. Before we left Paris, Dumont had made me a gift of a second Lefaucheux, along with a box of fifty cartridges that he’d had blessed by a local priest. Its weight grounds me.

The waiter sets down our drinks with professional inscrutability, ignoring the simmering frustration hovering around two of our party, and then retreats. The coffee, at least, tastes good; smooth, hot and bitter. Steel immediately dumps three sugar cubes into his.

“He’s not wrong.” I steer us back to the topic at hand. I’m uneasy about the idea of seeking out powerful demons, but I can’t think of a more efficient plan. “If Bellemeure is targeting the Houses, it makes sense for us to hunt the same quarry. We’ll be in the right place when she moves.”

“I agree.” Eve leans back with her cup of coffee in hand. “A pack of them will be easier to find than a single woman.”

Steel stares down into his cup, his jaw flexing. “Fine.”

“What about the Viennese agency?” I ask. “Austria doesn’t have strong connections to Britain—Monaghan never mentioned them, at least.”

“Maybe they can help us.” Eve’s fingers dance over the rim of her cup. “Point us in the right direction.”

Steel snorts. “The last thing we need is a second agency breathing down our necks. We can do our own hunting.”

“We need allies,” she says. “Monaghan won’t wait for ever.”

I pick up a napkin and fold it into a small triangle. “It’s a risk. If they do have a relationship with London, they could notify him that we’re here.”

“We’re supposed to be following you. They’ll only be telling him what he already knows,” Eve points out. She gives me a thin-lipped smile that tells me that she hasn’t quite forgiven me for running. “Cassius and I can go to the agency. You two pursue the Revenants.”

“What if they don’t take kindly to foreign agents on their soil?”

“Then we’re no worse off than we are now.”

“I suppose. Be careful, then.”

Her smile widens. “I always am.”

“Then what are we supposed to do, while you two are breaking down the agency’s door?” asks Steel.

“Houses are aristocratic families, right?” I find a loose thread at the corner of the napkin, tug at it absently. “We follow the money.”

“The season has only just begun; invitations will be sparse,” Cassius says, sipping his coffee with three fingers held out, fan-like. “I’d suggest you find the Emperor. The House will be as close to the royal family as it can get.”

“What if they are the royal family?” I ask, with a flash of apprehension.

“No. Lucifer’s lot would intervene if any of the Houses started getting ideas above their station.” A passing waiter throws us a disconcerted look at the name, though I think the unease is due more to the silver cross around his neck than to familiarity with the House.

“We’re in public,” I remind the demon.

He flashes a pearly canine in my direction. “Would you prefer to be alone?”

I scowl at him, then Steel plucks the napkin out of my hands. I’ve pulled half the threads loose. He tucks it under his own cup and then stares at it, as though it crawled there of its own volition.

 Eve is watching me, a question in the uneven line of her brows. I turn to my coffee, which shows no apparent desire to unnerve me, and inhale half the cup.

“Are we agreed then?” she asks. At my nod, she stands and downs her own drink in a single gulp, scattering offended whispers across the coffeehouse. “Let’s reconvene tonight, at the hotel.” Never one for farewells, she shrugs on her coat and strides for the door. Cassius leaps up to stay within the twenty foot distance imposed by their summoning bond and follows her out.

When they’re gone, our table feels oddly small. Steel rests his forearms on the surface, his hands clasped, the knuckles pale under his skin.

“Are you all right?”

He lets out a long breath. “House Asmodeus are Revenants,” he says, again, as though he isn’t sure I heard him earlier. “They’ll blame us for von Tier’s death.”

It was Revenants who killed Steel’s father before he went to his mother’s family for protection. Before they were killed, too. “Then we keep our distance,” I reply. “Bellemeure’s our target, anyway.”

“And save them?” His lip curls as he says it. “It was House Asmodeus that my uncle was planning to attack, before he and my mother were murdered. And you saw what von Tier did in Paris. They’re dangerous.” He pushes back his chair and it squawks against the polished stone floor. Instinctively, I reach for his elbow, then check myself and pull my hand to my side. Steel’s eyes track the movement.

I press my traitorous hand to my side. “Asmodeus is just a means to an end.”

“I hope that’s true.”

So do I.








  
  
CHAPTER TWO




Iemerge from the coffeehouse blinking. The sky is clear and blue, stained with orange where the sun is falling out of sight. Crisp cold air shears through my wool jacket and I button my coat, Dumont’s other gift. The white buildings that loom over me have a weight that makes the architecture of Paris look fragile. The Austrian city would scorn France’s national call of Liberté, Egalité, Fraternité; it is the heart of an Empire and it does not deign to be anything else.

“Which way?” I ask.

“The ring road,” he says, gesturing towards the setting sun. “It’s thick with traffic; I should be able to pick up a scent.”

We’d crossed the road on our way from the cheap hotel that Eve had picked out. It carves a path around the inner city in a large, voyeuristic circle, marking a clear divide between the city’s heart and its outlying districts. As we approach it now, I slip my hand into my pocket, wrapping my fingers around the pistol’s handle. Though my experience of using it so far has only been one shot, a failed attempt at taking down the opera’s ghost, the feel of the wood warming my palm makes me walk straighter.

I can’t deny the awe that flickers through me as we step onto the ring road. The buildings lining it are an odd compilation of architectural styles, but all of them are huge, shrinking the city’s population to the size of ants. The road itself is wide enough to hold a royal parade along with a throng of eager citizens—or angry ones—divided in the centre by a strip of trees and unlit lanterns.

An open carriage drawn by two white horses trots by. The couple inside grin fiercely into the wind, bundled in furs from foot to chin. Steel makes a dismissive sound. “Tourists.”

It takes us a few moments to cross the wide road, and I examine the faces of each person we pass, looking for the unusual eyes or unnatural beauty that might indicate demonic blood. As we near the pavement on the other side, the faint strains of an orchestra reach us. The sound seems to be coming from a stretch of green ahead.

“Is that music?” I ask.

Steel has already paused, as if the noise has embedded lures into his heart and tugged. “It’s a concerto, I think.” He drifts towards the sound and a thought comes to me, unbidden; if someone wanted to trap Steel, this would be the perfect bait.

“A what?” My knowledge of music is as vast as my knowledge of fashion.

“Schubert,” he says, as if that explains it. The name rings a bell, a dream-memory I had in a Paris cemetery; a memory not my own. “Vienna is home to some of the greatest composers in Europe,” he adds. “If there’s anywhere to start, it’s a concert.”

It’s easier, now, to quiet my mind and listen to the seed of Steel’s emotions at the back of it, brimming with trepidation and wonder. I’m conscious of my own anxiety and try to temper it.

But Steel doesn’t seem to notice. He crosses the road—dodging a carriage and earning a shouted curse—and reaches a low wall on the other side, hopping straight over it. I nip through the open gate a few feet to the side. In summer, these gardens must bloom in verdant glory, a riot of colour. Now the grass is thin, the trees sagging. The winter cold seems to have driven away all but the most dedicated naturalists.

We follow the music towards the centre of the park. Two little boys in matching blue coats and thick scarves chase each other across a manicured lawn. An urchin in a torn coat and filthy cap watches from the shade of a pine tree and one brave painter sits on the lawn with an easel, attempting to capture the image of a large white pavilion; the source of the music.

As we drift across the lawn, the sound of trumpets comes to an end and the air is filled with polite applause. The sides of the pavilion are made of tall arched windows, and through them I can see a collection of tables filled with couples and young families. Their feathered hats and striped suits would mark them as aristocracy, even if the delicate china on the tables didn’t.

“It looks like a cafe,” I say, turning to examine the orchestra, which is only a small band arranged on a low stage.

“Invitation only,” Steel adds, and I see the entrance, where the owners of the two boys are presenting a slip of paper.

“Would Asmodeus be here,” I ask, “out in the open?”

“Why not? It’s not as though anyone here can stop them.”

The applause has died off and the orchestra takes up their instruments again. The first notes spill into the quiet and my lips part unconsciously. Cellos, slow and mournful at first, then they swell, rising on the crest of a wave like the sky before the dawn. And then violins, soaring, so perfect I could weep.

I am weeping; tears track a damp path down my cheek. I inhale shakily and wipe my face. Some of the pavilion’s patrons are crying, too. I drag my gaze from them to Steel. He has his eyes closed, his lips pressed tight together, but his hands are held out, palm up.

“Steel,” I say, so quiet the word is little more than a breath.

He twitches and glances at me, startled. His eyes are pale, the pupils thin and long and serpentine.

“Your eyes—”

He shuts them quickly, rubs one hand over them. When he opens them again they look normal, the pupils round and human. He makes a startled sound. “Are you—crying?”

Hastily I swipe at my damp cheeks. “It’s the music.” Then I recall what he’d said once, about magic being like music. “Unless… Was it you?”

“I can’t feel it,” he says, in a low, hard tone. “I can’t feel anything.”

“But it’s been nearly a week.” Bellemeure’s poison should be out of his system by now, surely?

“I know that!” His hands clench, then he exhales, lets them fall open. “My magic should have returned by now.”

Unless the result is permanent. I don’t say it, but he takes one look at my face and makes a tch sound, turning his face away. “She’ll have an antidote,” I say. “She must, to protect the demons working for her. We’ll have to persuade her to give it up.”

“I’ll make her give it up.” It’s said with the air of a man about to take on an invading army.

“Just don’t—” A shout cuts off my attempt to soothe his temper. The boy in the dirty cap shoots out through the entrance to the cafe and bolts past us.

Steel stiffens. “That child’s a demon.”

“Stopp!” The waiter shouts, as a nobleman at his side curses and pats down his jacket. “Stopp ihn!”

That’s easy enough to understand. As one, Steel and I run after the thief. As small as he is, he’s quick on his feet, and he disappears into the park as though he knows it well.

“This way,” Steel calls, darting down a deserted path.

I stay as close to his heels as I can, running with pounding feet through the park and emerging somewhere to the east. We race through a narrower street lined with the heavy cream buildings so prevalent in this city before we reach a divide. An open arch leads to a small alley. Without hesitation, Steel races through it.

His movements blur and then he’s snatching at the boy’s jacket, yanking him to a halt in the middle of the empty alley.

“That’s enough,” he says, not even out of breath.

I stumble to a stop, pressing at the sting in my side and panting. If we continue to work together, I’m going to need to develop stronger muscles.

“Why were you running?” I ask, when I’ve caught my breath.

The boy glares at me from under the brim of his cap. His cheeks are full and round and his hair is shorn close to his scalp, giving him the appearance of a trapped mouse. Except for the unnaturally bright gleam of his eyes.

Steel shakes him gently. “What did you steal, you little scamp?”

A mutinous glare is all the answer we get.

“He might not understand English.”

Steel says something in a language I’ve only heard once, from the mouth of a Stalker demon we confronted in London. The words are guttural, stone scraping against stone.

The child wriggles in his hold. An exclamation bursts from him, one that I don’t need to translate to understand as an expletive.

Steel looks amused. “He curses my heritage and your interfering nose.”

I touch the object self-consciously, then say, “It isn’t my nose that led us here.”

“Well, he had to pick something.”

“Tell him we don’t care what he stole,” I say, tugging my hand down and meeting the child’s gaze. “We want to know about demons.”

To my surprise, the child spits on the cobbled stone and curses again.

Steel shakes him, harder this time, and makes a demand in that odd language. The boy’s reply comes with a jutted jaw and a scowl.

“He thinks we’re after him and his people,” Steel explains. His grip on the boy’s jacket relaxes.

I wave my hand. “Nein, nein,” I say, making use of the little German I know. “We’re looking for Revenant demons. Asmodeus.”

The child’s eyes widen and he goes limp, staring at me with horror written clear across his face. Steel lets go of his collar. The child doesn’t move.

I crouch to make myself smaller, less threatening. “We’re not here for you, or any of your family,” I say, slowly and clearly. My old warrant card sits in my other coat pocket, the only thing tying me to the Agency. I pull it out, show him the Queen’s crest. “English,” I add, tapping my breastbone. “English polizei.”

He flinches at the last word. Steel asks him another question in that demonic language and he mumbles a response.

“He says they’re at Schönbrunn,” Steel translates, his brow crinkling. “Isn’t that a palace?”

“He can’t be talking about the Habsburgs, can he?”

Steel’s attention goes to me as I speak and the lapse is enough for the child to dash away through the alley. Before I realise it, the flap of his jacket has vanished around the corner.

“Damn it.” Steel tips his head back, scowling at the amber sky. “We should have asked him more questions.”

“That’s enough to go on, for now.” If Asmodeus are living at Schönbrunn, they must have ties to the Emperor. Which will mean guards, legal protection, and perhaps even links to the Viennese agency. “Let’s go back to the hotel and tell Eve. She might have learnt more.”








  
  
Agent E. Wilson




It’s easy enough to find Vienna’s police station; the building is huge and white and perches on a stretch of the Ringstrasse like an overstuffed bird of prey. Staring at it from across the street, Eve’s palms start to sweat. She pulls them out of her coat pockets and touches her fingers to the stiletto dagger tucked into her corset. Dumont had arranged to have it blessed back in Paris, along with Hazel’s bullets, and she draws courage from its solidity. 

“Well?” she asks Cassius. “You said there were demons here. Where?”

Cassius burrows his chin into his turned up collar, his vivid blue eyes shaded by the brim of a trendy bowler hat he’d nicked in Paris. “Not the main entrance,” he says, examining the officers that stand there. “I’d guess around the back.”

“I’d prefer to have more than a guess.”

“Then perhaps you should find another demon,” is his arch response.

It’s been two weeks of dealing with him as her partner, and she still can’t suppress the frustration and annoyance that surges through her whenever they argue. Not that she really tries. “Lead the way, then.”

He trounces off as if he’d been waiting for the order, heading straight for the far side. The setting sun casts shadows over the gap between the station and the building beside it. The door to the latter is flanked by two guards.

“Ah, well,” says Cassius. “Close enough.”

Eve huffs. She doesn’t falter, keeping her stride even and her face stern. Both soldiers are pale-skinned and dark-haired, and they stare at her warily as she approaches. Neither reaches for the rifle resting against their shoulders, though.

“Evening,” she says. “I’m here to see your regional commander.” Khurana had taught her Prussian-German, and the words are more clipped and abrupt than the Austrian-German she’s heard in this city. The soldiers blink rapidly. It’s probably not her accent that surprises them, but the fact she speaks their language at all.

“Your—your name, Fräulein?” one ventures. Cautious but polite, and her muscles relax a little. She’d feared that the further east she went the harder it would get, but this wary civility is a reception she’s familiar with.

Part of her can’t help but recognise it’s a reception Hazel would never meet. She squashes that thought quickly. They each have their barriers to cross, and if Eve faces more of them it just makes her better at smashing them down. That’s the plan, anyway.

She pulls out her identification card, flicking the leather wallet open. “Agent Wilson.” Just saying the title is enough to fill her with a bubbling kind of confidence. “Assigned to the British Investigation Agency. This is my colleague, Cassius.” The Phantom demon grins at them and their eyes widen. “We’re tracking a rogue agent through your city and would like to discuss the potential dangers with your commander.”

The words rogue and dangers have them twitching, as she thought they would, and the men reward her with crisp bows. “Please proceed to the first door on your right,” one says. “The secretary will direct you, Fräulein.”

“Agent,” she corrects and marches past them.

It takes her a moment to adjust to the darkness inside the building. The walls are panelled in some kind of dark wood and light comes only from electric bulbs in the shape of drooping tulips. Wooden shutters frame the windows, but though they’re open, their awkward angles restrict the view. The entrance lobby is spacious, furnished with a few leather chairs and paved in marble.

“I could…” Cassius trails off, making a rolling gesture with his left hand. She’s unreasonably annoyed that she understands what he means.

“No,” she replies. “If you’re invisible and they sniff you out, we’ll have more to explain than we’re prepared to.”

The first door on her right stands open. She heads for it, pausing on the threshold and knocking twice. A woman with a high-necked blouse and greying hair looks up from her desk. Eve makes her request and the woman frowns.

“The Commander is not in Vienna at present,” she says. “Perhaps you would be better off visiting the police next door.”

“I will settle for his deputy. Or,” Eve adds, with a flash of inspiration, “the foreign office liaison. You do have someone who deals with international agencies, I assume?” Her blend of assurance and condescension pulls colour to the other woman’s face.

“Of course the Gendarmerie has a foreign liaison. This is Vienna. There are more than one hundred agents here.”

“Is that so?” Eve does her best to keep her face blank. That’s ten times more than Britain.

The secretary makes a derisive noise and Eve realises she might have been better off letting some of her awe slip through.

“That’s impressive,” she says, trying to recover. “Our resources back in Britain are not nearly as numerous.” The irony of comparing one empire to another does not escape her. “We would only need a moment,” she adds. “I believe that the rogue agent we are tracking arrived in the city yesterday.”

The secretary arranges a few of the papers on her desk. “Herr Gruber will be in his office on the third floor,” she says. “You may be able to catch him between his appointments.”

“Thank you, Fräulein.” The deliberate error in address makes the red in the woman’s cheeks fluctuate and Eve leaves her trying to suppress a pleased expression.

A staircase leads from the far end of the lobby up to the next floor, and Eve marches through a series of large open parlours before she finds the next staircase. The second floor is full of grand offices, the leather polished and the wood varnished. When she reaches the third floor, she expects to find cracks in the skirting boards and chips in the paintings hung along the walls—regardless of their posturing, all agencies structure themselves the same way; the longer you have to walk, the less important you’re deemed. But here, the floor is lushly carpeted and the paintings are framed in gold.

The offices here are smaller though, the doors marked with tiny gold plaques. Eve slows her pace and peers at them. Intelligence Agent one reads, and the next Dog Handler. The Agency had used bloodhounds in the past, but they weren’t as good at picking up a demon’s scent as the government had hoped, cutting short the plan to replace the Agency’s female Hound agents. Vienna must have figured out a more productive approach.

An office at the end of the corridor reads Foreign Liaison and Eve raps her knuckles against the wood.  She gives it a moment, then, when no answer comes, tries the handle. It opens under her touch.

Contrary to her hopes, the office isn’t empty. A bearded man leaps up from behind the desk, staring at her, aghast.

“Who do you think you are, barging in here?” he demands. His shirtsleeves are rolled up to his elbows and his fingers are stained with ink. “Who are you?”

Eve calculates quickly. “Forgive my interruption, Agent. The secretary sent me,” she adds, throwing blame on the woman without hesitation. “I’m here to speak to you about a rogue agent.”

“Do you have an appointment?” he asks, pointedly.

“The danger was too near for me to arrange one.” The man is the only one in the room; he has no demon. “You are the Foreign Liaison, are you not?”

He draws himself up and tugs at the bottom of his waistcoat. “Agent Gruber,” he says. “And you are?”

“Agent Wilson.” She shows him her identification, with less finesse than she’d used on the soldiers. “This is Cassius.” She enters the room to stand opposite the desk, Cassius following her languidly.

At the intrusion of the demon, Gruber runs one hand over his balding head. The other he settles on the desk. “I see. You are partnered, then?”

She relaxes at the acknowledgement. They’re in the right place. “You are not?”

“Only field agents undergo the joining.”

Perhaps that’s why the Gendarmerie can afford to employ a hundred agents. “I told your secretary that I was tracking a rogue agent, but it’s closer to the truth to say I’m hunting a very dangerous demon. I’ll require your assistance.”

“What kind of demon? Our field agents are on location and our soldiers are busy guarding His Majesty—”

“It’s not force I need,” Eve interrupts. “My partner can manage that. I need to know if there are any areas of the city where demons congregate. A powerful group, for example, that might be harbouring our suspect.”

The man eases back into his chair. “You should visit Favoriten,” he grumbles. “The schrei demons are on the verge of inciting riots.” The German word he uses could mean a Strike demon or a Scout, with their bat-like calls.

“Is that all?” she asks.

He eyes her. “What else are you expecting? You said you need no support.”

Eve considers asking about Asmodeus, but plucking that name out of thin air will only be met with more suspicion. She and Hazel can try this Favoriten district first.

“Thank you,” she says. “I will report on my progress, so you need have no fear that I will let this demon continue to run free.”

“Yes, yes, if you wish.” He waves a hand at her. “If that is all, then I must return to my work. Good day.”

Bemused, Eve retreats, closing the door behind her. In the corridor, between a portrait of an ancient robed king and one of a dark-haired woman in a cascading white gown, she looks at Cassius. “He didn’t seem worried.”

“They have a hundred men,” he says, with irony. “What do they have to fear from one rogue demon?”

“At least they won’t be in our pocket, this way.” She touches the corner of the painting as she passes. The frame is solid gold.
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Cerulean ribbons wind through Clara’s bodice and tie in a bow at the front. They have the effect of highlighting her natural assets, so Jacob thinks it’s safe for his gaze to linger there. The ribbon must be silk by the way it shines. 

“Do you know why he wants to see us?” he asks. Golden motes of dust dance in the air. It used to be only Maia who was permitted to clean the professor’s study. Now, the man’s here so little that her absence doesn’t seem to make a difference.

“He has a job for you.” Clara’s voice is crisp, authoritative. She stands with her hands clasped behind her back and, though she wears ribbons on her dress, her hair is pulled into the same tight bun that Hazel favours.

“It’ll be nice to work together,” he offers, and when she stares at him belatedly he realises she’d said you, not us. He tries to think of something to break the awkward silence and only succeeds in opening and closing his mouth a few times. He wishes, not for the first time, that Hazel or Eve were here. They’d know what to do.

Clara’s new demon clings to her shadow. The woman is built on broad lines, hard in the places Clara is soft. Only Max’s confirmation had convinced him she was a Hound; she carries herself like a Reaper. Something about her makes him reluctant to turn his back.

The door clicks open and Jacob straightens. “Professor,” he says, as the man walks past him to the desk. Tiberius takes up his usual station by the window, watching. His amber eyes seem to swallow the afternoon light.

Taking a seat, the professor brushes a wayward strand of blond hair off his forehead. The man’s jaw is clean-shaven, his eyes clear. A navy chequered suit makes the most of good shoulders and a physique that has stayed slim even into middle age.

The ever-present alarm at the back of his head starts to chime, telling him he’s been looking for too long. Jacob tears his gaze away.

“Thank you for joining us, Agent Horner,” the man says.

Jacob can’t tell which us he means. “You have a task for us, sir?” His us is simple; he and Max are a team. They will be until he retires—or dies, which is probably more likely.

“Our newest agents need training.” The professor starts shuffling through a stack of papers. He’s been getting more correspondence since his appointment as Shadow Commissioner, and he’s at the Houses of Parliament more than the agency. “You and Khurana will take them to Belfast. There have been a number of attacks against Catholics there. I suspect there is more behind them than your typical social unrest.”

“Do we have any leads, sir?”

“Not yet.” It’s Clara that answers, and the professor lets her. “Khurana is compiling a list of areas to investigate. You’ll sail from Portsmouth in the morning.”

“The morning? But we’d have to leave London straight away.”

“Yes. You have rooms booked at an inn by the docks.”

“We haven’t packed.”

“The servants are taking care of it,” she says, and that’s new; servants.

“Do you require more time, Agent?” the professor asks.

He thinks of the half-finished landscape in his room. “N-no, sir. We’ll be ready.”

“Good. I know that Blythe and Cooper will appreciate your guidance. Ensure that Khurana stays by your side during the journey.”

It’s all said in the same level tone, with the same half-stern, half-thoughtful expression the professor always wears, so Jacob almost misses the strangeness of the order. “Yes, Professor,” he says. First Hazel flees with her demon, then Eve summons Cassius and gets ordered to follow her. Now he’s accompanying their best Hound agent out of the country? What on earth is going on?

“I am glad to hear it.” A moment passes, and then the professor looks up from whatever new government order demands his attention. “That will be all, Agent.”

Jacob startles, embarrassed, and pops down and up in a quick bow. “Thank you, Professor.” He hesitates, then adds, “Agent Ward.”

Clara blinks, as though she hadn’t expected him to use her title. Jacob tries not to feel offended at that; perhaps another man wouldn’t, but he can remember the rap of Turner’s verbal reprimand as though she were still in the room. Still alive.

Max sticks so closely to his back as they leave that Jacob feels like he should be carrying a sack of diamonds on the way to a vault. “What is it?” he asks, when the door has clicked shut behind them. The professor’s assistant had left a couple of days ago and his desk is still empty. Another thing that’s new.

The Reaper demon stares into the distance, quiet, and Jacob waits. Before he was promoted, he’d spent time with Maximus at the side of his mentor, but the close quarters of their partnership is something different; it had taught him that Max kept his opinions to himself unless Jacob invited them into the air. It had also taught him that Max wouldn’t say a single bad word about anyone—not even the Blood Drinker demons they’d faced a few months ago—and that if he saw a stray cat he’d stop to pet it even if it meant they’d miss their train.

“Tiberius,” says the demon, and nothing else.

It’s enough to make Jacob tug his jacket, make his neck ache with the urge to look behind him. “What about him?”

“He’s been watching us.”

“You mean back there, in the office?”

“Everywhere.” They reach the staircase that leads down to the lobby and Max actually does look behind them then. The afternoon light casts shadows under the demon’s curls, lends fire to the amber of his irises. “He’s always looking at me.”

A hole opens in his stomach. But no, it can’t be what he thinks. Tiberius would never be so open about it if it was; no one would dare, even a demon. More likely, the other Reaper is considering their performance.

He casts about for something reassuring. “You two aren’t the only Reapers at the Agency, anymore. Perhaps he’s thinking about a promotion.” The words come out hollow. Max might be powerful enough to earn a harder caseload, but Jacob wouldn’t be able to keep up. He doesn’t have Hazel’s knowledge, or Eve’s courage. He’d only hold Max back. “Or perhaps the professor’s thinking about giving you to someone else.”

Max stiffens, turning away from the empty corridor. “I wouldn’t go,” he says, loyal to a fault. Jacob tries not to read into it; Max is a good partner. Of course he’d say that.

“Let’s go,” he says. “We should find the new agents.”

Jacob had attended the ritual to bind the new demons, just after Eve had left. One Phantom and one Reaper. The Phantom had been summoned and bound without difficulty, but the first Reaper who’d answered had been a woman. The Professor had broken up the gathering and dismissed them, and the next time Jacob saw the agent, he had a new demon—a male one. He never found out what happened to the woman. He hadn’t asked.

They find the two men in the lobby, already in coats and gloves, their demons dressed to match. Two suitcases and a portmanteau wait by the front doors. Max rolls his shoulders as they draw close and the new Reaper works his jaw, his stare belligerent.

“Agent Blythe.” It comes out with the tone of a rebuke, though Jacob doesn’t mean it to.

The agent purses his lips, but he calls his demon to order with a brusque, “Valerian.”

“Evening, Horner,” says the other agent, the one with the Phantom. His demon is a waspish young man that reminds Jacob of Cassius.

“Cooper. Where’s Khurana?”

“Braiding her hair, probably,” Agent Blythe mutters. Jacob elects to ignore the comment. If they start fighting now, the whole case could be jeopardised.

A servant trots past them to set down another bag and Jacob recognises his own walnut leather trunk, the one he’d had engraved with his initials after they’d completed their first case. His skin crawls at the idea of someone going through his things, folding them, choosing which ones to take and which to leave. He rubs his palms together, asks, “Who has the tickets?”

“We do.” It’s Khurana, coming down the stairs with her usual gliding gait, her demon Isis at her heels. Her stern ash-grey gaze pins them in their place. “So, if you are finished gossiping like grandmothers, we will proceed.”

It’s almost comedic, the way the new agents bristle. Cooper’s demon speaks first, smooth like Cassius, too. “As ready as we can be, miss. Ladies first,” he adds, picking up a trunk with one hand and Khurana’s portmanteau with the other.

“The train leaves in an hour,” Khurana says, walking past the demon as if he doesn’t exist. As Isis passes Jacob, she murmurs, “We will speak when we reach Portsmouth.” The words are clearly only meant to be heard by him.

Jacob bends to pick up his trunk, hiding his face; Dominic always told him that his eyebrows gave him away. Perhaps Khurana already knows about the professor’s order and wants to persuade him that she doesn’t need supervision. He’d be happy to let her; this whole thing feels unnecessary, and he can’t imagine why they’re being sent so far away so soon after the ritual.

The trunk feels oddly light. Hoping the servants haven’t forgotten anything important, he follows Khurana and leaves the agency.









